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Abstract

Digital labour platforms have been proliferating in China since 2005, making China one of the world’s largest
platforms economies. This article summarizes the results of an ILO survey, conducted in 2019, of workers'
characteristics and working conditions on three major digital labour platforms. Using the survey data gen-
erated, this paper provides first-hand information on worker demographics, motivations, and experiences.
This paper also compares the findings between the Chinese platforms and dominant Western platforms,
the object of previous ILO studies. The paper concludes with a discussion about the need for institutional
reforms and suggests some possible avenues for implementing policies to improve working conditions.

About the authors

Dr.Yiu Por (Vincent) Chen is currently a Senior Research Associate at the Labor & Worklife Program, Harvard
Law School. The survey was conducted under Dr. Janine Berg’s leadership, when Dr. Chen was an Economist
at the Inclusive Labour Markets, Labour Relations and Working Conditions Branch (INWORK), International
Labour Organziation, Geneva, Switzerland.
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Introduction

This paper discusses the development of digital labour platforms in China and includes the results of a
survey of over a thousand workers on three Chinese platforms that offer a wide range on online services.
The survey provides information about the demographics of the workers, their work history, their work-
ing conditions and their reflections on platform work. The paper sheds light on the institutional, legal, and
business environment that has underpinned platform creation in China and provides key insights into the
operation of digital labour platforms in China. The survey format follows similar surveys conducted by the
ILO (Berg 2016; Berg et al., 2018; Aleksynska et al., 2018) providing information on worker demographics,
motivations, and experiences and enabling the opportunity for comparison between the Chinese platforms
and dominant Western platforms, the object of previous ILO studies.

The paper is structured in five sections. Following this brief introduction, the first section of the paper offers
an overview of the development of e-commerce and platform businesses in China. The second section de-
scribes the research methodology and the survey undertaken by the ILO in 2019 of 1,071 workers on three
major Chinese platforms. This is followed by the third section of the paper where survey results, covering a
range of topics including socio-demographic information, tasks completed on the platform, pre-platform
work experience and information about workers' financial situation, are presented. The fourth section of
the paper is dedicated to workers’ perspectives and opinions about platforms and their future employment
prospects. The paper concludes with a discussion about the need for institutional reforms and suggests
some possible avenues for implementing platform regulation.
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» 1 The rise of digital labour platforms in China

As of December 2016, China had 830 million internet users, giving the country an internet penetration rate
of 68 per cent (Woetzel et al. 2017). Some 610 million people, or nearly 75 per cent of all internet users
engage in online shopping (China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), 2019) and by 2016, the
country boasted 8.32 million online stores which provided employment to over 20 million people. Given
the country’s large population and its investment in e-commerce, even relatively small increases in internet
penetration have a direct and enormous impact on the total volume of online sales and digital payments.
According to Woetzel et al. (2017), in 2016, China’s mobile payments amounted to $790 billion dollars’ worth
of individual consumption, a figure that is 11 times greater than that of the United States. In 2018, China's
e-commerce market was already double the size of the United States, and analysts were predicting that its
size would further double by 2020, with growth coming disproportionately from third- and fourth-tier cit-
ies and from the country's vast rural hinterland (Fan, 2018).

E-commerce and retail digitalization has generated tremendous value (reaching nearly 6.6 trillion RMB by
September 2017) and created market opportunities for affiliated and supporting services and industries
(Woetzel et al., 2017). For example, the growth of e-commerce has triggered demand for design, website
programming and website maintenance for online businesses, and has bolstered a need for online mar-
keting services. Of particular interest to this paper, internet penetration and the growth of e-commerce has
also facilitated the growth of digital labour platforms in China. As has occurred in other parts of the world,
digital labour platforms in China have engendered two distinct types of work: ‘work on-demand via apps/,
herein offline work, such as delivery services, driving services and other outsourcing work that is typical-
ly performed in person and in geographically specific locations, and online work, which may encompass a
range of tasks including design, computer programming, product reviews, and various other tasks at low
or high skill-levels that is performed remotely via computer (De Stefano 2016).

In China, the development of digital labour platforms has occurred with significant government support,
particularly from state-sponsored media, which has positioned labour platforms as both a market innova-
tion and an employment opportunity. This development is viewed as particularly promising for young peo-
ple who are tech-savvy and in need of paid work." Similar to the discourse in many Western countries, plat-
form work is seen as a new avenue to promote freedom and flexibility of work and a better way to match
workers talents with market needs.? The government adopted this stance as early as in 2006, less than a
year after China's first platform, K68.cn, was introduced.? Since then, over 100 Chinese television programs
promoting platform work have aired.

But unlike platforms in the West which received, by comparison, limited government support and inter-
vention, Chinese platform developers saw their platforms as distinct from those created by their Western
counterparts. Whereas Western platform models were construed as primarily a business solution, the de-
veloper of China's first platform, K68.cn, viewed platform work in China as a mutually beneficial exchange
that came to be known as “Witkey,” a term derived from a combination of the words “wisdom” and “key,".
He envisioned platforms as providing an infrastructure to effectively match those in need of wisdom, ideas,
input, or assistance with the sources that could provide the “keys” in the form of solutions. Over the past 15

' Amarketing research company that focuses on internet business, iResearch Inc., published the first report about the platform de-
velopment (the Witkey) in China, the so-called “witkey white paper”, in 2010. According to the report, majority of participants in the
platform works are young, aged between 21-30, with high education and skill levels.

2 The central TV's evening collective news program, one of the most important official TV news program in China, in Sept, 2006 and
Feb, 2007) (2006£F98 , SRREBIEHEEAERIEK6SITIE LIFFBERIEAE. SEMEREA ZRE, 20075428 | hREH
BFEBBERS KA RAIMLEHEZTT. http://www.k68.cn/rongyu.asp).

3 For example, in September, 2006, the Beijing TV station No. 1 interviewed the founder, customers, and workers of the first online
(Witkey) platform, K68.cn. Interview available at: http://www.56.com/u38/v_NDMwODk2Mjk.html
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years, K68.cn and a number of other platforms and academics, have come to commonly refer to the work
posted on digital labour platforms as Witkey missions (see for example: Han and Cen, 2014).

Since 2005, the types of work available via digital labour plaforms has grown dramatically. As of 2010, the
date of the most recent review of platform work in China, there were over 1000 different Witkey catego-
ries for both online and offline jobs; 400 of these categories were commonly used (iResearch inc., 2010).

Online platform work available in China is similar to online platform work in other countries. Tasks are com-
pleted remotely and require workers to use a computer and have internet connection. Online jobs range
from the “microtask” work, characterized as low-skill, frequently repetitive tasks such as product reviews,
online surveys, or tagging images, to “macro-task” jobs that require longer working time and sometimes
specialized skills, such as logo design and IT programming (see Aleksynska et al., 2018). Clients in need of
services can either contact workers directly via their online profiles or they can post jobs for prospective
workers to bid on. Job bidding systems are common and workers’ wages can vary significantly depend-
ing on the levels of competition among potential workers and available skill, as will be discussed later in
Section 2. Online workers are often remunerated upon completion of the work on a per-task, or piece-rate
basis; however, there are platforms where workers may be paid an hourly rate. Platforms process payment
transactions between workers and clients but deduct a percentage of the total price of services rendered
as a platform user fee.

China has also seen a rapid growth of location-based platform work that is coordinated via apps but com-
pleted in person, locally. Common services offered via location-based platforms include on-demand food
delivery and transportation services. Like online work, location-based platform workers generally receive
piece-rates that are paid per tasks once a job has been completed. Pay for delivery and transportation work
can vary according to time and distance

Chinese digital labour platforms also offer a third type of services - craft and assembly work—not found in
other studies of Western platforms. Common types of craft and assembly work include beading, cross-stitch-
ing, fabricating hand-made dolls, printmaking, LED light assembly and electronic device assembly. Such work
is usually undertaken at the platform worker’s home or at a private office. The worker accepts the task and
the materials are then shipped to the worker who assembles the products and returns them when complet-
ed, usually by mail, to the client. Typically the craft and assembly work has a unit price that is determined
by the client. This work is essentially industrial outwork, but it is mediated through a digital labour platform.

The sheer size of China’s platform economy makes it difficult to make any broad generalizations. With over
400 platforms and 50 million registered platform workers in 2010 (iResearh, 2010), the Chinese labour plat-
form landscape is heterogeneous, with new jobs posted continuously. The market competition has been
keen and around 100 platforms survived at 2015; meanwhile, the number of platform workers is estimated
to have has increased to over 30 million (Li and Wang, 2015). The selection of work available on large plat-
forms is particularly diverse and can range from clients seeking someone to produce simple handicrafts,
to highly technical tasks in the fields of IT development and cloud technology. From our research on the
distribution of tasks available on three major online Chinese platforms (ZBJ.com, EPWK.com and 680.com),
some of the most popular categories of work include logo and web design, promotion and marketing, IT
and software development, property and patent services, business and taxation services, and computer
game development.

In online and location-based work, the terms and conditions of work are outlined by platforms in their re-
spective “terms of service” documents. These are often long and dense text documents that function as a
type of contract and can be difficult for individuals without legal training to understand. Nonetheless, work-
ers must accept a platform’s terms of service in order to begin working. Such documents vary by platform
but typically govern issues such as how and when platform workers will be paid, how work will be evaluat-
ed, and what recourse workers have (or do not have) when things go wrong. Like digital labour platforms
in other countries, terms of service documents for Chinese platforms typically treat platform workers as
“self-employed"”. For example, on the platform ZBJ.com, the exchange of work for a wage is regarded as a
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commercial exchange rather than an employment contract.* By virtue of their self-employed status, plat-
form workers are thus excluded from many labour protections and social welfare provisions, which can be
a cause for concern given the possibility that these can adversely affect working conditions.

China’s state-run public media has promoted platform work as a flexible employment opportunity capable
of providing a potentially good source of income. For example, in 2009 during the early stage of platform
development, a TV program reported that home-based mother had earned between 4 and 5 thousand Yuan
per month at for her work as a Witkey designer. This reporting emphasized the attractive earning opportu-
nities on platforms, which were on par with (and sometimes exceeded) the average income of Beijing em-
ployees, which at the time hovered around 4000 RMB (People’s Republic of China, 2010).> Such advertising
has continued to propel the growth of the platform economy in China. As a result of the enabling econom-
ic and political environment, the number of Chinese platforms has steadily increased since 2005 and, al-
though there are no comprehensive statistics, the same is likely true of the number of workers on platforms.

For platform companies, the market has become increasingly competitive and there have been many new
entrants. K68.cn, China's first platform, continues to be a dominant market player and is listed as one of
the top 50 brands ( BRAND 50 ) in China's internet market. But new competitors have also entered the
market and have gained significant traction. For example, the “ZhuBajie network” (herein ZBJ.com,) based in
Chongging, received a 5 million RMB investment in 2007; this venture capital proved sufficient for ZBJ.com
to expand its business. Then in June 2015, ZBJ.com received another 2.6 Billion RMB of venture capital, the
most significant investment of any online platform market in China at that time. This vast investment and
growth eventually led ZBJ.com to become the Chinese platform with the highest volume of internet traffic.

Since ZBJ.com has assumed a dominant market position, it has changed its fee charging structures. The
platform has stopped charging workers a 20 per cent transaction commission (325{f£) for use of the plat-
form and it has ceased charging fees to customers. Instead, ZBJ.com has elected to subsidize both sides of
the market using venture funding to help the platform gain an even larger market share, perhaps in a bid
to become the dominant market player. In other markets, subsidies have proven an effective way to bring
on board new workers and customers, as subsidies bolster workers’ incomes and reduce customers’ costs;
this strategy appears to be working in China as well. In a case study report published by Remin University’s
School of Journalism found that as of the end of 2014, ZBJ.com had attracted over 11 million clients and
over 12 million workers. This resulted in more than 5.3 billion RMB worth of transactions on the platform
and accounted for a market share of over 80 per cent (Li and Wang, 2015: section 3 and figure 4). But im-
portantly, the rise of ZBJ.com suggests that in China, the online platform market may be characterized as
an oligopoly, with only a few dominant players dictating market conditions. These firms, in turn, have the
potential to influence economic relationships throughout the supply chain.

While platform earnings and user numbers remain proprietary, efforts such as the Oxford Internet Institute’s
Online Labour Index have shown how the volume of online visits to a platform can be used as a proxy for
a platform’s popularity and potentially shed light on its market share. For Chinese platforms, we have ex-
amined the search engine rankings from two different sources. The first source come from Baidu, China's
most popular search engine. The first figure is the weight, an SEO metric where websites are ranked be-
tween 0 and 9 where according to number of URLs, index pages, and frequency of content; the higher
the number, the more popular a website is expected to be (Zhang, 2015).” The second source comes from
Amazon's ALEXA data on three-month average of web site traffic and provides the global ranking of the

4 See chapter 2 of the ZBJ.com'’s platform service regulation for definitions of all terms and contracts (ZBJ.com. 2019a). https://rule.zbj.
com/ruleshow-28?categoryld=157&pid=158.

5 Peoples Republic of China, 2010, “Statistics show that the average annual salary of employees in Beijing in 2009 was 48,444 yuan”.
http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/16/content_1656395.htm.

5 https://www.k68.cn/rongyu.asp.

7 Zhang, H. 2015.“A Guide to Baidu SEO: The Challenges and Intricacies of Search Engine Marketing in China”. https://www.forward3d.
com/blog/guide-to-baidu-seo. Accessed February 28, 2020. The baidu weights are come from one of the most authoritative webmas-
ter sites in China, https://top.chinaz.com/. Accessed 11 March, 2020.


https://rule.zbj.com/ruleshow-28?categoryId=157&pid=158
https://rule.zbj.com/ruleshow-28?categoryId=157&pid=158
https://www.forward3d.com/blog/guide-to-baidu-seo
https://www.forward3d.com/blog/guide-to-baidu-seo
https://top.chinaz.com/
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website measured by two indicators, the PV ranking and the UV ranking.® Using this data helps to map a
more complete understanding of the online platform market in China and provided the rationale for the
selection of platforms on which we posted surveys for this study.

As of 2020 the rankings of China'’s four largest platforms were as follows:

1. zbj.com (3&/\FEZE )
Baidu weight: 7, ALEXA PV ranking: 4,651 and ALEXA UV ranking: 5,438.

2. epwk.com (—FREIZR)

Baidu weight: 6, ALEXA PV ranking: 811 and ALEXA UV ranking: 963.

3. 680.com (RJTEIAE= )
Baidu weight: 8, ALEXA PV ranking: 14,367 and ALEXA UV ranking: 15,064.

4. k68.cn (K68FZZM)
Baidu weight: 3, ALEXA PV ranking: 1,116,890 and ALEXA UV ranking: 1,492,697.

Measuring the global internet engagement, the three-month average PV rankings and UV rankings are retreated from the alexa.cn,
as of 11 March 2020. The PV (Page View) Ranking is measuring the number of page views, or clicks; every time a user visits each page
of the website, it is recorded once. Therefore, if users have visited the same page multiple times, the PV ranking would therefore be
accumulated. However, the UV (Unique Visitor) Rank is counted by the number of "Unique Visitor"; a computer client accessing your
website is a visitor.
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» 2 Survey design and research methods

2.1 Platform selection

With a view to better understanding how digital labour platforms function in China and the experiences of
workers on these platforms, the ILO has adapted an online survey previously run on other labour platforms
and countries (Berg, 2016; Berg et al., 2018; Aleksynska et al., 2018) to the Chinese context. The survey was
administered to workers on the country’s top three online platforms as determined by their Alexa ranking
and Baidu weight: ZBJ.com, EWPK.com, and 680.com. These platforms offer a wide range of tasks and are
appealing to workers with different professional backgrounds.

ZBJ.com (¥&/\FEZM) was established in 2006 with headquarters in Chongging City. The platform
provides users with a one-stop, well-rounded corporate service platform capable of meeting the needs
of corporate clients. It received three rounds of venture capital investment funding, including a third
(C round) cycle that amounted to 2.6 billion, before it was listed on the stock market. Major investors
included Cyber Group (Z/A%EH]) and Chongging State-Owned Enterprises (EKE&GV). ZBJ.com
is currently the largest online aggregated labour platform in China, where it covers six industry cate-
gories including brand creativity, product/manufacturing, software development, corporate manage-
ment, corporate marketing, and personal life services, with a total of more than 600 different job and
task categories listed on the platform.

The second platform surveyed, EPWK.com (—fEZZK) was established in July 2010 with headquarters
in Xiamen City, Fujian Province. It has received three rounds of venture capital investments amounting
to 170 million of yuan. The third round of investment was 100 million yuan in August 2018 and was the
largest investment among the three, which was led by the Shun Heng Fund (I[RiE&£).° The platform
provides a one-stop crowdsourcing service to enterprises offering an array of services, including more
than 300 types of tasks in seven industry categories: design (logo, animation, industrial), development
(website/software), decoration, copywriting, marketing/promotion, business services (registration, trade-
mark/copyright, taxations). As of 2018, the platform’s daily average announced jobs on creative designs
and R&D is over 5000 and its’ cumulated transaction volume is over 12 billion Yuan.' Therefore, it can
be considered as one of the largest competitors for the ZBJ.com.

680.com (FFEIAER) was the third platform included in this research. It was initially established in
September 2006 under the name vikecn.com (BZHE) with headquarters in Chengdu City, Sichuan
Province. Information on the company’s financing and investments is not publicly available, but the plat-
form offers services similar to those mentioned above including: business services (registration, cop-
ywriting, tax, planning), creative design (logo, animation, package, visual), development (website con-
struction, software programming), architectural/industrial design, marketing/promotion and other fields.

2.2 Survey methodology

A crucial advantage of doing an online survey of online platform workers is that platforms require registration
and membership in order to work, which can thus be used as a survey recruitment tool and a mechanism

See the third round investment information at: http://www.nbd.com.cn/articles/2018-08-27/1249512.html. For the investment funds’
history, please see: https://baike.baidu.com/reference/9699709/18f5AZLMG3FpHsuVpxaa573kNjAiRmftrwuw-tdQwUdHGAZtxeNH
HpPbA8tkVpL7DYICd1b-au4NJLnmA7FM7iA_8KMz7W)wK2_2tG4MCQoXwin7)geSFY3ADrBLUp)QS6ZIvfqDVwIGZJOfvPs9AXyeATQ5B
KpgL4YBgWzxrWvMBFC_D1dxaNP2A6mjbdBeKh-LQYq2HfINcnGyifpX4h5ZASZFod3IMpcFTT5RIxeFOH7ZYnClZ2e28w. Accessed 12
March, 2020.

See the related news information at: https://kknews.cc/finance/k2p63or.html
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https://baike.baidu.com/reference/9699709/18f5AZLMG3FpHsuVpxaa573kNjAiRmftrwuw-tdQwUdHGAZtxeNHHpPbA8tkVpL7DYlCd1b-au4NJLnmA7FM7iA_8KMz7WJwK2_2tG4MCQoXwin7JgeSFY3ADrBLUpJQS6ZIvfqDVwlGZJOfvPs9AXyeATQ5BKpgL4YBgWzxrWvMBFC_D1dxaNP2A6mjbdBeKh-LQYq2HfJNcnGyifpX4h5ZASZFod3IMpcFTT5R9xeFOH7ZYnClZ2e28w
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to validate that the respondents are indeed platform workers. On each of the three platforms identified,
respondents were recruited by posting a link to the survey as a paid ‘task’ on the platform. Workers who
met the eligibility criteria of being at least 18 years old and having done platform work for at least three
months, could then accept the task. Once the task was accepted, respondents were referred to popular
online survey platform, wenjuanxing ([BI%£, in English “survey star”)"", where they were able to complete
the survey. The three-month tenure requirement was introduced as a way to ensure that respondents had
a basic understanding and work experience and could thus provide meaningful responses. This eligibility
requirement was also used in other ILO platform worker surveys. Upon completion, workers received 20
Yuan, and after responses were collected and the data were cleaned, there were a total of 1,071 respondents.

The data cleaning process was rigorous and comprehensive. To control for spam and multiple entries, we
placed restrictions on respondents IP addresses on both the labour platform and the wenjuanxing survey
site. This allowed us to ensure that the survey was only completed once from a particular internet connec-
tion site (a proxy for ensuring that the survey was completed no more than once by any given individual).
We also developed a rigorous checklist with cross-checking questions to ensure the validity of the survey
responses. For example, to detect random responses, we added a fake platform name in the question of
“platform worked before.” To control for inconsistent responses, we cross-checked questions about work-
ers' work, identity, and income to ensure a logical relationship among variables, such as the total average
income had to be bigger or equal to the income generated from the platform. A cleaning rule was imposed:
whenever two inconsistencies were observed, the respondent would be dropped from the sample. If there
was only error, then the survey responses were retained; however, we omitted these outliers in the analy-
sis whenever appropriate. After cleaning the data, we confirmed 1,071 surveys (of the total 1,174 received)
as valid, with the following distribution by platform:

» Table 1. Surveyed platforms and the distribution of respondents

Platiom _________JFreq.__________JPercentage _______JCum |
300

680.com 28.01 28.01
EPWK.com 233 21.76 49.77
ZBJ.com 538 50.23 100
Total 1,07 100

It is important to bear in mind when analyzing the results of the survey, that we do not know whether the
respondents who completed the questionnaire constitute a statistically representative sample of platform
workers. As there is no universal database of platform workers, it is not possible to draw a random sam-
ple. Some workers may be less inclined to accept work that includes filling out questionnaires; if this char-
acteristic is associated systematically with other attributes, then the sample may be skewed. However, in
the absence of publically available administrative data, the choice to post the survey as a task constitutes
the only possible way of gleaning information on the working conditions of online platform workers. The
previous ILO studies (Berg, 2016; Berg et al, 2018; Aleksynska et al., 2018) followed a similar methodology
and thus suffer from the same possible shortcomings.

The sample of workers in Aleksynska et al. (2018) on digital platforms in Ukraine are likely to be more simi-
lar to the China survey as this survey covered 1,000 Ukranian workers who worked on a range of platforms,
both national, regional and international, involving both high-skilled IT programming work to less-skilled
“microtask” work. Berg (2016) and Berg et al. (2018), on the other hand, covered workers only on microtask
platforms. The sample covered workers living in 75 countries working on five English-language microtask

" Survey website: https://www.wjx.cn/index.aspx
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platforms, with a strong representation of workers from India and the United States.'? While there is mi-
crotask work on the Chinese platforms, the variety of jobs available is much wider, requiring a broader skill
set and likely allowing for greater relative compensation.

2.3 Survey content overview

Like previous ILO surveys, data were collected on working conditions, including pay rates; working time and
availability of work; work intensity; rejections, non-payment and fraud; worker communication with clients
and platform operators; social protection coverage and the types of work performed. Though adopted to
the Chinese context, significant efforts were made to ensure that data collected from China would be as
comparable as possible to data collected on other labour platforms previously surveyed by ILO.

The survey was divided into seven sections, covering the following topics: (1) socio-demographic informa-
tion; (2) platform work employment; (3) relations with the client on the platform; (4) other current jobs; (5)
pre-platform work employment; (6) financial situation; and (7) current platform situation and future devel-
opment expectations.

Overall the survey consisted of approximately 85 questions (follow up questions excluded) and took re-
spondents on average approximately 30 minutes to complete. For the primary set of questions, respond-
ents were typically asked to choose from available responses; however, the survey also included follow up
questions for the purpose of allowing workers to provide more detail about their particular experiences.
Such follow up questions were often structured so that respondents could provide open text answers.

The three selected platforms for research in the Chinese context offer a wide variety of jobs ranging from
high to low skilled work, and in this respect, are very similar.’* Workers were asked to indicate the types
of tasks they engage in on platforms from a list of possible responses. These included high-skilled, online
platform work in fields such as IT, design, video production, editing and writing, and online education. We
also included a range of possible responses that captured jobs requiring lower levels of skill such as sales
and promotions, customer service support, filling in opinion polls and questionnaires, microtasking (short,
clerical tasks to ensure smooth functioning of web services and other business activities) and “online order
outsourcing manual works” which encompass the craft and assembly work described above (f_EfEZE T
B, SNEFETSE). While the list was comprehensive, we elected to exclude work that is dispersed online but
conducted offline in other spaces (& F3&ER), such as transportation or delivery workers, as well as vacan-
cies that are merely advertised online.

2 Berg (2016) covered workers on two microtask platforms, Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) and CrowdFlower. Berg et al. (2018) ex-
panded the number of platforms surveyed to five: AMT, Crowdflower, Clickworker, Microworker and Prolific. AMT was the first mi-
crotask platform and, due to platform restrictions, is primarily composed of American and Indian workers.

'3 The landing pages for these platforms reveal the array of tasks available and can be viewed at https://www.zbj.com; https://www.
epwk.com/; https://m.680.com/. A key difference, beyond the scope of this paper, is ZBJ.com’s overseas expansion into Singapore
(see: https://www.businessinsider.sg/zomwork-strengthens-singapores-gig-economy/).
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» 3 Survey findings

3.1 Socio-demographic information and job tenure

The survey began with a section that collected socio-demographic information about survey respond-
ents. Our findings reveal that within China, online platform work has much higher rates of male participa-
tion. Overall, only 30 per cent of all workers are female; however, these rates vary slightly depending on
the platform (27 per cent of ZBJ.com workers are female compared to 37 per cent of workers on 680.com
and 32 per cent in EPWK.com). This gender distribution is similar to findings from other surveys, including
of Indian workers on the Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) microtasking platform, where 31 per cent were
women. However, rates of female participation on Chinese platforms are considerably lower than the rates
observed in industrialized countries or in Ukraine (48 per cent were women).

On average Chinese workers are between 25 and 27 years old, making them slightly younger than the av-
erage age of workers from developing countries working on microtask platforms (28 years), and several
years younger than the Ukranian platform workers (33 years) or the average age of industrialized country
workers on microtask platforms (35 years) (Berg et al., 2018; Aleksynska et al., 2018). Figure 1 gives the age
distribution by gender, revealing consistency between women and men.

» Figure 1. Age distribution by gender
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Given that Chinese platform workers tend to be young, we would expect that a higher proportion of re-
spondents were unmarried, and indeed, we found this to be true. Overall 59.6 per cent of platform work-
ers identified themselves as unmarried with ZBJ.com having the lowest rate (56.7 per cent), and EPWK.com
the highest (64.4 per cent).'

Despite a minority of workers being married, a majority of workers had members of their household who
were financially dependent on them (55.9 per cent). When asked for details about the family support they
provided to household members, 34.9 per cent indicated they help to take care of at least one child in their
household. Most of these children were aged six or below (24.6 per cent), while children between 7 and 12
years old and those between 13 to 18 years old accounted for fewer cases (9.7 per cent and 4.9 per cent
respectively). Caring for adult family members who resided in the household was the most common form
of support provided and accounted for 38.5 per cent of all respondents.

It was also quite common for platform workers to care for dependents who resided outside of the house-
hold, with 40 per cent of respondents indicating they had such responsibilities. Again, caring for adults
proved to be the most common obligation (33.8 per cent) followed by children under six (7 per cent) and
children between 7 and 12, and 13 and 19 (3.3 per cent and 3.5 per cent). While workers tended to finan-
cially support individuals with whom they resided at higher rates than those who lived apart, providing fi-
nancial support for individuals who were living outside of the immediate household, was still significant.
5 More often, this person was an adult. The findings of the survey coincide with the findings from existing
research on family structure in China, which finds that young workers are financially supporting older gen-
erations in particular. In these cases, although extended family members are not living together, “respond-
ents still need to share the burdens of these dependents [...] who are independently living outside of the
family or with their own ‘nuclear family™.'®

When it comes to education levels, the vast majority of platform workers in China have finished some uni-
versity education or have received a Bachelor’s degree. When asked about the highest level of education
they had completed, 0.28 per cent of respondents reported having completed “less than secondary school”;
6.6 per cent have finished “secondary school,” and another 6.6 per centindicated they had a “technical spe-
cialized school” level of education. Much larger percentages of workers completed “some university edu-
cation,” (35.1 per cent), and 47.5 per cent have finished the Bachelor’s (or 4-year college) degree. A smaller
proportion, 3.8 per cent of respondents, had a Master’s degree or above.

In China, as in the previous surveys conducted by the ILO of platform workers, workers are well educated,
reflecting both the need to be digitally literate in order to work on the platform, but also the range of skills
required for some of the work available on the platforms. In the survey of microtask platform workers
— which has a lower skill requirement than other types of online platform work — the workers were also
well educated. Among American workers on the AMT platform, 44 per cent had a completed bachelor’s or
master’s degree and 39.8 per cent had some university education. Indian workers were the best educated,
with 91.3 per cent having either a bachelor's degree or master's/Ph.D. In the study of Ukranian platform
workers, 73 per cent of the workers had a bachelor’s degree or higher.

Yet despite the high level of education of the Chinese platform workers, 54 per cent reported that they would
need further technical training to complete all of the tasks on the platform. Only 28 per cent responded
that their skill levels correspond well to the demands of the platform; 9 per cent indicated that they have

™ In addition to the response options of never married and married, respondents could also choose between cohabitating, divorced
or separated, or widow/widower. The only responses selected, however were married and unmarried. Culturally cohabitation is not
rare, but it is not looked upon fondly and formal marriage is seen as more socially acceptable. It is therefore, possible that some re-
spondents who reported “single” could be in “cohabitating” relationships.

s Respondents may have multiple answers to this question so the sum of responses does not equal 100.

6 Using a set of national representative data to exam the family structural and functional change in China, Xi and Xia (2014) suggested
that under the rapid modernization and urbanization transition, extended families in China are not shrinking; instead, they are high-
ly functional in addressing the needs of family members in the family life cycle, such as child rearing and in providing end of life care.
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skills levels to do more demanding tasks than what is available on the platform. This finding may be re-
flected of the wide variety of tasks that are available on the Chinese platforms, but it could also reflect the
high percentage of respondents who identified as students (22 per cent).

» Figure 2. Educational level by category (percentage by category)
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When it comes to job tenure among platform workers in China, the distribution is reasonably consistent
across the platforms surveyed. Sixty-two per cent of respondents had more than one year of experience
as seen below in Figure 3.

» Figure 3. Tenure of survey respondents (percentage by category)
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The most considerable variations between the three surveyed platforms is with reference to EPWK.com,
which has a larger proportions of its workers who have been active between 7 months and 2 years, and
fewer workers active in the 3-4 and 5-10 year range compared to ZBJ.com and 680.com.

The survey contained various questions which could help to shed light on the patterns we see above re-
garding tenure. Influential factors, for example, might be understood in light of the question on the most
important reasons that workers engage in platform work, the responses to which are included below in
Figure 4. Based on the reasons people give for engaging in platform work, those who work on ZBJ.com
platform are less likely to do so in order “to earn money while going to school” (9.85 per cent). Unlike 680.
com and EPWK.com, this suggests that ZBJ.com may be a platform that tends to attract workers who are
in search of a longer-term work prospects and not students looking for a short-term earning opportunity
and who we might expect to have higher turnover, in the order of 0-4 years, as we see in the case of EPWK.
com above in Figure 3. EPWK.com is also the youngest of the three platforms, which could also have an
impact on this distribution.

» Figure 4. Most important reason for doing online platform work (percentage)
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Platform specialization may also explain the differences in the tenure of platform workers affiliated with
these two firms. Our survey findings reveal that ZBJ.com has a higher percentage of tasks classified as ‘high
skill' relative to EPWK.com. As was explained earlier, though education and skills are not synonymous, there
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is usually a strong correlation between the two. These findings, described in greater detail in the subse-
quent sections, note that ZBJ.com has a greater percentage of tasks in the fields of IT (software and web
programming) and design and photo processing and may incentivize workers to stay on the platform. On
the other hand, EPWK.com has higher percentage of lower-skilled tasks such as filling in opinion polls and
questionnaires, official sales and promotion tasks, and customer services and reviews which could be seen
as less desirable for the mid and long term. Percentages are included in Table 4, which highlights the dis-
tribution of platform jobs by platform surveyed.

3.2 Workers' current main occupation: Do they have other jobs?

The survey seeks to understand the role that platform work plays as a component of workers livelihoods.
The majority of workers (79.1 per cent) obtain their primary income from a source other than platform
work. Related findings indicate nearly two-thirds of respondents (64 per cent) have another paid job (with
36 per cent reporting that they do not).

Respondents were asked about their main occupation. In line with the previous finding that one-third of
the sample did not rely on any other paid jobs (or businesses) besides platform work, 21.9 per cent of re-
spondents indicated that they were students, 9.4 per cent indicated that they only did platform work, and
4.1 per cent were involved in offline platform work, such as Didi drivers or app delivery workers. The rest of
the respondents indicated other occupations with the largest share constituted by professional and tech-
nical personnel in enterprises and institutions (21.4 per cent), followed by 12.3 per cent engaged in busi-
ness and service industries.

» Table 2. Workers' main occupation distribution (percentage)

Party and state organs, enterprises and institutions responsible persons 2.2
A business owner with officially registered companies and employees 5.0
Professional and technical personnel in enterprises and institutions 214
Administrative staff in enterprises and institutions 8.9
Workers engaged in business and service industries 12.3
Personnel engaged in agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry, water conservation 1.3

Workers engaged in production and transportation in the enterprise 3.8
Military 0.1

Student 219
Local platform work, such as: DiDi, takeaway, etc. 4.1

No work other than online platform work 9.4
Working in other categories (please specify) 9.5
Total observations 1,07

The survey asked workers about the job they held immediately before starting to work for digital labour
platforms. Results indicate that the largest share of respondents (52.1 per cent of total) had a job outside
of an online platform before they began platform work and still have this job; a smaller portion of platform
workers (10 per cent) had previously run and are still running a business. This means that over 60 per cent
(62.1 per cent) of total workers have retained the same income source they had before beginning to work
on labour platforms and have thus added platform work to their income-earning activities. This figure is
similar to the survey results of Ukranian platform workers, which found that two-thirds of workers had jobs
in the offline economy in addition to platform work (Aleksynksa et al., 2018).
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Fewer people used to work outside of labour platforms and have left their job (16.7 per cent of respond-
ents), and, as can be seen in Figure 5 below, a significantly smaller 2.99 per cent of respondents were run-
ning a business that no longer exists.

Thereis often an argument in China and elsewhere that platform work could help the unemployed to reent-
er the labour market. Platforms could provide access to (temporary) jobs that workers could use to supple-
ment their incomes, while providing them with working time freedom. Our survey allows us to determine
whether, in the context of China, platforms have fulfilled this promise. Our survey included 61 workers who
identified that they were unemployed before they began working on platforms, comprising a total of 7.3 per
cent of survey respondents. This rate is much lower than the one-third per cent of respondents surveyed
on the western microtask platforms that reported being unemployed prior to engaging in platform work
(Berg et al., 2018). Additionally, 6.9 per cent of Chinese respondents said that they were “still in education
or training”, and 4 per cent indicated that they had previously been caring for children.

» Figure 5. Work activities prior to engaging in platform work (percentage)

N 680 EPWK ®/B] Total

53.27
58.24
52.09

49.23

15.42
18.98

16.72

10.6
10.04

o & - - e R IR Lo
. S o mo S ow o [ ~ &~ 3 NS 3
[ 0 i 1 .

STILL STILLRUN A USEDTO USEDTO RUN UNEMPLOYED STILL CARING FOR
WORKING BUSINESS WORKING A BUSINESS RECEIVING CHILDREN,
QUTSIDE OF OUTSIDE OF TRAINING DEPENDENTS
PLATFORM PLATFORM

For workers who work outside of their platform work, most are waged employees who receive income
monthly (58.6 per cent). There are, however, a surprisingly large proportion of freelancers (19.3 per cent),
with the third most common response indicated as “hourly/daily wage employee” (7.3 per cent)."” The high
proportion of freelancers and hourly/daily wage workers, which accounts for more than one in four, im-
plies that many platform workers may be used to non-standard forms of employment. This could cause
individuals to view some of the less desirable conditions associated with platform work, such as variable
incomes and working hours, as fairly normal. (See Figure 6).

7 For the ILO survey of microtask platform, 20 per cent of respondents reported that they were freelancers (Berg et al., 2018); 16 per
cent of Ukranian workers were freelancers (Aleksynska et al., 2018).
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» Figure 6. Job or business where you spend most time outside of platform work (percentage)
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Among those who have a job outside of the platform economy, a majority (54.84 per cent) have complet-
ed platform tasks while at their other jobs at an average rate of 7.8 hours per week. Of the three platforms
surveyed, this practice is most prevalent among EPWK.com workers, 60 per cent of whom report doing
this. As in the other surveys, we asked whether the workers believed that their bosses would be opposed
to them using working hours to engage in platform related tasks. Over 40 per cent (44.9 per cent) of those
who responded indicated that they felt their boss would be accepting of this use of time.

3.3 Motivation to engage in online platform work

Given that a significant proportion of respondents do platform work in addition to having another occu-
pation, it is not surprising that the single most common reason that people worked on digital labour plat-
forms was to “to complement pay with other jobs” (25.5 per cent). Many workers also seem to engage in
platform work because they liked it. The related responses of doing platform work were because they en-
joyed it (19.6 per cent), and because they felt it was a form of leisure (14.1 per cent) both garnered high
response rates. A sizeable proportion of Chinese workers also preferred to work from home (13.8), and
given the high proportion of students on these platforms, it was unsurprising that another 14.3 per cent
did online platform work to earn money while going to school. Doing platform work to complement oth-
er income sources is also consistent with results from the ILO’s survey of microtask workers, which found
that one-third of workers engaged in microtask work to complement their pay from other jobs, and 22 per
cent did it because they preferred to work from home (Berg et al., 2018).

The high rates with which workers report doing platform work for enjoyment and leisure is further contex-
tualized by the fact that a minority of platform workers work online as their main source of income. This
may allow them greater freedom and an ability to work as they choose. The total weekly working hours
spent on platform work (including both paid and unpaid hours) for the workers who do platform works “as
a leisure” is 19.4 hours, lower than the average number total working hours which hovers at 23.9 hours.

In some developing countries, platform work has been promoted as a mechanism to expand job prospects
to those who might not otherwise have them (Graham et al., 2017). In China, since industrialization, urban
centres have been associated with more vibrant labour market opportunities; rural areas, meanwhile have
maintained a strong agricultural focus. To help control internal employment related migration, China came
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to rely on a household registration system, hukou, to prevent rural populations that faced more limited
labour market prospects, from migrating to urban centers and competing with urban resident (see Chan,
2013). Under this system, agricultural hukou holders who relocated to urban areas faced distinctive chal-
lenges. They could not, for example enroll their children in urban schools, and in the job market they expe-
rienced higher levels of employment precarity. Approximately one-fourth (23.6 per cent) of our data sample
was comprised of rural to urban migrants who could face such challenges. The structure of online labour
platform work, however, reveals that not having a local resident card, hukou, or working permit (0.27 per
cent) is not a motivation for undertaking platform works. Furthermore, these online platforms might even
be offering those in rural areas expanded employment opportunities, in particular for the 8.1 per cent of
respondents who identify as rural residents.

The most significant divergence in the findings from the Chinese survey and the ILO survey of microtask
workers was related to the percentage of workers who can only work from home. In China, this figure ac-
counted for only 3.2 per cent of respondents, compared to approximately 8 per centin the microtask survey.
Various factors could account for this difference. In China, respondents are relatively younger in age and a
lower percentage are married workers (40.4 per cent of total), suggesting that they may have fewer family
responsibilities that require them to stay at home. Among this relatively small proportion of workers, how-
ever, our findings do reveal that caretaking reasonability’s tend to be gendered. In China, the breakdown of
male and female respondents who could only work from home was 3.5 per cent of men (26 observations)
and 3 per cent of women (10 observations)." However, only six out of the 26 male respondents could only
work from home because they were “taking care of family, elderly, or children” while five responded that
they have “sickness or disability.” Among women, meanwhile, seven out of the ten attributed their ability
to work only from home to their caretaking responsibilities. (See Figure 7).

The comparability of platform work to other labour market opportunities is a less important motivator for
respondents. As seen above in Figure 5, only 1.25 per cent of respondents indicated that the “pay is better
than other available jobs”. While this was similar to the percentage of American AMT workers who respond-
ed accordingly (1 per cent) it was much lower than the 18 per cent of Indian AMT workers who indicated
that online platforms provided better pay than other available jobs. The difference between Indian and
Chinese workers highlights important differences between these two developing countries with respect
to the national average wages. The minimum wage standard and the average wage in China, although,
are not as high as those in America, are much higher than in India. Another important factor could be the
client market. Indian workers on international platforms like AMT and Crowdflower may be meeting the
needs of an international clientele who may be paying rates that, while insufficient for most Western work-
ers, are comparatively good in the Indian context. Chinese platforms, on the other hand, meet domestic
market needs where clients may be better attuned to the local reservation wage.

'8 In the 2015 survey, the ILO found that among Indian AMT workers, 16.2 per cent of women gave this reason compared with 7 per
cent of men; among US AMT workers, 15.8 per cent of women gave this as a reason compared with 4.8 per cent of men and for US
Crowdflower workers, 6.4 per cent of women gave this as a reason compared with 2.8 per cent of men (Berg, 2016).
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» Figure 7. Most important reason why you do platform work
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3.4 Platform work employment: On which platforms do they
mostly work?

Multihoming, or working on multiple platforms simultaneously, is a well-documented phenomenon in
platform work (Choudary, 2018). Respondents were asked about how many platforms they worked on in
the month preceding the survey; one-third indicated that they only worked on one platform, 30 per cent
worked on two platforms, and 18.9 per cent worked on three platforms. This suggests that workers tend to
concentrate their online work on a select number of platforms. Our findings also reveal that in general, the
survey reached workers on the platform on which they were most active. For example, and with reference
to Table 3 below, of the 536 workers interviewed on ZBJ.com, 74.4 per cent indicated that they were most
active on ZBJ.com while 73.3 per cent of EPWK.com workers were most active on that platform. Indeed, as
the country’s most popular platform, ZBJ.com was the most commonly used platform across our sample.
Of the three platforms surveyed, workers who were recruited through 680.com were least likely to use that
platform as their primary one.

» Table 3. The platform on which workers worked most of their time during the past 3 months (percentage)

3.3 3.5 3.2 3.3

Freelancer.cn

zbj.com 6.3 121 4.4 41.8
Epwk.com 9.7 73.3 9.9 23.6
680.com 64.3 3.0 1.5 19.5
ké8.cn 7.0 3.9 1.9 3.8
Others 9.3 4.3 9.1 8.2
Total observations 300 232 536 1,068
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3.5 Types of work undertaken on platforms

Prior to conducting this survey, our literature review of Chinese labour platforms revealed many types of
work available on platforms. Our survey results confirmed this. Our data, seen below in Table 4, reveal a
wide distribution of platform tasks, but we find that the most popular tasks are the same for the three plat-
forms surveyed.'® According to the total respondent distribution (in parenthesis), and to this distribution
on each individual platform, the top four tasks related to “design and related photo processing” (23.6 per
cent), “Filling in opinion polls and questionnaires” (17.5 per cent), “IT (software and web programming)” (14
per cent), “Editing/writing services/code typing” (10.3 per cent). “Filling in opinion polls and questionnaires”
was also a popular selection, though high levels or reporting in this category could have also been influ-
enced by the fact that our survey was emblematic of this type of work.

» Table 4. Distribution of major platform work industry (percentage)

7.7 8.2 7.1 7.5

No answer

IT (software and web programming) 10.3 1.2 17.3 14.0
Design and related photo processing 19.0 17.2 29.0 23.6
Film and television production/related services 3.0 6.9 3.7 4.2
Translation services and related works 4.7 0.9 0.9 2.0
Editing/writing services/code typing 1.3 9.4 10.0 10.3
Official Sales and promotions 5.0 6.0 3.0 4.2
Customer services and reviews 7.0 3.0 1.9 3.6
Filling in opinion polls and questionnaires 18.7 21.9 14.9 17.5
Other consultancy (such as legal services) 2.3 2.2 2.0 2.2
Online education, tutoring, and related works 0.7 1.3 1.3 1.1
Microtasking (filling in data into spreadsheets, etc.) 8.7 8.6 5.8 7.2
Online order outsourcing manual works 0 0 0.7 0.4
Other 1.7 34 2.4 2.4
Total observations 300 233 538 1,07

ZBJ.com appears to have tasks that are associated with slightly higher skills compared to the other two
platforms. This can be seen most clearly vis-a-vis IT and design work, where the rates of these types of
tasks are reported with greater frequency on the order of 5-10 per cent. Conversely, survey work and mi-
crotask work, which tends to be associated with lower skill requirements, are more common on 680.com
and EPWK.com. This distribution comparison shows that although the major task type distributions are
consistent among platform (suggesting the platforms respond to similar client needs) platforms appear to
have slightly different specializations. Distinctions between the platforms regarding task type may also be
a function of the platforms’ business model, particularly with reference to their respective memberships
and fee-charging systems.

Chinese platforms often incorporate various models for task distribution and payment structures. Our sur-
vey identified seven different ways that tasks are distributed, and asked respondents to respond to indicate
the distribution mechanism that they most often experience. Possible responses included: Order system (i
EAREELL); Piece rate (FHE3E53); Short-term “negotiable wage” employment (EEFISUN E{F); Short-term “fixed

' One of the limitations on this observation is that, our survey was posted on the related platform’s section of “Filling in opinion polls
and questionnaires”; therefore, it is likely to obtain higher proportion of respondent who respond to this section. However, the in-
dustrial distribution in general are very consistent among platform; this helps to support the validity of our survey and comparisons
as it is very difficult, if not impossible, to conduct a randomized sampling over the platforms.
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wage” employment GZEAEEET M), Application submission model (&2, HFERIEEL); Direct Bidding
(E5#%355FR); and other. Each of these categories were defined in the survey to ensure that respondents could
correctly identify the competition model most commonly associated with the work that they did. For exam-
ple, piece rate IH4323) was defined as “demanders announce the needs (quantity and quality) and ser-
vice providers produce the final products within the time limit”. Direct bidding, meanwhile was indicated
by “after the demand side announce the needs and budgets, qualified developers grab the project as soon
as they can. This model depends solely on the qualified developers’ speed of grabbing the bid offered by
the customers”. Full definitions for each of these categories can be found in Appendix 2.

From these possible responses, “piece rate” (33.14 per cent) and “application and submission” (31 per cent)
accounted for almost two thirds of all responses. However, significant differences existed between platforms
that were reflective of each platform’s specialisation. For example, one-fifth per cent of ZBJ.com respond-
ents indicated that they were paid by the piece, while about 45 per cent of workers on the other platforms
typically worked according to the piece-rate model. “Application and submission”, meanwhile was the most
common on ZBJ.com at a rate of 36.25 per cent. In this type of work, customers announce a project’s price
and their needs and workers supply their CVs and proposals within a given time limit. This type of model
can also take the form of a competition or a competitive presentation, and is particularly common on de-
sign platforms in western countries, such as 99design. This type of model was less common on the other
platforms. (See Figure 8).

» Figure 8. Task allocation and payment method most typically used by respondents by platform (percent-
age)
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The type of model has implications on the payment structure that workers confront, specifically the fees
they are charged and the need to buy membership.
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3.6 Membership and fees in China’s labour platforms

It has become common practice among freelance platforms in the West to charge fees to workers, by taking
a percentage of the negotiated price for the service, but also by offering membership options to workers
on the platform that give their profile greater visibility and allow them to connect more easily with poten-
tial clients.?® This practice is also common among Chinese platforms, though the membership and fee sys-
tems vary widely according to the competition model used. One important finding about Chinese platforms,
not previously noticed in the west, is also the practice of requiring the workers to pay a security deposit to
guarantee their successful completion of the work. In the western freelancing platforms, these guaran-
tees (or escrows) are only required of clients, to ensure that they pay the workers for the work completed.?’

On 680.com, when workers are directly hired, the platform takes 5 per cent as commission; these costs,
covered by the worker, are among the lowest platform fees (680.com, NDa). For the application and sub-
mission competition model, even overall winner must remit a higher portion of earnings, some 20 per cent,
to the platform. This leaves the worker with 80 per cent of the announced amount after having successful-
ly completed the job (680.com, NDb). Similarly, for piece-rate works, there is a 20 per cent service charge
(680.com, NDc).For software development projects, workers are required to make a guarantee deposit of
30-50 per cent of the project reward, depending on the size of the project, to the platform. This amount
cannot be withdrawn before the project has ended successfully (680.com, NDd).

EPWK.com, meanwhile could be considered as one of the lowest service charges platforms, as it has elimi-
nated most of the service charges since 2014 after it received its first venture capital investments worth 20
million Yuan.?? The platform is currently free for basic functions but charges for additional services such as
VIP memberships for workers, which consist of a range of extended services, such as better visibility, secu-
rity services, and other business management assistance.? Under the current model, EPWK.com workers
could receive 100 per cent of the value for direct bidding and direct employment tasks. For the competi-
tion reward model, however, the platform still retains a 20 per cent of charges, in which 10 per cent is used
for promotional purposes and the other 10 per cent is equally shared between those who participated but
who were not ultimately awarded. These fees are deducted from the award when the job is posted on the
platform; for example, when a customer post a job successfully on the platform with 100 Yuan award, the
platform will charge 20 Yuan immediate and left with 80 Yuan available for the job seekers to bid for.% For
piece-rate works, meanwhile, workers receive 90 per cent of the posted value of the job, with 10 per cent
taken by the platform for promotion and administrative services.?

ZBJ.com has changed its membership system and service charges over time. Most of the changes seem
have resulted in an increase in charges levied to workers or have attempted to differentiate between the
services offered to members based on their membership level. Initially, ZB).com used a “pure commission
model”, levying a 20 per cent service charge on each project between 2005 to 2012. From 2013 t0 2015 June,
they changed the fee structure to a “commission + membership model” that allowed for the reduction of

20 Seeforexample, Upwork: https://support.upwork.com/hc/en-us/articles/211062888-Freelancer-Plus or Freelancer.com: https://www.
freelancer.com/membership/

21 See https://support.upwork.com/hc/en-us/articles/211068208-Escrow-for-Fixed-Price-Jobs

2 Tencent's Greater Fujian Net. 2014. EPWK Received “Hua Wen venture capital 20 million Yuan to build another Taobao.” (—FREZEIRLEE]
(B2 T RIRE I NER—INE=E. B AEMERS. 2014-11-24. 11:07.) Online available at https://baike.baidu.com/reference/9699709/99a-
aoHgS21AOIpfhnrufQPNod8QdQ_L68w-AvLENO6NE4UIfpFC4Syxejp-VHHMPFhXr8ebubwLsH6wpP9mMDo30z_w

3 See the EPWK's VIP membership site at http://www.epwk.com/vip/ BIEFRR , SCEIA(—REEM R |, HEEIEHRBHHE: https:/
www.epwk.com/gonggao/article-i-597-art_id-254427.html

2 The “promotor foundation” was set up on 26 August 2011 as a part of EPWK.com’s new marketing strategy. EPWK workers can be-
come an “EPWK.com promotor” by sharing EPWK.com webpages to online public forums or blogs, such as Weibo, QQ space, and
Baidu HI. Promoters are then rewarded. More information at: https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E4%B8%80%E5%93%81%E5%A8%81
%ES5%AE%A2%E7%BD %91

2 See Hai Feng. 2014. "EPWK.com Made the First Move in the Field by Providing the ‘Three Free Service Charge’ Services.” Property and
Economy Web. (i8l&. 2014. “—REEMEFHTISCH ¥EH =KREIRS." F42K. 2014-11-04 13:16:18.) Online available at http:/
science.china.com.cn/2014-11/04/content_33963616.htm Retreated on 23 Nov 2019. See also, EPWK.com. 2013. “The Differences
among Competition-Reward Service, Biding, and Employment services. (BEE55. BirES. BREIS. BEEEAISHNXIIRE
EEFAdIE] : 2013-09-02.) Online available at https://www.epwk.com/help/bang_18093.html. Retreated at 23 Nov 2019.


https://support.upwork.com/hc/en-us/articles/211062888-Freelancer-Plus%20or%20Freelancer.com
http://www.epwk.com/vip/
https://www.epwk.com/gonggao/article-i-597-art_id-254427.html
https://www.epwk.com/gonggao/article-i-597-art_id-254427.html
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service charges (still levied as a percentage of the total value of the task), depending on the membership lev-
el. Then, after receiving a vast sum of venture capital (2.6 Billion Yuan), ZBJ.com sought to enlarge its market
share and attract new users by removing all service charges for project deals (except those “competing de-
signs” and piece-rate projects still keeping 20 per cent service charges) (see Qilu Evening newspaper, 2017).
This strategy was meant to attract platform workers who had previously been on fee-charging platforms.

In the competition for market share, platforms sometimes subsidize participation from workers and cli-
ents using venture capital funding. After capturing a substantial part of the market, these platforms have
sometimes later changed their policies to improve profitability. Indeed, as of 30 June 2017, ZBJ.com had
become to be the largest platform in China, and by 2019 the platform claimed to have 14 million workers.
After achieving market dominance, ZBJ.com again changed the membership system and reintroduced
“Technical service charges” to workers, which varied from 2 per cent for high-level members (§&k=R), 6
per cent for mid-level members(F4%£R) to 10 per cent for low-level members (Ej@&R) depending on
level of membership.?

» Table 5. The ZB) membership system and its associated fees (as of August 2019)

Technical service
Membership Type Membershlp version Membership (card) fee charge

Registered GEAfER) Basic (& 0 Yuan 20%
Fixed workshop (ZEI{LLH&) 666 Yuan/month/space (or above) | 20%
Office version (ZBIAZERR) 666 Yuan/month/space (or above) | 20%
Tailor made office version (B

Standard (f/EEhR) NERR) 1188 Yuan/month/space (or above) | 20%
Roaming workshop (i€ T{3zhR) 888 Yuan/month/space (or above) |10%a
Fixed workshop (B2 L{ZhR) 1188 Yuan/month/space (or above) | 10% a
Dedicated office (BEIAZEIR) 1188 Yuan/month/space (or above) | 10% a

Enterprise (BIZ<hR) Tailor made office (BHIAZEIR) 1588 Yuan/month/space (or above) | 10% a

Note: a: Does not apply to jobs that are application and submission, piece rate, tournament, non-specific site demand order and
special order channel's technical service charges. Higher-level version (when workshop space > 5, can be upgraded to "extended
version"). Accessed as of 13 Aug, 2019. see: https://vip.zbj.com/version.

Their stratified membership structure depends on how much workers are willing to pay. Initially, high-lev-
el membership is 5980 RMB/month, mid-level membership is 2980/month, and low-level membership is
free of charge. What membership offers, meanwhile, has continually changed over time. The membership
version and the membership fees were later changed and further diversified according to the prices out-
lined above (as of August 2019). In addition to membership fees, which now range from 666 to 1588 Yuan/
space and are administered on a monthly basis, the platform also has technical service charges that are
administered per task completed. For basic membership this fee is 20 per cent, for enterprises, who tend
to pay a slightly larger membership fee, the technical service change is less at 10 per cent. (See Table 5).

In this current version of the membership system, ZBJ.com has given special rights and incentives to work-
shop members as a way of promoting targeted growth on the platform and recruiting more workshop
users (opposed to individual members who do not have any workshop space). These incentives include a
“temporary measure” to reduce the transaction fee to 6 per cent for workshop (enterprise) members from
01 July 2019 to 30 June 2020.%” Additionally, membership has an impact on job distribution, sometimes at
the expense of matching workers and clients according to workers’ skills and clients’ needs, and new incentives

% https://t.cj.sina.com.cn/articles/view/6476674152/1820a3468001008jm1
27 Chinese version: “During the period from 2019.07.01 to 2020.06.30, workshop members’ service charge is zero percent, only charge
transaction fee 6 per cent” (2019.07.01 to 2020.06.308818) , T3FaR ( AZIR ) ITEAEAIIRSEEZNO0 percent , RUKEZ (T FLEEZER6

percent). See details at: https://vip.zbj.com/version.


https://vip.zbj.com/version
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give preference to workshop members in the distribution of tasks. ZB).com has also started collecting high
“integrity guarantee deposit” (B{S{RIES) according to membership level and experiences (hereafter guar-
antee deposit), ranging from less than a hundred to several hundred RMB, depending on the project size,
for potential violations of regulations and related fines.

Table 6, below, shows the survey results of the types of fees that platforms workers pay. Across all plat-
forms, 72.1 per cent of respondents report not having to pay fees. As discussed before, those who never
pay fees are either exempt because of platform policies or because of the types of competition models they
work on, such as piece rates on EPWK.com where no charges are administered directly to the worker. For
workers who work regularly or who do large volumes of platform work, they typically register for a formal
membership in order to minimize overall transaction costs and increase their opportunity to receive jobs.
In total, 13.4 per cent of the overall respondents indicated that they paid a registration or membership
fee.?® Fees were also more common among those who engage in bidding and application-submission re-
lated jobs. These workers often need to pay “deposits” after successfully bidding on the job, regardless of
whether they have a membership or not. Seventeen per cent of workers responded that they had paid this
type of fee, a substantial rate, but one that is not surprising given that application-submission and bidding
together accounts for 40 per cent of all jobs according to our competition model classification.

Among the three platforms, ZBJ.com has the lowest percentage (64.7 per cent) of respondents responding
that they “don’t pay” fees but the highest percentages in all other fee-paying categories. As workers could
select more than one answer in this question, this suggests that either workers do not pay for some tasks,
but may be paying multiple types of fees for other tasks or services offered. Moreover, 17 per cent report
having to have paid guarantee deposits. Interestingly, responses from 680.com show that at present, this
platform could be the lowest in terms of fees charged to workers.

» Table 6. Workers' experience in paying fees to platform and type of fee paid®

o [ewe  Jmr ||

Didn’t pay 81.0 T 64.7 72.1
Registration/membership 9.0 13.3 15.8 13.4
Deposits 10.0 12.5 229 17.0
Training .7 10.7 10.6 9.8
Others 4.7 6.0 7.3 6.3
Total observations 300 233 538 1,07

In addition to asking workers about their experience with fees, we also sought to understand their percep-
tions by asking about whether workers felt the platform was fair. Workers' perceptions of “fairness” could be
influenced by different dimensions of this type of work. Given the direct relationship between competition
models and fee charging structures, however, our analysis focuses on whether workers think fee charging
structures are fair according to the model of competition they typically participate it. These results can be
seen below in Figure 9.

The figure below shows the cross-tabulation between the question of the most typical mode of competition
used in by platform workers and the question of whether the workers feel the platform fees are fair. The

% Workers who chose “leisure” as their most important reason for working on platforms seem to pay fewer fees than the sample’s av-
erage. Only 7.5 percent of these “leisure workers” paid registration fees, which is lower than the average 13.35 percent. 14.6 percent
have paid a deposit, slightly lower than average 17 percent; training fees are also lower at 7 percent compared to the average 9.8
percent. Meanwhile their proportion of not paying any fees is 74.7 percent, just slightly higher than the average 72.1 percent.

2 Total column percentages do not add up to 100, as workers may pay multiple fees on a platform.
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general observation from the figure below is that respondents think the competition systems are mostly
(over 90 per cent) fair. These rates are slightly lower for competition models including application submis-
sion (86.8 per cent), direct bidding (84.1 per cent), and others (87.5 per cent). ZBJ.com workers who do ap-
plication submission work are the least likely to feel the fee structure and direct bidding systems are fair
with only 83.6 per cent responding favourably.

P Figure 9. Percentage of respondents indicating that the competition method is “fair” by category
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We further asked respondents their views about issues on the platforms’ operation systems, such as the
fairness on the rating system, freedom to rate customer, and whether platforms frequently change the pric-
ing policy on the platform. Whereas affirmative responses to these first two questions can be interpreted
positively with respect to platform fairness, high values in this third question are more likely to indicate un-
favourable conditions. Approximately three out of every four workers felt they could freely rate the custom-
ers they work with. A larger proportion of workers, over 87 per cent across all platforms, feel that the rating
system is fair, but there are significant variations between the platforms with 680.com workers responding
positively at a rate of over 10 percentage points higher than ZBJ.com Despite feeling that fee structures
were fair, 37 per cent of workers stated that the platform changes its pricing policy frequently. Notably,
these rates were highest among ZBJ.com, the platform that workers were least likely to describe as fair.

3.7 Pay, working time and job satisfaction among survey
respondents

Having discussed worker demographics and the questions outlining platform task type, competition type,
and fee structure, we now turn to a review of the working conditions on Chinese labour platforms. Our
survey included questions on topics including: working time (paid and unpaid) and associated hourly wag-
es, reasons for not doing more work, unfair treatment by requesters, and workers' levels of satisfaction.

We first look at working time (paid and unpaid), and the associated hourly pay of the platform work. We
asked a series of related questions about the working hours and wages to document the amount of time
workers spend doing paid work and unpaid work, such as looking for jobs. We also asked about their av-
erage earnings so that we could impute hourly rates for both paid time and total time on the platforms. In
our calculations, we elected to eliminate outliners that are larger than 97.5 per cent from the higher bounds.
Questions were asked with regard to a worker’s experience in a typical week.
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Figure 10 shows the distribution of paid and unpaid working hours. Overall, our survey revealed thatin an
average week, workers perform 15.6 hours of paid work and 8.3 hours of unpaid work, thus amounting
to a total average weekly working time of 23.9 hours. This means that approximately one-third of work-
ing time is unpaid, a figure that is comparable to the findings of the ILO survey of microtask workers, but
slightly higher than the findings of the Ukranian platform study, where 27 per cent of time was spent on
unpaid activities (Berg et al., 2018; Aleksynska et al., 2018).

» Figure 10. Average weekly working hours distribution of the platforms
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As expected, workers who rely on the platform work as significant source of income spend more time on
the platform. For these individuals the paid, unpaid, and total working hours are 24.6, 11.0, and 35.4 re-
spectively. For workers who obtain a non-major source of income from platforms, their working hours are
almost half that of their counterparts who are reliant on platform work for the majority of their income,
and measure 13.2 paid hours, 7.5 unpaid hours, and 20.7 total hours. Both of these groups spend a sub-
stantive percentage of their time doing unpaid work, though this rate is lower for workers who are reliant
on platform income, likely because they have become more efficient at finding work, thus saving them-
selves time. In total, reliant workers spend 30% of their time on platforms doing unpaid work compared
to 36% of those who are not reliant.

Aswould be expected, the average weekly income also differs according to these groups. Overall it amounts
to 372.72 Yuan per week (around 53.25 USD), but there are clear distinctions between the amounts from
workers who regard platform work as their major source of income (599.42 Yuan or 85.63 USD) and spend
more hours doing online tasks, versus those who state it is not a major source (309.91 Yuan or 44.27 USD)
and spend less time on the platform.*® (See Table 7).

We have also calculated average hourly wages according to information respondents provided about their
weekly working hours and wages. To measure this, we completed two different calculations: one for paid
working time and one for total working time, inclusive of unpaid hours. If we limit the calculation to paid

30 There is also high variation among income when the findings are disaggregated by platform. ZBJ.com workers report the highest
earnings (444.35 Yuan) and EPWK.com workers the lowest (283.93 Yuan). This may be due to many factors, such as task type and in-
dustry characteristics. Further study is needed.
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working hours, the average overall hourly wage is 32.59 Yuan, which is much higher than the 2018 nation-
al minimum wage. The median hourly wage is 17.98 Yuan (2.57 USD). According to the Labour Bureau, this
is still higher than the lowest 2018 minimum hourly wage of 10.6 Yuan (for class four work) in Liaoning
province, but lower than the highest rate of 24 Yuan per hour (for class one work) in Beijing (see further
details at Li, 2018).3

If we include unpaid working hours in the calculation, wages drop. The average hourly wage is lower at
20.02 Yuan (2.86 USD), while the median hourly wage falls to 12.62 Yuan (1.80 USD). In accounting for
workers’ unpaid time, we find that this results in a 42 per cent decrease in hourly wages. When compar-
ing these figures with Indian workers on the AMT microtasking platform, we find that their average wages
(3.40USD in 2017) and median wages (2.14 USD in 2017) were higher than those in China (Berg et al., 2018).

» Table 7. Average weekly earnings distributions, in yuan (RMB)*

Major in- Non-major
680 EPWK ZBJ come income Total

Average weekly earning 319.36 283.93 44435 599.42 309.91 372.72
hourly wage (working hour only) 30.32 2718 36.46 29.57 33.38 32.59
Median hourly wage (working hour

only) 16.67 15.00 20.00 18.06 17.96 17.98
Average hourly wage (including un-

paid working hour) 19.01 1715 21.92 16.93 20.87 20.02
Median hourly wage (including unpaid

working hour) n.e7 10.00 14.29 12.70 12.60 12.62

The survey included a question asking respondents about their overall satisfaction with online platform work.
Single-measure job satisfaction questions such as this typically gauge workers’ feelings about the intrinsic
characteristics of a job (the work that the person actually performs, autonomy, stress at work, among oth-
ers) rather than extrinsic characteristics such as pay, contractual status, or prospects for promotion (Rose,
2003). The ILO survey of microtask workers revealed that only 6 per cent were dissatisfied and 1 per cent
very dissatisfied (Berg et al., 2018). In Ukraine, four per cent of workers reported being dissatisfied and
one per cent reported being very dissatisfied. Few workers in China expressed dissatisfaction with online
platform work, reporting percentages that were even lower than the other ILO surveys. Only 2.4 per cent
of workers stated that that they were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. Nevertheless, to better under-
stand why workers were dissatisfied, we asked a follow up open text question to enquire about the reasons.

31 Minimum wages in China vary by province. In some provinces, like Sichuan, minimum wages are inclusive of the cost of the compul-
sory “five insurances and one fund"”. After workers are paid, this funds must be remitted back to the state by the worker, resulting
in workers receiving less take-home pay than the stated amount; however, the wage in Beijing and Shanghai are exclusive of these
social insurance payments.

32 Working hour and wage variables are generated from 0 to 97.5 percent of the distribution of their original variable.
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» Table 8. Satisfactory distribution of workers surveyed (percentage)

Patom 680 ____EPWK____1Zz8) _Total |

Very satisfied 28.3 23.6 17.1 21.7
Satisfied 49.3 511 43.7 46.9
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 21.7 24.0 35.3 29.0
Dissatisfied 0.3 1.3 3.4 2.1
Very dissatisfied 0.3 0 0.6 0.4
Total observations 300 233 538 1,071

Complaints related to low job availability and limited/unfair resource distribution. For example, one work-
er said, “the job availability is getting less and less; well-paying jobs are almost gone.” Another said, “the
success rate is low, job quality is unstable, and the transaction fees are high.” Similar comments were ex-
pressed in the other surveys, where insufficient work and competition of work increase as more workers
register on the platform. Indeed, twenty per cent of Chinese respondents indicated that there was not suf-
ficient work on the platform. In addition, 18.2 per cent of workers whose primary source of income comes
from the platform and 19.5 per cent of workers whose primary source of income comes from outside of
platform also think that the “pay is not good.” (See Table 9).

» Table 9. Percentage of workers responding affirmatively to the following reasons for why they are not do-
ing more online platform work or other offline work

-“

Not plat- Not plat- Not plat- Not plat-
Platform work Platform form Platform form Platform form Platform form
Not qualified for the
work 25.0 21.8 35.3 24.6 22.6 21.6 26.0 22.3
Not enough work
available 151 22.2 20.0 271 26.9 22.0 221 23.2
Pay not good
enough 214 18.8 15.3 16.3 17.7 21.3 18.2 19.5
Don't have time 27.4 33.9 17.9 29.1 23.5 30.0 23.4 30.8
Difficult to cash
money made 9.1 -- 9.0 - 5.8 74 --
Other reasons 2.0 3.4 2.6 3.0 3.6 51 2.9 4.2
Total observations 252 239 190 203 447 450 889 892

By contrast, respondents who are very satisfied with their platform work are likely to comment that plat-
form jobs are plentiful, they have working time freedom, and they can earn money during leisure time. For
example, a worker responded that “it is stiff learning at the beginning; but gradually I am getting better
and better”. Another said, “There are plenty of jobs, I can continue learning while earning money.” Even
while working under similar conditions, the attitudes of workers vary, thus shedding light on the complex-
ity of job satisfaction indicators.

When asked about their desire to do more platform work, 83 per cent of workers surveyed responded af-
firmatively. This was the same rate given was similar to the percentage of workers who stated that they
wanted to do more non-platform work (83.29 per cent). On average, respondents would like to spend around
10 more hours per week doing platform work and 12.94 more hours per week doing non-platform work.
These figures align with the survey results of AMT workers in America (10.5 and 11.9 hours) and India (11.2
and 11.4 hours), for the platform and non-platform works, respectively (Berg, 2016).
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Why then, are workers not working more? For platform and non-platform work, the reasons tend to be the
same and responses are consistent across the platforms. Except for the answer “difficult to cash money
made”, which highlights situations in which platform workers may have money credited to their account but
find it difficult to get this money off the platform and into a form they can use it, respondents were given
the same choice of possible answers with respect to online and offline work. Their answers for not working
more on platforms and in non-platform work respectively, included reasons such as not being qualified for
the work (26 per cent and 22.3 per cent), that there was not enough work available (22.1 per cent and 23.2
per cent), and that the pay was not good (18.2 per cent and 19.5 per cent). There was greater variation be-
tween platform and non-platform work for those who responded that they did not have time. In this case,
30.8 per cent of non-platform workers cited a lack of time, a rate that was higher than for platform work
(23.4 per cent). This difference could be attributed to the fact that a significant proportion of platform work
is done by respondents on a part-time basis among other activities. Non-platform work, on the other hand,
is more likely to require a fixed time-schedule, and perhaps more restrictive working hours leaving more
respondents to feel that they didn't have time to engage in this type of work.

When compared with answers from microtask survey, the overall percentage of Chinese respondents who
were not doing more platform and non-platform work because they were unqualified was higher. Thisis a
reasonable finding as the Chinese platforms surveyed are more diversified, as discussed above, with over
half of the jobs in our dataset considered to be high-skilled. The microtask survey was directed at workers
who were completing tasks that tended to have a much lower skill requirement (Berg et al., 2018). In con-
trast, one-third of respondents to the Ukranian survey, which covered a more diverse array of activities, re-
ported that they needed further technical training (Aleksynska et al., 2018).

Nearly one-fifth of Chinese survey respondents stated that they were not doing additional work because
the pay was not good (18.2 per cent and 19.5 per cent). This reveals that although the Chinese workers did
not associate “low pay” with their overall satisfaction levels, they were willing to express a preference for
higher pay when asked why they did not do more work than they are currently doing.

3.8 Relations with clients on the platform

Given the importance of the worker-client relationship to working conditions, including income and work-
ing time, our survey sought information on the client and worker interactions. In this section, we examine
the treatment of workers by clients, discuss working time and monitoring arrangements, and then look at
the issues of refusal to pay or rejection of work.

A common benefit of working on labour platforms is that they provide working time flexibility; howev-
er, workers can sometimes feel pressured to make themselves available at specific times to meet clients’
needs. To understand this dynamic in the context of China, we asked if workers ever, to maintain the rela-
tionship with the client(s), were requested to make themselves available outside of regular working hours
(say 9 am-6 pm). More than 1 in 10 workers (11.2 per cent) indicated that this request was made of them
frequently or more often. This is consistent with our data that shows that on average, workers spend ap-
proximately five days (4.83 days) in an average month during which they work more than 10 hours (includ-
ing non-paid working hours). The variations among platforms are minimal, the average days working over
10 hours in the 680 (4.77 days), EPWK (4.52 days), and the ZBJ (5.08 days). (See Figure 11).
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» Figure 11. To maintain the relationship with the client(s), are you requested to make yourself avaliable out-
side of regular working hours (say 9am-6pm)? (percentage)
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Just over half of workers (52.7 per cent) reported that they had experienced a situation in which they had
not been paid for a job they completed and submitted to the client. Although this is lower than the figure
in 2015 survey where almost all workers had experienced issues of non-payment (94 per cent), the figures
from China still represent a very high proportion.3 Sometimes workers consider the rejection of work fair;
at other times, they feel this is not justified. Of the 564 individuals who had had experienced a rejection of
their work and had not been paid, 31.7 per cent felt that a few of these instances were justifiable. Just as
often, however, Chinese workers felt that the rejection of their work was not justifiable (31.6 per cent of
workers). Often this lack of justification was attributed to a feeling that workers should receive reasonable
returns for their labour time. One worker explained, “[I] paid the efforts but did not receive the appropri-
ate rewards; this has some psychological impact.” A few complained that the platform structure and rules
allowed customers to make excuses, claiming they were not satisfied, and were thus able to avoid paying
for completed work. For example, one worker complained that “the power of the platform is not strong
enough [to prevent cases of customers’ nonpayment] and the quality of customers is not high.”

Under extreme circumstances, workers can sometimes be locked out of their accounts or their accounts
can be shut down. These decisions are typically made by the platform. Six per cent of workers reported that
they had had their accounts shut down, of whom 44 per cent felt that the action was not justifiable. The
reasons for account closure were typically related to “customers’ complaints”. One worker stated, “when-
ever there are conflicts with customers and [the customer] complains to the platform, most of the time
the workers’ accounts would be shut down.” Often these decisions are made by the platform with little or
no consultation with the worker. As one worker remarked, “[I] was not even able to communicate with the
customer and my account was shut down.”

3 The high proportion of unpaid cases in 2015 was at least partially due to workers' high error rates (Berg, 2016: 15).
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The survey also asked workers about any experience with deceptive or fraudulent treatment. Luckily this
was a rare occurrence, with only one per cent of respondents reporting having had this experience. Workers
have different perspectives on how they would handle such an event if it were to happen to them. 23.4 per
cent of respondents would “do nothing,” while almost half of them (48.5 per cent) would report to the case
to the police. Asignificant portion would “tell friend” (31.3 per cent) and about a quarter of people (25.7 per
cent) would share their experience over the internet’s on a public forum or online space. Workers have very
little information about how to prevent scam cases; for example, one worker said, “I do not know how to
[prevent scams. I can] just can tell my friends.” The other said that as a platform worker they, “do not know
the channel to protect our rights, [in part because we are] lacking law knowledge.”

3.9 Financial security of platform workers

Work in the platform economy has raised longstanding concerns about participants’ financial security on
account of the unreliable incomes affiliated with this type of work. In addition to the one-third of workers
whom only did platform work, an additional twenty per cent worked as freelance. This high proportion of
workers working without guaranteed employment or income raises concerns about their over financial
security and social protection.

Table 10, below, give information regarding the financial security and social protection of platform work-
ers (excluding those who identify as students when asked about their major occupation) by comparing the
experience of workers who rely on platform work as primary income and those who do not. The upper
panel of the table depicts the responses to questions that seek to measure income security, while the low-
er portion of the table documents respondent’s rates of insurance coverage. In the first panel, the work-
ers who rely on platform work as their primary means of income indicate at a slightly higher rate that they
have no other income source, meaning that if there is insufficient work on the platform they could be more
susceptible to becoming financially insecure. However, on a survey question seeking to evaluate whether
the “household's total monthly income [was] enough to cover necessary basic expenses,” the percentage
of those who answered affirmatively was higher among workers who were relying on the platform work
as their primary source of income than those who were not. One possible interpretation is that platform
dependent workers may rely on monthly income from other sources, such as their families. Additionally,
workers tend to ‘self-insure’ by saving up for times of sparse income. This is especially common in China
where there is a lot of cultural value placed on the concept of stability. Perhaps symptomatic of this, a sig-
nificant portion of worker report having a full month salary to cover household emergencies. The rate of
workers that report having this ‘emergency fund' is higher among platform workers whose primary source
of income is on platforms that those whose is not.

While the Chinese government has a compulsory social protection system comprised of five insurances
and one housing fund, individuals can also contribute to paid insurance schemes (see Cai, 2019 for recent
regulation and further information). As such, our survey included questions about various types of insur-
ance that workers might individually contribute to such as life insurance, car insurance, health insurance
and others listed in Table 10.

Our findings reveal that in general, workers who rely on platform work for their primary income are slightly
more likely to report that they have no additional insurance coverage but that this difference is quite small
(the sample-wide average is 33.81 per cent and there is a less than 2 percentage point difference between
those for whom platform work is their primary source ofincome and those for whom itis not). When it comes
to particular types of insurance that people may purchase, there are only a few areas where there are dif-
ferences between the coverage rates of respondents who rely primarily on platforms for their income and
other workers. Housing insurance, for example, is higher among those who earn their primary income on
platforms. In China, depending on the housing style, individuals are required to pay house insurance only
if they own an apartment or a house that is under the mortgage. This would generally suggest that a larg-
er percentage of those who rely on digital labour platforms as the primary source of income hold housing
mortgages. However, when we asked respondents about their housing arrangements, our survey revealed
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that mortgages are less likely to be held by primary income platform workers (20.9 per cent) than those who
derive their primary incomes elsewhere (28.5 per cent). An alternate explanation could be that a higher pro-
portion workers who rely on the platform as the primary source of income living in village houses (6.4 per
cent) than those workers who's the primary source of income are not (1.8 per cent) and that these village
houses require some form of home insurance. The other significant difference related to the rates of life
insurance coverage, which is less common among primary income platform earners. Further investigations
are needed to better understand the variations of insurance coverage between these two types of workers.

» Table 10. Financial security and social protection of platform worker (non-student only) (percentage)

Platform work as a primary means
of income

Income security (Yes percentage)

No other sources of income from family, investment, or others 46.5 41.8 42.8
Household's total monthly income enough to cover necessary basic

expenses 1.8 6.6 7.7
Have a full month salary to cover household emergency 28.8 24.7 25.6

Individual paid Insurances (Yes percentage)

No insurance 353 33.4 33.8
Retirement 1.7 6.6 6.8
Car 35.9 37.6 37.3
House 124 7.8 8.7
Health 312 32.1 319
Life 1441 211 19.7
Others 2.9 2.1 2.3

Total number 170 667 837
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» 4 Discussion of current platform issues and future
development

Having summarized the survey results relating to worker demographics and working conditions, we now
discuss workers’ impressions about their future job prospects on labour platforms and their opinions of
platform work. Most platform workers feel that platform work will continue to grow in China. Four out of
every five workers responded that “yes” they felt platform work would continue to grow, and an additional
17 per cent selected “rather yes than no” as a response. Only three per cent answered “rather no than yes”
or “no” to this question. These response rates were similar across all the platforms surveyed. As further
evidence of respondents’ positive outlook on the future of platform work, 72 per cent indicated that they
would recommend platform work to a friend, suggesting that this type of work is seen favorably by most.
Unsurprisingly, individuals who felt that platform work would continue to grow were particularly likely to
recommend platform work to a friend (84 per cent).

In general, workers feel that competition in competing for platform jobs is strong (as opposed to weak or
neither strong nor weak). Workers on ZBJ.com are more likely to characterize competition as strong (76.0
per cent) than workers on EPWK.com (62.2 per cent) or 680.com (64.3 per cent). While these questions
were asked of workers with reference to their overall opinion of platform work, responses are undoubted-
ly influenced by workers’ experiences on the platforms where they work most. ZBJ.com, for example, has
a much larger pool of workers competing for jobs every time which may cause workers to perceive com-
petition on platforms generally as fiercer. Indeed, one ZBJ.com worker explained that “one job opportunity
would attract 100 to 200 or more people to compete for.”, comments that were not echoed by workers on
the other two platforms.

One strategy that workers employ to deal with competition on platforms is to bid for jobs strategically. By
submitting a low bid, workers may be more successful in attracting customers and winning jobs. To evaluate
theincidence of this, the survey asked if respondents have experiences bidding lower than expected price of
the job. Over 10 per cent (10.9 per cent) of the total workers report that at least frequently (51-70 per cent of
the time) they need to underbid the usual (or platform suggested) price in order to get the jobs they want.
This figure is particularly substantial given that over a quarter of the total workers (27.36 per cent) do not
engage in any bidding tasks. When asked about the reasons for underbidding, responses included “high
competition pressure” or “feeling that they might have lower skills or experiences than other competitors.”

Although competition is high, respondents tend to view platform work as a viable option for the future.
Roughly 70 per cent (69.19 per cent) of all workers said they would continue to work on platforms 3-5 years
from now, while another 27.6 per cent indicated that they were more likely to continue doing platform work
than to abandon it. Approximately 3 per cent of the sample indicated that they intended or it was likely
that they would stop doing work on labour platforms within this time frame.

The desire to continue to work on platforms could be, in part, explained by the fact that many workers
report a strong overlap between their online work and their interests. Overall, more than 85 per cent of
workers say that their platform work is either very related or related to their interests. When looking at
workers who said the platform work is very related to their interests, these individuals are particularly likely
to indicate that they will continue to do platform work in the future (80 per cent). Financial need and free-
dom are also important factors for people who intend to continue to work on platforms. In the words of
one worker, “the major advantage of platform works is “freedom,” [1] can take jobs whenever I want” and
“flexible time and can earn money to supplement [my] income.”

Our survey concluded with an open question that invited respondents to share any other thoughts regard-
ing their experience as a platform worker and to identify any feature of platform work that they would like
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to change. Responses covered a wide range of topics from “better job distribution and availability,”, “job
types should be increased so that work opportunities are also increased,” and “better job process and ap-
proval time and system,” to a request for greater information and transparency on the platform. One work-
er said “more precision of customers’ demands and customers' deposits”, directing their attention to the
customer relationship, while others highlighted aspects that stress the role of the platform as the labour
intermediary such as “information on safety and governance,”, and the “need to increase the protection of
individual privacy and legal rights”. Platform commissions and fees also proved a point of contention with
workers and an area for improvement. A worker expressed, for example, that “[platforms] taking 20 per
cent service charges is high. I hope they could lower the rate.” Interestingly, only one respond expressed a
desire for the formalization of platform work to “include the five insurance and one fund.”

A common way for workers to address concerns would be for them to engage in direct communication
with clients and customers about the terms of their tasks. Communications between workers and between
workers and customers, however, are limited. The surveyed platforms are designed to restrict the direct
communications between workers and customers, perhaps to ensure that control of these market rela-
tionships remains centralized and stays on the platform. For example, on ZBJ.com platform workers are not
allowed to provide their personal contact information on their webpages or advertisements on the plat-
form.34Instead, ZBJ.com has developed its own communication software in-house. Initially called “ZBJ call”
(J\ALIEITE IM) the system was updated to “ZB) QQ” (J\AENQQ) in July 2019 and helps ensure that all com-
munication between clients and workers remains on the platform.** The development of this software was
accompanied by a new restriction penalizing workers who make deals with customers outside of the plat-
form (£ 3253)% and a revised workers' regulation [commonly referred to in English as “Terms of Service
agreement”](that took effect on 3rd June 2019), that prohibits the exchange of contact information between
platform users beyond what is provided by ZBJ.com.>” By keeping all communication between workers and
clients on the platform, ZBJ.com can ensure that it will continue to collect commission on all transactions.
Individuals who violate these rules are subject to the removal of the referential information and are issued
a warning. A second violation results in the confiscation of guarantee deposit of 500 RMB and in serious
cases, and at the discretion of the platform, can lead to the cancellation of membership.

Despite these threats, it is difficult to restrict communication outside of the platform. Workers who seek
to communicate with one another can always form their discussion groups through cellphone apps, such
as QQ and weixin, and can participate in online blogs or public forums such as Zhifu, Baidu, and weixin.
gg.com. Most ZBJ.com workers also indicated on the survey that they have had experiences communicating
with customers outside of the ZBJ.com platform with independent social media tools like QQ, weixin, and
email being the most commonly used fora. Indeed, over one fourth (26.7 per cent) of the total respondents
said either they regularly or occasionally communicate with the customers outside of the platforms; rates
of such communication were similar across all platforms (680.com, 27 per cent; EPWK.com 27 per cent;
and ZBJ.com 26.4 per cent). This suggests that irrespective of a platform’s individual policy on independent
communication, workers and clients commonly circumvent the platform.

Itis usually the customers who initiate the request to communicate outside of the platform, with workers re-
porting this at a rate of 78.7 per cent. Workers, meanwhile, are split with 46.5 per cent preferring to commu-
nicate with the client on the platform and another 52.9 per cent of them preferring to directly communicate
with clients off the platform. A large proportion (67.0 per cent) of those who prefer direct communication

34 Some platforms’ are limiting workers' collective action by not allowing them to create network connections among themselves. For
example, drivers are not permitted to gather at a central dispatch location.

3 See: https://quan.zbj.com/thread-31901-1-1.html

36 See the original regulation in 2017 at https://quan.zbj.com/thread-1874-1-1.html

37 Under Article 7, “offline transactions” and “induced transactions” fall under the same regulation, created 03 June 2019. This regulation
states that workers are neither allowed to make attempts (or deals) to work outside of ZBJ.com nor are they permitted to encour-
age customers to work with them on other platforms. Violations will be subject to penalty specified by ZBJ.com's platform-worker
management regulations (newest revision at 3rd June, 2019). First time violation will reduce workers' integrity score by 40 points and
restrict their business activities for 15 days; the violation will result in a 60 integrity point deduction and a 30 day restriction. Upon a
third violation, workers will be subjected to a confiscation of their registration fees and cancellation of their membership.
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feel that “it is more efficient in terms of understanding task and tailoring it the clients’ needs,” suggesting
that platforms could improve their current communication system and software.

Workers who see a long-term future for themselves on digital labour platforms may be concerned with how
their work experience is recognized and valued. One important issue of concern is how jobs are allocated
through the platform. For example, ZBJ.com has started to use a big-data matching mechanism: when a
customer chooses the “job assignment” (k&) option, the “ big data matching mechanism” AHIELE S )
assigns the tasks to a workers who then has 15 minutes to respond to the invitation and accept the work
or not.3® If a worker is non-responsive, the system will reassign the project to other available candidates.
Given that this platform offers workers the option of paying different levels of “fees and membership”, it
is likely that the algorithm will prioritize the amount of fees paid by the worker when allocating jobs, with
workshop members given first priority, followed by the online members and the non-member registered
workers. Only then are skills and performance considered. This creates inequality in job assignment op-
portunity among members and puts non-member registered workers in a disadvantaged situation. This
is against the original notion of the platform work of it being free from restrictions with everyone having
equal chances for bidding for jobs according to their experience and ability.

Another issue of concern is the (lack of) portability regarding platform experience The public media in China,
for example, has broadcast a suggestion that platform workers' experiences could be certified by the local
authorities and workers could be issued some form of professional recognition. Such broadcasts also sug-
gested that “working experience” on platforms could be counted toward formal qualifications. As Chinese
platform work has grown, some platforms claim that have provided training for newcomers on topics like
how to run their businesses. They have also provided proof of work done for workers, as a means of certify-
ing their experiences. For example, a local news report claimed that certified experience from “witkey jobs”
could be used to earn the government granted (official qualification) mid-level technician certification.> If
this is true, platform experience may offer workers a way to upgrade their skills and expand labour market
opportunities for online or offline work.

The long-term sustainability of this type of work will also require it be better embedded in social protection
schemes. As discussed before platform workers in China are not considered to be employees under the cur-
rent legal framework in China, leaving workers without social security or protection from Labour Contract
Law. Both employers and their employees have a legal obligation to make contribution payments to the
State’s compulsory five insurances and one retirement fund; for self-employed workers, these contributions
are voluntary. Compliance is further complicated as the calculation of contributions varies geographically,
and is based on the average local wage, thus proving difficult for conventional workers (see Dorfman et al.
2013 and Zhou, 2019) and likely for platform workers too.

38 See: job assignment process (in 2017): https://quan.zbj.com/thread-3642-1-1.html), and now shortened to only 10 minutes (see:
https://quan.zbj.com/thread-24480-1-1.html).
3 See the News Video in Chinese at: https://www.k68.cn/PostView.asp?imageID=87490.
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» 5 Policy suggestions for improving online work on
digital labour platforms

Following a decade of development, the Chinese platform labour market has emerged as an oligopoly with
the ZBJ.com as the market leader; at the same time, labour market institutions remain poorly positioned
to incorporate platform work into the social and economic institutions of the country. Efforts to regulate
platform work in the country are nascent and have been primarily directed at platform intermediated loca-
tion-based work, creating and clarifing the definition of “platform appointed (or booking) workers” (M£JT)
such as those offering takeaway, driving services - a population that, by 2018, was estimated to be some
70 million in China (Zhao and Gong, 2019). Litigation to date has consistently found that this category of
“platform appointed (or booking) workers” (M£9T) are not considered to be employees of the platforms.
As a result, most workers are required to pay for their own accident insurance (typically around 3 RMB/day
or around 100 RMB/year) although there are reports that some platforms have started to cover these costs
for affiliated workers (see Zhao and Gong 2019). Meanwhile other insurances, such as social insurance and
retirement funds are still lacking for on and offline platform workers. Under the worst circumstances, work-
ers have paid for accident insurance independently and in the event of an accident, have received limited
compensation (see, for example, a case in 2018 reported by Xi Donggqi. 2019.)

More regulation, however, may be coming.* During a press conference for the launch of the “White Paper
for the Online Platform Labor Dispute litigation” { EBAMSESRETISHIFNEHIEEHE) , Mr. KeMeng Wu
(R32), the Deputy Judge responsible for labor disputes cases at the Chao Yang District Court in Beijing,
responded that the court judgment on the employment relationship between platforms and the work-
ers did not depend on the “contract” they signed but on the actual working conditions under Chinese Law
(Procuratorate daily, 2018). This statement indicates an opening to possibly establishing a formal employ-
ment relationship through litigation. If an employment relationship were recognized for platform workers,
current labour contract law could be extended to cover platform work. While such efforts are perhaps a
long way off, these recent development in China could mirror similar rulings in western countries.*'

Collective organization by workers could be another mechanism to address some of these policy concerns.
As demonstrated by the survey results, instances of worker self-organization are underway, as evidenced in
their participation in discussion groups, blogs, and online forums. Workers may also be able to voice con-
cerns to their local governments through open letters. However, without the government's support, this
level of “informal” organization holds little promise, particularly in a country that is centrally regulated. On
the other hand more coordinated dialogue has begun. The All-China Federation of Trade Unions (“ACFTU")
(2ERETI L) has expressed an interest in organizing online workers. In 2017, for example, the ACFTU com-
missioned a team to conduct an in-depth investigation about platform appointed workers, including their
social insurance problems in Beijing, Shangdong, Henan, Guangdong, and Zhejiang (Xi, 2019). In the same
year, during the 13th ACFTU Shanghai City Conference, the newly appointed Chairperson of the Shanghai
office made a speech advocating the extension ofsocial welfare programmes and the need to promote un-
ion memberships of individuals engaged in new forms of work FrELFEIEEK), including the platform ap-
pointed workers (Zhou, 2017). Currently, Chinese government is exploring effective measures to provide
platform workers with work injury insurance.

4 The newly introduced E-Commerce Law of the People's Republic of China (e A RHANERRF#555:%) only covered the conflicts between
the online service/commodity providers and their customers. See the Chinese and English translation at: http://www.lawinfochina.
com/display.aspx?id=e0c468f6d44d5b50bdfb&lib=law

# For a compilation of rulings across Europe and Latin America, see https://ignasibeltran.com/2018/12/09/employment-status-of-plat-
form-workers-national-courts-decisions-overview-australia-brazil-chile-france-italy-united-kingdom-united-states-spain/


http://www.lawinfochina.com/display.aspx?id=e0c468f6d44d5b50bdfb&lib=law
http://www.lawinfochina.com/display.aspx?id=e0c468f6d44d5b50bdfb&lib=law
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There are also two formal organizations that oversee internet issues in China that could prove helpful in
regulating the platform economy. These include the “China Internet Network Information Center” (CNNIC)
(FEEEM{SEA() and the “China Illegal and Improper Information Reporting Center” (HEFIARSE
ZRrh(y) which is part of the government’s “National Internet Information Office” (EXRBEEBMEENAE),
established in 2011. The current purpose of these organizations is to collect information on internet ac-
tivities and to field complaints about public forums and online shopping platforms (Reporting Centre of
National Cyberspace Office, 2019). If these centres are to prove helpful for the regulation of platform work,
they would likely need to extend their coverage and expand their mandates.

As Johnston and Land-Kazlauskas (2019: 26) have pointed out “efforts to advance collective labour rights
manifest through a combination of collective action, litigation, and - eventually - legislation.” Western ex-
periences could serve as an example on how regulatory efforts could proceed and ideas such as allowing
workers to set their own prices and negotiate their contract terms, encouraging entrepreneurship, giving
workers greater control over their reputation and brand development, creating a fair rating system and a
grievance process, and encouraging collective bargaining could be promoted with the aim of developing
long-term sustainable relationships in the platform economy (Berg, et al., 2018; Choudary, 2015; Johnston
and Land-Kazlauskas, 2019; Parker, Van Alstyne, and Choudary, 2016; Sundararajan, 2016; Kane, 2016; Van
Alstyne, Parker and Choudary, 2016).

International labour regulations can provide guidance on how to regulate certain practices. For example,
one of the characteristics found in platform work, both in China and elsewhere, is the practice of charg-
ing fees to workers. In addition, Chinese platforms require workers in some instances to provide guaran-
tee deposits, which can then be confiscated if they do not deliver the work successfully. The prohibition
of charging of fees to workers has been the subject of numerous international labour standards, and is
central to the principle that “labour is not a commaodity” (De Stefano and Wouters, 2019). The Protection of
Wages Convention, 1949 (No. 95), and the Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181) dis-
suade the practice of charging fees to workers. The Protection of Wages Convention, 1949 (No. 95) states
that “Any deduction from wages with a view to ensuring a direct or indirect payment for the purpose of
obtaining or retaining employment, made by a worker to an employer or his representative or to any in-
termediary (such as a labour contractor or recruiter), shall be prohibited” (Art. 9). Similarly, Article 7 of the
Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181) states that “Private employment agencies shall
not charge directly or indirectly, in whole or in part, any fees or costs to workers.”

The available knowledge about the challenges and opportunities of platform work highlight many possi-
ble ways forward for establishing effective regulation, even if it may be a long road to protecting platform
workers' rights and welfare in China. Indeed, recent history, such as the country's “(new) labour contract
law" of 2008, took nearly a decade to realize and significantly more time until its effects were felt by work-
ers (see Ho and Huang, 2014, for a review of the process), suggesting that any reform process could be a
long one. The road to ensuring decent work in the platform economy is marked by significant hurdles that
lay ahead, but the path is a noble one.
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Annex

Appendix 1: China’s minimum wage 2018

The highest minimum wage in 2018 is from Beijing (24 Yuan), followed by Shanghai (21 Yuan), Tianjin (20.8
Yuan) and then Guangdong (20.3 Yuan).

gt JT

(T INRRLANE

BH F—i | o | 224 | o | 254
it = | 20180901 24
i 2017.07.01 20.8
wodk 2016.07.01 17 16 15 14
th ® | 2017.10.01 18.5 174 16.3 152
MESL | 2017.08.01 186 176 16.5 155

ST o 2018.01.01 16 14 118 10.6
T 2017.10.01 17 16 15 14
ST 2017.10.01 16 13 12

E & 2018.04.01 21

I 2018.08.01 18.5 16.3 145

Wi 2017.12.01 18.4 16.3 15 13.6
£ @ 2015.11.01 16 14 13 12
b 2017.07.01 18 17.5 16 14.6 13.6
I 7 2018.01.01 16.8 15.8 14.7

h F 2018.06.01 19.1 173 155

W™ 2017.10.01 16 14.5 13

oo 2017.11.01 18 16 145 13
# @ | 2017.07.01 15 13.4 12.4 116
rm % 2018.07.01 203 16.4 153 14
Hd. R0 | 2018.07.01 20.3

B 2018.02.01 16 14 12.5

b | 2016.05.01 12.6 11.7 113

' K 2016.01.01 15 14

N 2018.07.01 18.7 17.4 16.3

= M 2017.07.01 18 17 16

= ™ 2018.05.01 15 14 13

B W 2018.01.01 16

i} 2017.05.01 16.8 15.8 14.8 13.8
H & 2017.06.01 17 16.5 15.9 154
= 5 2017.05.01 152

T B 2017.10.01 15.5 14.5 13.5

¥ 58 2018.01.01 182 16.2 154 14.6

Source: http://www.chinanews.com/cj/2018/10-11/8646690.shtml.
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Appendix 2. Full definitions of task distribution and payment
structures

1. Order system (JREEAER): platform distribute the “orders” from the customers, based on the registered
service providers’ past work, experience in project development and in the industry, and other dimensions.
The distribution is often done using a “recommendation algorithm ordering”system (#EFELLRE) match-
ing IT programmers with projects.

2. Piece rate (iH43253): demanders announce the needs (quantity and quality) and service providers pro-
duce the final products within the time limit.

3. Short-term “negotiable wage” employment (FGERSE(R): similar to employment agencies, the plat-
forms provide information from both sides and match the short-term contracts. However, the wage is sub-
jected to negotiation between the two parties or by profit sharing. For online tutoring, this may depend
on the number of students in a class, whether it is online one-on-one tutoring or online course teaching.

4. Short-term “fixed wage” employment ((EEAEIEF < EE{H): similar to employment agencies, the platforms
provide information from both sides and match the short-term contracts with fixed wage.

5. Application submission model (#R%2, SFERIEETL): customers announce the project’s price and needs,
service providers supply their CVs and proposals within the time limit. Work will be subject to final revision.
E.g. Competition and award winning model ((2E& &%) or Competitive presentation (ELFEHE)

6. Direct bidding (B1%%#x): after the demand side announces the needs and budgets, qualified workers
grab the project as soon as they can. This model depends solely on the qualified workers' speed of grab-
bing the bid offered by the customers.
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