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ABSTRACT
The conditions of gig workers, such as platform drivers, differ sharply between 
countries in central and peripheral capitalism. Working conditions with long 
working hours, low incomes and lack of social protection tend to be more severe 
for gig workers in peripheral than in central capitalism. This article draws on a 
survey of 290 drivers working for ride-hailing, food-delivery and courier platforms 
in one of the peripheral capitalist countries, namely Indonesia. It examines the 
precariousness of their working conditions in relation to the International Labour 
Organization’s Decent Work Indicators and concludes that of the ten decent 
work indicators, platform drivers only receive two. However, this decent work 
agenda has limitations: first, the decent work indicators have not been able to 
protect specific forms of work in digital labour; second, the minimum wage in 
decent work in Indonesia does not represent a living wage, so is rejected by many 
platform drivers; and third, the concept of decent work cannot be extended to 
cover future working conditions that are fair and without exploitation.
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Introduction
The development of digital technology has disrupted many types of work, both those 
that were previously carried out without using technological devices (such as 
smartphones, internet, applications, GPS or algorithms) and those that rely on 
technological inputs. Some of the jobs that have been disrupted are those in services 
involving the delivery of passengers, food and parcels. The use of digital input 
technology has made it easier for consumers because the peer-to-peer mechanism 
allows them to place orders wherever and whenever they are. This digitalisation has 
also created an effective and efficient transaction process between consumers and 
producers/workers mediated by a platform.

At first, the role of platforms in passenger, food and parcel delivery services was 
only as an intermediary or middleman between consumers and drivers (Frenken & 
Schor, 2019). However, as they developed, platform companies increasingly became not 
only intermediaries but also employers who control the work process and the 
distribution of work. Termed ‘platform capitalism’ (Srnicek, 2017; Vallas, 2019) this 
situation can be described as one where the platform is built not only to facilitate the 
relationship between buyers and sellers or consumers and drivers, but primarily to 
continue to maximise profitability. With this goal in mind, platform companies are 
constantly looking for opportunities that allow them to generate a lot of profit. The 
steps they take are not only based on extracting more value from workers on the 
platform (Woodcock & Graham, 2019) but also on capitalising on data that have been 
collected (Van Doorn & Badger, 2020).

The presence of digital platform-based gig work has indeed provided various 
conveniences on the one hand, but, on the other hand, it has created vulnerabilities for 
its workers. The vulnerability experienced by these gig workers is considered by many 
academics to be due to their misclassification as independent contractors rather than 
employees (Kennedy, 2017; Ravenelle, 2019; Cherry, 2016). By being classified as 
independent contractors partnering with a platform company, gig workers are not 
entitled to work rights and protections following the decent work agenda of the 
International Labor Organization (ILO), which has been ratified in the employment 
laws of many countries (Heeks, 2017; De Ruyter & Rachmawati, 2020). These include, 
for example, the right to a minimum wage and rights to regular paid holidays, social 
security and social dialogue. Several studies also show that the extent to which platform 
companies are able to extract extra value is so extreme that it can be referred to as 
‘super-exploitation’ (Nastiti, 2017). It is only by means of such super-exploitation that it 
has been possible for platform companies, such as Uber, Deliveroo, Lyft, Grab, or 
Gojek, to experience such a large growth in valuation and market share in less than five 
years.

There have been many studies showing the vulnerability of gig workers (Anwar & 
Graham, 2021; Wood & Lehdonvirta, 2021; Schor et al., 2020), but there is a tendency 
for this vulnerability to be seen as occurring equally in each country. The vulnerabilities 
experienced by gig workers, in reality, do not occur to the same degree internationally 
(Heeks, 2017). The different economic and associational power of gig workers in a 
country give rise to different levels of vulnerability. Structurally, the imbalance of 
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economic conditions in countries in central capitalism with peripheral capitalism 
contributes to differences in worker precarity (Surie & Huws, 2023). In the countries of 
central capitalism, through the powerful gig worker movement, some workers have 
been able to obtain various rights, for example changing the classification from 
independent contractors to company employees. The classification of drivers as 
employees of Uber has been established in Spain and the Netherlands, and in the UK 
Uber drivers have been classified as ‘workers’ (Toh, 2021). The demand to become 
employees of platform companies has been pursued in central capitalist countries 
because by being classified as employees, platform workers are legally entitled to better 
job security and income than if they are classified as independent contractors (Tassinari 
& Maccarrone, 2020; Barratt, Veen & Goods, 2021). Even so, studies on the condition 
of drivers who are classified as employees in Paris, Lisbon and Berlin show that there 
various problems are still experienced by drivers, and that this classification still results 
in a lack of social security and workers’ rights (Niebler et al., 2023).

Despite some superficial similarities, it is nevertheless apparent that platform 
drivers’ conditions in peripheral and central capitalism are different in a number of 
respects (see Bertolini et al., 2023). For example in Indonesia 53.1% of platform drivers 
for passenger, food and parcel delivery services (hereinafter referred to as platform 
drivers) at Gojek, Grab and Maxim, as our research results show, say that they want to 
be classified as company employees, while 46.9% want to be independent contractors.1 
The percentage of 46.9% of platform drivers who want to remain as independent 
contractors is a fairly large number because the survey was conducted at the beginning 
of the COVID-19 pandemic when platform driver earnings fell drastically to 67% from 
February 2020 to April 2020.

To examine the precarious working conditions of gig workers in the peripheral 
capitalist country of Indonesia, we tried to use the decent work indicators developed by 
the International Labor Organization. Using ten decent work indicators, we sought to 
show the working conditions of platform drivers from a survey of 290 platform drivers 
at Gojek, Grab and Maxim. Using the results of the survey, we compared the working 
conditions of platform drivers with what the situation would have been if they had been 
classified not as independent contractors but as employees of platform companies.

Literature review
The concept of ‘decent work’ and its limitations
It is arguable that the issue of safe working conditions and welfare for waged labour first 
arose in the transition of the mode of production from feudalism to capitalism. The 
working class, or the so-called proletariat, came along with the development of 
capitalism which began in England in the eighteenth century, a class that did not have 
sufficient means of production to meet their daily needs, so they had to sell their labour 
power to the employer or capitalist class to get wages (Marx, 1992). The logic of 
accumulation and the coercive law of the market in capitalism expanded the process of 

1 Drawn from the authors’ research, presented later in this article
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enclosure, which resulted in subsistence farmers losing their means of production, 
forcing them to become wage labourers (Wood, 2002). In its development, capitalism 
spread to all corners of the world through the colonisation of countries in the Global 
South. This colonialism then played an important role in creating a separation between 
central capitalism (former colonisers) and peripheral capitalist countries (former 
colonies) (Holloway, 1994). The term ‘central capitalism’ is used here to denote 
capitalist countries that take advantage of the surplus value from colonialism to develop 
their national economies, thereby creating prosperity and a workers’ aristocracy (Yates, 
2018). By contrast, in countries on the periphery of capitalism, national economies and 
industrialisation did not develop, thus creating dependency on the central capitalist 
states (Wallerstein, 1979) and precarious jobs with cheap labour (Smith, 2016).

In the early capitalist era, workers were highly exploited with deplorable working 
conditions. Engels (1993) describes the condition of the British working class during a 
period of industrialisation, when workers could work more than 15 hours per day, with 
a lack of decent wages, bad workplaces, child labour and an absence of social 
protection. These poor working conditions led to various protests and resistance from 
the workers. One of many examples was the big protest in New York City on 8 March 
1908, by workers (who were predominantly women) to demand shorter working hours 
and better wages (Vogel, 1995), which resulted in the agreement of a standard working 
day of eight hours per day. This was part of a broader context of industrial conflict 
between workers and employers. Marx describes the conflictual industrial relations 
between workers and capitalists as irreconcilable, because of their essentially 
contradictory interests (Marx, 1992).

In the post-World War II period, along with the birth of international institutions 
such as the International Labor Organization, there were various attempts to mediate 
the conflictual relations between workers and employers (Vosco, 2002; Hauf, 2016). In 
this context, the idea of ‘decent work’ emerged, which was later used to develop an 
international agenda which the ILO encouraged to be implemented in all its member 
countries. According to the ILO (2013), there are ten key decent work indicators: 
employment opportunities; adequate earnings and productive work; decent working 
time; combining work, family and personal life; work that should be abolished; stability 
and security of work; equal opportunity and treatment in employment; a safe work 
environment; social security; social dialogue, employers’ and workers’ representation.

Initially, the decent work agenda was only intended for formal work. The ILO 
designed its decent work agenda to promote worker productivity within the framework 
of harmonious industrial relations. However as the concept has developed, the ILO has 
sought to expand the application of this decent work agenda not only to formal work 
but also to informal work and, further, to the gig economy to cover work on digital 
platforms (Berg et al., 2019). The ILO states that:

To promote decent and productive work for women and men in conditions of 

freedom, equity, security, and human dignity. All workers have the right to decent 

work, not only those working in the formal economy, but also the self-employed, 

casual, and informal economy workers … (IL0, 2012)
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The decent work agenda was subsequently adopted by the United Nations (UN) 
and incorporated into its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015. Goal 8 of 
the SDGs states that it will encourage ‘sustainable economic growth and decent work 
for all’. This means that all wage workers in the ILO definition are also encouraged by 
the UN to be provided with decent work as part of their human rights. This 
commitment places the decent work agenda as essential for the fulfilment of workers’ 
rights, so they are trying to be implemented in many countries. The aim is that this 
agenda should be applied to all forms of wage labour with the target of 
implementation by 2030.

If we look closely, the decent work agenda seems to protect workers from injustice 
by offering the protections of standard employment relations, but this agenda has 
several limitations. Decent work agendas can be regarded as soft legal instruments 
that do not change the underlying power structures (Saptari, 2018). The decent work 
agenda in practice is not able to hinder the precarisation or informalisation of the 
formal job, which has reduced welfare and decent working conditions for workers 
(Durán & Narbona, 2021; Buckley, 2022). In this context, decent work then becomes 
an instrument to reconcile conflicts in industrial relations, urging workers to work 
more productively, while only providing wages and limited protection. Therefore, the 
decent work hegemony promoted by the ILO may tend to harm workers and 
depoliticise them, inhibiting them from demanding more, and encouraging 
acceptance of life within the framework of exploitative capitalism (Hauf, 2016; 
Monteith & Vicol, 2021).

The decent work agenda provides space for employers and governments to use to 
limit workers’ incomes and their imagination of future jobs without exploitation and 
alienation. A study by Hauf (2016) in Indonesia, shows that the ILO’s efforts to 
encourage decent work have been rejected by several labour unions on the grounds 
that the decent work agenda actually protects the practice of determining improper 
wages and bogus dialogue between employers and workers. In addition, the decent 
work agenda in the SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals) also excludes domestic 
workers who carry out reproductive work (Rai, Brown & Ruwanpura, 2019), thus 
justifying the existence of unpaid and inappropriate work in reproductive work. 
Various other limitations of the concept of decent work (for example, the way that it 
fails to provide job security and legitimises low wages) will also be analysed in this 
article. Limitations in the decent work agenda have thus led to some forms of 
precarisation in formal employment, providing an explanation for why not all 
platform drivers in Indonesia agree to be classified as formal workers.

Research method
The research on which this article is based was conducted during the COVID-19 
pandemic in Indonesia in June–December 2020 and during the ‘new normal’ period, 
namely May–July 2021. This study used a mixed-method approach for data collection, 
combining quantitative and qualitative methods. Data collection through this mixed 
method was carried out using surveys, semi-structured interviews with key informants 



76 Work organisation, labour & globalisation Volume 17, Number 2, 2023

and platform drivers, and Focus Group Discussions (FGD). The research sites were in 
three provinces in Indonesia: Jakarta, Yogyakarta, and Bali. The selection of these three 
provinces was based on the consideration that they represent different levels of 
minimum wages (Jakarta with a high minimum wage, Bali with a medium minimum 
wage, and Yogyakarta with a low minimum wage) and different economic 
characteristics (Jakarta is a metropolitan city with many formal industries, Bali has an 
economic focus on the tourism sector, and Yogyakarta is a province with a majority of 
workers in the informal economy, which is also a centre of education, with many 
schools and universities and a large student population).

A survey was conducted in June–October 2020 of 290 platform drivers at Gojek, 
Grab and Maxim. In the midst of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the survey was 
carried out by calling respondents over the telephone (approximately 40–60 minutes 
per respondent) and asking questions from a survey questionnaire. The selection of 
respondents in this study was carried out using opportunistic sampling and 
snowball sampling strategies. We first found respondents by contacting platform 
drivers in social media groups (Facebook groups, WhatsApp groups and on Twitter). 
After that, we asked for recommendations for other potential platform drivers to 
serve as survey respondents (with a recommended maximum of three further people 
per initial respondent). Meanwhile, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
key informants in the Indonesian government (16 people, anonymity codes: 
IG01–IG16), gig worker cooperatives (two people, anonymity codes: GWC 01 and 
GWC 02), and platform drivers (34 people, anonymity codes: PD01–PD34). 
Meanwhile, our FGD was held once by inviting government officials, gig worker 
cooperatives, and gig workers (the platform company refused to attend and refused 
us an interview).

Research finding
Far from decent work: the condition of platform drivers in 
Indonesia
Employment issues in a peripheral capitalist country, such as Indonesia, are complex 
but are mainly characterised by low-quality work. This condition is influenced by the 
limitations and inability of the state to create decent jobs. The failure to transform the 
economy from an agrarian economy to an industrial one combined with state policies 
oriented towards neoliberalism has triggered the emergence of an abundant reserve 
army of labour (Habibi & Juliawan, 2018). To survive, while waiting in line to get a 
better job, members of this reserve work odd jobs in types of work that are vulnerable. 
This vulnerability occurs because they work informally, depriving them of protection 
from the state to ensure that they can obtain workers’ rights, such as a minimum wage, 
proper working time, vacation rights, and social security.

In Indonesia, as is the case in other peripheral capitalist countries, there are more 
informal workers than formal workers. In 2021 based on data from the Central 
Bureau of Statistics (BPS, 2021), the number of informal workers in Indonesia was 
estimated at 78.14 million people (59.62% of the workforce), with formal workers 
estimated at 52.92 million (40.38%). The characteristics of informal jobs are low 
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wages, temporary, unstable jobs, long working hours, and high risk (Breman & Van 
der Linden, 2014: 925–6; Bertolini et al., 2023; Rothenberg et al., 2016). Therefore, 
informal jobs tend to be treated as temporary, taken on by workers while they look 
for other jobs that are better and can support their daily needs. The most common 
types of informal work in Indonesia are farm-work, cadging, construction work and 
platform driving.

Since 2015, the development of platform technologies in food, parcel and 
passenger delivery services has encouraged the rapid growth of the online 
transportation market in Indonesia (Ford & Honan, 2017). The platform companies 
that later came to dominate the market in Indonesia, namely Gojek and Grab (Uber 
Indonesia was acquired by Grab in 2018), carried out a money-burning strategy or 
‘honeymoon period’ in which they provided large incentives for drivers and massive 
discounts for consumers (Novianto, 2023). The purpose of this money-burning 
strategy was to further expand the market and increase the platform companies’ 
valuation. As a result, there are large numbers of open job opportunities to become 
platform drivers. Jobs as platform drivers during the honeymoon period were 
excellent for the workforce in Indonesia, even though this was an informal job, 
because at that time, although they were classified as independent contractors, the 
income of platform drivers was so large it could even reach double the minimum 
wage. Not surprisingly, many informal workers, and even some formal workers, 
queued up to join when the platform driver registration was opened by the platform 
companies (Keban et al., 2021). The earnings of platform drivers in Indonesia can be 
seen from the results of our survey, summarised in Figure 1. In 2018, when the 
honeymoon period was still ongoing, drivers’ average income reached 457,410 rupiah 
per day. However, this income decreased over time. By December 2019, their daily 
income had fallen to an average of 360,489 rupiah per day. Then it decreased to 
266,225 rupiah in February 2020, and experienced a further drastic 67% decrease by 
April 2020, when it plummeted to 89,267 rupiah per day. The downward trend in 
revenue occurred not only due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which began to hit 
Indonesia in March 2020, but also because platform companies began to end the 
honeymoon period (Novianto, 2023). This was evidenced by massive incentive cuts for 
drivers, reduced fares, and reduced discounts to consumers, as the platform companies 
made an effort to start earning real profits.

The decline in the income received by platform drivers also opened up a number of 
other vulnerabilities. In the next section, we use the ILO’s concept of decent work as a 
framework for analysing the various vulnerabilities experienced by platform drivers in 
Indonesia, looking separately at each of the ten decent work indicators to structure our 
investigation of drivers’ working conditions.

1. Employment opportunities
Platform drivers in Indonesia do not have the certainty of getting a job, or a guaranteed 
number of consumer orders, on the platform where they are registered as drivers. 
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, as many as 60% of platform drivers reported 
experiencing ‘very few jobs’ or being penalised for not having orders from consumers. 
The designation ‘very few jobs’ is part of a sanction mechanism that is set by the 
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platform company to drivers based on an algorithm they have developed. Drivers will 
be subject to sanctions in the form of not being given priority to receive orders on their 
driver account when judged to be undisciplined, not working long enough hours, 
frequently refusing or not completing orders, or not working well according to the 
platform company. These indicators are measured by ratings, order completion 
performance and reports from consumers. When drivers are penalised for not having 
orders, it becomes difficult for their driver account to get further orders, so their 
income drops drastically and becomes insufficient to meet their daily needs.

In the context of the lack of opportunities to get a job on any given platform, 
around 87% of the platform drivers in our survey had driver accounts on more than 
one platform. PD09 (respondent anonymity code), for example, had platform driver 
accounts with Gojek, Maxim and Shopee Food. PD09 stated that ‘when there are no 
orders, I activate all of them [to increase the chances of getting a job from the 
platform], so which account do I get a job, that’s what I work’. Meanwhile, PD17 did 
something different. He reported that he had driver accounts with Grab, Gojek and 
Maxim. In working every day, PD17 did not activate all driver accounts on the three 
platforms, but only activated one of his accounts which he prioritised, namely Grab. He 
explained that ‘the others are just in case if my Grab account suddenly gets suspended’. 
Having more than one driver account on multiple platforms is a way for gig workers to 
survive in precarious conditions and with unstable opportunities to get a job on one 
platform.

2. Adequate earnings and productive work
Income from platform companies for gig workers is uncertain. This is because they are 
classified as independent contractors, and are paid not based on the working time, but 

Figure 1: Platform driver’s revenue per day in 2018–2020 (in rupiah) 
for Gojek, Grab and Maxim

Note. The survey was conducted between June and December 2020 in three provinces in Indonesia: DI 
Yogyakarta, DKI Jakarta and Bali.
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based on the number of customer orders that they get and complete. Problems arise 
when the power to determine which driver gets the order is monopolised by the 
platform company. As a result, platform companies such as Gojek, Grab and Maxim 
take advantage of their power to create a competition mechanism between drivers 
(gamification), whereby those who are judged to work hard, be disciplined and work 
well will be given a lot of jobs, while drivers who are deemed to be undisciplined, get 
bad ratings or make mistakes, will be not prioritised for the allocation of jobs. Our 
survey results show that in July 2020, for every one driver whose income was above the 
minimum wage, there were four drivers whose income would be below the minimum 
wage if their working time were measured based on working 40 hours per week. This 
means that the income of most platform drivers is still below the prevailing minimum 
wage in the area where they work. It would be even less if other costs borne by drivers 
were taken into account (vehicle and mobile phone depreciation, vehicle maintenance, 
fuel, etc.).

3. Decent working time
The average working hours of platform drivers in July 2020 was 13.4 hours per day, 
with drivers working 26 days per month. This gives an average total of 87.1 working 
hours per week for platform drivers in Indonesia. This is more than double the decent 
working time set by the ILO, which is 40 hours per week. These long working hours are 
carried out without receiving overtime pay, which is paid in the formal sector to 
workers with employee classifications. The platform drivers in our sample, who are 
classified as independent contractors, tend to be forced to work longer hours to 
increase their chances of getting orders, so that their daily income is sufficient to meet 
their needs. In addition, some platform drivers consider working longer hours to be an 
obligation, to prevent their driver’s account from being sanctioned by the platform 
company for getting ‘very few orders’ or as a form of ‘therapy’ for their driver’s account 
to produce indicators that make it easier to get orders (see also Mustika & Savirani, 
2021). PD22 for example, activated his driver’s account for 24 hours to increase the 
chances of getting a customer order, due to the uncertainty of getting a job on the 
platform. He said that he took this step to ensure enough income to meet the needs of 
his family because if he only activates the driver’s account for eight hours per day, 
according to him, he will only get a small income.

4. Combining work, family and personal life
Platform drivers in Indonesia can choose to take a day off from work, but that choice is 
limited. For example, choosing to take more than two days off work may result in the 
driver account being penalised as a result of the algorithmic system developed by the 
platform company (PD03, PD05, PD18 and PD21). A common sanction in such a case 
is to give a driver’s account low priority for work until they have demonstrated that they 
have worked consistently and with discipline to improve their performance. This 
sanction is something that drivers are very afraid of because it will make their daily 
income drop drastically.

To minimise sanctions and maintain high priority for orders, many drivers try to 
understand how the platform company algorithms work. PD09, for example, said that 
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his understanding of the algorithm had led him to conclude that to be prioritised to get 
work from the platform, ‘you have to work consistently and at least 12 hours a day. If I 
consistently activate my driver account from 08.00–21.00’. PD19 and PD22 expressed 
similar views, saying that overwork, overtime and discipline were all necessary to be 
prioritised for jobs. Such work arrangements by platform companies distance platform 
drivers from true work flexibility, and also distance them from combining work, family, 
and personal life.

5. Work that should be abolished
Our survey did not find any child labour in platform work. Furthermore, we found no 
evidence of forced labour with threats of violence in the delivery of parcels, food and 
passenger services. However, the algorithm system is set by the platform company to 
encourage platform drivers to work longer and harder. This can be seen when platform 
drivers work with short working hours, choose more than two days off work, get a bad 
rating from consumers, or do not accept all (or most) of the orders offered to their 
account, then the company sanctions drivers to not prioritise getting orders from 
platform companies. Despite the absence of extreme abuses, this suggests the existence 
of unacceptable conditions that should be abolished.

6. Stability and security of work
Platform drivers can be sanctioned and terminated or unilaterally fired by the platform 
company at any time. This condition is possible because of the weak bargaining 
position of drivers and the absence of rules regarding stability and security of work, due 
to the classification of platform drivers as independent contractors. In 2019, with the 
issuance of Regulation of the Minister of Transportation Number 12 of 2019, rules have 
been enacted for platform companies to make a list of any actions that cause drivers to 
be sanctioned. However, the mechanisms tend to be dysfunctional because their 
interpretation and decisions regarding sanctions and dismissals remain the domain of 
the platform company. This means that, in many cases, drivers can be sanctioned and 
fired unilaterally, without trial and even without evidence. The existence of sanctions 
and unilateral dismissals by the platform company deprives platform drivers of their 
stability and security of work.

7. Equal opportunity and treatment in employment
In the digital gig economy in passenger, food and parcel delivery services in Indonesia, 
there is in principle equal opportunity to get orders from consumers. This means that 
there is no explicit discrimination based on ethnicity, religion, gender, race or class. 
Nevertheless, in several cases that we encountered in the field, Muslim drivers had been 
sanctioned for not being prioritised for orders because they were considered 
undisciplined (PD21) as they had turned off the driver application during prayer times. 
In addition, female drivers tend to get more cancellations of orders in ride-hailing 
services, especially from male consumers (PD04 and PD27). This can be attributed to 
the strong patriarchal culture in Indonesia, where it may be considered to be something 
of an unnatural or a negative act for a male consumer to be served by a female driver.
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8. A safe work environment
Working as a platform driver, the potential for workplace accidents to occur is very 
high. This may happen because the drivers work on the highway with traffic that is 
often jammed and also because of the fatigue factor due to long working hours. In our 
survey, 68.62% of platform drivers stated that they had experienced illness due to their 
work, one of which was due to an accident on the road. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, drivers were also very vulnerable to contracting the COVID-19 virus. These 
conditions indicate that platform drivers do not have a safe work environment.

9. Social security
Because they are classified as independent contractors, platform drivers do not receive 
social security from platform companies. They will have health insurance or vehicle 
insurance when they pay independently, or when the Indonesian government puts 
them in the category of poor families so that their health insurance is covered by the 
state. From our survey data, only 54.48% of platform drivers have self-funded health 
insurance or free programmes from the government (not from platform companies) 
and only 13.45% of drivers regularly check their health services.

10. Social dialogue, employers’ and workers’ representation
As independent contractors who partner with platform companies, platform drivers are 
not involved in the decision-making process and do not have opportunities to express 
their aspirations through official channels. In Indonesia, there is still no platform 
company that recognises the existence of trade unions or platform driver associations. 
According to Grab, Gojek and Maxim’s regulations, they even openly violate the rights 
of drivers to express their aspirations, because these include conditions that state that 
they will be terminated or fired if they invite other drivers to take part in an action or if 
any action taken is considered detrimental to the company. Under Indonesian law, the 
classification of platform drivers as independent contractors who then partner with 
platform companies gives drivers in theory an equal position with platform companies 
in the making of every decision. However, these rules are in practice violated by 
platform companies, to the detriment of platform drivers (see also Novianto, Wulansari 
& Hernawan, 2021).

Having looked at the working conditions of platform drivers using these ten decent 
work indicators from the ILO, summarised in Table 1, we can conclude that the 
working conditions of drivers still render them very vulnerable. It can be seen that, out 
of ten indicators, platform drivers only score relatively positively on two: ‘work that 
should be abolished’ and ‘equal opportunity and treatment in employment’. Meanwhile, 
platform drivers in Indonesia are not covered by the other eight decent work indicators. 
This non-fulfilment of drivers’ rights is made possible and enabled by the state, due to 
the way that drivers are classified as independent contractors and in partnership 
relationships with the platforms for which they work. Under this classification, there 
are no rules that stipulate what rights and protections must be available to platform 
drivers. Similar conditions regarding the absence of protection from the state are also 
experienced by their colleagues who work as informal workers.
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Table 1: Decent work assessment for platform drivers at Gojek, 
Grab and Maxim in Indonesia

Number Decent Work 
Points

Decent Work 
Indicator

Decent Work Indicators 
Platform Driver Working 
Conditions at Gojek, Grab, 
and Maxim

Fulfilled 
(✓✓) Or 
Not (X)

1 Employment 
opportunities

Opportunity 
and certainty of 
getting a job

There is no certainty of 
getting an order, before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, as 
many as 60% of platform 
drivers had experienced low 
orders.

X

2 Adequate 
earnings and 
productive 
work

Component of 
decent living 
(minimum 
wage) + cost 
of production 
facilities and social 
security which 
is borne by gig 
workers

Income from platform 
drivers is still below the 
minimum wage where they 
work + production costs 
(fuel, credit, depreciation 
of vehicles and cell phones, 
vehicle maintenance, and 
others) (July 2020 data).

X

3 Decent 
working time

40 hours per week The average working hours 
of platform drivers are 13.4 
hours/day with around 
26 days/month. So total 
working hours are 87.1 
hours per week.

X

4 Combining 
work, family 
and personal 
life 

The right to 
vacation is still 
paid

Gig workers can choose to 
take time off work, but that 
choice is limited. Therefore, 
choosing a holiday of more 
than two days can cause 
their driver’s account to be 
sanctioned by the company’s 
algorithm system to become 
empty of orders.

X

5 Work that 
should be 
abolished 

No forced labour 
and child labour 
(aged 5–17 years)

Survey data shows no child 
labour and no forced labour 
with threats of violence, 
although the algorithm 
system is set to encourage 
gig workers to work longer 
and harder jobs.

✓✓

6 Stability and 
security of 
work 

Guarantee not 
to be fired or 
dismissed at any 
time

Platform drivers at any 
time can be unilaterally 
sanctioned and terminated 
by the platform company.

X
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Number Decent Work 
Points

Decent Work 
Indicator

Decent Work Indicators 
Platform Driver Working 
Conditions at Gojek, Grab, 
and Maxim

Fulfilled 
(✓✓) Or 
Not (X)

7 Equal 
opportunity 
and 
treatment in 
employment 

There is no 
discrimination 
based on age, 
race, ethnicity, 
religion, political 
views and gender

There is no discrimination 
in the work process 
carried out by platform 
drivers, although in some 
cases, there are drivers 
who are sanctioned for 
not being prioritised for 
orders because every 
prayer time turns off the 
driver application, because 
they are considered 
undisciplined.

✓✓

8 A safe work 
environment 

A safe and healthy 
work environment 
from work 
accidents

The potential for work 
accidents is quite high, 
because gig workers work 
on roads with heavy traffic 
and fatigue due to long 
working hours. In the 
survey, 68.62% of driver 
respondents stated that they 
had experienced illness due 
to their work.

X

9 Social security There is a health 
and safety 
guarantee

Only 54.48% of platform 
drivers have self-financed 
health insurance or free 
programmes from the 
government (not from 
platform companies) and 
only 13.45% of drivers 
have regular health 
checks.

X

10 Social 
dialogue, 
employers’ 
and workers’ 
representation 

Involved in the 
decision-making 
process and 
has the right to 
organise and 
express aspirations

Platform drivers as 
‘partners’, are not involved 
in the decision-making 
process and do not get 
space to express their 
aspirations. In Gojek’s 
rules, the TertibJek 
sanctions for breaking up 
partners when the driver 
is judged to be invited to 
take action and harm the 
company.

X

Note. processed from research data.
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Discussion
The future of work and the limits of decent work
The booming number of informal workers, who are part of the reserve army of labour, 
has brought about two political consequences. First, fares, or wages, can be reduced to 
very low levels. This is possible because of the long queues from the reserve army of 
labour to enter the digital gig economy by becoming a platform driver. Although 
historically the choice to become a platform driver was taken because when this type of 
work was in the honeymoon period pay and conditions tended to be slightly better than 
for other jobs in the informal economy, this situation no longer applies. Similarly, those 
who were attracted to it as a form of part-time work now find that the pressure to work 
long hours renders this option difficult.

Second, the large reserve army of labour has undermined the political power of 
platform drivers. This condition, structurally, has weakened the movement of platform 
drivers. With the large number of drivers on a platform, there is a scramble to get 
orders from consumers resulting in increased competition among the drivers. This is 
exacerbated by the arrangement of the platform companies’ algorithms which are 
designed to push drivers to work harder, longer, and with greater discipline in order to 
avoid the sanctions that will make it difficult for them to get a stream of further work. 
In such a situation, it is risky for platform drivers to go on strike or take other forms of 
action to demand justice. Another risk is the termination of the partnership or the 
unilateral dismissal of the driver by the platform company. Platform companies can 
act arbitrarily against platform drivers, as there are still plenty of spare workers ready 
to hire.

In this context of structural conditions that are detrimental to platform drivers and 
the weak associational power of platform drivers, platform companies have had no 
incentive to provide drivers with rights. Interestingly, in the various demonstrations 
carried out by platform drivers in Indonesia, the question of their classification status as 
independent contractors has not been raised. During March 2020–March 2022, a total 
of 71 protests was carried out by platform drivers, none of which demanded that their 
classification be changed from partner or independent contractor to employee 
(Novianto, 2022a), which would act as a means of access to the rights referred to in the 
decent work indicators as included in the Manpower Act in Indonesia. Although, in the 
71 protests, there were nine protests (12.68%) that demanded clarification on the 
classification of platform drivers, the main demand was for the creation of a true 
partnership relationship, not to become employees (Novianto, 2022b).

The tendency not to include classification as an employee as the main demand in 
most of the protest actions taken by platform drivers reveals the limitations of the ILO 
concept of decent work. There are at least two issues that appear to limit the 
applicability of this decent work concept for them. First, it does not represent fair 
working processes and conditions. There is some unwillingness among platform drivers 
to be classified as an employee because they think that this means they will be paid 
according to the current minimum wage. This minimum wage, which is regarded as 
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meeting the requirements of the ‘adequate earnings’ indicator in decent work, is 
considered by drivers to be very inadequate and does not represent sufficient income to 
meet the needs of daily life. This is because the calculation of the minimum wage in 
Indonesia is not based on the actual components of a decent living (Wulansari, 2021) 
and is far from representing a realistic living wage. Meanwhile, with an income system 
other than the minimum wage, such as in the piecework system in the gig economy, 
drivers can in principle earn more – something that was especially the case during the 
honeymoon period (PD02, PD11 and PD21). Rather than engage with issues relating to 
the minimum wage and the employee status that might entitle them to it, therefore, the 
organised platform workers through their movement raise different demands, speaking 
more about the importance of increasing fares, the abolition of unilateral sanctions, and 
the need for a legal umbrella to protect platform drivers (Novianto, 2022b).

A second limitation of the concept of decent work is that it legitimises the 
existing model of work under capitalism. In the current global context, the concept of 
decent work can be used to validate the hegemonic work relations that allow the 
capitalist class to continue to dominate the working class. In other words, the concept 
of decent work serves to normalise a situation in which workers’ productivity is 
appropriated by their employers. In this context, the working class is disadvantaged, 
because the process of exploitation and alienation, which is still ongoing, is rendered 
invisible. Platform drivers tend to reject classification as an employee because it can 
make them lose some autonomy and their working conditions are strictly regulated 
by the platform company. The autonomy in question is the flexibility and freedom, 
even if it is very limited, to work at any time (Schor et al., 2020) and greater earning 
potential than the minimum wage. In addition, there is very little demand to be 
classified as an employee due to the normalisation of precarious work. Before the 
existence of platform companies, most of the jobs as ride-hailing and taxi drivers in 
Indonesia were informal jobs (except for couriers who were mostly classified as 
employees). Table 2 summarises the differences in rights between independent 
contractors and employees under Indonesian law.

The movement carried out by gig workers in the online transportation sector in 
Indonesia from 2015–2021 tends to seek to promote partnership relationships with 
platform companies fairly, by demanding a true partnership relationship rather than a 
bogus one (Novianto, Wulansari & Hernawan, 2021). Platform drivers imagine that if 
such a genuine partnership were to exist, they would have an equal position with a 
platform company, and not be controlled as they would be if they were classified as 
employees. In Indonesia, the partnership relationship has been regulated in Law 
Number 20 of 2008, concerning the equality of positions between partnering parties, 
but this regulation is not currently implemented by platform companies. Therefore, the 
current movement of drivers is focused on fostering true partnerships, not bogus 
partnerships.

Our analysis of the limitations of the concept of decent work reveals that as their 
precarity increases and their income as drivers decreases, the confidence of the drivers 
also decreases that a true partnership can be carried out. As a form of desperation, 
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many drivers in areas with large minimum wages, such as Jakarta Province, have begun 
to consider demanding classification as workers, not independent contractors, as a way 
to improve their living conditions. This could be seen during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when drivers’ incomes fell drastically by 67%. At this time, as many as 53.1% of drivers 
wanted to be employees, although they recognised that there are limitations to the 
advantages of formal employment in a peripheral capitalist country like Indonesia. 
Compare this with a survey conducted in 2018 by LD UI (2018), which showed that 
86% of platform drivers at Gojek considered their status as an independent contractor 
in partnership with Gojek to be fair or very fair. In this context, from the perspective of 
platform drivers, the concept of decent work can be seen as the last resort to provide 
them with minimal protection. This is also due to limited options to obtain other better 
jobs, because of the lack of decent jobs and the abundance of the reserve army of labour 
in the Indonesian labour market. The most important thing for them is that, whatever 
their classification or work system, what matters is that they can achieve a better 
income and improved working conditions (PD02, PD11, PD13 and PD20).

Conclusion
The working conditions of gig workers in food, parcel and passenger delivery services 
still render them vulnerable in Indonesia. This can be seen from the fact that only two 
of the ten decent work indicators apply, the only exceptions being ‘work that should be 
abolished’ and ‘equal opportunity and treatment in employment’. Because of the 

Table 2: Differences in rights between classification of independent 
contractors and employees in Indonesian laws

Point Employee Independent Contractors in 
Partnership Relations

Position Superiors and subordinates, there 
are those who rule and those who 
are ruled

Equal, no one controls and is 
controlled

Principle Job, order, wage Mutual need, trust and benefit

Work 
decision-
making

Monopolised by entrepreneur or 
employer

Deliberation for consensus 
between partners

Basis of 
formation

Employment agreement Partnership Agreement

Regulation Law Number 13 of 2003 
concerning Manpower and the 
Law on Job Creation

Law Number 20 Year 2008 and 
the Law on Job Creation

Note. processed from research data.
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historical process of colonialism which resulted in unequal economic structures in 
central and peripheral capitalism, as well as the weak associational power of gig workers 
in Indonesia, poor working conditions persist and a situation has been created whereby 
gig workers in peripheral capitalist countries like Indonesia are worse off than their 
counterparts in central capitalism.

The concept of decent work may be useful for ensuring some of the basic rights for 
workers that ought to be provided by platform companies, but it is still far from 
sufficient. The concept of decent work has several limitations because it fails to 
guarantee fair working conditions and may serve to legitimate a commodified model of 
work, tending to reinforce reformist ideas that it is possible to create a harmonious 
working relationship between capital and labour, a harmonious working relationship 
that does not necessarily eliminate the exploitation and alienation experienced by the 
working class, both of which still persist in platform capitalism.

The various limitations of the concept of decent work show that this concept is not 
suitable for general application in relation to the future of work. A wide range of ideas 
about the future of work and how to create just working conditions without 
exploitation and alienation have emerged. In the tradition of left thinking, there is Karl 
Marx who presents the idea of work as a means of self-actualisation when work is not 
present as coercion and there is no capitalist class ruling the working class. Meanwhile, 
autonomic anarchist thinkers reject the idea of ‘work’ altogether, considering ‘work’ to 
mean creating productive value in a way that makes it closely related to coercion and 
exploitation. Another alternative for them is ’elimination of work’ by transforming it 
into activities such as ‘play’. In the context of the development of digital capitalism, the 
idea of ‘platform socialism’ (Muldoon, 2022) and ’digital communalism’ (Fuchs, 2019) 
have emerged, in which the platform where drivers meet with consumers is no longer 
controlled by capitalist companies, but is managed communally by the working class. 
On this basis, we believe that fair working conditions in platform-based work will be 
achieved when there is a communalisation of platforms, which are no longer owned by 
a few rich people, but are owned and managed communally by the workers 
themselves.

© Arif Novianto, Anindya Dessi Wulansari and Yeremias T. Keban, 2023
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