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Executive Summary

Despite the need for knowledge on the impacts of regulating digital platform work, empirical evidence
remains thin, especially in low- and middle-income country (LMIC) settings. Out of 59 studies in this brief,
18 are experiments, impact evaluations, or theoretical models estimated using data, and 14 of those 18 studies
cover LMIC-based workers (see Section I.B).

Effective interventions must be tailored to the realities of digital work. Digital platform markets have
characteristics that may differ from other types of markets, such as power and information asymmetries
between platforms and workers as well as fluid entry and exit of workers from the market (see Sections II.A
and I1.B).

The need to tailor interventions to the characteristics of digital work is apparent in the case of minimum
earnings interventions, which have had mixed effects in digital platforms. These mixed effects are in part
due to the rapid entry and oversupply of new workers into digital platforms after minimum wages are imposed,
resulting in limited increases in overall workers’ earnings in some cases (see Section II.A).

Reputation systems—reviews and information about workers and employers—are highly valued by
digital platform workers. However, they are prone to information asymmetries, suggesting that regulation or
protective measures could play an important role (see Section II.B).

Policy makers can leverage digital platforms to enroll workers in social insurance and social protection
schemes. Social protection and insurance coverage is low among digital platform workers. Policy makers could
leverage platforms’ data about workers, and their contact with workers, to target efforts to extend social
insurance coverage. However, more evidence is needed to determine the best way of doing so (see Section II.D).

Policy makers aiming to protect digital platform workers should consider not only labor market
regulations (LMRs) but also interventions related to product market regulation (PMR). The relationship
between digital workers and digital platforms is also affected by platforms’ competitive environment. However,
there is lack of empirical evidence on the effects of tackling competition barriers in digital platforms (see
Section II.C).

Platforms and policy makers should obtain more information about what digital platform workers value
and tailor regulatory and protective measures accordingly. Digital platform workers have a variety of
preferences regarding which social benefits they would prioritige receiving. However, more efforts are needed to
collect, expand, and incorporate this information into decision-making, particularly in

LMIC settings (see Section IlI).




A. Background: The rationale for protecting digital
platform workers

and Upwork. These different types of platforms vary widely in terms
of their characteristics, but they all involve a digitally mediated
relationship between a worker and a client (organigation, firm, or
individual) in exchange for gig-" or task-based services (Woodcock
and Graham 2020). There is also wide heterogeneity in terms of
the tasks that workers can engage in across web- and location-
based work as well as in the skills required to complete those tasks
(Stoterau 2024). This brief will indicate when certain studies and
findings refer to web-based or platform-based work.

Work on digital platforms constitutes “‘a growing and non-
negligible part of the labor market,” with web-based digital
platform work alone encompassing 4.4 to 12.5 percent of the
global labor force (either as full- or part-time workers) (Datta et
al. 2023). The global employment share of digital platform work is
likely greater, as this estimate does not include workers active in
location-based services such as ride-hailing and delivery platforms.



The growing availability of digital platform work
could bring about promising benefits. Digital
platforms could benefit workers by giving them more
choice, flexibility, and information about available
jobs. In developing contexts, where digital work
platforms are becoming increasingly popular, they
could bring new opportunities for income generation
in a way that is more observable by policy makers
than non-digital informal labor (Datta et al. 2023).
Such opportunities are particularly valuable when it
is difficult for individuals to find ‘traditional’ work in
local labor markets, due to either a shortage of jobs or
factors such as discrimination (Graham et al. 2017).
These platforms could also benefit micro, small, and
medium enterprises by widening the talent pool they
have access to (Datta et al. 2023).

Yet evidence suggests that digital platform work
has several features that place workers at a
disadvantage in relation to their platform-enabled
employers. For example, Dube et al. (2020), through
descriptive work and experimental estimates, find
a high degree of employer market power (that is,
monopsony) in the web-based work platform MTurk,
causing workers to be paid less than they should be
paid based on their productivity. Online platform
workers might also not have as much flexibility in
the organigation of their work time and place, as
platforms often impose tight deadlines (Yin, Suri, and
Gray 2018) or assign tasks in a rigid manner, including
by giving tasks during irregular times of the day (for
example, nighttime tasks for digital workers serving
clients in different time gones) (Wood, Lehdonvirta,
and Graham 2018).

Workers might also be exposed to mistreatment
or lack of pay by digital firms and clients. Almost
nine out of ten workers in an International Labour
Organisation (ILO) survey have had work rejected or
have had payment refused (Berg et al. 2018). Digital
work platforms may not reward workers based in
low- and medium-income countries (LMICs) as much
as is warranted based on their skills and experience
level (Beerepoot and Lambgrets 2014). In addition,
workers may not always be able to avoid ‘bad’
online jobs or firms as they often do not have good
information about the quality of tasks and the clients
who assign them, even though clients are often able
to pick and choose workers based on public reviews
and ratings (Holtz, Scult, and Suri 2022; Kingsley
et al. 2015). Platform workers based in LMICs might
be exposed to additional vulnerabilities, as the best
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tasks are often not made available to them on web-
based platforms (Berg et al. 2018), or at times, they
experience outright discrimination and/or lower
earnings due to their country of origin (Graham,
Hjorth, and Lehdonvirta 2017; Lehdonvirta et al. 2021
in Haidar and Keune 2021).

Social insurance coverage is low among digital
platform workers, in part due to the legal form
in which these jobs are classified (Datta et al.
2023). ILO surveys found that only “about three out
of ten surveyed workers on crowdwork platforms
are covered by some form of social insurance” (Berg
et al. 2018 in Behrendt, Quynh, and Rani 2019),
and ‘women have less access to social insurance
compared to men.” Digital platform workers, in turn,
may value the benefits of social insurance (Ghorpade,
Rahman, and Jasmin 2023; Gruber 2022), but the
cost they are willing to pay for social insurance is less
clear. While digital platforms could voluntarily bear
the costs of providing some form of social protection
coverage to workers, this is rarely done on a voluntary
basis. Instead, most platforms have so far avoided
considering their workers as dependent employees,
and their legal status is subject to significant
debate and varies according to the nature of tasks
performed.

This brief is developed as part of a series and
provides an overview of the empirical evidence
on the impacts of regulatory and worker
protection interventions related to digital work
platforms. The theoretical and economic rationales
for protecting workers against the market failures
that surround digital platform work are discussed
in Stoterau (2024). Another brief describes the
experiences in various countries in adopting labor
regulations or legal classifications from the legal
standpoint (Hatayama and Swistak 2024). We bring
complementary evidence and guidance to policy
makers by reviewing the empirical evidence on the
effects of introducing regulations.

It reviews 59 research papers, including 18
experiments, impact evaluations, or theoretical
models estimated using data—out of which 14
include workers based in low- or middle-income
contexts. This review searched for experimental
and quasi-experimental studies related to digital
work platforms through keyword searches in
Google Scholar and EconlLit, by reviewing citations
of papers found, and through a review of recently
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published (2022-2023) papers in economics journals
and conference schedules. The search included
keywords for experimental and quasi-experimental
methodologies as well as keywords related to the
topics and subtopics of this brief. In turn, the topics
and overarching framework of the brief were defined
in consultation with World Bank staff and expanded
and modified based on the availability of the evidence.
Nonexperimental (that is, qualitative, descriptive,
theoretical, or simulation based) work was also
included in sections where the experimental and
quasi-experimental work was scarce or to provide
rationale and motivation for open questions for future
research. The end result aimed to be an exhaustive
list of empirical studies about regulations and worker
protection interventions—that either have already
been enacted or could potentially be enacted—in the
digital workspace. A full list and description of the 48
research papers is included in the appendix.

B. Mapping the evidence: A framework for
potential regulatory and worker protection
interventions

What forms of regulatory and worker protection
interventions are possible in the digital workspace?
Traditional labor protections tend to be concentrated
in the ‘labor market regulation’ (LMR) policy space.
These policies grant workers with rights—such as
a minimum wage or standards on working hours,
dismissal procedures, and contracting—to protect
against power asymmetries.

However, the relationship between workers and
firms, including on digital platforms, is also affected
by firms’ viability and their business decisions.
Therefore, PMRs—including competition policies,
openness to trade and foreign investment, mandates,
and exemptions based on firm sige, price controls,
preferential treatment in public procurement, and
access to finance—are also interventions that can
directly affect firms’ treatment of workers and, as a
result, job outcomes (Algate et al. 2024).

In addition, outside of either the labor market or
product market regulatory space, digital workers face
a precarious lack of social insurance and protection.
Interventions in this third ‘'social protection and
insurance’ space might still benefit digital workers,
independent of changes to official or government
regulation about labor and product markets.

Most studies considered in this overview are
concentrated in the LMR space. However, when
considering potential regulatory and worker
protection interventions for digital workers, policy
makers must not focus solely on LMR, but they
should also consider PMR and social protection and
insurance.

Indeed, overlap exists among these three spaces. One
regulation might address issues that exist in both
LMR and PMR spaces, for instance. This overview
maps the studies found across four main issue areas
that cut across LMR, PMR, and social insurance
and protection. These four issue areas reflect the
key sources of vulnerability and market failures
that surround digital workers: (i) market power
asymmetries, (ii) information asymmetries, (iii)
competition barriers, and (iv) an under-coverage
of social insurance.

Most of the impact evaluation evidence included in
this review deals with interventions concentrated in
the first two areas (market power and information
asymmetries). The above framework is not necessarily
a comprehensive map of all the possible intervention
types and vulnerabilities that affect digital platform
workers. Yet it serves as a starting point to chart out
the available evidence as of the time of writing.

In addition, the right’ regulation or intervention type
might also differ based on the type of digital platform
work: location based versus web based. These have
distinctive features that could translate to different
types of worker vulnerabilities: health and safety
hagards might differ between an individual working
as an Uber driver and an individual completing tasks
on MTurk, for example.

The Tight’ intervention will also depend on the specific
features of the local labor market(s) surrounding
digital platform work. The final section of this brief
includes a discussion of different contextual features
specific to low- and middle-income contexts that
could affect the generaligability of the findings from
the existing evidence base.
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Figure 1: A framework for potential regulatory and worker protection interventions
for digital platform workers

Labor market Product market Social insurance and
regulation space regulation space protection space

Tackling market Tackling
power information
asymmetries asymmetries

Tackling Leveraging platforms
competition to increase uptake
barries of social insurance

+ Minimum wages - "Reputation - Portability of benefits - |dentifying informal

- Higher pay, type of systems’ + Natural monopolies and vulnerable
pay - Matching services + Price dumping workers and offering

- Freedom of and intermediaries - Noncompeting clauses formalization/
association - Transparency on - Entry and licensing insurance enrollment

- Job and task flexibility compensation barriers incentives

- Movement across - Arbitrary exclusion - Formalizing
platforms employment

- Monitoring workers relationship

- Firms voluntarily
providing social
insurance products to
platform workers

Source: World Bank.




|I. Interventions and findings:
What does the evidence say?

The monopsony power of digital work platforms might translate
into situations where employers have outsiged influence on working
conditions. In theory, this can cause workers to be underpaid,
restricted in their flexibility, and unduly monitored. Possible
regulatory responses can range from the introduction of a minimum
wage to interventions that strengthen workers’ bargaining power.

Below are findings from 14 studies—7 of which cover workers from
LMICs and 8 of which are experimental or impact evaluations—that
assess the effectiveness of interventions related to these market
power asymmetries.

Introducing a minimum compensation or wage

Findings from two experimental studies, one quasi-experimental
study, and two theoretical model studies of minimum wages or
earnings schemes in web-based and location-based platforms
suggest these can have mixed effects in high-income country
(HIC) and LMIC settings. Wages of hired workers may increase, but
overall impacts on earnings are limited because the wage floor may
lead to an oversupply of workers at the new wage level (Asadpour
et al. 2022; Horton 2018; Nakamura and Siregar 2022; Stanton
and Thomas 2021; Van Inwegen et al. 2022).

However, there is room for innovation by digital platforms to
address the issues of worker oversupply that might emerge from a
minimum-wage style of policy. One experimental study finds that
Lyft's ‘Priority Mode’ feature for drivers in the United States solved
a driver oversupply issue, leading to increased driver earnings on
average as well as benefits for riders (Krishnan et al. 2022).



Study details:

Van Inwegen et al. (2022) found that randomly
assigning workers to receive one of three different
minimum wage levels in a web-based platform
had heterogenous effects while increasing overall
wage equality. Treated workers who historically
charged below the minimum wage reduced
their probability of employment by 14-32
percent, were around 6 percent more likely to
exit the platform, and their total earnings did
not increase (with earnings for some of these
workers decreasing by 8 percent).

Horton (2018) found that when a web-based
platform experimentally introduced an employer-
level minimum wage, the wages of hired workers
(who worked from the United States, India, the
Philippines, and Bangladesh) rose by between 4
and 9 percent per dollar increase in the minimum
wage. However, this came at the expense of
a reduction in overall hiring (ranging from 2.5
to 10 percent, depending on workers’ previous
earnings) and hours worked (with reductions
as large as 30 percent). The reduction in hours
worked is in part explained by how employers
began hiring higher-skilled workers after the
wage policy.

Nakamura and Siregar (2022) employed a
differences-in-differences method and synthetic
control methodology to evaluate the impacts of
a federal policy on minimum fares per ride for
drivers on ride-sharing apps in Indonesia. They
found that, overall, the policy did not increase
driver earnings or wages despite increasing
trip prices. This was a result of a large number
of lower-earning drivers entering the platform,
as reflected by a 24 percent increase in excess
‘supply hours’ (that is, the sum of all idle hours
from all drivers). As a result, mandating a
minimum fare did not seem to increase overall
earnings when these minimum fares did not
account for idle time (or driving distance time)
that drivers face.

Stanton and Thomas (2021) used data from
transactions from a web-based platform with
globalworkers (that is 89 percent of transactions
in the marketplace crossed international
borders) to simulate the impacts of introducing
a minimum wage. They estimated that workers
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and employers might both be left worse off as a
result of reduced hiring.

Asadpour et al. (2022) analyged the effects of
New York City and Seattle’s minimum earnings
regulations for ride-hailing providers using
a theoretical model. The regulations require
minimum payments to drivers for each ride
based on the distance and time traveled.
The researchers estimate that this led to an
oversupply of drivers—9 percent more drivers
entered and used the platform as they were
attracted to higher payments, but riders’
demand decreased due to higher costs. The
oversupply of drivers resulted in many drivers
being idle and not finding work while using the
app. thereby limiting the regulation’s ability to
increase earnings. They estimated the maximum
feasible gain in net earnings for drivers in this
scenario was 3 percent.

Krishnan et al. (2022) conducted an experiment
on Lyft's ‘Priority Mode’ feature in the United
States, which allows drivers to increase their
probability of being paired to riders during
specific, prioritiged hours. They found that this
feature can solve the issue of worker oversupply
while safeguarding worker flexibility, increasing
gains for drivers, riders, and Lyft in the process.
Priority Mode ‘resulted in a generation of
system surplus equivalent to” 10 to 13 percent
of total driver earnings. In addition, they found
a 60 percent positive satisfaction rating among
drivers using the feature.

Higher pay or different type of pay

Even when minimum wages do not exist, platforms
might decide to raise (or lower) the earnings of all
platform workers. Two experimental studies—one
with a location-based platform in the United States
(Hall John, and Daniel 2023) and one with a global
web-based platform (Doerrenberg, Duncan, and
Loffler 2023)—suggest that increases in platform
workers’ task-based compensation might not lead to
large or sustained benefits. This may be particularly
true when markets re-equilibrate or if workers do not
work more in response to a wage increase.

Digital platforms could also transition digital platform
workers away from a task-based, performance-pay
model—the standard in digital work platforms—
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toward a model of fixed pay resembling standard
working arrangements. These platforms could also
add new forms of ‘bonus’ payments on top of existing
payment schemes. However, the empirical evidence
on these alternative types of pay schemes remains
thin (one study, Hodor [2022], looks at the effect of
bonus payments for gig and permanent workers in an
online manufacturing firm).

Study details:

Hall, John, and Daniel (2023) measured how
experimental increases in Uber’'s base price in
the United States—and payments for drivers—
led to earnings increases for workers. However,
these increases only lasted eight weeks, as the
demand for rides adjusted in response to the
higher price (a 10 percent increase in a ride’s
base fare led to a 2.5 percent reduction in total
transportation hours).

Doerrenberg, Duncan, and Loffler (2023)
evaluated an experimental increase and
decrease (both by 20 percent) in task-based
wages in Amagon MTurk. Higher wages reduced
the probability of workers quitting a labor task
by 8.5 percent, while lower wages increased
this probability by 18.0 percent. These effects
translate into labor supply elasticities that are
different when increasing versus decreasing
wages (0.44 for the wage increase group; 0.89
for the wage decrease group), suggesting that
policies that decrease wages might have larger
impacts on labor supply than policies that
increase them.

Hodor (2022) estimated the effect of introducing
bonus payment on top of regular earnings for
gig workers and permanent workers in an online,
global manufacturing firm using a theoretical
model. They found that the two different types
of workers responded differently to incentives.
The bonus payments increased productivity
among gig workers by 12 to 17 percent but had no
statistically significant impacts for permanent
workers.

Strengthening standards around job and task
flexibility

One study from the United States finds that Uber
drivers benefit from the platform’'s flexibility,

highlighting the potential benefits of flexible digital
work arrangements. However, one experimental
study finds that non-location-based platform work
(that is, on MTurk) may not always be as flexible as
expected. In qualitative work across multiple African
countries, Anwar and Graham (2020) find some gig
workers highly value autonomy but note that this
increased autonomy does not necessarily translate
to improved working conditions or livelihoods. In
circumstances where workers value flexibility and do
not obtain it, increasing flexibility may increase the
quality of workers’ output.

Study details:

Chen et al. (2017), using data on hourly earnings,
estimate that Uber drivers in the United States
benefit significantly from real-time flexibility.
Their theoretical model calculated Uber’s flexible
driving arrangement led to labor surplus equal to
40 percent of total expected earnings for drivers,
or US$150 per week on average. For workers to
be indifferent between the flexible arrangement
and a more restricted one, their wages would
need to increase by more than 50 percent.

Yin, Suri, and Gray (2018) find that MTurk
“affords workers far less flexibility than widely
believed,” with a large part of the inflexibility
coming from employers’ tight deadlines for
tasks. They experimentally varied the amount of
task flexibility for workers, finding this flexibility
led workers to produce a larger amount of work
with similar quality. They also find that “workers
would give up significant compensation [at least
$0.86 per hour] to control their time” and gain
more flexibility.

Anwar and Graham (2020) conducted a four-
year qualitative study with 65 workers in South
Africa, Kenya, Nigeria, Ghana, and Uganda
to assess how platform-based remote work
affected their perceived freedom, flexibility,
precarity, and vulnerability.

Free movement across platforms

Survey data about online platform workers suggest
that, while many of them work across multiple
platforms, there are some restrictions to workers’
mobility. For example, the lack of portability of
reviews and ratings systems tends to lock some



workers into a single platform (the role of reputation
systems is further discussed in Section B). Further
research is warranted to determine the potential
benefits and risks of increasing workers’” mobility
across platforms.

Study details:

Berg et al. (2018) studied responses to ‘an ILO
survey of working conditions covering 3,500
workers living in 75 countries around the world
and working on five English-speaking microtask
platforms” They find that almost half of
respondents reported having worked on more
than one platform in the month preceding the
survey, in part due to an insufficient availability
of tasks. The remaining half, however, worked on
only one platform, “explaining that this was due
to the high start-up and transaction costs of
spreading oneself across platforms.”

ILO (2021) highlighted how workers tend to be
locked into a single digital platform, in part due
to the “incompatibility of metrics used by the
major platforms” such as worker reviews and
their work and financial histories.

Freedom of association: workers’ organizations
and trade unionization

Digital workers might be able to counteract market
power asymmetries through collective action and
organigation. While this review could not find any
experimental or impact evaluation evidence on the
impact of unionigation among digital work employees,
there are some case studies exploring how digital
worker mobiligation has led to gains for workers in
the form of stronger social protection coverage.

Study details:

Behrendt, Quynh, and Rani (2019) provided
an overview of how trade unions contributed
to facilitating social protection for platform
workers, looking at case studies of effective
digital worker lobbying in Denmark and Germany.

Wood, Lehdonvirta, and Graham (2018) used
survey data and interviews to highlight the role
of internet-based communities in facilitating
collective organigation among digital freelancers
in Southeast Asia and sub-Saharan Africa.

The effects of regulating platform-based work on employment outcomes:
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B. Tackling information asymmetries

The power imbalance between employers and
workers in digital work platforms is also often
reflected in information asymmetries. Platform
employers — including clients who assign tasks to
platform workers and platform owners—often have
more information about workers than workers do
about employers, tasks, and compensation. Further,
employers can exert their informational advantage
to monitor workers. These asymmetries can hinder
workers’ ability to find digital work that is desirable
and a good match with their profile. In turn, this
creates opportunities for third-party firms to provide
matching and intermediary services that fill in the
informational gap.

Regulation could play a role in correcting these
asymmetries. Below are findings from 12 studies,
including four experimental studies, related to
information transparency, reputation systems,
monitoring, and matching services in global web-
based platforms that could inform the design of
potential future regulations.

Improving transparency on work compensation
and quality

Increasing transparency in compensation for tasks
might lead to better matches with platform workers,
based on one experimental study (Horton, Johari, and
Kircher 2021).

Study details:

Horton, Johari, and Kircher (2021) revealed
a signal about employers’ willingness to pay
for more experienced workers to a randomly
assigned set of jobseekers within an online gig
platform for tasks that could be completed
remotely. In response, jobseekers targeted their
applications to employers that matched their
experience level and tailored their earnings bids,
leading to an overall increase in hours worked of
4.6 percent.

Regulating ‘reputation systems’

‘Reputation systems’ refers to the existence and use
of worker and employer reviews and information
about platform work experience. Experimental
evidence from a web-based platform shows workers
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place high importance on receiving positive reviews
(Holtz et al 2022). In addition, experimental evidence
suggests that reviews can improve workers’ likelihood
of future employment and wages in web-based
platforms (Pallais 2014). The effects of reviews on
workers may be transmitted (and compounded) by
how a digital platform’s algorithm works. As Wood et
al. (2019) point out in qualitative work, workers with
the best reviews in digital platforms tend to receive
more work due to the platform’s algorithmic ranking
of workers within search results.

Nonexperimental evidence suggests that providing
workers with a skKill certificate can reduce employer
uncertainty and lead to higher earnings for workers
(Kassi and Lehdonvitra 2019). Similarly, standardiged
and verified work history information appears to be
particularly beneficial for workers based in lower-
income contexts (Argawal, Lacetera, and Lyons 2016;
Lehdonvirta et al. 2018). However, worker reviews
might also reproduce existing inequalities among
jobseekers (Lukac and Grow 2021).

Research also underlines the importance of allowing
workers to assess the reputation of employers—an
area where little oversight currently exists (Benson,
Sojourner, and Umyarov 2018). Future regulation
could consider strengthening workers’ access to
information about employers’ reputation.

Study details:

Holtz, Scult, and Suri (2022) used a survey
experiment to measure the value that workers
assigned to positive feedback on Upwork
(including workers based in HICs and LMICs),
estimating that the median freelancer valued a
single positive review at around US$50.

Pallais (2014) experimentally hired and gave
evaluations to workers in oDesk (including
HIC as well as LMIC-based workers). They
found providing evaluations almost tripled the
probability of inexperienced workers finding
employment from 12 percent to 30 percent as
well as almost tripled their average earnings
from US$10 to USS27.

Kassi and Lehdonvitra (2019), through an
event study, analyged the effects of providing
workers with a skill certificate in a web-based
digital platform, finding that an additional

skills certificate led to a 2.1 percent increase in
earnings (that is an average gain of US$1.88). The
returns to signaling were up to 1.5 times larger
for workers with gero work history compared to
the average worker.

Argawal, Lacetera, and Lyons (2016) analyged
applications by workers in low-, middle-, and
high-income countries for jobs posted on oDesk.
They found that lower-income applicants were
“only about 60 percent as likely to be hired” by
contractors from high-income contexts relative
to similar applicants from HICs. However,
workers who signaled more platform experience
(that is, had a higher number of prior jobs on
the platform than the median worker) were
more likely to be hired and to earn more, and
this was especially true for workers from lower-
income countries. These findings suggest that
standardiged and verified information about
workers can benefit LMIC-based gig jobseekers
and address disparities in online opportunities.

Lehdonvitra et al. (2018) analyged data from
a large, global web-based platform and found
that verifiable information which signals
about workers” work experience—that s
the number of projects completed by each
worker on the platform—led to an increase in
task compensation. Per standard deviation
unit increase in work experience, workers’
compensation per task increased by 6 to 13
percent, with larger gains for LMIC-based
workers (for example, Filipino workers saw a
16 percent increase in pay for writing tasks,
compared to 7 percent in the United States).

Lukac and Grow (2021) estimated the effect that
worker reputation plays in job outcomes through
a simulation, finding that reputation systems
“can potentially reproduce inequalities present
in offline labor markets and produce unfair
outcomes that disproportionately favor already
successful applicants”

Wood-Doughty (2018), using a theoretical
model, compared the effect of information from
reviews to other information about workers
(such as standardiged exam scores and country)
in the online labor market oDesk. They found
that, somewhat contrary to the above findings,
“reviews have a relatively small effect on both



wages and attrition,” with a 1 standard deviation
increase in a workers’ combined review score
reducing their probability of exit by only 1
percent. However, reviews did appear to reward
good workers and punish bad ones.

Benson, Sojourner, and Umyarov (2018) studied
the reputation of employers in MTurk. They
found that there is very little oversight for
employers—no authority disciplines employers
that refuse payments and workers have no
contractual recourse or appeal process. In an
experiment, they found that posting employer
reviews on a third-party website had an impact
on workers’ choices. Employers with good
reputations “recruited workers about 50 percent
more quickly than otherwise-identical employers
with no ratings,” and “100 percent more quickly
than those with very bad reputations.”

Monitoring workers

Monitoring online platform workers might raise
privacy concerns among workers and reduce workers'’
willingness to work, according to results from one
experimental study on MTurk.

Study details:

Liang et al. (2022) investigated workers’
responses to monitoring in MTurk along three
dimensions: monitoring “intensity (how much
information is collected), transparency (whether
the monitoring policy is disclosed to workers),
and control (whether workers can remove
sensitive information)” They estimate that
workers are apprehensive about monitoring
and, on average, the compensations required
for workers to accept monitoring are between
US$1.8 and US$1.6 per hour (roughly 37.5 to
28.6 percent of average hourly wages).

The role of matching services and intermediaries

Facilitating services that match digital workers with
employers—either in the form of algorithmically
generated recommendations or intermediary
companies—may be a promising way to reduce
information ~ asymmetries. Reducing  these
asymmetries, in turn, might increase employment
and wages, based on findings from one experiment
(Horton 2016) and one descriptive study (Stanton
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and Thomas 2015) in web-based platforms. However,
safeguards should be put in place to ensure that
these intermediaries do not themselves exploit
workers or capture their earnings (Graham, Hjorth,
and Lehdonvirta 2017), as part of the original appeal
of digital platforms may be that workers do not
need to pay for intermediaries to find employment
opportunities.

Study details:

Graham, Hjorth, and Lehdonvirta (2017) find
that even though digital work platforms appear
to facilitate a more direct connection between
workers and employers, intermediaries are
still common. They find qualitative evidence to
suggest these intermediaries can at times take
advantage of workers by engaging in low-pay
and strict working conditions.

Horton (2016) finds that ‘algorithmically
recommending workers to employers for
the purpose of recruiting can substantially
increase hiring: in an experiment conducted
in an online labor market, employers with
technical job vacancies that received recruiting
recommendations had a 20 percent higher fill
rate compared to the control” In addition, they
find “no evidence that the treatment crowded-
out hiring of non-recommended candidates.”

Stanton and Thomas (2015) study the role of
intermediaries in the platform oDesk. Despite
the idea that online platforms allow workers
and employers to directly engage without
the need for an intermediary, they found that
intermediaries play an important role in these
markets. Around 30 percent of non-US oDesk
workers are affiliated with an intermediary. In
addition, they found “workers affiliated with an
agency have substantially higher job-finding
probabilities and wages at the beginning of their
careers compared to similar workers without an
agency affiliation”

C. Tackling competition barriers

The relationship between digital workers and digital
platforms is also affected by platforms’ competitive
environment. Platforms with large market power, for
example, will likely treat digital workers differently—
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imposing their monopsonistic power—than platforms
operating under a more competitive environment. The
firms that own platforms can also subject workers
to certain constraints, such as barring them from
working for competitors, to preserve their market
power.

As a result, tackling competition barriers—for
instance, through PMR—might lead to better
outcomes for digital platform workers. However,
which exact competition barriers to tackle and how to
address them are not straightforward. Overall, there
is lack of empirical evidence on whether lowering
competition barriers can improve digital platform
workers’ outcomes.

Below is an overview of some competition barriers
that could be potentially subject to regulations
and interventions in the digital platform space. The
evidence in this section is more descriptive than it is
experimental or quasi-experimental: only two quasi-
experimental studies, both from the United States,
are included. The section emphasiges knowledge gaps
and key open questions for future research.

Natural monopolies

Whether to encourage competition in digital
platforms through regulatory or other interventions
depends on whether these platforms constitute a
natural monopoly—such that a “single firm will serve
a market more efficiently than competing firms”
(Ducci 2020). In the presence of a natural monopoly,
the right regulatory approach might focus on
preventing the abuse of power while limiting (rather
than promoting) competition. However, there is lack
of empirical evidence on whether digital platforms
constitute natural monopolies, and on whether this
differs by platform type and location.

Study details:

Ducci (2020), in a theoretical overview, describes
the ambiguity behind classifying ride-hailing
services as natural monopolies. In some cases,
they could potentially be seen as natural
monopolies due to substantial ‘demand-side
economies of scale through the creation of large
networks.” However, in other cases, competition
might be desirable and possible based on the “sige
of demand, density of population, and availability
of alternative methods of transportation” within
a given geographical market.

Price dumping

Online platforms might be able to engage in ‘price
dumping’'—the offering of their products and services
at prices lower than their cost, sacrificing revenue
for the sake of gaining market share. For example,
a ride-sharing platform might be able to stifle the
competition by offering ‘unnaturally’ low prices for
rides. Whether these practices indeed occur among
digital work platforms, whether this varies for on-
location versus web-based platforms, and whether
these practices are subject to existing regulation
about fair competition practices are still debated
questions (for example, Agrawal 2021, Bamberger
and Lobel 2017; Bostoen 2019).

In addition, the potential effects of ‘price dumping’
on digital workers’ welfare are also understudied. If
digital platforms that engage in price dumping also
slash workers’ salaries in the future to make up for
losses in revenue, for example, workers' earnings
might be affected.

There is also evidence of digital platform workers
engaging in ‘wage dumping’ of their own: accepting
very low wages for the sake of out-competing other
workers (Aleksynska, Bastrakova, and Kharchenko
2019). Whether wage dumping is connected to price
dumping and whether regulatory interventions
can effectively address their negative effects are
also questions where further empirical evidence is
warranted.

Noncompeting clauses

Digital platforms may restrict competition by
requiring workers to agree to noncompeting
clauses—barring them from working for competitors’
platforms. While this might appear to be at odds with
digital platforms’ offer of flexibility, there are some
cases of platforms imposing these kinds of restraints
on workers (McDonald, Williams, and Mayes 2020).
Evidence is needed on the impacts of such clauses,
and if they are indeed enforceable, as well as on
potential mitigating strategies through regulation.

Entry and licensing barriers

Occupational  licenses—which  impose  specific
requirements on workers who wish to perform
certain kinds of services—aim to guarantee quality
standards and protect consumers. Evidence from two
quasi-experimental studies of occupational licensing



within on-location, home services digital platforms
in the United States suggests that it might reduce
labor supply while having muted effects on customer
satisfaction.

Study details:

Farronato et al. (2020) studied the effects of
occupational licensing laws within a large online
platform for residential home services. They
found that more stringent licensing regulations
were ‘associated with less competition and
higher prices, but not with any improvement in
customer satisfaction as measured by review
ratings or the propensity to use the platform
again”

Blair and Fisher (2022) exploited two natural
experiments (state variation in licensing laws
and a change in licensing laws within a state)
to study the effects of occupational licensing in
Angi's HomeAdvisor—a leading platform within
the US home services market. They found that
licensing reduced successful matches between
customers and workers for tasks by 25 percent.
This was driven by a reduction in the labor supply
of workers. The researchers found the elasticity
of workers accepting a task with respect to
licensing was -0.11.

Arbitrary exclusion of competitors

The concentrated market power held by some
digital platforms can, in theory, result not just
in discrimination against workers but also in the
arbitrary exclusion of competitors. For example,
Stylianou (2018) notes examples of large tech firms
(such as AT&T and Apple) excluding competitors
through several methods. These include vertical
integration (that is, harming competitors by blocking
access to other markets in the supply chain) and
blocking access to a competitor's service (for
example, blocking access to an app on an operating
system or making an app incompatible).

More evidence is needed on whether the digital
platforms discussed in this brief engage in arbitrary
exclusion against competitors, whether this varies
by location-based versus web-based platforms, and
whether regulation that addresses these practices
results in a more competitive environment that
improves workers’ outcomes.

The effects of regulating platform-based work on employment outcomes:
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Portability of benefits

Digital workers might value portable benefits, that
is, social benefits, such as health insurance and
pension plans, that they can keep with them as they
move from one digital platform to another. However,
digital platforms might have an incentive to resist
portable benefits. This is because digital platforms
might be able to extend exclusive, non-portable
benefits to keep workers from ‘moving’ and working
for competitor platforms.

Whether digital workers stand to benefit from
portable benefits and whether regulation can play
a role in safeguarding this portability are questions
lacking in empirical evidence.

D. Leveraging platforms to increase
uptake of social insurance

There is evidence to suggest that individuals
experiencing unemployment or unexpected shocks
can turn to online platform work as a ‘buffer’ to
protect against income losses (Jackson 2022, Jones
and Manhique 2022; Kass 2022; Kecht and Marcolin
2022).

However, online platform work does not substitute
the need for social protection and insurance. As
described in Section IA, social protection and
insurance coverage is low among digital platform
workers. Many of these workers might be able to
smooth their consumption owing to digital platforms,
but they might still require social benefits and
protections against shocks, such as health insurance
and retirement plans.

Policy makers might be able to leverage digital
platforms to increase uptake of social insurance
in several ways. First, through regulation, policy
makers can require platforms to extend insurance
to workers, that is, by mandating a formal employee
relationship, in which the employee gets access to
contributory social protection coverage. Platforms
might also choose to extend social benefits to
workers voluntarily, without the need for regulation.
In addition, policy makers can leverage platforms’
data’ about workers to identify vulnerable or informal
workers and accordingly target efforts to enroll these
workers in social insurance schemes.
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This section summariges findings from six studies—
including one experimental study and most of them
including workers from LMICs—related to these
potential interventions.

Formalizing an employment relationship

Mandating digital work platforms to pay taxes on
their employers—away of formaliging an employment
relationship that could include contributory social
insurance coverage—might result in lower hiring,
according to estimates from one simulation study.
Further empirical evidence is needed on the effects
of requiring platforms to register their workers as
employees (or, at least, to establish a clear legal
definition that constitutes some type of employment
and guarantees a certain set of benefits) and extend
social benefits accordingly.

Study details:

Stanton and Thomas (2021) used data from
transactions from a web-based platform
with global workers (that is, 89 percent of
transactions in  the marketplace crossed
international borders) to simulate the impacts of
introducing a 10 percent tax paid by buyers when
hiring jobseekers, which is meant to reflect the
costs of paying an income tax on a worker. Their
simulation found that this could lower hiring by
around 26 percent, in large part due to a decline
in the number of jobs posted on the platform by
34 percent.

Firms voluntarily providing social insurance to
platform workers

The firms that own digital work platforms have, in
some instances, voluntarily provided social insurance
and benefits for online gig workers in high-, middle-,
and low-income countries. However, empirical
evidence on the impact of these firm-led initiatives
remains thin.

Study details:

ILO (2021) provides an overview of how location-
based online gig platforms have provided medical
coverage benefits to their workers, including
the introduction of a medical insurance plan by
the ride-share scheme DiDI Chuxing in China

and Deliveroo, Glovo, Ola, Swiggy, and Uber’s
provision of in-ride insurance of varying degrees.
In Deliveroo’s case, for instance, insurance covers
riders ‘against injuries and third-party liability
while they are online and for one hour after they
have gone offline” Deliveroo extended further
benefits to workers in France in the form of paid
sick leave in response to a series of protests over
pay dispute (Boucherak 2019).

Rhani and Dhir (2020) provide a descriptive
overview of the impact of COVID-19 on online gig
platforms, highlighting how several platforms
set up emergency COVID-19 funds and “other
forms of sick pay to assist workers” during the
pandemic.

Using platforms to incentivize workers to enroll
in social protection and insurance

Policy makers could potentially leverage digital
platforms to make it simpler for workers to enroll
in, and contribute to, social insurance products.
These products can range from social security
to unemployment insurance (Ul) and investing in
voluntary savings plans. The empirical evidence on
these incentives remains thin: this review found only
one related experimental study (Guerrero and Silva-
Porto 2020) and one quasi-experimental study (Garin
et al. 2023).

Study details:

Behrendt, Quynh, and Rani (2019) gave an
overview of how Uber and other ride-sharing
platforms have facilitated access to official
social protection coverage in  Uruguay,
Malaysia, Indonesia, Estonia, Lithuania, and
Sweden, for example, by permitting Uber
drivers to automatically deduct social security
contributions and therefore formally contribute
to the social security system in Uruguay or by
simplifying the tax reporting of income earned
from Uber in Sweden. This underlines the
potential of online gig platforms to simplify the
process for workers to enroll in and pay for social
insurance.

Guerrero and Silva-Porto (2020) sent out
invitations to 5,022 Cabify drivers in Peru to join
one of two voluntary savings plans: an emergency
savings plan “in which drivers could save 2% of



their weekly earnings to cover emergencies” and
a more flexible plan “that offered the driver the
option to save 3% of their weekly earnings each
time they exceed a threshold, which the driver
themselves determined” They found that 18
percent of drivers signed up to one of the two
schemes after 8 weeks, with the emergency
savings plan having a higher take-up (20 percent
versus 16 percent). They also found that “after
four months, the average savings generated by
drivers on the platform was USD 29"

Garin et al. (2023) examined the impact of
expanding Ul to self-employed workers, including
digital platform workers, in the United States
as a part of the Pandemic Unemployment
Assistance program during COVID-19. Employing
a multivariable and instrumental variable
regression analysis, they found the expansion of
Ul potentially led to a decrease in work: for each
dollar increase in Ul, reported self-employed
income receipts fell by US$0.5-0.6 for platform
workers.

E. Applying the evidence to low-
and middle-income contexts: Key
considerations

While the overall empirical evidence on regulations
and worker protection interventions in digital work
platforms is scarce, this is particularly true for LMIC
contexts. Indeed, the above overview only found
18 studies that included workers based in low- or
middle-income contexts.

Below are four mainfeatures and considerations about
labor markets in LMICs that suggest interventions
might work differently than in high-income settings.
Of course, not all LMIC contexts are the same, and
digital workers’ experiences might vary widely from
one LMIC to the next. These four considerations are
instead grounded on a few key similarities across
most LMIC contexts: the challenges of enforceability,
a relative lack of evidence about digital worker and
consumer preferences and responses, and a large
informal sector:

The effects of regulating platform-based work on employment outcomes:
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What regulatory instruments are feasible
and enforceable in LMIC contexts? The
effectiveness of any regulation will depend
on the ability not only to craft and legislate
the regulation but also to ensure its de facto
implementation. Yet the enforceability of
regulations specific to digital work platforms
in LMICs is not guaranteed. Indeed, drivers of
location-based ride-hailing platforms often
circumvent regulatory requirements, such as
having a taxi license, in some LMICs.

What do LMIC-based workers want?
Digital platform workers in low- and middle-
income contexts likely have different levels
of social insurance and protection coverage
than digital platform workers in high-income
contexts, especially if they are not employed
elsewhere in the formal sector. Yet there is lack
of experimental evidence on the social benefit
preferences of LMIC-based digital workers, with
only one (survey experiment) study from Malysia
found (Ghorpade, Rahman, and Jasmin 2023)!
In that context, web-based and location-based
digital platform workers expressed a high level of
willingness to pay for Ul, retirement savings, and
accidental and injury insurance. However, the
exact type of insurance workers preferred varied
depending on whether they already had access
to some type of social protection. A one-sige-fits
all policy is unlikely to work in providing social
insurance coverage to digital platform workers in
LMICs, given the large amount of heterogeneous
preferences these workers have.

Similarly, there is lack of evidence on the
preferences of LMIC-based platform workers
regarding earnings regulations such as a
digital platform minimum wage. Heeks (2017)
summariges findings from studies that suggest
that LMIC-based platform workers can earn
“typically 10-20 times the local minimum wage.”
It might be the case that LMIC-based workers
prefer regulation that focuses on improving other
elements of platform work besides minimum
earnings schemes, especially if imposing
minimum wages results in some workers being

1 Some evidence on eliciting digital workers’ preferences for social benefit coverage also exists from high-income contexts.
Gruber (2022) finds that US Uber drivers value retirement savings, health savings, and sick leave benefits almost as much

as equivalent cash payments.
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made worse off. However, evidence on these
preferences remains thin.

How do LMIC-based workers respond?
Similarly, workers in LMICs have different
employment options outside of the digital work
sector than their HIC counterparts, given the
large sige of the informal economy. If changes
in regulation lead to changes in the costs and
benefits of engaging in digital platform work
(for example, if digital platform work becomes
less flexible or more expensive as a result of
regulation), LMIC-based workers might respond
differently, given they might be able to find
alternative gig work in the informal sector.

How do consumers respond to digital work
regulations in LMICs? Customers in LMIC
contexts might also respond differently to
changes in online platforms, potentially leading
to impacts on earnings and opportunities for
workers. For example, if the introduction of a
minimum wage increases the cost per ride of
a ride-sharing app, will consumers in an LMIC
context decrease their demand by more or less
than their counterparts in an HIC context, and
how will this affect driver earnings?

Inaddition to these four considerations, policy makers,
particularly in LMICs as well as in HICs, should keep
in mind that the right’ regulatory response may also
vary based on the level of maturity’ of the digital
platform economy in their context. In their initial
phase, digital platforms may dedicate large amounts
of resources into marketing and subsidiging their own
services (for example, Uber or Lyft subsidiging trips,
even if doing so generates a loss for the company).
In these early stages, the relative attractiveness of
digital platforms due to their growing sige may tempt
policy makers to avoid imposing stringent regulations
and instead see them as an alternate solution to high
unemployment or informality rates.

2  Thank you to llsa Medina for this point.

As these platforms mature, however, potential issues
around profitability and/or worker well-being may
begin to emerge. At this point, policy makers might
be more tempted to regulate digital platforms.
Yet regulating them at an advanced stage may be
difficult if they are already powerful actors in the local
economy.?

The empirical evidence does not (yet) offer clear
guidance on which is the best timing for regulating
digital platforms. Policy makers who wish to adopt
recommendations from the available evidence
should keep in mind when other regulatory reforms
took place, the current stage of ‘maturity of the
digital platform market in their own economy, and
whether these two answers align with one another to
determine the generaligability of other findings.
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