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The individualistic nature of gig work allows workers to have high levels of flexibility, but it also leads to
atomization, leaving them isolated from peer workers. In this paper, we employed a qualitative approach to
understand how online social media groups provide informational and emotional support to physical gig
workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. We found that social media groups alleviate the atomization effect, as
workers use these groups to obtain experiential knowledge from their peers, build connections, and organize
collective action. However, we noted a reluctance among workers to share strategic information where there
was a perceived risk of being competitively disadvantaged. In addition, we found that the diversity among gig
workers has also led to limited empathy for one another, which further impedes the provision of emotional
support. While social media groups could potentially become places where workers organize collective efforts,
several factors, including the uncertainty of other workers’ activities and the understanding of the independent
contractor status, have diminished the effectiveness of efforts at collective action.
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1 INTRODUCTION

“Drive when you want. Earn what you need.”

Uber displays this slogan on its website, encouraging drivers to sign up and offering them a
sense of personal autonomy. Indeed, a variety of online platforms now function as intermediaries
between labor supply and demand, in which mobile applications provide small tasks or ’gigs’
such as driving, delivery, and handyman work to individuals [79]. With the app-mediated model,
individual contractors gain flexibility in terms of work schedule, deciding when and how much they
want to work, as illustrated by Uber’s slogan [36, 60, 81]. However, the independent contractors’
status also results in an atomized labor force. Workers are rarely in the same physical space, and
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companies and workers principally interact via digital interfaces, which typically do not support
worker-to-worker communication [88]. The role of a human supervisor is replaced with digital
systems, and workers interact almost exclusively with the app, which allocates the work, and not
with a human supervisor or with co-workers [44]. Additionally, because most tasks are small and
straightforward, workers typically complete their tasks independently and rarely collaborate with
one another.

This atomization aggravates informational asymmetry, which, as a result, leads to severe power
asymmetry and emotional challenges for gig workers. Gig workers experience informational and
power asymmetries with respect to work platforms, as companies usually are secretive about how
the algorithms allocate jobs and also do not encourage in-app communication among workers
[45, 46]. As a result, gig workers are largely on their own in navigating their work and relationships
with their employers. Workers find it difficult to understand how their individual activities fit within
a broader picture and how they relate to other workers [88]. The lack of meaningful social and
collegial relationships in the workplace could also prevent workers from providing the necessary
emotional support to one another[47]. This isolation, coupled with gig workers’ employment status
as independent contractors without collective bargaining rights nor union representation rather
than employees [24, 81], presents significant obstacles to workers’ collective organizing [20, 88].
Given that digital platforms control the allocation of jobs, workers might be less inclined to take
cohesive collective action against management for fear of retribution [81].

Recent evidence from a study of gig workers suggested that social media groups have the potential
to facilitate information exchange, emotional support, coordination, and collective action among
gig workers, and can help them form new kinds of group social identities [44, 56]. However, little is
known about the extent to which social media groups help gig workers cope with their challenges
and whether gig workers actually perceive such peer support as useful. It is also unclear whether
and how physical gig workers (e.g., Uber/Lyft drivers and Instacart workers) would use social
media groups to organize collective labor actions such as offline strikes.

This paper is a qualitative study to understand how online social media groups provide informa-
tional and emotional support to physical gig workers and evaluate whether social media groups
could help workers with collective actions. Results show that social media groups can serve as
platforms where gig workers exchange information, build connections, and organize collective
action. While workers frequently exchange concrete experiential knowledge with peers, they are
less likely to share difficult to obtain information or to share with people who might compete with
them. In addition, because of the competitive nature of gig work, the diversity among workers,
and their portrayal as independent contractors, the workers seem to have limited empathy with
each other, which impedes the exchange of emotional support. While social media groups could
potentially serve as platforms where workers organize collective efforts, several factors, including
difficulties assessing other workers’ sentiments and activities, prevent that from happening. Our
work makes the following contributions to the CSCW literature:

e First, a combination of interviews and content analysis of public posts presents a holistic
picture of the informational and emotional support exchanged in the social media groups
and how gig workers perceive this support.

e Second, in addition to recognizing the benefits provided by social media groups, this research
examines the limitations of these groups and discusses the implications.

e Lastly, the findings contribute observations of how gig workers use social media groups for
labor strikes.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 5, No. CSCW2, Article 391. Publication date: October 2021.



Together But Alone: Atomization and Peer Support among Gig Workers 391:3

2 RELATED WORK

This section defines physical gig work and explains why it is important to focus on this segment
of gig workers. It then examines challenges, including economic uncertainties (i.e., precarity) and
uncompensated emotional labor, that physical gig workers face. It also discusses how collective
action could be a solution to improve workers’ working conditions, and how atomization can
inhibit collective action and exacerbate other problems. Lastly, it analyzes the affordances of social
media and draws on the prior success of social media groups in other contexts to discuss the ways
in which these groups can potentially help resolve some of gig workers’ challenges.

The gig economy refers to the collection of markets that match service providers with consumers
needing discrete tasks to be accomplished through on-demand platforms [19]. Depending on
how the gig service is fulfilled, gig workers can be roughly divided into two categories: physical
gig workers (whose work is conducted offline and locally) and virtual workers (whose work is
performed online) [17, 82]. Physical gig work consists of transportation services (e.g., Uber and Lyft),
delivery services (e.g., Instacart, Doordash, Grubhub), as well as household and personal services
(e.g., Taskrabbit, care.com)[48]. Because the COVID-19 pandemic presented unique challenges
to physical gig workers, who often risk exposure to the virus in the course of their work, this
paper tries to understand how gig workers dealt with these new challenges and the resources they
leveraged for success. It also explores how CSCW systems could help.

2.1 Challenges faced by gig workers

Prior research has found that being a physical gig worker can often lead to challenging and
frustrating experiences. First and foremost, physical gig work is known for its precarity [20, 36,
80, 88]. According to Vosko [86], a job is considered precarious if it shows at least two out of
the following four dimensions: low wages; high employment insecurity; low levels of employee
control over wages, hours, and working conditions; and a lack of regulatory protection. Studies
have shown that physical gig workers face low wages [8]. 2. As independent contractors, in most of
the United States, gig workers are not protected by minimum wage standards and thus face income
uncertainty based on the whim of the market [48]. For example, if there is no market demand,
drivers may end up waiting in lines, wasting time and gas, and driving an empty car for some
unpredictable time period of the day [3]. Moreover, gig workers typically do not receive employee
benefits, such as health insurance, and are expected to cover their own expenses, such as gas
expenses and vehicle depreciation as well [50]. Such precarity is even more harmful during a major
public health crisis, like COVID-19. A San Francisco-based survey demonstrated that ride-hail
drivers’ earnings plummeted amid virus-related social distancing measures and lockdowns even as
they were exposing themselves to increased health risks [7]. A number of reports also emerged
in the earliest stages of the pandemic, showing that physical gig workers were short of personal
protective equipment and did not have coverage for paid sick leave and health insurance [15, 18].

Besides precarity, the working conditions of physical gig workers are also far from ideal. For
example, because rideshare drivers” work often involves dealing with the public in isolation, they
risk abuse at different levels of severity, ranging from verbal abuse to physical assaults [5] and sexual
harassment [39]. Moreover, physical gig workers are often the victims of racial discrimination,
as reflected in limited working opportunities, lower rating [32], and lower market prices for
underrepresented populations [21].

Physical gig workers must also perform emotional labor (i.e., the process of managing one’s
feelings as part of one’s professional role) [33]. Although other workers, like flight attendants,

2 A 2019 study shows that delivery gig workers in the U.S. earn an average hourly wage of $17.10, handyman gig workers
$16.71, and driver gig workers $14.31, less than two-thirds of the average hourly wage of $25.33 for online freelancers’ [23]
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receptionists, and taxi drivers, must perform emotional labor, it affects the physical gig workers far
more severely because customer ratings of them impact all aspects of their jobs [26, 61, 72]. For
example, ratings below a certain cut-off can result in severe consequences for drivers, including
low priority order assignment and even deactivation. Because these customer ratings are a form of
performance surveillance, physical gig workers must carefully attend to the social and emotional
needs of their consumers [11]. Consumers, on the other hand, are rarely informed about the
importance of their ratings, despite the power they have to impact workers’ jobs [72]. Additionally,
unlike, say, taxi drivers who need to take a city-required training course (with topics related
to emotion management included), physical gig workers, who are untrained in this area, are
nonetheless expected to exert such emotional labor in appeasing the needs of their customers
[66]. Such poor working conditions, along with the emotional labor workers must perform, are
associated with negative psychological outcomes such as anxiety and decreased psychological
resilience [6, 50, 60, 78].

Information asymmetry is another core challenge faced by gig workers [52, 59]. Algorithmic
management allows gig platforms to automatically organize and coordinate large numbers of
workers in a highly effective manner, but the platforms are usually secretive about the algorithms
that determine how jobs are allocated [45]. Because of the lack of transparency, workers find it
difficult to interpret the decisions made by the algorithms. Such information asymmetry clearly
favors the gig platforms’ interests because it undermines workers’ ability to make rational decisions
and develop corresponding strategies [55]. Because if rideshare drivers have little insight into how
passengers are assigned, they cannot consciously strategize about which trips are more profitable
to take and which should be avoided [73]. A strike in May of 2019 organized by rideshare drivers
explicitly targeted information asymmetry and demanded data transparency.

2.2 Collective action and atomization in the gig economy

Collective labor activities, such as negotiations, work actions, strikes, and unionization campaigns,
are ways for workers to advocate for better working conditions [27, 51]. In the last several years, gig
workers have initiated collective action, aiming for pay raises, insurance and health benefits, and
to legitimize their status as employees. Collective action has led to mixed outcomes. For example,
while UK’s Supreme Court reaffirmed earlier rulings that rideshare drivers are employees instead
of independent contractors[70], the 'Proposition 22’ voter referendum in California, which was
heavily supported by Uber, Lyft and other gig platform companies and opposed by labor groups
like Gig Workers Rising, overturned a state law classifying gig workers as employees [1, 69]. The
gig platforms have been actively hostile to worker organizing, by confronting worker organizing
efforts [2] and by lobbying to push back legislation that was resulted from that worker organization.
In addition to the obstacles posed by the platforms, the geographical dispersal of gig workers
(i-e., atomization) also obstructs collective action because geography limits the communication
among workers [14, 20, 84, 88]. Indeed, most gig platforms do not facilitate in-app communication
among workers. This separation is further exacerbated by the typically simple, individualistic
nature of physical gig tasks, which reduces collaboration and interaction among workers and
thus opportunities for collective action. Although prior literature noted that ’spatial proximity
and temporal synchronicity’ could alleviate the atomization effect for physical gig workers [92],
COVID-19 has further isolated gig workers from one another.

Atomization (i.e., the isolated and individualized nature of gig work) seems to exacerbate a
number of problems faced by gig workers [4]. First, atomization limits workers” opportunities to
obtain task-related information from their peers, making it more difficult for them to understand
how their individual activities fit within a broader picture, ultimately worsening the information
asymmetry and power imbalance between workers and platforms [44, 88]. Second, prior literature
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suggests that meaningful social and collegial relationships in the workplace can buffer the effects of
work-related stress [47]. The lack of meaningful social interaction with supervisors and colleagues
might lead gig workers to experience feelings of loneliness and might cut off the potential avenues
through which workers could provide support for one another [90]. Third, as discussed above,
though the diversity of worker backgrounds and motivations have already made it difficult for
workers to identify targets for collective action, atomization only makes this issue more difficult, as
it, again, hinders communication among peer workers [64]. In summary, atomization is not simply
a lack of fixed physical workplaces, but also the absence of viable worker networks [83]. Without
an effective social network, gig workers have difficulty accessing resources (e.g., useful information
or emotional support) available from their social ties, such as supervisors and coworkers [37].

2.3 Social media groups as a supporting infrastructure for gig workers

As independent contractors, physical gig workers only obtain limited support and resources from
their gig platforms. Structurally, gig platforms are typical examples of risk transference [60], where
they displace the risk and responsibility from the company to the independent contractors. Thus,
gig workers are unlikely to receive benefits like health insurance and paid sick leave like their
counterparts in traditional companies, though a number of platforms (including Uber, Lyft, Instacart,
and Doordash) have issued policies that offer some of these benefits in limited circumstances in
response to COVID-19 (see [40, 42, 43]). Moreover, informational support is provided to workers
typically in the forms of textual frequently asked questions (FAQ) lists (available in the help menu
of the applications), telephone hotlines, and local service hubs [59]. However, most of these local
offices, such as Uber’s Green Hubs, were temporarily closed during the COVID-19 pandemic [41].

The Internet has the potential to help gig workers overcome some of the problems of atomization.
Given the limited external support available, we expect that online social support, especially
peer support, would be particularly important for physical gig workers. Social media groups
hosted by Facebook and Reddit are known to facilitate access to social support and to broaden the
resources that the members have access to [16, 85]. The affordances of social media groups, such as
high visibility and long persistence [9], are particularly well suited for maintaining a loosely tied
community [25], and thus seem promising in alleviating gig workers” atomization.

Indeed, some prior studies have identified social media groups as useful platforms for providing
social support to independent workers, including Amazon Mechanical Turk(mTurk) workers [74],
Airbnb hosts [34], rideshare drivers [5, 49, 53, 72], and online freelancers [91]. First, gig workers
can leverage these groups for their informational needs. For instance, rideshare drivers are known
to communicate via these groups to share experiences, gain insights, and discuss their workarounds
for common challenges they face. Important topics such as the surging price mechanism, safety
measures, and Uber rules and regulations are also covered [5, 49]. Social media groups also provide
emotional support to gig workers [5, 34, 53]. As gig work is often regarded as low-status, social
media offers workers a safety net where they are less likely to be judged as some might fear
stigmatization by their strong tie networks such as family and friends [56]. By listening to one
another’s experiences, members in social media groups can provide emotional support to one
another by allowing their peers to vent their frustrations and potentially devise workarounds
[5, 34, 53]. Limiting platform access to individuals who share similar experiences also brings in a
sense of community and social inclusion, which might help workers cope with the social isolation
they face [76].

However, we also identified gaps in the prior research. First, existing research has focused mainly
on the potential benefits of social media groups in facilitating peer support. Little is known about
how gig workers actually perceive peer support and the limitations of social media groups in
helping gig workers cope with their challenges. Second, it is generally acknowledged that the
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atomization of gig workers makes it difficult to coordinate collective activity across dispersed,
individual workers, but it is not clear if social media groups are a solution [84, 89]. Lastly, while
social media groups have been recognized as playing a central role in structuring and organizing
labor activities among virtual gig workers (e.g., mTurk workers [74], and online freelancers [91]), it
is unclear whether and how the physical gig workers (e.g., Uber/Lyft drivers and Instacart workers)
would use social media groups to organize offline strikes. In this paper, we study how isolated gig
workers use social media groups on Facebook and Reddit to mitigate the challenges they are facing.
We want to answer the following research questions:

(1) How is peer support exchanged among gig workers in social media groups?

(2) Do gig workers perceive such peer support as helpful? What are the limitations of these
groups?

(3) How do gig workers use social media groups to organize collective actions (e.g., offline strikes
in particular)?

3 METHOD

In this study, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 20 physical gig workers from the
United States. We also performed a content analysis on posts from social media groups. We first
analyzed 173 posts extracted from a semi-public Facebook group for rideshare drivers in New
York City to develop a codebook. We then applied the codebook to 162 posts on the subreddit
r/Uberdrivers, and 1,321 posts from 8 diverse Facebook groups before and during the pandemic.
Additionally, we examined two strike incidents initiated by physical gig workers. The first strike
took place in May 2019, right ahead of Uber’s IPO[68]. The second strike occurred in March 2020,
when Instacart shoppers chose to strike due to the company’s failure to provide them with hazard
pay and personal protection equipment [75]. For each strike, we extracted relevant posts from their
corresponding subreddit (i.e., r/uberdrivers and r/InstacartShoppers) and analyzed their replies to
examine how online group members reacted to the strike.

3.1 Interview

We conducted an interview study to understand how physical gig workers obtain social support,
and in particular, how social media groups provide informational and emotional support to them.
We also asked questions related to collective action and strikes. The first author joined multiple
local and nationwide Facebook groups for rideshare drivers to observe the interactions within these
groups. Four in-person formative interviews were carried out in February 2020 with drivers from
the authors’ local regions. With the unexpected COVID-19 crisis, we restructured and expanded
the scope of our study to include other physical gig workers (i.e., delivery people and handymen)
in addition to rideshare drivers. In order to understand how COVID-19 has affected their work and
lives, another three formative interviews were conducted in April 2020 with local rideshare drivers.
Our near-year-long observation of gig worker communities, along with seven formative interviews,
have greatly informed our interview protocols. We used COVID-19 as a basis for examining the
process by which workers obtain informational and emotional support to cope with new challenges.
The interview protocol included questions about how interviewees typically acquired general
support acquisition (e.g., "if you need to obtain information about your work, where do you go?"),
as well as how social media groups play a role in supporting their work (e.g., "Can you describe to
me how you would typically participate in these groups? Can you describe to me one post that you
found the most helpful in these groups?”). All interviews reported in this work were conducted via
Zoom audio call in July 2020, just as the U.S. reached a monthly record of 1.9 million new COVID-19
cases [12].
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We aim to cover three types of physical gig workers in this study: rideshare drivers, food delivery
workers, and handymen. We recruited participants using both online and offline methods. For online
recruitment, we posted open recruitment messages in relevant Facebook groups. Groups on Reddit
tended to be more restrictive about recruitment of this type, so we took a different approach with
Reddit recruitment by sending direct messages to members of relevant gig work subreddits (e.g.,
r/uberdrivers and r/instacartshoppers). For offline recruitment, we employed snowball sampling
(similar to [53]). Thus, these participants did not necessarily belong to the same online groups as the
interviewees who referred them. We recruited other offline participants, in particular, Taskrabbit
workers, by reaching out to the participants directly using the application. This approach was
especially useful because the social media groups for the handyman workers were not as active as
the other two (e.g., rideshare drivers and food delivery workers). As of Oct 15, 2020, r/Taskrabbit
has about 1800 members while r/InstacartShoppers has 36.8k). In addition to these two primary
methods of recruitment, one participant was recruited directly as a friend of a member of one
of the members in our research group. Although the goal of the study is to evaluate how online
social media groups provide support to gig workers, we found it important to talk to those workers
who did not participate in online groups as well, to ask questions about why these groups are not
particularly helpful to them. Sixteen of the interviewees were members of one or more social media
groups, and four reported having not participated in any before. The combination of online and
offline recruitment thus yields a more diverse participant pool with differing amounts of experience
in using work-related online groups.

We present the demographic information of our interviewees in Table 1. The participant pool
consisted of 20 gig workers from across the United States, with five working for at least one
rideshare company, and six working for a gig platform like Taskrabbit that favors handyman-type
work. Of the 14 participants that worked in food delivery, five worked for Doordash, four worked
for Instacart, and four worked for both, making them the two most popular gig platforms among
our pool. Most were currently working for at least one gig platform at the time of the interviews in
July 2020. Thirteen participants did gig work part-time alongside another, typically more traditional
job, while only five considered their gig work to be full-time jobs. Two participants described
themselves as "mixed," meaning they did gig work part-time during the school year and full-time
over school breaks. Thirteen participants engaged in gig work before the COVID-19 pandemic hit
the country, while seven began doing gig work after the pandemic took hold. We defined "before"
COVID-19 as before March 1, 2020. Any participant who did not start gig work until after that date
was designated as starting "after" COVID-19.

Before launching the data analysis, the research team held brief discussion sessions following
every interview. More exhaustive weekly meetings were organized starting the first week of data
collection. During the meetings, the research team gathered virtually to discuss emerging codes
and themes from the interview. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed after the data
collection was wrapped up. Guided by grounded theory [13], the three independent, trained coders
started the inductive, open-ended qualitative coding by tagging topics in the transcripts. In this
study, our goal is to examine how peer social support is exchanged and how collective action is
organized in social media groups among physical gig workers. Thus, in our analysis, we naturally
followed the classic categorization of social support [77] and paid attention to two types of social
support that were most commonly studied in online spaces—informational and emotional support
—in addition to collective action. With these three initial categories, we then developed a codebook
iteratively, starting with topics of interest based on prior discussions and existing literature. Those
topics include the affordances of social media and the relationship between peer support and
other sources of support. After multiple iterations of analysis, we grouped a total of 29 subthemes
underneath the three categories and extracted key quotes to illustrate our findings.
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ID | Companies | Company Type lfﬁllil/ePart B/A Mar 20’ | State | Recruitment izfnc];,::-up
Uber, rideshare, .
P1 UberEats Food Delivery P Before ME Offline N
P2 Lyft, VIA rideshare F Before NY Online Y
P3 | Uber, Lyft rideshare F Before CA Online Y
P4 Taskrabbit, Handyman P After PA Offline N
Rover
P5 | Taskrabbit Handyman P After PA Offline Y
P6 | Taskrabbit Handyman P After PA Offline N
P7 Taskrabbit, Handyman P Before PA Offline Y
Rover
Taskrabbit, Handyman
P8 Postmates, Food Deliv::ry P After PA Offline Y
Airbnb
gzzl;’ Jash rideshare,
P9 ; Food Delivery, P Before PA Offline Y
Postmates, Handyman
Taskrabbit
Instacart,
P10 ng)flits;, Food Delivery P After NY Online Y
Postmates
P11 | Instacart Food Delivery F Before NY Online Y
Instacart,
P12 Doordash, Food Delivery P Before NY Online Y
Postmates,
Shipt
P13 | Instacart Food Delivery P After NY Online Y
Instacart,
P14 | Doordash, Food Delivery P Before MI Online Y
Grubhub
Instacart,
P15 Grubhub, Food Delivery Mixed Before GA Online Y
Doordash,
UberEats
Ubereats, . . .
P16 Food Delivery Mixed Before SC Online
Doordash
P17 | Doordash Food Delivery P Before IN Offline Y
P18 | Doordash Food Delivery P After MI Offline N
Instacart,
P19 E(;)Zt:gzt:’s’ Food Delivery F Before AZ Online Y
Doordash
Uber, rideshare
P20 | Instacart, Food Deli)very F Before CA Online Y
Grubhub

Table 1. Recruitment demographic for Interviewees
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Group Name # of members | Group Type

Uber/Lyft Drivers Facebook Group | 16,000 Nationwide group
UBER DRIVERS 28,000 Nationwide group
Uber & Lyft Drivers Los Angeles 12,000 Metropolis local group
}?ii&%éﬁ?’c??;VERS 11,000 Metropolis local group
Florida - Uber Lyft Drivers 6,300 State-wide local group
Arizona Lyft-Uber Drivers 2,500 State-wide local group
Pittsburgh Uber 1,200 City local group

Uber & Lyft Drivers Seattle/ WA 3,900 City local group

Table 2. We collected a total of 1,321 more posts from 8 Facebook groups in December 2019 and December
2020. This table contains the details of these Facebook groups.

3.2 Content Analysis

In addition to the interview study, we also collected posts from both relevant Facebook groups
and subreddits to examine workers’ interactions and behavior in social media groups. Facebook
and Reddit are both grassroots-based, meaning they are not associated with any of the gig work
platforms.

Data collection was conducted in two rounds. In the first round, we collected a total of 173 posts
between April 20, 2020, and May 15, 2020, in the Facebook group organized by drivers near the New
York City area °. The qualitative analysis was conducted using a combination of provisional coding
and open-coding [49]. Similar to the analysis of our interview data, we followed the definition
and categorization of social support and thus focus on the informational and emotional aspects
of peer support. Two independent coders started to develop codebooks with the first 85 posts in
the Uber NYC group. Afterward, the coders discussed the codes, resolved the conflicts, collectively
developed a new codebook with consolidated codes, definitions, and examples, and applied the
new codebook to the remaining 88 Facebook posts. The group performed another check-up after
finishing coding the entire Uber NYC group dataset to resolve conflicts and refine the codebook.

After developing the codebook, we used a deductive coding approach, applying it to two more
datasets. The first includes 162 posts collected from r/uberdrivers * in March 2020. The second
contained 1,321 posts from 8 more Facebook groups to account for the diverse types of gig driver
groups that co-exist on Facebook. Specifically, we selected Facebook groups at four geographic
levels—nationwide, metropolis level local, state-wide local, and city local-and local group in different
regions of the United States. Table 2 summarizes the ten Facebook groups from which we collected
additional data. In addition, we also took into account that workers’ experiences might be very
different because of COVID-19. Hence, we sampled data both before (December 2019) and after
(December 2020 °). Since we did not find a significant difference in the pattern of support exchange
between Facebook groups and Reddit, or among the Facebook groups, all three data sets were
merged when reporting the final analysis.

Table 3 presents an overview and counts of our codes. We grouped the posts into actions based
on the type of social support they provided, namely informational support, emotional support, and
tangible support. Note that the total of the percentages might exceed 100%, because some posts

SUBER,VIA,LYFT, DRIVERS IN NEW YORK CITY, referred to as the Uber NYC group in the rest of the paper
4r/uberdrivers is the largest and most active community among all social media groups dedicated to rideshare drivers, as it
has about 165,0000 subscribers and averages around 40 posts per day

Swhen the number of COVID-19 cases reached all-time high in the U.S.
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Type Informational support

Code Seek experience Seek solution Share external info | Share experience
Count (%) | 349 (21.1%) 433 (26.1%) 197 (11.9%) 346 (20.9%)

Type Emotional Support Tangible support and commercial

Code Humor Rant Compassion & Prayer | Offer tangible support Commercial
Count (%) | 142 (8.6%) | 329 (19.9%) 61 (3.7%) 7 (0.4%) 54 (3.3%)

Table 3. Content Analysis Codes for 1,321 social media groups posts collected from Facebook and Reddit

and comments belonged to more than one category. We will explain and delve deeper into these
codes in the results section.

To understand the impact of social media on collective labor rights activities, we collected posts
related to two strikes initiated by physical gig workers. The first happened in May 2019, which was
right before Uber’s IPO; rideshare drivers intended to ‘send a message’ to the tech giant, expressing
their demands of livable incomes, job security, among other things [68] ® The second took place in
late March 2020, when Instacart workers led a strike to demand expanded sick pay, more company-
provided personal protective equipment, and an increase in the default tip percentage on orders
[7517.

We identified 7 and 10 relevant posts on the subreddit r/uberdrivers and r/InstacartShoppers,
respectively, by searching for the keyword “strike” in posts and selecting those that were posted
around the strike time and with over 30 comments. For each of these posts, we picked the 10 most
up-voted comments for further analysis. For the strike-relevant posts, two independent coders
followed an open coding procedure to identify themes focusing on members’ attitudes towards the
strike with the 100 comments relevant to the Instacart strike. A third coder applied the codebook to
the posts collected from the Uber IPO strike and refined its details. In addition, for each reply, we
coded each message to determine whether the commenter participated in the strike and whether
they held a positive opinion toward it.

4 RESULTS

In general, the results show that social media groups on Reddit and Facebook help connect workers
to other workers in order to expand their professional social networks. Given the solitary nature
of gig work, gig workers typically work in isolation. The interviewees reported that they have
small social networks of other gig workers, usually consisting of acquaintances whom they knew
personally. For interviewees who did know other gig workers personally, the majority (12 out of 15)
mentioned that they did not meet their "gig friends" through their gig jobs, but simply happened
to have pre-existing friends or family members who did gig work. P1, an experienced, part-time
rideshare driver stated in 2016, said: "I have a pretty significant network of friends that do similar
work. And we’re not friends necessarily because we do the same work. We just happen to know each
other."

Although social media groups connect gig workers with one another and potentially facilitate
the exchange of support among peer workers, only a small portion of gig workers participate in
these groups. For example, although Uber is said to have had 750,000 drivers total in the U.S. in
2017 [67], the subreddit r/uberdrivers has approximately 68,000 users, and UBER DRIVERS, one
of the major nationwide U.S. Facebook groups for rideshare drivers, has approximately 28,000
members. Among the 16 interviewees who were members of social media groups, ten stated that

Srefereed as the Uber IPO strike below
“refereed as the Instacart strike below
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they discovered these social media groups accidentally, either while searching for information via
search engines or upon being referred by a gig friend. Other interviewees relied on their prior
experience with social media to locate useful resources. For example, P15 said: "So I was like, I'm
sure there’s going to be channels in here for these gig jobs. I use Twitter and Reddit the most from a
social media standpoint. I assumed that I would be able to find a channel on Reddit for it." In contrast,
the gig platforms typically do not provide direct links to grassroots support groups, and none of
our participants stated that they located these groups through the platforms’ official channels.

In the following sections, we draw results from the interview and the content analysis and
examine the effectiveness and constraints of social media groups as platforms for physical gig
workers to exchange informational and emotional support as well as to organize collective action.

4.1 Informational Support

4.1.1 The concrete and experiential knowledge that peer workers gather from one another supplements
the information that they receive through the official channels of the platform. Interviewees reported
that they used multiple channels where they were able to obtain task-related information, including
personal observation and reflection, authoritative government information, gig platforms’ official
Q&A sites and support hotlines, and social media groups. While most of them (12 interviewees)
believed the platform-based channels were sufficient for both beginning the job (i.e., on-boarding)
and routine operation, these channels were not adequate when gig workers encountered unusual
problems. Interviewees complained that the platform-provided information mostly consisted of
formally-written instructions and other resources that were difficult to comprehend, and ’only
[seemed to be] there for PR [public relation] purpose’ (P14). They also noted that platforms took
too long to reply to specific, often in-situ questions. Any help that they did receive was often not
satisfactory as the platform support hotline operators took too long to resolve their issues. For
example, P13 described how Instacart’s official support failed to assist her when she was unable to
deliver an order to a client: "And [Instacart’s support] is outsourced somewhere in the world and 99%
of the time, they are no help. Or if they are [able] to help, they take a long time to help. So, that’s time
you’re wasting when you could be doing another order."

These evaluations of the official support help set the stage and provide a rationale for how social
media groups supplement other information already available to workers. Our findings show that
peer workers were able to provide concrete, personalized, and experiential information, which
complemented the limited information contained in more official sources. Below, we show four
major types of posts that lead to gig workers’ information-sharing in social media groups, as shown
in Table 4. Among them, posts in which users are seeking solutions, seeking experiences, and sharing
experiences all reflect instances in which users require personalized, specific information to address
issues with the platform. Only the posts in which users are sharing external resources can result in
generic information.

¢ Seeking solutions. Workers often directly ask questions in social media groups. These
questions are mostly close-ended, soliciting either a simple Yes/No answer or a specific
solution. The posters often describe specific issues that they are encountering; the replies
(comments), on the other hand, may benefit not only the worker who posted the questions but
also others who have similar issues or concerns due to the public nature of the conversations.
¢ Seeking experiences. Workers also elicit opinions from peers who have had similar experi-
ences in an effort to either initiate a discussion about certain topics or, more simply, to find
companions. Such posts typically start with language such as “Are there any other people...,”
or “Did anybody else..”. The accumulation of various anecdotes provides workers with a
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Code Definition Example Count (%)
. Ask for answers Do anyone know if it is possible to drive for uber or
Seeking . . - .
solutions and solutions to Lyft in the state of New York with seattle Washington | 433 (26.1%)
specific issues directly | plates just wondering
Mitsubishi Outlander for UberXL?
Ask for similar
. experiences from Anyone drive a Mitsubishi Outlander for UberXL?
Seeking , . .
. other members, I've seen some people talking about how it’s the best | 349 (21.1%)
experiences . . i .
often accompanied since it’s cheap and gets good mpg, but then it know
with self-disclosure others say they drive an Outlander but don’t even
do XL because the third row is too small. Thoughts?
As I was leaving the LAXit with passenger, I saw
3 black and white airport police cars parked in the
LAXit entrance driveway and pulling over random
ber dri .
. Share personal uber drivers
Sharing .
. experience releated . . 346 (20.9%)
experiences | S 4 They use to harras uber drivers on the waiting lot
81& for all kind of bullshit things and tickets were $1000
flat plus 30-day impound. Uber covered those tickets
in the beginning, but after some time, they declared,
that tickets and impound fees are on you
Sharin “IRS issues warning as Bay Area workers receive
& Share pointers to 1099s from Uber, even though they’ve never driven a
external . B 197 (11.9%)
resources external sources rideshare
(https://abc7news.com/5964785/)

Table 4. Code book for information sharing behavior on social media groups.

good reference by allowing them to compare their own experiences with the experiences of
a large number of peer workers.

Sharing experiences. Members make new posts to share their personal experiences and
observations about their gig work, often accompanied by photos or screenshots. The shared
information is often time and location sensitive. Frequent topics include personal income,
local traffic, business hours, or warnings about bad clients. During the initial outbreak of
COVID-19, many workers posted observations about their local gig market.

Sharing external resources. Besides sharing their subjective experiences and feelings,
members of these groups also share external resources. Within this category, the posts
primarily contain links to task-relevant information. During COVID-19, crucial information
such as changes in government policies or important press releases from gig platforms is
often shared in social media groups.

Most interviewees reacted positively to the information they received from various social media
groups. Some mentioned that reading about other members’ experiences was especially beneficial
in preparing themselves for unexpected situations. For example, P12, a part-time Instacart shopper,
noted that reading posts about others’ shopping experiences were beneficial because she was able
to call on common solutions when she encountered a problem.

"One time someone posted about Instacart, ..., sometimes the picture of an item won’t
match ... the description of the item or how it’s named. So that happened today. [Ac-
cording to the post], usually what people do in that instance is they just try to follow
what the picture is, and then just double check with a screenshot. I entered the app to
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that customer today, and I was like, ‘do you want this fruit bar thing that says or do
you want this cereal? That’s what the picture is’. They clarified that it was the cereal
in the picture. So I was like, ‘Okay, great."

In this example, P12 describes an instance in which gig workers must resolve issues over which
they have little control (e.g., technical insufficiency of the platform). At the same time, gig workers
still bear the burden of emotional labor, as they learn to communicate these issues with the clients
while adapting to the clients’ social and emotional needs [26]. Because platforms provide little
guidance or training, the workers were forced to turn to the specific, past experiences of their peers
for help. Peers had further insight into topics germane to the platform, such as surge algorithm,
rating calculation, and deactivation. In general, the language surrounding these topics within the
platform-based resources was vague or inscrutable. For example, Uber’s official help page cites
"abusing promotions; collusion between riders and drivers; fraudulent or illegitimate disputes over
fares; and duplicate accounts’ as bases for user account deactivation without disclosing details of
what these violations entail. P3, on the other hand, described how reading about another driver
being deactivated by Uber because of customer ratings helped him prepare for similar situations in
the future.

"I read about, like, how some of these drivers got deactivated and there’s no proof, you
know, just because some crazy rider said something and... I find that very disturbing
how Uber can just deactivate you with absolutely no proof. So, I'd like to be prepared
if something like this happens. I put myself in his situation. What would I do in case
something like that happens? So, if I got deactivated for nothing I've done wrong, then
I would have a problem with that. "

4.1.2  Affordances of social media groups facilitate the exchange of informational support among gig
workers. We demonstrated that peer workers provide valuable experiences and insight unavailable
in informational resources provided by the gig platforms. Coding of the posts in social media groups
shows that the majority of posts were for informational purposes; 80% of the posts in social media
groups are either seeking or providing informational support. In this section, we indicate how
three major affordances of social media groups - broadcasting, specialization, and retrievability -
all facilitate the exchange of informational support among gig workers.

The analysis of the social media posts illustrates that by soliciting experiences from other
workers, workers were able to gather concrete, experiential knowledge within social media groups.
While experiential knowledge can be unique and idiosyncratic, it offers insight into how others
experience the same problem, especially when multiple people provide similar evidence. Without
broadcasting, or the ’one-to-many’ model of social media group communication, the aggregation
of such knowledge would not be possible [22]. Because all members can see the questions and
responses, social media groups are particularly helpful in sharing support among peers who are
ordinarily unable to connect with one another because of the atomization common in physical
gig work. The discussion about how to apply for supplemental unemployment insurance (UI),
which was first introduced on March 27, 2020, and which allowed qualified applicants to receive
an additional $600 per week, illustrates this point. A significant number of relevant posts (34 out
of 172 total posts that week, 19.8%) were made between April 20 and May 15 in the Uber NYC
group, as the community members collectively made sense of this new policy. In order to develop
an understanding of their own situations, members inquired about the UI applications experiences
of other workers (e.g., "Guys, anyone got this message after applying for unemployment? I called
the number, an automated message says "do not call us, we will call you"), They also sought out
solutions by directly asking about specific challenges that they encountered in their application
process (e.g., "Question. Does anyone know if you get a call from the labor department to say your
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claim weekly payment is ready now you can claim it by going to labor department website, but
when I go to the link ... it doesn’t go ahead. Please can anyone tell me how to claim it ?") Although
individual workers don’t personally know many peer workers, social media groups allow them to
obtain useful information, compare their experiences with that of others, and accumulate a large
number of data points.

In addition to the affordance of broadcasting, social media groups also offer some degree of
specialization that cater to the different needs of the workers. Workers can, therefore, join multiple
groups that align with their personal interests. Our study examined groups based on different
geographical locations, namely, nation-wide groups vs. location-specific groups. Each group type
had different strengths for members who are sharing and seeking experiences. Nation-wide groups
such as r/uberdrivers could help workers overcome geographic differences and collect valuable
information from across the country. Location-specific groups, on the other hand, allowed workers
to collect experiential knowledge that was highly relevant to their local area.

"Reddit people talk about how their areas are doing. Like how the Uber drivers can set
their rates in California now. They discuss the PUL, unemployment insurance, how
people do in different states, how like the riots affected some areas." (P19, commenting
on nation-wide r/uberdrivers)

"I find that, like, the New York one [group], it’s more helpful because someone will say
something about like Tops [Friendly Market], or like Dechicos [& sons] so it’s a lot
more... Like, I recognize them a lot more. "

(P10, commenting on local Facebook group for New York State)

Finally, text-based social media groups also afford retrievability [57]. In addition to gathering
information from a variety of other workers, any member of these groups can retrieve this infor-
mation using the social media platform’s search function. Even though people provide answers to
a question initiated by one particular member, the answers can still benefit a wider audience. A
number of interviewees described that they used the search function to check if ’someone has a
similar situation to me’ before asking a question in the group. In this sense, the social media groups
serve as knowledge bases where the best answers are collectively sourced and preserved.

4.1.3 Some information carries emotional costs. Some information, particularly personal infor-
mation shared within the groups makes some members uncomfortable even if they also find it
helpful. For example, four interviewees specifically pointed to the so-called "boasting posts," or
posts where members share their earnings either by verbal description (e.g., "So Saturday night
I did $XXX in Y hours and Z minutes. How am I doing?") or by attaching a screenshot of their
earnings. Interviewees used negative words to describe such posts but still noted the benefits of
reading them. P15, for instance, described the trade-offs in reading "gloating posts. "

"I'm not one of the people that ... are posting their earnings like ‘look, I got this really
big batch with this unicorn that tipped me $50. It happened once, but, you know, I'm not
gonna gloat about it. Though, it has been useful to get an idea of what it’s like in their
areas around me. Because when people gloat, they also give a lot of information about
particular areas, cause they have no shame about showing pictures with addresses and
stuff. So, that gives you an idea of which areas are doing good, which ones are doing
bad, which ones have the good tippers, and which ones have bad customers. If it’s
worth my effort to drive halfway across [location] or not. "

"Ranting" posts intended to share negative experiences were another example of trade-offs,
especially ones written in a harsh tone laden with profanity. Interviewees described them as "very
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annoying,' especially when they judged the poster to be at fault. P10 recalled her reactions to a
post that she did not feel good about:

"When people post about a bad customer experience...I remember one person, they’re
like, "oh, like, I had to refund all these items, they didn’t want any replacements." And
it’s like, okay, yeah, that’s annoying, but at the end of the day, what the customer wants
is what the customer wants, so just, like, do it. Many times it just turns out that, like,
it’s the shopper that was in the wrong."

Ultimately, the two types of trade-offs just described might be the intrinsic costs of experiential
knowledge-sharing in peer support groups. While peer workers can provide concrete experiences
unavailable from other channels, this information can also be highly subjective and representative
of the personal emotional experiences of the posters. Interviewees reported that they seemed to be
able to ’extract’ the gist of the information, even as they were, inevitably, compelled to carry the
emotional labor that accompanied the information.

4.1.4  Fear of competition prevents workers from sharing information in social media groups. Al-
though some interviewees described responding to others’ questions and expressed willingness to
help out, thirteen out of the twenty interviewees described themselves as "lurkers" in these groups.
These users were in the browse-only mode most of the time and would only post if they themselves
had a question. While lurkers are widely recognized in all types of online communities [63, 65],
four interviewees explicitly identified the fear of competition as the main reason they did not
share information, which is less common in other types of online peer support groups. Specifically,
they reported not sharing information they believed to be difficult to obtain, such as their "secrets
for success." P14 explained why he would not share his strategies for working for Uber in a local
Facebook group: "I mean, these are based on my experiences. It took me several months to figure them
out. It cannot just be there for free. I paid for it. [The other members] gotta pay for their lessons too."

In particular, experienced members seem to show a sense of indifference towards newer members,
despite finding the group useful when they themselves were new. For example, P20 noted how new
workers’ questions tend to be repetitive:

"Every single day, people were asking the same stuff, like, hey, this is my first time
driving. I'm not really sure what to do, any advice? You know, what’s, how much
money do y’all make? And it’s the same stuff every day. It’s like, alright, dude, chill,
like, please, we get it. It got annoying. It was basically the same stuff every single day,
consistently”

Such indifference is not commonly observed in the contexts of social media groups like online
health communities. There, many members observe a sense of generalized reciprocity—that is, of
paying kindness forward-between members [30]; experienced members, for example, cite ‘return
the favor’ as a primary motivator in providing peer support [96]. In the case of gig workers, one
potential explanation is that experienced workers see new workers as someone who would "taking
business away" from them, as P16 put:

"Because for me, honestly, every new driver is taking away business from me. You
know, every new driver that joins is taking a piece of the pie. And there’s only going
to be so many customers, and there’s basically an unlimited amount of drivers.

P13 added his observation about how the nationwide Reddit and the local Facebook group differ,
speculating that the former is more informative because it involves less direct competition.

"Typically, Reddit people, when you ask a question, are more honest and forthcoming
because it won’t directly affect them. So, if you say, ‘what’s a good area?” or ‘What’s
the best thing to do for this particular gig?” Or like, for Instacart, how to be a good
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shopper?’ They’re going to honestly tell you the truth. You know, Facebook is basically,
especially with the Instacart Facebook groups, they don’t want another person to
compete with them."

Research in interpersonal information exchanges suggests that individuals weigh the costs with
the benefits when deciding whether or not to share information [35, 94]. Even when interviewees
provided support to their peers, they were aware of potential competition with peers and were, as
a result, reluctant to provide information that might undermine their own interests. One potential
explanation of this reluctance, is that the workers’ perception of information sharing (i.e., the loss of
their competitive edge) outweighs the perceived benefit of group participation. The broadcast nature
of social media groups might intensify members’ unwillingness to share competitive information
because posting the information makes it available to all group members. Providing information
about "sweetspot’ (i.e., merchants or communities that usually have lucrative orders) is an example.
P19 discussed his rationale when deciding whether or not to share restaurant-related information
in the group:

"Like I knew the restaurants and the neighborhood...like there was one particular
restaurant that I could pick up, back to back $30 orders and only have to drive like
five minutes away for each order. [...] Why would I even bother [to post these to the
groups]? I mean, whatever job I've ever had, I always take it completely seriously.
People need to do their homework. There’s always a risk. Say many more people would
know about the restaurant and the trick, my chance of getting the order would just be
lower. I wouldn’t mind, say, letting a friend know if they really asked. But then posting
to the group is another thing. "

P19 describes a phenomenon that is not uncommon among physical gig workers - some workers
might choose to share competitive information in other channels of, in some cases, smaller size
but stronger social bonds, as broadcasting typically shares information among weak social ties
instead of strong ones [29]. In fact, none of the interviewees reported making friendships within
social media groups (more details in the next sections). Instead, interviewees said that they were
more ‘active’ in an IM group chat comprised of gig workers who were offline acquaintances (P5,
P18, both of whom were not part of any online social media groups), as well as an ethnicity-based
groups comprised of workers of the same ethnicity (P20) than the social media groups whose size
were larger.

4.2 Emotional support and social ties

4.2.1 Emotional support is not as common or well-received as informational support in social media
groups. Emotional support accounts for a much smaller portion of the posts shared in these social
media groups than informational support (32.2% compared with 80%, see Table 5). Two types of
emotional support exchange behavior commonly seen in other support groups are the disclosure
of negative experiences, thoughts, and feelings, which we label rants in the current paper, and the
expression of compassion and concern [28]. As in other types of support groups, the social media
groups examined in the current paper provide gig workers with a place to vent and complain about
their work-related frustrations [5, 53]. However, compassion and prayer messages, which are, also,
recurring exchanges of emotional support in other types of support groups[87], account for only a
minor portion (3.7%) in the gig worker support groups.

Interviewees’ reactions to emotional support in social media groups were mixed. Similar to other
social contexts in which participants receive emotional support from peer workers [71], some
participants in social media group communication mentioned that the online peer support helped
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Code Definition Example Count (%)
Post memes, share . .
. If a fart can get through underwear and a pair of jeans,
humorous images, or .
Humor . . how can a mask made of cloth save you from covid? 142 (8.6%)
discuss experience . .
S Asking for a friend..
in a joking manner.
Title: Getting Reported By Someone
I really hate how UBER never tells me which customer
had a problem with something I did during a ride. 'm
not asking for names or anything, I get the privacy angle.
But at least give me specifics instead of vague sentences.
Strongly express a Cause when you give me vague statements I won’t learn
negative emotion anything event if I said/did something minor to offend
hile describi t .
Rant while describing a a customer. 329 (19.9%)
personal experience
or making a generic | I wanna give the platform the benefit of the doubt. But
complaint all it tells me is that people take advantage to scare the
shit out of their drivers. How do I know this isn’t a person
a canceled (like a recent drunk I kicked out) getting
revenge on me?
It’s ridiculous.
Tomorrow night is amateur night, so I want to encourage
everyone with no drunk-driving experience to stay off the
Express empathy . . . .
. . road. This goes for Uber/Lyft drivers, too, especially in
Compassion | compassion, or send o
northern Louisiana. Go out, get drunk, get wasted and 61 (3.7%)
and prayer | prayers to . i .
know that someone with years of experience is out
other members. . .
there working, ready to drive you home. You deserve a
night off. (I'll be sober, though...)

Table 5. Code book for emotion sharing behavior on social media groups.

them not to feel like outsiders. Learning that they were not alone in dealing with these difficulties
gave them a sense of comfort, as well as a sense of community. For example, P17 discussed his
experience as he checked the Facebook group when the application crashed.

"Every now and then, the app would crash. And so I pull it up on there [Reddit]. And
sure enough, about three or four other people are talking about the same issue. So that
was nice. Because it made me feel like I wasn’t the only guy- I was having the same
problems as everyone else. So it made for a little bit better experience. So, things like

that helped out.

The content analysis shows ranting is a common way for gig workers to seek emotional support
in the gig-worker social media groups (19.9%). In health support groups, disclosures of negative
experiences (e.g., rants and complaints) are often implicit requests for emotional support and
lead others to offer supportive, empathetic responses [95]. However, in the gig-worker groups
studied in this paper, even workers seek emotional support via ranting, such ranting is often not
well-received. While compassion is provided in some cases, interviewees’ reactions to ranting
ranged from indifference (e.g., "I ignore them generally. Generally, anybody who’s been negative, I just
don’t bother with them. They’re not worth my time.") to strong opposition. One possible reason that
interviewees reacted poorly to such posts is that the expression of negative experiences undermines
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the primary informational function of these groups. P5 reflects the trade-off between being able to
share emotions and being able to see more information.

"When people post about a bad customer experience. [...] And it’s like, okay, so you're
just complaining and ranting when all [the] people who need help or have questions
about something they’re like, ‘posts are getting like, buried under that’. So yeah, those
are ... not the weird things that people post but just some of the things in life I don’t
think we need to be sharing that." (edited for clarity)

Another explanation for the lack of emotional support in these online groups is that gig workers
get their emotional support from their offline strong ties. When explicitly asked who they talked to
or shared feelings with when they felt down during COVID-19, all twenty interviewees mentioned
that they relied on strong offline ties such as family and friends to support their emotional needs
(e.g., "Yeah, reach out to like family, friends, relatives, relatives, and friends just to talk call but
sometimes FaceTime them or I'll call them and stuff I did. That’s what I did during the pandemic.")
None of the interviewees reported having built new friendships through social media groups. At
most, they exchanged contact information, for example, by adding each other as Facebook contacts.
Two interviewees mentioned instances when the contact in a social media group allowed them to
recognize each other offline, for instance, when waiting for a fare at the airport or grabbing food
together; however, the pandemic limited these opportunities for offline socializing.

In addition to the core emotional support processes of seeking support through rants and
supplying it through expressions of compassion and prayer, members also posted humorous
content such as memes or jokes (8.6%) to uplift the morale of the group or to relieve work-related
stress.

4.2.2  Competition, worker heterogeneity, and the structure of social media groups might lead to less
emotional support and weaker ties among workers. The content analysis showed that the exchange
of emotional support was not as frequent in the gig worker support groups as it is in other types of
peer support groups such as online health communities [87]. The formation of strong social ties,
which can be both a cause and effect of the exchange of emotional support, is also rarely seen in
the social media groups for gig workers [93]. Below, we identified some reasons for the lack of
strong ties or deep emotional support in these social media groups.

First, the competitive nature of gig work might prevent peer-to-peer relationship-building as well
as displays of empathy, compassion, or genuine concern for one another. Interviewees were clear
about their intentions in their peer support group participation; they wanted relevant information,
not the exchange of emotional support, as P12 mentioned:

"I'm not the one who talks to other drivers. I joined a group to see if there was any
reasonable information. I'm not a fan of being friendly with other drivers. As far as
I'm concerned, we’re all self-employed. There’s nothing we can do to compete, but,
you know, we’re both sitting on the same corner waiting for an order. You’re gonna
take things from my own pocket. Why would I be friends with other drivers? I'm not
interested in being friendly."

The power asymmetry between gig workers and gig platforms could exacerbate the shared
frustration of drivers already in competition with one another. To serve their customers, gig
platforms continually hire workers to ensure an adequate labor pool. Many interviewees noted
that their local market was ‘oversaturated’ and that they could no longer earn the same income
that they had when they first became gig workers. They were very clear about the ways in which
gig platforms undermined them by ’hiring all these people and giving them bonuses to start’.
Competition from new workers could contribute to weak ties among peers. For example, P11 was
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an Instacart shopper who described the influx of Instacart shoppers during the COVID-19 pandemic:

"And all of a sudden, everybody started to do Instacart in my area. It was super obvious
if you went to the supermarket every day, like you would bump into many other
shoppers just in a single trip. They [Instacart] are still hiring like crazy! I mean it is a
good way for folks to make some money at this time, but then I had to say that it was
much harder to get decent batches than it used to be. "

In addition, gig workers individually vary in their perceptions and uses of the gig platform. Gray
and Suri [31], for example, discussed gig workers” heterogeneity of commitment, noting that the gig
economy reflected a Pareto distribution. They argued that a small, core group of workers do the bulk
of the work, a larger percentage worked regularly as a part-time job, and the vast majority were
likely to leave the field after taking only a handful of jobs. The worker’s motivation for doing gig
work also varies from worker to worker, as some workers view gig work as a leisure activity while
others view it as their primary source of income [58]. Such variance might also preclude empathy
and understanding between workers with different motivations. P2, an experienced rideshare driver
who started in 2016, shared his thoughts about other drivers who started during the pandemic:

"And it’s like...you’re doing this just for fun. Like, I get it, you’re bored, everything’s
closed, but then you’re really screwing some people over. I met a guy at [location
omitted] that was a lawyer. And he was just doing this for fun. He’s driving around his
BMW. I'm just like, I'm not here to judge or anything, but you really need to reevaluate
why you’re doing this."

The structure of social media groups might also inhibit the exchange of emotional support and
building strong personal connections. P8 mentioned the large number of members on social media
groups to be an issue. "I'm sure you know, there are hundreds of people on Facebook groups, and
you can’t, you can’t be friends with a hundred people.” Indeed, all groups that we examined had
over a thousand members. Because members typically interact through asynchronous text-based
posts, it may be difficult for them to establish meaningful, personal relationships with one another.
Note this is not to say that the formation of strong ties is impossible with such infrastructure since
many participants develop strong ties in other support groups; rather, the structure of social media
groups might pose additional barriers for gig workers who were less interested in peer friendship.
In addition, gig workers might prefer more intimate or more convenient ways of communication
such as phone calls or WhatsApp. For example, P5 mentioned that she typically chats with her
"Taskrabbit friend" on the phone: "Oh, I talked to him on the phone. Like I called him. Or he called
me or, you know, we chat every once in a while"

Language and cultural barriers are other potential factors that prevent workers from exchanging
emotional support. Two interviewees explicitly mention that they were immigrants to the country,
and both noted that language was a challenge in interacting with peer workers in social media
groups. P20 discussed why he would be more talkative in a Brazillian driver WhatsApp group than
on Reddit: "For example, I feel much easier to talk with a Brazilian, you know, it’s much easier to
start a conversation. I speak Portuguese very well. So, you know, it’s much better than my English.
And sometimes I don’t feel confident to speak English with someone, and sometimes I get stuck in
some words."

To sum up, while physical gig workers were not motivated to exchange emotional social support
and build strong ties in social media groups in the first place, the structure and limitation of social
media groups became obstacles, too.
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4.3 Social media group as a platform for collective action

4.3.1  Social media groups are not widely used to organize collective action among gig workers. For gig
workers who are geographically dispersed, digitally mediated, and thus highly fragmented, social
media groups have the potential to help workers organize themselves. Indeed, social media groups
have been useful for some contingent workers in the past as they were in the process of organizing
labor union activities [84]. However, despite the limited sample size, our study suggests that social
media groups are not widely used as a tool to organize collective action among gig workers. To
start, none of our interviewees used these groups for labor campaigns or digital activism, and only
one of the twenty interviewees had personally participated in a strike.

We then examined two strike incidents initiated by physical gig workers in 2020 — one started
by rideshare drivers, and another organized by Instacart shoppers — to analyze the strike-related
communication in social media groups. For each strike, we analyzed event-related posts from their
corresponding subreddit (i.e., 7 posts from r/uberdrivers and 10 posts from r/InstacartShoppers)
and their replies. We found that none of the posts (17 in total) contained member questions or
comments regarding the organization of the strike, which were commonly observed in strikes in
other contexts [62]. Instead, in these posts, workers expressed their own opinions about strikes,
explained their personal reasons and perspectives for choosing whether to strike, and revealed
whether they would strike.

On Reddit, gig workers shared mixed, if not more negative opinions, toward the idea of striking.
Among the 170 specific comments we analyzed, 16 commenters explicitly stated they were striking
or were going to strike, while 41 stated they would not. More people expressed their opinions on
the strike without directly stating whether or not they actually planned on participating in the
strike. Among these, 30 comments explicitly expressed positive opinions toward the strike by, for
instance, highlighting the importance of a strike and persuading or even arguing with opponents.
On the other hand, 71 comments expressed negative opinions, with many using strong language to
argue against it.

Even among those who expressed favorable opinions of the strikes, only one of the 30 commenters
claimed that they were the organizers of the strikes or tried to promote the potential benefits of
broader unionization, despite this being a theme frequently adopted by labor activists in organizing
other strike activities [10]. Rather, supporters attempted to explain their rationale for participating
from their perspectives as individuals. For example, they mentioned that they stopped working
and went on strike either because there were insufficient earnings from their work or because the
work itself could potentially compromise their health. Many supporters believed that the pay from
gig platforms was too low, and it was not worthwhile to accept the orders anymore (e.g., "Looking
into my ride history, I saw Uber taking an average of 50% of my riders pay. This is unacceptable. I
will not drive again til drivers receive at least 75% of every ride." ). Others pointed out the financial
trade-off between earning money and potentially contracting COVID-19 (e.g., "All of that [income]
will be gone, and much more, if you have to go to the hospital for COVID-19. Conditions ARE poor in
stores: inventory is uneven, customers are wandering the stores sick and thoughtless of others... it’s a
mess at times, especially at places like ALDL").

4.3.2  Reasons for not participating in strikes and collective action. Based on the interviews and
analysis of the Reddit posts, collective action and strikes did not receive widespread support from
gig workers. Below, we identify several reasons why workers did not participate in the strikes. In
summary, while gig workers cite both pragmatic financial reasons and more personal reasons for
not taking part in collective action, existing infrastructures such as social media groups do not
meet their needs and thus provide workers little support in helping with the strike organization.
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The perceived ineffectiveness of strikes. While some workers did cite personal obstacles to
participation (e.g., saying that they "had bills to pay" and hence unable to participate in a strike),
the vast majority of commenters opposing the strike questioned its effectiveness and argued that it
would not result in the benefits for which the workers were striking in the first place. Their doubts
were based on failures of past strikes initiated by gig workers, distrust of the organizers of the strike,
as well as the unclear timeline for the strike. Most importantly, workers reported being uncertain
about how other workers would react to the strike, raising doubts about whether the strike would
reach the necessary threshold number of participants required for any kind of organizational impact.
Unlike with traditional strikes, which are typically organized by labor unions and never organized
without the approval of the membership, many physical gig workers were unable to determine
the percentage of workers who were going to participate in the strike. Workers developed their
own ways of estimating how popular the strike was locally. For example, commenters mentioned
that they used "how quickly the batches were taken from Instacart App" as an indicator, only to
find "I actually was too slow for a $78 Bjs batch for 44 items 57 units". Furthermore, in contrast to
previous strikes, the Instacart strike in March 2020 introduced novel parameters of a pandemic-
based demonstration, for example, concerns about infection and lockdown regulations, which
prevented workers from physically gathering, making it even more difficult to gauge popularity
and the likely success of their work. Participants in these discussions mentioned their difficulties in
monitoring other virtual peers before, eventually, implementing creative methods of observing
them.

Another factor that prevented workers from participating in strikes was the fear of being replaced
by the platforms. Commenters expressed the view that the strike would be unsuccessful because
gig platforms could "get you replaced" by recruiting workers until the market was saturated, and
thus "this strike will only hurt you" Workers were aware that the gig platforms could increase
their workforce and promote inter-worker competition, but they also felt they could do very little
about it. For the Instacart strike, which occurred during the pandemic, commenters mentioned
that new workers were rushing in because when the unemployment rate was "estimated to be near
30%," people were "willing" or even "grateful" for the delivery work. While social media groups
potentially provided strike supporters an opportunity to use their own behavior as a model for
peer workers, only nine out of 100 comments explicitly stated they were going to strike. It seemed
that the limited number of individual data points did not convince the majority of the discussion
participants to participate.

The interviewees had raised similar concerns about the success of the strike. As P9, an experienced
gig worker who had done both rideshare and delivery, argued: "Unless they can get 90%, or probably
50% to 60% or better of the people that actually strike, I don’t think it’s going to make any kind of
difference.”" The interviewees explained that, because their jobs were highly replaceable, the gig
platforms would easily hire new workers if a strike were to happen. As P16, who started food
delivery in 2019 after losing his regular job, explained,

"So I think also, these people [advocating for a strike] don’t realize how replaceable
that we are, you know;, it’s, there’s always going to be the demand for someone to take
our position, and there’s always going to be someone that’s gonna come that can easily
do our job. Because it’s not that hard. Can you drive a car? Yes or No, boom, you're
good. You have every qualification you need."

Again, this is another example in which the power dominance of the gig platforms hurt workers’
benefits. Platforms’ power to saturate the market not only affected individual workers’ income
but also harmed their mental well-being as it makes them fear being replaced, and this eventually
undermined workers’ ability to organize collective action. The interviews also suggested that many
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workers were simply unaware of the strike. Of the twenty interviewees, only five claimed that they
knew of a labor campaign related to physical gig work that they could have participated in, and
only one actually reported participating. Even though social media groups serve as information
hubs for many gig workers, they are still limited in their capacity to effectively publicize their
labor action. Moreover, because only a small fraction of gig workers join these social media groups,
the majority of gig workers who are not members are even less likely to be aware of these labor
campaigns, especially after other channels, like in-person gatherings, became largely unfeasible
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The notion of being an independent contractor. Besides the perceived ineffectiveness of
going on strike, many strike opponents on Reddit also emphasized the discrepancy between
collective action and their identification as independent contractors. Those who commented on this
discrepancy expressed the sense of autonomy that they experienced in decision making, because
they had the flexibility to select their own work and hours. Gig workers value this autonomy highly
[46, 90], and their view of themselves, as independent contractors, ultimately places the onus on
them to decide whether to accept or decline an order, as illustrated by the following two Reddit
comments:

"Guess the term ’'Independent Contractor’ is lost on people. If you are an IC to a
snow plowing company, do you expect them to keep your trucks running, blades
sharpened, provided cold weather attire? An independent contractor is a person or
entity contracted to perform work for—or provide services to—another entity as a
non-employee." (the Instacart strike)

"Omg thank you. Crossing a picket line?! I didn’t see a line outside my house while
Ilogged into Uber and Lyft. There are no scabs because we choose to work. It’s our
choice. Just as it’s your choice to not work. I personally think all the things being
demanded is absolutely ridiculous. Literally just need more per mile/min. Keep all the
rest of this s** out of here. We’re independent contractors that can work when we
want and don’t have to work if we don’t want to." (the Uber IPO strike)

The interviewees also stressed that gig work was highly independent work, believing that instead
of going on strike, one could individually "choose to do it" or "go and try to find another job" if
they were not satisfied with the current conditions for performing their gig jobs. For example, P8,
a former Airbnb host who started to do food delivery during the pandemic, shared his thoughts
about the strike: "I mean, yes, there are particular safety measures that I would like to have been
provided earlier. But it was still my choice to go out and work. It’s not like if I didn’t go to work, I
would get fired."

It is worth noting that the gig platforms have made concentrated efforts to portray their workers
as independent contractors. For example, Uber highlighted the slogan "be your own boss"® on their
driver recruitment page, and Doordash highlighted the slogan ’dash your own time’®. Unsurprisingly,
gig platforms emphasize the benefits of being an independent contractor but don’t warn workers
about the potential income inconsistency of the work. In contrast, false promises are made; for
instance, Lyft once claimed that "$2,300 guaranteed in the first month when you start to drive" and
only, in follow up communications, acknowledged that a certain number of rides had to be achieved
to obtain the money'®. While the gig platforms might be intentionally gearing their advertising to

8https://www.uber.com/us/en/drive/
“https://www.doordash.com/dasher/signup/
Ohttps://www.lyft.com/drive-with-lyft

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 5, No. CSCW2, Article 391. Publication date: October 2021.



Together But Alone: Atomization and Peer Support among Gig Workers 391:23

workers’ existing desires, strategies focusing on the benefits of being an independent contractor
conflict with the logic of collective action.

Atomization and high variance. Additionally, atomization, or a combination of working
isolation over geographically expansive areas and direct competition with one other, makes it
more difficult for workers to be empathetic about the problems that other workers experience.
For instance, a number of Reddit replies posted information about their earnings to prove that
their own rate was satisfactory. They could not relate to people with lower incomes those who
were striking. The following comment, for example, draws evidence from the poster and from their
in-person social network:

"Sorry but I'm going to keep shopping. I made $1000 last week for 37 hours. I had one
tip for $60 and have gotten multiple cash tips, and handmade thank you cards. It’s
your choice to do this job. I lost my usual jobs, so I picked this up last week. I got a
friend last week, and she made $1000 too. Also got my boyfriend’s on it, who’s in the
off-season for football, and he’s all about it. I'll take the batches you don’t wanna run"

The quote above illustrates how fragmented physical gig workers can be, which makes it difficult
for them to identify their shared interests and thus build a cohesive voice.

The high variance among gig workers, or the division between part-time and full-time workers,
also hinders the organization of collective activities. A number of interviewees mentioned that
they did not intend to do gig work permanently, considering such work to be a leisure activity or a
source of supplementary income. These interviewees tended to be less committed and concerned
about work conditions than those who relied more heavily on their income from the gig work. For
example, P9 explained why he did not pay much attention to the strike: "I'm thankful that I have an
education and other skills as backup, so doing Instacart was just not my thing. So maybe that’s why I
don’t care as much." P17 took a similar stance, despite believing that a strike "would certainly have
an impact." He stated: "I mean, Doordash is just like a side job for me, a bit like side income from this.
I'mean, I don’t know how serious I'd take the strike. Now, if it was at my current job I might take it
seriously." This line of thought is consistent with prior literature [58], which has indicated that the
segmentation between full-time and part-time workers could impede the consolidation of shared
identities and collective action.

To sum up, while social media groups allow gig workers to share their experiences and opinions
regarding collective action freely, the decentralized infrastructure of social media groups is highly
aligned with the decentralized nature of the gig economy itself and thus makes it difficult to
organize a cohesive voice.

5 DISCUSSION AND DESIGN IMPLICATIONS

This paper used a qualitative approach to examine how online social media groups provide in-
formational and emotional support to physical gig workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. We
found gig workers were able to gather virtually in these social media groups and thus alleviate the
atomization effect. Workers could obtain experiential information, share both positive emotions and
frustrations, and discuss labor rights activities with one another in social media groups. However,
we also identified a number of factors, such as the fear of competition and the uncertainty about
peer workers’ activities, that prevented social media groups from being highly effective platforms
for informational and emotional support. In the following section, we discuss these factors and
propose directions for future research.

First, we recognized the fear of competition as a recurring, central theme that plays a part in
the three dimensions - informational support, emotional support, and collective actions - that we
studied. Our results show that the fear of competition impedes knowledge sharing, the building of
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emotional rapport, and the willingness to organize collective action in social media groups. While
social media groups might not aggravate this fear, their functionality in facilitating communication
between workers is certainly undermined. What lies behind the fear of competition is the power
imbalance between individual gig workers and the gig work platforms [54]. With relatively low
entry barriers to the gig economy, the platforms are almost guaranteed with a continuous influx of
new workers and thus have the full power to keep recruiting until they reach market saturation
[84]. Our study shows that the power imbalance, which caused the fear of competition among
workers, could atomize the workers even further as it weakens the emotional rapport within these
groups and undermined workers’ ability to unionize, thus possibly perpetuating a negative feedback
loop that enlarges the power gap between workers and platforms. As HCI researchers, we need to
recognize these fundamental problems faced by gig workers and take them into account in our
design solutions.

Second, our results demonstrate that the vast majority of the information shared in social
media groups is experiential knowledge contributed by individual gig workers. While the concrete
experiential knowledge affords several unique strengths, it is worth noting that such information
tends to offer specific snippets about one’s task-relevant experiences. Prior work on social media
groups organized by Airbnb hosts [34], entrepreneurs [38], and digital nomads [79] all noted that
their groups provide information on long-term professional development. However, neither the
interviewees’ recounts nor the content analysis in our study shows that. As gig work is infamous for
its lack of career development, future researchers might consider leveraging social media groups to
provide more long-term informational support in addition to the experiential knowledge currently
shared in the groups.

Finally, our work examines gig workers’ current practices in adopting pre-existing groupware
infrastructures (i.e., social media groups like Facebook and Reddit). We found that, while features
like broadcasting and group specialization facilitated the exchange of information support, others,
such as the decentralized structure, did not help workers build emotional bonds. Meanwhile, HCI
researchers have designed groupware systems that cater to gig workers’ characteristics and needs.
For example, prior work on mTurk workers designed the online community 'Dynamo’, which
supported the mTurk community in forming collective efforts and was deemed as a huge success
[74]. Similarly, we encourage future research to leverage the findings presented in this work to
design groupware systems that better fit gig workers’ needs. For example, we found that workers
lack confidence in the effectiveness of labor rights activities because they feel uncertain about how
many other workers would participate. System design for physical gig workers could thus increase
the visibility of individual workers’ actions and provide workers with a more comprehensive view
of the labor activity.

6 LIMITATION

This work has several limitations. Our recruitment methods might be biased. We required the
interviews to be done in English, which might make our study inaccessible to many gig workers
who do not have a confident grasp of English. Our content analysis is also based on social media
groups where English is the primary language, which again might not represent immigrants who
are now an essential part of the workforce in the gig industry. Future work should explore how
marginalized populations, such as immigrant gig workers, obtain and provide support via social
media groups. Our interviewees are also disproportionately biased towards a more tech-savvy
sample, despite our best efforts in dealing with limited in-person recruitment during COVID-19.
Social media groups would naturally attract workers who are younger and more familiar with
information communication technologies, and thus it is unclear, based on our research, how social
media groups could help with the challenges faced by workers in general. Our results are obtained
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from a small sample of data, with 20 interviews and content analysis on 1,321 social media group
posts. The results presented in this paper will be greatly strengthened by future work that employs
a different research method.

Because we specifically analyze data from strikes that are already underway and, generally, widely
reported by traditional media, our analysis on how social media groups facilitate the organization
of collective actions among gig workers is also limited. In future research, we could examine
how social media groups help spread information about strikes during their earliest stages of
organization and initiation.

7 CONCLUSION

In this paper, we examined how online social media groups provide informational and emotional
support to physical gig workers during the COVID-19 pandemic using a combination of semi-
structured interviews and content analysis of social media groups. We found that workers were
able to use these groups to obtain experiential knowledge from their peers, build connections, and
organize collective action. However, we identified a reluctance among workers to share strategic
information where there was a perceived risk of being competitively disadvantaged. In addition,
due to the diversity among gig workers, workers have limited empathy with each other, which
further undermined the provision of emotional support. While social media groups could potentially
become places where workers organize collective efforts, several factors, including the uncertainty
of other workers’ activities and their understanding of the independent contractor status, deterred
the development of a collective voice.
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