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Introduction

The platform economy has expanded rapidly—from being nearly non-existent a decade ago to a
global market exceeding $500 billion, with projections crossing $2 trillion by the early 2030s,
driven by strong venture capital investments. While often framed as a “win—win” offering firms
scalability and workers flexible employment, emerging frameworks—particularly from the
International Labour Organization—stress the need for decent work, social protection, and fair
algorithmic governance, challenging this narrative. A clear Global North—South divide persists: in
the North, gig work is more regulated and supplementary, whereas in the South, including India, it
constitutes a primary livelihood within informal and weakly protected labour markets. India’s gig
workforce is growing rapidly—from 7.7 million in 2020 to an estimated 12 million by 2025—with
projections of over 23 million by 2030, signalling its centrality to the future of work.

However, from a gender lens, this growth reproduces existing inequalities. Women constitute only
27.4% of gig workers (compared to 50.7% in the US) and remain concentrated in low-paid,
feminised sectors, while facing structural barriers such as safety risks, mobility constraints, and
unpaid care responsibilities. The Economic Survey 2026 notes that 40% of platform workers earn
below 15,000 per month despite long working hours, with women likely earning even less due to
persistent wage gaps and income volatility. In response, gig worker unions have pushed for
stronger protection of workers’ rights, leading to recent policy initiatives across Indian states
following the Code on Social Security (2020). While these efforts signal progress, they remain
largely gender-neutral and welfare-oriented, falling short of addressing structural constraints. As
more states move legislations to protect worker rights, this presents a critical opportunity to embed
gender-responsive design at the core of policy, a need underscored by discussions at the ISST

webinar (December 2025) on advancing gender justice in the platform economy.
Conditional Flexibility: Need for Gender Just legislations in Platform Economy in India

The global platform economy, valued at USD 556.7 billion (2024), is expanding rapidly, with
India projected to have 61.6 million gig workers by 2047 (Dhanya MB, 2025). While this growth
presents an opportunity to enhance women’s labour force participation, the gender gap remains
stark. Women constituted less than 2% of ~4 million platform workers in key sectors in 2021
(OM], 2021), and although recent estimates suggest participation has risen to 27.4%, it remains
significantly below global benchmarks such as the US (50.7%) (OLI, 2025 cited by Dhanya MB;
Dhanya et al., 2025). Madhumitha (OMI Foundation) highlights that low entry barriers make
platform work accessible to youth and migrants lacking assets or networks, with perceived benefits

including flexible hours, task choice, and timely payments.
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However, this promise is uneven—women remain concentrated in low-paid, feminised roles and
face persistent challenges including wage gaps, weak grievance mechanisms, algorithmic
discrimination, safety risks, and lack of childcare and maternity protections. As noted in the
literature (Mufioz et al., 2023), algorithmic controls and rating systems often disadvantage women,
intensifying work pressures. Moreover, as Arora & Raman (2022) and Gurumurthy (2024) argue,
the framing of gig work as “supplementary” obscures the reality that many women are primary

earners, heightening their vulnerability to platform power structures.

Madhumitha further notes that some platforms have introduced voluntary measures to support
women—such as paid menstrual leave, anti-sexual harassment policies, safety infrastructure
(CCTYV, safety Kkits), access to vehicles, restrooms through partnerships, self-defence training, and
credit linkages—but these remain discretionary and unevenly implemented. Despite the potential
for higher earnings, women’s incomes are affected by hidden costs (fuel, maintenance, shifting
incentives) and external factors such as weather, leading to volatility; lack of sanitation facilities
also makes working during menstruation particularly difficult. Dhanya M. B (ISST Webinar,
December 2025; Dhanya et. al, 2025) captures this paradox, describing platform work as offering
freedom that is real but conditional. While flexibility enables women to balance paid and unpaid
work, it is tightly structured by algorithmic controls, peak-hour demands, and customer
expectations, often resulting in long hours, unsafe working conditions, and risks of physical and

mental burnout.
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Regulatory and Social Protection
Ol. Developments for Platform Workers

Globally, platform work is increasingly being regulated through worker classification reforms,
social protection, and algorithmic accountability. Many countries and regional bodies are
increasingly moving toward recognising platform workers as employees, or at minimum extending
core labour protections such as minimum wages, social security, collective bargaining rights, and
algorithmic transparency (Ceretelli, 2026). In India, the labour codes (2020) and recent state-level
laws mark a shift toward formal recognition and social security for gig workers. Measures like
portable benefits and welfare boards signal progress. However, frameworks remain evolving with
gaps in enforcement and gender responsiveness. Given below are some of the positive regulatory
and social security measures adopted/being adopted which are geared towards decent work for

platform workers:

1.1 Code on Social Security, 2020 (operationalized November 21, 2025; central rules notified
May 8, 2026): First formal recognition of gig/platform workers, recommending life/disability
insurance, accident insurance, health/maternity benefits, old-age protection, créches, education
support. Establishes National Social Security Board for oversight. The workers will be provided
Aadhaar-linked Universal Account Number in order to make welfare benefits easy to access, fully

portable, and available across states, regardless of migration.

1.2. eShram Portal: As of November 2025, it has integrated 14 central schemes and 5.09 lakh
gig/platform workers registered in it. It includes PM Suraksha Bima Yojana (PMSBY) for
accidental death/disability claims/ pension scheme, Ayushman Bharat-PMJAY for health
insurance, PM Jeevan Jyoti Bima Yojana for life insurance. It attempts to dismantle formal-
informal dichotomy by enabling portable benefits across multiple employers and states, It is a

promising model if operationalized with explicit gender sensitivity and awareness campaigns.

1.3. Union Budget 2025-26: It presented provision for gig workers of online platforms to register
on eShram, receive identity cards, and access healthcare under Ayushman Bharat-PMJAY.
However, no additional funding was allocated to operationalise the social security under CoSS.
Gig workers unions have also emphasised that there has been no financing for platform — worker
focused infrastructure such as resting places, cooling places etc. Public infrastructure and social

security are critical for enhancing women’s participation in the platform economy.

1.4. State-Level Legislation: In India, states such as Rajasthan (2023), Karnataka (2025),
Jharkhand (2025), and Bihar (2025) have enacted laws for regulating decent work conditions of
platform workers since the Code on Social Security (CoSS), 2020 was announced. A comparative

analysis of these legislations shows the following:
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« Karnataka is the most comprehensive in framework design, but less explicit on monetary
benefits.

« Bihar provides the most quantified and tangible benefits, especially for health, maternity,
and compensation.

« Jharkhand emphasises systems (accounts, DBT, anti-discrimination) but is thinner on
entitlements.

« Rajasthan, despite being an early mover, remains foundational with notable gaps,

especially in direct benefits.

1.5 Upcoming ILO’s Convention on Decent Work in the Platform Economy: ILO's June 2026
International Labour Conference will discuss and take a decision about adoption of the Convention
and Recommendation on the Decent Work in the Platform Economy. These standards would

include:

« Recognition of platform workers as workers and guidance on how to deal with classification

« Recognition that all platform workers should enjoy fundamental principles and rights at work,
which includes freedom of association and the right for collective bargaining, protection
against discrimination, forced and child labour, and safe and healthy working environment

« Protection against violence and harassment

« Provisions about payment and remuneration

« Provisions about extension of social security to digital workers

« Provisions related to the management of automated systems, etc.

Elena Gerasimova of ILO (ISST webinar, 2025), pointed out that India has ratified some crucial
international labour standards such as elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and
occupation, effective abolition of child labour and elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory
labour (Protocol within it was not ratified). However, she points that India has not yet ratified 5 of
11 fundamental ILO instruments (which include 10 fundamental Convention and 1 protocol).
Critical to women workers, India is yet to ratify ILO Convention No.190 on prevention of violence
and harassment in the world of work. On a positive note, Indian states have paved the way globally
by enacting legislations advocating decent work for platform workers and hence India's position at
the upcoming 114th Session of the International Labour Conference will be critical for setting

global and domestic standards for the platform economy.

1.6 Some Global Regulations and Social Protection Schemes for Platform workers (as shared
by Madhumitha, Ola Mobility Institute, 2024):

« California (USA)—Assembly Bill 5: Formal employee reclassification. Unintended

consequence: Workers relocated to avoid employee restrictions; many preferred autonomy of

independent status; high administrative burden

! Though California passed Assembly Bill 5 (ABS5) in 2019, Proposition 22, approved by voters in 2020, later exempted drivers of app-based
transportation and delivery companies. They remain independent contractors with limited labour protections.
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« Uruguay—Monotax Scheme: Extended informal sector benefits (including maternity,
disability) to platform workers while preserving flexibility. Limitation: Lower benefit levels
and limited employer movement.

+ Indonesia—BPJS Scheme: Comprehensive coverage (old-age, health, disability, maternity)
extended to drivers and passengers. Strength: Universal coverage with portable mechanisms.

« France/Germany: Classify platform workers as self-employed, extending select protections

while maintaining flexibility.

1.7. Initiatives by Platforms for Social Protection of Workers:

Some platform companies have independently introduced limited welfare measures, such as
accident insurance or minor financial assistance schemes, which often operate as goodwill gestures
rather than legally enforceable entitlements, thereby lacking comprehensive and standardized
social protections for their workforce. An OMI study (2024) highlights that there is a mix of social
protection which varies across sectors within the platform economy. Common benefits across the
sector accidental insurance covering disability and death, medical and medical support, education
for worker and children. Several hyper-local delivery platforms provide amenities such as one day
menstrual leave, joining bonus, free sanitary napkins, safety kits (pepper spray), etc. to encourage
women to join in this sector. However, none of the platforms provide old age pension as it is
assumed that workers do not work indefinitely on a platform and most of the benefits are provided
to ‘long-term” workers. Further, gig and platform workers, while technically eligible for various
government schemes but ownership of vehicle and wage ceilings can render gig workers ineligible
for these (Ibid)

The fragmented and voluntary nature of these provisions often results in significant gaps in
coverage, particularly for workers with intermittent engagement or those operating across multiple
platforms, underscoring the urgent need for universally mandated and comprehensive social

security frameworks (Bogliacino et al., 2019; Grover et al., 2023).

This necessity is underscored by the current regulatory landscape in India, where existing
legislation often lacks robust complaint procedures, inspection systems, and grievance redressal
mechanisms, particularly for unorganized sector workers, including those in the platform economy
(Sankaran, 2020). Moreover, the absence of codified collective bargaining rights for platform
workers further exacerbates their vulnerability, limiting their capacity to negotiate for improved

working conditions and social protection benefits (Rani & Dhir, 2020).
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Legislative Frameworks for Gender Justice:
02. Evidence-Based Application and Enforcement

Gender justice in the platform economy goes beyond formal equality to address the structural
barriers shaping women’s work, including unpaid care responsibilities, occupational segregation,
safety risks, and algorithmic bias. It recognises that workers do not enter the labour market on
equal terms, and that gender-neutral frameworks can reproduce inequality. Achieving gender
justice therefore requires embedding substantive equality into regulation—ensuring that policies

actively respond to these differentiated constraints.

In the Indian context, recent regulatory efforts signal progress in recognising gig workers and
extending social protection. However, they remain largely welfare-oriented and gender-neutral,

with limited focus on enforceable entitlements.

These limitations become particularly visible in relation to maternity protection and other gender-
specific entitlements for platform workers. A gender-just approach would require clearer legal
recognition and enforceable protections for platform workers, particularly with respect to
maternity benefits, childcare support, safe working conditions, and protection from discrimination.
While some recent state-level laws on gig and platform workers have begun to include provisions
relating to maternity and social security benefits, such protections remain uneven across states. At
the same time, the labour codes provide a broader framework for social security and welfare
protections, but their applicability to gig and platform workers remains insufficiently clarified in
practice. This raises important questions regarding pregnant women platform workers in states that
either do not have separate gig worker legislation or where existing provisions are inadequate. This
creates a broader policy and legal question: if maternity protection for platform workers is to be
universal and non-discriminatory, irrespective of geography, the relationship between central

labour protections and fragmented state-level gig worker laws requires greater clarity.

2.1 POSH Act 2013: Applicability and Enforcement Challenges
“The social construct of the laws is only to protect the interests of the weaker section’
(Manjunath, ISST Webinar, December 2025). The Prevention of Sexual Harassment Act, 2013

(POSH) is a progressive act which provides protections for women workers wherever at work.

’

The Act covers a broad range of workplaces, including dwelling places or private houses.
However, the law often falters in the platform economy due to the ambiguous employer-employee
relationship and the decentralized nature of work. The lack of a defined workplace environment
complicates the legal definition of the "aggrieved woman," often excluding independent

contractors from the procedural protections typically afforded to formal employees.

To answer this conundrum, Dr. Manjunath affirmed that POSH Act 2013 can be applied to

platforms via broad definitions.
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He suggests using the broad definition of the workplace under the Act as one of the points for
applicability. Additionally, platform workers join platforms using a contract with express or
implied employment. In this relationship, he further suggests that because platforms use
algorithmic controls over the workers over conduct, task allocation, and rating systems, they act as
employers and management. Hence, taking all these aspects into account, the POSH law’s ambit
can be extended to platform workers and platforms can be held accountable under the law.
Consequently, the Karnataka Gig Workers regulation recommends women platform workers under
the POSH Act (ISST Webinar, December 2025).

This applicability of POSH Act to gig and platform workers was further reinforced by Alok
Prasanna who cited the recent Karnataka High Court Ola case judgment which held the platform
accountable under the law as an ‘employer’ for purpose of the POSH Act, using broad definitions.

By virtue of this, the judgment can be extended to women gig workers as well.

While there is a case for the application of the POSH Act to women platform workers, there is a
need at the same time to make platforms responsible to provide adequate safety measures, inform
workers about the POSH workers. Further, there is a concern regarding the larger implementation
of the POSH act, especially in terms of non-functioning local committees mandated under the Act

for covering informal workers with no clear employers.

2.2. Labour Codes: Employee Definition, Powers and Operationalization

The consolidation of labour laws into four codes in 2020—the Industrial Relations Code (IR
Code), Code on Wages, Code on Social Security (CoSS), and the Occupational Safety, Health and
Working Conditions (OSH) Code—-creates an important legal foundation for advancing gender
justice in the platform economy. As Samantaroy (2026) argues, labour regulations that ensure
employment protection, decent working conditions, social security, equal pay, work—family
balance, skill development, and safeguards against discrimination are critical for sustaining
women’s long-term participation in the workforce. From a gender justice perspective, this implies
that legal frameworks must move beyond formal inclusion to actively address the structural
constraints—care burdens, safety risks, and income insecurity—that shape women’s work

trajectories.

Within this framework, the IR Code offers an important entry point. Drawing on its broad
definition of ‘industry’ as “any systematic activity carried on,” Manjunath notes that digital
platforms can be brought within its ambit despite their distinct operational model. He further
highlights that the expansive definition of ‘employee’ enables governments to notify gig and
platform workers as employees—a provision common across the four codes. Additionally,
platforms employing over 300 workers are required to adopt standing orders, a threshold that many
major platforms already meet. From a gender justice lens, this opens up the possibility of
extending protections against unfair labour practices to women gig workers and embedding
gender-responsive grievance redressal mechanisms, particularly important in decentralised and

opaque work environments (Kompella, 2022; Raj et al., 2023).
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The Code on Wages explicitly prohibits gender-based wage discrimination (Manjunath, ISST
Webinar, December 2025), which is a critical step toward substantive equality. However, the
continued classification of gig workers as independent contractors limits the enforceability of this
right. As Ghosh et al. (2021) note, the recognition of gig workers under the CoSS without
corresponding inclusion under wage protections represents a missed opportunity. This gap is
particularly significant for women, as evidence shows that gender pay disparities persist in
platform work irrespective of ratings, experience, or hours worked (Renan and Ben-David, 2017).
Algorithmic management further complicates wage transparency, making it difficult to
operationalise equal pay. For women—especially those who are primary earners—the resulting
income insecurity is compounded by the disproportionate burden of unpaid work (Howcroft and

Rubery, 2018), underscoring the need for enforceable wage protections.

The CoSS 2020 marks a notable shift by recognising gig and platform workers as a distinct
category. As highlighted by Madhumitha (OMI, ISST Webinar, December 2025), the Code,
alongside the e-Shram portal, has the potential to dismantle the formal-informal divide and enable
portable, status-neutral social protection—particularly beneficial for migrant and mobile workers.
However, from a gender justice perspective, these provisions remain largely declarative, as they do
not clearly assign responsibility for financing and delivering benefits (Guseva & Klepalova, 2022).
Alok Prasanna’s critique that the CoSS operates on a “charity model” rather than a “rights model”
further reinforces this concern. A gender-just framework would require recognising women gig
workers as rights-bearing workers entitled to comprehensive social protection, including maternity
benefits, health coverage, and income security. While the CoSS incorporates the Maternity Benefit
Act, its implementation remains limited due to the absence of formal employment relationships

and the non-operationalisation of welfare boards.

Finally, the OSH Code reflects the limitations of traditional labour frameworks in addressing
platform work. Structured around conventional employer—employee relationships and fixed
workplaces, it largely excludes gig workers. This exclusion has significant gendered implications.
Women gig workers—particularly in sectors such as beauty and care services—often work in
private homes, where they face heightened risks of harassment, lack of sanitation facilities, and
unsafe working conditions. Climate vulnerabilities further exacerbate these challenges, as women
may limit water intake due to lack of access to toilets, affecting both health and earnings. Although
the Code mandates provisions such as creéches, these do not extend to gig workers. From a gender
justice standpoint, it is therefore critical to expand definitions of ‘workplace’ and ‘employment’, as
suggested by Manjunath, to bring platform workers within the scope of OSH protections and

ensure that labour laws reflect the realities of women’s work in the gig economy.
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Recommendations for a Gender-Just
03. Platform Economy

1. For Legislations (State & Central Governments)

1.Extend labour protections and workplace recognition: Recognise digital platforms as formal
workplaces and ensure universal coverage of women gig workers under the POSH Act (2013),
alongside expanding OSH provisions (sanitation, safety, rest facilities) to platform work.

2.Guarantee universal, portable social protection with care support: Extend social security
(including maternity benefits) to gig workers with portability across states and invest in
community-based childcare (creches) accessible irrespective of migrant status.

3.Mandate data-sharing: Condition platform licensing on monthly sharing with government of
anonymized, gender-disaggregated data (accidents, complaints, deactivations, earnings by

sector, etc.)
2. For Platforms (Aggregators)

1.Conduct mandatory gender audits of algorithms (task allocation, ratings), eliminate rating-
linked penalties/incentives, and establish independent grievance redressal systems beyond
platform control.

2.Provide safe and enabling working conditions: Invest (via PPPs where needed) in rest
infrastructure (toilets, drinking water, rest points), enforce safety protocols, and eliminate
peak-hour incentives during extreme weather conditions.

3.Provide at least one day of paid menstrual leave per month for women platform workers
across sectors, without penalties on earnings, ratings, or task allocation.

4.Use human-techno forms of grievance redressal mechanisms as opposed to chat-bots.
3. For Workers (and Collectives)

1.Strengthen collective voice and rights-claiming: Support the formation of women-led
collectives/unions to demand enforcement of rights, including safety, fair pay, and social
protection.

2.Build awareness and utilisation of entitlements: Enable workers to access and use legal

protections (e.g., POSH), grievance systems, and social security schemes, including through

g

digital and on-ground support mechanisms.
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Note:

Institute of Social Studies Trust (ISST). (2025). "Towards Gender Justice in India's Platform
Economy: Legislation, Inclusion, and Future Pathways." Webinar held December 18, 2025.

ISST Webinar panellists and speakers,

1.Dr. G. Manjunath, Additional Labour Commissioner (Industrial Relations), Government of
Karnataka, on POSH Act applicability, Labour Codes, and Karnataka's Platform-Based Gig
Workers Act 2025.

2.Dr. Elena Gerasimova, Labour Law and Standards Specialist, ILO Decent Work Technical
Support Team (South Asia), on global standards and ILO 2026 convention on digital platform

workers.

3.Madhumitha V., Lead, Centre for Future Mobility, OMI Foundation, on platform safety,

benefits, and sectoral dynamics.

4.Dr. Dhanya M. B., Fellow, V.V. Giri National Labour Institute, on women gig workers'

profiles, challenges, and policy needs using Amartya Sen's capability framework.

5.Alok Prasanna, Co-founder, Vidhi Centre for Legal Policy, on rights-based vs. charity-based

frameworks for social security.

This issue briefis a synthesis of ISST's first webinar on gender justice in India's platform economy.
It integrates evidence from panellists (Government of Karnataka, ILO, OMI Foundation, V.V. Giri
National Labour Institute, Vidhi Centre for Legal Policy) and targets dual audiences: central
government (for legislative/coordination functions) and state governments (for localized

implementation).
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