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Executive Summary

The gig economy has risen at a fast pace, particularly in developing economies where many gig workers are
outsourced from. Moreover, many firms in developing countries have been found to have higher inclinations of
hiring gig workers in comparison to its counterparts in developed economies. While it has lowered the barrier
for populations living in poverty to enter the workforce, the gig economy poses risks to ASEAN’s poverty
alleviation agenda, particularly given the informal nature of gig work. Informal employment, including gig
employment, constitutes a substantial part of the labour market in the ASEAN region as it constitutes up to
80% of total national employment in some member states.

The high rate of informal employment is accompanied with high levels of vulnerable employment in many
parts of the region. The informality of the gig economy may pose risks if coupled with low social protection
coverage which, at present, marred with wide gaps in coverage across the region. Moreover, gig economy may
also institutionalise previously existing precarious work conditions, leading to deterioration in other indicators
of well-being and lower income for gig workers. ASEAN has recognised that its response to impacts brought
about by the gig economy is interlinked with efforts in ensuring decent work for citizens in the region. This
linkage between poverty eradication and the gig economy is drawn by highlighting the importance of social
protection, harmonious workplace, and workers’ safety. However, a specific focus on gig workers or digital
platform workers have yet to arise in discussions within ASEAN.
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1. Introduction

Resilience, and Agility of Workers for the Future of Work, highlighting ASEAN’s commitment to

ensure that the rapid changes in the world of work caused by technological progress benefits ASEAN
workers rather than harming them. It highlights the importance of developing the competitiveness, agility, and
resilience of workers in ASEAN (ASEAN, 2021a). Against this backdrop, the rise of the gig economy is one
of the most important challenges to be anticipated. As an emerging global trend, further accelerated by the
COVID-19 pandemic, the rise of the gig economy provided workers with previously untapped opportunities and
more flexibility, but at the same time also brings risks and precarity.

I n October 2021, ASEAN leaders adopted the ASEAN Declaration on Promoting Competitiveness,

How to manage this trend is one crucial question to ensure that ASEAN can fulfil its vision to create a “resilient,
innovative, and people-centred community.” The quick rise of the gig economy across the globe has been
staggering. In a World Bank report, “Working Without Borders: The Promise and Peril of Online Gig Work”
(Datta & Chen, 2023), 132.5 million gig workers said that gig work was their main source of employment,
while the number might increase to up to 435 million people (around 12.5 percent of global employment) if
the estimate considers those who said that gig work was a secondary source of employment. Nations and
scholars are still struggling to understand how the gig economy has changed the nature of work and the larger
economy. However, while comparing the effects of gig work has been complicated by many differing concepts
and definitions (Watson, et al., 2021), the gig economy will be an important part of our common economic
future and requires analysis.

Studies have shown that the gig economy has grown faster in developing countries than developed countries.
One survey, sponsored by the World Bank, found that 60 percent of surveyed firms in lower-middle or low-
income countries outsourced more tasks to gig workers, double the number of the firms surveyed in upper-
middle or high-income countries countries. Firms in developing countries also tended to hire more gig workers
compared to firmsin developed countries (Datta & Chen, 2023). The acceleration of digital transitions due to
the COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated expansion of the gig economy and the normalisation of gig work.
Other studies have highlighted how workers have benefitted from the gig economy, such as through flexible
scheduling (Yao, 2020; Churchill and Craig, 2019), increased freedom (Malin and Chandler, 2017), increased
entrepreneurialism (Moisander, et. al, 2018), or improved career development due to “demand-abilities fit”
in contrast to traditional career ladders (Matthes, 2021). Meanwhile, other studies have explored the gig
economy’s negative impacts for workers. A study on the Indonesian gig economy, for example, said that the
gig economy created a “new precarity” by institutionalising previously existing precarious work arrangements
while allowing extensive expansion of these arrangements in the formal economy (Yasih, 2023).

However, several important questions must be asked. How has the gig economy affected the nature of work
in ASEAN and ASEAN Member States (AMS)? What steps may ASEAN and AMS consider to best manage
the risks and opportunities stemming from the gig economy’s emergency? As the gig economy expands, how
might ASEAN foster regional cooperation to protect workers? This is an initial attempt to offer some answers.
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This report aims to provide a concise and comprehensive assessment of the rise of the gig economy in ASEAN
and AMS. It will focus on how the gig economy affects workers and poverty alleviation agendas in ASEAN/

To achieve this objective, the researchers review literature as well as collect data and information that are
relevant to the emergence of the gig economy in Southeast Asia. It begins by understanding what is “gig
economy” and what is “gig work,” and how it has been emerging in the Southeast Asian context. The research
then moves to understand the consequences of the emerging gig economy to the Southeast Asian economies,
especially to the workers and to the poverty alleviation agenda. To understand this connection, the conceptual
discussion as well as an overview on relevant statistics provided by various sources are used, including official
data by ASEAN and AMS.

The Trend Report is organised as follows; First, after providing background and discussing its approach, the
Trend Report presents a conceptual framework to understand the gig economy and how it affects the economies
of developing countries. Focus is on how the gig economy affects workers and the poverty alleviation agenda
of ASEAN and AMS. Second, is an exploration of the current state of the gig economy and its connection to
poverty alleviation in ASEAN. Third, is a description of existing ASEAN measures relevant to the gig economy
in the region. Finally, the report concludes with recommendations.




2. Connecting the Gig
Economy and Poverty

_AIIeviation
B

Definition

The gig economy was coined following the 2008 recession to describe how workers with degrees were taking
on short-term freelance projects (i.e., “gigs) that barely covered their basic living expenses (Brown, 2009).
The term has been used by academics when discussing labour issues to capture the increasingly pervasive
nature of work that Brown described in 2009, especially given accelerating digitalisation of work across several

sectors in the 2010s.

The term has since been refined to cover
arrangements mediated by digital means or through
platforms that directly connect workers to customers
or clients for goods or services (Kuhn & Galloway,
2019; Vallas & Schor, 2020). Digitalisation has
catalysed growth of the gig economy, as many
sectors in the traditional economy digitalise their
businesses and operations, while new companies
have centred their businesses around the internet to
take over existing or create new markets (Vallas &
Schor, 2020).

However, not all gig work is digital, according to
Watson, et al., (2021), arguing that gig work has
three characteristics. First, gig workers receive
project-based pay rather than stable, regularly paid
salaries. Second, gig work is temporary, connected

m Impacts of the Gig Economy

The gig economy has profoundly reshaped the
structure of society, particularly by changing how
workers interact with employers, customers, and
clients. In the gig economy, workers are employed
by intermediaries or platforms that “externalise
responsibility and control over economic transactions
while still exercising concentrated power” (Vallas
& Schor, 2020: 273). Platforms hold substantial
authority over the decisions behind task allocation,
price setting, and revenue apportionment. Control
over other aspects, such work scope, workloads,
how the work should be completed, and the
evaluation processes, has been relegated to others,
including customers and end users. Platforms, as

to a single project. Third, gig work offers workers
flexibility in terms of when, where, and how they
are working. Such flexibility might also extend to
workload quantity and authorised leave. Typically, the
gig workers are enabled by technology, participate
in crowd work, work remotely, and are employed
by agencies or intermediaries (Watson, 2021). One
common form of gig work is crowd work, defined as
work undertaken through online platforms that serve
as intermediaries to connect workers and clients,
who come from an indefinite pool of individuals and
organisations. Another common form of gig work is
“work-on-demand via app,” in which more traditional
forms of work, such as transport, are offered and
assigned through mobile apps (De Stefano, 2016:
473-474).

digital intermediaries, also shift ownership of the
fixed capital behind work, which often falls upon the
responsibility of workers to figure out (Vallas & Schor,
2020: 282). Platforms and intermediaries regard gig
workers as independent contractors, which reduces
their labour costs substantially while shifting the
risks associated with labour to the workers (Kuhn &
Galloway, 2019).

Despite changing labour relations, the gig economy
has thrived and attracted workers due to its
continuities with the existing economic structure. The
gig economy preserves the informality prevalent in
many developing economies.
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Platforms are often individualised and concentrated
in urban areas, hampering worker’s ability to unionise
or act collectively (Yasih, 2023; Anwar & Graham,
2021).

The gig economy has been lauded for increasing
autonomy, competition, and flexibility (Wood, et al.,
2019). While this has benefitted formal workers or
informal workers in stable environments; they have
increased the precarity faced by poor workers or
those who are at risk of falling into poverty for several
reasons. Each factor will be examined below.

First, gigworkers perceive themselves as autonomous
and having more discretion over who they work with
and how they work. This is important for those from
developing economies, who pursue options in higher-
income countries offering better compensation. Gig
workers also benefit from a wider pool of gigs and
clients (Wood, et al., 2019; Kuhn & Galloway, 2019).
However, such benefits may not be experienced
equally by location-based gig workers delivering
offline services or who are required to be on location,
such as ride hailing or cleaning service, etc. Their
restriction to specific locations imposes significant
barriers to autonomy, particularly as algorithms play
a large role in determining how work is assigned.
In this case, “the appearance of automatic decision
making and neutral service delivery” often masks the
control and power imposed by algorithms (Muldoon
& Raekstad, 2023: 589).

Second, gig work is flexible, temporally and spatially.
Hours are flexible, and some gig workers can work
from home or anywhere. Flexibility also affords gig
workers opportunities to pursue other activities (e.g.,
studying or care work) or to combine several gigs to
gain more income (Wood, et al., 2019). However,
flexibility might have different value for platforms,
firms, and workers. For platforms, flexibility is
associated with the labour market and engaging
workers with short-term, shift-based contracts. The
temporal and spatial flexibility enjoyed by gig workers
might end up resulting in a decent work deficit,
given poor working conditions, which scholars call
the “flexibility myth” (Wood, et al., 2019; Anwar &
Graham, 2021). Moreover, a lack of formalisation in
the worker engagement with employers often results
in job insecurity, negatively affecting gig workers’
mental and physical wellbeing (Anwar & Graham,
2021; Fren-Sterrantino & Salerno, 2021).
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Third, the gig market is highly competitive, given the
oversupply of labour at the global level. Oversupply
persists, despite gig work’s lack of labour protections.
Moreover, highly educated workers might perceive
that their local labour markets do not offer benefits
as attractive as platforms (Wood, et al., 2019).
Thus, oversupply creates power disparities between
platforms and workers, who face challenges in
collective bargaining and are less inclined to withdraw
(Anwar & Graham, 2021).

Competitiveness is also embedded in the ranking
or rating systems used by platforms, which further
incentivises workers to perform well to be ranked
favourably by the algorithm and ensure that they
can continue to work for the platform (Anwar &
Graham, 2021; Diyah, 2023). The rating system
also represents the direct feedback that workers
obtain from customers or clients, leading workers to
depend on their algorithmic reputation to ensure their
continued employment, which largely rests upon the
basis of their customer evaluations (Gandini, 2019).

Taken together, the three factors above may present
different opportunities and challenges for workers
situated in rural areas. The autonomy and flexibility
afforded by gig work, on the one hand, may provide
more lucrative options for high-skilled workers who are
situated in rural areas (Lehdonvirta, 2022). Location
is no longer considered as an impossible barrier to
overcome, as workers in rural areas will not have
to relocate to urban areas for work. Moreover, new
types of gig work, such as gig microentrepreneurship
(short-term gigs through entrepreneurial measures at
a micro scale), have become increasingly common
in many rural areas across the world (Petterson &
Crittenden, 2024), including in the ASEAN region
where e-commerce has become an important fuel to
the region’s digital economic growth.

Notwithstanding such opportunities, workers in rural
areas encounter even more challenges. Autonomous
and flexible gig works are only possible if workers
have access to reliable infrastructure, particularly
digital infrastructure such as reliable access to
the internet, to undertake their works. Scholars
suggest that the advancement of the gig economy
will exacerbate the rural-urban income gap without
efforts in enhancing digital infrastructure in rural
areas (Shaw, et al., 2022; Sun & Kuang, 2023).



Moreover, workers in rural areas who are interested
in taking up gig work may also encounter challenges
in raising their competitiveness due to limited access
to facilities for upskilling or exploring opportunities
for gig work in the first place (Flores-Saviaga, et al.,
2020). Location-based gigs, such as ride hailing, or

platform-facilitated gigs have primarily been centred
and embedded in urban areas (Andersen, et al.,
2024), which may serve as a pull factor for rural
dwellers to turn to urban areas to explore gig work
opportunities.

n Gig Economy and Poverty Alleviation

Connections between the gig economy and poverty
alleviation are complex and muliifaceted. The
gig economy offers enormous opportunities and
presents challenges to accelerate poverty alleviation
in several ways, as presented in Table 1.

First, extensive use of digital platforms and flexible
arrangements reduce barriers that have hindered
traditional working arrangements, such as national
borders, physical distance, or complicated document
requirements.

Second, the gig economy helps to develop a more
inclusive economy by providing accessible and
flexible job opportunities to rural populations or
marginalised communities, such as youth or women,
who are often excluded from the traditional job market
(Datta & Chen, 2023; Churchill and Craig, 2019).

Third, gig work can supplement the income of people
with primary jobs, offering better insulation from
poverty and the risk of slipping back into poverty.

Fourth, the gig economy provides potential income
sources during personal disruptions, such as
sickness, family death, job termination, or community
shocks, such as an economic crisis or global
pandemic. This advantage is particularly important
to note for rural communities whose livelihoods are
increasingly impacted by climate change. Climate

change has been argued to drive rural dwellers, such
as those who initially worked in agriculture, to seek
new opportunities through gig work in urban areas as
agriculture becomes less profitable (Surie & Sharma,
2019).

Fifth, for start-ups or MSMEs, the accessibility and
flexibility of the gig economy offers a pool of cost-
effective sources of talent, enabling business to grow
and scale quickly and effectively. This, in turn, will
help grow the economy and thus further alleviate
poverty.

However, the gig economy also poses risks
to ASEAN’s poverty alleviation agenda. More
companies opting to find talent through gig platforms
could reduce the supply of traditional, formal, or
secure jobs. Rather than helping more workers
find secure employment, the gig economy could
accelerate their shift from the formal to the informal
sectors. Further, the gig economy threatens to
institutionalise previously existing precarious work
arrangements and facilitate their integration into the
formal economy (Yasih, 2023).

These factors might lead to deteriorating incomes,
decreasing social protections, and the deterioration of
other indicators of well-being. Flexible arrangements
could also make it harder for workers to unionise
and thus weaken workers’ negotiation power. This
could lead to even lower income and levels of social
protection for gig workers.
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Table 1. Pros and Cons of the Gig Economy for Poverty Alleviation

Con Pro
Potential loss of permanent jobs in formal sector Greater employment opportunities
Decreased social protections for workers Potential additional income
Weakens workers’ negotiating power with workers Alternative income during personal or community
and platforms/clients disruptions
Global oversupply of gig labour; stagnant/reduced Cost-effective talent source for MSMEs and start-
demand from the labour market ups, lowers barriers of entry, decreases scaling-up

costs, boosts economic growth

Source: Authors

However, the gig economy covers an extremely diverse range of goods and services. In sectors requiring
higher-level skills, workers have more negotiating power, better incomes, and higher levels of social protection.
In sectors where workers require less advanced skills, platforms and companies have increased power to
dictate the terms of employment, including through the control of their algorithms.

The variety in the range of services and goods delivered through gig work has also provided more spaces
for women to provide financial contributions to households and reduce risks of falling further into poverty.
However, gig work also adds at least two forms of precarity to women. First, women in poverty are at more
risk of facing double burden from having to undertake their roles in providing financial contributions through
gig work, on the one hand, while having to complete unpaid care work. While empirical findings on the ASEAN
region are still scarce, some studies from other regions note that opportunities from taking up work from digital
platforms does not necessarily eliminate the traditional gender roles assigned to women nor enable women to
afford paid care work when necessary (Hunt, et al.,, 2019; Kasliwal, 2023).

Second, women are not necessarily safe from precarious work relations. Similar to their male counterparts,
women gig workers are also at risk of not being covered by a formal social protection scheme. However,
women face elevated risks towards their health and safety. In the traditionally male-dominated forms of gig
work, such as ride-hailing, the low barriers of entry are often not experienced by women who are viewed as
less ideal workers than men. The lack of measures to ensure safety from risks such as sexual harassment and
gender discrimination also expose women to more risks of suffering from various physical and mental illnesses
(Kwan, 2022).
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m The Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic to Gig Economy

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic had tremendous impacts on the global community, including its
economy. To mitigate the outbreak, countries implemented strict mobility controls, including lockdown, which
led to the disruption in the global supply chains. As the global market disrupted, countries faced a global
economic slowdown. In the first year of the pandemic, 2020, the IMF recorded that the world had experienced
a 3.5% output contraction, which means 7% loss relative to its 3.4% growth forecast back in October 2019 (IMF,
2021). The pandemic also led to the first resurgence of global poverty in decades, with more than 71 million
people pushed into extreme poverty in 2020 (Sumner, et.al. 2020). This pandemic-induced poverty surge will
also mean a setback to the years of progress made on the issue of gender equality. Initially, the poverty rate for
women was expected to decrease by 2.7 percent between 2019 and 2021. Due to the pandemic, the number
was expected to increase by 9.1 percent. By 2021, the gender gap in poverty will be 118 women to 100 men
and this ratio could even rise to 121 women to 100 men by 2030. This picture is made much worse since
women typically earn less and hold less secure jobs than men, making them particularly vulnerable to layoffs
and loss of livelihoods (UN Women, 2020).

Against this backdrop, some studies found that the rise of the gig economy had provided the world with some
form of alternative means to survive in a disrupted economy. The decline in the formal economy had led to
the growth in the gig economy. Umar et. al. (2020) found that the pandemic has accelerated the growth of
the Gig economy, as indicated by the increase in the number of average daily tasks posted and filled on the
platform economy since the outbreak of the pandemic. Similarly, using tax filing data in the United States, a
study by the National Bureau of Economic Research found that the pandemic led to an increase in platform
work, with around 3 million new workers, dominated by transportation and delivery platforms. While these
findings mentioned that the long term impact of the pandemic to the growth of the gig economy remains to
be further studied, many in the business sector highlighted that the pandemic had shown the importance
of alternative workforce, including gig workers and freelancers, to help businesses adapt to the disrupted
economy. Furthermore, some even see the opportunity to challenge the traditional model based on full-time
employees in ensuring business continuity (Deloitte, 2020).

However, for workers, the picture is mixed. On the positive side, the gig economy provided them with the
opportunity to obtain an alternative or complementary source of income, especially during difficult times such
as the pandemic. However, studies also show that there is also increasing vulnerabilities among the gig
workers. Studies found that the pandemic had exacerbate the precarious nature of their work, since they had
to adapt quickly to new patterns of work and to learn new skills, while gig economy companies prioritised profit
and customers’ needs over workers’ safety. This had led to an increasing call for stronger legal and social
protections for gig workers since the outbreak of the pandemic.
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3. The State of the Gig
Economy and Poverty
~ Eradication in AMS

he informal employment, including gig employment, is a crucial aspect of labour markets in ASEAN.
T According to the International Labour Organisation, informal employment encompasses work

arrangements that are not regulated by national labour laws, do not require income tax
contributions, and lack access to social protection or employment benefits (ILO, 2023). Figure 1 indicates that
in all countries except for Brunei Darussalam, informal employment accounts for the majority of jobs. Although
there are minor changes in several countries, the overall reliance on informal work remains high. Cambodia,
Indonesia, and Thailand experience high reliance on informal employment, accounting for over 80% of the total
employment in 2019. This high percentage of informal employment positions ASEAN as having the second-
highest rate of informal employment in the Asia-Pacific region, trailing only South Asia (ILO, 2024).

Figure 1. Informal Employment (% of total employment)

Informal employment (% of total employment)

Viet Nam
Thailand
R —— S
Myan mar e =2019
m201E
doness s ———————————————7._ 2017
m2016
Cambodia =m2015
m2014

Brunei Darussatam

0.0 10,0 20,0 300 40,0 50,0 60,0 700 80,0 90,0 100,0
Percentage of Informal Employment

Source: Elgin et al., 2021
Notes: Data for Lao PDR, Malaysia, Philippines, and Singapore is unavailable.

Looking closely at informal employment by status and gender, Table 2 shows that there are more self-employed
women than men, while women informal employees are slightly lower than men informal employees. For
self-employed women, the rates are high in all countries, including Brunei Darussalam. In countries like
Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam, the informal employment for self-employed women exceeds
80%, sometimes reaching over 90%. Figure 2 shows that the gender gap in informal employment is evident
with women workers consistently having either equal or higher rates of informal employment compared to men
workers. As a consequence, women, whether self-employed or employed, are more vulnerable than men.

18 ASEAN Socio Cultural Community Trend Report No. 19
ASCC Research & Development Platform on Poverty Action



Table 2. Percentage of Informal Employment Rate by Status in Employment

Employees Self Employed
No Country Year
Male Female Male Female
1 Brunei Darussalam 29 25 32 45 2023
2 | Cambodia 83 76 96 97 2023
3 | Indonesia 82 79 79 85 2023
4 | Lao PDR 67 62 98 97 2022
5 | Myanmar 89 76 72 89 2020
6 | Thailand 49 43 79 86 2018
7 | Viet Nam 52 31 91 94 2023

Source: Authors

Although gender-specific data on vulnerable employment are not available for this report, the conditions
highlighted above are reflected in broader employment patterns. As shown by Figure 2, the ratios of vulnerable

employment - contributing family workers and own-account workers - remains significantly high in ASEAN

countries such as Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam. Lao PDR has the highest rate of vulnerable

employment, reaching 80%, although there has been a slight decline from 2014 to 2022. In Cambodia,
Indonesia, and Viet Nam, the proportion of vulnerable employment stood at approximately 50% in 2022,

representing a decrease of around 10% compared to 2014. The downward trend shows improvement, but the
overall levels of vulnerable employment remain concerning, particularly for women.

Figure 2. Ratio of Vulnerable Employment to Total Employment

Source: World Bank, n.d
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n ASEAN’s Ride-Hailing Boom and Gig Economy

The ride-hailing boom in ASEAN has been fuelling the region’s gig economy. Grab and Gojek have a
market value of USD30 billion and USD5.2 billion market value, respectively (Daga, 2024). Grab offers
transportation, food delivery, and financial transaction services in Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar,
the Philippines,Singapore, Thailand, and Viet Nam (Grab, 2023) The platform had 6 million driver-partners,
with more than 1 million joining in 2023. Serving 35.5 million users a month, Grab has become a key player in
Southeast Asia’s gig economy.

All Grab driver-partners are insured for work-related accidents that occur while on duty. The company also
offers micro-insurance on a top-up basis for additional coverage beyond Grab’s standard accident insurance.
Another key player is Goto, founded in Indonesia and subsequently expanded into Singapore and Viet Nam.
Goto provides transportation, food delivery, financial transactions, and other services supported by 3.1 million
driver-partners (Goto, 2023). The company does not provide or register its drivers for insurance or social
protection policies.

A third platform, Lalamove, operating in Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Viet
Nam, offers employees comprehensive compensation packages and performance-based incentives (Lalamove,
2023). Benefits include health insurance, retirement plans, paid time off, flexible work arrangements, and
employee well-being activities to attract and retain talent. However, the company’s 2023 Sustainability Report
did not specify if these benefits extended to non-employee drivers.

While these platforms have fuelled economic growth and have the potential to aid ASEAN’s poverty alleviation
agenda, the platforms also pose risks. For example, an Indonesian Transportation Ministry report said that
average income of the ride-hailing drivers has been consistently declining, as the consequence of oversupply
and power asymmetries between gig-workers and platforms (Kumparan, 2023). The gig platforms have evinced
fractured approaches to worker welfare, revealing the need for stronger regulations or company-led initiatives
to ensure fair treatment and protection for the millions of gig workers on wh the platforms and economic growth
depend. Without such measures, the gig economy’s growth may continue at the expense of worker security.

n Increases in Web-Based Crowd Work and Informal Employment

Web-based crowd work has emerged as an equally The number of crowd workers in ASEAN has

important aspect of ASEAN’s gig economy. Unlike
ride-hailing, which is location-dependent, web-based
crowd work allows individuals to participate in the
global marketplace via online platforms. Crowd work
is divided into microtasks, which involve simple, short-
term projects like data labelling, and macrotasks,
requiring higher-level skills, such as programming
(Bayudan-Dacuycuy & Lanzona, 2023). Depending
on the contract, scope of work, and durations, crowd
workers can be categorised as formal or informal
workers (Bayudan-Dacuycuy & Lanzona, 2023).
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increased. Table 3 shows that Indonesia leads
AMS in its number of crowd workers, which topped
384,330 in 2022, up 84% from earlier figures.
Similarly, the number of crowd workers in the
Philippines increased to 382,060, up 4.3%, while
Viet Nam recorded 229,943 crowd workers, up 75%
in the same period. The number of crowd workers
steadily increased in Malaysia and Thailand, while
Cambodia’s numbers peaked in 2021. While offering
greater job opportunities, crowd working increased
the number of informal workers in AMS who lacked
adequate social protection.



Table 3. Estimated Number of Crowd Workers in ASEAN

Year
No Country
2020 2021 2022

1 Brunei Darussalam 280 N/A 173

2 Cambodia 18,480 55,944 5,175

3 Indonesia 210,840 154,079 384,330
4 Lao PDR 18,340 4,662 863

5 Malaysia 68,040 78,011 91,943
6 Myanmar 840 466 N/A

7 Philippines 382,060 419,735 398,648
8 Singapore 24,080 26,263 28,635
9 Thailand 13,020 15,540 15,698
10 Viet Nam 131,180 164,875 229,943

Source: Bayudan-Dacuycuy & Lanzona, 2023
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m Evolving Social Protections in ASEAN’s Gig Economy

AMS evinces wide gaps in social protection coverage
for gig workers. Figure 5 shows that only a small
population of AMS populations are covered by social
protection floors or systems. Singapore, Thailand,
and Viet Nam have the highest rates of coverage,
exceeding 60%, with Singapore nearing universal
coverage.

Meanwhile, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines,
have lower and more fluctuating rates of coverage.
Lao PDR and Myanmar and Lao PDR have the
lowest coverage rates, highlighting significant gaps
in social protection. This poses substantial problems
and risks for gig workers. A lack of legal measures
leaves workers without social protection, trapping
them in a cycle of vulnerability.

Figure 3. Proportion of Population Covered by Social Protection in ASEAN

Percentage of population covered by social protection floors/system in ASEAN*
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Globally, gig workers have been advocating for
legal protections comparable to those enjoyed by
full-time employees, including health insurance
and retirement benefits. Singapore has been the
only AMS to address these concerns, through
approval of the Platform Workers Act 2024, slated
to take effect in 2025. The legislation is expected to
strengthen protections for platform workers in three
ways: ensuring housing and retirement adequacy
through Central Provident Fund (CPF) contributions
from platform operators and workers, providing
financial compensation for work-related injuries,
and establishing a legal framework for worker
representation (Ministry of Man Power Singapore,
(n.d). The Act also introduced a new classification
for workers, distinct from traditional employees and
the self-employed, aimed at addressing the unique
needs of gig workers. Over 70,000 delivery riders and
ride-hailing drivers for companies like Deliveroo, and
Foodpanda, Gojek, and Grab are expected to benefit
from these protections, although the platforms might
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transfer these costs to consumers (Yong, 2024).

In Indonesia, which has the largest gig economy
of any AMS, inadequate regulatory frameworks
have meant that workers alone have suffered the
consequences of protection gaps. Indonesia’s
National Labour Force Survey (Sakernas) stated that
0.3% to 1.7% of Indonesia’s workforce participates
in the gig economy as their primary job (Permana et
al., 2023). Assuming that 140 million participated in
Indonesia’s workforce in 2023 (ILO, n.d.). (Ministry of
Manpower of the Republic of Indonesia, n.d), upwards
of 2.38 million were solely gig economy workers.
Further, many gig workers in Indonesia labour for 12
hours per day as their earnings have declined, with
some making less than regional minimum wages
(Izzati, 2023). Online drivers have an income of
approximately USD230 a month, without any days
off as mandated by regulations set by the Indonesian
Manpower Ministry (Kumparan, 2023).



Additionally, since gig workers are engaged under
partnership agreements, minimum wage laws
have not applied, normalising piecework payment
structures that have further exacerbated their
financial instability (lzzati, 2023).

In Thailand, debate on gig workers has centred on
their employment status. Their classification as
independent contractors, which has been supported
by platform companies touting the benefits of greater
flexibility, has raised concerns about the lack of
benefits and protections typically afforded to formal
employees under Thai labour laws (Leenoi, 2021).
Gig workers and civil society organisations have said
that platform companies exercise significant control
over workers by assigning tasks, penalising refusals,
and enforcing rules on behaviour and work practices
(Leenoi, 2021).

Similar working conditions for gig economy workers
are evident in other AMS. In Viet Nam, most ride-
hailing drivers work long hours with low wages and
are classified as partners without basic employment

rights such as social protection (Buckley, 2023).
While Viet Nam’s Labour Ministry (MOLISA) has
not clarified the employment status of app-based
drivers, the Viet Nam General Confederation of
Labour (VGCL) has advocated for social protection
and increased representation for drivers (Buckley,
2023). Meanwhile, the Senate of the Philippines has
been working on legislation to regulate protection of
Philippine workers in the gigeconomy. Draft legislation
calls for online platform providers to ensure that their
online workers are enrolled in government-managed
social protection programs such as PhilHealth, SSS,
Pag-IBIG, and others as applicable (Senate of the
Philippines, n.d.).

As the gig economy expands, AMS may benefit
from advancing comprehensive legal frameworks
to ensure social protections for all workers and
safeguard their rights and financial security.
Collaborative efforts across the region would be
beneficial to close protection gaps and ensure the
equitable treatment of gig workers.
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4. Governance, and Poverty
___Cooperation

Global and Regional Discussions

While nascent, global discussions on the gig economy
have been situated as part of a broader discourse on
global labour governance. The International Labour
Organisation (ILO), as the UN body responsible for
labour issues, recognised the importance of digital
labour platforms, which it defines to include location-
based platforms and online platforms. The former
covers services provided by workers in certain
locations (e.g., ride hailing), the latter provides remote
services (e.g., virtual assistance). ILO recognised
that digital labour platforms have created barriers for
accessing decent work, despite lower entry barriers
for workforce participation, (International Labour
Organization, n.d.).

The ILO also noted that issues relevant to gig work
are intertwined with the informal economy and higher
incidences of poverty (ILO, n.d.). ILO’s commitment
to addressing the informal economy was evident in
2002 with the adoption of a Resolution concerning
decent work and the informal economy, which noted
that the informal economy was connected to deficits
in decent work due to the lack or absence of legal and
social protections for informal workers. Accordingly,
ILO set forth various priority areas for the informal
economy, such as offering support to build legal,
institutional, and social policy frameworks to offer
informal workers decent work.

Moreover, ILO highlighted the importance of
integrating poverty eradication strategies with its
policies for the informal economy (ILO, 2002). In
2015, ILO adopted recommendations to encourage
formalisation of workers and the economy to ensure
decent work and prevent further or re-informalisation
in the formal economy. Formalisation contributes
to poverty eradication by ensuring the existence of
appropriate policy frameworks to connect decent
job creation in the formal economy, sustainable
development, poverty eradication, and inclusive
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growth.” Further, ILO called for work formalisation
to be accompanied by labour market policies to help
low-income households escape poverty (ILO, 2015).

In Asia Pacific, standard-setting efforts to enhance
social protections for digital platform workers have
been put forward by the Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC), which culminated in the
development of the Guidelines on Providing Social
Protection to Digital Platform Workers (APEC,

2021) to address gaps in social protections
provided to platform workers. The guidelines
provide several recommendations, including:

e Addressing the legal exclusion of digital platform
workers by devising legal frameworks to better
classify these workers and by clarifying their rights;
e Developing administrative procedures governing
social protections for digital platform workers that
reflect a variety of schemes, ensure inclusivity and
sustainability, and involve platforms to streamline
administration;

e Implementing sustainable social protection
schemes supported by adequate financial resources;
e Enabling digital platform workers to organise and
be represented in decision making processes along
with ensuring close engagement between social
protection institutions and associations representing
platform workers; and

e Raising awareness among digital platform
workers by supporting outreach efforts from relevant
institutions (APEC, 2021).



ASEAN has recognised that its response to the impact
of the gig economy on workers is intertwined with its
programmes to ensure decent work for AMS citizens.
ASEAN has prioritised decent work and poverty
eradication to realise an inclusive region and inclusive
growth (ASEAN, 2016). The links between the gig
economy’s informal nature and poverty eradication
have been clear and centred around providing social
protections, engaging in social dialogues to ensure
a harmonious and safe workplace, and promoting
the safety of informal workers. However, these
discussions have covered the whole of the informal
economy, not just gig workers.

Consistent with discussions at the global and Asia-
Pacific levels, the provision of social protections for
informal workers has been a priority in ASEAN’s
discussion of labour issues in ASEAN. This is further
affirmed by ASEAN’s commitment in leveraging
on its “competitive and thriving digital economy” in
“generating quality employment” for ASEAN citizens,
particularly “women, youth, and rural communities”
(ASEAN, 2023b). For more than a decade, ASEAN
has been committed to expanding social protection
to cover those who are self- or informally employed.
This is aptly demonstrated by the adoption of the
Regional Framework and Action Plan to Implement
the ASEAN Declaration on Strengthening Social
Protection (ASEAN, 2018), where social protection
is declared as a basic human rights. The document
notes the importance of social protection through
government-instituted subsidies or loans as a form
of social insurance for informal workers. Moreover,
ASEAN’s commitment in social protection is also
reflected in the work programmes adopted by the
ASEAN Labour Ministers (ALM) (ASEAN, 2013,
2017, 2021). The latest ALM work programmes
also emphasise ensuring access to health care and
pension schemes (ASEAN, 2021). In promoting the
resilience of workers for the Future of Work, ASEAN
has affirmed that the precarity faced by informal
workers during the COVID-19 pandemic was an
important lesson for AMS in extending the coverage
of social protections.

Emerging Cooperation in the Gig Economy

ASEAN noted the importance of extending labour
protection mechanisms to platform workers and
acknowledged that some AMS have made important
progress in improving access to social protection
among platform workers (ASEAN, 2023a).

Social protection is the area where the entanglement
between ASEAN’s commitment in the protection
of gig workers and poverty eradication is most
visible, which is aligned with the objective of ASEAN
cooperation in strengthening social protection within
the region (ASEAN, 2018). The lack of access to
social protection among informal workers are often
regarded as the most significant contributor to their
vulnerability to poverty. Moreover, an ASEAN report
also notes that informal employment might in turn
hamper the establishment of the social security
system due to its impact towards tax revenues
(ASEAN, 2019). Another report, which specifically
addresses social protection for informal workers,
asserts that combining different sources of financing
might be necessary to ensure the sustainability of
investment in social protection schemes for informal
workers (Nguyen & da Cunha, 2019). Moreover,
another question which still remains in providing
social protection, particularly for platform workers,
is understanding upon whom the responsibility for
social protection should fall onto (ASEAN, 2020a).

Second, ASEAN has enhanced social dialogues to
realise a harmonious, safe and progressive workplace
(ASEAN, 2021) and harmonious and fair industrial
relations (ASEAN, 2023a). Ensuring decent work in
ASEAN would be achieved through more bipartite
consultations in raising awareness on ‘the rights
and obligations of workers and employers,” as well
as tripartite consultation in policy making processes
to prevent deficits in decent work (ASEAN, 2023b).
Bipartite consultations would particularly be important
in ensuring labour justice and settling or preventing
labour disputes, which ASEAN regards as one of
the thematic clusters for the works undertaken by
the ALM (ASEAN, 2021). Such consultations would
also be pivotal in maintaining decent work in times of
crises (ASEAN, 2023a).
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Third, ASEAN promoted efforts in ensuring safety,
particularly with regards to the Occupational Safety
and Health (OSH) of informal workers and gig
workers. ASEAN’s recent report on the impact of
technology on work asserts that efforts to ensure the
safety of platform workers contributes to improved
stability in their work arrangements (ASEAN, 2020a).
ASEAN has also sought to develop a guidance note
on OSH in the informal economy (ASEAN, 2021),
which has led to efforts to codify good practices
and lessons learned on OSH for SME workers and
informal economy workers in AMS (ASEAN, 2024).
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Taken together, ASEAN has made an extensive effort
to ensure the existence of more decent work for gig
workers in the region. However, to date, ASEAN has
yet to specifically focus on gig workers, let alone
digital platform workers. Observing developments
within debates at the global and regional level, it is
important to note that efforts to identify digital platform
workers as a specific target group have emerged,
given the specific challenges they face. Such efforts
may be important to note for ASEAN, as a region that
greatly benefits from digital transformation.



5. Conclusion and
Recommendations

he gig economy has grown immensely in developing countries, where the informal economy
T dominated before accelerated digitalisation affected the nature of work. More businesses have been

inclined to outsource tasks previously done by formal employees to freelance workers to cut costs.
Conversely, digitalisation has changed the labour market and economies in AMS in exciting ways. ASEAN is
one of the world’s fastest growing digital markets. Corporations with business models focused on mediating
the provision of services between customers and workers have emerged and grown rapidly. ASEAN has one of
the world’s most exciting ecosystems for digital start-ups, especially platforms. Yet, growth of the gig economy
and the number of gig workers should be viewed with caution, given the informal nature of gig work.

While specific data on the gig economy in ASEAN is scant, the informal economy dominated employment
in many AMS. The rate of vulnerable employment is still too high, despite the growth of crowd work and
ride-hailing, which has specifically fuelled the gig economy in AMS. While some ride-hailing platforms offer
workers some form of social protection, others have not. Crowd working in AMS has also increased steadily,
underscoring a need for ASEAN to enhance its approach to the gig economy.

Existing discussions, centred around digital platforms, say that the gig economy has profoundly changed
society and labour relations. Platforms have relegated many of the responsibilities that they would have had in
the formal economy, e.g., labour protections, safety, evaluation—highlighting their role as mere intermediaries.
This has exacerbated the precarity faced by gig workers, even though gig work can offer more benefits and
convenience to workers seeking flexible working arrangements. However, it is important to note that the
benefits of the gig economy are less likely to go to the poor or those at risk of falling in poverty. Gig workers in
such situations might be unable to afford alternative social protections or negotiate their precarious positions
with platforms.

This Trend Report offers several recommendations:

First, ASEAN may benefit from considering increasing its existing focus on the informal economy by further
specifying gig workers and platform workers as a target group. To date, ASEAN has done well by increasing
its discussions on the informal economy impact on workers’ well-being by promoting expanded and improved
social protection for informal workers. However, this focus might be strengthened by acknowledging the
specific challenges encountered facing gig workers by mapping out the types of gig work prevalent in the
region to allow for more targeted measures. Moreover, specifically targeting gig workers may allow for better
cross-sectoral and cross-pillar measures by tapping into relevant efforts from other sectors.
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Second, ASEAN might find promoting improved data gathering helpful to capture how the gig economy has
developed in AMS and the precarity that gig workers face. While data gathering on the informal economy has
been robust globally, efforts in the ASEAN region have been nascent or non-existent. Accurate and timely
data on the gig economy is needed to understand precarity’s prevalence and character. ASEAN may consider
engaging with established regional digital platforms to determine how monitoring, particularly the monitoring
of poverty eradication indicators, could help improve provision of social protections for workers and prevent
deficits in the availability of decent jobs. Data gathering can particularly be viewed as important to comprehend
impacts of the gig economy towards poverty eradication in rural areas, which has largely been neglected as
gig works are primarily centred in urban spaces. However, this perspective risks losing sight on how, in many
ways, the centrality of urban areas in the gig economy has also drawn more rural dwellers to seek opportunities
in urban areas given the low barriers of entry to work as gig workers in comparison to entering formal sectors.

Third, ASEAN may consider establishing networks or facilitating dialogues for platforms, particularly those with
a substantial market share in ASEAN, to discuss best practices for offering better social protections to platform
workers. Determining who is responsible for providing social protections has been difficult—even more difficult
given the gig economy’s rapid growth. Engagement with platforms might be worth considering, as they may be
encouraged to help define the roles that platforms and AMS could play.

Fourth, promoting constructive engagement with platforms may also be pursued in order to address the elevated
risks encountered by women gig workers. While women’s participation in the gig economy may positively
contribute to poverty alleviation, the double burden which stems from their positionality as gig workers and
unpaid care workers at home should be addressed to alleviate the added stress suffered by women. Moreover,
conversations on women’s safety while participating in gig work could be understood as an urgent task that all
stakeholders should seriously consider. The precarity stemming from women’s double burden as gig workers
and their lack of safety are interlinked and therefore deserves to be elevated in their importance and entail
more institutionalised responses from policymakers and platforms.

Fifth, ASEAN might consider promoting policies to foster the reskilling and upskilling of ASEAN gig workers
so they might seek roles in the formal economy or enhance their capacity to compete in the gig economy.
Previously, ASEAN has encouraged AMS to develop skill development programmes for self-employed and
informal workers. ASEAN has also sought to enhance AMS capacity to design appropriate programmes
(ASEAN, 2020b). However, capacity building may be enhanced if coupled with extensive outreach to ensure
that more gig workers, particularly those who are poor or are in poverty, can access these programmes to find
decent work. The goal is to help people find positions in the formal economy or help gig workers to enhance
their bargaining power vis-a-vis platforms, customers, and clients.

Sixth, promoting the development of policies to help workers advance their skills in the gig economy might be
worth considering. Gig workers in high-precarity sectors may be targeted directly by upskilling and reskilling
programmes, which would help boost their access to better-paying or more stable opportunities in the gig
economy. This step may particularly be viewed as pivotal for workers in rural areas who largely have inadequate
access to such programmes. Rural workers’ competitiveness to compete in the gig economy may be boosted
by ensuring that they have comparable access to adequate learning facilities to their urban peers in order
to ensure that the quality of gig work they are able to take up is able to contribute to their livelihoods. The
availability of such programmes in rural areas may also be accompanied by efforts to expand and strengthen
access to digital infrastructure in rural areas, which many scholars have found to impede access among
workers in rural areas to explore opportunities of adequate gig work in the digital space.
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