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Platform precarities1

Organizing efforts at the intersection  
of Prec-Mig-Gig

My current research project focuses on the platform-based food delivery 
sector in Spain, where all the traits signaled by different waves of precarity 
struggles strikingly come together: labor, care and mobility. First, the loss 
of previous labor rights won by historical workers’ movements is obvious 
in the platform delivery sector, with non-standard work schedules, no sick 
or holiday pay and no wage-based contracts but instead a piece-rate pay-
ment system. In turn, platform delivery labor is based on so-called “flex-
ible” labor arrangements such as total availability, an intermittent relation 
between the company and the figure of the independent contractor as well 
as many components of immaterial labor. The immaterial labor in plat-
form delivery combines artificial intelligence-based algorithmic manage-
ment, with a high level of human-to-human interaction requiring affective 
communication with consumers, and effective negotiation with restaurants 
providers. Second, platform-based delivery entails an intense process of 
blurring the spaces and times of production and reproduction signaled by 
feminist precarity struggles. While algorithmic management leads to auto-
mated forms of labor control, somehow the rhythms and itineraries of plat-
form delivery allow for interstices where couriers are indeed able to juggle 
the application-assigned deliveries with domestic and family tasks. Indeed, 
several female couriers assert that precisely this possibility to engage in care 
practices toward family members is the reason why they initially choose to 
be a part of the platform delivery sector. Also, from a feminist economic per-
spective, carrying food to homes is an act of care in its own right, although 
being monetarized and outsourced to minimum-wage laborers through the 
platform economy (Cid 2022). Finally, platform delivery is a trademark of 
highly mobile labor due to both its very highly itinerant character of car-
rying food from point A to point B several times during the journeys and 
the very constitution of the labor force. Delivery platforms, concretely in 
countries where national labor legislation has not been applied to AI-based 
sectors yet, are strongholds for persons under unstable migratory status, 
that is, for those with unresolved asylum and refugee applications, pending 
visa renewals, temporary residency permits as well as visa overstayers and 
those who crossed the borderline without passing through official border 
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146  Permanent Practices of Mobility

control. Platform studies have pointed out to the constituent role of migra-
tion in platform labor, especially in the delivery sector. Still, “The neglect 
of [migration] questions in the literature on platform labour is a serious 
omission, given that migrants constitute a large and growing section of the 
urban gig economy workforce” (van Doorn, Ferrari, and Graham 2022, 2). 
Researchers are indeed alerting on how “the intersection of citizenship, lan-
guage, visa, work permit, and the gig economy has been under-researched” 
(Lata, Burdon, and Reddel 2023, 9). Despite the evidence of high numbers 
of migrants with precarious administrative statuses in key platforms such 
as Uber, Deliveroo, Glovo or Delivery Hero, national and EU-level ne-
gotiations for regulating platform labor disregard this structural migrant 
component in the current unfolding of the gig economy, especially in the 
delivery sector. Despite celebratory discourses, current platform develop-
ments have become a site of precarity, interlinking the spheres of produc-
tion, reproduction and migration, precisely those three realms previously 
identified and intertwined by precarity activists. In this chapter, reflecting 
my current research, I focus on the intermingling of platform precarity and 
migration.

I start with a succinct state-of-the-art platform research, emphasizing two 
sides in the debate, although precarity stands out as one of the main dis-
advantages of this digital revolution. The chapter then centers on the food 
delivery sector, signaling how precarity is being recomposed under digital 
technologies and how different forms of resistance are developing therein. 
I highlight an empirical finding, which is emerging timidly in the academic 
literature and not yet in the political and legislative debates about platform 
delivery: the presence and practices of couriers with precarious migrant sta-
tuses. This final chapter concludes with the realization that precarity in the 
platform economy reflect the prophetic critiques and insights raised by previ-
ous precarity networks.

The platform economy: Precarity strikes back!

The term platform economy refers to the latest transformations in produc-
tion, distribution, labor and consumption, mainly due to technological de-
velopments in internet reach and the increase in cloud storage. These changes 
have been analyzed in openly celebratory terms, such as “digital revolu-
tion” popularized by the book Race against the Machine (Brynjolfsson and 
McAfee 2011). With their futuristic accounts, these two authors from the 
MIT Business School not only captured the imagination of many business 
student cohorts but also influenced emerging digital companies by serving 
as their expert consultants. Their appraisal portrayed an overly utopian 
landscape where machines, platforms and people interact happily ever after 
(Brynjolfsson and McAfee 2016; McAfee and Brynjolfsson 2017). The over-
optimism engendered by the San Francisco start-ups was captured in terms 
of the digital, creative, gig or sharing economy, for instance. Although used 
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interchangeably, these depictions are neither sufficient nor completely syn-
onymous, and indeed, some are overly idealistic or misleading.

According to critical economists, current empirical evidence indicates a 
move not toward a more democratic and inclusive economy, but rather to-
ward growing centralization of power, as in previous capitalist cycles, includ-
ing monopoly creation and the appropriation of infrastructures (Langley and 
Leyshon 2016; Plantin et al. 2018; Srnicek 2016). The Canadian economist 
Nick Srnicek detects solid continuities, and also identifies significant changes, 
renaming the new economy as “platform capitalism” (2016). For instance, 
although platforms constitute business models that differ from traditional 
corporations, their propensities toward monopoly are amplified due to the 
digital nature of economic transactions, turning them into powerful actors 
in the digital economy, as indeed Srnicek shows in his case studies. Google is 
one of the main examples he uses to explain how the search engine platform 
sector has entered a vicious cycle of depending upon a single, ever more pow-
erful company. Furthermore, every time information is digitally exchanged, 
these companies are set up to extract and control immense quantities of data, 
which they later use for further profit-making. According to this author, 
“twenty-first-century capitalism has found a massive new raw material to 
appropriate: data” (Srnicek 2016, 48).

For both critical and pro platform scholars, the defining feature of the 
platform-based economy is the intermediary role it plays in economic and 
social interactions. It is a business model based on expectations of high 
economic participation, where individuals are viewed as both potential 
consumers and potential providers. As such, this economic model is able 
to interconnect multiple interested parties in agile economic transactions, 
mainly through the mobilization of data analytics. Some authors argue that 
this intermediation has capillary properties, since it is able to penetrate old 
markets and generate new ones. This rhizomatic effect goes beyond the 
economic sphere, having a variety of effects on many everyday activities, 
certain industrial operations and even international relations (Cusumano, 
Gawer, and Yoffie 2019; Dijck, Poell, and Waal 2018). As such, platforms 
have been hailed as a new model of business governance, legally speak-
ing, different from the vertically integrated corporation (Davis 2016). The 
emergence of this model has generated two main sets of academic nar-
ratives (Pasquale 2016). On the one hand, platforms are celebrated to 
the point of being proclaimed as the basis of a “peer-to-peer capitalism” 
(Sundararajan 2016). According to this pro-platform narrative, democracy 
will be enhanced thanks to the platform economy. This view envisions the 
participation of many individuals, including those who are commonly mar-
ginalized, who can now act as micro-entrepreneurs in a dynamic economy 
thanks to intermediary platforms (Gillespie 2010). On the other hand, 
platforms are posited as furthering previous controversial tendencies of 
depredatory capitalism in search of accumulation, not only furthering mo-
nopolistic tendencies but also deepening precarious working conditions.  In 



148  Permanent Practices of Mobility

this view, precarity strikes back, under updated forms of digital labor based 
on uses of artificial intelligence in management.

Digital precarious gigs? The case of food delivery platform labor

A delivery courier does not commute to an office or factory to be super-
vised by in-person managers during the delivery journey. Urban public spaces 
constitute the main sites for the business of platform delivery. According to 
companies such as UberEats or Stuart, riders are supposed to be “his/her own 
boss”, choosing their schedules and providing their own mode of transport, 
to deliver prepared food across the city by receiving orders via a company 
application. Automatic calculations indicate where and how long it will take 
to conduct the delivery. This satellite-based matching of the courier’s chang-
ing locations to restaurants and homes will then award or punish their per-
formance with more or fewer orders. Despite platform couriers’ apparent 
autonomy, several studies have analyzed the role of “algorithmic manage-
ment” in furthering control over the labor process in the platform economy 
(Griesbach et al. 2019; Huws 2020; Kellogg, Valentine, and Christin 2020; 
Shapiro 2018; Wood et al. 2019). In addition to these automated forms of 
labor control, platform labor has been described as deeply precarious for 
other reasons also. For instance, the generalization of the gig-like contractual 
arrangement has given rise to several labor insecurities, including pay rates 
that are dependent on consumer satisfaction, unpredictable protocols for hir-
ing and laying off, patchy and intensive labor schedules and low professional 
promotion (Woodcock and Graham 2020). This modality of short-term, 
task-oriented hiring, with no social provisions or other related benefits asso-
ciated with stable jobs, predates the rise of platforms. Nonetheless, although 
the gig contractual relationship has been historically present in sectors with-
out platforms or digital technology (e.g. spectacle sector, see Kalleberg 2018; 
Kalleberg and Vallas 2018). The platform economy has instaruated the mo-
dality of gigs based on the use of digital applications, furthering the prolif-
eration of a “just-in-time workforce” (De Stefano 2016; Drahokoupil and 
Vandaele 2021; Neufeind, O’Reilly, and Ranft 2018). Platform labor has 
thus been explicitly criticized by many for fostering “precarious” conditions 
(Schor et al. 2020; Vallas and Schor 2020). Despite new analytical terms such 
as the “uberization of labor” (Rosenblat 2018), “ghost-work” (Gray and 
Suri 2019) and “hustling work” (Ravenelle 2019), current forms of platform 
precarity (less security, lower salaries and poorer working conditions) are 
in continuation with previous recent trends in labor relations. As such, they 
are the result of decades of institutional re-structuring of labor laws (Arnold 
and Bongiovi 2013; Foti 2017; Friedman 2014; Kalleberg and Vallas 2018; 
Scholz 2017; Vallas 2019). Long-term discontents with precarity are facing 
yet again one more expression of imposed uncertainty: platform precarities. 
In terms of resistance to the hegemonic development of platforms, it is pos-
sible to identify a series of emerging initiatives.
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Platform resistances: Organizing among food delivery couriers

These multiple faces of precarity transversally frame different forms of resist-
ance within platforms. Controversies and organized responses have emerged 
against platform companies focused on different kinds of service provision. 
In the case of lodging, critical arguments against the sharing economy such 
as What’s Yours is Mine (Slee 2015) have led to local neighbors in Barcelona 
to organize campaigns against Airbnb and criticize its model for promoting a 
brutal and unsustainable kind of tourism (Romero-Lecrivain and Micaletto-
Bleda 2020; Sequera 2022). In the case of ride-sharing services, animosity of 
taxi drivers toward Uber’s aggressive entrance into local markets, disrespect-
ing rules and lowering standards, had led to violent protests in Buenos Aires 
and other cities (Del Nido 2022). In this case, my national research project 
focuses on organizing by couriers within the app-based food delivery sector. 
Precisely because of the precarity of their journeys, many riders are testing 
out forms of improving their conditions, trying to make a living in the plat-
form of food delivery sector. Some of these initiatives include forms of union-
like organizing, platform-based cooperatives, and methods of “algorithmic 
resistance” within corporate platforms.2

In terms of union-like organizing structures, these initial forms of self-or-
ganization are rather informal and with a rank-and-file grassroots base, often 
without the support of traditional trade unions. Explicit forms of mobiliza-
tion in the food delivery sector increased from 2016 onward, when protests 
against companies such as Deliveroo and Foodora emerged in cities in the 
UK and Italy. Delivery couriers’ complaints included: opaque management 
and the asymmetry of information; low payment for single yet long orders 
and their non-consideration by the company as workers, which denies them 
access to representation mechanisms and conventional labor rights (i.e. a 
monthly wage, unemployment benefits and medical insurance). Their status 
as self-employed who perform micro-tasks in their spare time leads to insecu-
rity in the workspace, and the financial uncertainty associated with the infor-
mal economy. The low-activity level of traditional unions in these sectors has 
prompted workers to self-organize. The absence of a labor rights framework 
that guarantees workers’ the right to strike and take collective action has en-
couraged the renewal of classical repertoires, such as calling for actions with-
out previous warning. Digital strikes have been enacted, “whereby workers 
log out en masse from the firm’s app that allocates work shifts and deliveries 
to boycott and block the delivery service” (Cini and Tassinari 2018). Social 
media has also been used, with online “brand shaming” and “shitstorming” 
of the company’s websites to mobilize public opinion. Other workers have 
supported mobilizations through less risky actions, such as placing protest 
flyers inside bags of food delivered to customers (Tassinari and Maccarrone 
2020). Riders Union Bologna is an example of an “informal union” of food 
delivery workers, a grouping of riders and activists contesting the precarity 
born out of the impossibility of accessing representational rights as workers 
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(Marrone and Finotto 2019). Active since 2017, it has made mutualism its 
banner, providing what the platforms denied: bike repair shops; stands where 
cyclists could recharge their smartphones; shelters for waiting times and op-
portunities for socializing outside of work. Entangled with local activist 
movements, this informal union made up of platform couriers joined forces 
with the Bologna cycling movement in the Critical Mass, and participated 
with other precarious workers in the Rider’s Pride Parade on May 1, 2017. It 
also pushed for the “Bill of Rights of Digital Workers in Urban Contexts”, an 
agreement between platforms and riders that stimulated the first nationwide 
collective bargaining process in Europe.

Subsequently, in 2021, the Spanish Congress passed the so-called “Ley 
Rider” (Delivery Labor Act), a national attempt to regulate the app-based de-
livery sector demanding algorithmic transparency from companies and grant-
ing all couriers the status of wage-earner instead of self-employed. However, 
this law was preceded by heated negotiations with unresolved social unrest. On 
the one hand, the law was supported by Riders x Derechos (Riders for Rights), 
an alliance among rank-and-file small trade unions arguing for couriers to be 
turned into wage-earners; and on the other, the Sí soy autónomo (Yes, I am 
self-employed) campaign emerged in opposition to the government’s intention 
to force platforms to hire couriers as employees. Food-delivery couriers were 
divided among those who were for, and those who were against, the self-em-
ployment narrative advocated by platforms. The controversy exemplifies the 
current tension which exists between different notions of work and employees’ 
identities and statuses, reflecting the contrast with previous workers’ rights log-
ics of the XIX and XX centuries. New logics have developed under the spread 
of unregulated labor markets, exacerbated by the outsourcing processes taking 
place in the transtion from supply chain capitalism to platform capitalism. This 
gives rise to “nonwork” kinds of identities among laborers, who self-describe as 
either “entrepreneur or consumer, but not as worker” (Tsing 2009). In her eth-
nography of Uber, Rosenblat (2018) explains how the company has performed 
the notion of work, using technology and language, to transform the rhetoric 
of work into a rhetoric of both consumption, turning drivers and passengers 
into “users”, and entrepreneurship, talking about “entrepreneurs” instead of 
workers and flattering the “neutrality” of algorithms (Rosenblat 2018).

As an alternative to the monopoly of large companies, platform-based 
cooperatives update the P2P culture and articulate a two-fold resistance: first, 
by re-appropriating technology; and second, by deconstructing the ideologi-
cal discourse of platforms, advocating for a truly “collaborative” economy. 
This is the case of “platform cooperativism” (Scholz and Schneider 2017), 
which is conceived as an ethical and self-managed endeavor to provide a 
model for businesses not rooted in the exploitation of their workers (Fernán-
dez and Soliña 2020). It is a model that emphasizes new property regimes, 
democratic governance and mutual aid. According to Scholz, platform co-
operativism is about cloning the technology of companies like Airbnb and 
UpWork, but with opposite goals, seeking to benefit the many rather than the 
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few. In fact, platforms can be owned and operated by national governments, 
regional authorities, city halls, universities and school systems (Scholz 2016). 
The organizational principles of these cooperatives are inspired in the de-
bates on the commons and the practice of commoning (e.g. Gibson-Graham, 
Cameron, and Stephen Healy 2016). Nonetheless, this kind of cooperativism 
faces other challenges, such as scale of impact and economic sustainability 
(Moral-Martín et al. 2023), as well as gender and ethnic inclusion (Fuster 
Morell, Espelt, and Renau Cano 2021). This last issue is especially pressing in 
the conventional platform economy, whose algorithms have been denounced 
for reproducing gender and racial hierarchies (Benjamin 2019; Noble 2018).

Fairbnb is an example of a platform cooperative. Since 2019, it has been 
connecting supply and demand for holiday or occasional rentals. Whereas 
Airbnb prioritizes economic profit, Fairbnb promotes social ties and has 
generated communities of users in Europe. Similarly, Equal Care Co-Op, 
Cotabo and CoopCycle offer a fairer alternative to the extractivist and out-
sourcing practices of Helpling, Uber and Deliveroo, respectively, in the do-
mestic work, mobility and food delivery sectors. For instance, those delivery 
workers from Barcelona who first self-organized as an informal union called 
Riders x Derechos, later become a platform-based cooperative known as 
Mensakas (Soto Aliaga 2023). As such, instead of demanding labor improve-
ments from a capitalist-driven platform, they engage in making their own 
platform, designing its own application and algorithmic calculations, which 
include variables other than lowering labor costs. The rise of platform co-
operatives is evolving at the local level in several cities in Spain (Madrid, 
Vitoria, Valencia and Zaragoza) as well as in other places, such as London 
and Berlin (see Figure 6.1).

Those located in Europe are organized along European networks, the 
most active one being CoopCycle, a federation of bike delivery coops. While 
small in scale and without a significant customer base as of yet, these coops 
are definitely reclaiming platform infrastructures in order to put their inter-
mediary capacities to the service not only of companies but also of couriers 
and consumers. These experiments reveal how technology, from design to 
implementation, is rather political. That is, the digital revolution holds the 
capacity to serve different uses and ends, and in turn, benefiting more or less 
people. As such, it is not the technology itself that produces precarity, but a 
certain ideologically driven technology development.

Last but not least are forms of algorithmic resistance, articulated individu-
ally and collectively during delivery times (Velkova and Kaun 2019; Woodcock 
2021). These practices include interacting with delivery platform applications 
in ways that can benefit the riders’ own timing and itineraries of delivery, 
rankings and compensations. They are often led by stakeholders who are not 
members of either unions nor cooperatives, but who weave together forms of 
“invisible organizing” through which they try to take care of improving de-
livery conditions and addressing survival concerns (Cant 2020). Everyday life 
has been one of the most explored areas in recent works on platform resistance 
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(Duus, Hojer Bruun, and Anne Line Dalsgård2023; Frey 2020). In the food 
delivery sector, this is articulated in streets, squares, social media, WhatsApp 
groups as well as during waiting times, where the digitalization of managerial 
functions via the app enables spaces mostly free from direct managerial gazes. 
Faced with geo-localized control and the opaque management of the plat-
forms, couriers develop practical tactics to make the application work better 
for them. According to my research team’s ethnographic work, in the absence 
of protection provisions by the companies, couriers team up to digitally solve 
many issues on their own. In contrast with the discourse of total algorithmic 
control vs. autonomy (Shapiro 2018), we have observed different forms of 
algorithmic mediation, which in turn, entail certain “participatory subjectiv-
ity” in the part of the couriers (Allen-Perkins and Cañedo-Rodríguez 2023). 
Platform riders develop and share tactics to improve their position vis-a-vis 

Figure 6.1 � Logo of Wings, a delivery platform cooperative in London. Creative 
Commons CC BY-NC. Reprinted with author permission.
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the algorithmic-based calculations in the labor process. For instance, by de-
ploying strategies of visibility/invisibility, such as switching the app on and of 
and disconnecting to avoid unsafe places (Bergua, Montañés and Báez 2023). 
Also, by inventing ways to circumvent the facial recognition control of delivery 
platforms such as UberEats and Glovo (Casas-Cortés, Moya Santander, and 
Piñeiro 2023). While constantly checking their phone for possible incoming 
orders, delivery couriers organize via digital communication to repair their ve-
hicles, to warn about police checks or alert about crime events providing loca-
tions and times (Diz, González, and Prieto 2023).

Despite fears of being punished or “deactivated”, isolated or left unpaid, day 
by day, in the shadow of public demonstrations, yet unfolding in relation to 
them, riders put their stratagems into action through the cracks of the platform 
economy (Cant 2020). Platform couriers demonstrate that platform resistances 
are sometimes able to open the algorithmic black box (Ferrari and Graham 
2021) and go beyond the “drama of the algorithm” (Seaver 2017). Everyday 
algorithmic resistance generates fissures in the platforms’ socio-technical re-
gime in search of improving living and laboring conditions (Velkova and Kaun 
2019). In the case of delivery, the city itself is the platform workspace where 
dispersed couriers wait for their orders and zig zag through the streets on their 
multiple itineraries for on-time deliveries. In fact, delivery platforms make use 
of public spaces and items, from bike-lanes to plazas’ benches, without having 
tax responsibilities nor contributing to any maintenance costs. This drastic ab-
sence of formal and protected workspaces led couriers to rely on basic forms of 
mutual support to respond to basic needs, such as finding secure areas during 
nighttime shifts, as well as strategizing together against crime, traffic injuries 
and inclement weather conditions. Despite this high level of unprotection in 
terms of labor rights in platform delivery, somehow couriers swear by it as a 
real source of possibilities unthinkable in other sectors.

This deeply ambivalent character of precarity, as both deteriorating basic 
conditions and opening certain opportunities, was prophetically advanced 
by the initial precarity debates of the 2000s. This tension became sharply 
evident upon analyzing platforms from the point of view of migration. The 
rise of migrant couriers in the delivery sector assumes them to be in a victim-
ized position within a blackhole for exploitation and fatal injuries. However, 
besides this undeniable reality, there is more to the picture. Practices of sur-
vival and resistance are emerging at the intersection of platform labor and the 
migration statuses of couriers in food delivery apps.

Migration and food delivery platforms: App-account sharing 
among deportable couriers

Quantitative data on the migrant presence in platform labor is not easily 
achievable, as platform businesses are not required to disclose numbers 
(Huws, Spencer, and Coates 2019). Still, a recent survey conducted by the 
International Labor Organization shows how large percentages of workers 
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relying on the digital gig economy have an international migrant background, 
reaching 70% of the platform workforce in Argentina and Chile (ILO 2021). 
Furthermore, qualitative studies are revealing the geographical scope of this 
interrelation between migration and platform-based delivery. According to 
incipient ethnographic research in urban centers, migrant labor is becoming 
an intercontinental phenomenon across cities not only in North America, 
Africa and Europe (Altenried 2021; Anwar and Graham 2021; Metawala, 
Golda-Pongratz, and Irazábal 2021; Schaupp 2022; van Doorn and Vijay 
2021; Vieira 2020), but also in South America (Jirón et al. 2021; Tironi 
and Albornoz 2022), Asia (Chen and Qiu 2019; Zhang 2020; 2021; Zhang 
and Chen 2022) and Australia (Barratt, Goods, and Veen 2020). Many of 
these scholarly works insightfully point out how the migratory statuses in 
the platform sector have evolved. While starting with mostly young national 
citizens to make an extra money, the current generation is mainly composed 
of an international labor force engaging app-based gigs for a living. One of 
the material reasons to explain why migrants, especially those without all the 
required documents to work, constitute a remarkable portion of platform 
labor is the unbureaucratic application process with very few formal require-
ments concerning qualifications or documents in contrast with standard la-
bor markets. Some authors describe the fast online “onboarding” processes 
within the food delivery industry as conducting a kind of “selective formali-
zation” where they “dissolve the formal employment relation into a nexus of 
non-negotiable commercial contracts and user agreements […and] are often 
quite lax with their enforcement of formal requirements such as background 
checks” (van Doorn et al. 2022, 4).

The technological ease of having a single account used by several couriers 
has given rise to practices of subletting and lending of platform accounts. 
International media initially reported this phenomenon in the United King-
dom (Bryan 2019), France (Alderman 2019), Italy (Allaby 2021) and more 
recently in Spain (Palacios and Martínez 2023). Some studies briefly men-
tion the practice of informal subletting of accounts, specifically among those 
without work or residency permits, tracing how current migratory regimes 
led many couriers to rent accounts from others who do have the documents 
to register officially with the platforms (Altenried 2021; Casas-Cortés, Moya 
Santander, and Piñeiro 2023; Sanz et al. 2023; van Doorn, Ferrari, and Gra-
ham 2022). Some studies also briefly acknowledge the practice of borrowing 
accounts when couriers let others use their own accounts without charging 
money for it, mostly as a “practice of solidarity” (Altenried 2021). While 
these works are among the few which acknowledge the informal uses of indi-
vidual accounts, they present them as rather incidental, and as internally re-
solved with measures taken by labor inspections, police raids or companies’ 
surveillance methods.

My research though shows how these apparently unimportant practices 
of subleasing and lending delivery accounts among couriers under precari-
ous migratory statuses are re-shaping the platform delivery sector. Further 
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analyzed in my article More than a Glitch,  I point to the structural role 
of migration in platform capitalism (Casas-Cortés forthcoming). Practices 
of sharing delivery accounts have become key drivers of change within the 
sector of platform delivery as we know it, even contributing to certain com-
panies’ success. This is the case of Glovo, founded in 2015 as a start-up with 
three employees in Barcelona, Spain. In 2023, this delivery tech platform 
was operating in 25 countries across Europe as well as in several national 
markets in the African continent and the Middle East. According to Business 
Insider magazine, Glovo’s CEO, Oscar Pierre co-founded this home-delivery 
company with a clear image of the courier prototype: the standard “collabo-
rator” will be a young person, in search of spare cash or to complement a 
main source of income, someone excited to travel and have “fun”. Discur-
sively, the case of Glovo has become a hallmark of the so-called “platform 
revolution”, where anyone is a potential business actor and in which free 
time becomes an asset to make money. Still, there are certain keys to Glovo’s 
success that, while absent from public debate, scholarly attention and media 
coverage, are traceable by following the opening and actual functioning of a 
single, yet multi-user, delivery account.

Acquiring a Glovo account is as “fast and easy” as the step-by-step process 
of getting a Google account, affirms a courier from Venezuela under interna-
tional protection living in Spain. According to Glovo’s online registration web-
site, “you just need to introduce basic ID information and you will be delivering 
in less than 24h”. Once the delivery account is open, it is even easier that the 
same account is passed around to other users. A user name + a password is all 
you need to connect to the application and start receiving orders, regardless of 
the person introducing those codes. Given this high level of exchangeability, 
the same account might be in use by several couriers. It is common that one 
or more third users access a single account making deliveries simultaneously. 
Multiple users access other couriers’ profiles by subleasing or borrowing them 
directly from the individual owner of the account. There is no quantitative data 
to measure the scope of this practice. Still, posts selling and searching for de-
livery accounts are common in social media such as Facebook, Instagram and 
WhatsApp. When several couriers are making deliveries non-stop and simul-
taneously under the same account, that account makes more money, awarded 
by getting more orders. As such, this use of delivery accounts becomes more 
profitable for everyone: for the account holder, for the account users, and for 
the delivery company. Nonetheless, the main reason behind the shared and 
subleased accounts is that most of the couriers are missing residency status or 
valid work permits, which are required by national labor legislation. Without 
those two pieces of paperwork, these couriers are not allowed to work either as 
self-employees or wage-earners. Still, this practice facilitated earning an income 
outside of those two labor categories within the worker/citizen framework. 
The incipient literature on migration and platforms speaks in terms of un-
documented migrants. Still, there is a large spectrum of administrative statuses 
between citizen and non-citizen, including those with permission to reside but 
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not to labor (Anderson 2013; Chauvin and Garcés-Mascareñas 2012). This 
is precisely Glovo´s constituency. According to a national union report (Diez 
et al. 2020), which concurs with our qualitative data, many Glovo couriers fall 
into this grey zone of having some, but not all, of the required administrative 
papers to legally labor in Spain: those in the midst of asylum-process resolutions; 
those under temporary international protection and those over-staying their 
initial visa periods. Regardless of differential stages in migratory status, these 
couriers may sooner or later be regularized or become deportable. For 
these couriers, delivery becomes a feasible option to enter the labor market 
and obtain the main source of income. By engaging technological possibilities 
offered by the very same platforms – e.g. having multiple users delivering under 
a single account – migrant couriers unfold their “precarious instinct” to face 
high levels of insecurity. In this case,  insecurity was produced by the intersec-
tion between the deregulation of platform delivery on the one hand, and a rigid 
regulation of migration management on the other hand.

The market of delivery accounts remained under the radar until May 27 
2019, when a 22-year-old bike-courier in the midst of a delivery with a Glovo 
backpack was mortally wounded in a collision with a garbage truck late at 
night in one of the central avenues of Barcelona. A debate followed, in terms of 
an unfortunate “traffic accident” according to the company vs. “injury on the 
job” as denounced by pro-labor rights organizations.3 Only a few newspapers 
focused on how the courier was originally from Nepal, arriving in Spain six 
months before his death and was residing under a precarious migratory status: 
“The deceased had been distributing for Glovo for just over a week and it was 
the only job he could access without a work permit”, said a fellow courier from 
Pakistan.4 This attention to the administrative migration status of the dead 
courier, while Glovo was claiming how he was not officially registered as a col-
laborator, went beyond the usual debate about self-employed vs wage-earner 
models of work. Instead, the strictly labor-centered debate on reclassification 
of couriers was placed temporarily on pause. A thus far ignored reality came 
to light: many deliveries under Glovo accounts were made by couriers with-
out work and/or residency permits. Still, while Glovo claimed subcontracting 
was illegal, this use of Glovo accounts kept growing exponentially from 2017 
onward (Diez et al. 2020). Given the circumstances of the courier’s death, the 
apparent rarity of subleased accounts within the delivery sector was suddenly 
under public scrutiny. Glovo responded via national media announcing blunt 
measures: offering to pay funeral costs; calling all couriers to register to ac-
cess the security safety manual and finally threatening to close all accounts 
in use by unregistered riders via the installation of verification devices in the 
applications for customers and restaurants. Despite the seemingly vehement re-
sponse, Glovo deactivated a total of 17 accounts as a response to the courier’s 
death. Glovo, together with other key delivery companies such as Deliveroo 
and UberEats, was accused of relying massively on clandestine employment 
of irregular migrants. According to the interviews and the sole union report 
on this, registered couriers subleased their own delivery accounts to people in 
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precarious administrative status for a percentage, usually 30%, of the profits 
from their deliveries. While the national press reported how home delivery plat-
forms were aware and allowed “a dark business of delivery account scams”, a 
similar lethal accident of a motorcycle courier took place in downtown Madrid 
the night of February 8, 2021.5 This time it was an asylum-seeker, a lawyer 
from Venezuela in the midst of a delivery with a Glovo backpack, yet without 
a Glovo account under his name.

Back in 2019, around the time of the first mortal accident of an unregis-
tered courier, Glovo vehemently prohibited any attempt at subcontracting 
Glovo accounts. In contrast, on November 2, 2022, Glovo announced new 
terms and conditions, where it included the possibility of subcontracting by 
downloading the same account on several cellphones. This measure makes it 
even easier for third-party users to deliver under the same account. As such, 
user verification via technologies, such as facial recognition software, were 
easily overcome, and only comprise a minor inconvenience. According to 
the riders interviewed, this recent Glovo policy accepts and encourages the 
informal subcontracting of delivery accounts.

This striking move by the main delivery company in Spain points to the 
influence of the large presence of deportable couriers, and their uses of delivery 
accounts, on the readjustment of platform business strategies. Somehow, by of-
fering the option of subcontracting accounts, Glovo re-appropriates what once 
was an illicit practice and frames it as a permissible, even legal, possibility held 
by any self-employee to contract their own labor force. As such, this reconfigu-
ration enables Glovo to keep counting with that readily available labor force 
at its disposal, while outsourcing all the responsibilities, including the breaking 
of migratory laws, to those registered self-employees holding Glovo accounts.

With this move, the platform responds and adapts its infrastructure to 
an apparent simultaneous interest between platforms and couriers, at least 
temporarily, in the practice of subleased and shared accounts. My argument 
points to how platform companies and migrant couriers, at different points 
in their journeys, somehow overlap in sharing interests, in this case, main-
taining a highly unregulated labor market in delivery. Many food couriers 
are asylum seekers under international protection. Following current EU and 
national migratory legislation, they need to wait for a series of periods to se-
quentially regularize their right to stay, and eventually, their right to labor in 
Spain or the EU. This waiting time gets delayed and stretched in the absence 
of concrete deadlines due to heavy backlogs in bureaucratic procedures. 
During this imposed “border time” – entailing long waiting for their migra-
tory status to get regularized-, one of the only sectors where they can make 
a living is the platform-based food delivery sector (Diz and Casas-Cortés 
forthcoming).6 Therefore, on the one hand, companies exponentially multi-
ply their labor force ensuring 24/7 availability to respond to delivery orders 
across urban landscapes, and thus, increasing their profit-making margins. 
On the other hand, those with uncertain administrative migratory status are 
able to enter rigid and exclusive national labor markets, usually entitled to 
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those with citizenship or long-term residence permits, allowing a sector of the 
population with few labor options to make a living while avoiding controls 
by migratory enforcement agencies. Somehow, the uses of delivery accounts 
in the hands of deportable couriers interact with the interests of platform 
companies. This strange synergy is reminiscent of the ambivalence of pre-
carity pointed out by precarity movements. It seems clear by most accounts 
that laboring conditions in platform delivery feature many of the diminishing 
conditions of labor highlighted for more than 30 years in flexibilizing labor 
markets. Yet the very informality within recruitment and supervision of these 
companies facilitates the incorporation of migrants with unstable administra-
tive statues. These same people would otherwise be unable to enter the labor 
market in their country of current residence, or would be forced into sectors 
such as farm-work and care-work where conditions may be far worse.

While migration has remained an afterthought in political as well as schol-
arly debates on platforms until recently, migrant platform couriers as well 
as the measures taken around their presence kept popping up as recursive 
anomalies reconfiguring the very inner workings of platforms. The interplay 
between Glovo’s sidestepping of labor and migratory legislations, and the 
sharing practices displayed by its “riders sans papiers”, is a paradigmatic 
case. The apparent yet structural “glitch” of migration within platform-
based delivery initially emerged with the spread of un/expected uses of indi-
vidual accounts. It became visible when reported by the mainstream media 
after several couriers suffered mortal accidents while delivering as unregis-
tered riders. Companies responded installing biometric surveillance technol-
ogy to catch illicit users of accounts, implicitly focusing precisely on those 
without the necessary documents to work or reside. This is the very same 
surveillance technology also used for border control purposes, although 
not so thoroughly implemented in the case of riders. The latest move from 
Glovo has been to grant formal permission and necessary app infrastructure 
to subcontract multiple riders under the same account, breaking their own 
stipulation initially forbidding multiple users under the same account. This 
empirical work points to the structural role of newly arrived persons under 
current migration regulations in reshaping the very developments of a par-
ticular delivery company. Therefore, it speaks of the centrality of migration 
in understanding current configurations of precarity in the delivery sector.

Couriers’ practices of sharing and subleasing accounts have been analyzed 
in terms of double exploitation by the media and traditional unions. It is also 
possible to interpret them in terms of acts of resistance, as instances of indi-
vidual agency. Adding to that, and based on the tradition of Autonomy of 
Migration, I pose them as co-constitutive forces shaping the delivery sector 
in the current interplay among the platform economy, migration regimes and 
national labor legislations. Therefore, the platform-based delivery sector be-
comes a realistic route for labor market integration of otherwise deportable 
migrants. Somehow, this is possible due to the rather unintentional yet factual 
entanglements between companies’ drive to lower labor costs on the one hand, 
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and the practices of sharing and subleasing delivery accounts rendered possible 
by the very platforms on the other hand. In this way, many recently arrived 
persons, who otherwise would have limited or negative access to national labor 
markets under current restrictive migration laws, are able to make a living by 
delivering food. This has the added bonus of not being stopped by security 
forces for ID checks, since delivering food with the cube-shaped isothermal 
backpack stamped with a platform company logo usually acts as a buffer. As 
such, precarious migration within delivery platforms is subtly contributing to 
challenging the contours of closed national labor markets. By logging into and 
working a shared delivery account, these migrant couriers are contributing to 
internationalize a particular labor market. In the process, they are further un-
bounding the notion of precarity beyond a strictly labor issue.

Platform precarity:  Going beyond labor-centrism, reloaded

Besides comprehensive research backing up well-argued accusations against 
platform capitalism for over monopolistic tendencies and hyper-surveillance 
power, most critical platform studies are predominantly labor-centered 
(Casas-Cortés, Cañedo-Rodríguez, and Diz 2023). Extensive research thus 
far has focused on contractual arrangements starting out from debates on the 
labor status of workers (wage earner vs. self-contractor) and engaging dilem-
mas of algorithmic management vs. algorithmic workers/users autonomy. 
While informative in their empirical engagement, and insightful in their con-
ceptual reading of platform capitalism, these analyses remain too narrow in 
their understanding of precarity when merely focusing on strict labor issues. 
These can be enriched by the broader existential and intersectional under-
standings of precarity coming out of precarity activism. In turn, these activist 
readings have been influenced and remained in conversation with alterna-
tive approaches to precarity beyond labor, mainly feminist theory (e.g. Butler 
2006; Butler, Gambetti, and Sabsay 2016; Lorey 2015; Puar et al. 2012) and 
feminist economic thinking (e.g. Gibson-Graham 2006; Cavallero, Gago, 
and Mason-Deese 2024; Orozco and Mason-Deese 2022); as well as anthro-
pologies of precarity (Allison 2013; Tsing 2015), critical migration studies 
(De Genova 2013; De Genova 2017; Mezzadra and Neilson 2013; Tazzioli 
2020) and critical management studies (Graham and Papadopoulos 2021; 
Shukaitis and Figiel 2020). All of those readings have called for an under-
standing of precarity as an induced, ambivalent and multi-layered condition 
of uncertainty where different axes of power are at stake, in defining limits 
and possibilities of the human condition within situated conjunctures. There-
fore, for these approaches, non-labor factors are also key to defining current 
reconfigurations of precarity.

For instance, taking migration as the point of departure of the analysis, my 
research identifies the unexpected ways in which platforms currently unfold, 
adapting themselves to evolving entanglements with migration regimes, labor 
markets and institutional attempts at legally regulating the platform sector. 
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While usually neglected in public policy and scholarly discussion thus far, this 
intricate relation between capital and human mobility requires deeper and 
broader research attention. Based on the multi-layered notion of precarity ad-
vanced initially by social movements, wherein mobility and migration are con-
sidered central to the condition of precarity, I argue for an urgent need within 
gig economy scholarship for reckoning with critical migration studies and al-
ternative approaches to precarity beyond labor. This requires adopting migra-
tion as an analytical gaze to shed further light onto broader tendencies, beyond 
investigating the characteristics and demographics of migrants in the platform 
economy. For instance, this gaze identifies how current delivery platform ar-
rangements deliver a distinct configuration of labor and life conditions, which 
are dictated by a constant demand for availability entangled with required  mo-
bility. These two traits – availability and mobility – are precisely those which 
mark uncertain migrant lives. Therefore, precarity under delivery platform 
capitalism is reworked as deeply migrantized.  Interestingly, and to end with a 
necessary recognition of intellectual ancestors, this tendency deeply resonates 
with what precarity activists from Spain, Italy, France etc. back in the 2000s 
identified as “the becoming migrant of labor”. The prophetic power of their 
writings and actions advancing the “prec-mig hypothesis” might be fulfilled in 
the current conjuncture as “the becoming migrant of platform precarity”. An 
ambivalent and multi-layered uncertainty keeps growing among those relying 
on digital gigs, who are often those who remain actively, or potentially on 
the move. As such, this characterization of platform precarity as availability 
and mobility on-demand, goes beyond the distinction between those labeled 
as “migrants” and “natives” (Anderson, Sharma, and Wright 2012; Sharma 
2020). This leads to alliances and strategies á la “prec-mig-gig”.

As with the question of migration, the same detailed intersectional analy-
sis needs to be done with questions of gender and care-work within platform 
precarity, which unfortunately are beyond the scope of this writing project at 
this time, but are in process.7 Ultimately, building upon the activist notion of 
precarity, my research project on food delivery platforms is designed to con-
duct intersectional analysis of the effects brought on by platform capitalism. 
Therefore, following the legacy of precarity activism, it is imperative to bring 
border and migration studies, feminist economics, dis/ability studies and crit-
ical race studies to platform research agendas. This embracing will enrich our 
understanding of platform precarities and enhance our possible interventions 
within the socio-cultural and economic transformations at hand.

Notes

	 1	 This chapter is based on the Riders R&D national project I have been directing 
as principal investigator since 2021: Emerging cultures of mobile precarity in the 
digital gig economy: A case-study on the food delivery sector in Spain (PID2020-
115170RB-100) is funded by Spain´s National Research Agency and its Ministry 
of Science. Based the University of Zaragoza, researchers from other universi-
ties and research centers in Spain, Argentina and the United States, have been 
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interdisciplinary working at different urban centers. For ongoing results under 
Open Access, see: http://riders.unizar.es/

	 2	 I am thankful to anthropologist Carlos Diz, research member of the Riders re-
search project, for his grounded work and key insights into platform resistances 
informing part of this chapter.

	 3	 Álvaro Monge “Quema de mochilas de Glovo por la muerte de uno de sus 
repartidores” El periódico (May 26, 2019). https://www.elperiodico.com/es/
barcelona/20190526/muerto-atropello-glovo-barcelona-7473779

	 4	 Albert Vargas “Glovo: Rider sin papeles, morir trabajando sin ser trabajador” 
Público (May 30, 2019). https://www.publico.es/sociedad/glovo-rider-papeles-
doble-precariedad-mato-pujan-koirala.html#analytics-noticia:contenido-enlace

	 5	 Alejandra de la Fuente “Así funciona el oscuro negocio de las licencias de los 
riders: cesiones, alquileres y estafas” Público (February 11, 2021). https://www.
publico.es/economia/funciona-oscuro-negocio-licencias-riders-cesiones-alquiler-
es-estafas.html

	 6	 The time dimension of precarity became apparent during one of the early initia-
tives of precarity activism: Les Intermittents de Paris pointed to the intermittent 
character of many emerging forms of labor, occasional yet somehow recurrent, 
and without a clear medium/long-term perspective. Rescuing the key role of time 
in understanding precarity at the intersection of migration, I am co-developing 
a longer engagement with the entanglement between waiting under the border 
regime (“bordering time”) and the waiting of those deportable riders during food 
delivery journeys’ “delivery time” (see Diz and Casas-Cortés forthcoming).

	 7	 See upcoming publications by the Riders research project at: https://riders.unizar.
es/resultados/
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