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ABOUT THE PROJECT 
Canadians’ needs for skills training are changing rapidly. Through Skills Next, the Public Policy Forum 

and the Diversity Institute—in its role as a research lead for the Future Skills Centre—are publishing a 

series of reports that explore a number of the most important issues currently impacting the skills 

ecosystem in Canada. Each report focuses on one issue, reviews the existing state of knowledge on 

this topic, and identifies areas in need of additional research. This strong foundation is intended to 

help support further research and strengthen policymaking. A diverse set of authors who are engaged 

in the skills ecosystem through various roles, including through research, activism and policymaking, 

have been carefully selected to provide a broad range of perspectives while also foregrounding the 

Canadian context. Their varied backgrounds, experiences and expertise have shaped their individual 

perspectives, their analyses of the current skills ecosystem, and the reports they have authored.   
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 Barriers to employment for specific groups 
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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY 

This paper represents an effort to understand what we know, and what we need to know, about the 

nature of Canada’s gig economy and the experiences of its workers. The goal is to highlight areas that 

require research, build a foundation for that research, and help shape an evidence-based policy agenda 

that supports the full spectrum of gig workers in Canada. 

While technology has enabled gig work for some time in areas such as call centres and outsourced 

information and communications technology industries, more recent app- and web-based innovations 

such as matching platforms have changed modern gig work to the point that it requires a re-think from a 

policy standpoint. Modern technology has amplified and altered the way gig work is conducted so much 

that it has fundamentally changed the activity. 

In this report we’ll explore different dimensions, such as supply and demand of work, as well as the now 

nearly universal ability of people to access technology-enabled gig work platforms, have influenced and 

catalyzed an increase in gig work in Canada.  

But what do these changes mean for platform operators, labour and trade policy-makers, and gig 

workers themselves? 

 

Gig work and gig workers have become increasingly prominent in 
Canada’s labour market. As we shift further away from the traditional 
model of the employee-employer relationship that dominated following 
the Second World War, the alternative forms of work that have 
developed—particularly those enabled by technology—have become 
much more important to grasp. 
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Modern technology has amplified and altered the 

way gig work is conducted so much that it has 

fundamentally changed the activity, providing 

access to a labour pool never more loosely 

attached to the labour market, nor more available 

for on-demand work around the clock and around 

the globe. 

Gig work is often dichotomized—a gig worker is seen as either a young millennial making enormous 

amounts of money flexing digital skills sets or as a low-skilled person making an irregular income while 

being exploited by faceless, absentee platform operators. To have a sophisticated conversation about 

pros, cons and regulatory frameworks to guide gig work and protect workers, it is necessary to clarify 

differences across the diverse experiences of those workers. 

Whether or not gig work is “good” for workers in any generalizable sense, it is increasing in popularity. 

Therefore, it’s imperative that policy-makers, academics and potential gig workers themselves 

understand this area of work and its implications for their working lives and their projected lives (e.g. 

retirement), as well as understand from an employer perspective what gig work means in terms of 

available labour. Looking at different dimensions that impact gig work and the experiences of gig 

workers can help us understand circumstances and begin to understand this employment type.  

The need for such knowledge is all the more critical due to the increased uncertainty, vulnerability and 

precarity many workers are experiencing as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Gig workers are 

particularly vulnerable while also perceived to be essential workers. It is worth questioning whether gig 

workers’ needs are perhaps more illuminated than they have been in the past and whether, 

consequently, this essential worker paradigm shift will persist post-pandemic. 
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WHAT IS GIG WORK? 
In both existing literature and broader social discourse and debates, there is no agreed definition of gig 

work. We have scanned the literature using search terms for alternate work forms such as freelancer, 

self-employment, alternative workers, and independent contractors to capture publications that also 

mention gig work and its synonyms. As we will show, the tech-enabled gig economy represents a shift in 

the Canadian economy and labour market, though the concept of gig work is consistent with historical 

and global norms around non-standard employment.  

While flexible and part-time work arrangements are in no sense new, technological-enabled platforms 

have contributed to a proliferation of gig work opportunities that are characterized by very loose labour 

force attachment. This working arrangement is not new in structure, but its growth is coming at a time in 

labour history that has until very recently celebrated a deliberately secure labour force attachment style. 

We will explain this shift in more detail below. 

While there is no agreed-upon definition of gig work, there are some common attributes found in 

describing it broadly:  

 work that is less structured than a standard employment relationship; 

 work that is temporary, on demand and very loosely attached to the labour market. 

According to Statistics Canada, gig workers “are usually not employed on a long-term basis by a single 

firm; instead, they enter into various contracts with firms or individuals (task requesters) to complete a 

specific task or to work for a specific period of time for which they are paid a negotiated sum.”1 The gig 

economy in Canada and around the world is a rapidly growing category of work, though the exact size 

and rate at which it is growing can be difficult to determine, in part due to a lack of an agreed-upon 

definition.2  

Despite terminological difficulties, in 2019 Statistics Canada released a ground-breaking study about gig 

work in Canada.3 Drawing primarily from 2016 census data and the Statistics Canada Canadian 

Employer–Employee Dynamics Database (CEEDD), it has collated relevant data and generated 

substantial insights pertaining to gig work. The CEEDD is a new database that includes matched data 

with both firm-level and individual-level sources and characteristics. It is a collated longitudinal dataset 

 
 

1 Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using administrative data. 
2 Abraham, K.G. and Amaya, A. (2019). Probing for informal work activity, p. 487-508.  
3 Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using administrative data. 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019025-eng.htm
https://doi.org/10.2478/jos-2019-0021
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019025-eng.htm
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that draws from tax files, covering all individual and corporate tax filers from 2001 to 2016. The release of 

this dataset has in large part enabled much deeper analysis into Canadian gig work.4  

The CEEDD dataset reveals that between 2005 and 2016 the percentage of gig workers in Canada rose 

to about 8.2 percent from about 5.5 percent.5 Figure 1, generated from CEEDD data, shows gig work 

participation is increasing for all Canadians, and that more women than men are turning to gig work.  

Figure 1: Trends in gig workers among all workers, by sex, 2005-20166 

 

The dataset does not indicate a significant correlation between age and gig work involvement, as shown 

in Figure 2, with gig work involvement being distributed evenly across most working-age brackets 

differentiated by age. Interestingly, the data shows women are more likely to do gig work in general, as 

also shown in Figure 1, and that women’s prevalence7 in gig work is higher. Also of note: gig work 

prevalence is highest in the over-65 age category, possibly a result of the fact that people in this 

category are least likely to be earning T4 income and more likely to work in gig work if they work at all.  

 

 
 

4 Liu, H. and Grekou, D. (2018). The entry into and exit out of self-employment and business ownership in Canada.  
5 Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using administrative data. 
6 Developed from data reported in Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using 
administrative data. 
7 Prevalence refers to a measure of proportion — a high prevalence means that there is disproportionately high proportion of a 
defined sub-group within a sample.  
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Figure 2: Characteristics of gig workers in tax data and linked tax–census data, 
20168 

 

Western, and indeed global, labour history is a highly gendered process and there are differences relative 

to gender found in the gig economy that are imperfectly understood. The top three of Canada’s National 

Occupational Classification (NOC) categories in which women are involved in gig work, totaling almost 

60 percent of all gig work done by women, are:  

1. 6 – Sales and service occupations (22.1%); 

2. 4 – Occupations in education, law and social, community and government services (20.3%); 

and  

3. 1 – Business, finance and administration occupations (17%). 

For men, the top three NOC categories in which they perform gig work, totaling 47 percent of all gig 

work done by men, are: 

1. 7 – Trades, transport and equipment operators and related occupations (19.6%); 

2. 6 – Sales and service occupations (16.2%); and 

3. 1 – Business, finance and administration occupations (10.8%). 

 
 

8 Developed from data reported in Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using 
administrative data. 
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Clearly, NOC occupational categories 1 and 6 lend themselves to gig work, capturing significant 

proportions of the gig work economy amongst all genders and requiring particular regulatory and policy-

maker attention. NOC categories 4 and 7, which each capture a similar share of workers at about 20 

percent, are also highly relevant to the question of how to track, regulate, and understand gig work in 

Canada.  

Figure 3 speaks to gender breakdowns of earnings related to gig work, also generated from the Statistics 

Canada Canadian Employer–Employee Dynamics Database. We see that men make more than women 

both in T4-reported earnings and gig earnings. Other trends arise. For example, when men enter the gig 

economy they experience a bigger spike in earnings, and even after five years continue to make more 

money in gig work than women. We also find that after five years of doing gig work, women tend to 

make five percent less in their T4-affiliated work than they did five years prior to entering gig work, while 

men experience a greater drop of eight percent in T4 income. The rate of increase in income between 

men and women is uneven: comparing what people in each category made five years prior to entering 

gig work with what they made five years after entering gig work (including both earnings from gig work 

and T4 work), we find men’s incomes have risen only one percent, while women’s have risen eight 

percent.  

Figure 3: Gig net income and T4 earnings, by sex, 5 years prior and after entry 
into gig economy9 

 
 

9 Developed from data reported in Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using 
administrative data. 
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This quick initial consideration of gig work statistics already raises questions related to how gig work is 

conducted. How is skill level related to remuneration? What are the costs and benefits involved with a 

person taking on gig work to the detriment of T4 work earning capacity? Is it worth it; if so, for whom 

and why? These questions are as relevant to the gig economy as to the standard, regular workplace.  

Figure 4 below introduces another angle of analysis, looking at gig workers from the perspective of 

immigration status. We again see gender differences, as well as differences between immigration status 

and gig work involvement. For example, while 70 percent of gig working women are Canadian born, only 

64.3 percent of men are Canadian born. In every immigration status category other than Canadian born, 

more men than women do gig work. In general, the trend is that the longer someone lives in Canada, 

regardless of gender, the more likely they are to do gig work.  

Figure 4: Characteristics of gig workers in tax data and linked tax–census data, 
immigration status, 201610   

 

One key feature of this tranche of statistical data is that the average annual income of someone in the 

gig economy is low. The 2018 Canadian Income Survey calculates the median after-tax income of families 

and unattached individuals was $61,400 in 2018.11 For senior families, where the main wage earner was 

65 or older, this median after-tax income was much lower, at $30,700. Comparing these figures to gig 

worker earnings reported in Figure 3 from the Canadian Employer–Employee Dynamics Database is not 

 
 

10 Developed from data reported in Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using 
administrative data. 
11 Statistics Canada. (2020). Canadian income survey, 2018.  
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fully possible, there being differences in data collection and reporting mechanisms. However, we can say 

generally that people who enter gig work in Canada tend to, on average, make less than the median of 

working families. This suggests that while some gig workers surely make much more than national 

averages or medians, the average gig worker may be turning to gig work opportunistically to augment or 

replace an inadequate income.  

One way to think about the gig economy is through the lens of what it is not, the counterfactual being 

the standard employment relationship (SER). In the SER model, workers have one employer, work full 

time and year round on the employer’s premises, and have an agreed approach to compensation that 

allows for predictable total rewards, often including extra income benefits such as health insurance, 

pension payments, etc. Moreover, the conditions of work in a SER are highly regulated through collective 

agreements or legislation that protects the worker from down cycles, with greater financial risk placed 

onto the employer.12 In the gig economy, workers exchange the regulatory protections of a SER for 

flexible and easy labour market attachment, forgoing employment benefits.13, 14  

Gig work also differs in important ways from temporary employment. In its Workforce 2025 report, 

human resources consulting firm Randstad differentiates gig workers from “the ‘temps’ of the past,”15 

explaining instead that gig workers can be engaged through short- or long-term contracts and asked to 

perform roles ranging from blue-collar industrial labourers to IT, accounting and other types of office or 

HR professionals. Gig workers are available on demand, temporarily, on an as-needed basis, mimicking a 

form of relationship more coherent if one thinks of gig workers as independent, self-employed 

contractors.  

In fact, gig work has been conceptualized by Statistics Canada as a form of self-employment and is 

reported within the self-employed category in data collection instruments. Correspondingly, the 

Canadian Employer–Employee Dynamics Database distinguishes between incorporated self-employed, 

unincorporated self-employed, unincorporated self-employed excluding fishing and farming, and gig 

workers, underlining the regulatory interests in understanding and properly tracking gig work in the self-

employment economy.16  

It is worth stressing that this decision to classify gig workers as unincorporated self-employed workers is 

not without controversy or rightful challenge. The decision earlier this year of the Ontario Labour 

Relations Board in Canadian Union of Postal Workers v. Foodora Inc. found Foodora gig workers to be a 

 
 

12 Prassl, J. (2018). Humans as a service: The promise and perils of work in the gig economy. 
13 Graham, M. and Woodcock, J. (2020). The gig economy: A critical introduction. 
14 Vosko, L.F. (2000). Temporary work: The gendered rise of a precarious employment relationship. 
15 Randstad. (2019). Workforce 2025: The future of the world of work, p. 2. 
16 Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using administrative data. 

https://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780198797012.001.0001/oso-9780198797012
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/The+Gig+Economy%3A+A+Critical+Introduction-p-9781509536368
https://utorontopress.com/ca/temporary-work-3
https://content.randstad.ca/hubfs/workforce2025/Workforce-2025-Randstad-Part1.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019025-eng.htm
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type of loosely regulated, hyper-flexible type of Foodora employee.17 Similarly, in the United Kingdom, 

Uber lost its right to appeal a decision that found its workers were not self-employed, as Uber insisted, 

but were rather employees of the company.18 These are a couple of examples in a litany of cases 

involving challenges to the idea that gig workers are self-employed, with many people arguing they are 

employed by the company but in a relationship characterized by unusual levels of flexibility.  

Figure 5 shows the proportion of all Canadian workers who work in self-employment, and how many 

work in the sub-category of the gig economy, making it possible to ascertain that from 2005 to 2016 the 

proportion of the self-employed working in so-called gig work grew significantly, with the percentage of 

those working in self-employment rising to 22.3 percent from 20.7 percent, an increase of eight percent. 

Correspondingly, the percentage of those working as gig workers rose to 8.2% from 5.5%, a 49% increase 

over the same period, demonstrating a higher rate of growth in the gig work category than in self-

employment overall.  

Figure 5: Changes in the shares of self-employed workers aged 15+, 2005-201619 

 
 

17 Ontario Labour Relations Board. (February 25, 2020). Canadian union of postal workers v. Foodora Inc. 
18 Butler, S. (December 20, 2018). Uber loses appeal over driver employment rights. 
19 Developed from data reported in Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using 
administrative data. 
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One of the most interesting ways to measure and consider gig work from a policy and regulatory 

perspective is to look at annual growth rate. Figure 6 shows dramatic spikes in the percentage of 

workers in gig work, corresponding presumably to the development, change and influx of technological, 

policy-level and/or corporate entrants. While the rate of growth in the gig work category remained 

positive, it was low and even very low in some years, dropping to almost zero in 2010 and 2012, and 

rendering a growth rate lower than the growth rate in self-employment overall in 2010. Nonetheless, gig 

work spiked dramatically between 2008 and 2009, and again from 2012 to 2013. 

Figure 6: Percent of self-employed workers against gig workers, rate of annual 
change, 2005-201620 

 

Analyzing the data in this way can offer insights into how corporations, policy changes and/or 

technology enable entry into the gig economy for workers previously not engaged in any form of self-

employment.  

This quick peek into the most recent data available from Statistics Canada about gig work speaks to the 

way this type of work and employment relation is changing the experience of Canadian workers. As we 

see an upward trend in Canadians conducting gig work, we also see there is uneven and at times 

 
 

20 Developed from data reported in Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using 
administrative data. 
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contradictory evidence to assess whether gig work involvement improves worker outcomes over time. 

These averages and broad-sweeping trends tend to mask the reality that gig worker experiences vary 

drastically depending on dimensions such as skills level, capital investment, level of precarity, NOC area 

of engagement, and income level, indicating that it’s vitally important to understand gig work better 

from employee, employer and regulatory perspectives. 

In the last two decades, a key driver in the growth of alternative work has been the emergence of online 

platforms or “labour platforms”21 as a new business model. For example, the first online freelancing 

platform launched in 1999 (Elance), followed by Odesk in 2003. Then, the two firms merged to form 

Upwork, which as of 2018 reports over 12 million registered freelancers worldwide. At the most general 

level, platforms are digital infrastructures that facilitate group interactions. Labour platforms vary 

substantially in terms of target markets and other configurations, but all operate in order to liaise 

between consumers/clients and service-providing individuals.22 Gig work is “increasingly part of the way 

work is done in many industries and across all types of organizations.”23 Online platforms have become 

central to almost every aspect of our economic activity, including work.  

 

The value of platforms as a tool to match employers and workers is in their ability to provide information 

on worker reliability, invoicing and payments, and providing the digital infrastructure for exchanges to 

take place, thereby removing typical labour market frictions.24, 25 For example, a 2018 survey of Canada’s 

digital economy—the first of its kind—found that 28 percent of Canadians aged 18 and older were making 

money through online platforms.26 The removal of friction between these parties makes digital platform 

employment difficult to identify, understand and regulate with the historical methods available to us. 

  

For the purpose of this review, we have developed the following definition of gig work: 

A category of work, or work arrangement, deemed to be non-standard or informal 

compared to a standard employment relationship. This alternative work fills a need 

by providing access to labour (for employers) and flexibility and access to the 

labour market (for workers). While people at all socioeconomic levels can 

participate in gig work, it is characterized as having uncertain future business 

activities, being minor or casual in nature, lacking options for career or personal 

advancement, and lacking in formalized protection for the worker and employers. 

 
 

21 Kuhn, K.M. and Galloway, T.L. (2019). Expanding perspectives on gig work and gig workers, p. 186-191. 
22 Kuhn, K.M. and Galloway, T.L. (2019). Expanding perspectives on gig work and gig workers, p. 186.   
23 Harpel, E. (2019). Gig and independent work, p. 18-23. 
24 Prassl, J. (2018). Humans as a service: The promise and perils of work in the gig economy. 
25 Graham, M. and Woodcock, J. (2020). The gig economy: A critical introduction. 
26 Statistics Canada. (2018). Digital economy, July 2017 to June 2018.  

https://doi.org/10.1108/JMP-05-2019-507
https://doi.org/10.1108/JMP-05-2019-507
https://smartincentives.org/wp-content/uploads/EDJ_19_Summer_Harpel.pdf
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/humans-as-a-service-9780198797012?cc=ca&lang=en&
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/The+Gig+Economy%3A+A+Critical+Introduction-p-9781509536368
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/daily-quotidien/180829/dq180829b-eng.pdf?st=upVTGgN
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A working definition allows for meaningful inquiry into gig work but also acknowledges that the 

classification or definition of gig work is historically, socially and economically situated.27  

These new and emerging conditions within the gig economy lead us to frame gig work as extremely 

varied in terms of work done, over what time period, and how much compensation is delivered. While it 

is essential to acknowledge that gig work is not fully limited to this definition (precarious employment 

has a long history that is not necessarily technology-enabled), the focus of this review is of 

unprecedented importance now because within this frame, gig work:  

 Is technology-enabled, and both the work and the employment relation are usually managed 

through a matching platform; 

 Outsources the burden of risk onto workers, relying disproportionately on independent 

contractors to carry out main business activities; 

 Sells flexibility and opportunity as part of the worker experience;  

 Is ever-present, but relatively understudied and poorly understood, particularly in Canada; 

 Involves individuals of all ages, and at all ends of the socioeconomic spectrum; 

 Can be short term or long term by contract, while spanning an entire career, but is 

characterized by on-demand labour availability; and  

 Is often positioned as part of the sharing economy, though it facilitates profit-making 

capabilities. 

These characteristics represent a change from traditional forms of part-time, temporary, and informal 

work, presenting new challenges to our current regulatory labour landscape. 

In the section below, we offer a primer on the historical context of gig work today, situating this type of 

employment relationship as a new form of technology-enabled work that is derivative of a very old form 

of labour relation. Then, we will consider different dimensions—such as precarity—as conditions for 

understanding and making sense of gig work in its modern iteration and within this working definition, 

revealing new and important distinctions. 

Historical context 

As noted, gig work as defined within this frame exists in contrast to historical standard employment 

relationships (SERs). The origins of the SER as a normative model of employment in the Global North is 

in the institutional rapprochement between labour and capital that was mandated by postwar 

 
 

27 Haraway, D. (1988). Situated knowledges: The science question in feminism and the privilege of partial perspective, p. 575-599.  

https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066
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reconstruction. For employers, the operation of capital-intensive industries demanded a stable 

workforce. This need was met by the core of the organized labour force that was attached to the mass 

production system in exchange for the promise of economic security. For workers, this meant the 

expectation of a “stable, socially protected, dependent, full-time job... the basic conditions of which 

(working time, pay, healthcare) are regulated to a minimum level by collective agreement or by labour 

and/or social security law.”28, 29 In Canada, this compromise was buttressed by the socioeconomic 

policies that created the postwar welfare state.30   

In many ways, the SER is a misnomer. From both a historical and global perspective, it represents an 

anomaly that even at its peak was not universally accessible. In Canada, SERs and the “family wage” 

were the sole prerogative of men employed in core sectors of the economy, while policies and practices 

explicitly curtailed the participation of women and minorities.31, 32 Regardless of this, the loss of reliable 

SERs in the Global North has become a key element of changing labour relations of our time.   

The decline of SERs can be traced to the 1970s, when a global economic downturn and long decline in 

manufacturing profitability mandated greater flexibility in labour markets. This trend accelerated in the 

1990s, when technological innovations facilitated the unbundling of work into its constituent tasks, while 

new networks of connectivity provided employers with access to geographically dispersed labour 

markets.33, 34, 35 Like much of the industrialized west, Canada subsequently witnessed a dramatic rise in 

non-standard forms of employment. Since the 1970s, academics and Statistics Canada report that part-

time work and self-employment have grown by almost 200 percent, while full-time work has grown by 

80 percent.36, 37  

 
 

28 Bosch, G. (1986). Hat das Normalarbeitsverhältnis eine Zukunft?, p. 163-176. 
29 International Labour Organization. (February 13, 2018). What can the past tell us about the future of work?.  
30 Hyman, L. (2018). Temp: How American work, American business, and the American dream became temporary. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Vosko, L.F. (2000). Temporary work: The gendered rise of a precarious employment relationship. 
33 Hyman, L. (2018). Temp: How American work, American business, and the American dream became temporary. 
34 Johal, S. and Thirgood, J. (2016). Working without a net: Rethinking Canada’s social policy in the new age of work. 
35 Srnicek, N. (2016). Platform capitalism. 
36 Vosko, L. F. (2000). Temporary work: The gendered rise of a precarious employment relationship. 
37 Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using administrative data. 

https://www.wsi.de/en/wsi-mitteilungen-15427.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_617859/lang--en/index.htm
https://newbooksnetwork.com/louis-hyman-temp-how-american-work-american-business-and-the-american-dream-became-temporary-viking-2018/
https://utorontopress.com/ca/temporary-work-3
https://newbooksnetwork.com/louis-hyman-temp-how-american-work-american-business-and-the-american-dream-became-temporary-viking-2018/
http://www.deslibris.ca/ID/10065909
https://www.wiley.com/en-ca/Platform+Capitalism-p-9781509504862
https://utorontopress.com/ca/temporary-work-3
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019025-eng.htm


Skills Next 2020                                                                                    Understanding the Nature and Experience of Gig Work in Canada 

 

12 

According to Statistics Canada, self-employed 

temporary workers now constitute more than 20 

percent of the labour force and are by far the fastest 

growing labour group in Canada.38 Data in both 

Canada and the United States suggest an ongoing 

upward trend in people who are employed through 

the gig economy.39, 40, 41 Further to that, the idea that 

gig work is a temporary type of employment may 

also be changing. According to one report, there are 

now “as many freelancers who view freelancing as 

long-term as there are that view it as temporary, at 

50% each.”42 

A 2018 survey of Canada’s digital economy found 28 

percent of Canadians aged 18 and older were making 

money through online platforms.43 The most common 

method of earning was by selling new or used 

products through online bulletin boards such as Kijiji, 

eBay and Etsy. This amounted to $4.9 billion in 

earnings, or an average of $722 per person. This 

activity was most popular among Canadians under 

age 44 as well as those with an annual personal 

income above $100,000. Other ways of making 

money included providing online freelance services, 

posting creative content online (e.g., YouTube 

videos), and offering peer-to-peer ride, delivery or 

accommodation services. The survey did not shed 

light on the earnings of this group.  

It’s clear that many workers are diversifying their 

income streams or changing their style of 

employment altogether, shifting from an SER model 

 
 

38 Jeon, S.H. Liu, H. and Ostrovsky, Y. (2019). Measuring the gig economy in Canada using administrative data.  
39 Katz, L.F. and Krueger, A.B. (2016). The rise and nature of alternative work arrangements in the United States, 1995–2015, p. 1-48. 
40 Intuit. (2010). Intuit 2020 report: Twenty trends that will shape the next decade. 
41 Yssaad, L. and Ferrao, V. (2019). Self-employed Canadians: Who and why?. 
42 Ozimek, A. (2019). Report: Freelancing and the economy in 2019. 
43 Statistics Canada. (2018). Digital economy, July 2017 to June 2018. 

— 
The main enabler of this 
shift is technology—
platforms that connect 
service providers with 
service deliverers can 
enable paid transactions 
to take place in real life, as 
in a ride service 
arrangement. 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019025-eng.htm
https://www.nber.org/papers/w22667.pdf
https://http-download.intuit.com/http.intuit/CMO/intuit/futureofsmallbusiness/intuit_2020_report.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/71-222-x/71-222-x2019002-eng.pdf?st=7uGCL-p0
https://www.upwork.com/press/economics/freelancing-and-the-economy-in-2019/
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/daily-quotidien/180829/dq180829b-eng.pdf?st=upVTGgN


Skills Next 2020                                                                                    Understanding the Nature and Experience of Gig Work in Canada 

 

13 

to working through a gig work or freelance model. The main enabler of this shift is technology—

platforms that connect service providers with service deliverers can enable paid transactions to take 

place in real life, as in a ride service arrangement. However, digital tools and platforms can now also 

enable delivery of digital services, such as graphic design, translation, website coding and so on, which 

means transactions, labour and service delivery can take place completely online, and are often mediated 

through a centralized digital platform.  

While precarious engagement mediated through temporary contracts is old, this form of easy access, 

hyper-mobile, on-demand labour that can effortlessly cross national boundaries, time zones and 

currencies is new. Changes in the mode of transaction and labour relationship management also have 

sociological impacts, such as on cultures of work, identity formation through work, and certainly upon 

the kinds of norms that exist for workers around workplace benefits and protections. 

WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT GIG WORK  
Through the literature review, three key themes emerged around the nature and experience of a 

technology-enabled gig economy in Canada: 

1 
The meaning of  
work 2 The organization of work  

and workers 3 The shifting of 
risk 

Each theme is described below in relation to practices of work, answering questions such as: What is new 

and different when it comes to technology-enabled gig work? And how has gig work changed this 

element of the worker experience? These themes are used to understand the key dimensions of the 

experience of gig workers within the literature. 



 

14 

 

A NOD TO  
MODERN TIMES 
Where do we go from here?  

On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization officially declared the 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) a pandemic.44 Beginning initially as an epidemic far 
away, the virus spread quickly, soon crossing Canadian borders. At the time of 
writing, we find ourselves nearly three months into a nation-wide quarantine—
closed borders, remote work and the cancelling of all non-essential services.

Effects of COVID-19 on the 
organization of work and workers 

The economic cost of this change has been 

difficult for all, but gig workers have been 

particularly exposed. Cancelled shows, closed 

bars, rigid travel restrictions and collective 

cutbacks on non-essential spending mean 

many who have relied on gig work—work 

deemed to be non-standard as compared to 

full-time employment—are uniquely precarious. 

Many gig workers are not covered by 

employment insurance or even early iterations 

of economic relief, and we are seeing this lack 

of worker protection and the overall precarity 

of gig workers manifested in more amplified 

and critical ways than before. For instance, two 

months after Foodora (an app-based food-

delivery service) workers won the right to 

unionize in Canada—a monumental and 

precedent-setting determination—the company 

declared it would shut down its Canadian  

 
 

44 Ducharme, J. (March 11, 2020).  World Health Organization declares COVID-19 a 'pandemic.' Here's what that means. 
45 Mojtehedzadeh, S. (April 27, 2020). Food-delivery app Foodora announces exit from Canada two months after historic worker win. 
46 Foodora Canada. (April 28, 2020). Foodora Canada announces plans to close business while assuring support for employees. 

operations on May 11.45 The timing raises 

concerns that Foodora’s exit from Canada had  

more to do with the threat of its workers 

unionizing than the high competition it 

mentioned in its press release.46 These 

concerns are only amplified when considering 

the unique circumstances imposed by COVID-

19. The decision comes at a time when food 

delivery and other types of gig workers are 

increasingly perceived as frontline and 

essential workers, but without the 

remuneration and benefits to recognize the 

risks they adopt in continuing to work.  

Exacerbating shifts in risk 

This consideration of gig workers as 

representatives of large numbers of working 

Canadians has motivated a federal economic 

response to protect people working in this 

area. As of early April 2020, the Canada 

Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) 

https://time.com/5791661/who-coronavirus-pandemic-declaration/
https://time.com/5791661/who-coronavirus-pandemic-declaration/
https://www.thestar.com/business/2020/04/27/foodora-to-shut-down-in-canada-on-may-11-amid-profitability-challenges.html
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expanded to fit the needs of gig workers, 

becoming available to those working 10 hours 

or less a week or earning less than $500 a 

month.47 This intervention complements those 

made available to other essential workers, such 

as grocery store employees who received a $2-

an-hour increase in wages to recognize their 

contributions as frontline workers.48 Further, 

Canadians are becoming increasingly 

concerned over the health and safety of 

workers and local economies, resulting in an 

influx of informal support networks for gig 

workers such as ilostmygig.ca49 or online 

fundraisers for vulnerable Foodsters United 

couriers.50 

Many gig workers are either out of work 

entirely or are in a position where they are 

forced to consider a trade-off: having no 

income but ensuring they can safely socially 

distance; or having a source of income that 

comes at the risk of exposing oneself to the 

virus. For some, this risk is acceptable, in return 

for high compensation that is contractual in 

nature.  

For many, it is a necessity and a condition 

accepted as a way of getting connected to 

 
 

47 Mojtehedzadeh, S. (April 7, 2020). For artists and gig workers, expanded emergency benefit access is ‘encouraging’ — but 
worries about the post-COVID-19 future remain. 
48 Grant, T. and Baum, K.B. (March 29, 2020). Front-line workers receiving pay increases from big companies. 
49 I Lost My Gig Canada (ILMG). (n.d.). I lost my gig. 
50 FundRazr. (n.d.). COVID-19 hardship fund for vulnerable foodsters united couriers. 
51 Government of Canada. (2020). Canada’s COVID-19 economic response plan. 

easy, available labour or an employment 

relationship that was working well, until now.  

The federal government’s rapid action on 

behalf of this group is evidence of the growing 

slice of the labour market earning in the gig 

work arena.51  

More than ever, it is important to know who gig 

workers in Canada are and what their 

experience is like, working in the gig economy. 

Our review of the literature and some initial 

analysis of available data have led us to 

consider the diverse experiences of gig 

workers. There is a need to consider the many 

dimensions that impact on the experiences of 

gig workers, and to describe the nature and 

experience of gig work in Canada. In the 

following section we outline different 

dimensions that moderate gig work. 

https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2020/04/07/for-artists-and-gig-workers-expanded-emergency-benefit-access-is-encouraging-but-worries-about-the-post-covid-19-future-remain.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2020/04/07/for-artists-and-gig-workers-expanded-emergency-benefit-access-is-encouraging-but-worries-about-the-post-covid-19-future-remain.html
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/article-many-companies-paying-premiums-for-essential-work-labour-groups-call/
https://ilostmygig.ca/https:/ilostmygig.ca/
https://fundrazr.com/FoodstersUnited
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/economic-response-plan.html
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The meaning of work 

Historically, work was a place for individuals to build meaning—an important source for forming 

individual identities and finding a sense of purpose and social validation. Over the last half century, work 

has superseded the church, family and education in this role, as a place where identity is built.52 For 

example, when someone is asked what they do, it is usually to understand how they identify, act, and 

move through the world. This becomes a way to understand people—their identity, their abilities, their 

values, their purpose and their socioeconomic standing. Despite changes to the nature and availability of 

standard employment, work is still seen as a way to build and maintain a sense of self. Meaning and a 

sense of purpose are derived from personal job satisfaction, economic status and well-being, and the 

perceived meaning or social value placed on the work. 

Further to that, work now dominates and pervades everyday life more completely than at any time in 

recent history. The obsession with work and employability spans across the socioeconomic spectrum. 

Society places the expectation on everybody—from welfare claimants to highly paid white-collar 

workers—that we should be actively seeking and prioritizing work, and it instils the notion that being 

“hard-working” is a quality to strive for. In these ways, work is described as increasingly forming our 

routines and psyches, squeezing out other influences.53 It is in this context—one that puts so much 

personal and professional stake in work—that the changing nature of work and the relative 

disappearance of SERs become all the more concerning and impactful. Where in the past work provided 

a clear set of benefits and tradeoffs, today that exchange produces an increasingly unclear—or 

precarious—return on investment for workers.54  

Similar to traditional self-employment, work in the gig economy does not accept responsibility for 

meaning in work—it is up to the worker to find purpose and value in their jobs. For some, such as 

workers interviewed in a study within the oil and gas industry, gig work provides a return on investment 

that is a worthy trade-off, offering direct market access, a wider reach for jobs, and leading overall to 

improved job satisfaction.55 For others, gig work and its flexible structure—which is often facilitated by a 

digital platform—may also fulfil goals and needs that extend beyond compensation. For example, gig 

work can sometimes be structured such that a person can act as a caregiver and a gig worker 

 
 

52 Mumby, D.K. (2019). Work: What is it good for? (Absolutely nothing) — A critical theorist’s perspective, p. 429-443.  
53 Beckett, A. (January 19, 2018). Post-work: The radical idea of a world without jobs. 
54 Mumby, D.K. (2019). Work: What is it good for? (Absolutely nothing) — A critical theorist’s perspective, p. 429-443. 
55 Khalid, F.A. Chan, W.M. and Jalil, A.A. (2019). An autoethnographic report on freelance employment in the Malaysian oil and gas 
industry during uncertain economic conditions, p. 2592-2607.  

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.69
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/jan/19/post-work-the-radical-idea-of-a-world-without-jobs
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.69
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3949&context=tqr
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3949&context=tqr
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simultaneously.56 In addition to the variability of 

work supply, the nature of what gig work requires 

of service providers also varies widely.  

Gig work can require vastly different forms of 

investment across the dimensions of social, 

economic and human capital in order to participate. 

In fact, the opportunity to derive meaning or any 

social capital from work varies as well. Of particular 

interest is the prevalence of social capital as a form 

of investment in gig work, which is a relatively new 

construct. In a study on social capital and self-

branding, it was found that self-branding is a 

critical factor in obtaining a reputation—an 

essential component of securing employment in 

some areas of the gig economy: “self-branding 

becomes an investment in social relationships with 

expected return for the acquisition of a 

reputation.”57 Social, economic and human capital 

can be more accessible to some gig workers over 

others. If one’s ability to derive a sense of meaning 

and purpose from their work is partially dependent 

on their ability to secure capital, the implication is 

that those without easy access to capital are at a 

disadvantage.  

  

Interestingly, gig employers and workers can 

benefit differently from the recent increase in the 

importance of social capital and self-branding. Gig 

platform providers often take pride in the roles they 

play, facilitating entrepreneurship opportunities.58 

Evidence of this can be seen in the degree to which 

platform operators refer to themselves and their 

platforms as central to the “democratization of 

 
 

56 Wallenstein et al. (2019). The new freelancers: Tapping talent in the gig economy. 
57 Gandini, A. (2015). Digital work: Self-branding and social capital in the freelance knowledge economy, p. 123-141. 
58 Ravenelle, A.J. (2017). Sharing economy workers: Selling, not sharing, p. 281-295. 

— 
In Canada, there is evidence 
to suggest that many 
workers participating in the 
gig economy are doing so 
out of necessity, not choice, 
which may further erode a 
sense of purpose or 
freedom. 

https://image-src.bcg.com/Images/BCG-The-New-Freelancers-Jan-2019_tcm9-211593.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470593115607942
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsw043
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entrepreneurship.”59 This idea has become so central to the brand and commercial value propositions of 

platform corporations that, for them, gig work is still a valuable (and profitable) source of identity. 

However, for many workers—who would normally also benefit from building personal or professional 

identity through work—the feeling isn’t mutual. In fact, many workers who gig on these platforms report 

not telling family or friends about their work, even when it represents a proportionately large source of 

their income.60 This indicates that gig employers and gig workers benefit differently and 

disproportionately from the opportunities to build identity through work and this, in turn, might be a 

function of dimensions such as how much money they have put at stake to gig, how precarious their 

income stream is, or how exploited versus empowered they feel in their experiment with gig work “self-

employment.” In Canada, there is evidence to suggest that many workers participating in the gig 

economy are doing so out of necessity, not choice, which may further erode a sense of purpose or 

freedom.61 

The organization of work and workers 

Non-standard work has quickly become a dominant form of work over the past 50 years, ironically, 

making it more standard than not. However, unlike traditional forms of non-standard work, such as self-

employment or informal work, technology-enabled gig work can exacerbate precarious working 

conditions due to various factors. These factors can include the varied degree of flexibility and autonomy 

experienced by workers, the impact of a decentralized and disaggregated workforce, and the inherent 

difficulty of regulating the gig economy. While there is much that is innovative about the gig economy’s 

reliance on modern technology, in so far as the organization of work and workers is concerned, the 

underlying business model is deep-rooted.  

Many platforms’ business models are built around large workforces 
competing to conduct relatively low-skilled tasks, controlled by powerful 
intermediaries, reiterating a model that evokes 18th-century outwork to 19th-
century dock labour.62  

The blurring of boundaries between activities that constitute work has been an issue exacerbated by the 

addition of mobile phones into the work environment. Workers, for the first time, were available around 

the clock—raising questions about worker autonomy and freedom to parameterize work hours.63 More 
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recently, it has been argued that technology-enabled gig work is intentionally sold as offering workers 

just enough schedule control to feel autonomous, while maintaining enough constraints so platforms 

have a safety net.64 For example, in the February 2020 Ontario Labour Board ruling on the status of 

workers at Foodora, it’s clear that while Foodora drivers are provided with options for when they work, 

which is presented as a choice, their decisions are always constrained in two ways65—schedules have 

prescribed timeslots that are made available to them and earning potential is restricted by pricing 

models that are dictated to them. Both their schedules and their earning potential are designed and 

controlled by the app and ultimately limit their choice.66, 67 These types of constrained choices have been 

experienced not only by Foodora workers in Canada, but also by Uber, TaskRabbit and Kitchensurfing 

workers in the United States.68 So, while it’s true that in many ways workers are given the freedom of 

choice, their choices are ultimately bound by the constraints of the app.  

Despite the promise of autonomy and flexibility, gig employers can also exercise considerable control 

over how workers deliver their labour. Algorithmic management enables platforms to deliver tightly 

curated services, wherein they can dictate the entire transaction by means of close control over their 

workforce: from setting terms and conditions and checking relevant qualifications to ensuring proper 

performance and payment. Lack of decision-making power for workers across these dimensions 

continues to restrict worker autonomy.69, 70  

The decentralization and disaggregation of gig workers, enabled by digital platforms, is also an 

important consideration in how gig work has changed from traditional models of work and worker 

organization. A decentralized workforce and the distance placed between the gig workers and gig 

employers leads to a lack of visibility and reduced lines of accountability, which is in turn difficult to 

regulate. This lack of accountability and regulation shapeshifts to conform differently to scenarios but 

can often be seen working to protect gig platform operators from work behaviour deemed to be risky to 

the brand. For example, Airbnb has often been found to be conspicuously absent when a guest’s or 

host’s behaviour requires reprimand or reparations, taking the public stance that it’s “a marketplace and 

that control—and risk—falls on the hosts and guests.” This same distancing can be seen in worker 

termination in the form of platform dismissals that are often wrapped in opaque messaging about 

“demonstrating unprofessional behaviour” without option for evidence, dispute or inquiry.71 
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The difficulty in regulating the gig economy and the lack of standard labour laws that protect gig worker 

rights are widely agreed upon problems in the literature reviewed.72, 73, 74, 75 The absence of labour 

regulation and rights leaves workers largely exposed to the forces of the external labour market.76, 77 

Additionally, the decentralized nature of gig work can become a barrier to the creation of relationships 

and community building for workers, making it difficult to collectively organize around worker 

experience. The remoteness of work undermines workers’ ability to form interpersonal networks of trust 

through personal interaction with their clients, which can undermine the ability of workers to 

disintermediate their labour from platforms.78 Co-working has been identified as one method gig 

workers can use to share experiences and provide further security and structure to the structurally 

informal, uncertain and precarious nature of gig work. 

The shifting of risk 

In a standard employment relationship, employers accept a number of protective obligations imposed by 

labour policies and regulations in exchange for the economic benefits of control over their workforce. It’s 

a crucial trade-off: workers follow their employers’ orders and enjoy a basic level of stability and 

economic security in return. This trade-off—which became standard under Fordism, the system of mass 

production pioneered in the early 20th century by the Ford Motor Company—meant a worker could 

expect to trade the deskilling of their labour (through the introduction of simplified, menial and repetitive 

tasks) in exchange for stability.79 Today, gig workers continue to conduct deskilled work, but without 

work protection, opportunities for job progression, or any guarantee of financial stability.80  

There can also be a connection drawn between the development of gig work as we know it today and 

the increased need to identify and align with the corporate brand. Management thinking in the last half 

century has increasingly recommended identifying what your company is best at and hiring employees 

to do only those core competencies. Everything else, they say, should be outsourced to lessen overhead 

and reduce risk.81  
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Examples of this style of management thinking can be seen across all types of employment, not just gig 

work. For instance, it’s this style of thinking that helps businesses like Nike realize its most valuable asset 

isn’t the ability to design and manufacture running shoes, it’s the ability to build an athletic lifestyle 

brand.82 This style of management thinking in standard work relationships has made it easy to justify the 

outsourcing of many types of work activities previously held under the umbrella of the employer in order 

to lessen or shift the burden of risk away from the corporation.  

Despite changes to the experience of work for gig workers in recent years, the categorizations for 

workers are still created through the lens of risk and its proportional reward. Canada has three types of 

employment characterized around risk:  

 

 

Independent 
contractor 

 

Dependent  
contractor 

 

Employee 

Gig workers have received a lot of attention over the issue of 
misclassification83, 84 — categorizing them as independent contractors when, 
in many instances, their dependency on the employer resembles more that 
of an employee.  

Canada’s dependent contractor status exists to fill this gap—when a contractor more closely resembles 

the status of an employee than independent contractor and is granted the right to collective bargaining. 

This was a central argument in the 2020 Foodora unionization ruling.85 The United States does not have 

this status.86, 87 In Europe, a study showed that employees who fell between self-employed and 

employed—a dependent self-employed worker—ended up experiencing an increase in job demands 

compared to full-time employees, and a lowered amount of job control compared to those who were 

self-employed, resulting in overall worse job outcomes.88  
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In many ways, independent contractors have emerged as part of a strategic business model, particularly 

in the gig economy. Portraying workers as independent contractors or even “partners”89 and refuting 

their employment status creates shareholder value by avoiding the cost of, and responsibility for, a large 

workforce. Instead, employers can devolve responsibility for assets, remuneration, insurance, tax and 

risks of fluctuating demand onto a fleet of “micro-entrepreneurs.”90 This explains the high valuation of 

many platforms’ companies. In reality, most platform operators have been sustaining high losses thanks 

to subsidies funded by venture capitals—this has allowed them to create network effects and establish 

monopoly power.91, 92 

The outsourcing of labour and misclassification of workers, combined with the proliferation of personal 

devices and platform technology, has made labour less visible—and in many ways there are strategic 

advantages to diminished visibility. Workers are kept at a distance from the operational centres of the 

business, even where an element of physical interaction remains. Invisible though it might be, labour is 

still central to the gig economy: without access to large pools of on-demand workers, it would be 

impossible for platforms and apps to deliver any of the gigs, tasks and rides they offer.  

Technology allows this type of employment to be scaled, to permeate traditional borders, and to be 

increasingly difficult to contain. It also shapes our perceptions of what’s going on behind the scenes. For 

instance, when we interact with a well-designed app on our computers or mobile devices, it’s easy for us 

to forget that we are interacting with a human being on the other side of that device who will ultimately 

provide the service, blurring the lines between algorithms and humans.93  

Perceiving the worker as a service, whether implicitly or not, is a core component of the gig economy 

model and contributes to the precarity and risk associated with being a gig worker. This can be seen 

quite clearly in Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos’ discussion of gig workers as “artificial, artificial intelligence” and 

the historical roots of gig platforms like Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT).94 The multitudes of workers co-

ordinated through AMT comprise what Bezos called in 2006 “humans as a service.”95 The attraction of 

humans as a service and its prevalence in 21st-century business modeling is simple: functions such as IT 

infrastructure, in large workforces, are expensive to build and maintain. Workers need to be trained and 

paid wages—irrespective of peaks and troughs in consumer demand. Once work itself becomes the 
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service or commodity, however, such responsibilities can be avoided, lowering prices for consumers and 

increasing employer profits.96  

At a fundamental level, by presenting themselves as intermediaries rather than service providers, gig 

economy platform operators can shift nearly all of their business risk and cost onto others. This presents 

risks for workers, but also for consumers and taxpayers. For instance, there have been numerous 

incidents of consumers facing serious problems (e.g., assault, discrimination, death), for which the 

platforms did not accept liability. For taxpayers, the gig economy business model leads to significant tax-

income losses—both directly, through unpaid taxes, and indirectly, through taxpayer-funded subsidies 

for platform workers who may have to rely more heavily on the social security system, despite working 

full-time hours.97 

An interesting point to consider, however, is that the way in which platforms are changing the nature of 

the formal and informal economies is not necessarily one directional. Although the nature of gig 

platforms erode SERs, they may also offer a progressive onramp to work formalization. Less-educated 

workers often come from a low-income background, labouring in insecure, low-paid work in informal 

local markets. It’s quite possible they see technology-enabled gig work as an attractive substitute to a 

dysfunctional informal labour market, and one that represents a significant chance to access 

opportunities to support one’s livelihood.98 While much attention has been paid to the de-skilling of gig 

work, it’s possible that gig work also functions inversely—to give structure and make visible new groups 

of workers.  

Dimensions impacting on gig workers 

This overview of the literature has revealed interwoven themes about the meaning and organization of 

work and the shifting of risk. Within these themes, some key dimensions have been revealed. We suspect 

that differences in these following categories will significantly impact a person’s experiences in gig work, 

and are all factors that policy-makers might consider as requiring gig-work-specific consideration: 

 skill level; 

 level of initial financial and social capital investment at entry; 

 level of compensation; 

 level of identification and meaning derivation a person gets from their work; 

 
 

96 Prassl, J. (2018). Humans as a service: The promise and perils of work in the gig economy. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Anwar, M.A. and Graham, M. (2019). Hidden transcripts of the gig economy: Labour agency and the new art of resistance among 
African gig workers. 

https://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780198797012.001.0001/oso-9780198797012
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X19894584
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X19894584


 

24 

 level of precarity/insecurity; and  

 level of true autonomy/freedom.  

These factors all have levels—individual spectrums of low to high—that together condition a person’s 

experience. However, none of these factors are fixed entities. As environmental conditions change, so 

will a person’s impression that they are making enough, or not enough, compensation. As a person’s 

family factors change—they get married, develop an illness, or become a parent, for example—the level 

of financial risk they are willing to take to enter work may decrease, or their needs around accessing 

employer pension contributions may increase. Even shifts in immigration status could alter how a person 

perceives job satisfaction in gig work. If the only job someone is able to access is in the informal gig 

economy because they don’t have the correct work visa, they may have high levels of satisfaction with 

that opportunity. However, when the same person gains Canadian work rights, they may wish for gig 

work to be replaced by a more secure income stream. The fact is, more Canadians are conducting gig 

work than ever before, underlining the urgency of the need to further research and better understand gig 

work for the Canadian economy.   
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AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
The purpose of this review was to develop a deeper understanding of the gig economy in Canada—in 

particular the nature of gig work and the experiences of its workers. From the lack of regulated controls 

for gig workers to establish financial and personal security to the low-skill nature of some of the tasks at 

the centre of their work, the gig model represents a shift away from standard employment relationships. 

To understand gig work and gig workers, it is necessary to create defined typologies to characterize 

them. Doing so would enable policy and research specific to their unique circumstances and would also 

enable the opportunity to articulate worker needs and experiences more clearly, across the full spectrum 

of gig work. 

Understanding gig work and gig workers is necessary. Firstly, we recommend that a set of speculative 

worker typologies be defined to model different outcomes of the variations we have identified. Having 

more defined categories of gig workers would enable policy and research specific to their unique 

circumstances, and would also enable the opportunity to articulate worker needs and experiences more 

clearly, across the full spectrum of gig work. 

The need for such knowledge is all the more critical due to the increased uncertainty, vulnerability and 

precarity many workers are experiencing as a result of COVID-19. We have seen how gig workers are left 

precarious in these times: Foodora workers’ successful fight to reject the independent contractor 

labelling and secure the right to unionize was shattered when the company exited the country mid-

pandemic. This decision to exit casts uncertainty on the viability and ease of unionizing the gig economy 

(or at least reinforcing certain labour standards for gig workers) at scale. It also reinforces the 

disproportionate power gig employers can have over their workers and lays bare the question of how we 

might begin to dismantle or better regulate those power structures. Furthermore, many gig workers are 

now perceived as essential workers and their needs are being incorporated in Canada’s pandemic-related 

emergency benefits. It is worth questioning whether gig workers’ needs are perhaps more illuminated 

than they have been in the past and whether, consequently, the essential worker paradigm shift will 

persist post-pandemic. 

Questions around the recognition and regulation of gig work in Canada need to be explored further. 

Understanding how workers enter, navigate and experience the gig economy is a critical component to 

better understanding what policies are required to best protect and support them. By applying the 

insights and frameworks identified throughout this paper, and supplementing them with additional 

primary research, we can build a policy agenda that addresses the nuances of gig work in Canada. 
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