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clusion and precarity (see also Malin 
and Chander, 2016).

We are only just beginning to under-
stand how the sharing economy will 
affect the workers who are swept up 
in these changes. The flexibility and 
autonomy offered by platform econo-
my jobs may be seen as a benefit, how-
ever flexible jobs often come with 
few or no benefits, and weak labour 
protections. The relationship with 
existing labour standards is also un-
clear: it may be possible to draw on 
existing standards in some cases, but 
new frameworks may be required in 
others. Meanwhile, the dynamics of 
regulatory processes are complex in 
this space. For example, incumbent 
actors in highly regulated industries 
such as transportation or banking are 
often delaying regulations that can 
support an effective implementation 
of newer digital models (Cañigueral, 
2015). Frameworks are needed to be-
gin making sense of the changes we 
are seeing.

Recent work by Richard Heeks offers 
an emerging set of guidelines called 
‘Decent Work in the Digital Econo-
my.’ This framework emerges from 
an extensive review of empirical stu-
dies of the impact of “crowd work”1 
platforms like Freelancer, Upwork or 
Amazon Mechanical Turk in the glo-

bal south. He notes that “while the 
paper takes a particular interest in 
the perspective of workers in deve-
loping countries, most of its findings 
will apply globally, and many will 
apply to the broader gig / sharing / 
platform economy” which includes 
‘location-based service delivery’ 
such as ride hailing (Heeks, 2017, p. 
1).  Having said this, ride-hailing and 
related services such as food delivery 
or localized home services have very 
local labour markets that are highly 
controlled by platform service pro-
viders.  This makes them markedly 
different from creative digital work 
that can happen through global la-
bour markets that afford workers 
more autonomy, as shown in Figure 1 
below. This means that it is important 
to explore the relevance of Heeks’ 
model to the ride hailing sector, and 
make adaptations as necessary.

Benefits of platform-based work

Heeks’ literature review examined 
empirical studies to identify the main 
benefits and challenges of platform-
based work in developing countries2.  
Based on his review, potential be-
nefits from crowd work include 
access to employment opportuni-
ties, unbiased or objective inclu-
sion in labour markets, reasonable 
earnings (often higher than workers 

1 See Howcroft & Bergvall-Kåreborn (2018) for an in-depth explanation of this term.
2 It must be noted that overall, there is very little empirical data on the impact of the sharing 
economy on workers. As noted by a recent Canadian study, “The biggest gaps are a lack of 
studies looking at the lived experiences of gig workers; an understanding of the health and 
economic impacts of the gig economy, especially on vulnerable groups; and more empirical 
data in general,” and further on, “Geographically, the United States is disproportionately 
represented, with some work focusing on the European Union and the United Kingdom. 
Only one article and one report made comparisons with the Global South” (Bajwa et al., 
2018). This is also noted in Heeks’ review, and can be corroborated by the present study as well.
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would otherwise earn), career deve-
lopment opportunities, greater fle-
xibility, and in some cases reduced 
costs (for example, from commuting 
to work) (Ibid, 2017, p. 10).  

Ride hailing studies corroborate 
many of Heeks’ observations about 
flexibility (Lee et al., 2015; Hall and 
Kreuger, 2016, p. 11), access to em-
ployment opportunities (Kashyap 
and Bhatia, 2018), and in particular, 
overcoming access barriers that ex-
ist in established taxi industries (Hall 
and Krueger, 2016, p. 6).  This would 
align with the notion that ride-hai-
ling apps empower workers to be in-
dependent contractors.  A detailed 
analysis of the Mexican case also 
found that Uber drivers can earn sig-
nificantly higher salaries than tra-
ditional taxi drivers, however this 
depends on hours worked, whether 
drivers contribute to social secu-
rity, and whether drivers own cars 
or contract out their services to car 
owners (Manuel, https://ingresopa-
sivointeligente.com/cuanto-gana-
un-chofer-de-uber-en-mexico/). In 
addition, taxi work that is considered 
informal with reference to govern-
ment regulations, can be ‘formalized’ 
or made less precarious through the 
introduction of ride-hailing apps. 
Ride hailing companies have been 
known to help informal economy 
drivers get paperwork together, and 
offer significant benefits to drivers 
such as less downtime while wai-
ting for clientele, or the introduction 
of insurance policies for drivers and 
passengers (Smart et al., 2017, p. 99; 
see also Malin and Chandler, 2017, 
p.386).  Finally, ride sharing services 
have been shown to make more effi-

cient use of automobile resources 
than traditional taxi technologies 
(Cramer and Krueger, 2016).

Location-based work is not asso-
ciated, however, with career deve-
lopment opportunities except insofar 
as it allows workers to take time away 
from other full time work until some-
thing better comes along, or they 
complete studies (Hall and Krueger, 
20016, p. 12). Nor does location-based 
work reduce the costs of work, how-
ever it may be used to supplement in-
come or offset the costs of household 
expenses such as car maintenance. 

Heeks organizes key challenges into 
three domains of decent work that 
are based on the International Labour 
Organization’s (ILO) decent work 
scheme (2013).  These are: 1) the con-
ditions of work itself, 2) the employ-
ment situation which includes things 
like the availability of jobs or the po-
ssibility for career development, and 
3) the overall employment context 
including laws and policies, or the 
possibility for collective bargaining.  
Literature related to each of these 
domains is reviewed on continuation.

Challenges Related to the Work 
Conditions

Work conditions for crowdworkers 
revolve around whether and how they 
can ‘win’ contracts and complete 
tasks in a platform environment, and 
the compensation received for these 
efforts.  Based on this, Heeks divides 
working conditions into four key 
issues: the adequacy of compensa-
tion, work processes, working hours, 
and health and safety.  
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As in the case of crowdworkers, 
drivers express concerns about 
costs associated with ride hailing. 
Compensation may be inadequate 
to cover the cost of driving to pick 
up locations, waiting for customers, 
car insurance or car maintenance 
and depreciation (Smith and Le-
berstein, 2015, p. 6).  Drivers may feel 
compelled to offer extras to passen-
gers (such as water or cell charging 
stations) to enhance their ratings 
(Rosenblat and Stark, 2016, p. 3775). 
And obviously, “Uber and Lyft them-
selves depend on the infrastructures 
of mobile and Internet communica-
tions through which their technolo-
gies function—though they largely 
outsource this infrastructure to 
their drivers” (Malin and Chandler, 
2017, p. 387).

The notion of “work processes” 
marks a departure from the existing 
ILO decent work standard, which 
previously spoke of “productive 
work”. This is significant, given that 
platform workers are positioned as 
independent contractors. The idea 
of “decent work processes” directs 
our attention to the need for fair 
conditions in which to operate an 
independent business. In the ride-
hailing space drivers complain about 
the lack of transparency in how 
computer algorithms assign rides, 
which makes it difficult for drivers 
to make independent choices about 
how to use the system (Lee et al., 
2015; Rosenblat and Stark, 2016, p. 
3775). Drivers also note a lack of con-
trol over work assignments because 
the app tells them what to do, lea-
ving them with little autonomy.  

The issue of surge pricing also fits 
here. Ride-hailing apps are designed 
to increase prices when there is a 
surge in demand as an incentive 
to drivers.  However, the nature of 
surge pricing means that drivers are 
not actually operating independent 
businesses: “Through surge pricing’s 
appeal to the concept of algorithms 
and automated management, Uber 
can generate and coordinate clusters 
of labor in response to dynamic mar-
ket conditions without explaining the 
reliability of its cluster incentives or 
guaranteeing the validity, accuracy, 
or error rates of its labor deploy-
ments. Many drivers express frustra-
tion and enthusiasm alike for surge 
pricing because its very dynamism is 
characteristically fickle and opaque” 
(Rosenblat and Stark, 2016, p. 3766).  

In the ride-hailing literature, the 
question of working hours is also 
closely tied to surge pricing and the 
overall illusion of flexibility in time 
use. Workers are encouraged to work 
at peak times of day in order to earn 
the highest incomes (Smith and Le-
berstein, 2015, p. 6; Malin and Chan-
dler, 2017, p. 392).  But this takes away 
their autonomy: “The fact that virtual 
platforms allow workers to choose 
their work schedule and timetable - 
given that new technologies make it 
unnecessary to dictate instructions 
in this regard – does not mean that 
the worker becomes independent. 
The company could at any time issue 
new instructions that workers must 
obey. Just because the company de-
cides not to exercise its managerial 
power does not mean it doesn’t have 
it” (Signes, 2015, p. 11; translated).  
Some studies have also suggested 



98    CIPPEC  Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era

that workers would need to drive 
long days to earn a basic income as a 
driver - as much as 12 hours a day, 6 
days a week, with few breaks. 

Finally, regarding health and safety 
concerns (Tran and Sokas, 2017), re-
search has identified increased fee-
lings of isolation (Smith and Leber-
stein, 2015, p. 6), engaging in risky 
work, such as driving while fatigued 
(Rosenblat and Stark, 2016, p. 3768) 
and driving late at night or in unsafe 
neighborhoods (Malin and Chandler, 
2017, p. 384) to be key issues.

Challenges related to Employment 
Conditions

A second set of challenges revolves 
around the nature of employment in 
the ride hailing sector.  This includes 
access to employment opportunities, 
the potential for career development, 
the stability and security of work, the 
status of employment, discrimina-
tion, and dignity or respect at work.  
As in the case of the crowdworking 
literature, this domain is discussed 
much less frequently in the ride-hai-
ling literature, except where discri-
mination and dignity are concerned.

As noted above, employment status 
is key to understanding decent wor-
king conditions in the ride-hailing 
sector. While ride hailing platforms 
legally designate drivers as indepen-
dent contractors, they set up infor-
mation systems that effectively treat 
them like employees (Hernández and 
Nava, 2012). This is often described 
as ‘dependent contracting’ in which 
“the collection and use of data and 
its analysis in a massive and auto-

matic way, allows Uber to have a tacit 
but at the same time strong control 
over its partners, which makes them 
more like drivers working for the 
purposes of the company. That is, 
employees, but without the respon-
sibilities and burdens that this would 
entail for the company that employs 
them”. (Pérez, 2016).

Given the nature of the work, avail-
ability of employment opportunities 
in the ride-hailing sector is often 
assumed. But in fact, many work-
ers in the global south lack the basic 
language, skills and infrastructure to 
take advantage of these jobs, at least 
in the form which they are initially of-
fered.  Because of the disempowered 
condition of many workers, stud-
ies from India (Kashyap and Bhatia, 
2018) and South Africa (Kute, 2017, 
p. 46-47; Geitung, 2017) have found 
that many drivers are actually hired 
by savy car owners who leverage the 
value of their automobile rather than 
pay to have it parked, or fleet opera-
tors who use a ride-hailing app to 
manage logistics. Indeed: 

Regarding Uber’s transport service 
management model, in general terms 
the traditional model of taxis is repli-
cated, however the concession variable 
disappears and it is replaced by ow-
nership via a technological applica-
tion. Due to this particularity, in the 
case of Uber arrangements are based 
on the ownership of the vehicle and 
the operation or provision of the ser-
vice. This is so, because the owner of 
the vehicle is not necessarily the person 
providing the transportion service for 
Uber. Indeed, Uber provides a platform 
that links drivers already evaluated by 
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Uber, with the owners of vehicles that 
operate on the platform. (Romero and 
Sosa, 2016, p. 169; translated). 

The lack of access to infrastructure 
and/or ability to own and operate 
a mobile adds to the insecurity and 
vulnerability of some drivers in this 
sector. 

An additional aspect of work stability 
and security in the ride hailing sector 
revolves around the assignments and 
ratings systems of platforms. When 
they are starting out, drivers must 
be very careful to maintain a strong 
rating, and this means that they 
cannot turn down rides, and must 
please their customers (Rosenblat 
et al., 2017).  Poor ratings can result 
in getting kicked off the system. This 
is also tied up with surge pricing: 
“Owing to the contingent effects of 
surge periods on drivers’ income and 
customer ratings, rideshare drivers 
can be both the fortuitous victims 
and beneficiaries of the surge pricing 
system” (Malin and Chandler, 2017, 
p. 393). Together these factors mean 
that the security and stability of ride-
hailing work is heavily dependent on 
the algorithms used to organize the 
system.  Drivers are vulnerable to 
sudden changes in service offerings, 
pricing or algorithms, which puts 
them in a very vulnerable position 
(Ravenelle, 2017).

A major consideration in the crowd-
working space has been the potential 
for career development opportuni-
ties through the transferability of 
skills and ownership over ratings. 
The issue of career development 
expresses itself quite differently in 

the ride-hailing space. Enterprising 
individuals have developed courses 
to help people get started with ride-
hailing, both online and offline, and 
there are many websites and blogs 
out there that offer tips to drivers. 
However, these fall more into the ca-
tegory of training rather than career 
development. A related issue is data 
portability, which in theory is meant 
to allow drivers to transfer ratings 
from one app to another. However, in 
reality drivers tend to work for mul-
tiple companies and what we have 
seen instead is the rise of secondary 
applications, such as Mystro (https://
www.mystrodriver.com/), which help 
drivers make decisions between com-
peting hails from different platforms. 
As noted above, where career deve-
lopment is concerned, ride-hailing is 
mostly seen as a way to supplement 
income while pursuing studies or 
other lines of work.

The issue of discrimination and dig-
nity at work has also been raised in the 
ride-hailing literature at both a struc-
tural and an individual level. In gen-
eral, Hua and Ray note that ride-hai-
ling exhibits racialized and gendered 
patterns of work in which “male im-
migrant full-time drivers positioned 
against more privileged part-time 
drivers both within the ranks of Uber 
and across the Uber-cabbie divide” 
(Hua and Ray, 2016). Several authors 
and drivers also suspect discrimina-
tion takes place through ride-hailing 
apps (Rosenblat et al., 2017) and report 
instances of poor treatment by cus-
tomers ran-ging from cancelled calls 
to inappropriate expectations (Gloss 
et al, 2016) or uncivil or disrespectful 
treatment by customers. 
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Challenges related to the Employ-
ment Context

A third category of issues concerns 
the overall context for employment, 
which addresses the availability of 
social protections, possibilities for 
collective bargaining, access to plat-
form governance and accountability 
and legal frameworks. 

Within this larger domain, the lack of 
social protections for drivers is wide-
ly discussed and noted. In general, 
the ILO notes that “The si-tuation of 
people who work autonomously in 
the informal economy is much more 
serious, so much so that it can be con-
sidered the other extreme of decent 
work, which is to say they are without 
equal opportunities in employment, 
without respect for their fundamental 
rights at work, without social protec-
tion, and without any level of repre-
sentation in institutional spaces of 
social dialogue” (Ledesma Céspedes, 
2013; translated). With regards to ride-
hailing in the United States, Smith 
and Leberstein note that: 

Characterizing workers as non-em-
ployees has serious negative conse-
quences for them: non-employees have 
no statutory right to minimum wage, 
overtime pay, compensation for inju-
ries sustained on the job, unemploy-
ment insurance if involuntarily sepa-
rated from employment, or protection 
against discrimination. They are not 
covered under their companies’ em-
ployee benefits plans and have no fede-
rally protected right to join a union and 
collectively bargain with the companies 
for which they work. While workers can 
challenge their status, doing so often 

entails overcoming the threat of denial 
of future work, followed by protracted 
fact-finding and extensive litigation 
costs. Workers in these companies are 
performing the core work of their com-
panies, the very essence of the employ-
ment relationship. Yet, while claiming 
that workers are independent entrepre-
neurs, the companies try to have it both 
ways. They often manage the workers 
as if they were employees, unilaterally 
setting rates for services, dictating how 
the services are provided, and scree-
ning, testing, training, evaluating, pro-
moting, and disciplining workers based 
on the standards the companies set. 
(Smith and Leberstein, 2015, p. 6; see 
also Malin and Chandler, 2017, p. 385) 

However, it is important to note that 
effective social protections are often 
non-existent for large segments of 
the working poor in developing coun-
tries. In this context, the question if 
often more what can be gained from 
ride-hailing, rather than what is lost. 

A second issue that is widely noted in 
the ride-hailing literature concerns 
power asymmetries between workers 
and platform owners in the platform 
economy. As Rosenblat and Stark ex-
plain “the labor that Uber drivers do 
is shaped by the company’s deploy-
ment of a variety of design decisions 
and information asymmetries via the 
application to effect a ‘soft control’ 
over workers’ routines” (2016, p. 3761). 
And further on: 

The lines of communication between 
Uber and its drivers are based on a 
profound information asymmetry. 
Whereas numerous channels filter data 
up from drivers and riders to the cor-



Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era  CIPPEC    101

porate system, the paths for drivers to 
request information from Uber are li-
mited and distributed through decentra-
lized support centers. Drivers can make 
inquiries and usually receive template 
responses, but they are not empowered 
to negotiate the terms of their work by 
communicating to a representative of 
higher management. (p. 3771). 

Malin and Chandler also note: 
“Standing (2011) argues that a cen-
tral theme of neoliberalism has been 
‘that countries should increase la-
bour market flexibility, which came 
to mean an agenda for transferring 
risks and insecurity onto workers and 
their families’ Uber and Lyft provide 
strong examples of this risk trans-
ference, which is a central compo-
nent of the “independent contrac-
tor” model on which both companies 
rely.” (2017, p. 385)

Finally, researchers have also noted 
the challenge of collective bargaining 
in the gig economy.  “The platform 
model creates a network for workers 
to connect with gigs while never pro-
viding them with a chance to connect 
with each other. Gig workforces are 
by their very nature geographically 
and socially dispersed, leaving the 
workers with few anchoring points 
and communities that they can asso-
ciate with their work.” (Bajwa et al., 
2018, p. 12). This has the particular 
effect of making it difficult for gig-
workers to organize collectively to 
protect their rights as workers (De 
Stefano, 2015). However, there are 
many examples of workers organi-
zing to protect their rights, and of 
online discussions about how to do 
so productively (Campbell, 2016).

Overall Assessment

Overall, there are broad similarities 
between the decent work challenges 
that Heeks identified for the crowd-
work sector and those that have 
been identified in this review for 
location-based gig work. It is worth 
drawing out some of the ideas that 
Heeks adds to the discussion about 
decent work through his analysis of 
the platform economy.  In particular, 
work process becomes a significant 
domain of labour relations in the 
platform economy, with implica-
tions for levels of worker autonomy, 
opportunities for worker creativity 
and entrepreneurialism, and the hu-
man rights of workers with regards 
to surveillance, data ownership and 
a host of related issues.

If workers are to be considered true 
independent contractors, then the 
terms of their work relationship 
should be such that they can work 
independently. This is closely re-
lated to the issue of employment 
status, which is clearly at the heart 
of debates about work in the plat-
form economy. In this context, de-
cent work frameworks can no longer 
measure their achievement against 
“formalization” of labour relations, 
or at least, the definition of formality 
needs to shift.  And this means that, 
in a platform economy, there need to 
be new ways to provide workers with 
social protections, empower them 
and provide opportunities for growth 
and personal development.  

However, because ride-hailing is lo-
calized (unlike crowdwork, where 
competition can happen globally) 
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there are some significant diffe-
rences in decent work standards in 
this sector. For example, health and 
safety issues are considerably more 
important to drivers than crowd 
workers.  

The barriers to employment are also 
very different, including access to an 
automobile, and they often revolve 
around complex contests between 
localized incumbents who are be-
ing challenged by global platforms. 
Combined with the fact that driving 
is considered to be a lower-skill job, 
this means that training is less likely 
to work as a way to empower wor-
kers in this sector of the economy. 
Finally, because drivers are so di-
rectly dependent on their platform 
system for connecting with custo-
mers, knowledge about those work 
systems, or control over data about 
public transport, is essential to the 
empowerment of localized workers, 
and their ability to make companies 
accountable.

After completing his own literature 
review about crowd work, Heeks 
comes to the conclusion that, in 
fact, positives outweigh negatives 
for workers in the platform econo-
my in developing countries.  What 
he means is that, for workers in the 
global south who had little access to 
social protections in the first place, 
the relatively well-paying jobs facili-
tated by the sharing economy can be 
seen as an immediate gain. He argues 
that, based on empirical research of 
workers, “there is little current evi-
dence for intervention in the digital 
gig economy” (p. 16).  It is not clear 
whether the same can be said of 

workers in the ride-hailing sector, 
and it is likely the case that findings 
will vary from location to location.  

Regardless, Heeks goes on to suggest 
that larger structural factors should 
influence decisions about whether 
and how to regulate the platform 
marketplace. These include “the 
assumption that the breadth and 
depth of asymmetries is such that 
they must underlie inequalities that 
are damaging to society, and which 
require correction towards greater 
equity of value, risk, resources, in-
formation and power” or that the 
new marketplace “falls short of the 
standards for decent work, and that 
it is appropriate to try to ‘hold the 
line’ on decent work and not accept 
that an eroded quality of work should 
become the new norm” (p. 20).  Based 
on this, Heeks goes on to suggest a set 
of “Decent Digital Work Standards” 
appropriate for labourers in online 
labour markets, which is reproduced 
in Figure 2.  In Figure 2, the standards 
start with the broader context and 
progress towards working conditions 
– the reverse of how the issues were 
addressed above.  This figure shows 
existing ILO decent standards in the 
left-hand column, and recommen-
ded amendments on the right.

While many of these suggestions 
(such as provision of leave and mini-
mum salary) apply across the labour 
spectrum, others appear to be more 
catered to the crowdworking sector, 
such as “the opportunity to access 
digital gig economy work”. In the 
ride-hailing sector, specific labour 
and health and safety guidelines will 
certainly be necessary. For example, 
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one could image a digital driver’s li-
cense that allows regulators to limit 
driving time across all ride-hailing 
platforms to a reasonable amount 
per week. Similarly, training may not 
be as necessary in the ride-hailing 
space, and could be replaced with 
regulations for the onboarding of new 
workers to reduce anxiety and inse-
curity as they start to build up their 

online reputation and profile. But by 
far the two largest concerns for loca-
lized platform workers are the possi-
bility and right to operate with some 
measure of autonomy within a high-
ly-automated system, as well as the 
right to form collectives to organize 
their work and defend their rights in 
a platform economy.

Figure 2: Decent Digital Work Standards for the Digital Gig Economy. Source: Heeks, 
2017, p. 26
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With the caveat that very little re-
search has emerged so far about the 
experience of workers in the sha-
ring economy, particularly workers 
from the global south, these stan-
dards represent the best advice to 
date on how to update labour policies 
in developing countries given the 
new realities of the digital platform 
economy. But these recommenda-
tions represent just one side of the 
coin. While policy analysts have been 
busy considering how they can up-
date regulatory approaches, workers 
have been busy developing their own 
innovations and adaptations. 

The next section presents an analy-
sis of ride hailing in Cali, Colombia. 
It first marshals empirical evidence 
to evaluate the condition of ride hai-
ling workers in Cali against the de-
cent work standards that have been 
established above. It then explores 
innovations by workers to improve 
specific aspects of their working 
conditions and economic welfare.

The subsequent section considers 
the gaps that exist between emer-
ging global standards, and the rea-
lity for workers on the ground. This 
allows us to consider real ‘on the 
ground’ opportunities for expanding 
the possibility of decent work in the 
global south.

Evaluation of decent work standards 
against Ride Hailing Labour Reali-
ties in Cali, Colombia

In Cali, Colombia the platform eco-
nomy offers an outlet for endemic 
labor informality, which exceeds 48% 

of the population or approximately 
599,000 people in 2017 (Colombian 
National Department of Statistics, 
2017). It is expected that this figure 
will increase substantially in 2018 
and beyond, due to the arrival of 
immigrants from Venezuela who are 
fleeing the political and economic 
situation in that country.

As a result, even though ride-hailing 
is deemed illegal by regulatory au-
thorities, it is strongly embraced by 
workers in Cali, and protests against 
platform companies by regular taxi 
drivers and general inhabitants in this 
city have been almost non-existent. 

In fact, many former taxi drivers have 
embraced ride hailing. Many have 
purchased private vehicles for use 
as platform taxis on days when their 
primary taxi cannot be used due to 
local vehicle circulation restrictions 
known as pico y placa (peak and plate) 
(Preston, 2014). License plate num-
bers determine which vehicles can 
circulate on which days.  What we can 
learn from this is that platform-based 
businesses provide enough revenue 
to justify investing in second car.

Drivers do not understand (and do 
not express interest in knowing), 
that they are working in the greater 
framework of a “Platform Economy.” 
They interpret their activities sim-
ply as a means to fulfill immediate 
economic necessities “while it is po-
ssible.” Drivers believe that sooner 
or later legislation will be created to 
legislate ride hailing, and that this 
will undermine the financial benefits 
of working in this sector.
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Indeed, many drivers feel that out-
lays for social security or insurance 
cut into their income.  Many would 
prefer not to pay for these things, 
and see future formalization of the 
platform economy as a threat. One of 
the attributes that most benefit those 
who work in the informal sector is 
the ability to evade tax rules and 
rates.  This helps explain why many 
drivers who registered and payed 
fees to work for ‘formal’ taxi services 
have decided to make the switch to 
ride-hailing platforms3.

This situation has the potential to 
generate greater precarity among 
taxi drivers. As a result, both poli-
cymakers and workers need to find 
common ground regarding the fu-
ture of these activities. Many of the 
platforms available in Cali, such as 
Uber, Cabify and WayCali, have busi-
ness models that allow them to be 
competitive, user friendly and fair to 
workers. But the lack of appropriate 
regulation prevents a virtuous rela-

tionship between users, workers and 
platforms.   

While Heeks’ Decent Work Standards 
for the Digital Gig Economy offer a 
starting point, new policy must take 
into consideration the emergent ex-
perience of local drivers in the plat-
form economy. With this in mind, 
this section evaluates the choices 
and circumstances of workers in Cali 
against the components and stan-
dards proposed by Heeks on the ba-
sis of empirical research carried out 
by G. I. Colombia and Luis Lozano 
Paredes in the spring of 2018.  This 
included both a general survey and 
in-depth interviews (see Appendix 1 
for study details).

Empirical Evidence about the Em-
ployment Context

Starting with social security, empiri-
cal data shows that there is no mini-
mum standard in Cali at this time 
(Figure 3). Contributions are volun-

3 It is worth noting here that the Colombian Government created a decree which attempted 
to regulate Transportation Platforms in Colombia, under the name of “Luxury Cabs” (Mi-
nistry of Transportation of Colombia, Decree 2297/2015).  This regulation however failed be-
cause it was not substantially different from existing taxi regulations.

Figure 3: Contribution to the Retirement / Social Security System 
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tary, and only 47% of surveyed wor-
kers made contributions to insu-
rance, sick and/or maternity leave, or 
a pension plan. Many workers rely on 
external sources of funding (a second 
job for example) or a previous contri-
bution to the social security system 
that came from work not associated 
with platforms. 

Social security contributions are es-
pecially low among those at the be-
ginning of their professional life and 
for those who are close to pension 

age (Figure 5).  In the first case they 
assume they do not need it, and in 
the second case they feel it is too late 
to contribute. This is aligned with 
generalized findings for the overall 
labour market in Colombia ( Jaramillo 
Jassir et al, 2015).

Participation in the formal banking 
system is an important indicator of 
precarity among Colombian workers, 
since it suggests access to financial 
opportunities such as loans or pri-
vate pension funds, as well as saving 

Figure 4: Use of the formal banking system

Figure 6: Use of the formal banking system by age

Figure 5: Contribution to the Retirement / Social Security System by age
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for future security.  Greater partici-
pation in the formal banking sector 
does not seem to result from working 
with platforms (Figure 4). In some 
cases, drivers interact with banks to 
access credit for the purchase of a 
new vehicle, but this is not an indica-
tion of a savings culture.

What this suggests is that drivers see 
the platform economy as a quick way 
to earn income, which requires few 

qualifications.  This option has a low 
level of capital risk since the driver 
maintains ownership of the main 
business asset (the vehicle), there is 
no need to pay an association fee, 
and there is little supervision, so dri-
vers can meet their personal goals on 
their own schedule. This is corrobo-
rated by the fact that so many wor-
kers in Cali see ride hailing as there 
only option (Figures 7 & 8).

Figure 8: Motivations for Working in Ride Hailing (excluding Extra Money)

Figure 7: Motivations for Working in Ride Hailing

Finally, Colombian labor safety and 
health regulations suggest that plat-
form workers might fall under the 
Occupational Hazard System. This 
regulation says that when an in-
dependent worker is contracted to 
execute a service such as a work con-
tracts, leasing of services, provision 
of services, consultancy, or similar, 

for more than a month, the contrac-
ting party must make contributions 
to the General System of Labor Risks.  
This regulation only covers labour 
risks within the time that the wor-
kers is employed to carry out the 
independent work, and says nothing 
about number of hours works, be-
nefits or any other activity.
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Continuing with the standard re-
garding social dialogue and repre-
sentation of employers and wor-
kers, in Colombia, current regulation 
does not offer a categorization for 
platform works, however platform 
drivers could be qualified as self-
employed “independent workers”. 
Colombian legal frameworks do not 
currently contemplate collective ne-
gotiation and collective communica-
tion between independent workers. 

In the case of the economic and so-
cial context for decent work, Colom-
bia currently does not offer a natio-
nal law regarding platform workers’ 
rights.  The debate on this subject 
is currently open and ongoing. This 
means that drivers within the ride 
hailing systems currently do not have 
access to their metadata or any kind 
of consumer digital asset manage-
ment or quality control.  

Meanwhile, since platforms and plat-
form work are technically illegal in 
Colombia, there are no grounds for 
companies such as Cabify, WayCali 
or Uber to share their data with na-
tional, regional or local governments. 
In fact, Uber provides data openly via 
Uber Movement (https://movement.
uber.com) that could be of service to 
governments.  In the case of Bogota, 
Colombia, this data has been used 
by academics and think tanks to ad-
vice policy makers about urban pla-
nning, but the current legal standing 
of Uber in Colombia means that this 
data cannot be directly used by local 
government.  In addition, it impor-
tant to note that Uber movement only 
provides information about travel 
times.  Regulation could lay out spe-

cific categories of data of interest to 
governments, such as transactions, 
densities, numbers of drivers, or the 
status of vehicles.

Empirical Assessment of Employ-
ment Conditions

Continuing with employment oppor-
tunities, there do not appear to be any 
barriers to working in the ride hailing 
sector, and both main platforms, Uber 
and Cabify do offer training opportu-
nities, including a course in mobile-
use for all participating drivers. This 
is not the case with the local appli-
cation, WayCali. At the current time, 
training is business driven, rather 
than government mandated.

Also, with both Uber and Cabify, 
workers have access to portable work 
history, reputation ratings and wee-
kly earnings.  This is offered through 
the mobile application used by dri-
vers, which is different to the one 
available to users (Figure 7). However 
as of now, this data is not interoperable 
between the different platforms, as 
they use different data management 
systems and don’t negotiate nor in-
terchange data between them.

With regards to stability and security 
of work, flexibility is valued by wor-
kers in Cali.  Survey results show that 
flexibility is a contributing factor to 
work in ride hailing (Figures 7 & 8), 
but flexibility was emphasized more 
strongly during interviews.  Existing 
labour standards in Colombia recog-
nize autonomous workers but there 
is no arrangement in place to balance 
the need for job stability with flexibi-
lized business practices.
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In terms of equal opportunity and 
treatment in employment, there are 
company policies in all platforms 
guaranteeing anti-discrimination 
and data protection together with 
privacy for clients and workers, but 
as in the previous case current regu-
lation in Colombia has not dealt with 
the specific impact of transportation 
platforms, and even if there is bin-
ding regulation regarding data pro-
tection (Colombian Congress, Statu-
tory Law 1581/2012), to date it has not 
been applied to Transportation Net-
work Companies.

The component regarding dignity 
and respect at work is also difficult 
to evaluate in the current context.  
There are not currently any regula-
tions in Colombia addressing this 
issues. For the most part, drivers 
indicated that their expectations are 
fulfilled by working with ride-hailing 
platforms.  As Figure 10 demonstrates 
all workers surveyed indicated that 
their expectations were either totally 
or substantially fulfilled.
 

Figure 9: Screen Capture of Uber Driver App.
Screen captures from one of the Uber partner drivers interviewed, which includes daily and 
weekly reports of earnings and number of rides provided. COP 755 834 works out to USD 
267 per week.

Figure 10: Fulfillment of Worker’s Expectations.
Evaluation scale from 1 to 5, 5 being total fulfillment of expectations.
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Workers did not express complaints 
regarding poor treatment by clients, 
and the platforms appear to pay at-
tention to worker complaints, and 
offer clear rules to drivers and users. 
Overall, the perception is that plat-
forms do offer a good work environ-
ment. This may be partly explained 
by the fact that workers do not expect 
more than a well-performing plat-
form so that they can do their job and 
earn a profit. In Cali, workers value 
the autonomy, flexibility and inde-
pendence offered by ride-hailing, 
and their perceptions are shaped by 
this context.

One of the standards proposed by 
Heeks for Dignity and Respect at 
Work, can be evaluated in the nega-
tive, as there is not a neutral third 
party where workers can resolve 
disputes that may emerge between 
them, the platforms and/or the clients. 

This kind of mechanism if not stipu-
lated anywhere in current regula-
tions, even the newest one regar-
ding “Luxury Cabs”, nor is there any 
established mechanism that can be 
used for conflict resolution.  

Empirical Assessment of Work 
Conditions

With regards to adequate earnings, 
the current minimum wage in Co-
lombia is COP 781 242 per month, (USD 
270) and the average take home ear-
nings for platform workers after ex-
penses (based on in-depth interviews 
and hidden inquiry), is COP 2 300 000 
per month (USD 767).  Therefore, ride 
hailing appears to provide earnings in 
excess of minimum wage, and as Fi-
gure 11 shows, surveyed drivers earn 
enough money to justify continuing 
with ride hailing in the future.
 

Figure 11: Earnings are such that drivers would keep working with the Platforms in the 
future

Earnings figures acquire more re-
levance when compared with the ave-
rage earnings of ‘formal’ Taxi drivers 
in Columbia. A poll of taxi drivers 
conducted by the National Federa-
tion of Merchants (Fenalco, 2016), for 
the city of Bogotá D.C., determined 

that, on average, taxi drivers have a 
monthly income of COP 1 725 000, 
(USD 575) after paying for expenses 
such as the rental of the vehicle, 
maintenance, which are on average 
COP 363 200 (USD 121) per month.
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However, regarding decent working 
time, there is no compliance with 
national working time directives, 
or International Labor Organiza-
tion Guidelines in Colombia. In July, 
2017, the Colombian Labour Code 
increased the working day from 8 to 
10 hours. This allowed employers to 
schedule 10 hour shifts without ex-
ceeding the 48 regulatory hours per 
week. However, platform workers in 
Cali reported working an average of 
60 hours worked per week, or more, 
including working on Sundays, and 
in the evenings.  As independent 
workers, drivers can choose to work 
long hours even if this does not com-
ply with national standards.

For example, one interviewee, a 
woman aged 24, stated: 

“I work almost until 10 pm. I wake up 
at 8 am, get ready and start driving in 
the city.  During the day I do take some 
breaks for lunch and a nap, but after 
that I get back to the car and keep dri-
ving till 10 pm, and I do this from Mon-
day to Sunday.” 

Another interviewee, a 31 year old 
man reported that: 

“In my main job, I work from 7:30 am 
to 5:00 pm, then I rest a little bit be-
cause the workday is really long, and 
then from 8:00 pm to 11:00-12:00 pm 
I start driving.  And on weekends I 
rest on Saturdays and use Sundays for 
driving from the early morning 5:00 
am to 7:00 pm with a lunch break”.

Finally, with regards to work secu-
rity, drivers need only comply with 
the minimum standards for car cir-

culation. Colombia has mandatory 
insurance for car accidents called 
the Seguro Obligatorio de Acciden-
tes de Tránsito (SOAT). This is a re-
quirement for driving in general, and 
not specific to platform work. It is 
included in the cost of a car, and is 
amortized over the life of the car by 
ride hailing workers.

Overall Evaluation of Empirical 
Evidence

This evaluation shows that Colom-
bian regulations fall well short of the 
decent work standards for the digital 
economy proposed by Heeks. How-
ever, we can also see that, even in the 
absence of regulations, businesses 
already fulfill many of the standards 
suggested by Heeks, and workers are 
not necessarily demanding changes.

We also learn that the decent work 
standards proposed by Heeks offer 
guidance on minimum standards for 
workers, but in doing so, they treat 
all workers as if they are the same. 
In reality, there is considerable di-
versity among workers.  Based on the 
empirical research gathered by this 
study, we can conclude that workers 
have three primary motivations for 
entering into ride-hailing: 

Motivation 1: Increasing income. 
Drivers turn to ride hailing either as 
their primarily job or as a comple-
ment to their primary job. This is not 
exclusive to the transportation sec-
tor in Colombia. Many workers have 
secondary jobs such as catalog dis-
tribution, consultancies, or low risk 
unskilled work that does not require 
much personal investment (Ledesma 
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Cespedes, 2013). This suggests that 
protection of income levels or in-
come gains should be central to fu-
ture regulatory goals for the platform 
economy.

Motivation 2: Flexibility. This attri-
bute is valued by people because it gives 
them the feeling of financial freedom 
and autonomy from managers. To 
achieve Heeks’ standards for Stabi-
lity and Security policy makers need 
to strike the right balance between 
flexibility and protections, and this 
needs to be done with proper recog-
nition of the interests manifested by 
workers.

Motivation 3: Possibility of growth 
(Empowerment). Especially for 
younger workers, the platform eco-
nomy is viewed as an opportunity to 
generate greater wealth by acquiring 
additional vehicles, and subcontrac-
ting them out.  This happened in the 
past in Colombia with traditional ye-
llow taxis. Regulations allowed dri-
vers to buy several vehicles and even 
pay a third party to manage their 
micro business (Ibáñez Pérez, 2012 
pg. 37-38 and 64).  This suggests that 
policy makers should take into con-
sideration the entrepreneurial as-
pirations of younger workers within 
the ride hailing sector. 

In total, decent work standards 
should be designed such that they 
do not undermine entrepreneurship, 
while at the same time protecting 
against new forms of precarity for 
sub-contracted workers. In order to 
do this, policy makers need to take 
into consideration the emergent so-
lutions being developed within local 

taxi ecologies.  We explore this issue 
specifically on continuation.  

Entrepreneurialism by Workers in 
the Ride Hailing Sector

During the realization of the field 
work for this project, an interesting 
finding emerged: Cali has two large 
groups of drivers that use WhatsApp 
as a communication tool to build 
their own “platforms” for ride hai-
ling. One of the groups is constituted 
by up to 300 drivers and the other 
one by 50 drivers. Drivers use these 
platforms to supplement their work 
during off peak times for the big plat-
form companies, and address some 
of the problems they face in these 
larger platforms.

What this innovation shows us is that 
workers in Cali are independently 
developing creative solutions to 
address both problems with ride-
hailing platforms, as well as the lack 
of progress on decent work stan-
dards by policymakers and legisla-
tors of Colombia. The self-organized 
platforms developed by workers have 
emerged to improve specific aspects 
of labor conditions and secure eco-
nomic welfare. Successful policy 
must keep these types of innovations 
in mind since they establish the con-
text for effective decent work stan-
dards in the platform economy.
 
The WhatsApp groups have been 
created by enterprising taxi driv-
ers who have become the managers 
of the groups. Workers pay a mon-
thly fee to become part of a dispatch 
group. This group does not offer 
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anything beyond dispatches – it nei-
ther offers nor demands verification 
of driver data, there is no need for 
compliance with mechanical techni-
cal norms, there is no accident insu-
rance, nor contributions to social se-
curity.  What the group offers is the 
opportunity to make a direct cash 
transaction with a customer.

A second WhatsApp group is avai-
lable to customers.  The size of the 
customer group is increased through 
referrals as well as previous ratings 
in established platforms such as 
Uber. Passengers can post pickup re-
quests to the passenger channel. This 
group also includes intermediaries 
such as security guards and door-
men at apartments, hotels and clubs, 
who can post requests on the behalf 
of customers. Administrators pick up 
these requests and send them out to 
drivers through the dispatch channel.

The intermediaries (the security 
guards and doormen) are paid COP 1 
000 (USD 0.35) for each ride contrac-
ted or COP 75 000 (USD 27) for every 
50 services contracted.  If the service 
is to the airport, the payment goes up 
to COP 5 000 (USD 1.77) per ride.  

As these services have evolved, the 
larger of the two groups has adop-
ted a more direct form of dispatch 
through the use of the Zello walkie-
talkie app4. As a result, the group 
has come to be known as Los Sellos. 
Through this free application groups 
of up to 2,500 drivers can sustain 
communication with each other. To 
access the Zello service drivers must 
pay a onetime membership fee of 
COP 100 000 (USD 35) and a monthly 
membership fee of COP 40 000 (USD 
15).  Passengers still post their re-
quests to the WhatsApp group, but 
dispatch becomes more fluid.  And in 
the event that a driver cannot provide 
a service, the group members use 
the walkie-talkie system to locate a 
nearby driver.

Previously there was an “alliance” 
between security guards and the taxi 
companies. Each guard was assigned a 
dedicated radio to access the central 
taxi frequency. But with the emer-
gence of Los Sellos, security guards 
have shifted their allegiance away 
from traditional taxi services and to-
wards these more informal systems. 
The Sellos have clearly defined lea-
ders (including the original creator 

4 In addition to the networks that rely on technology, another way of worker’s innovation 
was found, in which some drivers from Uber, Cabify and Way Cali distribute personal cards 
independently in condominiums and negotiate commissions with security guards of these 
residential complexes, who are the people to whom the inhabitants of the buildings resort 
to ask for transportation.

Also, carpooling is becoming a business model in its own, and another innovation by wor-
kers. Even if the current regulation prohibits “sharing expenses”, (which is that whoever 
shares the vehicle in the carpooling scheme cannot be charged a price for the service) wor-
kers, despite the restriction, and with the pretext of the carpool regulation by the local gov-
ernment (Orobio, 2018), are using their children’s University or School emails to provide the 
service. The model of governance is similar to the analyzed emergent phenomena, where a 
monthly fee is charged, and either the owner of the vehicle or a subcontracting to third party 
provides the service, provided by established and pre-arranged routing.
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of the WhatsApp group), who manage 
the application and contact the door-
men of the residential complexes to 
generate more operational spaces. 

The cost of a ride is calculated using 
a free application called Blumeter. 
Blumeter is an application that allows 
users to manage rides made outside 
of the Uber platform.  Pricing can be 
set using Uber as the basis, or custo-
mized by the driver. 

As these transportation groups have 
grown, organizers have started to 
introduce sub-groups for specific 
zones of the city as well as the su-
burbs of Jamundí, Yumbo, Palmira 
and Rozo. They have also introduced 
an inter-city service between Cali 
and Popayán, which is 140 kms away 
or the Port of Buenaventura, which is 
120KM away.  The call for service is 
received on the main network, and 

Figure 12: Blumeter App for Calculating 
the Value of Rides

the administrator then forwards it to 
the administrator of the area or route 
network, who assigns the fare to a 
driver. The intercity routes are also 
used for packages.

One of the main reasons these emer-
gent WhatsApp networks are su-
ccessful, is that Uber, Cabify and 
WayCali face significant challenges 
with collection of payments in deve-
loping countries.  There are two main 
challenges in Cali.  First, the cost of 
using a credit card is very high in Co-
lombia, which means that customers 
are unlikely to use their credit card 
for small transactions, such as a $1 
taxi ride.  They would much rather 
pay in cash.  Second, in order to 
accommodate this, the big platform 
companies have devised cash pay-
ment schemes.  Each time a driver 
takes a case payment, they incur a 
debt to the platform for the cost of 
the commission. The next time that a 
passenger uses a credit card to pay, 
this debt is paid down.  

But this creates an incentive for dri-
vers to avoid customers who use 
credit cards, as well as an incentive 
to leave the platform if their co-
mmission debt becomes too large.  
Since there is no shared information 
system between platforms, and no 
credit history for drivers, drivers can 
do this with impunity.  In addition to 
this, drivers can avoid the commi-
ssions charged by big platform com-
panies all together if they connect 
more directly with customers.  Alto-
gether, there is a massive incentive 
for more localized platforms in cities 
like Cali, and they produce a win-win 
situation for drivers and customers, 
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who get the same level of service, but 
at a lower cost to customers and a 
higher salary for workers.
 
In these networks, the passengers, 
drivers and owners of vehicles know 
that they are immersed in a scheme 
that offers few guarantees or protec-
tions. For example, there is no su-
pport for accidents whatsoever.  This 
risk is apparently already calculated 
by the workers, who report that it is 
a risk worth taking.  They gain higher 
income this way, and also avoid some 
of the pitfalls of working with plat-
form companies, such as problems 
with rate settlement and poor com-
plaint mechanisms between drivers 
and platforms.  Drivers see these 
schemes as a means to achieve per-
sonal gain, and to grow a mico-busi-
ness by acquiring more vehicles.  

As a result, emergent driver-run 
platforms operate on an even more 
informal and flexibilized basis than 
the larger, more established plat-
forms like Uber or Cabify.  However, 
through these schemes, workers are 
finding creative ways to improve 
their working conditions in the plat-
form economy.  For example, dri-
vers, especially female drivers, enjoy 
the security of knowing that passen-
gers have been vetted by trusted co-
mmunity members such as security 
guards posted at known buildings. 
And also, local collaborations can 
help drivers connect with fares du-
ring ‘dead hours’ when markets are 
saturated, thereby improving their 
income. In addition, these local sys-
tems allow drivers to enhance their 
service offering through delivery of 
packages, or carpooling, which is en-

dorsed by the Cali municipal govern-
ment (Orobio, 2018). This may have 
the added benefit of reducing con-
gestion on the roods. And of course, 
these systems reduce the commi-
ssions that are paid to foreign firms 
or local platform companies, which 
is one of the surest way of putting 
money in the pockets of low-income 
earners.

All of this has to be evaluated in 
the context of emergent business 
models that have significant im-
plications for workers’ rights and 
protections.  Policy makers need to 
consider how to balance these innova-
tions with the previously discussed 
standards of decent work. In order 
to avoid a new process of precariza-
tion, policy proposals need to take 
into consideration not only the sit-
uation of workers in “regular” plat-
forms such as Uber and Cabify, but 
also the entrepreneurial spirit of 
workers in the emergent WhatsApp 
and “Sellos” networks.

Exploring and Explaining the Gap 
between Standards and Reality: 
Challenges and Opportunities for 
Closing this Gap

Having evaluated the work standards 
proposed by Richard Heeks and ana-
lyzed innovations by platform wor-
kers in Cali, this section will seek to 
resolve gaps between the proposed 
decent work standards for the digital 
economy, and the reality for workers 
on the ground in this sector. 

In the Colombian context, existing la-
bor regulations, which were designed 
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for a radically different labor model, 
do not guarantee decent conditions 
for platform workers. From the point 
of view of current regulations, the 
majority of platform workers in Co-
lombia would be considered autono-
mous workers. Colombian legislation 
for autonomous workers is clearly 
insufficient to ensure adequate le-
vels of income for ride-hailing wor-
kers, or for that matter, any platform 
economy worker.

In addition, the Colombian Social Se-
curity system is also inadequate for 
protecting platform workers.  This is 
because the system is based on sala-
ried work and long-term insurance.  
This suggests that Colombia requires 
more flexible forms of social security 
that offer the possibility of transfer-
ring benefits.

The above means that it is necessary 
to consider a new statute of autono-
mous and decent digital work, which 
lays out clear obligations for the 
companies involved, and offers new 
ways to extend the benefits currently 
enjoyed by those who have salaried 
work to workers in more flexible 
jobs. However, overregulation that 
reduces or destroys the incentives 
that produce innovations in cities like 
Cali should be avoided. In total, new 
regulation should seek to achieve a 
minimum from which no one can be 
lowered, but not a maximum which 
no one can reach.

Heeks’ standards for decent work 
in the platform economy offer a 
useful starting point, but in con-
sideration of the material presen-
ted here, they need to be revised 

and adapted for the Colombian 
context. 

One of the first steps to achieve a 
harmonization between the pro-
posed standards and the reality of 
drivers in Colombia is the genera-
tion of a special regulatory and policy 
framework for micro-entrepreneurs 
and/or autonomous workers, which 
details a minimum specific labor re-
gulation for workers on digital plat-
forms.  This would have the added 
benefit of overcoming the illegality/
legality limbo that transport platform 
currency occupies in Colombia.

Some suggestions for this new regu-
lation include the following:

• Platform companies should finance 
training for workers. This could be 
offered through a combination of 
online ‘onboarding’ sessions offered 
by the companies themselves, and an 
independently run training program 
financed by companies by catering to 
the specific needs of workers.

• Platform companies should provide 
accident and liability insurance for 
all their workers.

• Protections should be established 
for workers who value the flexibi-
lity offered by platform companies in 
their search for additional work.

• Protections should be established 
for workers who value the flexibi-
lity offered by platform companies 
and are not interested in entering 
into collective agreements with the 
employers.
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• The concept of “precariousness” 
and “informality” in Colombia should 
be revised to 1) recognize as formal 
those who have temporary or partial 
contracts and invoice a minimum 
amount per month, and 2) grant 
space to workers who voluntarily 
choose to categorize themselves as 
entrepreneurs.

• Regulations should create the con-
ditions for easy transfer of pension 

and social benefits from other forms 
of work to platform “gig-economy” 
work and vice-versa. 

• Valuable data from established plat-
forms should be made easy to access 
by workers, policymakers and urban 
planners.

These suggestions have been added to 
Heeks summary of decent work stan-
dards for the gig economy in Figure 13.

Figure 13: Modified Decent Digital Work Standards for the Digital Gig Economy. Source: 
Adapted from Heeks, 2017.
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In updating this table, three of Heeks’ 
suggestions were removed, because, 
based on analysis of local activities in 
Cali, they would undermine the emer-
gent activities of drivers in that city.

Regarding the provision of pension 
contributions and other benefits of 
Social Security such as leaves of 
absence, it is preferable to allow 
wor-kers to transfer these benefits 
from either other sources of income 
such as a second job, or indepen-
dent contribution as autonomous 
workers to the Contributive system 
(Today a 12.5 % of the base salary for 
contribution). Or if they are part of 
the Subsidized regime, to allow a 
transfer of the social programs in-
cluded in the Identification and 
Classification System for Potential 
Beneficiaries or SISBEN in Spanish5.  

To demand a provision of these kind 
of benefits to autonomous workers 
will not only disincentivize platforms 
such as Uber and Cabify, but also will 
be a high burden to emergent orga-
nizations as the described in the pre-
vious section.

Regarding the right to collectively 
negotiate agreements, as important 
as this provision is, it is also impor-
tant to allow workers to negotiate 
independently. This is especially im-
portant in cases where workers value 
the flexibility offered by platform 
companies, or wish to develop net-
works of drivers who leverage plat-
forms for entrepreneurial activities.  
To be clear, the idea here would be to 
ensure the right to negotiate collec-

tive agreements, but also offer indi-
vidual workers the option of working 
outside of them.

The same case with the provision 
of a minimum wage equivalent, and 
the restriction in work hours as es-
tablished by ILO Standards. The Cali 
case study showed that many wor-
kers chose to work longer hours, 
or to pursue a flexible and variable 
rate of daily, weekly or monthly ear-
nings, because they view themselves 
as entrepreneurs, or used platforms 
as a way to gain some extra income. 
Imposing minimum wage or hour 
restriction policies to platform wor-
kers would prove inconsistent not 
just with the current context in 
Cali, but also the will of the workers 
themselves. 

A better negotiation of wage terms, 
work time and other provisions, can 
be achieved both collectively or indi-
vidually between the worker and the 
platforms or emerging networks.

The remaining components for De-
cent Work in the Platform Economy 
are perfectly compatible with the 
context studied and are included in 
the framework for the proposition of 
a statute regarding autonomous and 
decent digital work. The study de-
veloped for this document and the 
evaluation of the local context against 
Heeks’ decent work standards can be 
applied to other cities of Colombia, 
Latin America and the Global South, 
both to learn from local knowledge 
and experience, but also to reach 
more applicable and comprehensive 

5 See: Congress of Colombia, Law 100 of 1993. By which the integral social security system of 
Colombia is created and other provisions are dictated.
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policies regarding the issue of work 
in this disruptive and growing eco-
nomic model.

Conclusions

In conclusion, Heeks points out that 
for workers in the so called “global 
south”, platforms are quite beneficial, 
and policy makers face the challenge 
of understanding not just the local 
labor conditions but also the larger 
structural dimensions of the emer-
ging platform economy.

Building from Heeks’ theory, and in 
contrast with the actual reality of the 
context in Cali, Colombia (extensible 
to the Global South in general), it can 
be argued that in developed countries, 
the main problem regarding workers 
in the platform economy is the need 
to protect these providers against 
erosion of acquired labor protections 
and rights. In developing nations, the 
platform economy frees up space for 
people to be more entrepreneurial 
and empowers them in their indi-
vidual liberties, but this emergence 
of new economic relations in labor 
can also leave the most marginalized 
workers in a precarious position if 
correct policies are not implemented.

However, in emerging and develo-
ping countries, attention should be 
fixed on the need to empower wor-
kers to be entrepreneurs and/or in-
novators and therefore to produce 
the conditions for their own welfare, 
while also protecting them from the 
extremes of economic abuses. This 
must be complemented with schemes 
that identify pockets of workers who 

are on the extreme outside of these 
systems, and offer protections to 
support them.  

More broadly, this study corrobo-
rates the idea that, in the realm of 
work security, strict definitions of 
informality are no longer useful. In 
the current context, the idea of in-
formality and the call for formalized 
work may actually make the labour 
pool worse off by justifying concen-
trations of control, transforming for-
mal work into a club that only some 
workers can access, and excluding 
other workers from being entre-
preneurs in the marketplace. One 
of the potential benefits of the plat-
form economy is that it undermines 
the efforts of special interest groups 
to control and exploit sectors of the 
economy. In protecting workers, 
regulators should attempt to protect 
this potential for greater decentra-
lization of economic control.

Therefore, it is proposed that policies 
in these contexts need to balance basic 
protections with enabling conditions 
and liberties in economic and labor re-
lations. This means that policy should 
seek to achieve a minimum from which 
no one can be lowered, but not a maxi-
mum that no one can reach.
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APPENDIX 1: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research technique employed in this study is qualitative.  It included a 
survey of 200 subjects, with semi-structured interviews and descriptive 
model, with an expected confidence level of 95%, an accepted error margin 
of 3.87%, and an expected variability of 5%. In addition, the study conducted 5 
in-depth interviews. 

To obtain further information and evaluate the conditions of ride-hailing 
workers, the studied engaged in 50 instances of participant observation 
which involved rides and informal conversations with taxi drivers. Finally, 
they study gathered secondary information to gain insights into factors shap-
ing the activities of workers in the ride hailing sector.  This included analysis 
of the legal aspect, and conflict situations with other transportation service 
providers both in the platforms and outside them (conventional yellow taxis, 
special transport (Ministry of Transportation of Colombia, Decree 431/2017) 
and others). 

The research site was the city of Cali and the municipalities which conform 
its metropolitan area, including the city of Yumbo and the suburbs of Pance 
and Jamundí. 

The survey focused on uncovering the following information about workers’ 
conditions:
• Employment conditions
• Educational Level
• Direct or Indirect Tax Payments
• Subscription to a Prevision (Retirement) scheme, Public or Private
• Subscription to the formal Banking System 

It gathered the following information:

Demographics:

Age Range
Gender 
Level of education reached

nize Simon Fraser University and G.I. 
Colombia for their support of, and 
contributions to this specific project. 

We hope that this work can be used in 
the elaboration of Public Policies that 

can help achieve and promote decent 
work standards for the gig-economy 
workers in the Global South.
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Current studies
Civil Status 
Dependents

Work:

1. In addition to driving on this platform, do you have another job?
2. How long have you been working in this type of transport?
3. How many platforms do you drive for?
4. Before working for the platforms, what did you do?
5. Is the vehicle yours?
6. Do you earn enough money on the platform(s), to make it worthwhile 
continuing in this line of work in future?  

Formality / Informality: 

7. Do you contribute to the pension / social security system thanks to working 
on these platforms? Do you contribute any of your earnings on this platform 
to your pension?
8. Are you a user of the formal financial system? (banking services):
9. Do you have RUT (Unique Tax Registration?) Does it contribute some of 
your profits from this platform towards the simplified regime?

Extended Interviews

10. If this car is yours, are you still paying for it? Do you rent it from someone? 
11. Is your car insured, or do you prefer not to pay those charges?
12. Do you have a public or special driver license? Did you work as a special 
(taxi driver) before? Do you work as one now?
13. Do you work for yourself, or do you work for the owner of the car if it is 
not yours? 
14. If you work for the owner, do you have access to information about the 
transactions you carried out? 
15. What was the agreement that arrived? With how much of the payment does 
the owner remain after the percentage that the platform extracts? Remember 
that this survey is anonymous.
Among other elements that could emerge during the extended conversation.



122    CIPPEC  Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era

References

Anderson, D. N. (2014). “Not just a taxi”? For-profit ridesharing, driver strategies, 
and VMT. Transportation, 41(5), 1099–1117. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11116-014-9531-8

Bajwa, U., Knorr, L., Ruggiero, E. D., Gastaldo, D., & Zendel, A. (2018). Towards 
an understanding of workers’ experiences in the global gig economy (p. 42). Toronto, 
Canada: Global Migration & Health Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.
glomhi.org/uploads/7/4/4/8/74483301/workers_in_the_global_gig_economy.pdf

Bensusán, G. (2016). Nuevas tendencias en el empleo: retos y opciones para 
las regulaciones y políticas del mercado de trabajo. Santiago, Chile: Comisión 
Económica para América Latina y el Caribe (CEPAL). Retrieved from http://
www.relats.org/documentos/FTGeneral.Bensusan2.pdf

Berger, T., Chen, C., & Frey, C. B. (2017). Drivers of Disruption? Estimating 
the Uber Effect* (Oxford Martin Programme on Technological and Economic 
Change) (p. 11). Oxford Martin School, University of Oxford. Retrieved from 
https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/publications/view/2387

Campbell, H. (2016, February 3). How To Organize A Group Of Uber Drivers. 
Retrieved July 11, 2018, from https://therideshareguy.com/how-to-organize-a-
group-of-uber-drivers/

Cañigueral, A. (2015). Can digital sharing economy platforms pull Latin America’s 
informal sector into the mainstream? Yes. Americas Quarterly, Summer. Retrieved 
from http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/can-digital-sharing-economy-
platforms-pull-latin-america%E2%80%99s-informal-sector-mainstream-yes

Chen, M. K., Chevalier, J., Rossi, P., & Oehlsen, E. (2017). The Value of Flexible 
Work: Evidence from Uber Drivers (Working Paper No. No. 23296). UCLA 
Anderson School of Management.

Cramer, J., & Krueger, A. (2016). Disruptive Change in the Taxi Business: The 
Case of Uber. The American Economic Review, 106(5), 177–182.

Decent work. (n.d.). Retrieved June 28, 2018, from http://www.ilo.org/global/
topics/decent-work/lang--en/index.htm

Decreto 2297 de 2015, Pub. L. No. 2297/2015, 10 (2015). Retrieved from https://
www.mintransporte.gov.co/descargar.php?idFile=13043

Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística. (2017). MEDICIÓN DE 
EMPLEO INFORMAL Y SEGURIDAD SOCIAL TRIMESTRE MÓVIL MARZO - 
MAYO DE 2017 (Technical Bulletin No. COM-030-PD-001-r004).



Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era  CIPPEC    123

Drahokoupil, J., & Piasna, A. (2017). Work in the Platform Economy: Beyond 
Lower Transaction Costs. Intereconomics, 52(6), 335–340.

Esbenshade, J., & Shifrin, E. (2018). The Leased Among Us: Precarious Work, 
Local Regulation, and the Taxi Industry. Labor Studies Journal. https://doi-
org.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/10.1177%2F0160449X18768047

FENALCO. (2016). Situación de los Conductores de Taxis en Bogotá (Survey 
Report) (p. 6). Retrieved from http://www.fenalcobogota.com.co/images/pdf/
TAXIS-v2.pdf

Forde, C., Stuart, M., Joyce, S., Oliver, L., Valizade, D., Alberti, G., … Carson, 
C. (2017). The Social Protection of Workers in the Platform Economy (p. 128). 
European Parliament Think Tank. Retrieved from http://www.europarl.
europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=IPOL_STU(2017)614184

Galperin, H., & Alarcon, A. (2017). The Future of Work in the Global South. 
Ottawa, Canada: International Development Research Centre (IDRC).

Geitung, I. (2017). Uber drivers in Cape Town: Working conditions and worker 
agency in the sharing economy. University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway. Retrieved 
from https://www.duo.uio.no/bitstream/handle/10852/60423/MA-Geitung.
pdf?sequence=1

Glöss, M., McGregor, M., & Brown, B. (2016). Designing for Labour: Uber and 
the On-Demand Mobile Workforce (pp. 1632–1643). ACM Press. https://doi.
org/10.1145/2858036.2858476

Hall, J. V., & Krueger, A. B. (2016). An Analysis of the Labor Market for Uber’s 
Driver-Partners in the United States (Working Paper No. 22843). National 
Bureau of Economic Research. https://doi.org/10.3386/w22843

Heeks, R. (2017). Decent Work and the Digital Gig Economy: A Developing Country 
Perspective on Employment Impacts and Standards in Online Outsourcing, 
Crowdwork, etc. (Development Informatics Working Paper Series No. 71) (p. 82). 
Manchester, UK: Centre for Development Informatics, Global Development 
Institute, SEED University of Manchester. Retrieved from http://www.gdi.
manchester.ac.uk/research/publications/di/

Hernández, C. A., & Nava, Y. (2012). Subcontratación: relación laboral 
encubierta. Telos, 14(3), 333–345.

Hou, L. (2018). Destructive sharing economy: A passage from status to contract. 
Computer Law & Security Review. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.clsr.2018.05.009



124    CIPPEC  Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era

Howcroft, D., & Bergvall-Kåreborn, B. (2018). A Typology of Crowdwork 
Platforms. Work, Employment and Society. https://doi-org.proxy.lib.sfu.
ca/10.1177%2F0950017018760136

Hua, J., & Ray, K. (2018). Beyond the precariat: race, gender, and labor in the 
taxi and Uber economy. Social Identities, 24(2), 271–289.

Ibáñez Pérez, M. P. (2012). Viabilidad Técnica y Financiera del Servicio de taxis 
en el Sistema Integrado de Transporte Público (Master). Universidad Nacional de 
Colombia, Bogotá, Colombia.

Ilavarasan, V. (2017). Automation and Workforce in India: 16 Terrible 
consequences or impossible? In H. Galperin & A. Alarcon (Eds.), The Future 
of Work in the Global South (pp. 16–23). Ottawa, Canada: International 
Development Research Centre (IDRC). Retrieved from http://www.fowigs.net/
wp-content/uploads/2017/12/FutureOfWorkintheGlobalSouth.pdf

Jaramillo Jassir, I. D., Guataquí Roa, J. C., Hartmann Cortés, K., & Valdés 
Rocha, J. D. (2015). El déficit de trabajo decente en Colombia (Borradores de 
Investigación No. 70) (p. 51). Facultad de Jurisprudencia, Universidad del 
Rosario. Retrieved from http://repository.urosario.edu.co/handle/10336/11549

Kashyap, R., & Bhatia, A. (2018). Taxi Drivers and Taxidars: A Case Study of 
Uber and Ola in Delhi. Journal of Developing Societies, 34(2), 169–194. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0169796X18757144

Krakovsky, M. (2017). The new jobs. Communications of the ACM, 61(1), 21–23.

Kute, S. W. (2017). The Sharing Economy in the Global South: Uber’s Precarious 
Labour Force in Johannesburg. University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, 
South Africa. Retrieved from http://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/handle/10539/24466

Ledesma Cespedes, C. (2013). Estudio regional sobre trabajo autónomo y 
economía informal. (p. 111). Peru: International Labor Organization. Retrieved 
from www.ilo.org/publns

Lee, M. K., Kusbit, D., Metsky, E., & Dabbish, L. (2015). Working with Machines: 
The Impact of Algorithmic and Data-Driven Management on Human Workers 
(pp. 1603–1612). ACM Press. https://doi.org/10.1145/2702123.2702548

Ley Estatutaria 1581 de 2012 Por la cual se dictan disposiciones generales para 
la protección de datos personales., Pub. L. No. 1581/2012 (2012). Retrieved from 
http://www.secretariasenado.gov.co/senado/basedoc/ley_1581_2012.html

Malin, B. J., & Chandler, C. (2017). Free to Work Anxiously: Splintering Precarity 



Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era  CIPPEC    125

Among Drivers for Uber and Lyft. Communication Culture & Critique, 10(2), 
382–400. https://doi.org/10.1111/cccr.12157

Mercado Gonzales, C. M. (2017). Crodword Offline o Uber Economy y su Impacto 
en las Relaciones Laborales. Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú, Lima, Peru.

Miguel. (2017, September 12). ¿Cuánto Gana Un Chofer De Uber En México? 
Retrieved July 9, 2018, from https://ingresopasivointeligente.com/cuanto-gana-
un-chofer-de-uber-en-mexico/

Ministerio de Transporte de Colombia. Por el cual se modifica y adiciona 
el Capítulo 6 del Título 1 de la Parte 2 del Libro 2 del Decreto 1079 de 2015, 
en relación con la prestación del Servicio Público de Transporte Terrestre 
Automotor Especial, y se dictan otras disposiciones, Pub. L. No. 431/2017. 
Retrieved from https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=
web&cd=2&ved=0ahUKEwi-iPbOzobcAhXEj5AKHWrpAwQQFgguMAE&url=h
ttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.mintransporte.gov.co%2Fdescargar.php%3FidFile%3D1505
8&usg=AOvVaw0VJo0tPS0HQ0KX0uZ1SW3E

Nastiti, A. (2016). Worker Unrest and Contentious Labor Practice of Ride-
Hailing Services in Indonesia (2016 Arryman Fellows Papers) (p. 39). Indonesia: 
Indonesian Scholarship and Research Support Foundation. Retrieved from 
http://www.isrsf.org/files/download/442

Orobio, J. C. (2018, February 20). El carpooling es una solución viable para 
descongestionar el tráfico del sur [Government]. Retrieved from http://www.
cali.gov.co/movilidad/publicaciones/139157/el-carpooling-es-una-solucion-
viable-para-descongestionar-el-trafico-del-sur-juan-carlos-orobio/

Párraga, F. T. (2016). Economía digitalizada y relaciones de trabajo. Revista de 
derecho social, 76, 59–82.

Pérez, J. (2016, April 25). Uber y el monopolio de los datos - Universidad de 
Chile. Retrieved July 9, 2018, from http://www.uchile.cl/noticias/120874/uber-
y-el-monopolio-de-los-datos

Ramos, J., Sehnbruch, K., & Weller, J. (2015). Quality of employment in Latin 
America: Theory and evidence. International Labour Review, 154(2), 171–194.

Randolph, G., & Dewan, S. (n.d.). Skills, social protection and empowerment 
in the platform economy: A research and policy agenda for the global South. 
In H. Galperin & A. Alarcon (Eds.), The Future of Work in the Global South 
(pp. 53–56). Ottawa, Canada: International Development Research Centre 
(IDRC). Retrieved from http://www.fowigs.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/
FutureOfWorkintheGlobalSouth.pdf



126    CIPPEC  Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era

Ravenelle, A. J. (2017). Sharing economy workers: selling, not sharing. 
Cambridge Journal Of Regions, Economy And Society, 10(2), 281–295.

Romero, Y. H., & Sosa, R. V. G. (2016). Modelo de gestión del servicio de 
transporte UBER. ¿Quién pierde y quién gana? Espacios Públicos, 19(47), 157–175.

Rosenblat, A., Levy, K. E. C., Barocas, S., & Hwang, T. (2017). Discriminating 
Tastes: Uber’s Customer Ratings as Vehicles for Workplace Discrimination. 
Policy and Internet, 9(3), 256–279. https://doi.org/10.1002/poi3.153

Rosenblat, A., & Stark, L. (2016). Algorithmic Labor and Information Asymmetries: A 
Case Study of Uber’s Drivers. International Journal of Communication, 10, 3758–3784.

Sánchez Quiñones, L., & Zamora, S. (2017, December 12). Tribuna | Un estatuto 
digital para una revolución laboral. Retrieved July 9, 2018, from https://
cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2017/12/05/legal/1512463452_233355.html

Smith, R., & Leberstein, S. (2015). Rights on Demand: Ensuring Workplace 
Standards and Worker Security In the On-Demand Economy (p. 19). National 
Employment Law Project (NELP). Retrieved from https://www.nelp.org/
publication/rights-on-demand/

Todolí i Signes, A. (2015). El Impacto de la “Uber economy” en las relaciones 
laborales: los efectos de las plataformas virtuales en el contrato de trabajo. 
IusLabor, 3, 1–25.

Tran, M., & Sokas, R. K. (2017). The Gig Economy and Contingent Work: An 
Occupational Health Assessment. Journal of Occupational and Environmental 
Medicine, 59(4), 63–66. https://doi.org/10.1097/JOM.0000000000000977

Vacano, M. V. (2017). “Sharing economy” versus “informal sector”: Jakarta’s 
motorbike taxi industry in turmoil. Anuac, 6(2), 97–101.

Wier, M. (2017). Uber reflects challenges of gig economy. Canadian HR Reporter, 30(18), 1–8.

Williams, R. (2018, March 6). Ridesharing and women: Benefits, barriers, 
and opportunities for progress. Retrieved July 4, 2018, from https://medium.
com/uber-under-the-hood/ridesharing-and-women-benefits-barriers-and-
opportunities-for-progress-e05655269412

Zoepf, S., Chen, S., & Pozo, G. (2018). The Economics of Ride Hailing: Dri-
ver Revenue, Expenses and Taxes (Working Paper Series No. 2018–5) (p. 33). 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Center for Energy and Environmental Policy Research. 
Retrieved from https://orfe.princeton.edu/~alaink/SmartDrivingCars/PDFs/
Zoepf_The%20Economics%20of%20RideHialing_OriginalPdfFeb2018.pdf



Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era  CIPPEC    127



128    CIPPEC  Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era

Sharing economy platforms as enablers 
of urban transport in the global south: 
Case of digital taxi aggregators in New 
Delhi, India
P. Vigneswara Ilavarasan*, Ravinder Kumar Verma, 
Arpan Kumar Kar
Indian Institute of Technology Delhi, India.
*vignes@iitd.ac.in

By a mixed method study, the present paper examines the sharing economy in the 
Global South, in the light of urban transport digital platforms in New Delhi, India. 
The existing public transport system seems to be of inadequate quantity and qua-
lity. Apart from personal vehicles, public buses and metro trains are preferred by 
many due to affordability and traffic congestion. The study observes that digital 
platforms are offering viable alternative transport systems than exacerbating the 
challenges in the city. The platform taxis in New Delhi are licensed commercial 
taxis regulated and are not unutilized private cars that ply for a fee. Incumbent 
private taxis supply overpriced but poor services. The number of auto rickshaws 
are stagnant due to restrictive policies. The taxi unions are fragmented and lack 
visibility. The policy approach of the government is evolving from benign negli-
gence to active support. The study offers policy suggestions for the continuation 
of platform taxis as commercial taxis but easing up commercial licence acquisi-
tion, encourage platforms to increase quantity in poor pro segment, enable mar-
ket pricing, and sustain passenger safety measures. The data for the study were 
secondary data (policy instruments, trade press report, newspaper articles, press 
statements and blogs), quantitative survey of 400 users and non-users, and in-
depth personal interviews with the relevant actors.

1. Sharing Economy Dynamics

By a mixed method study, the pre-
sent paper examines the sharing 
economy in the Global South, in the 
light of urban transport digital plat-
forms in New Delhi, India. Sharing 
economy can be defined as “con-
sumers gran-ting each other tempo-

rary access to under-utilised physi-
cal assets (“idle capacity”), possibly 
for money” (Frenken & Schor, 2017, 
p.2-3). It has three characteristics - 
“consumer-to-consumer interaction 
(c2c), temporary access and physi-
cal goods” and is enabled by the In-
ternet to share among the strangers 
“to a larger social scale” (ibid, p.4). 
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In a resources constrained environ-
ment, sharing is common among the 
working class, poor and coloured 
communities. However, the present 
phenomenon of sharing economy 
appears to be transcending all the 
boundaries. It has facilitated the in-
expensive access to goods and ser-
vices without ownership (Frenken & 
Schor, 2017, p.4). 

The best-known examples for sha-
ring economy are Uber, Airbnb and 
Lyft. In these businesses, a private 
property owner decides to use the 
unutilized idle time of assets for 
either renting it out or using it to 
provide services for a fee. The digital 
platforms establish the connection 
between the users and the owners. 
Since they are aggregating all the 
asset owners in a single electronic 
platform, they are also called as aggrega-
tors. In exchange of services between 
the owners and users, the platforms 
charge a small fee. The physical goods, 
like cars and houses, are transformed 
into information goods and made 
available through the platforms (Sun-
dararajan, 2016) for users to see and 
access them. As the platforms have 
better access to data related to own-
ers, usage, location and time, they 
can suggest be-tter prices. Surge pri-
cing, also called as congestion pri-
cing in conventional economic terms, 
in Uber is a great example for ma-
king use of data on traffic conditions, 
vehicle availability and user demand. 
The digital platforms also ensure an 
environment, where stakeholders’ 
trust is built for smooth execution of 
demand and supply of services be-
tween the strangers (Kathan, Matzler, 
& Veider, 2016, p.664).

The platforms are growing at a fas-
ter rate, and their business models 
appear to be replicable across the 
countries. For instance, Uber is pre-
sent in over 60 countries and more 
than 400 cities. The technology-
centric sharing economy is expected 
to outgrow the traditional industrial 
dynamics and related regulatory en-
vironments (Sundararajan, 2016; Ka-
than, Matzler, & Veider, 2016). The 
digitalisation is altering the way mar-
ket and government interact in many 
ways. The shared mobility is rapidly 
adopted by the urban consumers, 
younger population predominantly, 
which is looking for convenience in 
their travel (Rayle, Dai, Chan, Cer-
vero, & Shaheen, 2016). For instance, 
Didi enables 7 million rides per day 
in China (Hahn & Metcalfe, 2017). The 
change in the preferences for trans-
portation means opening up new 
avenues to be covered by the exis-
ting regulations. The old regulations 
may need to be revised to accommo-
date the digital platforms along with 
the traditional actors. For instance, 
digital platforms like Uber or Ola in 
India co-habitat with the local taxis 
and public buses in the urban trans-
portation space. If the existing laws 
are inadequate,  digital platforms 
may face some challenges (Cramer & 
Krueger, 2016). 

The sharing economy has the poten-
tial to increase the environmental 
sustainability by lower the resource 
usage by the people. For instance, use 
of app-based taxis rather than indi-
vidual cars (Kathan et al., 2016) can 
reduce the private car ownership. 
The sharing economy offers various 
choices to the users and subsequen-
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tly reduces the resource utilisation of 
assets for individual consumptions 
(Kathan et al., 2016). However, this 
might influence the other businesses 
indirectly (Frenken & Schor, 2017, p.5). 
One concern of the sha-ring economy 
is about the reduction in the owner-
ship, which might reduce the pro-
duction, which in turn might reduce 
the employment opportunities. The 
sharing could also bring other dis-
criminations like the marginalization 
of poor people by reduction of pu-
blic transport systems due to rise in 
sharing economy transport. Another 
concern is about the unequal distri-
bution of the income generated out 
the sharing of goods and services, as 
the platforms could accumulate a big 
share out of the income, despite the 
owners having access to the resources 
(Frenken & Schor, 2017). 

The urban transport sector in the 
global south is facing many cha-
llenges - the mismatch between 
demand and supply, pressure on 
land, pollution and congestion, and 
government policy issues (Pucher, 
Korattyswaropam, Mittal, & Ittyerah, 
2005). The governments are attemp-
ting to deal with them and also fo-
cusing on the sustainability of the 
transportation sectors with new 
technologies and regulations (Gold-
man & Gorham, 2006). The urban 
mobility is one area where the digital 
platforms are innovating and chan-
ging the way transportation services 
are delivered. However, it also results 
in the proliferation of motorised ve-
hicles crowding the already conges-
ted urban spaces (Mendez, Monje, & 
White, 2017). 

The digital platforms functioning in 
the urban transportation domain are 
evolving themselves and forcing the 
government to react due to many 
consequences like passenger safety 
and drivers as labour. The platforms 
result both in benefits (e.g. diversifi-
cation of mode of transport, efficiency, 
resource utilisation, inclusion) and 
negative externalities (e.g. conges-
tion, pollution, employees and cus-
tomers concerns, exclusion). This 
raises many questions especially in 
developing countries on rising con-
flicts between the traditional and new 
players, digital firms and customers, 
old regulations and need for new laws. 
Hence, there are concerns about dea-
ling with the new changes, whether to 
follow the free market or protectionist 
policies for maximum benefits or to 
reduce the negative externalities.  

The sharing economy is also in-
fluencing the social, economic and 
policy spheres (Mendez et al., 2017). 
There is a need for deliberations in 
the policy space as the transport to 
the public has been prerogative of the 
governments regarding ownership of 
roads or rails and who can use the 
same. As the conditions are different 
between the global north and south 
countries–cars, broadband penetra-
tion, digital literacy, privacy con-
cerns and urban intensity, a study of 
dynamics between the government, 
sharing economy platforms, users 
and incumbent actors is required.   

In the light of the above, the following 
research question is examined in the 
context of New Delhi, India: what is the 
nature of the interplay between sha-
ring economy firms in urban transport 
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domain and various stakeholders in 
the existing transport system? 

The above question is answered by 
understanding responses of the urban 
customers and the incumbent players 
– taxi unions, owners and drivers in 
New Delhi, India. An attempt is also 
made to capture the policy response 
to this urban mobility transition. 

2. Methodology

The study was undertaken in New 
Delhi, the national capital of India. 
New Delhi has compelling reasons 
for a field site - presence of almost 
all platforms and aggregators ope-
rating; presence of number of private 
taxi unions; presence of important 
policymakers and their ministries; 
and wide range of transport systems  
–metro rails, public transport buses, 
private buses, truck companies, auto 
rickshaws and informal three-wheelers. 

New Delhi has 18.9 million people 
living in 1483 Sq.km (11320 persons 
/ sq.km) and mostly urban, with 
97.50 %. The per capita income is re-
latively high when compared to other 
Indian cities, INR. 300793 (~USD 4670). 
It has a literacy rate of 86.2% (Govern-
ment -NCT-Delhi, 2018). The network 
of telecommunications is established 
very well in Delhi, for instance, the 
teledensity in Delhi is highest with 
262.14% with a total of 50.5 million 
wireless subscribers. The internet 
penetration in India is around 360.3 
million out of which 340.45 million users 
are mobile device internet users, and 

in 2014 the number of internet users 
in Delhi was 10.6 million1  (TRAI, 2018). 
New Delhi is the migrant capital of the 
country and is also one of the most 
polluted cities in the world. 

The study had followed a mixed me-
thod (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) for 
data collection. It started with a se-
condary search of already published 
content related to digital platforms. 
The data sources were newspaper 
articles, magazines, online news 
aggregators, annual reports, sta-
tistical summaries, policy instru-
ments, press releases from govern-
ment, taxi unions and aggregators. The 
keywords like Uber, Ola, Ola Cabs, Uber 
India and Delhi taxi were used while 
searching for the relevant content. 

In-depth qualitative interviews were 
conducted with the relevant people. 
The interview schedule was diffe-
rent for different sets of respondents. 
The break-up of the 61 qualitative 
interviews is as follows: 17 taxi dri-
vers with the digital platforms (e.g. 
Ola, Uber etc.); 8 taxi drivers opera-
ting independently; 5 auto-rickshaw 
drivers ope-rating independently; 1 
cab services owner; 10 users and 10 
non - users of digital platforms (e.g. 
Ola, Uber etc.); 4 taxi / auto-rickshaw 
union representatives; 4 digital plat-
forms (e.g. Ola, Uber etc.) representa-
tives and 2 government representatives.

A quantitative survey of users and 
non – users of digital platforms was 
conducted. Two hundred from each 
group, totalling 400 respondents 
were interviewed using a structured 
questionnaire. The interviews were 

1   https://indiastat.com/table/telecommunication/28/internet/143/863671/data.aspx
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conducted in person in New Delhi. 
The questionnaire contained themes 
related to present mode of transpor-
tation, the frequency of and nature 
of usage of app-based cab services, 
reasons of usage, and major concerns. 
The questions to non-users were re-
lated to the present mode of trans-
portation, reasons behind the choice of 
transportation, and challenges in tra-
vel. Demographic details of respon-
dents of both users and non – users 
such as place of residence, gender, 
education, occupation, and income 
were used. Data were collected using 
judgemental sampling (Babbie, 2015).  
Attempts were made to include diverse 
sets of respondents including gender, 
income and occupation. 

3. Findings

The overall climate in the transport 
domain seems to be supportive to the 
platforms. The license regimes, nature 
of services offered by the incumbent 
players – quality, quantity and pricing, 
and quantity of public transport avai-
lable to the users have encouraged the 
platforms to grow in New Delhi. From 
the platform perspective, the policy 
regime environment is moving from 
benign negligence in the past to active 
supporter in the future.    

Traditionally, taxi market is regu-
lated on three major areas of con-
trol (Cooper, Mundy, & Nelson, 2010) 
quality (vehicle age, functional con-
dition, fuel used, owners and who 
can drive); quantity (number of taxis 
within a location, matching supply to 

the demand, and political reasons); 
and economic (calculation of fee and 
fixing it to benefit both users and 
the service providers). The control 
of these three domains is with the 
government. With the introduction 
of digital platforms, these controls 
are being negotiated with the intro-
duction of more private taxis in the 
market, peer review of quality of ride 
including cars and dynamic pricing 
by real-time data analysis. As the in-
cumbent players are being either re-
placed or forced to give up the status 
quo, there is resistance and pressure 
for restrictive regulations. 

The sharing economy platforms in 
the transportation domain, espe-
cially Uber, faced ban in few places 
in the world2. A Harvard Business 
School professor pleaded for shu-
tting of digital platforms, especially 
Uber, as they are ‘spontaneously’ 
violating all regulations (Edelman, 
2017). There are moderate views on 
regulation (for instance, Harding, 
Kandlikar & Gulati, 2016) limiting to 
reducing the likelihood of monopoly 
and collusion in a taxi market led by 
apps. The moderate view argues that 
the digital platforms are solving the 
credence problem in the taxi mar-
ket –a customer knows the quality 
and cost of the ride before, and the 
thin market– signalling surge pricing 
to potential taxi drivers to enter the 
market, resulting in better demand-
supply dynamics (Harding, Kandlikar 
& Gulati, 2016). 

Apart from the global digital plat-
form, Uber, there are many home 

2 https://qz.com/1084981/map-all-the-places-where-uber-is-partially-or-fully-banned/
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grew ones in the transportation space 
in India: Ola3, Jugnoo4, Orahi5, Pick-
up6, Sewa7, Cabby Cabs8, Meru9, and 
MegaCabs10.  Most of them focus on 
urban locations and operate in New 
Delhi.  Ola is the market leading digi-
tal platform in India. It entered India 
in 2010 and largely imitated Uber in 
all aspects – technology, operations 
and revenue model. Three years la-
ter, Uber had started its India opera-
tions.  As of 2016, there were 550.000 
drivers in Ola and 350.000 drivers in 
Uber India11. The New Delhi market is 
dominated by two major platforms, 
Uber & Ola. In India, they comprise 
95% of the market share and likely to 
be same in New Delhi as well. A mul-
tinational consultancy report12 exa-
ggeratedly said that there are ‘1.500 
drivers on boarded everyday’ by a lo-
cal aggregator.  

The findings from the data are pre-
sented in five parts. The first part will 
present the existing licence regime 
for taxis in New Delhi and the loca-
tion of platform taxis within it. The 
second section describes the quality 
and quantity of incumbent transport 
systems. The third part will share 
how and why platforms are used or 

not used. The fourth part will de-
tail the responses of the incumbent 
players - auto rickshaws, traditional 
taxis, unions and drivers to the plat-
forms. The last part shall trace the 
policy responses of the government.  

3.1 Permit regime and legality of 
platform taxis in New Delhi

The level and nature of control exerted 
over the transport sector is not cen-
tralized and likely to differ from state 
to state in India. Vehicle registration 
in one state may be liable for further 
taxes in other states. The driving li-
censes issues by state governments 
is valid for all states. In New Delhi, a 
commercial license issued by the De-
lhi transport department is required 
for any vehicle to charge a fee from 
passengers or users. All commercial 
vehicles should have a license plate 
with the yellow background colour 
and black texts. The personal vehicles 
should have a white background and 
black texts. A commercial taxi or ve-
hicle can be driven only by a person 
who has a commercial driving license. 
It is illegal for a person who has only 
a private driving license to drive taxis 
and co-llect money for the services. 

3 https://www.olacabs.com/
4 https://www.jugnoo.in/
5 https://www.orahi.com/
6https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/small-biz/startups/how-p2p-ride-sharing-app-
pikup-wants-to-provide-a-safe-carpooling-experience/articleshow/52219100.cms
7 http://sewa.cab/
8 https://indianceo.in/startup/cabby-cabs-cheapest-cab-services/
9 https://www.meru.in/
10 https://www.megacabs.com/?skip=mob
11 https://www.livemint.com/Companies/okLbTyf5OtqKnO1roYBAeP/Uber-vs-Ola-the-bat-
tle-for-dominance-in-Indias-cab-market.html
12https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/ey-the-rise-of-the-sharing-
economy/$FILE/ey-the-rise-of-the-sharing-economy.pdf
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In New Delhi, there are four categories 
of taxis or cabs13. The first category is 
local taxis which are owned by indi-
viduals. They are allowed to ply within 
city limits of Delhi, the life of permit 
is lifetime and are allowed to collect 
INR 14 per KM. Taxis under City Taxi 
Scheme 2015 are three categories: 
mini, economy and premium. Under 
this scheme, one should have a mini-
mum of 200 taxis over a period of two 
years either owned or aggregated. 
The maximum permitted limit is 2500 
cabs. They should have a 1000 sq.ft 
parking space. They are allowed to run 
in the National Capital Region, an area 
that includes Delhi, Noida and Gurga-
on. Their permit is valid for only five 
years and needs to be renewed. The 
rates range from INR 10 / KM to INR 
23 / KM. The third ca-tegory is tourist 
taxis. They are given all India permit 
and not allowed to conduct business 
within the city limits. In other words, 
they should not pick passengers and 
drop them within the city limits, like 
the City Taxis Scheme. The permit is 
valid for the lifetime. The fourth ca-
tegory is rental cabs. The permit is 
valid for five years. In this category, a 
customer rents the car for a fee and 
drives herself.  Compressed natural 
gas (CNG), identification badge for 
drivers, and fare meter are manda-
tory for all categories, except tourist 
taxi and rental cabs. 

The digital platform taxis are given 
the opportunity to be covered under 

the City Taxi Schemes. All the related 
regulations apply to them. In other 
words, to drive Uber, one should have 
a commercial driving license and a car 
that has a yellow colour licence plate 
or car that has a commercial licence 
to service as a taxi. This is unlike in 
the west where people drive personal 
cars for a fee competing with the pro-
fessional licensed drivers. 

However, the platforms are not re-
gistered under any of the taxi catego-
ries. The platforms had attempted to 
register under the City taxi Scheme, 
but their applications were rejected 
for lack of parking space and absence 
of contact details of call centres in 
the application form14. Given this, 
are platform taxis considered illegal 
in New Delhi?

The illegality of the platform taxis 
comes under at least two areas: geo-
graphic restrictions & pricing. The 
taxis are not licensed to run in the 
city, but they do. The prices during 
peak hours are higher than the rates 
fixed by the government.   

It is said that more than 80% of the 
taxis running with the platforms do 
it illegally since, they only have tou-
rist licenses and do not have local 
taxi licenses15. However, this viola-
tion is not uncommon in India where 
similar violations are routinely done 
by the incumbent taxis as well, as ex-
plained below.

13 https://www.slideshare.net/valoriserconsultants/taxi-permit-structure-in-delhi
14 https://www.huffingtonpost.in/2015/01/29/uber-ola-licence-delhi_n_6567780.html
1 5 h tt p : // t i m e s o f i n d i a . i n d i a t i m e s . c o m / a r t i c l e s h o w / 5 4 1 5 9 9 2 4 . c m s ? u t m _
source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst
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The violation related to prices were 
acted upon by the government16. 
As per the existing rules, taxis can 
charge up to 25% more than regular 
prices during 23:00 – 05:00 hrs. The 
platforms have been sticking to the 
permitted surge pricing. 

3.2 Quality and quantity of the 
incumbent transport systems

The existing transport systems in 
New Delhi are not passenger friendly. 
Overall the perception about the sys-
tem is not pleasant. At present, the 
platform taxis are offering satisfactory 
alternatives for those who can afford. 

In New Delhi, there are no hail taxis. 
One would not get a taxi on the road 
by waving hands. One needs to find a 
nearby taxi stand where few of the lo-
cal taxis are stationed. The local taxis 
are dominated by Ambassador cars; 
state produced ones from 1991 pre-
liberalization era with a black body 
and yellow top. Later Echo, a van 
manufactured by Maruti Suzuki was 
added. Together they are also called 
as kaali people (Black and Yellows) 
taxis. A recent calculation says that 
there are about 6.600 – 10.000 such 
taxis in Delhi17. No new licenses are 
given since 1998. The cars in the rest 
of the categories are relatively new 
and maintained well when compared 
to the Ambassador cars and Echo vans. 

The local taxis do not run on meters, 
usually. There are fixed slabs used by 
them. For instance, depending upon 

the location of the stands or taxi offices, 
pick or drop to an airport can range 
from INR 500 to INR 200018. The dis-
tance between the office location and 
destination is calculated two ways 
and charged from the passenger. For 
instance, if the passenger takes a taxi 
to the airport, 10 KM away, it shall be 
charged for 20 KM. These charges are 
applicable only for popular fixed lo-
cations like airport and railway sta-
tions. For other places, there are two 
slabs: four hours and eight hours. The 
first slab will cost INR 800 – 2400 for 
4 hours and 40 KM, depending on the 
size of the vehicle. The second slab 
doubles of the first one. Additional 
KM or time will cost extra money. For 
single rides, like getting dropped in a 
venue which is 12 KM will fall under 
the first slab. This practice makes the 
taxi rides expensive for the users. The 
user experiences regarding non-rude 
drivers, cleanness of cars and trans-
parency in pricing are not satisfactory. 

There are private cars, with white 
number plates, run illegally with no 
commercial taxi and driving licenses 
by local entrepreneurs. They cater to 
the neighbourhood needs and run 
exclusively on an informal basis. They 
deal with only cash, and no formal 
receipts are given. The rates charged 
by them are not different from the lo-
cal taxis mentioned above. 

Auto rickshaws are next commercial 
transport vehicles available for the 
short distances. The auto rickshaws, 
also known as tuk-tuks in other 

16https://thewire.in/law/no-more-surge-pricing-delhi-hc-clamps-down-on-uber-and-ola
17https://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi-news/delhi-s-once-omnipresent-kaali-peeli-
taxis-struggle-to-stay-afloat/story-1KuY6nOF6EoshUkBX7SauK.html
18 1 USD = 68.52 INR (August 2018)
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Asian countries, are three wheelers 
with a capacity of three seats, run on 
CNG and attached with a meter. The 
charges are lower than taxis, INR 8 / 
KM. Auto rickshaws are criticized for 
overcharging, considered to be un-
safe to travel on India roads and to 
contribute to air pollution and tra-
ffic congestion (Harding et al., 2016). 
There is a need for approval in the 
form of licence to drive auto rick-
shaw in New Delhi. 

Vehicle population data from the De-
lhi Economic Survey (2017) indicate 
that taxies have increased by 29.9% 
from 91.073 in 2015 - 2016 to 118.308 in 
2016 - 2017. For the same period, the 
number of auto rickshaws was re-
duced by 46.8%, from 198.137 in 2016 
- 2016 to 105.399 in 2016 - 2017. The 
reduction in auto rickshaws is due 
to the limited issue of licenses and 
non-renewal of old ones. This has 
created an artificial scarcity for auto 
rickshaws, both for potential owners, 
drivers and users. 

Delhi Metro Rail Corporation (DMRC) 
operates over 3.000 trips daily cove-
ring parts of New Delhi city and sate-
llites. In 2016 - 2017, it had an average 
daily ridership of 2.76 million pa-
ssengers19. The rail system is world 
class and stays relatively cleaner than 
any other public transport system in 
the city. A study of 1.112 Delhi metro 
riders (Goel & Tiwari, 2016) showed 
that 55% of use non-motorized roads 
to access the metro stations. In the 
absence of a metro, the majority of 
them would have used the bus, and 
only 18% would not make any trips. 

It appears that affordable travel op-
tions for the general public are de-
creasing. Despite Delhi being mi-
grant capital for neighbouring poor 
states, daily average number of pa-
ssengers ferried by the Delhi trans-
port corporation has decreased, 
from 3.6 million in 2015 - 2016 to 3.16 
in 2016 - 2017. The total number of 
buses in the fleet has also decreased 
from 4352 to 4027 in the same period. 

In summary, by existing secondary 
documents and data, it can be con-
cluded that existing license regimes 
and transport systems provide a 
conducive environment for growth 
and operations of the platforms. The 
platforms are not fundamentally vio-
lating the regulations in New Delhi. 

3.3 Private vehicles, public transport 
& traffic congestion

A survey using a questionnaire was 
conducted with 200 users and 200 
non-users of the platforms. The sur-
vey provided insights on reasons for 
usage of platforms and non-usage 
vis-à-vis the public transport. Fur-
ther insights were generated using 
qualitative interviews. 

The users and non-users of the study 
were comparable with roughly half 
of them are males (Table 1). Almost 
two third of them had an under-
graduation degree. There are some 
differences in occupation: 84% of the 
users have full-time job compared to 
93% of non-users and 14.50 % of users 
have their own businesses compared 
to 7% of non-users. Roughly half 

19 http://www.delhimetrorail.com/press_reldetails.aspx?id=ZlXC4jMrU00lld
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of them have INR 20.000 – 30.000 
as monthly family income. Among 
non-users, one-tenth of it has INR 
10.000-20.000 as monthly income. 

Personal vehicle usage is still high 
among Indians (Table 2). 66% of the 
users and 77% of the non-users have 
personal vehicle and half of them use 
it a minimum of five days a week. 
When compared, non-users are using 
their own vehicle more frequently 
than users on a daily basis. The less 
use of personal vehicle enables the 
individuals to opt for other mode of 
transportation as data shows that 
most of them are also using public 
transport. The topmost challenge 
in travelling to work is slow traffic fo-
llowed by over-crowded public trans-

portation. Earlier, secondary data 
also indicated the inadequacy of the 
public transportation. Traffic con-
gestion is a new reason emerging 
from the survey. 

Public transport (metro trains and 
public buses) is still the most pre-
ferred among those who do not have 
personal vehicles. Auto rickshaw is 
the next preferred transport. Affor-
dability, safety and weather condi-
tions are major reasons for the usage. 
The incumbent taxis are not part of 
the transport plans for any of the 
respondents. The public is likely to 
experience discomfort, if there is 
further decrease in quanitity of pu-
blic transport. 

Demographic details Users
(n=200, in %)

Non-Users 
(n=200, in %)

Gender                              Male
                                          Female

51.50
48.50

51.50
48.50

Marital status                 Married 
                                          Single

58.50
41.50

73.50
26.50

Occupation                      Full-time job
                                          Own Business
                                          Part-time job

84
14.50
1.50

93
7
0

Educational                     School 10 years & below
Qualification                   School 11-12 years
                                          Undergraduate
                                          Post graduate

1.50
11
71.50
16

11
4
64
21

Family Monthly              Below 10000
Income (INR)                   10001-20000
                                          20001-30000
                                          30001-40000
                                          40001-50000
                                          50001-60000
                                          Above 60001

0
0
47
13
23
7
11

1
10.50
46
13
6
6
17.50

Table 1. Demographic details of users and non-users
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Platform users: Public transport 
first, moderate usage, but perceived 
better quality

Among the users (Table 3), the plat-
form taxis are used very frequently 
only by 5%, and overall usage is mos-
tly for intracity travel for shopping, 
health centres and recreations. Using 
platform taxis for everyday office co-
mmute is not present. Ola and Uber 
are the most used platforms. Users 
did not pay through credit and debit 
cards. App-based and cash payments 
are prevalent. 

The important finding from the na-
ture of usage of platform taxis is 

about continuing the utilisation of 
surge pricing. More than half of the 
users continue to use the surge pri-
cing taxis if needed. 

While responding to the preference 
for taxis (Table 4), most of the users 
choose the basic taxi services, which 
are more affordable. In Ola, the first 
preference is shared taxis (17.5%) fo-
llowed by 42.5% micro, 30.5% minicab 
service, and hardly 2% of the users 
selected the prime category. A similar 
trend is seen for Uber as well. Most of 
the respondents are sticking to the 
basic version of the cab services with 
minimum fare and then move to the 
next version of available cab service. 

Table 2. Transportation choices of users and non-users

  Users (%) Non-users (%)

Own Personal Vehicle 66 77

Frequency of per-
sonal vehicle usage

Everyday
5-6 times in a week

24
41

34
15

Perceived travel 
challenges towards 
workplace

Top most

Second top most

63 Slow traffic 

19 Overcrowded 
Public transport

66 Slow traffic 

24 Overcrowded 
Public transport

Transportation 
choice

First most 
frequently used

Second most 
frequently used

64.5 Metro

46.6 Auto(non-app 
based taxis)

44 Government 
Buses

29.5 Auto rickshaw 
(non-app based)

Reasons to use public 
transport

Rank 1

Rank 2

Rank 3

41 Affordable

22 Safety

25 Weather 
conditions (use on 
rainy days, during 
higher tempera-
ture days etc.)

31 Affordable

28 More frequency
18 Weather 

conditions (use on 
rainy days, during 
higher tempera-
ture days etc.)
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This reflects the price consideration 
as one of the aspects in selecting the 
cab services. 

Qualitative data showed that if users 
are not getting the most affordable 
taxis, they are shifting to a higher 
version. To quote: “I am using share 
or pool, and if I am not getting any of 
them, then I am going for micro. If 
travelling with family, I then choose 
micro or UberGo.”

Of the challenges while using the plat-
form taxis, 89% users mentioned the 
wrong estimation of fare as very much 
present followed by 18.5% users for 
traffic congestion. Waiting time and 
traffic congestion is the most cited 
challenges as sometimes present by 
the users. The overall quality of the 
services of the platform taxis seems 
to be satisfactory. Rude behaviour of 
drivers, the unpleasant behaviour 
of co-passenger, unclean cars, poor 

Table 3. Platform taxis usage behaviours (N=200)

  Very 
frequently 
(%)

Frequently 
(%)

Sometimes 
(%)

Never 
(%)

Types of usage 
of app based 
cab services

Intracity taxi 
services

Rental cab 
services

Outstation cab 
services

5.0

0.0

0.0

21.5

0.0

0.0

73.5

0.0

7.5

0.0

99.5

92.5

Purpose to use 
app based taxi

Office
Shopping
Movies
Health Centres
Recreation
Events

1.0
0.5
0.0
0.0
1.0
0.0

2.5
8.5
2.5
3.0
11.5
0.0

39.0
33.5
16.5
34.5
67.0
36.5

57.5
57.5
81.0
62.5
20.5
63.5

App based taxis 
preferences

Ola
Uber

4.0
2.5

19.0
17.5

70.0
56.0

7.0
24.0

Modes of pay-
ment of rides

Cash Payment
App-based 
payment

3.5
4.5

16.5
20.5

53.0
39.0

27.0
36.0

Uploads money 
in mobile app

Through 
my mobile 
apps (such as 
PayTm, BHIM 
etc.)

27.0 19.0 14.5 39.5

Surge Pricing 
usage 

I continue 
using the same 
app-based taxi

0 56 44 0
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response from the company, driver 
not knowing routes and non-usage 
of GPS are not reported as very much 
present by the users.

When asked about the reasons for 
using app-based taxis, the domi-
nant reason agreed by 99.5% is cus-
tomer support system, followed by 
attractive offers like free rides or 
share passes, 97%. 90% of users also 
agreed that app-based taxis are used 
to avoid parking issues. 84.5% of the 
respondents agreed that app-based 
taxis are cheaper than using their 
car. The least important reasons are 
SOS / emergency button features 
(16%) and easier to book (52.5%). 

The promotional offers given by the 
app taxis are attractive to the users. 
To quote a respondent: “I am using 
daily app based taxis to travel to the 
workplace and I have taken share 
passes of Ola. Being a regular cus-
tomer, I am getting offers messages 
from the company.”

Apart from reasons discussed above, 
people like to use app-based taxis for 
special occasions to travel with fa-
mily. To quote: “When I am travelling 
with family I then book app based 
taxis and use app-based taxis ser-
vices since three years ago.”

Some of the respondents feel that app-
based taxis are almost like the public 
transport. To quote: “Longer travel 
time and traffic need a lot of atten-
tion and concentration to drive. Public 
transport is not good. Metros are over-
crowded, with no place to sit.  As the 
income increases, factors such as con-
sideration for convenience, and com-

fort increase. I would say app based 
taxis are public transport only which 
has given choices to the people.”

While responding to factors consi-
dered important by most of the 
respondent to use app-based taxis, 
users agreed to factors such as safety, 
timing,  affordable,  24*7 availability of 
cabs, door stop pick up, travel expe-
rience, transparency about the tariff,  
clean cars, feedback about the trip,  
used during weather condition, and 
better service than public transport.  

The qualitative interviews highlight 
the safety issue of app-based taxis. 
One of the respondents mentioned 
that “previously we needed to think 
twice while travelling during the 
night. We needed to arrange in such a 
manner that we got the vehicle while 
returning. Now we can travel at night 
by app-based taxis on 24*7, and we 
can inform our relatives through the 
message about the rides.”

The existing non-app-based taxi ser-
vices are not comfortable for some of 
the respondents. App-based taxis 
offer them comfort in the ease of 
booking. To quote one: “Previously 
taxis were not available and to book a 
taxi was not an easy task. We needed 
to go to the taxi agent one day in ad-
vance. Now, app based taxis brought 
the convenience of traveling by taxi.”

The usage of app-based taxis depends 
upon economic factors. For instance, 
one respondent said, “I am using 
daily app based taxis to travel to my 
workplace” and another respondent 
said that “the moment I need to go 
out I book the Ola and Uber.” In both 



Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era  CIPPEC    141

Table 4. Platform usage behaviours-2 (N=200)

A.

Type preferences 

First in Ola 
(%)

Auto - 0.5
Share - 17.5
Micro - 42.5
Mini - 30.5
None - 7.0

First in Uber 
(%)

UberGo – 24.5
Pool 40.5
Uber XL 11
None 24
Prime - 2.0

B.

Challenges while 
using app-based 
taxis

Overcharged

Wrong estima-
tion provided

Rude 
behaviour 
of the driver

Unpleasant 
behaviour of 
co-passenger

Poor response 
from the 
company

Delay in 
arrivals

Unclean cars

The driver does 
not know the 
routes

Driver does not 
know the GPS

Cancellation of 
rides by driver

More waiting 
time than the 
estimate

Traffic 
congestion

Very much 
present (%)

1.5

89.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.5

0.0

0.5

0.0

0.5

8.5

18.5

Sometimes 
present (%)

16.5

4.0

14.5

9.0

7.0

27.0

27.5

6.0

0.0

32.0

87.5

63.0

Not at all 
present (%)

82.0

7.0

85.5

91.0

93.0

72.5

72.5

93.5

100.0

67.5

4.0

18.5
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C. 

Reasons 
to use 
app 
based 
taxis

Cheaper than 
using personal car

To avoid parking 
Issues

Feel safer using 
Ola/ Uber etc.

Live tracking of car 
movement

To reach the access 
point of public 
transport such as 
Metro stations etc.

Better travel 
experience

Customer support 
system

Easier to book app 
based taxis (Ola/ 
Uber etc.) in online 
means

SOS / Emergency 
button feature

Attractive offers 
(Free rides, share 
passes, convenient 
payment options 
etc.)

Strongly 
agree (%)

20.0

54.0

24.1

23.0

9.5

17.5

40.0

26.0

0.0

11.0

Agree (%)

64.5

36.0

59.8

41.0

56.0

69.0

59.5

40.5

16.0

86.0

Neutral 
(%)

14.5

9.5

14.6

17.5

26.0

0.0

0.0

1.0

36.5

0,5

Disagree 
(%)

0.5

0.5

1.5

18.5

8.5

13.5

0.5

32.5

47.5

2,5

Strongly 
disagree 
(%)
0.5

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0,0

D. 

Impor-
tant 
factors 
to use 
app 
based 
taxis

Safety

Timing

Affor-dable

Availability of cabs 
(24*7)

Very im-
portant 
(%)

71.5

59.5

61.0

64.5

Impor-
tant (%)

28.5

40.5

39.0

34.5

Neutral 
(%)

0.0

0.0

0.0

1.0

Slightly 
Impor-
tant (%)

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Not im-
portant 
at all (%)

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0
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the cases, respondents come from 
the higher economic background and 
do not want to spend time in driving 
but instead prefer ‘to do some pro-
ductive work while travelling.’

Non-users: affordability and public 
transport usage despite poor quality 
and traffic congestion

Kathan et al. (2016) argued that the 
sharing economy is a threat to tra-
ditional industries and is having the 
potential to increase the environ-
mental sustainability by providing 
various choices to the users and re-
ducing the resource utilisation. The 
main reason for people to use the 
traditional mode of transportations 
such as buses, the Delhi Metro and 
auto rickshaws is affordability. The 

commuters face various challenges 
while using the public transport and 
overall service quality experience is 
not encouraging.   

The top challenge while travelling to 
the workplace for non-users of plat-
form taxis is slow traffic (65.5%) 
followed by overcrowded public 
vehicles (24%) and weather (21%). 
Among the challenges in using pu-
blic transport, traffic congestion is 
very much present (59%) followed by 
rough driving of the public transport 
buses (28.6%). While talking about 
challenges that are ‘sometimes pre-
sent’, it includes long waiting time 
for transportation (80.7%), unclean 
vehicles (72%), poor response from 
government (72%) and rough dri-
ving (59%). 

D. 

Impor-
tant 
factors 
to use 
app 
based 
taxis

Doorstep pickup

Travel experience

Transparency 
about tariff

Clean cars

Feedback about 
the trip

Weather condi-
tions (use on rainy 
days, during higher 
temperature days 
etc.)

Supporting 
employment 
for people

Very im-
portant 
(%)

76.5

7.0

78.5

65.5

14.5

57.0

5.5

Impor-
tant (%)

23.5

30.0

18.5

34.0

71.5

36.0

91.5

Neutral 
(%)

0.0

0.0

3.0

0.5

8.0

7.0

0.0

Slightly 
Impor-
tant (%)

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

6.0

0.0

3.0

Not im-
portant 
at all (%)

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0



144    CIPPEC  Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era

Despite the poor quality of public 
transport, users do not use platform 
taxis due to the higher cost. The non-
users cited affordability (31%) as the top 
reason and second top reason (24%) for 
using the public transport. None of 
the factors like frequency, good ser-
vice quality, closer to home and safety 
crossed 25% as the top reason. 

78% of the non-users at least agreed 
that public transport is cheaper 
than personal vehicles, taxis and 
auto rickshaws etc. The affordability 
as the main reason for using public 
transportation is reiterated in quali-
tative interviews as well. To quote: 
“the main issue is the money. Why 
should I pay Rs.50-60 to travel to 
app-based taxis? I have to see my 
budget (income and saving). I do not 
have that much money to use daily 
Ola and Uber. If I used them daily 
then that will cost me around Rs.100-
150. At present I am paying Rs.5 (one 
way bus tariff) to reach work place. 
Why should I pay more?”
 
The rapid expansion of metro rail 
coverage and introduction of elec-
tronic rickshaws along with affor-
dability are making some of the 
users continue to use the public 
transportation. Roughly half of them 
are using for travelling to the office 
/ workplace. A quarter of them uses 
it for shopping and less than 10% 
use for going to movies. The Delhi 
Metro network is 187.41 Km, its total 
daily ridership is 26 lakh (2015-16), 
and the government is increasing the 
DMRC network in a phased manner 
by adding 117.57 Km and 103.93 Km 
after completion of 3rd phase and 
4th phase respectively. A respondent 

who is using metro trains feels com-
fortable. The trains offer better travel 
experience in all weather conditions. 
To quote one: “I find metro safe com-
pared to other modes of transport, 
good in all weather, with no traffic 
issues and no bad roads issues”.

Avoiding parking issues came up as 
a top reason with 88% at least agreed 
to the same. Parking own vehicles 
emerged as a big challenge in the 
qualitative interviews as well. To 
quote a respondent: “If I am choo-
sing public transport, then I am not 
responsible for the vehicles and have 
no need to search for a parking place. 
If there is traffic, then I can get down 
at any place, without bothering about 
the vehicle.”

One respondent argued for using 
the personal car: “I agree that other 
transport options are cheaper but 
instead of using them I am using my 
car. Here, comfort is more important 
than other factors. For instance, if I 
am using app-based taxis then also 
I am getting into traffic on the road, 
and it´s costlier than using the car. If 
app based taxis fail to provide con-
venience and affordability, then why 
should I use them?” Some of the two-
wheeler owners cite the lesser travel 
time as: “I am using my bike and I 
have full control over it, and with 
that, I can reach to my workplace in 
20-25 minutes without waiting for 
taxis to come”.

The weak capacity of users and other 
reasons for non-use of platforms did 
not find support in the data. Most of 
the respondents disagreed with the 
listed reasons for non-use: they do 
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not have internet and smartphones, 
taxis are not available to their places, 
they are not using them because they 
are environmentally conscious or 
they do not know how to use them. 

3.4 Status of incumbent players

The sharing economy did not emerge 
in a vacuum, but with many exis-
ting players whose interactions are 
altered by the ICTs (Kathan et al., 
2016). The shared mobility is influ-
encing the transportation choice of 
individuals, which in turn is forcing 
the incumbent actors to respond to 
the new challenges. The incumbent 
players consist on auto rickshaws, 
unions, taxi owners and drivers. 

Auto rickshaws: Limiting policy re-
gime & stagnant orientation

The growth of auto rickshaws is li-
mited by the restrictive policy on 
numbers and pricing. The number 
of auto rickshaws plies in the city are 
fixed by the Supreme Court decision, 
which stated that the transport de-
partment should not issue new per-
mits due to rising pollutions and poor 
working conditions of the existing ve-
hicles. There is a mandatory require-
ment to convert the existing auto 
rickshaws into CNG (Compressed 
Natural Gas) fuel, banning petrol or 
diesel variants. The survey showed 
that auto rickshaws are the second 
most preferred transport after public 
buses and metro trains. The cap on 
the number of permits to be issued 
for the auto rickshaws has resulted 

in poor demand and supply situation. 
This gap has led to a black market for 
auto-rickshaw permits. The license 
holders are charging extra money for 
usage of license consequently buying 
auto-rickshaws at inflated rates or 
paying exorbitant rents for the ve-
hicles, if driven on the lease. 

The cost of an auto rickshaw is INR. 
250.000 in the market, but it is only 
available at INR 650.000 to the dri-
vers. The daily rent for an auto rick-
shaw is about INR 700 – 800 in the 
market, excluding the fuel. A driver 
is expected to charge INR 25 for first 
two Km and then INR 8 per Km.  This 
rates were fixed in 201320 and have 
not been modified in line with the 
inflation. The prevalent conditions 
are affecting the passengers as the 
drivers ask for either extra money 
or refuse meter based ride. The co-
mmon perception about the auto 
drivers is not pleasant as passengers 
are overcharged and fleeced in unusu-
al situations like rains, bus strikes or 
festivals. Allowing more number of 
autos as per the rise in population on 
the road might decrease the cost of a 
ride for the passengers21.   

The use of ICTs is low among the auto 
drivers. It is rare to see them using 
GPS to navigate or display the mobile 
numbers in autos. Though usage of 
smartphones and mobile Internet is 
common, most of the broadband is 
used for watching video content. 

The auto-rickshaw drivers are at the 
bottom of the transport value chain 

20 https://delhitrafficpolice.nic.in/public-interface/auto-rickshaw-taxi-fare-calculator/
21 http://nyayabhoomi.org/blog/what-would-happen-if-the-cap-was-lifted/
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who charges less for a ride, own low-
cost vehicles and cover short dis-
tances. They are also relatively less 
educated and have weak employable 
skills. Most of the driver-owners, es-
pecially the auto rickshaws22,  are not 
highly educated and have been in the 
business for a long time. One of the 
respondents echoed: “I have been in 
this business for the last 20-25 years 
and don’t have many skills to move to 
another profession. I will continue to 
run, how much ever I can in this.” 

Most of the drivers are contented 
with what they are earning despite 
the gradual decline. An auto rickshaw 
driver respondent has been driving 
auto rickshaw for last 12 years and 
manages a daily income of Rs. 450 – 
500 after fuel and other expenses by 
driving for 12 hours. When asked for 
a reason for not joining the app taxis, 
he responded: “I am happy with the 
present way of earning and able to 
manage a decent income.” 

The auto rickshaw drivers also agree 
that their businesses got affected 
because of app taxis. Now when he 
stands outside housing society, many 
app-based taxis are coming to pick 
the customers. Earlier customers 
come outside to take auto rickshaws. 
One reasoned that inefficiency in the 
system of auto rickshaws is related to 
the number of auto rickshaws and its 
exaggerated prices in the black mar-
ket. The cap on the auto rickshaws 
are creating the gap in the market 

and suggested to release new permits 
regularly. 

Unions: Fragmented, ineffective lob-
bying & slow response to competition

There is no dominant union for taxis 
and autos in New Delhi, which can 
be said of a true representative of 
taxi owners or drivers. Qualitative 
interviews with drivers and owners 
indicate that there are more than 150 
such unions. Some of them use 
‘associations’ in the titles. None of 
the unions is closely associated with 
any dominant political party. This 
situation is different from Mumbai or 
Kolkatta, where dominant taxi unions 
are visible in the public space and are 
backed by political parties. 

A scan of newspaper and related ma-
terials throw the following names: 
Rajdhani Parivahan Panchayat, Cha-
lak Shakti, Sarvodaya Drivers' Asso-
ciation, Delhi Auto Rickshaw Sangh, 
Delhi Pradesh Taxi Union, the Rajd-
hani Tourist Drivers' Union, Delhi 
Taxis, Tourist Transporters and Tour 
Operators Association, Association 
of Radio Taxis, Indian Association of 
Taxi Operators, Delhi-NCR Driver 
Taxi Association and others. Some of 
the magazines indicate that thirteen 
to twenty associations participated in 
a strike called in Sept 2017.23-24  

Unions seem to be hyper-local in 
Delhi. Earlier, government of Delhi 
permitted to run taxi booths in an 

22 https://thewire.in/economy/autorickshaw-economy-ola-uber
23https://www.ndtv.com/delhi-news/app-based-taxi-drivers-to-strike-in-delhi-tomor-
row-1682568
24 https://inc42.com/flash-feed/ola-uber-ban/
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approved place to those own four or 
five taxis in their names. They were 
allowed to have a small temporary 
structure to run an office and keep 
the taxis in the open area. As per the 
government data, there are 98 booths 
in Delhi25. Some of the newspaper 
reports indicate the number to be as 
high as 50026. The premises are given 
on lease by the government. The taxi 
booths or stands do not own the land 
on which the businesses are opera-
ting. There is a higher possibility that 
each one of them is registered as a 
union. As per the drivers, the self-
claimed larger unions invite any taxi 
owner to become a member of pa-
ying the fee. Presently, the allocation 
of booths is discontinued by the go-
vernment and the businesses are run 
from the private premises. 

The taxi union representatives 
opined that their businesses have 
reduced to half after platform taxis 
came into the market. To quote one 
of them: “Earlier drivers used to 
have six trip rounds, whereas now 
it is reduced to three trip rounds a 
day. Sometimes we are not able to 
have even three trips rounds a day.” 
Another taxi union representative 
mentioned that now it is very difficult 
to have a business. Now, most of the 
passengers are travelling with plat-
form-based taxis. 

The unions are expected to lobby 
with the government or convey their 
concerns. The driver respondents 

repeatedly said that the union mem-
bership fee is a waste of money and 
most of the union leaders are co-
rrupt. The impact of unions on policy 
changes appear to be absent or mi-
nuscule. The analysis of interview 
data and secondary data showed that 
there is poor coordination among 
various unions. There is a lack of vi-
sible and decisive leadership in repre-
senting the unions. The unions are 
not politically connected as well. The 
owners do not have confidence in the 
unions to handle the present situa-
tion. One of the respondents opined: 
“Nothing came out of the protest. 
Our leaders are corrupt. When they 
get money, they remain silent.”

The secondary data indicate that 
unions do represent the drivers to 
the government and are presenting 
their concerns to it. However, their 
demands seem to be impractical. In 
a recent communication to the go-
vernment, some unions wanted a 
total ban of app-based taxis and to 
stop permitting commercial taxis27. 
A representative opined that work 
security of their drivers is important 
and demanded that the app-based 
taxis should not be allowed to pick 
up passengers from the airport. A 
representative said that the union is 
writing to the government but not 
being able to get any responses. 

The unions also gave inputs to the 
upcoming new policy, Delhi City Taxi 
Scheme 2017. The inputs include: 

25 https://www.ndmc.gov.in/departments/enforcement_stall_taxi_stand.aspx
26 https://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi-news/delhi-s-once-omnipresent-kaali-peeli-
taxis-struggle-to-stay-afloat/story-1KuY6nOF6EoshUkBX7SauK.html
27https://www.ndtv.com/delhi-news/want-a-cap-on-the-number-of-cabs-in-delhi-taxi-
union-1214424
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fixing minimum fares for taxis, com-
pulsory registration of cab aggrega-
tors, banning National Capital Re-
gion taxis in the city, and have four 
categories of taxis instead of the 
economy and luxury bifurcation28. 
Further reading of statements in the 
trade press, as quoted by the union 
representatives, does not reflect 
positively about the unions in De-
lhi: “We wanted to participate in the 
meeting to give our suggestions, but 
we were not allowed in the room.”

Not surprisingly, there was no inde-
pendent strike called out by the taxi 
unions against the digital platforms, 
Uber and Ola. Poor coordination 
among them, the absence of hail taxi 
systems and lack of high dependency 
for intracity travel by the passengers 
are some of the reasons. As most of 
the taxi drivers are independent 
owners, losing out earnings due to 
protests and strikes is not preferred 
by them. 

The platform taxi drivers called for 
a strike in early 201729. Not all dri-
vers participated in the protest. The 
demands included a reduction of the 
commission from 25% to 10% and an 
increase of base fare to a minimum of 
INR 10 per KM. The overall response 
had been weak, and the strike was 
not successful.30 
 

There were attempts to face the 
competition from the platform 
taxis. However, the taxi unions are 
comprising of small size taxi own-
ers who are neither tech savvy nor 
skilled enough to design their apps 
or introduce ICTs in their opera-
tions. One union, Chalak Shakti, has 
attempted to create an app similar to 
Uber and Ola but specifically focused 
on the drivers. The SEWA app was 
introduced in 2017 and has a decent 
interface.31 The app does not charge 
25% as commission, but INR 700 as 
monthly fee from the drivers. The 
money shall be paid directly to the 
driver. The passenger can hail the 
taxi from the road as well. The ride 
rates are slightly lower than platform 
taxis. There are no surcharges.  

The study attempted to install and 
use the app. The app did not install 
from the Google app store. No fur-
ther information on the app is avai-
lable elsewhere. The study spoke 
to the representative through the 
contact number and was told that 
the app is closed. Similar efforts by 
Mumbai taxi unions failed in 2016 as 
there were no takers from customers 
and drivers.32

There are other attempts to stay 
competitive as well. The unions are 
spreading awareness among the 
drivers to remain attractive to the 

28https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/delhi-taxi-unions-give-sugges-
tions-for-city-taxi-scheme-2017-117091101456_1.html
29https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/cab-strike-ends-in-mumbai-but-ola-
uber-drivers-plan-delhi-ncr-shutdown-on-friday/story-fsaELQ8Vj9xUzZAlrTPp3O.html
30 https://www.ndtv.com/delhi-news/ola-uber-drivers-might-go-off-road-today-1682631
31 https://officechai.com/news/sewa-cabs-delhi-launched-app/
32 https://www.medianama.com/2017/03/223-sewa-cab-ola-and-uber/
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customers. Clean cars, polite con-
versations, and non-rash driving are 
part of the activities. The drivers are 
also suggested to bring in new cars. 
The unions are arranging regular 
training for drivers in collaboration 
with private service providers on 
various aspects related to passenger 
management, use of technologies 
and maintenance of the car. The go-
vernment has made it mandatory to 
have GPS in the taxis. The unions are 
trying to educate the taxi owners or 
drivers to have the same.   

Some of the taxi owners altered the 
business model. They have attached 
few of the taxis with the Uber or Ola 
and earned good money in the earlier 
phases when incentives were higher 
and attractive. Some of the taxis are 
still running with the apps where the 
drivers are employed by them. Rest 
of the cars are still running in the old 
business model. 

Some of the owners removed the 
drivers from the taxis attached to 
the apps and had started driving 
themselves. To quote one of them: 
“Now it is difficult to get the drivers. 
The salary of drivers has increased 
to around Rs 18.000. At that salary, 
drivers will work as a job. However, 
to earn money in this profession, 
we need to search continuously and 
move to those places where chances 
of getting work are higher. For drivers, 
it is a 10-12 hours job, and they do not 
worry about the income. However, 
the owner needs to worry about the 
car EMI, driver’s salary, and mainte-
nance, etc.”

Drivers: Platforms as enablers 

Overall, drivers on the platform 
appear to be benefited and happy 
with the nature of employment. Ear-
lier research (Kashyap & Bhatia, 2018) 
indicated that many of the driver-
owners are poor and disadvantaged 
people who turned to platforms to 
escape poverty and discriminations. 
The case of drivers seems to be diffe-
rent from taxi owners. They are not 
overtly affected by the platforms. 
The mobility of drivers from regular 
jobs to app taxis and vice versa is co-
mmon. The attrition of drivers in taxi 
companies is also common in Delhi as 
per the qualitative interviews. Some 
drivers have left their regular jobs 
to join the platforms. To quote such 
a case: “Previously I was working in 
a call centre company through ven-
dors. However, I was working there 
for more number of hours. The ven-
dors were delaying the payment for 
three months and deducting the ki-
lometres from our work. My income 
was reducing and I was unhappy with 
that system. One of my friends told 
about the app-based companies and 
I joined. I am happy with the com-
pany; I am getting good income and 
recei-ving income regularly.”

It is also common for two drivers to 
drive the same taxi, though app re-
gistration is done only for one single 
driver. The passengers do not find 
this strange or at least it does not 
emerge in the interviews. This acti-
vity is done to maximize the incen-
tives offered by the digital platforms 
or to meet the payments for the car 
loan. The platforms have some incen-
tive structure for which the drivers 



150    CIPPEC  Urban Transport in the Sharing Economy Era

need to be logged in for a longer du-
ration. Generally around 13-16 hours 
or for a number of trips. The drivers 
adopted themselves with the system, 
though not permitted legally. One of 
the drivers mentioned: “We are two 
drivers driving this taxi. I drive for 24 
hours. The next day, another one will 
drive for 24 hours. Then he takes the 
rest for one day, and I will drive.”

Interestingly, some of the drivers 
found that market rates for drivers’ 
salary have increased after the plat-
forms. One of the drivers mentioned 
that the salary of drivers who are 
driving private cars had increased. As 
the employment options for the dri-
vers have increased, either join as a 
private house driver or join platform 
taxis, people are finding it difficult to 
get the drivers at lower salaries.

The platforms are offering better re-
venues and opportunities to the dri-
vers. There are drivers with the app 
taxis who were previously driving 
auto rickshaws. One of the respon-
dents mentioned that earlier he had 
auto rickshaws and now he is driving 
platform taxis to earn more revenues. 
There are some drivers, those who 
were working with the traditional 
taxis and joined the platforms. To 
quote one: “I was driving a Kaali peeli 
(traditional) taxi on rent and was ge-
tting lesser income. Earlier, we need 
to wait for the customers. In this, we 
do not have to go in search of custo-
mers. If we want, then we accept the 
ride and drop the passenger.”

The drivers also feel the freedom of 
choice is better in platform compa-
nies. One driver said: “In this work, 

we are the owner of oneself and the 
company will not come and tell us 
to take a passenger. If we want to go 
home, sleep or have food, we can do 
it according to our wish.”

Interestingly, some of the non-plat-
form drivers blame the platform 
drivers for the traffic congestion in 
the city. Accordingly, to them, the 
platform taxis are driven by migrants 
and are dependent on the GPS by the 
platform requirements. Since they 
drive by looking at the GPS in the app, 
they are largely responsible for traffic 
congestion and accidents. The study 
is not able to validate this assumption.

Some of the drivers had participated 
in the union organized strikes and 
protests. However, the economic cost 
of the participation had forced them 
to return to work soon. Many drivers 
had mentioned that nothing happens 
out of the strike against the compa-
nies, and there is a loss of income. 

Few of the drivers have made a de-
cision not to work with platforms. 
They feel that platforms are compli-
cated and work as a private company. 
They feel that the traditional system 
is good and can earn income in the 
range of Rs 12.000-18.000 by wor-
king for 10-14 hours. 

3.5 Government: benign neglect in 
the past, reactive in the present and 
supportive in the future 

The role played by the government 
with respect to platforms can be di-
vided into three time periods: past – 
benign neglect of transportation sec-
tor, present – reactive policy response 
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to the present situations and future 
– supportive to the platforms. 

The policy of the government to-
wards the public transport system 
in New Delhi in the past was benign 
neglect from the perspective of plat-
forms. The transport system is not 
growing in line with the increase in 
population, including inward migra-
tion. The data showed a reduction in 
the number of public transport buses 
and a number of auto rickshaws, the 
most used modes of transport by the 
New Delhi commuters after their 
vehicles. In the survey, most of the 
commuters felt that the quality of the 
existing public buses is not good and 
government is not responsive. The 
services provided by the auto rick-
shaws are expensive due to restrictive 
regimes that fixed the quantity and 
pricing. The incumbent taxi services 
are not helpful for intracity travel by 
not following meter based rides and 
overcharging the customers. The 
drivers who are working with taxi 
owners are employed on an informal 
basis and are not covered by any of 
the safety net measures. The traffic 
congestion is being rated as the top 
most challenge in travelling to work, 
irrespective of the vehicles use.   

Overall the existing environment 
is supportive to the entry of plat-
forms based taxis, largely due to the 
apathy of the government. The plat-
form taxis are still second to public 
transport and auto-rickshaws in New 

Delhi, largely due to the affordability 
to the lower and lower middle-class 
of the commuters. The taxi and auto 
rickshaws owners reported that their 
businesses have been affected by the 
platform taxis. 

The present policy approach is more 
reactive to the negative incidents 
arising from the platform economy 
ecosystem. In December 2014, a 
woman executive was raped by an 
Uber driver while she was on a ride.33 
It created a furore in the nation. 
Uber was criticized for not verifying 
the driver's records. The Ministry of 
Home Affairs banned the platform 
taxis immediately. Despite the ban, 
the taxis continued to run in the city. 
The Delhi transport department and 
police department impounded few 
vehicles. The government also rejec-
ted the Uber's license application34.  
However, the ban was lifted in April 
201535, and things went back to nor-
mal. Ola introduced a safety button in 
its app wherein a passenger can pass 
the information to the nearest police 
station. 

In February 2017, the Delhi Govern-
ment contemplated banning the 
shared cab services segment of the 
digital platforms, Uber and Ola. The 
shared services allow the passengers 
to ride taxis along with other passen-
gers who are travelling on the same 
route, but to different destinations. 
The cost of the ride is 50% lower than 
the single person ride for the passen-

33https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/09/uber-taxi-driver-rape-charge-serial-
sex-offender-indian-media-claim
34https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/delhi-govt-asks-centre-to-ban-uber-ola-
taxi-for-sure-apps/article7031897.ece
35 https://in.reuters.com/article/india-uber-idINKCN0PI17V20150708
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gers. Apart from safety concerns, es-
pecially for the women passengers, 
the government argued that the app 
taxis are violating the 'contract ca-
rriage permit' of Motor Vehicles Act, 
1988, which does not allow passen-
gers to get in or drop out midway. 
Stage carriage permit allows the 
same, as followed by buses36. As of 
today, July 2018, the shared services 
are not banned.

So far, the government has not modi-
fied the existing regulatory frame-
works to accommodate or to reject the 
platform taxis in New Delhi. The trans-
port in city roads is under the pur-
view of the state governments. Hence 
regulations present in Delhi might not 
be applicable to other states. A clear 
demonstration of su-ccessful policy in 
one state will help other states to imi-
tate the same. The implementation ef-
ficiency might be different for different 
states, as in other policies. 
An approved policy document, City 
Taxi Scheme (2015) of Delhi govern-
ment gives indications for the su-
pport of digital platforms. The po-
licy document calls to use the term 
aggregators and allow them under 
group category.  The group category 
shall have a Delhi office with con-
tact details. The licensee is expec-
ted to maintain a fleet of minimum 
200 taxis either owners or through 
an agreement with individual taxi 
permit holders. Though there is no 
special provision for platforms, this 
policy is not against the aggregators.

The future policy landscape looks 
positive for the platform taxis. At the 

national level, there are efforts to fa-
cilitate the platform taxis. The Minis-
try of Road Transport & Highways, 
Government of India had formed a 
committee consists of six members 
from the government to propose taxi 
policy guidelines to promote urban 
mobility. The committee did not have 
a single industry representative. The 
report was published in December 
2016 and is under consideration by 
the Ministry for possible policy for-
mulation. This report is supportive 
of the aggregators. The committee 
has suggested achieving the follo-
wing goals, relevant to the platforms  
(Ministry of Road Transport and 
Highways, 2016, p.12):

• evolve uniform, national guidelines 
responsive to state-specific require-
ments,
• lower entry barriers to the com-
mercial taxi operators/ aggregators 
and promote opportunities amongst 
the unemployed youth in the country,
-encourage shared transportation 
assets and limit private car owner-
ship to alleviate the acute congestion 
and pollution in cities,
• encourage and permit new forms of 
urban mobility like bike sharing and 
e-rickshaws, and
• create a national ecosystem for taxi 
aggregators.

The suggestions proposed by the 
committee may replicate the shared 
economy model in transportation 
as in the western countries. Private 
car owners can become taxi dri-
vers of the platforms, after paying 
a fee. Though overall supportive of 

36 https://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi-news/delhi-moves-to-ban-app-based-shared-
cab-services-such-as-uberpool-ola-share/story-sQmz4kgaiFcHS2hIKrFT3J.html
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the platforms, the committee has su-
ggested some controls like pricing 
(maximum should be three times of 
minimum fare), the need for physi-
cal presence in the state where it 
operates and that the maximum co-
mmission or fee should be 20%.  

The comments from Niti Aayog, also 
called as National Institution for 
Transforming India, a national go-
vernment think tank, is supportive 
of the platform taxis. It has suggested 
the following: no minimum tariff, 
no surge pricing, no geographical 
license restrictions, no separate li-
cence for platforms, to enable online 
license submissions, to permit plat-
form buses and permission for car 
pooling in private cars. 

The Delhi Government is exploring 
new regulations in the form of Delhi 
City Taxi Scheme 2017. As of mid of 
2018, it is yet to be cleared. The extant 
information in the newspaper indi-
cates a supportive environment for 
the platform taxis. Since the central 
government is recommending a su-
pportive policy environment for the 
platform taxis, the state governments 
are likely to follow the same. 

4. Policy Implications

The present study observes that digi-
tal platforms are helping the trans-
port systems in New Delhi. The exis-
ting public transport systems are not 
able to meet the growing demand. 
The quality of existing public trans-
port systems, both buses and metro 
trains is not rated high by the users. 
The commercial transport systems 

are of higher prices, poorly managed 
and restricted by the licensing re-
gime, especially with affordable auto 
rickshaws. The commuters continue 
to use personal vehicles as experience 
in platform taxis is not better due 
to the traffic congestion. The other 
main reason is the affordability of the 
public transport. The uptake of plat-
form taxis has resulted in the decline 
of revenues for incumbent players. 
The use of platform taxis is rising 
despite concerns related to the safety 
of women passengers and perceived 
exploitation of platform drivers. In 
this context, what are the policy op-
tions available?    

The regulatory challenges related to 
sharing economy are being noted all 
over the world (Munkøe, 2017) and 
efforts are being made to address the 
same. Some of the challenges related 
to transportation include: whether 
drivers on the platforms are workers 
or contractors; if individuals are con-
tractors in the platforms, whether 
they should be treated as business 
entities or private individuals; and 
what the nature of contractual rela-
tionship between the user, platforms 
and the asset owner / service pro-
vider should be like. Følstad, Skjuve, 
& Haugstveit (2018) offer four major 
policy suggestions related to sharing 
economy: simplify the adherence to 
the regulation by the platforms; in-
troduce regulations to reduce risk, 
protect privacy and security to the 
users; avoid monopoly situation for 
the platform firms; and introduce 
standardized process for how users 
connect, pay, insure and other re-
lated activities and maintenance of 
service quality. 
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The study presents the following po-
licy suggestions: 
 
4.1 Treating platform taxis as co-
mmercial taxis 

At present, platform taxis are treated 
as commercial taxis. This is different 
from the global north, where taxis 
owned by private individuals can en-
ter the market easily without any 
approvals from the government. In 
India, taxis need to have a commer-
cial license to collect fees from the 
passengers and should be driven by 
the commercial driving license hol-
ders. When a car is under a commer-
cial license, all the relevant regula-
tions apply and can be controlled by 
the government. The implementation 
and monitoring might not be strict, 
but possibilities are not ruled out. 
At present, there are recommenda-
tions to allow private driving licenses 
for commercial taxis.  The platform 
taxis should continue to be treated as 
commercial taxis37. This will provide 
space for the government. To regu-
late the taxis, if needed. 

4.2 Modifying existing regulatory 
frameworks to increase the quantity 
and enable market pricing

There is demand-supply imbalance 
in public transport provision in New 
Delhi. Permitting the entry of cars in 
the market through digital platforms 
is likely to address the problem. How-
ever, the affordability of the trans-
port should be ensured: the shared 
taxi category of platforms, a ride be-

ing shared by multiple passengers, or 
shared passes, which offer flat rates 
stipulated distances that are cheaper 
than the regular rides. There is un-
certainty related to the continua-
tion of the services, as the existing 
licenses do not permit shared rides 
for the intracity travel. The city taxi 
schemes should include the shared 
taxi services. 

Despite the poor quality of services, 
the public buses are predominantly 
used in New Delhi. The platforms 
should be encouraged to run the 
buses on the routes where the vo-
lume of passengers is high. The size 
and number of platform buses can be 
fixed by the government to balance 
the traffic flow and commuting com-
fort of the users.   

The prices for the rides, both mini-
mum and maximum, are fixed by the 
government. However, the prices are 
not followed by the incumbent taxis. 
There are no hail taxis that use meters 
on the roads. The pricing structure 
is a failure. The government should 
allow the market to fix the prices. In 
other words, the platforms should be 
permitted to fix both minimum and 
maximum prices. The surge prices 
will signal the high revenue earning 
potential bringing in number of taxis 
into the ecosystem. If prices are re-
duced below the break-even levels, 
taxi driving should become unviable 
resulting in market exits.   

37https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/commercial-driving-licence-not-needed-for-
taxis-autos/articleshow/63822859.cms
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4.3 Generating employment & pro-
tecting the drivers

Platforms can generate a significant 
amount of employment within a short 
time. Workers can think beyond just 
driving, but have started exploring 
owning the assets. It is said that "plat-
form economy companies have given 
drivers a stable, mid-term period of 
time to accumulate wealth, which in 
turn has allowed them to stabilize and 
take short-term decisions by making 
large investments in their work [apply-
ing for loan to buy their own vehicles], 
and to bear the risks of flexible wor-
king conditions in the short-term 
with more confidence (p.1)” (Surie & 
Koduganti, 2016).  

Any policy support to the platforms 
will generate further employment 
in the transport domain. The sup-
port can be in all possible areas. For 
instance, conversion of private cars 
into commercial cars should be a 
simple process, preferably with less 
or no visit to the transport depart-
ments. This will bring number of idle 
cars to the market. 

There are concerns about protec-
ting the platform drivers, especially 
in two areas: working hours and pro-
tection from market shocks. 

If the platforms continue to squeeze 
drivers to stay in the road longer, 
drivers might drop out of the plat-
forms due to burn-outs or seek an 

alternative employment. A poor sup-
ply of drivers is likely to affect the us-
age of the platform resulting in bet-
ter management of drivers in future. 
Unlike manufacturing, the factories 
cannot be shifted to cheap labour lo-
cations. The transport platforms are 
tied to local geographies and need to 
manage the local resources to sus-
tain. For instance, cheaper drivers in 
Mumbai will not help the platforms 
in New Delhi. If the driver is a sala-
ried employee, the existing labour 
legislation will apply. If the driver is 
a contractor, related contract legisla-
tion shall apply.  

The working hours related discu-
ssion should be seen from a broader 
context. This is not a problem pecu-
liar to the platforms. The regulation 
related to labour is a bigger problem 
and needs to be handled. In India, 81% 
are employed in the informal sec-
tor38, and 68% does not have a formal 
contract. 57% are not covered by any 
social security cover39. The condi-
tion is the same for the drivers who 
are attached with the incumbent taxi 
associations or agencies in India. This 
is different from the global north, 
where the condition of the platform 
drivers are highlighted in the media 
by comparing with the workers in 
other industry. For instance, a study 
of Uber and Lyft drivers by the Ma-
ssachusetts Institute of Technology40 
reported that drivers made around 
USD 3.37 per hour much lower than the 
stipulated minimum wages in the US.  

38https://thewire.in/labour/nearly-81-of-the-employed-in-india-are-in-the-informal-
sector-ilo
39 http://fowigs.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Capitulo3.pdf
40https://qz.com/1222744/mits-uber-study-couldnt-possibly-have-been-right-it-was-
still-important/
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When Ola and Uber came to India, 
there was a problem of supply and 
demand concerning the platforms. 
There were no adequate drivers or 
taxis on the platform, and not many 
users were looking for taxis. Ola had 
managed this problem by offe-ring 
incentives to drivers to join the plat-
form and for continuing. For instance, 
a driver used to get INR 15.000 for 
attaching the taxi to the platform in 
2016. The incentive structure used to 
be INR 2.000 – 3.000 for five to six 
rides, and up to INR 12.000 for 17-18 
rides, every day41. Many drivers had 
joined the platform expecting to earn 
around INR 100.000 in a month. The 
commission or fee levied for the trip 
was only 10%.42 Once the threshold 
amount of drivers had joined the 
program, the incentives were re-
duced by the platforms. The com-
mission also went up to 20 - 30%.43 
Naturally, the drivers were upset and 
protested. There were no false claims 
made by the platforms to the drivers 
who had assumed that the incentive 
schemes would continue forever. 

The promotional schemes and incen-
tives announced by the digital plat-
forms to attract both the drivers and 
platforms are not sustainable. They 
are likely to be withdrawn by the 
platforms in the near future to enable 
sustainability and competitiveness. 
The Competition Commission of In-

dia, a statutory body that enforces 
the Competition Act (2002), monitors 
the monopoly situation in all sectors 
and intervenes if needed. Earlier, a 
complaint by the existing radio taxi 
companies against Uber and Ola was 
rejected by the Commission.44 

4.4 Ensuring safety of the passengers

The study found mixed opinion to-
wards safety in the platform taxis. 
Some users are finding them safe and 
some non-users are finding them 
unsafe. As per the existing regula-
tions, the taxi drivers are expected 
to display the driver batch to the 
users. In platform taxis, the iden-
tification badge of the driver is dis-
played in the car and also in the app 
when receiving a taxi. Recently Uber 
has introduced a panic button that 
connects with the emergency perso-
nnel45. Similar buttons were already 
introduced in India by Uber and Ola. 
Ola has also introduced the additio-
nal feature in the app through which 
a passenger can share the trip details 
to a family member. The Delhi Go-
vernment mandates that all the taxis 
are expected to have GPS whose data 
shall be shared with the government 
agency. The agency can track the taxi 
if needed. The government needs to 
ensure whether the safety measures 
are implemented in the taxis. 

41https://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi-news/driver-income-continues-to-fall-after-
uber-and-ola-withdraws-incentives/story-wAyBH5WrZhPhAppBJiLlCJ.html
42https://qz.com/1230993/the-reality-of-driving-for-ola-and-uber-in-india-debt-slashed-
pay-multiple-jobs/
43 https://www.medianama.com/2017/06/223-ola-uber-incentive-driver-suicide/
44http://www.dnaindia.com/business/report-competition-commission-reject-com-
plaints-of-unfair-practices-against-ola-uber-2178209
45http://www.latimes.com/business/technology/la-fi-tn-uber-safety-20180412-story.html#
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In summary, New Delhi Government 
is going in the right regulatory direc-
tion. The ongoing policy discussions 
are indicating further favourable con-
ditions to the platforms. This is likely 
to address the urban transport pro-
blems in Delhi in addition to genera-
ting employment and creating liveli-
hood opportunities for the people.   
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The explosion of the digital economy 
is one of the most disruptive pro-
cesses of the 21st century. The trans-
formation of social relations and the 
circuits of production and consump-
tion that the new ICTs have intro-
duced, pose great dilemmas to cities 
about the ways of managing their 
resources, the organization of space 
and the relationship between citi-
zens and governments.

While the impacts of this phenomenon 
are being studied in several global 
cities, the investigation of urban pro-
cesses related to the emergence of 
digital platforms in the Global South 
is still incipient. The studies presen-
ted here constitute a first approach to 
some of the central themes that link 
the collaborative economy to urban 
development. With focus on transport 
in cities, these case studies provide 
relevant data and new perspectives 
on labor issues, gender, regulation 
and their organization in systems.

The unfold of digital platforms offe-
ring transportation services in Cali 
has been consolidated as an alter-
native complementary work, both 
for taxi and other traditional means 
drivers, as well as for workers from 
other areas, who find in this market 
a possibility to increase income. But, 
in addition, this phenomenon has 
triggered the proliferation of para-
llel, self-managed platforms, which 
while promising greater agility and 
profits, further precarize the situa-
tion of drivers as well as passengers, 
on sensitive issues such as safety and 

dignified working conditions. This 
sort of informality beyond informa-
lity reinforces the questions about 
how governments can regulate these 
services and transform them into 
sources of genuine employment, but 
above all poses a new question: what 
are the limits of the digital economy 
to solve structural problems of un-
employment and labor informality 
in the cities of the Global South and 
to what extent can adequate public 
policies predict and reduce further 
precarization as a result of the proli-
feration of platforms?

On the other hand, from a gender 
perspective, the study of women 
drivers in Cairo adds another di-
mension to the problem of platform-
mediated work, by making visible 
the inequalities faced by women who 
choose these new forms of income 
generation. While the motivation 
to expand their income remains a 
constant, the perception of the drivers 
raises issues still little explored in 
academic studies, mainly on the job 
stereotypes that these women face 
when joining a labor field traditio-
nally dominated by men. This study 
inquires the scoring systems, insofar 
as they reproduce social inequalities, 
and places at the center the question 
of the insecurity that these workers 
face as women, evidencing the rela-
tionship between this situation and 
their choice of working in the frame-
work of the digital economy.

In another context, the study con-
ducted in San Pablo points in one of 
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the most structural directions of the 
debate on the digital economy, which 
is how to regulate a phenomenon 
that does not fit in the pre-existing 
categories, neither into the regulato-
ry frameworks that have traditionally 
organized transportation through-
out the last century. While the city 
has developed and implemented an 
innovative legislation, which can be 
a source of inspiration for national 
legislation in Brazil and even for 
other cities that are transiting simi-
lar roads, the study transcends what 
could be a simple technical review. 
The regulation of the digital trans-
port platforms in San Pablo high-
lights the complex political plot and 
the tensions between different social 
actors to reconcile the way in which 
urban management incorporates this 
disruptive component.

In relation to how these platforms 
are inserted in the existing transport 
systems, New Delhi’s research shows 
how the digital economy is beginning 
to gain a space between public and 
private transport services that have 
severe deficits in quality, safety and 
economic accessibility. It also high-
lights the role that these platforms 
play as generators of job offers, espe-
cially in a city where other forms of 
employment related to urban trans-
port are not accessible, both due to 
costs and regulatory limitations.

All these views constitute a great con-
tribution for the field of public policy. 
On the one hand, they provide rele-
vant information to know the situa-
tion of the workers of the platforms, 
the tensions and the challenges in 
the field of regulation and the design 

of transport systems in cities. But, 
above all, they leave a path of applied 
research that needs to be deepened: 
beyond the sectoral approach of the 
various problematic fronts that have 
unleashed the proliferation of these 
digital platforms in a very short time, 
it is urgent and unavoidable to think 
how new forms of urban transport 
are inserted in a holistic view of mo-
bility in cities. What articulations can 
governments make with the private 
sector in order to generate a better 
public transport offer? To what extent 
many of the solutions offered today 
by different companies can be deve-
loped from the public sector? What 
are the approaches that an adequate 
regulation must take into account to 
regulate urban transport? Ultimately, 
it is about bringing the public dimen-
sion of a basic service such as trans-
port to the forefront and, from there, 
thinking about the role of the private 
sector of digital platforms as part of 
a mobility strategy urban and not as 
an actor that operates speculatively 
in the voids of public policies in ci-
ties. Moreover, this disruption is an 
invitation for cities to think about the 
possibility of developing their own 
platforms, putting in the foreground 
the relevance not only of organizing 
the transport system but also of doing 
it with their own digital data.

To be able to deal with the emergen-
cies posed by the conjuncture and to 
develop, simultaneously, comprehen-
sive and long-term proposals, is un-
doubtedly a great challenge for urban 
management. This work offers a first 
contribution for all those govern-
ments that are willing to go through it.
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