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1 Strugglers, Strivers, and
Success Stories

Sarah was unemployed.! After leaving a position in casting for a critically
acclaimed Netflix show, the twenty-nine-year-old waited for a series
of promised jobs that never panned out. A friend recommended
TaskRabbit.

At first, Sarah thought the site was a waste of time, but the traditional
nine-to-five jobs she was finding elsewhere were unappealing. “Everything
I wanted to do pretty much didn’t pay, like film work,” she said. “So I just
kind of stayed with TaskRabbit. I could build a schedule, and it was just
really reliable. I couldn’t believe that I could make a living off of it.”

Before long, more than 90 percent of her income was coming from
TaskRabbit, and Sarah made plans for her first “actual vacation,” a trip to
Puerto Rico. A week before her trip, TaskRabbit announced its first pivot,
changing from a bidding marketplace to more of a temporary-agency
model, with Tasker availability posted in four-hour increments. Workers
were required to respond to client emails within thirty minutes and accept
85 percent of their offered gigs.

“I was just freaking out the entire time, and I didn’t know if I should
spend any money on fun things on my vacation. I didn’t know what was
going to happen, and [ TaskRabbit] kept saying it was a really good thing,”
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she said. “But [‘the Taskers] kept saying, ‘It’s not a good thing, and every-
one was really worried.”

Concerned that she would slip below the 85 percent acceptance rate,
Sarah felt a lot of pressure to accept any work she was offered. “I had no
control over what I would be getting and when. So I just took pretty much
everything that I could,” she said, including cleaning an apartment that
she described as “a crack den.” She told me, “I was actually nervous in
there. . .. You would think that a lot of drugs happened there—basically
everything just looked like it was covered in dirt and mud. It almost looked
like there was mud even on the pillows. And I was like, ‘T can vacuum and
clean your bathroom.”

But being picky about tasks has its own risks. In Sarah’s experience,
TaskRabbit’s algorithm highlights people with high acceptance rates or
high availability. “They want you on call for free,” she said, before describ-
ing her schedule instability as “frustrating. . . . [Y]ou are always thinking,
‘Oh, in five months I am going to be [sleeping] on a bench somewhere.”

Baran, twenty-eight, is a college student at a local university who drives
for Uber and Lyft. In New York, app-based drivers have the same insur-
ance and licensing requirements as taxi drivers, a cost that usually runs
several thousand dollars. To sidestep this considerable start-up expense
and the associated annual costs, some drivers rent a licensed, insured, and
Uber-approved car through local services or utilize Uber’s fleet-owner and
driver matching service. Baran rents such a car for four hundred dollars a
week. “You have to work at least three days to just cover your [car]
expenses,” he says. “Two days for the rent, and one more day sometimes for
the gas and other things. After the three days, whatever you make, it just
belongs to you.”

Baran works twelve-hour shifts, from eight a.m. to eight p.m., on his
workdays and tries to make $250 per day after accounting for the Uber
fees, but before paying for tolls. He showed me his weekly earnings: most
were under $800. His earnings showed a single week of making over
$1,000. “That week I was really lucky,” he said. “I kept going back and
forth to the airport. It was like finding a unicorn.”

In the tech world, a “unicorn” is a statistical rarity, a privately held
start-up worth over a billion dollars.? In Baran’s experience of driving for
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Uber, making a thousand dollars—before paying for weekly car rental
expenses—is equally mythical.

Baran describes his costs as “spending money to make money,” but each
week he incurs a considerable debt that he must work off before he can
earn the money he needs for rent and food. He’s thankful he isn’t using
one of the Uber or Santander financing programs (discussed in chapter 3),
either of which, he says, amounts to “a deep hole” and “modern slavery.”
But his current pay-to-work situation also sounds suspiciously like inden-
tured servitude, a practice outlawed more than a hundred years ago.

“The sharing economy is the term which they use for getting around
rules so they don’t have to pay taxes. ... I'm not a partner. 'm an inde-
pendent contractor. Partner means that you are sharing somewhat,
because you are partners. All of the costs have been covered by me. . .. 'm
not a partner. 'm an independent contractor. They can kick me out any-
time they want. If I was a partner, they couldn’t do that,” he said. “They
can do whatever they want. [Uber] became a forty-billion-dollar com-
pany. What can you do?”

Baran tries to not think about his gig work too much. “Uber is for me—
it’s like I go to an isolated place. I don’t want to, you know, bring anything
home from that place to my normal life,” he said. “I don’t want anybody to
think I have something to do with it.”

Shaun, thirty-seven, an African American male, is another New York City
transplant. Previously living in Westchester, a suburb north of New York
City, he turned to TaskRabbit when the cleaning service he was affiliated
with couldn’t provide any work. “I came to New York City basically out of
desperation to find some type of work,” he said.

When I met Shaun, he was splitting his time between two part-time
gigs: four days a week as a part-time personal assistant and two to three
days a week on TaskRabbit. “Normally I try and set goals, saying, ‘If I
make at least two hundred dollars in two days, then I could just rest on a
Sunday,” he said. “The only thing that I kind of regret is that I lack a social
life”

Working seven days a week doesn’t leave much time for friends, but
Shaun has credit card debt and firsthand experience with the challenges
of finding housing on a low income. “I was homeless a couple of times
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before. I was literally living on the streets,” he said. “Since it was September
and it was still warm, I decided to just stay on the streets versus going to
the shelter. Every once in a while I'd actually go to Airbnb and get some
place to sleep. But I mostly remained on the streets until I was able to
afford a place where I could go weekly. The first place I went to was Long
Island City [a neighborhood in Queens]; but the roommate was an ass-
hole, so I moved into an illegally run hostel. When I got tired of that, I
moved to a room. And I've been there ever since.”

“The personal assistant job is enough by itself to rent the room and take
care of myself, but it is not enough to help me unload the credit card debt
and to save up money, he explained. “So this basically helps me save
money and to help get rid of debt. . . . I'm not planning on doing this for
long; I'm just trying until I can work at a stable job. . .. [A]nd then after-
wards I'll do TaskRabbit once in a while just for extra money, instead of
depending on it like a second job.”

Shaun doesn’t think of himself as a entrepreneur. “I think of myself as
a hustler,” he said. “Basically, right now I'm just money-motivated. I have
the attitude where I am basically doing things that I don’t think I can do
to get by. So there are times when I would look at a job, and someone
might say, ‘You're sure you can handle it?” And I'm like, ‘T don’t know what
I'm doing.”

Unlike driving for Uber or working as a Kitchensurfing chef, Taskers
can be hired for a variety of tasks. In some cases, Shaun has proven to be
a quick study, such as when it came to building Tkea furniture. “The one
thing that I've done that I kind of regret doing was [when] someone hired
me to tune a door handle, one of those automatic door handles. And I
went there thinking I know what’s going on—until I looked at the door
handle,” he said. “It took me like a good thirty minutes to figure it out, but
not before the [door swung out and the] glass hit the desk. They gave me
a negative review, saying, ‘I don’t think he knows what he’s doing.”

Shaun has since sworn off fixing automatic doors. And after getting
injured on a TaskRabbit gig, he’s also stopped accepting moving tasks. “I
helped lift a dresser. Had to pull [it] up a flight of stairs. It was two dress-
ers, and even though I had assistance, I'm carrying stuff that weighs about
125, and my current abilities can only allow me to carry 50 pounds. So
yeah, I stretched my back, and I just walked out of there saying, T'm okay’
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STRUGGLERS, STRIVERS, AND SUCCESS STORIES 5

But when I'm out, I'm like, ‘Ouch. My mind thinks I'm twenty-five, but my
body is way older,” he said with a chuckle. “And I keep telling myself, ‘Yeah,
let me just lose a couple of pounds, let me just lose the stomach or at least
get my flexibility back before doing things like that again.”

The stories from these twentysomething and thirtysomething workers
underline the volatility of working in the twenty-first-century gig economy.
Taking jobs in what has been heralded as a futuristic utopia of choose-
your-own-adventure employment with flexible schedules and unlimited
earnings, these young workers have instead found themselves working
long hours for little pay and less stability. The autonomy they expected—
work when you want, doing what you want—has been usurped by the need
to maintain algorithm-approved acceptance and response rates. Sarah and
Shaun find themselves pressured to accept unpleasant tasks, constantly
hustling, while every week Baran must earn more than four hundred dol-
lars just to break even on his Uber rental. Rather than finding financial
freedom, these workers find themselves on the losing side of an outsourc-
ing equation where they are responsible for platform “service fees” and
encounter workplace expenses usually financed by employers. The promise
of modern-day, app-driven entrepreneurship has yielded the bleak employ-
ment and living conditions of the early industrial age.

THE SHARING ECONOMY IS A MOVEMENT
FORWARD TO THE PAST

Welcome to the sharing economy, a nebulous collection of online plat-
forms and apps that promise to transcend capitalism in favor of commu-
nity. Supporters argue that this new economic movement, alternatively
described as the on-demand, platform, or gig economy, will build com-
munity, reverse economic inequality, stop ecological destruction, counter
materialistic tendencies, enhance worker rights, empower the poor, and
bring entrepreneurship to the masses.? The sharing economy promises
both an idyllic, boss-free future, where workers control their incomes and
hours, and to be a cure-all for the woes of modern society.

Yet for all of its app-enabled modernity, the gig economy resembles the
early industrial age, where workers worked long hours in a piecemeal
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system, workplace safety was nonexistent, and there were few options for
redress. Despite its focus on emerging technology—apps, smartphones,
contactless payment systems and review systems—the sharing economy is
truly a movement forward to the past. Workers find themselves outside
even the most basic workplace protections regarding discrimination and
sexual harassment, the right to unionize, and even the right to redress for
workplace injuries. The sharing economy is upending generations of
workplace protections in the name of disruption and returning to a time
when worker exploitation was the norm.

This book explores contradictions between the lofty promises of the gig
economy and the lived experience of the workers, between app-enabled
modernity and the reality of rolling back generations of workplace
protections.

The sharing economy promises flexibility and work-life balance, but
while Baran works only four days a week, those days are twelve-hour
shifts. Sarah and Shaun are free from reporting to a single employer, but
the gig economy increasingly tethers them to work: theyre constantly on
call, hustling to make money. Thanks to service algorithms, the decision
to work isn’t always in their hands. The gig economy offers “flexibility,” but
if they spend too much time away from the platform, they may discover
they’ve been “removed from the community,” or “deactivated.”

When it comes to the sharing economy’s promise to bring entrepre-
neurship to the masses, their careers diverge even more. Sarah doesn’t
think of herself as an entrepreneur, but TaskRabbit tells her she is, and
that the service is “incentivizing” her entrepreneurship through its com-
mission structure. Yet successful Airbnb entrepreneurs (discussed further
in chapter 7) are described by the platform as “bad actors” who are using
the service to run de facto hotels, instead of just making extra money on
the side.* And Shaun? He’s just hustling.

Much like fledgling entrepreneurs, gig economy workers find that get-
ting work often requires doing unpaid work. Workers must maintain pro-
files and respond to emails from prospective clients or even just keep
clicking “refresh” on their app—all of which is unpaid work. Sarah and
Shaun are not always being paid to work, but they are always working.
And Baran is “spending money to make money,” but his ability to make
money is dictated by Uber’s policies and algorithms. Such contradictions
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lie at the center of the sharing economy. And yet, questioning these con-
tradictions is not merely an academic exercise but one that has real impli-
cations for millions of people.

In 2016, the Pew Research Center found that nearly a quarter of
American adults had earned money in the “platform economy” over the
last year.” Economists Lawrence F. Katz and Alan B. Krueger found that
online services such as Uber and TaskRabbit accounted for .5 percent of
all workers in 2015— an impressive level of growth for a five-year-old
industry.6

Yet for all its growth, little is known about the actual, lived experience
of working in the gig economy. Who are these workers? Why are they will-
ing to work without hard-earned workplace protections? Are they entre-
preneurs or idealistic “sharers,” or is this simply “unemployment lite™?
Why are they investing their time and personal financial resources in work
that is entirely out of their hands? What types of challenges and dangers—
emotional, physical, or financial—do they experience? What does this
mean for the future of work? And what does this mean for our society?

My book is the first—and perhaps still the only one—to build on
firsthand accounts from nearly eighty workers and to place their stories in
the context of larger social structures and trends in American society. It’s
also the only one to focus on four very different services—Airbnb, Uber,
TaskRabbit, and Kitchensurfing—that illustrate the larger issues of skill
and capital in the gig economy. (It’s highly illustrative that two of those
services are doing better than ever, one is trying to establish a clear iden-
tity, and one is already defunct.)

Many of the sharing economy books written to date have been by jour-
nalists or business school professors. Most serve as cheerleaders—the
trend is great, the problems are minor, and so on. But as a sociologist, I
take a more critical perspective. My book acknowledges the potential of
the sharing economy and examines the challenges for workers. Instead of
just telling readers about the sharing economy, I raise important ques-
tions about this new economic movement. My goal is to leave you reexam-
ining some of what you've read previously. For instance, if this is a great
opportunity for people to own their own businesses, why are workers
embarrassed to work in the gig economy? What does it say about this type
of work that workers lie to family and friends rather than admit that they
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drive for Uber or clean homes via TaskRabbit? If this is the so-called shar-
ing economy, why does everything have a price?

As a sociologist, I examine the larger social forces that lead workers to
take on gig work or turn to multiple jobs to make ends meet. I link trends
in outsourcing, wage stagnation, income volatility, and mass layoffs to the
rise of this “alternative” work. I focus on the stories of the workers in order
to put the sharing economy in the context of larger trends related to
income inequality and American labor struggles over the past two hun-
dred years. This historical connection demonstrates that while the under-
lying notion of a “gig economy” is fundamentally forward-facing—new
tools, new capabilities, and new ventures—most of its basic practices are
distressingly familiar. It’s an exercise in regression, returning workers to
an era of rampant exploitation. It may be app-enabled, but this so-called
disruption is definitely not leading to anything new.

FROM SHARING TO EARNING

From the beginning of the Great Depression and until the early 1970s, the
trend in income distribution in the United States was toward greater
equality, with the percentage of national income held by the wealthiest 1
percent of families dropping by more than half. But by the mid-1970s, that
trend began to reverse. From 1993 to 2010, for the bottom 99 percent of
the income distribution, the real growth rate in income was 6.4 percent,
while the top 1 percent experienced a real growth rate of 58 percent. More
than half of all real income growth in the economy went to families at the
very top of the income distribution, a reversal described by Paul Krugman
as the “Great Divergence.” But while worker wages stagnated, the pay
received by top business executives has soared in the last twenty-five years.
“In 1979 the ratio of the pay received by the average CEO in total direct
compensation to that of the average production worker was 37.2:1. By
2007 (the year before the recession) it had grown to 277:1.7

The high levels of income inequality immediately before the Great
Depression and Great Recession have led some to suggest that high levels
of income inequality may precipitate economic crises by destabilizing the
economy as a whole. Although the incomes of the wealthiest also declined
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during the Great Recession, the Federal Reserve’s triennial report, the
2014 Survey of Consumer Finances, shows that in the three years follow-
ing the Great Recession, the typical American family’s income declined 5
percent. In addition to seeing their overall wealth fall by 2 percent, cash-
strapped families did not save any additional money for retirement, and
student loan debt continued to increase. Only the highest-earning house-
holds experienced income gains, causing the gap between the wealthiest
and the poorest families to widen.?

Early in the first decade of the twenty-first century, the gap between
earnings and expenses was met with an increased use of credit cards and
revolving lines of credit. By 2001, 75 percent of households utilized credit
cards—a 50 percent increase since 1970.9 Credit card debt became
increasingly common as the millennium continued: by 2007, 72 percent
of households were carrying a balance.!?

In 2008, the Federal Reserve Board reported that Americans carried
$2.56 trillion in consumer debt, up 22 percent since 2000. Household
debt, which included mortgages and credit cards, represented 19 percent
of household assets, according to the Federal Reserve, compared with 13
percent in 1980. The nation’s savings rate—which exceeded 8 percent of
disposable income in 1968—was just 0.4 percent by 2008, according to
the Bureau of Economic Analysis.!!

There are two general solutions when ones income doesn’t match
expenses: either cut expenses or increase income. The early days of the shar-
ing economy—often described as collaborative consumption—included
such free services as Couchsurfing.com and Craigslist, which were viewed as
a way to decrease the expenses of consumption. Makerspaces and swaps
allowed users access to low-cost or free products. As the sharing economy
grew, free services were replaced with fee-based services. Couchsurfing.com
was largely usurped by Airbnb.com; clothing swaps were replaced with
Tradesy.com, an online designer-clothing reseller marketplace. Instead of
cutting expenses through sharing, the focus moved to growing income by
renting out one’s “surplus,” such as an unused room or one’s free time on
evenings or weekends. In this way, the sharing economy became a way for
workers to supplement their incomes.

And the sharing economy appears to be fulfilling a real need. According
to the Economic Policy Institute, the hourly wages of middle-wage workers
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were stagnant from 1979 to 2013, rising just 6 percent—less than 0.2 per-
cent per year.!”? The Pew Research Center notes that after adjusting for
inflation, today’s average hourly wage has stagnated: “The $4.03-an-hour
rate recorded in January 1973 has the same purchasing power as $22.41
would today.? Although the US unemployment rate has reached record
lows, there’s a real perception that workers are not making enough and are
taking a step backward, or at least remaining static.

Millennials (born between 1980 and 2000) are known for early adop-
tion of technology, but also for being disproportionately affected by the
Great Recession.'* According to Bureau of Labor Statistics data, young
people ages sixteen to twenty-four had an unemployment rate of 15.5 per-
cent in 2013 and 14.2 in early 2014, leaving many of them unable to rent
apartments and purchase or furnish homes. In contrast, the unemploy-
ment rate for people ages twenty-five and over was 5.4 percent in early
2014. Unfortunately, graduating college in the middle of an economic
recession appears to have long-term effects on one’s earnings potential;
such graduates experience a statistically significant wage loss even fifteen
years after college graduation.!” Given this wage loss and high levels of
student loan debt, it’s not surprising that almost half of twentysomethings
in major cities are relying on rent subsidies from their parents.!6 For mil-
lennials contending with the possibility of downward mobility, earning
additional income through the sharing economy can be a popular stopgap
measure—the majority of gig economy workers are between the ages of
eighteen and thirty-four.”

STRUGGLERS, STRIVERS, AND SUCCESS STORIES

As I met and interviewed workers, the same themes arose again and
again: some workers were struggling, others were excelling, and a large
portion fell somewhere in between. I characterize the workers as falling
into three main types: Strugglers, Strivers, and Success Stories.'®

The Success Stories have used the gig economy to create the life they—
and many of us—want. They are their own bosses, they control their day-
to-day schedule, and the sky seems to be the limit in terms of how much
money they can make. The flexibility of the sharing economy means that
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they aren’t tied to a desk or even a city; they can run their companies via
app while lounging on a beach or passing time in a bar.

At the other end of the spectrum are the Strugglers. These are the work-
ers who have turned to the sharing economy in a fit of desperation. They
include the long-term unemployed and undocumented workers, who—
thanks to the growing prevalence of E-Verify, a federal program that con-
firms employment eligibility—struggle to find work. In some cases, they
are simply temporarily down on their luck: a job loss or personal crisis
caused a major setback and their already-strained savings couldn’t handle
the increased pressure. These college-educated workers found themselves
struggling to pay rent, to afford food, even to collect enough quarters to do
laundry. Finally, some of the Strugglers were reasonably successful —even
believing themselves to be Success Stories—until the platform they were on
performed a “pivot,” techspeak for a mission change and policy overhaul.
Much like automation led to the wholesale layoffs of automotive workers,
pivots lead to Strugglers trying to reinvent themselves. But unlike automo-
tive workers, sharing economy workers generally receive little to no advance
notice of major workplace changes, and they have no unemployment safety
net to fall back on.

The appeal of the Success Story is unmistakable. The fear of the
Struggler situation is overpowering.

And yet, these two extremes don't tell the whole story. There’s also a
third possibility for sharing economy workers. The Strivers are those who
have good jobs and stable lives and who turn to the sharing economy for a
bit of added excitement or extra cash. Unlike the Success Stories, they
aren’t looking to make thousands of dollars from their sharing economy
work; they don’t talk about scaling up or incorporating. Although some
Strivers discuss making this a full-time job, they remain hesitant to leave
their mainstream stability and workplace benefits or are using the gig
economy while they transition to a new career or start a business. Unlike
the Strugglers, these workers don’t necessarily need this money to survive,
although it can provide a more comfortable lifestyle: the occasional vaca-
tion, additional funds in the bank, a bit more financial security.

I use the term worker here as a matter of convenience but also of accu-
racy. These individuals are not employees, a specific workplace classifica-
tion that I discuss further in chapters 3 and 4. But even though they are
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not employees, they are definitely working. While hosting an Airbnb guest
or cooking as a Kitchensurfing chef may be fun, there is work involved.
Few people would participate in this activity without the cash reward that
follows, a fact that many workers freely admit.!9

I caution, however, that the categories I provide here are ideal types.2?
Although I describe these distinctions as clear-cut, it’s not uncommon for
a Striver to have qualities in common with the Strugglers or the Success
Stories. In some cases Strivers would be considered Success Stories in the
mainstream, nonsharing economy, even as they struggle to provide a
middle-class lifestyle for their families.

Amy, a thirty-six-year-old white woman, is a perfect example of this
contradiction. A former nonprofit executive married to a lawyer, Amy had
several children and was expecting another. I met Amy in a coffee shop
near her East Village brownstone on a muggy summer day in New York
City. I was excited that she had accepted my interview request. Many
Airbnb hosts talked about hosting until they had kids, but Amy’s children
were the impetus for her Airbnb hosting.

She and her husband rented a brownstone in district 1, one of the few
“choice” districts with no zoned schools. Part of the Lower East Side/East
Village, district 1 has a number of alternative and experimental schools,
but it’s also just blocks away from district 2, which has some of the best
public elementary schools in the city.

Unwilling to give up their apartment, but also wanting their oldest
child to attend a strong school, Amy and her husband moved to a local
rental complex that was comfortably ensconced in district 2. They turned
their brownstone into an Airbnb rental. “We were essentially trying to fig-
ure out how we could recoup some of the rent,” she said. “If we can’t afford
private school, I at least wanted to get into a good public school—you
know, not right at the bottom of the barrel.” New York gives siblings pref-
erential access to neighborhood schools, so Amy’s family can return to
their apartment later, confident that their younger children will get into
their preferred school.?!

Renting out their primary home hasn’t been easy. Their apartment
tends to attract fellow families, something Amy and her children have
struggled with. “Renting it to families creates a lot more work in turning
it over,” Amy said, detailing her efforts to clean and reorganize toys after
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each stay. “I went once with my son because my nanny was sick. I just had
to go. [I brought] both kids, and they had a really hard time walking in
and realizing someone had slept in their beds, someone had played with
their toys. They were really upset about it.”

As in the cases of many other Airbnb hosts, Amy hasn’t told her land-
lord about her rental activities. The need to be discreet further adds to the
stress. Unable to afford the carrying costs of both homes, Amy maintains
a balancing act, being attentive to the needs of her guests to ensure that
they give her positive reviews and making certain that her landlord doesn’t
find out about the rental.

A recent situation with a maintenance worker highlighted the difficulties
of that discretion. Amy’s landlord notified her that a worker needed access to
her apartment, and she let her guests know. Unfortunately, the worker was
there for several hours and repeatedly needed to be buzzed in, effectively
transforming the Airbnb guests into de facto doormen for most of a workday.
The guests were understandably frustrated and requested a rent reduction.

“We were really nervous. ... [W]e were just paranoid that they were
going to write a review that was awful and give us two stars,” Amy said. “I
was like, ‘Let me treat you to dinner. . . . [T]ell me where you want to go; I
will call ahead.” The guests declined her offer, noting that they would be
around for only a few more nights and didn’t plan to go out. “I bought wine
and chocolates and a little thing for the kid, and I'm like, ‘Well, at least
enjoy your few nights home,” she said. “We felt really responsible, but this
was out of our control and we were so worried about making amends with
them. [If you get] one bad review or one low star rating, it just affects eve-
rything, and then you don’t come up [in the search algorithm] and it looks
like it’s not a place that’s worthwhile to stay in.”

Maintenance worker snafus aren’t the only challenge. Needing to charge
a premium for the apartment, Amy has become an on-call concierge,
putting her guests in touch with local babysitters, suggesting activities for
kids, and making restaurant recommendations. Like many hosts, she pro-
vides an extensive booklet of suggestions, but people often have questions
or special requests that she feels obligated to fulfill. Indeed, when we met,
she was just finishing an hour-plus meeting with a guest who needed addi-
tional hand-holding. Amy and her family may be mainstream Success
Stories, but theyre sharing economy Strivers.

printed on 2/8/2023 11:40 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

14 STRUGGLERS, STRIVERS, AND SUCCESS STORIES

Likewise, Ashley, a twenty-six-year-old white female, highlights how some
Strivers are precariously close to Strugglers. Ashley has a full-time job, with
benefits, managing local drugstores, but she still describes herself as “trying to
make ends meet” When an unemployed friend turned to TaskRabbit, the
personal assistant site, and was able to set her own hourly rates, Ashley
decided to do the same. “I can actually use my main job for serious expenses,
and then the side jobs that I do are for my little minuscule expenses,” she said.
“Major expenses would be paying rent or going on vacations or having to go
to a doctor appointment or if something medically went wrong and I had to
2o to a hospital —anything of that kind of nature, where my main job would
have to cover those finances. ... I can use the side job for the little things,
because they always add up to the big things.”

Working two jobs is a good way to make extra money, but it’s time-
consuming—and exhausting. Ashley tries to balance jobs that require
extensive manual labor, such as a deep cleaning, with easier jobs like
errand running. Accepting a deep-cleaning job requires an expected-
energy-level calculation. “I have to think to myself: ‘Am I willing to sacri-
fice my exhaustion level for the pay?’ Or am I going to just say, ‘You know
what? I need a day off’ But the problem is, if T already put that availability,
it wouldn’t matter how tired I am. I would have to go,” she said. “Every day,
you don’t know what can happen but you have to plan—Ilike, could you see
yourself being exhausted that day regardless of what you worked? So that’s
always the Catch-22. But even when there are days that I would be
extremely tired, I would still make sure that I would get there. Because
that person needs the help, and I'm not usually the kind of person to say,
‘Sorry, I'm too tired to come. I would never say that to someone. ... So
there’s a sense of professionalism involved.”

As a result, Ashley must weigh the obligations of her full-time job with
the requirements of her part-time work. “If I know that I'm staying God-
knows-how-many hours in the store, I'll make sure I take off that day so I
can relax. But if it doesn’t happen that way, I would come home, sleep for
two or three hours, wake up, and get myself ready to go to the client’s house,”
she said. “There have been a lot of instances where I would get three clients
within a day, and each one booked, from eight o’clock to twelve o’clock,
twelve o’clock to four o’clock, and four o’clock to eight o’clock. Some of them
do take the entire three, four, hours. Some of them only take an hour. It
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creates a lot of gaps in between, but it helps also for traveling, too, if I have
to travel from place to place.” The time spent traveling is unpaid however, so
although she may be working up to a dozen hours, Ashley is paid for only a
fraction of her time.

“At first, it was fun getting job after job after job after job. And it’s like,
‘Oh, I'm on a roll!”” But now I'm burning out, balancing that tightrope, that
juggling act of trying to benefit myselfin some way. But then I realized the
exhaustion level started taking a toll on me. So now I have to start creating
a balance. ‘Okay, if I start getting tired, I need to take a week off from
TaskRabbit,” she said. “There are just some days when I'm like, ‘T need to
be away from everybody and everything and lie down, because I'm not
going to be helping my main job or my side job if I'm not focused. And I
won’t be helping either of them if I, God forbid, do something to myself
because I'm not fully awake.”

Ashley and Amy illustrate the precarious nature of work in the gig
economy, even for the college-educated middle class. The gig economy
promises flexibility and more free time, yet workers are increasingly teth-
ered to work because of the on-demand nature of the work. The work is
seemingly flexible, but it doesn’t end. And while the workers are “self-
employed” contractors and don’t answer to bosses, they remain under
constant observation through a technological panopticon. But unlike
Bentham’s original prison model, where prisoners cannot see the watchers
and never know when they are being watched, in the gig economy every-
thing can be collected and viewed at any point. Chat logs in TaskRabbit,
emails in Airbnb, travel locations for Uber—all of this is collected and can
be viewed by the platform administrators.

There’s also a bigger social and economic issue at play here. In February
2005, President George W. Bush, after meeting with a divorced mother of
three who worked three jobs, was ridiculed for describing her workload as
“fantastic” and “uniquely American.” The general consensus, at the time,
was that having to work multiple jobs in order to support oneself might be
uniquely American, given our lack of a social safety net, but it was hardly
to be applauded.

Why have we gone from questioning why anyone should have to work
multiple jobs to accepting and embracing this as our new reality? Why do
workers feel the need to forgo their leisure time? Why are PhDs running
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errands for twenty dollars an hour, and why are former finance profes-
sionals cleaning houses??2 Why is driving part-time for Uber or renting a
spare room on Airbnb seen as a postrecession solution to stagnating wages
and the lack of job security? Why are workers who spend their “free” time
on a technologically enabled second or third job, on a platform controlled
by other people, hailed as entrepreneurs?

Americans already work a lot. Although direct comparisons can be dif-
ficult to make owing to data gaps and different data collection methods,
American work weeks are longer than in most industrialized countries.??
Even though the United States doesn’t require paid time off, and many
workers don’t receive paid vacation time, research suggests that Americans
neglect to take what time they do receive: on average in 2013, employees
with paid time off neglected to use 3.2 days of paid time off.?* The prob-
lem seems to be growing. In The Overworked American, Juliet Schor con-
cluded that in 1990, Americans worked an average of nearly one month
more per year than in 1970.25 American women who work outside the
home already contend with the “second shift,” the additional hours of
housekeeping and childcare that occur on weekends and in the evenings
after daytime employment.26 Men have also been increasing their levels of
household work and childcare involvement, although their baseline is
much lower.27

People are not robots. Every additional hour of work must come from
somewhere, leading to either reduced sleep, limited leisure, or split-
attention parenting. In 2003, Robert Putnam raised an alarm, telling us
that Americans were no longer “bowling together” in leagues or participat-
ing in high numbers in the types of voluntary organizations that Alexis de
Tocqueville first identified as a uniquely American phenomenon. Instead,
they were spending more and more time camped out in front of the televi-
sion, decompressing from an ever-increasing workday.

The sharing economy promises to bring people together, but instead it
may further decrease American leisure time by providing workers with
the opportunity to work more. Instead of simply reporting for a several-
hour shift, workers may find themselves picking up tasks or gigs here and
there, the flexibility of scheduling inadvertently increasing their workload
by more than they intended. Or the proliferation of outsourcing—of hiring
others to do everything from walking dogs to cleaning homes to grocery
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shopping and chauffeuring—may further increase the “commodification
of intimate life” and lead to additional pressure to make enough to pay for
market services.?8

Hiring workers off of platforms risks creating platform monopolies. As
noted by Andrew McAfee and Erik Brynjolfsson, when more and more peo-
ple use a platform or tool, a “network effect” arises, which is economist
speak for the idea that certain goods become more valuable as more and
more people use them. The most frequently given example is that of a fax
machine. If only one person has a fax machine, it’s not very useful. But as
more and more people get fax machines, the tools become increasingly use-
ful. One tool gives you access to many people. Eventually the tools are so
prevalent than even spammers use them for sending scam offers. The fax
machine is also an apropos example because most people no longer have, or
use, fax machines. That doesn’t seem like an issue unless you're invested in
a fax machine company or are wedded to your fax, for whatever reason.
When other people stop using faxes, your fax machine stops being useful.

McAfee and Brynjolfsson note that “economics of network effects are
central to understanding business success in the digital world,” and they
use the example of WhatsApp to illustrate network effects. They explain
that as WhatsApp became more popular, users of regular text messages
(SMS) felt left out and increasingly turned to the app: “As more and more
of them did this, the network effects grew stronger. Computer pioneer
Mitch Kapor observed that ‘architecture is politics. With platforms, it’s
also economics.”9

But the idea that, for platforms, architecture can be economics might
not be a good thing. As these platforms grow in size and become the “go-to
spot” for everything from furniture assembly to taxis to hotel rooms, we
run the risk of creating monopolies. When TaskRabbit, as part of its first
pivot, transitioned into an app-based service (as opposed to remaining
accessible via the website), workers who didn’t have smartphones with
generous data plans found themselves at a serious disadvantage.
Continuing the fax machine analogy, these workers had fax machines but
everyone else was using email.

For Strugglers, the sharing economy is an occupation of last resort.
What happens to those workers if their work of last resort requires a
thirty-dollar phone activation first? Do we want to live in a world where
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Figure 1. Union Square Park in New York City, October 2017. The young man’s sign
reads, “Hired with courier co, UberEats. Can show proof. Unable to start my job
without an operating phone cause I have to work off an app. Trying to raise $30 to
pay 4 activating my phone. Willing to work 4 it.” Photo by author.

work becomes a luxury good, available only to those who can pay a
marketplace entry fee or meet platform requirements? As fig. 1 shows,
such a possibility has already become a reality for some workers.

SUCCESS STORIES STILL FACE INCREASED RISK

Workers who make a comfortable living in the sharing economy—the
Success Stories—are a far cry from the unemployed young man panhan-
dling for phone activation funds. But even Success Stories face the impli-
cations of platform monopolies and an outsourcing of risk.
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Ryan, a twenty-seven-year-old white man, is a successful entrepreneur
by any account. The owner of several laundromats in New York City—
where most residents don’t own washer-dryers—Ryan has a high-demand
business. Having previously lived in the suburbs, Ryan had one require-
ment when he wanted to move to New York City after college: his apart-
ment had to be nice. So he and his business partner became roommates
and rented a three-bedroom apartment for six thousand dollars a month.
“We rented out one of the bedrooms, and that’s how it all started, actually,”
he said, describing his entrée to Airbnb. “We ended up making about four
thousand dollars a month from it, from one bedroom.”

Impressed by the income possibilities, Ryan and his partner soon
expanded their Airbnb offerings and now rent six apartments throughout
New York City that they use exclusively for Airbnb hosting. Ryan’s sched-
ule is generally open except when he gets a new apartment, then it’s
“crunch time.” His goal is to have that apartment up and functioning as an
Airbnb rental within a week. “It’s my whole day. Once I get into the apart-
ment, I become very busy. We're in New York City, with a lot of contractors
that can come and mount TVs, mount shelves, and make it the best. And
they put together couches and furniture if you need it. So we get it going
pretty quick. What we usually do is to get the apartment, and about five
days later we’ll schedule a photographer; so we know that we have five
days to get everything in there. Every day it’s not on Airbnb, you are losing
money.”

And the money that can be made is significant. Ryan tries to charge at
least $300 a night per property, with two-bedroom apartments renting
for $300 to $400 a night, and three bedrooms billed at $450 to $650 a
night. According to the website RentCafe, in 2018 a Manhattan one-bed-
room apartment rents, on average, for $3,757 a month; the average rent
for a two-bedroom apartment is $5,474.3°

Ryan is a successful Airbnb entrepreneur. And yet, he questions the
promise that such entrepreneurship is readily available. First there’s the
barrier to entry. Ryan knows that it takes a certain level of financial capital
to take advantage of the arbitrage between the annual cost of an apart-
ment and the price he can charge nightly on a short-term rental. “I mean,
I guess not everyone can do it,” he said. “I spent the money to start these
apartments up, and every apartment is twenty to thirty thousand
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dollars. . . . First month [rent], last month, security deposit, and some-
times a broker’s fee, furnishing the whole thing.”

It’s a big investment and one that could easily disappear. To start with,
there’s the question of legality. Using an apartment for short-term rentals
of less than thirty days has been illegal since 2010, and fines from the city
start at twenty-five hundred dollars per day. And Airbnb has cracked
down on commercial users in the past, removing them from the platform.
If Ryan were prevented from hosting, he would still be responsible for
paying more than twenty thousand dollars in monthly rent for the six
apartments. There are other short-term rental sites, like HomeAway, but
guest reviews don’t transfer between sites, and Airbnb tends to dominate
the New York market. Ryan has a fairly precarious business model.

As a result, Ryan and his partner utilize strategies designed to skirt
detection by their landlord and the city. They've divided their listings
between their two profiles. And they are particular about the properties
they rent, preferring apartments that don’t have on-site superintendents
or doormen, and that feature easily replicable front-door keys as opposed
to magnetic fobs. “I actually have one building on the Lower East Side
where the whole building is mine,” he said. “There is a restaurant on the
first floor. Another restaurant on the next floor, then an apartment and
another apartment. I have both apartments, so that one is a completely
secure building. That’s kind of what I look for.”

Keeping his investment “secure” also means allaying his landlord’s sus-
picions. Instead of calling building staff, Ryan tries to do his own repair
work. “My apartments are pretty much booked, so I don’t want to ever
involve my building [staff ]. Unless it’s a problem where I need—like if it’s
five-thousand-dollar problem, I will have [them] take care of that,” he
said. “If it’s a pipe, and it costs me a few hundred bucks, I'll take care of it
just because I don’t want building [staff ] to come in and, you know, what-
ever. I'm very cautious, basically.”

But even beyond the legal and business concerns, Ryan remains ambiv-
alent about his business. He’d like to see the city tax or regulate Airbnb
and thereby reduce some of the uncertainty. But this would also reduce his
profits.

Perhaps most surprisingly, Ryan—a thriving entrepreneur in the shar-
ing economy—doesn’t feel entirely comfortable telling people about what
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he does for a living. He prefers instead to “keep to myself.” He’s a success
story who has a hard time telling the story of his success.

RESEARCHING THE SHARING ECONOMY

My research is based on nearly eighty ethnographic interviews with work-
ers for Airbnb, Uber, TaskRabbit, and Kitchensurfing. When I discuss my
gig economy research, I often hear a response that sounds like this: “I love
Uber/Airbnb/TaskRabbit! I spoke to my driver/host on the way here/
when I was staying in exotic city, and they told me that the platform
changed their life! Now they get to be their own boss and aren’t stuck in
an office and life is fantastic!” These days, my response is equally canned:
“That’s great! You may have found a really happy worker. But when your
boss asks if you like your job, what do you say?”

The sharing economy markets itself as offering a peer-to-peer connec-
tion, but that message ignores a larger reality: when you get in an Uber or
hire a TaskRabbit, you become the boss, at least temporarily. You are pay-
ing them, albeit through an app that will first take a cut. You are ranking
and rating their performance. Your perception and rating of their
demeanor or skills may affect their ranking in the app’s algorithms and
their ability to find and be hired for work. With that type of power, it’s
unlikely that workers will be entirely honest about what their experience
is like. Most of us have also been cautioned not to complain about our last
boss to a current or prospective employer—another strong deterrent to an
honest conversation.

In many apps, such as Airbnb and Uber, the worker can also provide a
rating for the employer. But as I discuss in later chapters, workers—who
are intimately familiar with the often-damaging implications of a four-
out-of-five rating as opposed to a five-out-of-five—rarely give low scores.
Additionally, as service providers, although they may prefer to not work
with an employer with a low score, there will always be someone who
needs the income enough to risk it. A low rating has a much bigger effect
on a worker than an employer.

Although I approached interviews with some general questions (avail-
able in the appendix), the interviews were participant driven and averaged
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two hours, with some exceeding three hours. For most workers, the
interview was the second, third, or even fifth time that I had seen them.
Instead of creating the power imbalance usually found in the worker-
employer interaction, I made it clear that I was relying on them as
experts; interviews were often done over lunch or at cafes where I pro-
vided snacks. Even with my attempts to build rapport, many of the stories
presented in these pages didn’t come up until well into the interview.
These are not the stories that workers bring up in a fifteen- or twenty-
minute interaction.

While I used a survey to obtain basic demographic information, quali-
tative interviews allow for more detail. Interviews allow for follow-up
questions and clarifications, such asking why something happened or how
it made someone feel. And the participant-driven model enabled respond-
ents to branch off into tangential stories that often became theoretically
rich data. It was these tangents that first brought the issues of sexual har-
assment (chapter 5) and crime (chapter 6) to my attention.

PLAN FOR THE BOOK

In chapter 2, I provide a background on the sharing economy and an over-
view of the four platforms I studied: Airbnb, Uber, TaskRabbit, and
Kitchensurfing. I discuss participant recruitment and worker demograph-
ics in more detail and frame my research within the larger literature avail-
able to date on the sharing economy.

In chapters 3 and 4, I address the lived experience of the workers and
the dangers that result from the gig economy’s shifting of risk and liability
as part of a larger casualization of labor.?! I focus on the past by describing
how the gig economy resembles the industrial age, in which workers
worked long hours in a piecemeal system, workplace safety was nonexist-
ent, and there were few options for redress for injustices. I outline how the
gig economy’s lack of responsibility for workers results in an effective
destruction of Occupational Safety and Health Administration protec-
tions and worker’s compensation as workers clean ponds and remove con-
struction dust with their bare hands, get bitten by dogs, and experience
on-the-job injuries for which they have no financial recourse.
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Although the workplace protections dealing with safety and the right to
unionize date back to the early industrial age and the beginning of the
1900s, American protections against sexual harassment are a direct out-
cropping of second-wave feminism and the current #MeToo movement.
Yet even the latest workplace policies are no match for the sharing econo-
my’s bulldozing of workplace protections. Chapter 5 examines sexual har-
assment in the sharing economy and how the egalitarianism of peer-to-
peer employment results in the loss of political language as workers
“explain away” sexual harassment.

In chapter 6, I explore the shady underbelly of the sharing economy
through stories of workers who find themselves engaging in illegal or at
least legally questionable activities as part of their sharing economy work.
I argue that the anonymity of the sharing economy can make it easier to
source otherwise law-abiding workers for drug deliveries and can lead to
unsuspecting workers involved in various scams. In many ways, the gig
economy creates a new future for criminal activity even as it rolls back
worker protections.

Finally, in chapter 7, I discuss gig economy workers whose higher skills
and capital give them many more choices in the sharing economy: suc-
cessful Airbnb hosts and Kitchensurfing chefs. I found that workers on
these two platforms were much more likely to view themselves as entre-
preneurs and to take advantage of the outsourcing opportunities of the gig
economy to hire others. By juxtaposing the stories of those who are thriv-
ing with those who are barely surviving, I highlight the role of capital and
skills in the gig economy.

My concluding chapter provides interviews with the leaders of services
who are working to change the sharing economy status quo by paying their
workers a living wage and providing benefits and workplace protections. I
also provide policy recommendations on how to best address the differing
challenges experienced by Strugglers, Strivers, and Success Stories.

In the debate between capitalism and community, the experience of gig
workers often gets lost along the way. Workers’ stories suggest that while the
sharing economy offers a select few an opportunity to manage a small busi-
ness, the experiences of many others are decidedly less pleasant. In many
ways, the sharing economy is the millennial’s version of the minimum-wage,
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precarious work that Barbara Ehrenreich detailed in Nickel and Dimed: On
(Not) Getting By in America.?> Workers are underpaid, they’re subject to
capricious policies, and ultimately, they are expendable. Studying the expe-
riences of workers in the sharing economy—and the different challenges
encountered by Strugglers, Strivers, and Success Stories—can provide a bet-
ter understanding of the costs, benefits, and societal impact of this new eco-
nomic movement and help us create a new narrative rather than an equally
exploitative sequel.
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> What Is the Sharing Economy?

Be Your Own Boss. Make $7,000 in December,

Guaranteed.

—Uber

Find jobs you love. At rates you choose. Make a schedule
that fits your life.

—TaskRabbit

Airbnb provides supplemental income for tens of thou-

sands of New Yorkers.

—Airbnb

Mimic a restaurant experience . . . without all of the chaos
and uncertainty that inevitably comes with running a NYC
kitchen.

—Kitchensurfing

We've probably all daydreamed about quitting our jobs to pursue our pas-
sion: to open a cupcake shop, pursue novel-writing full time, or simply
lead guided tours through exotic locales. For many of us, that daydream is
a refuge from daily stresses and pressures.

But there’s a new economic game in town that promises to place the
dream of setting one’s own hours, being one’s own boss, and deciding one’s
own paycheck in the hands of ordinary Americans. These companies com-
prise the sharing economy and include such services as Airbnb, Uber,
TaskRabbit, Etsy, and Kitchensurfing.

25
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Sharing economy is a catchall term for “peer-to-peer’ firms that con-
nect people for the purposes of distributing, sharing, and reusing goods
and services.” The concept encompasses everything from multibillion-
dollar companies such as Airbnb (room rental) and Uber (on-call taxi
service) to free durable-goods-sharing sites such as Neighborgoods.
Definitions of the field vary and often seem arbitrary: Airbnb is seen as the
epitome of the sharing economy, but traditional bed-and-breakfasts are
not. eBay, the online marketplace of essentially everything, is hailed as an
early founder, but free local libraries and parks are not—even though
libraries involve sharing and eBay requires payment. Juliet Schor, a
preeminent researcher in the field, notes that definitions of the sharing
economy tend to be “pragmatic, rather than analytical: self-definition by
the platforms and the press defines who is in and who is out.”

After the Great Recession in 2009, there was increased attention on
utilizing unused assets for economic gain, with particular focus on “dura-
ble goods, such as lawn mowers, tools, or expensive equipment for special-
ized uses.”® These efforts, although often compared to Zipcar (the hourly
car rental service, which was an early entrant in the sharing economy),*
are perhaps most similar to the tool libraries that had developed decades
earlier in low-income communities. Much like the tool libraries, most of
the free websites that originally comprised the sharing economy are now
defunct: Snapgoods, Neighborrow, Crowd Rent, and Share Some Sugar.®
The somewhat better-known Neighborgoods lingers, but only as the pet
project of an investor; among its forty-two thousand members, only ten
thousand users are active.’

The technological version of the sharing economy, also described inter-
changeably as connected consumption, collaborative consumption, or the
gig economy, is often dated back to the 1995 inventions of Craigslist by
Craig Newmark and PayPal by Pierre Omidyar.” Later contributory organ-
izations included the free hospitality-exchange website couchsurfing.com,
founded in 2003. The increased interest in the sharing economy is thought
to be fueled by the convergence of three technological advancements:
smartphone ubiquity; secure, cashless payment systems; and customer
review sites. But not all of the impetus is technological. The recession
and postrecession fallout led to the rampant underemployment of
college graduates—with almost half working in jobs that didn’t require a
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college degree—and to a need to monetize possessions and make do
with less.

As noted in the journal Contexts, “The sharing economy is a floating
signifier for a diverse range of activities. Some are genuinely collaborative
and communal, while others are hotly competitive and profit-driven.”8
Juliet Schor groups sharing economy activities into four broad categories:

+ Recirculation of goods. These services reduce transaction costs (such as
consignment shop fees and the risk of financial loss) and provide
reputational information on sellers to reduce the risks of financial
transactions with strangers.

« Increased utilization of durable assets. These services, such as Airbnb
and its earlier, free predecessor, Couchsurfing.com, allow some people to
earn additional money to supplement traditional incomes, while
providing others with low-cost access to goods and space.

« Exchange of services. These services, such as TaskRabbit, Handy, and
Zaarly,? pair users who need tasks done with individuals who need or
want work.

+ Sharing of productive assets. These services enable production rather
than consumption and include hackerspaces (for programmers) and
makerspaces, which bring together shared tools and coworking
spaces.!?

While Schor’s definition seems clear, others argue that there are dis-
tinct differences between the sharing and the on-demand economies. For
instance, a team of Dutch researchers defines the sharing economy as lim-
ited to “consumers (or firms) granting each other temporary access to
their under-utilized physical assets (‘idle capacity’), possibly for money”
(see fig. 2). Under this definition, UberBLACK, the luxury car service,
while innovative, is just an app-based black car service. UberPOOL is part
of the sharing economy because, when someone requests a car, a ride is
already under way and excess space is then used, while “UberX is only a
form of the sharing economy if the driver would have made the trip any-
way.” Under this definition, TaskRabbit and Kitchensurfing are part of the
on-demand economy, while eBay, with its focus on consumer-to-consumer
sales (C2C), is part of the secondhand economy. Airbnb is further differ-
entiated by the method behind the rental: if a person is hosting while
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Ca2C

On-demand Second-hand
economy economy
Sharing economy

Access Goods

Product-service
economy

Figure 2. The sharing economy and related forms of the platform economy.
Source: Frenken, Meelen, Arets, and van de Glind (2015). Used by
permission.

on-site or while on vacation, it is part of the sharing economy; but “if peo-
ple live permanently in another house, and continuously rent out their
own house, they are actually just running a (often illegal) hotel.”!

“A WORD ... MEANS JUST WHAT I CHOOSE IT TO
MEAN—NEITHER MORE NOR LESS”

Adding to the confusion, the sharing economy regularly feels like a trip
through Alice’s looking glass or into Bizarro World, where the meaning of
standard words is twisted and changed. The first of these is, of course, shar-
ing. Although early sites such as couchsurfing.com and ShareSomeSugar.
com didn’t charge fees, most current “sharing economy” sites do charge
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them. An Airbnb host isn’t so much “sharing” her home or “hosting guests”
as she is renting her home out. TaskRabbit assistants and Kitchensurfing
chefs aren’t “sharing” their services but being paid. Likewise, even though
Uber and Lyft describe themselves as “ride-sharing,” charging for private
vehicle transportation is simply a taxi or chauffer service by any other name.
While Lyft (slogan: “Your friend with a car”) originally encouraged riders to
“sit in the front seat like a friend, rather than in the backseat like a fare,”
such “friendship” didn’t eliminate the need to pay the fare.!?

The reinvention of terms isn’t limited to the companies themselves but
can also carry over into descriptions of the services by researchers. For
instance, TaskRabbit and Handy are often grouped in the category
“exchange of services.”’3 Yet these two services aren’t time banks, and they
don’t allow for bartering. They are not an “exchange” of services but instead
operate according to the usual practice of offering services for cash.
Likewise, used-goods-sale sites are also often included in the sharing econ-
omy. While these services may have helped create the sharing economy,
once an item is sold on eBay it is no longer available for “sharing.”

Also integral to the sharing economy is the idea of trust. Although trust
would seem to be at odds with the idea of background checking, many
sites promote their background checks and identity verification as part of
the trustworthiness of their service. In an unintentional irony, the section
of Airbnb’s website dealing with trust and safety is unreachable unless one
agrees to the site’s terms of service, which leads with an arbitration clause.
One is reminded of the motto “In God we trust, all others pay cash.” While
Airbnb markets trust, the company prefers to rely on lawyers.

The sharing economy claims to make trust easier because electronic
trails are supposed to make it easier to know everyone. In the small com-
munity of old, reputations could follow a family for forever; today one’s
Facebook trail is everlasting. Sharing economy services often link through
Facebook accounts for identity verification, making a “digital re-creation
of the neighborly interactions that defined pre-industrial society”'* In
addition to linking to Facebook, these services often ask users to post pic-
tures of themselves and, in the case of Airbnb and TaskRabbit, to com-
municate before each stay or task. Although almost every sharing plat-
form requires users to create a profile, and many utilize community
ratings, organizations such as Traity, and the now-defunct TrustCloud,
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work to collect information on people’s online reputations based on their
social media footprint and information data exhaust, the trail that users
leave as they engage with others on Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and
TripAdvisor.!> This information could possibly be used to calculate “reli-
ability, consistency, and responsiveness[,] ... a contextual badge you'd
carry to any website, a trust rating similar to the credit rating” of the off-
line world.!6 Relying on a credit rating is the antithesis of trust.

Trust is generally defined as a firm belief in the reliability, truth, and
ability of something; but in the sharing economy, trust is easily conjured—
Airbnb’s website even features a TED Talk by cofounder Joe Gebbia on
how the service “designs for trust.” TaskRabbit also markets its “trust and
safety” efforts, which include an identity check, criminal-offense screen-
ing, and a two-hour orientation that discusses the best practices for
success on the TaskRabbit platform. As the TaskRabbit website explains,
“We share knowledge of what creates a great task so that [Taskers] can
deliver safe and superior experiences.” Again, trust is something the user
demonstrates to TaskRabbit and its workers—not something TaskRabbit
is willing to rely on. This expropriation of positive terms such as trust and
sharing is often crucial to the marketing of the sharing economy and
serves to mislead and redirect, painting an image of trustworthy friends as
opposed to workers and de facto temporary employers.

Likewise, in regard to the use of disrupting, many sharing economy
companies use this term to describe their services, even though their use
of the term is often at odds with commonly accepted definitions of disrup-
tion as “groundbreaking” or “wreaking havoc.” Instead of truly changing
the world, the services are just taking standard services and putting them
on an app. They’re not inventing hoverboards to replace taxis; they’re sim-
ply making it easier to get a for-hire vehicle.

The popularity of the sharing economy as a concept means that compa-
nies regularly declare themselves to be part of the sharing economy. For
instance, a recent white paper by PricewaterhouseCoopers grouped
Spotify and Amazon Family with Airbnb and Uber as part of the sharing
economy.'” Amazon Family allows adult members of the same household
to access books and videos purchased from different Amazon accounts.
Although these are definitely sharing activities—and involve more sharing
than is entailed in renting out an apartment on Airbnb—this is simply the
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technological equivalent of family members accessing the same commu-
nal DVD collection or family-room bookcase. If family members’ acts of
sharing the same TV or tube of toothpaste are part of the sharing econ-
omy, the term is essentially meaningless.

In my research, I define the sharing economy as a collection of app-
based technologies that focus on the lending/renting of assets or services
either for profit or for a higher good. While food swaps and makerspaces
are useful and raise a number of theoretically interesting issues regarding
race, class, and the creation of “belonging,” I am especially interested in
sharing economy platforms that provide a source of work and income and
that claim to be bringing entrepreneurship or financial sustainability to
the masses.!® I categorize these platforms as part of the gig economy,
owing to their focus on short-term income opportunities. While not all
aspects of the sharing economy are part of the gig economy, platform-
based gig-economy services fall under the sharing economy heading, and
I use these two concepts interchangeably.

The guiding questions of my research are: What is life in the sharing
economy like for workers? To what extent do the workers consider or
experience themselves as entrepreneurs, workers, or sharers who are cre-
ating a new type of economy? What types of skills and capital do workers
bring to the gig economy?

My research draws on three main theoretical themes: the Gemeinschaft/
Gesellschaft trust divide; the increasing casualization of labor with a
related shift in risk; and the resulting increase in social inequalities.

Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft, or Technology Leading to the Revival
of Trust and Community

Originally seen as centers of trade, government, culture, and religion, cities
took on new importance in the Industrial Revolution, making citizens out
of people who had been peasants the day before. The increasing size and
importance of cities made early political leaders suspicious. Thomas
Jefferson believed that “urban culture would ruin the American desire for
freedom,” while Alexis de Tocqueville complained about Cincinnati,
describing it as “a picture of industry and work that strikes one at every
step.”!9 Even worse than being disorganized, cities were seen as destroying

EBSCChost - printed on 2/8/2023 11:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://wmw. ebsco. coniterns-of -use



EBSCOhost -

32 WHAT IS THE SHARING ECONOMY?

humanity. As Bonnie Menes Kahn points out, one of the most disturbing
consequences of city life seemed to be the change in human relationships,
creating “a breed of savage, self-interested machines[,] . . . strangers, tear-
ing human beings away from one another, rendering men and women less
human.”2° Theorist Georg Simmel believed that the overstimulated world
of strangers created a city dweller who was callous and blasé, forced to shut
down in the face of so much mental stimulation.?! Cities contributed to a
“lonely crowd” of people who were looking for clues to how they should act,
a people who felt “no moral responsibility because they have no history—
no past to honor, no land to defend, no traditions to follow.”?? In this view,
cities were at odds with community and human connections.

This fear of cities as destroyers of community can also be seen in
Ferdinand Tonnies’s concept of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft. For Tonnies,
Gemeinschaft was a community focused on primary relations organized by
natural will, house, village, and town, with a focus on collective conscious-
ness and effervescence. Gemeinschaft required that people interact with
each other face to face; lacking a division of labor, people knew each other
in many contexts. Social conformity was maintained through stigma, infor-
mal sanctions, and social traditions—there might be blood feuds, but no
lawsuits. By comparison, “the city is typical of Gesellschaft in general.” In a
Gesellschaft, connections are abstract and more tenuous, bonds have to be
imagined. Connections have to be organized through contracts because
members can no longer trust that someone’s word and firm handshake are
trustworthy—courts, cops, and lawyers serve as an enforcement mecha-
nism. By definition, when one moves to a “modern”-day society—or at least
a city—one loses the community connections of Gemeinschafi; it is also in
Gesellschaft that “the family is decaying.”?3

The sharing economy paints itself as a solution, as a return to small-
town or even village life. New York University Stern School of Business
professor Arun Sundararajan argues that “the extent to which people are
connected to each other is lower than what humans need. . . . Part of the
appeal of the sharing economy is helping to bridge that gap.”?* John
Zimmer, a cofounder of the taxi app Lyft, compares the sharing economy
to his time spent on the Oglala Sioux reservation in Pine Ridge, South
Dakota: “Their sense of community, of connection to each other and to
their land, made me feel more happy and alive than I've ever felt before,”
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he says. “I think people are craving real human interaction—it’s like an
instinct. We now have the opportunity to use technology to help us get
there”? Although Uber and Airbnb can be found all over the world, true
economies of scale are most often found in cities. It’s easier to be a Sprig
messenger, responsible for delivering healthy meals in twenty minutes or
less, if you live in a concentrated city like San Francisco—the same model
doesn’t work in rural Idaho or in Atlanta’s suburban sprawl.

But our trust in humanity doesn’t seem to be increasing. Data from the
2012 General Social Survey, the National Opinion Research Center’s poll
of American attitudes, found that only 32 percent of respondents agreed
that people could generally be trusted, down from 46 percent in 1972.26 An
October 2013 report by the Associated Press and the market research firm
GfK found that only 41 percent of respondents (n = 1,227) express “a great
deal” or “quite a bit” of trust in the people they hire to work in their homes,
21 percent trust others when they are driving cars, and only 19 percent
trust “people you meet when you are traveling away from home.”27

As for the promise of community offered by these services, academic
research to date suggests that it, too, may be a bust. Anny Fenton, a
Harvard graduate student who studied social interactions among
RelayRides users, found that car owners using the site said their relation-
ships with users were “sterile,” “anonymous,” and “nothing”; however, they
felt that they had something more personal to offer and assumed that
users would treat their cars better than a typical rental car.?® Research on
Zipcar, a service often described as part of the sharing economy, found
that users experienced the service in the same anonymous way that one
experiences a hotel: “They know others have used the cars, but have no
desire to interact with them.” Rather than viewing fellow Zipsters as
cosharers of the cars, users were mistrustful of them and relied on the
company to police the system. Researchers have suggested that Lyft’s lack
of success in relation to Uber may be a result of Lyft “putting too much
emphasis on consumers’ desire to ‘share’ with each other,” and that “con-
sumers are more interested in lower costs and convenience than they are
in fostering social relationships with the company or other consumers.”??

My own research echoes this lack of interest in interaction. Rather than
create long-lasting relationship with their guests, many Airbnb hosts never
meet the person who will be sleeping in their bed or using their bathroom.
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Figure 3 (above) and figure 4 (opposite). Lockboxes, like these, are a common sight in
the East Village. Airbnb hosts provide guests with the location of the box (usually a
tree guard or nearby fence) and the combination when sending confirmation
messages. The lockboxes allow for an interaction-free key transfer between host and
guest. Photos by author.

As a matter of both convenience and personal preference, hosts often make
use of strategically located street-side lockboxes (see figs. 3 and 4-), KeyCafes
(lockboxes in local stores and restaurants), and TaskRabbit workers to
allow for interaction-free key transfer between host and guest. This avoid-
ance of contact is so prevalent that in an undergraduate observational
study I conducted in the East Village, a popular Airbnb neighborhood, I
found numerous lockboxes allowing hosts to exchange keys without any
human interaction whatsoever. While the sharing economy may market
itself as bringing people together, it results in the ultimate Gesellschaft as
fleeting interactions and urban anonymity rule the day.

Although the sharing economy—a term that increasingly feels inap-
propriate—may have been intended to democratize entrepreneurism, evi-
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dence suggests that it may simply be furthering the discriminatory status
quo. Discrimination in the marketplace has been well documented by
researchers. We know that those with “black-sounding” names are 50 per-
cent less likely to be called in for an interview, and female job candidates
are given lower salary offers than men.3? Users hope that the sharing
economy makes discrimination harder or less likely, and anecdotal reports
about Uber suggest that it may make hiring a cab easier for African
Americans by increasing the salience of social class—using Uber entails a
credit card, a smartphone, and at least originally, higher rates, and so
Uber users are considered wealthier.

Yet the sharing economy’s emphasis on user names and profile pictures
may make discrimination easier. Black Airbnb hosts charge 12 percent
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less than comparable properties hosted by white hosts, possibly owing to
discrimination.?! Meanwhile, iPods for sale on eBay that are photo-
graphed while held in a black hand get bids that are 20 percent lower than
those held in a white hand.?2

In my qualitative interviews with Airbnb hosts, I've found that although
some hosts admit to discriminating on the basis of race, hosts actually con-
sider a slew of factors, including profile photos, email communication,
reviews, and even outside information gathered through “Internet stalking.”
As aresult, host discrimination against potential guests may be broader and
more extensive than previous studies may suggest. The increase in discrimi-
nation, partnered with a reliance on reviews and profiles and a declining
level of trust, suggests that the sharing economy—while many things—is
hardly a positive return to the ideal of small town life.

The Increasing Casualization of Labor and the Related Risk Shift

The sharing economy also brings to the forefront issues regarding the
changing relationship between worker and firm and the resulting work-
place risks encountered by sharing economy workers. The majority of
sharing economy workers—including Uber/Lyft drivers, TaskRabbit run-
ners, Airbnb hosts, and Handy cleaners—are independent contractors. In
recent years, the number of workers classified as independent contractors
has grown steadily as employers seek to avoid social responsibilities,
including workers’ compensation, overtime, and disability accommoda-
tions.33 A 2015 Occupational Safety and Health Administration report
suggests that temporary workers and independent contractors also receive
less training and are more likely to be injured on the job as a result.
Although researchers have addressed how classification as an inde-
pendent contractor, as opposed to employee, can affect workers, the con-
cept of risk is more commonly used when discussing entrepreneurs.3*
Since the late 1700s, entrepreneurs have been linked with risk-taking
based on Ricard Cantillon’s observations that the entrepreneur “buys at
certain prices and sells at uncertain prices,” thereby bearing the risk of the
transaction.?® Harvard Business School’s Howard Stevenson describes
entrepreneurship as “the pursuit of opportunity beyond resources control-
led.”¢ Although an entrepreneur is often thought of as creating some-
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thing new, the Oxford dictionary emphasizes control and risk in its defini-
tion of an entrepreneur, describing one as someone who “undertakes or
controls a business or enterprise and bears the risk of profit or loss.”7 The
concept of risk is particularly salient for entrepreneurs, especially in the
United States; statistics from the Bureau of Labor Statistics demonstrate
that roughly a third of new businesses will fail in the first two years, and
that more than half won’t last five years.38

Yet Jacob Hacker has noted that risk in the workplace is no longer
assumed entirely by entrepreneurs or capitalists.?9 Workers have seen
their health insurance coverage transformed into high-deductible plans
and their company pensions converted from defined benefit to defined
contribution plans (401ks), pushing the financial risk of health problems
and bad investments onto the workers. The rise of outsourcing and focus
on short-term profits further means that workers are constantly compet-
ing for jobs in a “spot market” that resembles a trading floor. Thanks to
stagnating wages, many families rely on two incomes, and the loss of
either can be devastating.

In 1994, sociologists Stanley Aronowitz and William DiFazio published
The Jobless Future, arguing that companies were “scratching every itch of
everyday life with sci-tech,” leading toward “more low-paid, temporary,
benefit-free blue- and white-collar jobs and fewer decent permanent fac-
tory and office jobs.” The secondary labor market is defined as providing
workers with low pay, few benefits, and a level of economic insecurity in
which work today doesn’t necessarily mean work tomorrow—the very
definition of gig employment. While this casualization of the workplace
and increasing transfer of risk to workers was once a defining characteris-
tic of the secondary labor market, it has become much more pervasive and
generalized, increasingly affecting managerial and professional work-
ers.*0 British economist Guy Standing warns that this instability has led
to the “precariat,” a growing number of people “living and working pre-
cariously, usually in a series of short-term jobs, without recourse to stable
occupational identities or careers, stable social protection or protective
regulations.” This precariousness often leads to a sense of anxiety, anomie,
alienation, and anger.*!

The Wall Street Journal, a bastion of big business, suggests that the
rumblings of worker discontent “highlight the ambivalence that many
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workers feel towards the platforms that supply or supplement their
income.” Workers argue that the on-demand platforms give them little
control over their labor, and that they are forced to shoulder personal and
financial risks. Numerous lawsuits brought by workers of Uber, Lyft, and
Handy argue that the restrictions on, and requirements for, workers mean
they should be considered employees—not independent contractors.
Other suits, such as one against CrowdFlower.com (renamed Figure Eight
in 2018), a start-up that breaks digital jobs into tiny tasks performed by
millions of workers, argues that workers were paid less than minimum
wage. In a video interview, one of CrowdFlower’s cofounders noted that
“the firm sometimes paid workers $2 to $3 an hour, rather than the fed-
eral minimum wage of $7.25, or paid workers in points for various online
reward programs and videogame credits.”*?

Sociologist Allison Pugh suggests that how this instability is experienced
depends on the social class and desirability of the worker. In The Tumbleweed
Society, she argues that for upper-class people with in-demand job skills,
“insecurity looks more like ‘flexibility.”*3 These workers can pursue jobs that
are meaningful and that provide the best fit between job and self. For lower-
class workers, reduced security in the workplace has also led to an inability
to commit in personal relationships. Upper-class workers avoid the same
fate in part by creating a moral wall between work and family. Could the
sharing economy—Dby reducing barriers to entrepreneurship—transform
insecurity into flexibility for lower-class workers?

The central role of entrepreneurship in economic growth and develop-
ment is well researched in economic literature. Entrepreneurs can play a
transformative role by increasing competition, shaping markets, and driv-
ing innovation and technological improvements.** But not all entrepre-
neurism is created equal. As MIT economist Antoinette Schoar notes,
“Much less effort has been devoted to studying the actual entrepreneurs
who are the agents of this change and the heterogeneity among these indi-
viduals.” Schoar argues that there’s a difference between subsistence
entrepreneurism, which provides a subsistence income, and transforma-
tional entrepreneurs, “who aim to create large, vibrant businesses that . . .
provide jobs and income for others.”>

Where do sharing economy workers fall on this spectrum? Uber-
financed research by Jonathan Hall and Princeton economist Alan
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Krueger notes that more than 90 percent of Uber drivers say they drive
with Uber to “earn more income to better support myself and my family,”
though only 71 percent of respondents agree that working for Uber actu-
ally makes them better off financially.*® In New York City, Airbnb launched
a public relations campaign “highlighting its positive economic impact on
the city’s predominantly-black neighborhoods, from Crown Heights and
Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn, to West Harlem.”*7 Airbnb’s Economic
Impact Report utilizes internal research (based on guest stays from 2012
to 2013) to argue that the typical host earns $7,530 per year, and that the
funds are used to help people stay in their homes. Etsy, the online craft
space, notes that sellers report higher levels of education and lower house-
hold income than the general population in the United States: 52 percent
of sellers have a college education, but the median income is just $44,900,
10 percent lower than the national average. More than a quarter (26 per-
cent) of Etsy sellers earn less than $25,000 in annual household income.
The same report further notes that “68% [of sellers] said that Etsy pro-
vides supplemental income for themselves or their family . . . contributing
7.6% to household income[,] ... enough to cover the cost of annual car
payments or several months’ rent.”*® Based on these reports—issued by
the companies themselves—it appears that while the gig economy may
offer workers a way to fight stagnating wages and workplace instability, at
best, this work is subsistence entrepreneurism.

Increasing Social Inequalities

As the Success Stories show, some workers are able to create a middle-
class, or higher, living from the sharing economy. Even individuals who
are renting out a spare bedroom on Airbnb, ostensibly to make rent, like
Ryan in the first chapter, soon discover that if they have the available capi-
tal, they can quickly realize considerable profits on their investment. A
New York Times article on the business tycoons of Airbnb discusses a real
estate agent who started off renting his spare bedroom when the monthly
rent on his apartment increased suddenly from twenty-eight hundred dol-
lars to five thousand dollars.* When the agent realized the potential to
exploit the difference between long- and short-term rental prices, he
signed a lease for a second apartment. In October 2014, already making
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up to six thousand dollars a month in profit from his second apartment,
“he added a third rental—this one under his wife’s account. He plans to
add more he said, possibly even under phony accounts to avoid legal scru-
tiny.”’© Other documented Airbnb empires include a San Francisco stock-
broker who rented six different apartments in order to “create a makeshift
hotel that could net him almost $100,000.”51

In some cases, sharing economy services are used to pad the incomes of
the already wealthy. In 2014, the New York State attorney general released
a report highlighting Airbnb’s illegal listings, finding that as many as 72
percent of Airbnb listings in New York were illegal. This report, Airbnb in
the City, found that although more than 90 percent of hosts in New York
City rented two or fewer units on Airbnb, 1,406 hosts (6 percent) during a
four-year period acted as “commercial users,” running larger operations
that administered as many as 272 unique units each. The sheer number of
commercial users meant that they “controlled more than 20% of unique
units in New York City booked on Airbnb as private short-term rentals,
accepted more than 33% of private reservations, and received more than
one of every three dollars in revenue from private short-term rentals on
Airbnb for a total of $168 million.”

These multilocation hosts are not as rare as one might expect. More
than a fifth of my Airbnb hosts respondents have multiple units; one
respondent in particular maintains space for twenty-five guests a night. In
his words: “I own a hotel. I'm a hotelier. I just have a room here and apart-
ment there. . . . Until I have that chain of hotels, I just have a chain of dif-
ferent apartments all over this island.”

In Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Thomas Piketty notes that in a
slow-growth economy, wealth provides better returns than labor. As a
result, those with wealth to invest will get wealthier; those without prob-
ably won’t. Or as William Alden explains, “These markets also tend to
attract a class of well-heeled professional operators, who outperform the
amateurs—just like in the rest of the economy. Listing a spare room on
Airbnb might keep you current on your always-climbing Manhattan rent,
but real entrepreneurship (as always) requires real dough.”>2

While wealthier hosts can rent multiple apartments and charge by the
night, lower-income residents find that the increased demand for housing
in their neighborhood leads to rent increases. In 2018, McGill University
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researchers released a report suggesting that between 7,000 and 13,500
units of housing were removed from New York City’s long-term rental
market, including 12,200 frequently rented entire-home listings that were
available for rent 120 days or more.’® A 2015 study by New York
Communities for Change and Real Affordability for All noted that as many
as 20 percent of the vacancies in parts of Manhattan and Brooklyn were
listed as Airbnb apartments. The East Village led the list, with a stagger-
ing 28 percent of its units going as illegal hotel rooms on Airbnb.>* A 2015
Streeteasy report notes, “According to census data, New York City rent
prices grew at almost twice the pace of income between 2000 and 2013,
meaning that over time rent has taken up a much larger piece of New
Yorkers’ incomes.”> EV Grieve, an East Village blog, lists East Village resi-
dents as spending 56 percent of their incomes on market-rate rent.>6

New York City has strong renter protections, but renters in other cities
aren’t as lucky. In San Francisco, rent-controlled residents face the threat
of owner-occupied move-ins, where an owner or immediate family mem-
ber can evict a tenant in order to personally use the apartment. Although
the Ellis Law, which allows landlords to leave the rental business, is a
legally acceptable reason for eviction, these newly vacant apartments are
often turned into Airbnb rentals, making thousands of dollars more profit
each month.57

A recent Economist report on the digital revolution acknowledged the
growing divide between a few lucky ones and the rest of society: “In the
past new technologies have usually raised wages by boosting productivity,
with the gains being split between skilled and less-skilled workers, and
between owners of capital, workers and consumers. Now technology is
empowering talented individuals as never before and opening up yawning
gaps between the earnings of the skilled and the unskilled, capital-owners
and labour. . . . [I]t is creating a large pool of underemployed labour.”>% A
recent report by the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas found that the major-
ity of new job growth of the past decade has come from low-skill, nonrou-
tine manual jobs, those that “require few skills and little problem solving.”
Although some of the new errand jobs may feature high pay—Instacart
can pay thirty dollars a hour—no grocery run takes eight hours.?9 Thirty
dollars an hour is a decent income if you can get eight hours of work; it’s
lousy pay if that’s all you earn in a day.
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The Guardian, as part of its 2017 series on homelessness in America,
identified a number of Los Angeles Uber drivers who were living out of
their cars.6© Even New York Magazine has pointed out the underemployed-
labor problem confronting the new gig economy, noting numerous cases of
Handy home cleaners who were homeless and living in shelters.! While
it’s good that even the homeless are able to find work utilizing these plat-
forms, Handy had received $110.7 million in investments as of November
2015—so0 why are any of its workers homeless?

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT AND METHODOLOGY

I drew my data from seventy-eight in-depth qualitative interviews with
twenty-three Airbnb hosts, twenty-two TaskRabbit workers, nineteen
Kitchensurfing chefs, and fourteen Uber drivers/messengers. These four
services were chosen because they illustrate the diversity of businesses
within the sharing or gig economy: incredibly successful, well-funded
companies worth billions (Uber and Airbnb), an established but some-
what struggling start-up (TaskRabbit), and a relatively new upstart
(Kitchensurfing).62 In addition, these companies were also chosen for
their ability to highlight the different components of the sharing economy.
For instance, all four services offer consumers access to underused physi-
cal assets (“idle capacity”), but TaskRabbit and Kitchensurfing offer
consumer-to-consumer or “on demand” services, while Airbnb is about
granting consumers temporary or shared access to a home. Uber focuses
on the more efficient use of assets by making money from a personal vehi-
cle and offering shared rides through uberPOOL..53

Finally, these four firms also illustrate the range of skill and capital bar-
riers that divide services in the sharing economy (see table 1). TaskRabbit,
a personal assistant service, has few barriers to involvement: workers
complete an online application and attend an orientation; there is no cap-
ital investment needed. Other services, such as Kitchensurfing, required a
specialized skill set and that prospective chefs audition by cooking a res-
taurant-worthy meal; as a result, the on-demand, prix fixe Kitchensurfing
Tonight service had a high skill barrier but a low capital-investment bar-
rier. The Kitchensurfing chef marketplace service, by comparison,
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Table1 Skill and Capital Barriers to Sharing Economy Work

Low Capital Investment High Capital Investment
Barrier Barrier
Low Skill Barrier TaskRabbit Uber/Lyft
High Skill Barrier Kitchensurfing Tonight Airbnb/Kitchensurfing
(auditioning/marketing) Marketplace

required high skills and high capital-investment—workers need depend-
able transportation, food storage tools/facilities and cooking equipment.
Airbnb and Uber involve high levels of capital investment: Airbnb requires
a space that is desirable enough that other people will pay to rent it; Uber
necessitates access to a relatively new car that meets Uber requirements
and New York City licensing requirements that cost thousands of dollars
(high-capital investment).6* However, whereas Uber skills are fairly mini-
mal (being able to pass a driving test and background check), successful
Airbnb hosting requires a level of communication with guests; successful
hosting also requires creating a listing that will appeal to travelers (high-
skill requirement).

BACKGROUND ON SELECTED SHARING ECONOMY
SERVICES

The following section provides a short history on the four services chosen
and their presentation of an entrepreneurial ethos.5®

Atrbnb

Founded in San Francisco in 2008, Airbnb was created by two roommates
who couldn’t make rent that month. In an oft-repeated story, they literally
tossed down several air mattresses the weekend of the Industrial Designer
Society of America Conference and rented them out to people who were
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Figure 5. With messages like “Welcome Home,” Airbnb presents prospective guests
with the idea of an open and accepting community. Screenshot by author.

unable to get hotel rooms.66 By November 2015, Airbnb provided access
to more than two million rooms, and by July 2017, the number exceeded
three million. The website allows hosts to list their home or extra space
online and rent it out to guests. The company operates as a listing service
and escrow account: payment for the host is held until the guest arrives
and ensures that all is as expected.

The entrepreneurial ethos is best highlighted by comparing the book-
ings pages of Airbnb’s website with the pages for hosts. The opening page
of the Airbnb website (see fig. 5) emphasizes sharing and community: the
text announces, “Welcome Home,” and the company’s tagline is “Belong
Anywhere.” According to the company’s website, Airbnb is “your home,
everywhere.” There’s even a video on “how Airbnb hosts create a sense of
belonging around the world.”

The section targeted at hosts, “Earn money as an Airbnb host,” is focused
on the financial- and personal-control aspect of hosting (see fig. 6). Workers
are assured that “no matter what kind of home or room” they have availa-
ble, Airbnb “makes it simple and secure to earn money.” For those who
remain hesitant, Airbnb assures them that “you’re in full control of your
availability, prices, house rules and how you interact with guests.” The same
web page also helpfully notes how much a host can earn—in New York,
that’s apparently more than thirty-two hundred dollars a month.

Airbnb takes the stance that it is a marketplace, and that control—and
risk—fall on the hosts and guests. It’s believed that the earliest docu-
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Earn money as an
Airbnb host

New York homes can earn

83,291 001
Ceew]

Why host on Airbnb? You’re in control We're there at every step

No matter what kind of home or With Airbnb, you're in full control of Airbnb offers tools, hospitality tips, 24/7
room you have to share, Airbnb your availability, prices, house rules, support, and an online community of
makes it simple and secure to earn and how you interact with guests. experienced hosts for questions and
money and reach millions of travelers  You can set check-in times and sharing ideas for success.

looking for unique places tostay, just  handle the process however you like.

like yours.

Figure 6. As part of the entrepreneurial ethos, Airbnb targets hosts with messages
about the income potential of listing on the platform, and there is much less emphasis
on community. Screenshot by author.

mented case of an Airbnb disaster was listed on a host’s blog in June
2011.57 The female host returned to her San Francisco apartment to dis-
cover that it had been ransacked by her guest and a team of accomplices:

They smashed a hole through a locked closet door, and found the passport,
cash, credit card and grandmother’s jewelry I had hidden inside. They took
my camera, my iPod, an old laptop, and my external backup drive filled with
photos, journals. . . my entire life. They found my birth certificate and social
security card, which I believe they photocopied—using the printer/copier I
kindly left out for my guests’ use. . .. Despite the heat wave, they used my
fireplace and multiple Duraflame logs to reduce mounds of stuff (my stuff??)
to ash—including, I believe, the missing set of guest sheets I left carefully
folded for their comfort.

As illustrative of Airbnb’s hands-off approach, the host reported that it
took fourteen hours and outreach to an acquaintance associated with
Airbnb for the company to respond to her complaints. The story was soon
publicized in TechCrunch, Slate, Time, and other publications. Airbnb
later implemented a twenty-four-hour emergency helpline and a one-
million-dollar insurance policy that applies to eligible accommodations
within the United States, Canada, and many westernized countries.
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However, the policy is secondary insurance. Hosts are required to file for
compensation through their own homeowner’s or renter’s policy first, even
though most insurance companies will not cover damage that occurs in
the process of renting out one’s home.

A quick Google search for “airbnb trashed apartment” provides numer-
ous cases of homes destroyed and possessions ruined: a drug-induced
orgy in Canada, a wild party resulting in a feces-and-used-condom-
covered New York City penthouse, and an “overweight orgy” Freak Fest in
a New York City apartment.®® A Huffington Post article from July 2014
even provides a handy summary of “Airbnb horror stories” that includes
meth addicts, stabbed hookers, hosts being evicted because of their Airbnb
activities, and a squatter who refused to leave.® Not all of stories are sen-
sational—some are as simple as an Airbnb guest flushing sanitary napkins
and causing ten thousand dollars’ worth of water damage.”® Even Airbnb
user forums include stories and documentation of trashed homes; and the
Abundant Host, an Airbnb listing consultant, has shared a blog post docu-
menting a stay that included broken possessions, rule violations, and gen-
erally disruptive behavior in her own home.

While it’s true that hotels, too, experience rowdy guests and destroyed
rooms, hotel rooms are known for their neutral and often nondescript
decor. By comparison, many Airbnb locations are private homes with
numerous unique personal effects. Additionally, the requirement that hotel
guests provide a credit card and driver’s license or passport means that hotel
management can identify the perpetrator or at least who should be held
financially responsible for destruction. Airbnb hosts don’t have the same
access to personal information and, instead, must go through Airbnb cus-
tomer service to plead their case and get relief. Likewise, when a hotel room
is wrecked, incoming guests can be assigned to a different room; when the
same occurs in a personal home or apartment, hosts don’t usually have a
backup home for themselves or their next guests. Hotels have security, and
the rooms are often smaller than those of the average apartment or house,
especially in New York City. To host a raging party or orgy, one generally
needs the larger space and privacy offered by an Airbnb rental. Finally,
there’s also the trust component: hosts who hew to the community message
of the sharing economy end up being especially broadsided when the trusted
strangers they let stay in their homes act like perfect strangers.
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In an effort to reassure hosts that they won’t face problems, Airbnb is
quick to declare, “You're in control. You set the price for your listing, your
availability, and reservation requirements for your guests.” The company
also notes that its “trust and safety tools help you accept a booking only if
youre 100% comfortable.” However, this “control” and becoming 100 per-
cent comfortable require that hosts decide who they will rent to—the
responsibility for screening guests falls on their shoulders. Airbnb has a
strict antidiscrimination policy, explaining, “Airbnb is an open market-
place. ... [W]e prohibit content that promotes discrimination, bigotry,
racism, hatred, harassment or harm against any individual or group, and
we require all users to comply with local laws and regulations.” Yet, as
mentioned earlier, research shows that guest screening and discrimina-
tion remains prevalent.”!

In order to rent on Airbnb, hosts and guests must create profiles that
include a full name, birthday, sex, and contact information. Although the
profile process notes that sex and birthday are never shared with fellow
Airbnbers, each user is urged to post a profile picture that clearly shows his
or her face. Explains Airbnb, “Clear frontal face photos are an important
way for hosts and guests to learn about each other. It’s not much fun to host
a landscape!” Users are also expected to write a short self-description in
order to “help other people get to know you.” Suggested topics include five
things you can’t live without; favorite travel destinations, books, movies,
shows, music, and food; your “style of traveling”; and a life motto. In addi-
tion to the personal profile, hosts post a listing profile, which includes pic-
tures of the space for rent, a list of applicable rules (such as no smoking),
and a map with a location “pin” so that prospective guests can understand
where the space is in relation to landmarks and transportation.

The majority of my Airbnb interviews were conducted with hosts in the
East Village. As with many New York City neighborhoods, the specific
borders are open to debate and discussion. I use the New York Times real-
estate section’s definition of the neighborhood, which states it is “bounded
by 14th Street and East Houston Street, the Bowery/ Fourth Avenue and
the East River” (see map 1).72

The East Village is known as one of the more affordable downtown
areas in Manhattan. In her work on gentrification, sociologist Sharon
Zukin describes the East Village as “an area where protest is a way of life
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Map 1. The East Village is often described as being bordered by East
Fourteenth Street, East Houston Street, Fourth Avenue (also called the
Bowery), and the East River. Map data © 2018 Google.

and history is important. These are the sources of the neighborhood’s rep-
utation for authenticity, and they have been preserved in the low rents and
social spaces of a sometimes shabby, often funky locale of tenements and
small stores.””® The neighborhood is particularly appealing to potential
Airbnb hosts: according to the New York City Population FactFinder,
which draws on data from the 2012-2016 American Community Survey,
slightly more than half of the housing stock is composed of small tene-
ments (built before 1939).7* As a result, on-site building superintendents
are rare and doormen are generally nonexistent. In most situations, a lack
of on-site building personnel is considered a negative point: on-site
supers, doormen, and porters are considered an amenity. But for Airbnb
hosts, the lack of supervision is often described as a “perk” that provides

the requisite level of anonymity.
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Owing to this neighborhood popularity, I attempted to target Airbnb
hosts in the East Village, and nineteen of the twenty-three hosts (83 per-
cent) I interviewed had locations in the East Village; five of the hosts with
listings in the East Village maintained multiple apartments that also
included listings on the Upper West Side, in the West Village, and in
Brooklyn. I also interviewed three hosts who lived outside of the East
Village and rented their personal homes in Midtown West, Queens, and
Brooklyn. One host, in an effort to hide his location, described his apart-
ment as being in the East Village, although it was in Gramercy, a neigh-
borhood on the north border of the East Village.

Respondents were overwhelmingly white (83 percent), with one individ-
ual identifying as black, two as racially mixed, and one declining to answer.
The population of white respondents was composed of a number of white
ethnics, including immigrants from Armenia, Israel, Germany, and Ireland
and two from Canada. Roughly half of the participants were female (48 per-
cent), and about half were male (52 percent). Their ages ranged from twenty-
three to sixty, with nineteen between twenty and thirty-nine years old; the
average age was thirty-two. Their education levels were especially high: 48
percent had a bachelor’s degree; 22 percent had a graduate degree, and an
additional 22 percent were enrolled in or had completed some graduate edu-
cation. Only two participants listed their educational level as “some college,”
and one of those individuals was currently enrolled at a local college.
Iustrative of the high cost of living in New York City, twelve of the partici-
pants listed their household income as $100,000 or more, and seven
described their income as between $25,000 and $49,999. Two respondents
identified their income category as $75,000-99,999, with the remaining two
respondents reporting an income of less than $25,000 a year.

Uber

The Uber creation story has several versions. According to the Uber web-
site, “on a snowy Paris evening in 2008, Travis Kalanick and Garrett Camp
had trouble hailing a cab. So they came up with a simple idea—tap a but-
ton, get a ride””®

True to its high-end roots, the first iteration—UberCab—was a black
car service that allowed a user to call a car by pressing a button on a
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smartphone or sending a text. The price hovered around 1.5 times as much
as a typical San Francisco cab.”® The service ran into regulatory issues
almost from the start. After an October 2010 cease-and-desist letter from
the San Francisco Metro Transit Authority and the Public Utilities
Commission of California claiming they were operating an unlicensed taxi
service, UberCab removed the word cabd from its logo and started to oper-
ate under the brand name Uber. On its Facebook page, the company com-
mented that it was “more uber than cab.”77

When Uber began in New York, it also billed itself as an app-driven
dispatch service catering to people who were willing to pay more. Early
articles describing Uber’s entry into New York included one by CEO Travis
Kalanick explaining that Uber’s cost was about 1.75 times as much as a
taxi, and that the appeal would lie primarily in the app’s “efficiency and
[the] elegance of the experience.”78

In 2012, Uber announced a cheaper version—only 10 to 25 percent
more than a cab—that used hybrid cars.” Later that year, Uber announced
a taxi partnership that allowed cabs to use its smartphone app to find
potential customers. Within days of the announcement, the New York
City Taxi and Limousine Commission reminded drivers that taxis were
limited to street hails, and that drivers were not supposed to be using cell
phones while driving.

Not to be thwarted in its efforts to gain market share, Uber increased
its efforts to recruit drivers of cabs and car services. In addition to offering
recruitment bonuses, Uber began advertising for drivers on the rear of
Metropolitan Transit Authority buses—the better to reach people sitting
in traffic. The ads guaranteed drivers anywhere from five thousand dollars
a month to thirty-five thousand dollars in six months. Other ads promised
workers the opportunity to be their own bosses, drive without limits, and
escape dispatcher favoritism (see fig. 7). Lyft, Gett, and Via soon followed
with their own ad campaigns.

The advertisements were successful—nearly two thousand for-hire
vehicle licenses were issued each month during the 2015 fiscal year (July
1-June 30), a 63 percent growth in the for-hire fleet after Uber entered
the New York City market in 2011.8° By March 2015, the New York Post,
citing numbers from the Taxi and Limousine Commission, reported that
Uber alone had more than 14,088 black and luxury car affiliates operating
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Figure 7. Uber advertisement on the back of a Metropolitan Transit Authority bus in
New York City. Photo by author.

in the five boroughs, compared to 13,587 medallion cabs.8! Uber’s own
projections estimated that the service would add another ten thousand
drivers in the next year. By January 2017, the New York Times reported
that 46,000 vehicles in New York City were connected to Uber, out of
60,000 black cars, and that Uber vehicles outnumbered the 13,587 yellow
cabs by almost four to one.52

In the summer of 2015, concerned about the unchecked growth of Uber
and other for-hire car services, City Council Transportation Committee
chairman Ydanis Rodriguez of Manhattan and Brooklyn councilman
Stephen Levin proposed legislation that would limit the number of for-
hire licenses issued while the city studied congestion.
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Figure 8. Protest organized by Uber in response to Mayor Bill de Blasio’s proposed
limits on the number of for-hire vehicles. Photo by author.

As UCLA sociologist Edward Walker explained in a New York Times
opinion essay, Uber quickly went on the offensive, mobilizing its custom-
ers into a “populist social-media assault, all in support of a $50-billion
corporation. The company added a ‘de Blasio’s Uber’ feature so that every
time New Yorkers logged on to order a car, they were reminded of the
mayor’s threat (‘Wo cARs—SEE WHY’) and were sent directly to a petition
opposing the new rules. Users were also offered free Uber rides to a June
30 rally at City Hall (see fig. 8). Eventually, the mayor and the City Council
received 17,000 emails in opposition.”83

In addition to the social media campaign, as part of its entrepreneurial
ethos, Uber launched a series of television ads highlighting the company
as a “champion of racial equality and an indispensible tool for economic
mobility in the working class.”®* Meanwhile the mayor, who accepted hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars from yellow-taxicab interests during his
2013 campaign, was accused of being in the pocket of “Big Taxi.”

The mayor’s proposed limits on Uber and other car companies were
quickly tabled in favor of a four-month study on the effect of Uber and
other for-hire vehicle operators on New York’s traffic. The agreement
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required Uber to release a trove of data the city had been seeking for its
analysis. The city’s analysis was released in January 2016, six weeks later
than expected, and although it noted that for-hire vehicles contribute to
congestion, the report did not recommend a cap on for-hire vehicles.

In much the same way that Airbnb divides its website into distinct sec-
tions for potential workers and potential consumers, Uber’s main website,
uber.com, is marketed to separate groups. The section for clients features
alarge banner noting, “Your Ride, on Demand: Transportation in Minutes
with the Uber App” (see fig. 9). The careers section of the website lists only
corporate jobs, such as those for account executives and account manag-
ers. Clicking the “Become a Driver” button brings the visitor to a new web-
site: https://partners.uber.com/drive/.

Whereas the main Uber site focuses on convenience (one tap to ride,
reliable pickups, cashless payments), the driver-partner site is all about
the service’s income possibilities and entrepreneurial ethos. Drivers are
told that “Uber needs partners like you,” and that they can “be your own
boss” (see fig. 10). Other sections of the website note that the “app lets you
earn money with the tap of a button” and “get paid automatically” And
once a driver is approved, he or she is “ready to start earning money.”
Uber’s billboard advertisements to drivers focus on the entrepreneurial
ethos by emphasizing monthly or weekly income guarantees for new driv-
ers; noting that driving for Uber means “no shifts, no bosses, no limits”;
and advising potential drivers seeking a bright future to “consider us the
headlights.”

Approximately half of the Uber drivers I interviewed were immigrants.
An equal number of drivers identified as white (21 percent) and black (21
percent), while 14 percent described themselves as Hispanic and one
driver was racially mixed.8’ In the same way that a high percentage of cab
drivers in New York are male (estimates range from 90 to 97 percent), all
Uber and Lyft participants were male. Their ages ranged from twenty-two
to fifty-nine, with 60 percent falling between twenty and thirty-nine years
of age; the average age was thirty-six. Of those who answered education
questions, 50 percent had at least a bachelor’s degree. Two participants
listed their educational level as “some college,” one individual was cur-
rently enrolled in a local college, one had an associate’s degree, and one
had a GED. Four of the participants described their incomes as between
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SIGN UP

Figure 9. Uber’s client-focused webpage. Screenshot by author.

UBER NEEDS PARTNERS

Figure 10. The bottom text ; 3 ;i
Drive with Uber and earn great money as an independent contractor. Get
reads “Drive W'ith Uber and paid weekly just for helping our community of riders get rides around
>

town. Be your own boss and get paid in fares for driving on your own
schedule.

earn great money as an
independent contractor. Get
paid weekly just for helping our
community of riders get rides
around town. Be your own boss
and get paid in fares for driving
on your own schedule.”

Screenshot by author.

$50,000 and $74,999, and three described their incomes as less than
$25,000 per year, with one respondent making between $75,000 and
$99,999 and one making within a range of $25,000 to $34,999 a year.

TaskRabbit

In the origin myth of TaskRabbit, founder Leah Busque developed the idea
when she and her husband realized they were out of dog food for their one-
hundred-pound yellow lab. Busque was certain one of her neighbors must
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be at Safeway, a grocery store chain, picking up food for their own dog.
Wouldn't it be great if she could get in touch and ask them to pick up food
for her dog too? The ethos of friendly neighborhood help continues today.
The TaskRabbit website describes itself as “an old school concept—
neighbors helping neighbors—reimagined for today.” The company allows
people “to live smarter by connecting you with safe and reliable help in your
neighborhood,” and it does so by outsourcing “your household errands and
skilled tasks to trusted people in your community.”

TaskRabbit started as a bid-focused marketplace, almost an eBay for
personal-assistant work. Clients could post tasks, and “rabbits” (as they
were then called) bid on the work, giving short marketing spiels about
why they were the best worker for the task. The marketplace model
allowed for a wide variety of tasks, including creative projects such as
making a short video or taking a headshot, in addition to cleaning, errand-
running, and handyman work.

In July 2014, TaskRabbit retooled its business model, shifting from an
open-bidding market to more of a temp agency format. Instead of bid-
ding, workers provided their availability in four-hour chunks of time and
were shown, via an algorithm, to prospective employers. Potential employ-
ers chose a job category (cleaning, delivery, Ikea assembly, etc.), clicked a
time window, provided a job description, and picked from an algorithm-
selected listing of up to fifteen potential workers. Taskers were then
required to respond in thirty minutes or less, regardless of time, or lose
the task, at which time it was up for grabs by other Taskers. The categories
for creative tasks were also phased out at this point.

Workers who didn’t respond within the thirty-minute time limit often
enough found their profiles were temporarily deactivated. In addition to
the problem of being on call at all hours, the new system meant that
Taskers didn’t get to choose which specific job they were interested in—
they just received notifications that they were needed in a preset category.
The sense of freedom and of being one’s own boss quickly dissipated.
“Anyone left working for TR is an indentured servant, wrote one com-
mentator on a popular TaskRabbit Facebook group. . . . ‘You are not grow-
ing your own business, you are growing TR as a business.”86

In the summer of 2015, TaskRabbit increased its service fees from 20
percent to 30 percent, tacked on an additional 5 percent trust-and-safety
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fee to be paid by the consumer, and offered a fee reduction to 15 percent
for any repeat business from the same client. A task that had previously
cost the client $100 and netted the worker $80 now cost the client $105,
and the Tasker received $70, before accounting for taxes and expenses.
Even as many TaskRabbits watched their incomes drop, they were told
that the change was intended to “incentivize entrepreneurship” so that
workers would obtain repeat clients. In 2017, TaskRabbit changed the
trust-and-safety fee to a trust-and-support fee and increased it from 5 per-
cent to 7.5 percent. The change meant that for every $107.50 spent by a
customer, TaskRabbit received $37.50 and the worker earned $70.

The TaskRabbit listing on Peers.com, a now defunct nonprofit created
to support the sharing economy, further highlighted the company’s entre-
preneurial ethos. Before the Peers.com website content disappeared, the
site noted that, “as a Tasker, you can use your skills and free time to become
a microentrepreneur and build your business.” The TaskRabbit Tasker
resource site even included a link to print-quality logos so that workers
could “create your own marketing materials to promote your business on
TaskRabbit,” along with the suggestion that Taskers “build their business”
by customizing their TaskRabbit URL.

However, research suggests that there were limits to the type of small
business formation supported by TaskRabbit. Juliet Schor’s graduate stu-
dents at Boston College found that Taskers had generally positive views of
the service before the first pivot, and several respondents were using it as
an entrepreneurial opportunity. As noted in a Work in Progress blog post,
“One TaskRabbit with good linguistic skills started a small translation
business, and outsourced jobs to digital workers on other platforms.
Another who specializes in virtual assistant work was also outsourcing
tasks from the platform.”®7 Later follow-up interviews found that the
pivot—partnered with a TaskRabbit crackdown on such outsourcing—led
to an end to those fledgling companies.

My interviews with TaskRabbits occurred between March and
November 2015. Roughly half of my respondents had been active on the
platform before the first pivot (from bidding marketplace to temp agency)
and all of my participants were active during the service fee change.

Study participants were generally diverse, with 48 percent identifying
as white; 24 percent describing themselves as black, 14 percent as
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Hispanic, and 10 percent as Asian. The remainder identified as multira-
cial. Sixty-four percent of participants were male, and 36 percent were
female. Their ages ranged from twenty-one to sixty, with 66 percent fall-
ing between twenty and thirty-five years of age.

In 2013, the TaskRabbit company reported that 70 percent of its mar-
ketplace workers held a bachelor’s degree, 20 percent had a master’s
degree, and 5 percent had a PhD.88 The education levels of my respond-
ents, too, were high. Forty-one percent of respondents listed their educa-
tional level as including a bachelor’s degree, and 29 percent were currently
college students. Eighteen percent of the sample had a graduate degree,
and one person had a PhD. The majority of my sample described their
household incomes as below $50,000 (68 percent), while 18 percent
reported incomes between $50,000 and $74,999. One participant had a
household income of $75,000 to $99,000, and two participants declined
to provide income numbers.

Kitchensurfing

Kitchensurfing was started in 2012 as a way to hire professional chefs for
home dinner parties. Like TaskRabbit, the platform was originally a mar-
ketplace; the service vetted chefs by having them cook a sample meal
within the company’s test kitchen. Approved chefs were then given the
opportunity to post a profile and sample menus (ranging from an intimate
dinner to a cocktail party for fifty) and related food images. In addition to
providing marketing and advertising, Kitchensurfing processed client
payments, serving as an escrow service for chef and client and taking a 10
percent finder’s fee.

In 2015, the service pivoted, and while the chef-driven platform
remained active, the company launched, and began extensive marketing
of, its Kitchensurfing Tonight, an on-demand alternative to eating out or
ordering takeout. Kitchensurfing Tonight was launched in select neigh-
borhoods in Manhattan and, eventually, in parts of Park Slope, Brooklyn.
Clients picked one of three meal options (which changed daily), and a chef
would arrive at a preset hour with all of the ingredients and tools neces-
sary to cook and serve the meal. The cost, which started at twenty-five
dollars a head, included labor, ingredients, transportation, tip, tax,
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cleanup, and even disposable plates.®? The portions were generous, fea-
tured a main dish and side, and often also included a salad and small
after-dinner treat. The entire process—from the time the chef arrived to
when she or he left—usually took about thirty minutes. Workers were paid
sixty dollars for a four-hour shift, even if the shift ended early, and those
who worked at least four shifts a week were also given a weekly MetroCard,
worth thirty-one dollars.

The increased focus on the on-demand chef service occurred soon after
the company’s cofounder and CEO, Chris Muscarella, stepped aside and
Zynga senior vice president Jon Tien took the reins. The strategy change
allowed for one-click bookings—as opposed to emailed negotiations with
chefs—and lower-cost meals, and resulted in increased rebooking rates.?©
Eventually, the platform discontinued the marketplace feature and
focused entirely on Kitchensurfing Tonight.

The company’s entrepreneurial ethos was highlighted from the start.
Cofounder and former CEO Chris Muscarella developed the idea for
Kitchensurfing after helping a friend open the Brooklyn Italian eatery
Rucola in 2010. Although Muscarella met a number of gifted chefs, he
realized that many chefs would never open their own restaurants, because
of the prohibitive costs. An article in Mashable quoted him as saying,
“Restaurants are great, . . . but they are bad businesses.”™!

Perhaps because of this founding focus on small-business possibilities,
Kitchensurfing’s focus on the entrepreneurial ethos was especially high, an
emphasis I describe as “entrepreneurialism plus.”2 The main Kitchensurfing
website was geared to clients. Just like with Uber, information on available
Kitchensurfing jobs was limited to opportunities to work on the back end,
such as jobs for product designers and data analysts. But the chef recruit-
ment page, available through a Google search, provided chef testimonials
that were quick to promote the idea of Kitchensurfing entrepreneurship
as taking the hassle out of small business ownership. “Kitchensurfing is
the perfect tool for me to mimic a restaurant experience in completely differ-
ent surroundings without all of the chaos and uncertainty that inevitably
comes with running a NYC kitchen,” said Anthony Sasso, chef de cuisine
at Casa Mono (emphasis added). And chef Warren Schierenbeck stated,
“Kitchensurfing is a gift from the food gods. It takes all the boring aspects but
necessary evils of the food world, such as PR, advertising and collection of
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money out of your hands. It lets you do what you do best: cook!” (emphasis
added).

In case the chef testimonials weren’t clear enough, the copy below the
revolving quotes further reiterated that Kitchensurfing would allow you to
“egrow your business” with a “100% free web presence.” After pivoting to a
nightly prix fixe, on-demand chef service, the company continued to focus
on the possibilities for future entrepreneurship. Its ads for part-time-
employee chefs noted that the job provided the opportunity to develop
“private chef skills,” and that it was an “alternative to the traditional res-
taurant career”

My interviews with Kitchensurfing chefs occurred between March and
November 2015, in the midst of the service pivot and multiple other
changes. In September 2015, the service announced that on-demand
workers would switch from being independent contractors (1099 work-
ers) to being employees. Workers, who had previously been paid sixty dol-
lars for a shift of up to four hours, had their pay changed to fifteen dollars
an hour. And although they were to become eligible for health insurance,
there was a lack of clarity about when this would happen or the policies
related to it. The Secret Diner program, which allowed workers to earn
two-hundred-dollar bonuses for meeting service expectations, was also
discontinued. Then in April 2016, the service closed its doors.

I recruited participants from both branches of Kitchensurfing. Several
marketplace workers also had experience working for the Tonight service,
having been tapped by Kitchensurfing to fill service gaps. Participants
were split between those who were primarily marketplace chefs and those
mostly affiliated with the on-demand service. Five of the interviews with
Kitchensurfing marketplace chefs occurred as the service was closing
down or soon after it was shuttered.

Study participants were generally diverse, with 58 percent identifying
as white, 26 percent as black/African American, and 11 percent as
Hispanic. One participant declined to answer. Sixty-eight percent of par-
ticipants were male, and 32 percent were female. Their ages ranged from
twenty to fifty-six, with 58 percent falling between twenty and thirty-five
years of age. The education levels of my Kitchensurfing respondents were
especially varied. A third of participants mentioned having earned either
a bachelor of arts degree or a bachelor of science degree, while three listed
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a graduate degree and three noted that they had “some college.” Two had
high school diplomas, two had associate degrees, and one had “some grad-
uate school” Two declined to give an education level. The majority of my
sample described their household incomes as below $50,000, while six
listed incomes between $50,000 and $74,999, three had incomes between
$75,000 and $99,999, and three reported incomes above $100,000.

The sharing economy is often hyped as a solution to many societal ills:
inflexible work policies, a lack of social connection, a growing trend of
inequality, and even a faulty social safety net. An examination of the lived
experiences of workers illustrates the dangers that result from the gig
economy’s shifting of risk and liability, and it highlights the downgrading
of the value of labor in the United States. As the next chapter will demon-
strate, rather supplying a solution to modern societal troubles, gig work
subjects workers to a technologically enabled early-industrial system with
limited workplace-safety measures or options for redress.
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Donald, a fifty-five-year-old white male, is a perfect example of a Struggler.
A finance professional for more than twenty years, he was “eliminated” in
early 2008, on the cusp of the Great Recession. “I went up to HR [human
resources] for a meeting and I was out the door. I never even got to go
downstairs to say good-bye to my coworkers,” he said. “Everything went
south, and I have not been able to find full-time work since. . .. I've had
various jobs. Six months at [a major bank], nine months at [an educa-
tional nonprofit], six months at [an insurance company]. I worked for
about four months for an interior decorator who didn’t pay me. So, you
know, I have been trying. . .. I did some work on an eBay business. I was
selling on eBay for some people. I'm trying to find things.”

Our conversation took place in Union Square, a park on East Fourteenth
Street in Manhattan. A tall man with a ruddy complexion, Donald showed
his anxiety in his fingers, which were dotted with rusty red scabs from his
worrying over hangnails and his habit of picking at calluses.

In order to make ends meet, Donald was in the process of emptying his
individual retirement account, paying a 10 percent early-withdrawal pen-
alty in addition to having the funds taxed as income. When he found
TaskRabbit, Donald thought he had found a way to staunch the financial
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hemorrhage. “I wish I knew about TaskRabbit sooner. I just heard about
that three months ago,” he said, explaining that it took two months to be
accepted by the platform. “If I'd known about it seven years ago, maybe I
wouldn’t be in the situation I am now, desperate for money.”

TaskRabbit wasn’t just a source of much-needed funds. “When it’s dark
out [in the winter], it’s harder to get out of bed. That’s one thing I liked
about TaskRabbit. It was getting me out of bed,” he said. “You've really got
to be available in case somebody contacts you. So it was getting me up,
getting me out. There were days in the winter where you just stayed in
bed. You know, darkness, depression. It gets serious, and I'm not usually a
depressed person.”

Most sharing economy workers are relatively young—recent college
graduates who are paying off student loans or supplementing starter sala-
ries. MacArthur Foundation-funded research on the sharing economy has
focused almost entirely on young people between the ages of 18 and 34 in
part because they tended to be early adopters.! However, roughly a quar-
ter of the sharing economy workers that I interviewed were adults in their
forties, fifties, and even sixties. In my research, I've found that these older
adults are more likely to be Strugglers than Success Stories or Strivers.
Especially in terms of TaskRabbit work and Uber driving, the sharing
economy is an occupation of last resort owing to age discrimination and
the reluctance of employers to hire the long-term unemployed.

For Donald, his TaskRabbit work as a Struggler often meant taking on
menial tasks such as cleaning and errand running, tasks that may have led
to his end as a Tasker. The night before our interview, he emailed me to
say, “I am not sure if you still want to meet with me. I received an email
tonight from TaskRabbit stating that I have been removed from the Task
Rabbit community. The reason is ‘unprofessional conduct and behavior.
I do not know what this pertains to and cannot get any answers from
them until next week. I have no idea what they are talking about. I have
not been able to respond to the (for [lack] of a better word) charges
against me.”

In our interview the next day, Donald puzzled over what could qualify
as “unprofessional conduct and behavior.” Maybe a client complained that
his cleaning took too long or that quality was lacking? Or maybe it was a
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client who had asked about paying him outside the platform, a violation of
the TaskRabbit terms of service.? When we met, he read me his email
from TaskRabbit:

You have violated the following TaskRabbit policy: “Don’t display unprofes-
sional or unbecoming communication or behavior in any form. . . .” Due to
this we have removed you from the TaskRabbit community. Please do not
continue to contact clients or continue with any of your scheduled tasks. If
you have started work on any tasks that have not been completed, please let
us know immediately. Make sure that all payments owed to you from your
account balance will be paid on the next cycle. If you have any questions or
concerns regarding this email, the TaskRabbit policy team is available via
email and by phone, appointment only.

He had emailed back immediately to ask for the first available meeting
and to learn more about the claims against him. But several days after, he
was still waiting for a response.

For many workers, human resource departments are a bureaucratic
annoyance—mandatory commonsense training sessions on sexual harass-
ment, never-ending paperwork, and the creation of workplace policies
that are at best annoying. But for workers in the sharing economy, a
human resources office with an open-door policy feels like a luxury.

Workers for many sharing economy services report that it is difficult to
contact a person when they have issues. Uber is notorious for providing
only an email address for drivers and clients alike. Airbnb’s email-only
policy led to a public relations disaster with the first reported instance of
aransacked apartment, and its subsequent twenty-four-hour helpline was
less than helpful in the case of a guest being held prisoner in Madrid.? For
TaskRabbit, most issues raised by Taskers have been handled via online
service requests and emails, with sometimes weekslong delays in getting a
response. The website also offers an emergency assistance phone number;
but whereas Taskers can be on call from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., seven days a
week, the service line has reduced hours: 7 a.m. to 5 p.m. PST on week-
days, and 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. PST on weekends and holidays. The reduced
service hours on weekends and holidays is especially ironic, given that
TaskRabbit offered incentives such as cash bonuses or iPad contests to
encourage workers to accept holiday weekend tasks.
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Contacting the customer service hotline took on added importance for
Donald because of his financial situation. He needed money and he
needed work. “I'm very annoyed about the way it was done, that I've got no
recourse whatsoever. I'm guilty until proven innocent. I was never asked,
Iwas never. .. Like I said, I've never been told what I did. So yeah, I think
it’s atrocious the way they treated me, and if I can find something else to
do I will. Right now I don’t [have anything else], so I need them.”

Donald was hoping to be reinstated. But in case that didn’t happen, he
had already begun looking at TaskRabbit competitors, such as Thumbtack,
and at other sharing economy services, such as Kitchensurfing.

TaskRabbit and other sharing economy services claim to be changing
the world of work. But rather than freeing workers from the tyranny of
bosses, the time-suck of mandatory hours, and even the rigidity of a preset
paycheck, sharing economy services often promise a different reality than
they deliver. Although many of these services present the “entrepreneurial
ethos” and market themselves as bringing entrepreneurialism to the
masses, a quick historical review of labor shows that for all its focus on
technology, the sharing economy is truly a throwback to an earlier age.

THE HISTORY OF AMERICAN LABOR

In many ways, the history of the United States is the history of the labor
movement. Even before the American Revolution, there were small strikes
among New York City cartmen, in 1677, and bakers, in 1741.* Yet, while the
United States was still in its infancy as a colony of Great Britain, labor
unrest remained short-lived and isolated. Seeking the “pursuit of happi-
ness” through higher pay and shorter hours, New York printers went on
strike in 1794, cabinet makers in 1796, Philadelphia carpenters in 1797,
and shoemakers in 1799.5

In the early 1800s, when workers tried to use collective bargaining
power to obtain increased wages, decreased hours, or just generally
improved conditions, they faced the threat of indictment and prosecution
for criminal conspiracy. Although the United States did not have specific
laws against worker organizing, early American courts followed British
common law: when two or more workers plotted the harm of a third, or of
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the public, they could be indicted on a charge of criminal conspiracy. As a
result, two workers could not unite to negotiate with an employer to win
concessions that they were unable to earn on their own. In one case from
1805, eight Philadelphian shoemakers were indicted on charges of con-
spiring to raise wages. The defendants’ lawyer argued that the employers
were hiding behind the 1349 English Statute of Laborers, which required
all able-bodied workers who survived the black plague to work for state-
fixed wages in the interest of employers.® The shoemakers lost and were
fined eight dollars each.

In the first half of the nineteenth century, workers in at least twenty-
three cases were indicted and generally convicted for criminal conspiracy
in Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, and
Virginia.” Most were found guilty but were given relatively small fines as a
“testimonial to the temper of the people,” even as the guilty findings dem-
onstrated an intention to “drive unionism out of American life.”® However,
workers continued to organize, and by 1810—less than twenty years after
the first trade union was established in America—some unions had
already established collective bargaining; minimum wage demands; a
“closed,” or union, shop; unity between skilled and unskilled workers; and
solidarity between different unions.?

The economic depression of 1819-1822 destroyed those unions that
had managed to survive strikes and conspiracy charges, but the mid- to
late 1820s heralded a resurgence of worker organizing. In 1825, Boston
carpenters struck for a ten-hour workday, only to be told that the short-
ened workday was bad for workers, would “exert a very unhappy influ-
ence,” and expose workers to “many improvident temptations and improv-
ident practices.”!° By 1829, New York City workers had secured recognition
of the ten-hour workday, although employers continued to attempt to
reinstate an eleven-hour day. In the four years from 1833 to 1837, there
were 168 strikes in the country as a whole, with the majority focused on
two issues: 103 of the strikes were for higher wages, and 26 were for a ten-
hour workday. By 1835, a day’s work was ten hours for skilled mechanics
in most cities.!! However, for factory workers, hours remained long. In
1835, children working in textile mills in Paterson, New Jersey, struck for
the reduction of their working day to eleven hours for five days a week and
nine hours on Saturdays. Although mill owners didn’t meet their demands
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entirely, they did reduce the work week to just sixty-nine hours (a daily
reduction ranging from ninety minutes to two hours).12

Before the Industrial Revolution in Great Britain began, in 1760, most
of the workers considered “unskilled” were those in agriculture or the
piecemeal system, quaintly referred to as the “cottage industry,” in which
work was outsourced to be completed at home. Also known as the
“putting-out” or “giving-out” system, such work drew on both artisanal
and domestic arrangements. Merchants and village storekeepers distrib-
uted raw materials to women, who used them to produce goods that the
entrepreneurs then sold. Women were given flax and wool to spin into
yarn, which was then woven into cloth and stockings or used in shirts and
gloves; straw to be braided into hats; and stockings to seam and shoes to
bind. This early work-at-home arrangement was seen as a panacea for
poor women, and from 1734 through the War of 1812, charitable benefac-
tors gave needy women spinning wheels as the solution to their financial
difficulties.!

The enclosure movement in Great Britain—in which land that had
been farmed by tenant farmers was enclosed by fences and used for graz-
ing sheep—along with the consolidation of farmlands, displaced large
portions of the population in England. Former tenant farmers flocked to
the cities, providing a source of labor for the fledgling factories. In 1781,
Richard Arkwright established the world’s first steam-driven textile mill
in Manchester, England, and within a hundred years the area became the
largest and most productive cotton-spinning center in the world, produc-
ing nearly a third of global cotton goods.*

English law prohibited the emigration of skilled textile workers; but in
1793, Samuel Slater, a former British textile apprentice, founded the Slater
Mill in Rhode Island. The mill became one of the first successful cotton-
spinning factories in the United States and was soon joined by a number
of other factories in the Blackstone Valley.!® At its peak, the Blackstone
River and its tributaries, described as “America’s hardest-working river,”
provided power to more than eleven hundred mills along a forty-five-mile
stretch between Worcester, Massachusetts, and Providence, Rhode Island.
In 1823, a group of Boston investors took advantage of the thirty-two-foot
drop of the Merrimack River’s Pawtucket Falls to establish the first large-
scale, planned textile center, a town they later named Lowell.
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Lowell was different from other mill towns. Relying on vertical inte-
gration, the mill combined spinning and weaving under one roof.
Approximately 75 percent of its workers were women and girls, some as
young as thirteen. By 1840, the mills employed eight thousand women. In
this true “company town,” workers lived in dormitories provided by the
companies and were subject to strict codes of conduct. As the Boott Cotton
Mills Museum notes, “Intemperance, rowdiness, illicit relations with men,
and habitual absence from worship on the Sabbath” were grounds for dis-
missal from the factory and removal from the boardinghouse. The women
worked about eighty hours a week. Six days a week, they woke to the fac-
tory bell at 4:40 a.m., reported to work at 5 a.m. and had a half-hour
breakfast break at 7 a.m. They worked until a lunch break of thirty to
forty-five minutes around noon. The workers returned to their company
houses at 7 p.m., when the factory closed.

Public sentiment against women engaging in public activity was strong,
but when factory owners in Dover, New Hampshire, and Lowell cut wages
in 1834, workers went on strike: seven hundred in Dover and eight hun-
dred in Lowell. A second pay cut in Lowell in 1836 led to another strike,
this time by fifteen hundred young women. As they marched, the women
sang,

Oh! isn’t it a pity, such a pretty girl as I

Should be sent to the factory to pine away and die?
Oh! I cannot be a slave,

I will not be a slave,

For I'm so fond of liberty

That I cannot be a slave.'

Even though the Lowell strikes were not successful, they inspired a simi-
lar—and successful —strike in Amesbury, Massachusetts, when mill work-
ers were ordered to tend two looms for the same pay. The factory owners
soon reverted to their previous policy of one loom per worker.

Although the factory system was common in the Northeast by 1815, it
did not become established in New York City, where ground rents were
already high and continued to increase as the city became ever more
crowded. In the 40 years from 1820 to 1860, the population of New York
City increased by more than 550 percent, from 123,706 to 813,669.7
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Additionally, New York lacked access to fast-moving rivers like those in
the Northeast. As a result, no large water-powered factories were built
and the putting-out system lingered and grew, further institutionalizing
the sex-divided labor market. Although men sometimes worked in the
putting-out, or outside, system, they were generally found only in trades
that also employed women, such as sewing and shoe binding. By the
1850s, employers in other women’s industries had also adopted the out-
side system. Even female workers inside New York factories often used
patterns imported from the outside system to structure work. In a descrip-
tion that is equally apt for the sharing economy today, historian Christine
Stansell notes that “by dispersing female workers among thousands of
individual workplaces, outside employers made it virtually impossible for
women to combat the low wages and exploitative conditions.”'®

Nationwide, workers who attempted to strike were regularly attacked
by the police or members of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency or
Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency. Particularly bloody battles occurred with
miners and railroad workers. For instance, in 1894, workers for the
Pullman Palace Car Company went on strike in Chicago. The American
Railway Union asked its members not to handle Pullman cars. Since
nearly all trains included a Pullman car for passengers, this resulted in a
nationwide train strike and led to President Grover Cleveland ordering
federal troops to Chicago. After hundreds of cars were burned by strikers,
the state militia was also sent to the scene. When the strikers threw rocks,
the militia opened fire, killing thirteen people and seriously wounding
fifty three others. Before the strike was over, more than thirty people were
dead and seven hundred had been arrested. The Chicago Times reported,
“The ground over which the fight had occurred was like a battlefield. The
men shot by the troops and police lay about like logs.”9

At the turn of the century, strike struggles were multiplying: in the
1890s, there had been about a thousand strikes a year; in 1904, there were
four thousand strikes. It soon became clear that “the state stood ready to
crush labor strikes, by the law if possible, by force if necessary.”2¢

Perhaps the most vicious attack on striking workers occurred in April
1914, in southern Colorado. Before that, in September 1913, when eleven
thousand immigrant workers for the Colorado Fuel and Iron Corporation,
owned by the Rockefeller family, had gone on strike protesting low pay, dan-
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gerous conditions, and their almost feudal existence in the company-owned
mining towns, they had been quickly turned out of their company-owned
shacks. Assisted by the United Mine Workers Union, the workers took up
residence in tents in the local hills and continued their strike, even as the
Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency attacked with Gatling guns and rifles.

Eventually the National Guard was sent in, its wages supplied by the
Rockefellers. The guardsmen brought in strikebreakers (not telling them
that there was a strike) and beat and arrested miners by the hundreds.
They also utilized a “death special,” an improvised armored car that would
periodically spray machine-gun fire. On April 20, 1914, in the mining town
of Ludlow, two National Guard companies began a machine-gun attack on
a tent colony of twelve hundred men, women, and children. While the min-
ers fired back, the women and children dug pits below the tents to escape
the gunfire. Then, at dusk that day, the guardsmen approached the
encampment and set the tents on fire with torches. Families fled into the
hills, with thirteen people killed by gunfire. The next day, as the remains of
the tent colony was removed, the charred bodies of eleven children and two
women were found in a pit below one of the tents. This earned the battle
the title of the Ludlow Massacre and national attention, including editori-
als in the New York Times; and five thousand people marched on the state
capital in Denver in protest. In the end, sixty-six men, women, and chil-
dren were killed; none of the militiamen or guardsmen were indicted for
crimes; and the miner’s union was not recognized.?!

During the First World War, labor efforts were less prominent, but in
February 1919 the Industrial Workers of the World (TWW or Wobblies)
led a hundred-thousand-worker walkout in Seattle. Immigration quotas
established in 1921 and further reduced in 1924 meant fewer new workers
to be exploited; and until the stock market crash of 1929, most attention
was paid to prosperity, as opposed to continued labor efforts.

During the Great Depression, worker organization was perhaps best
described as the original sharing, or bartering, economy. In Seattle, in par-
ticular, the fishermen’s union traded fish to fruit and vegetable pickers,
and food was exchanged for chopped wood. In Pennsylvania, unemployed
coal miners dug small mines on company property and then sold the coal
for below-market prices, eventually mining and selling five million tons of
“bootleg” coal. Nationwide, by the end of 1932, there were 330 self-help
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organizations in thirty-seven states, with more than three hundred thou-
sand members, although as the economy deteriorated further those
organizations, too, collapsed.??

In 1934, 1.5 million workers went on strike, including longshoremen on
the West Coast, 325,000 southern textile workers, and 2,500 Lowell mill
workers. In 1935, the Wagner Act was passed, which established a National
Labor Relations Board and gave employees the right to form and join
unions and engage in collective bargaining and strikes. Then, in 1938,
President Roosevelt signed into law the Fair Labor Standards Act, which
banned oppressive child labor, set the minimum hourly wage at twenty-
five cents and the maximum workweek at forty-four hours (later short-
ened to forty hours under the Fair Labor Standards Amendments of
1966).23

The Wagner Act was challenged by steel corporations, but the Supreme
Court found it to be constitutional on the basis of the federal government’s
right to regulate interstate commerce, which was hurt by strikes. In 1936,
rank-and-file workers developed the idea of a “sit-down” strike, where
they sat down on the job and refused to leave. The sit-down made it harder
for strikebreakers to be moved in, helped keep workers unified, and pro-
vided more pleasant conditions than marching outside. The sit-downs
were especially popular: 477 such protests in 1937 alone.?*

In these grassroots strikes, involving union leadership was often seen as
an afterthought, and local unions were often not aware that a strike was
brewing until one was well under way. As a result, corporations eventually
embraced the Wagner Act as a way of controlling direct labor action. The
National Labor Relations Board and the unions “would channel the work-
ers’ insurrectionary energy into contracts, negotiations, union meetings,
and try to minimize strikes.”?> After the National Labor Relations Act was
passed in 1935, the number of workers and the percentage of the work-
force in unions grew rapidly, from 7 percent of total employment to a high
of almost 35 percent in 1954.26

The labor movement was successful in many ways. For nearly fifty
years, from the beginning of the Great Depression and until the early
1970s, the trend in income distribution in the United States was toward
greater equality. In 1928, the height of the Gilded Age, the top 1 percent of
families in the US income distribution held 23.9 percent of national
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income. By the end of World War II that share had fallen by nearly half, to
12.5 percent, leveling off to around 10 percent by the mid-1950s, where it
remained for nearly twenty-five years.?7

DEVOLVING EMPLOYMENT PRACTICES

Today, many workers benefit from policies fought for by early unions and
their striking workers: the minimum wage, a forty-hour work week, and
even the simple recognition of unions as representing workers. But for
workers in the sharing economy, it’s as though none of these labor battles
were ever fought, much less won. Gig economy workers are often second-
class citizens in the labor world, denied many of the same rights taken for
granted by workers in the mainstream economy. For instance, even though
the right to organize and form a union was established in the 1935
National Labor Relations Act, most sharing economy workers are consid-
ered independent contractors and outside the coverage of the act. As a
result, as of this writing, only drivers in Seattle have been granted the right
to unionize, under a law approved by the Seattle City Council.2®

The lack of union or employee status for Uber drivers has led to an
ironic twist—a lawsuit alleging that Uber’s technology unlawfully coordi-
nates fares and surge-pricing fares as part of a large-scale price-fixing con-
spiracy.?? Much in the same way that early efforts to prevent collective
bargaining hinged on the idea that independent workers couldn’t unite to
secure rights that they were otherwise unable to negotiate on their own,
the lawsuit argues that drivers don’t compete with each other but charge
fees based on the Uber algorithm. As a result, the app may violate anti-
trust law, which prohibits collusive practices such as price-fixing.

Meanwhile, in an effort to prevent further attempts at organizing, Uber
has taken proactive actions in New York, one of its largest markets. In May
2016, Uber entered a partnership with the International Association of
Machinists and Aerospace Workers to develop the Independent Drivers
Guild. As part of the guild, drivers can appeal deactivation decisions and
can have guild officials represent them in their appeals. Yet unlike a tradi-
tional union, guild members do not have access to collective bargaining:
they cannot negotiate fares, benefits, or protections—Uber will continue to

EBSCChost - printed on 2/8/2023 11:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://wmw. ebsco. coniterns-of -use



EBSCOhost -

72 THE PAST AND THE EARLY INDUSTRIAL AGE

make those decisions unilaterally, albeit with more input from drivers. The
preliminary agreement is for five years, but in the meantime, the union will
refrain from trying to unionize drivers, encouraging them to strike, or wag-
ing campaigns to have them recognized as employees. Instead of receiving
benefits, drivers will be given information on where to purchase discounted
legal services, life and disability insurance, and roadside help.3°

Offering information on services, as opposed to offering services, isn’t a
new strategy. Peers, a grassroots organization that aimed to “to grow the
sharing economy” was started in 2013 with the support of twenty-two
partners, including Airbnb, TaskRabbit, Lyft, and several foundations.
While not directly funded by the platforms, donations from “mission-
aligned” independent donors, such as platform executives and investors,
have raised questions.?!

Originally, Peers focused on a petition tool that encouraged members
to “step up and defend the sharing economy,” but in 2014 the organization
switched its focus to helping workers. Toward that end, the organization
launched an “income discovery” tool that could be used by workers to find
platforms that matched their assets, skills, and interests; a review tool for
rating platforms; a discussion forum; and a “support marketplace,” where
workers could access health insurance, accounting businesses, and other
services. But the “support center” was a database of services for sale, some
of which came from other sharing economy platforms, such as auto repair
by YourMechanic, Airbnb listing management by Guesty, and insurance
from the Freelancers’ Union. And the “income discovery tool” featured ads
from companies seeking more workers for their apps.3?

In its heyday, Peers reportedly had more than 250,000 members, iden-
tifying itself as “the world’s largest independent sharing economy com-
munity” and positioning the tools as a way to “support workers by making
the sharing economy a better work opportunity.”3? But by the end of 2016,
the organization appeared defunct: its Twitter account hadn’t posted a
tweet since March 2016, and its Facebook feed had been static since
September 2016. At the end of 2017, the website was no longer available.

Peers isn’'t the only site that has been thought to be in the pocket of
sharing economy services. Some have suggested that UberPeople.net, the
discussion forum for drivers, is a lurking ground for Uber executives or at
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least monitored by Uber staff. Discussion threads have even been created
to “expose Uber employees.”>*

Most sharing economy services are a far cry from company towns
where workers were paid in script and housed in units owned by the com-
pany. One notable exception to this was CrowdFlower, a online platform
that allowed for data cleaning and was similar to Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk. Although Mechanical Turk has been criticized for paying low wages,
sometimes CrowdFlower didn’t even pay workers, instead giving them
points for various online reward programs and videogame credits.3?

While company towns were most common in the United States in the
late 1800s, Uber’s recruiting playbook reaches back much farther. In 2013,
Uber offered a partnership with Santander Bank that promised auto loans
with a “low weekly payment” that would be “automatically deducted” from
drivers’ Uber earnings. In a promotional video released by Uber, the
Preferred Financing Program sounds suspiciously like subprime lending,
with the voice-over noting, “If you've been turned down for a loan before,
even if you have bad credit or no credit at all, we can help you get behind
the wheel in a week.” As explained by Uber’s CEO, Travis Kalanick, the
loan program, with payments deducted directly from Uber earnings,
meant drivers “have to [keep] working with us a certain amount.” But
being bound by debt to an employer is essentially indentured servitude, a
practice that declined with the American Revolution and was outlawed in
1917.%6

Uber’s program was halted in mid-2015 but then resurfaced later that
year through Xchange Leasing, LLC. The Xchange leases offered unlim-
ited mileage and regular maintenance, such as oil changes, tire rotations,
and air filter replacement. Verge reports that when the lease ended, either
through early termination or at the end of a three-year term, the driver
owed a final $250. Leases with Xchange did not help build credit, but an
early termination also didn’t damage a driver’s credit score. Yet the rates
were high, and drivers who kept a car for the three-year term would pay
thousands of dollars above the standard purchase price.? In an article
written for Bloomberg, Eric Newcomer and Olivia Zaleski discussed one
driver who leased a 2016 Chevy Cruze, “If he keeps the lease to the end
of its term, he'd end up paying Uber about $31,200. To buy the car, he'd

EBSCChost - printed on 2/8/2023 11:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://wmw. ebsco. coniterns-of -use



EBSCOhost -

T4 THE PAST AND THE EARLY INDUSTRIAL AGE

need to pay Uber another $6,000 to cover the car’s residual value. The fair
purchase price of the car, according to Kelley Blue Book, is $16,419.”38

Uber executives expected to lose roughly five hundred dollars per car, a
small price for increasing the number of drivers on the platform. But in
August 2017, just two years later, Uber executives learned that the actual
losses were almost eighteen times higher: around nine thousand dollars, or
half the price of a new vehicle. According to the Wall Street Journal: “By
charging high-lease fees in exchange for the risk, many drivers worked
longer hours and returned the vehicles in poor shape, damaging their resale
value, people familiar with the matter have said.”®® Additionally, Uber found
that established dealers were pushing drivers into leasing more expensive
vehicles, lowering their likelihood of turning a profit. As of this writing, it
was uncertain if Uber would pursue additional lease opportunities.

Just like the workers in company towns, where the loss of one’s job
could also result in the loss of one’s home and the social safety net was
nonexistent, today’s sharing economy workers are on their own in many
ways. Workers pay for their transportation between gigs and while on
tasks or rides; they (or taxpayers, through Medicaid) provide their own
health insurance; they must calculate and pay payroll taxes such as Social
Security/Medicare; and they must personally finance any time off (owing
to illness, vacation, or a lack of work). Workers are also financially respon-
sible for any workplace injuries, a topic discussed more fully in the follow-
ing chapter. While workers can utilize online discussion boards to chat
about their experiences, they remain much more isolated than other low-
income workers, such as Caribbean nannies.*°

It’s hard to imagine the National Guard being called on striking Uber
drivers or to imagine TaskRabbit workers unionizing. But most worker
strikes generally revolved around several broad issues—pay cuts, work
hours, and “workplace arbitrariness,” such as policy changes and sudden
firings—issues that remain particularly salient in today’s sharing economy.
Much like miners and mill workers, gig economy workers experience con-
siderable pay cuts. Both the erratic hours, where work today doesn’t mean
work tomorrow, and worker income often seem to be based on the whims
and desires of the platforms as much as a worker’s effort.

In the United States alone, Uber changed driver payment rates in six-
teen cities in January 2014, forty-eight cities in January 2015, and one
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Table 2 UberX Rates in New York City, 2014 to 2018

June 2014 December 2015 January 2016 April 2018
Base fare $6.00 $3.00 $2.55 $2.55
Per mile $3.00 $2.15 $1.75 $1.75
Per minute $0.70 $0.40 $0.35 $0.35
Minimum $12.00 $8.00 $7.00 $8.00

fare

SOURCES: 2014 rates are from Uberdriverdiaries.com, 2015 and 2016 rates are from the New
York Post, 2018 rates are from Uberestimate.com.

hundred cities in January 2016. Not counting the changes in guarantees
and bonuses or weekly promotional rates (such as $2.75 uberPOOL rides
between Manhattan and Brooklyn), the company reduced rates in New
York in July 2014 by 20 percent and in January 2016 by 15 percent.
Although in many cities Uber partially subsidized the cuts by temporarily
reducing the commissions it collected from drivers, that wasn’t the case in
New York in July 2014, when Uber continued to collect 20 percent of the
reduced fares. While drivers who utilize both platforms often view Lyft
more favorably, Lyft has also cut rates—reducing fares nationwide in April
2014 by as much as 30 percent.*!

Table 2 shows how some New York City uberX rates have changed.
Within four years, uberX drivers saw their per-minute rate cut in half, their
mile rate reduced by 42 percent, and their base fare slashed by a whopping
58 percent. The minimum price for a ride decreased by about a third.

In addition to reducing rates, both services have also changed their
commissions. When Lyft reduced rates in 2014, it “temporarily eliminated
its 20% commission ‘to provide our growing driver community with peace
of mind’ during the price drop.” In 2014, Uber temporarily decreased its
commission from 20 percent to 5 percent, before returning it to 20 per-
cent in April. Then in September 2014, Uber increased its uberX commis-
sion to 25 percent, up from 20 percent for new drivers in select markets,
and quickly expanded to additional cities. However, the commission
doesn’t include platform booking fees, which range from $1.40 to $2.15,
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or more, depending on market. The rate drops, commission hikes, and
booking fees have led the Rideshare Guy website to point out that in some
markets, on short trips that are charged a minimum fare, platforms take
more than 40 percent of the price of ride.*?

Adding insult to injury, in May 2017 the Wall Street Journal revealed
that Uber had been mistakenly underpaying New York City drivers for
more than two years by charging the platform’s 25 percent commission
before deducting sales tax and Black Car Fund fees. The company planned
to refund the overage, with interest, which it estimated would result in a
payment of roughly nine hundred dollars per driver, although at least one
driver expected to receive over seven thousand dollars.*3

Uber has also experimented with paying some drivers on a tiered com-
mission system. In 2015, in San Francisco and San Diego, Uber increased
its commission to 30 percent. The program, described as a pilot, involved
new drivers paying a 30 percent commission on their first twenty rides in
a week, 25 percent on their next twenty rides, and then 20 percent on any
rides beyond that; the San Diego version ran on tiers of fifteen rides.
Uber’s commission for its premium products, like black cars and SUVs,
ranges from 25 percent to 28 percent.

As Forbes writer Ellen Huet explained, an increase in rates could be
used to increase company coffers: “Uber’s CFO Brent Callinicos appar-
ently said that the company saw raising commissions as a valid way to
earn more and bolster its valuation, said Fortress Investment Group presi-
dent Michael Novogratz in a panel on Sunday. He said that Callinicos had
described this dynamic to him when Uber was raising money this winter.
When Novogratz asked Callinicos why Uber would risk upsetting drivers
by raising rates 5%, he said Callinicos didn’t hesitate and said, ‘Because we
can.”** As reported in The Guardian, while some have raised questions
about Uber’s future, given worker discontent, the Uber chief product
officer, Jeff Holden, reportedly explained, “We're just going to replace
them all with robots.”*?

Generally, pay cuts are used when a company is struggling to stay
afloat; or in the case of a pay cut for just one person or portion of the
workforce, it’s an effort to convince someone to quit. But many of these
sharing economy services are fairly well funded. According to Crunchbase,
a crowd-sourced database to track start-ups, TaskRabbit had, by August
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2015, received $37.68 million in six rounds of investments from thirteen
investors, before being bought by Ikea in 2017. In August 2017, the New
York Times reported that Uber had a valuation of more than $68 billion;
and by February 2018, the platform had received $21.1 billion in twenty-
one rounds from ninety-three investors.*6

Outside of the sharing economy, many companies, rather than sud-
denly reducing pay, rely on layoffs, which is hardly an improvement. But
for gig economy workers who have been told that they can determine their
own pay, a sudden pay cut—especially when it’s marketed as being for
their own good—can feel like the proverbial slap in the face.

For instance, when Uber dropped uberX rates in New York City by 15
percent in January 2016, the company issued a statement on its website
explaining that the price cut had made Uber more affordable for passen-
gers in the five boroughs: “Drivers will feel the benefits of lower prices
too—because when demand increases there’s less idle time between trips,
and that means more time with a rider in the car. . . . This means higher
hourly earnings for drivers. For example when we cut prices in July 2014,
the average idle time fell by 42% and average hourly partner earnings
increased by 33%.”7

Drivers were split on the rate changes for Uber. For instance, Gerald, a
fifty-nine-year-old African American man who began driving for Uber in
2012, saw an immediate drop in his income: “When they reduced that fare
back in July by 20 percent—and this is the thing I'm getting with clients as
well, ‘Oh, the fare has improved, the tip is included. I say, 'No, it’s not, not
anymore. If you do the math, when they reduced the fare back in July by
20 percent, where do you think that 20 percent came from? Out of their
pocket?”

An additional income cut may have resulted from the public perception
that the tip was included. CNET reporter Dara Kerr suggests that the con-
fusion comes from Uber’s app registration process. When passengers set
up a new Uber account, theyre asked what percentage of “gratuity for
Taxi” they’d like to include with every ride. The drop-down menu includes
options ranging from nothing up to 30 percent. “Many people likely
believe this choice applies to all rides they take with Uber, but a reading of
the fine print says it’s only for the company’s UberTaxi service. . . . [S]erv-
ice is only available in a few cities, like New York and San Francisco.”*®
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The idea that Uber is taking money out of the pockets of drivers was
also repeated in an explosive exchange, captured on video in 2017, between
Uber’s then CEO Travis Kalanick and his UberBLACK driver, Fawzi
Kamel. In the video, Kamel confronts Kalanick, noting, “You're raising the
standards, and you're dropping the prices. . .. I lost ninety-seven thou-
sand dollars because of you. I'm bankrupt because of you. Yes, yes, yes. You
keep changing every day. You keep changing every day.”

In the video, Kalanick argues that rates were not dropped on
UberBLACK, but on services such as uberX as a way to compete with Lyft,
before going on to lose his temper and blame the driver for his own finan-
cial woes: “Some people don’t like to take responsibility for their own shit.
They blame everything in their life on somebody else. Good luck!”

Bloomberg notes that in San Francisco between 2012 and 2017, the per-
mile rate for UberBLACK (the premium version of Uber) dropped by 23.5
percent, and the per-minute rate was cut by 48 percent. Drivers such as
Kamel, who had purchased expensive luxury cars, banking on the higher
rates, found themselves being paid less even as they faced more competi-
tion from other drivers.*?

For some, it’s not the fare decrease that has caused them financial
problems—it’s the policy changes or policies that were not clearly com-
municated up front. Bryan, a forty-three-year-old married father of four
and a former handyman and welder, started driving for Uber in New
Jersey thinking that it would serve as a flexible second job and a way to
make additional money. When he lost his full-time job, he moved his
registration to New York so that he could drive in the city and make more
money. He hoped that driving for UberBLACK and another luxury car
service would eventually land him a job doing something else; he doesn’t
expect to keep driving for Uber.

When we spoke, Bryan was receiving emails from Uber advising that he
needed to accept more jobs or risk being deactivated. Even though he has
a luxury SUV and should be able to command the higher UberBLACK
rates, Uber also wants him to take the cut-rate uberX jobs.

I didn’t know that you would have to take uberX jobs, so I didn’t think if you

sign up with them, and if you refuse a certain amount of jobs, they could end
their relationship with you. . .. They are so greedy. You know if you book a

EBSCChost - printed on 2/8/2023 11:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://wmw. ebsco. coniterns-of -use



THE PAST AND THE EARLY INDUSTRIAL AGE 79

flight in American Airlines and you get upgraded to first class, the airline is
paying for that. If you send an UberBLACK to do an uberX job because
there is no other car around, and you want to do the same prices, the driver
is paying for that.

Bryan thought he was going to be free to make decisions about who he
would pick up, like a true “driver-partner” (what Uber calls its drivers).
“But then it’s like, if you don’t like it, too bad, you can leave.” he said. “You
can’t tell people that after they have made that investment.”

Likewise, the TaskRabbit service pivot in 2014, when the company
switched from operating as a bidding marketplace to functioning as more
of a temp agency, similarly caused problems for Taskers. Sarah, twenty-
nine, the Tasker profiled in the opening chapter, explained, “There were
people complaining and in tears because they were like, ‘T don’t have any
income now. I was your top TaskRabbit and you are treating me like shit,
and [it] kind of felt like a betrayal.”

The pivot also introduced strict requirements in terms of response
rates and task acceptance. “You know,” said Sarah, “they have these per-
formance metrics, which is not a very good way to measure. You have to
accept 85 percent of what’s given to you. The way that the metrics work is
a thirty-day kind of thing, so sometimes it just doesn’t add up—and you
don’t know what you are going to get or when you are going to get it.” As a
result, Taskers who don’t accept several tasks within a relatively short
period may find themselves flagged. Sarah explains, “They pause your
account, and you have to take some kind of test to say, ‘Yeah, I understand
the guidelines, And they kind of talk to you like you are an eighteen-year-
old. It’s kind of insulting. And they say if this keeps happening then you
can be taken off”

The pivot wasn’t the only change. In the summer of 2015, TaskRabbit
increased its service fee to 30 percent, from 20 percent, and tacked on
an additional 5 percent trust-and-safety fee to be paid by the consumer.
Taskers were told that the rate change was intended to incentivize them
to grow their business and focus on promoting themselves more.
But some suggested that the rate increase was TaskRabbit’s response
to people trying to go off the platform. Natasha, twenty-eight, put it
this way:
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It’s pretty awful. The funny thing is that was exactly at the point when I was
trying to be good and diligent about staying within the app. And then they
raised the rate, which I think: why not just do 25 percent and gradually raise
it? But to just jump to 30 percent for [an] incentive to keep people coming
back, that’s a terrible idea, because almost all of my tasks are people who are
first-time clients of mine. It’s very rare that people rebook. And if they do
rebook . .. For me it’s difficult because consistency in my schedule is not
really there. I mean, I usually schedule myself whenever I feel like working,
and so if someone wants someone every third Sunday, I'm not going to be
available every single month, every third Sunday. I travel. I do other things.
So I'lost my job. I lose my opportunity for 15 percent, which is stupid because
15 percent is still my money.

As with many TaskRabbit changes, the new pay structure was commu-
nicated to workers through email, but a few highly productive Taskers
received personal phone calls. That didn't make the news any easier.
Richard, fifty, a former finance professional, was one of the few Taskers to
get such a call. Flattered that they considered him to be one of their top
Taskers, he listened to the representative’s “dog and pony show” explana-
tion for the increased commission rate.

I said, “I'm professional.” I listened first. [They said,] “Advertising: you're
going to see it’s going to help you in the community. But your repeat clients’
rate is only 15 percent. Did you know that?” I let them finish. Then I said,
“Look I've been doing this three months, I can guess-timate that my repeat
business is probably around 3 or 4 percent. It doesn’t equate. . . ” I said, “You
can do what you want because it’s a company, but you asked me how I feel so
I'm telling you. You just gave yourself a 50 percent increase.” She said, “ Fifty
percent?” I said, “Yes.” She should have done the math already. If you're going
from 20 percent to 30 percent, you're giving yourself a 50 percent increase.
And I'm pretty good with math, so I was sure of that. So I explained. ... I
said, “If T earned a hundred dollars, I was making eighty dollars; now I'm
making seventy dollars. And I'm one of your best, and you're telling me this.
So now let’s pretend this is not virtual, and you’re coming to the office. And
you've got a hundred Taskers sitting at desks, and you will say, ‘Richard, I'm
sorry but we're cutting your pay. Youre our best, but were cutting you.” I
said, “It doesn’t make me happy.” I said, “You want to know; that’s how I feel”

Why not just leave? In Richard’s example above, a worker who suddenly
has his pay cut might think that the boss was trying to force him to quit. In
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some cases, workers stay with the sharing economy because of a lack of
employment alternatives, whether attributable to the stigma of long-term
unemployment, middle age, a lack of experience, or the need for a flexible
work schedule. In other cases, workers have invested a good deal of time,
effort, or resources (ranging from an Uber-approved car to extra sheets for
an Airbnb rental) that increase the opportunity cost of starting over.
Finally, in many jobs, even if people aren’t getting regular raises—or if,
owing to inflation, theyre actually making less each year—most people
don’t quit. Why would gig economy workers be any different?

A second issue previously addressed by early labor reformers is the
issue of work hours. Although the sharing economy markets itself to work-
ers as offering a chance to set their own hours, the reality is often much
more nuanced. Uber drivers can set their own schedules—but the monthly
income guarantees generally require that they accept a certain percentage
of rides (90 percent), and often, that they drive during certain hours or for
a certain number of hours per week. As of April 2016, Uber’s six-thou-
sand-dollar-a-month guarantee in New York City applied only to a driver’s
first month, and, according to the website, it further required that the
driver do the following:

+ Be online for at least 50 hours, 15 hours of the 50 hours falling within
the peak hours [Monday-Friday 6 a.m.-9 a.m., 9 p.m.-12 a.m.; Saturday
12 a.m.-1 a.m., 10 p.m.-12 a.m.; Sunday 12 a.m.-3 a.m., 10 a.m.-3 p.m. ]

+ Complete at least 1.3 trips per hour

+ Accept at least 90% of trip requests dispatched, including uberPOOL
requests

With those requirements, driving begins to seem less independent and
more like a regular job, but one without any of the usual protections or
perks—especially since the guaranteed income is only for the first month.
By January 2018, even the monthly guarantee was gone, replaced by an
eight-hundred-dollar credit toward vehicle expenses for new drivers. For
other sharing economy workers, there’s less focus on working a specific
number of hours, but workers are often expected to be on call. Freelance
chefs working with Kitchensurfing have just twenty-four hours to respond
to potential work. Airbnb hosts have more time, but those who don’t
respond quickly enough can find their accounts temporarily deactivated.
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Gabriele, twenty-seven, rents out her apartment when she and her son
go out of town for a weekend. Originally, she left her listing up all the time,
but her low-cost rental was popular and she received an influx of emails
that she described as “really, really annoying.” She said, “Sometimes I can’t
make it to answer in time, and then Airbnb blocks my access. They do it if
you don’t answer within, I think, one or two days. They have this specific—
I think it’s even hours, forty hours or something, then they block. People
can’t see your apartment anymore. . . . Until you go in and unblock and
answer all the emails.” As a result, Gabriele opens her listing only when
she plans to go out of town or when she really needs the money.

For TaskRabbit, the response requirements are even more arduous. As
noted previously, the 2015 policy changes included a requirement for a
thirty-minute response time. As TaskRabbit’s website explains it, “Taskers
are available to respond to task assignments between 8 a.m.-8 p.m. local
time.” The same page is quick to note that Taskers can “go off duty at any
time.” But there are consequences: “By doing this, they are not available
for direct hire on the platform and will not show in search results.”

For Taskers who are known entities, former clients can reach out to
them directly to request work. But for most Taskers, showing up in the
algorithm research results is key to getting work. At the same time, work-
ers who don’t respond to a request within thirty minutes lose that specific
task invitation and may fall below TaskRabbit’s 85 percent task-accept-
ance requirement, risking deactivation. Christina, thirty, explained,

[My percentages] were pretty high, but then there was one task—you were
supposed to accept the task within thirty minutes. So there was one task
that I saw, and I still had time to respond, but then, all of a sudden, that task
was no longer available to me. I don’'t know why that happened. So,
[TaskRabbit] took that and said that I had not accepted one task. I called
them, trying to explain to them what happened, and they’re really bad. Like,
they barely listened: they did not try to understand what I was trying to say.
They were like, “Well, we see that it took you more than thirty minutes to
respond.” I was like, “Okay, but I was on my phone, and I saw how much
time went by, so that’s not true.” And they were like, “Oh, okay, we'll just
send you a form that you can fill out, and then someone will get back to you.”
So I filled out the form explaining what happened. Nobody got back to me.
And the percentage still looks bad because of that one task. . . . And it’s ridic-
ulous, ‘cause I think half an hour is not enough time for anybody. Because if
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you work, you might be at lunch, or you might be in a meeting, or you might
be underground. I don’t understand why it’s only thirty minutes.

Just like the Airbnb host Gabriele, Christina has decided to temporarily
remove herself from the platform until she needs it for work: “I also
haven’t made myself available, ‘cause I've been busy with other things on
the weekends and evenings the past couple weeks. After that happened,
that one task happened, I just changed my availability for the past few
weeks, ‘cause I didn’t want that to happen again.”

The response requirement applies even when workers are occupied
with an active task or traveling on the subway, where there is often limited
cell phone reception. This puts workers in a difficult situation. They can
either be on call for as many as eighty-four hours a week (8 a.m. to 8 p.m.,
seven days a week) or not get any work. Although sending a quick text
message or email response to a work request is something that white-
collar workers do regularly, even the strictest of bosses generally allows at
least an hour for a reply, and taking a few hours to respond is unlikely to
cost someone her job. Numerous Taskers mentioned that the thirty-
minute deadline adds an increased level of stress. Donald, fifty, said, “[It’s]
nerve-wracking at times, because you can’t always constantly be thinking
about TaskRabbit. You know, thirty minutes, I think, is a decent amount
of time, because usually, I almost always have my cell phone on. But say
I'm cleaning the bathroom in my apartment. I may not realize that thirty
minutes have gone by. You can make yourself unavailable, but [then]
youre not getting any business. So it’s sort of a double-edged sword.”
Likewise, Jasmine, twenty-three, observed, “I think it’s silly. I think it’s
unnecessary. Because sometimes I'm like, ‘Do I want to do this?’ Or some-
times I just don’t see it on my phone. It’s like they assume everybody’s
glued to their phone, or if your schedule says you're available, that you
need to respond immediately.”

A white-collar worker facing the need to respond to emails promptly is
generally paid a higher salary to compensate for such time infringement.
TaskRabbits have to put in unpaid time if they want to be paid at all.
Eighty-four hours a week of being mentally “on call” is more than double
the standard work week, and there is no overtime pay. Michael, forty-nine,
explained,
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If you add the time that I'm sitting there looking for tasks, then who knows
how long. . .. It might be three hours for every hour that I'm billing, but I
don’t know that I can really count . .. I mean, I'm sitting there looking for
tasks while I'm doing a crossword puzzle or having lunch or whatever.
Unless I'm misunderstanding the whole thing, one of the biggest problems
with the app is: in order to see tasks that are available, you have to hit the
refresh button, and it’s not self-refreshing. . . . Unless I'm missing some set-
ting that will allow me to enjoy my life, you have to keep clicking. ... So I
spend a lot of time going like this: “click” crossword, crossword, crossword,
“click,” crossword, crossword, crossword, “click.”

The thirty-minute response requirement is only for TaskRabbits—
clients are not held to the same requirement. This is especially problematic
for Strugglers who need to schedule tasks around odd jobs, or who rely on
the service for living expenses and can’t afford to hold space in their sched-
ule for work that may not materialize. Rebecca, thirty-four, told me,

So, I'm quick. My average [response rate] is three minutes. But basically, if
you don’t respond within thirty minutes, theyre pissed. I don’t know what
they do to your stuff, but it drops. But you don’t have to accept. Here’s the
thing: I will respond with a chat right away. Rarely do I just accept. I always
want to ask first, “Exactly what time do you need me?” There’s always some-
thing I need to ask before I accept it, and I'll write that. I'll be very quick
with my response—three minutes, two, one. And then I don’t hear back
from the client for a really long time. And I'm like, “I really need to put this
in my schedule. I'm not just floating around waiting at your beck and call. I
have things to do. This is marginal. This is not my life. You are not my life.
Let’s just figure this shit out so I can put you in your two- or three-hour
block.” But no, they don’t just get back to you.

Rebecca’s solution so far has been to implement a personal policy in
which she allows clients a three- to four-hour window to respond to her. If
she doesn’t hear back by then, she calls TaskRabbit. “I'm like, ‘Hey, this
isn’t right, you know. I had to respond right away. How come theyre not
obligated to? Just cancel it because I don’t want to do it anymore.”

Further complicating this on-duty versus off-duty calculus is that the
algorithm is particularly opaque. Workers know what will remove them
from the search results, but they don’t know what makes them appear. As

aresult, it may take several days of full availability before a Tasker becomes
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visible in the search results. Once their profile becomes visible, work may
arrive in spurts. Natasha, twenty-eight, said,

Ever since I got the elite status, it has helped in a way. But I think their algo-
rithms are really unfair, because if you decline maybe two or three tasks,
they will deny you the opportunity to get more tasks. For example, if my
TaskRabbit app is off for a few days, when I come back I won’t get jobs for
two or three days. Unless I start doing the available tasks, and if I start
becoming active again, for whatever reason the algorithms pick up that I'm
active. And then it starts swarming me with jobs, so I'm just really over-
whelmed. And I'm afraid to say no to some stuff, because if I do, in a way
they penalize you.

Similarly, Rebecca, thirty-four, observed,

I hate to say it, but sometimes this new way, it can be a little bit easier, but I
hate that you can’t be picky. I hate that about it. I hate that I turn on the
thing, and it’s like, “Am I going to get hired to do something fun, like an
event, or fold underwear and move heavy boxes? I hate . . . that it feels like,
once you've been hired, even though you can chat and ask questions before
you accept, if you don’t accept you kind of get penalized a little bit. Not
hugely—it’s not like you've accepted and forfeited. But if you decline after
you've been picked up, your rating or whatever goes down, and then you’re
not featured as much. And then you’re not chosen as much. It messes with
the algorithm or whatever, and people aren’t seeing you unless you accept
every single thing that’s thrown at you. And I don’t like that. I mean in times
of desperation, when you're like, “Shit, I've just got to work every day and
make money,” it does work in your favor. Because you pretty much turn it on
and you're going to get hired to do something. But it’s just like . . . it would
be nice if on the phone, I could just be like, “I'm available tomorrow, but only
to do this particular thing. I really don’t want to do packing and shipping
tomorrow.” But you can’t. It’s either all on or all off.

Some workers simply mark themselves as “off duty,” but doing so for too
long can be problematic. Taskers are expected to remain active on the
platform—if they go too long without doing a task, they can be deactivated
or “removed from the community,” as happened to Will, a thirty-eight-
year-old actor.

It’s the most ridiculous thing ever. So I had been working for two years on
and off, and I didn’t hear anything about . . . I got a random email saying, “If
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you don’t book a task within the next thirty days, were going to deactivate
you.” I called them and I said, “I'm an actor. I haven’t turned my app on
because I'm on tour and I'm in Austin, Texas, and I can’treally . . .” And then
the lady was like, “Oh, well, we're in Austin, Texas.” And I'm like, “No, I'm
acting. Like, dude, . . . I have a tour. I have two shows today, and then I want
to sleep and eat at some point. So I'm not going to put together someone’s
Ikea furniture when I have no way to . . . No. Just telling you that I'm going
to be away. I'm not going to be back until January.” And she said, “Oh, yeah,
okay, not a problem.”

And then sure enough, I come back in January, and I think nothing
about TaskRabbit—because it’s great when you don’t have to think about
it—and I'm deactivated. And I called them and [a customer service rep]
says, “Oh yeah, it’s not a problem. We see that you've been a TaskRabbit, but
you've been deactivated. So in order for you to become a member, you have
to go to this community training program.” I said, “Excuse me?” And she
said, “Well, you know, you've been away from TaskRabbit, so you need to,
you need to,” what’s the word that she used? It was some horrible corporate-
like PR term that was really insulting. Rehabilitate’s not it . . . Reorientation.

Will argued repeatedly with the customer service representative before
eventually asking to be transferred to someone else.

I was like, “Listen, man, I'm happy to work for you guys. I like working for
you guys. I like helping customers. I like spreading the good word of
TaskRabbit, as it were. I just flat-out refuse to go to a second meeting for two
hours where you're not gonna pay me and youre not even gonna tell me
something good out of it. The nature of my business as an actor is that 'm
gone for a spate of time. And I was told when I became a TaskRabbit that
that’s exactly the kind of person you cater to. Why is this happening now?”
And he said, “No, you know what? You're right. Don’t worry about it. We'll
make you reactivated. Just, you know, if you decide that you wanna go on
tour or anything, or you book another job, just let us know.” I said, “Well, as
a point of fact, I did ...” So, I don’t know. We'll see. I mean, I leave on
Monday to go do another job upstate, to go do a show.

Even though TaskRabbit markets itself as offering flexibility—“Taskers
set their own hourly rates for work, set their own schedules, and deter-
mine their own work areas”—there’s apparently a limit to how much flex-
ibility workers are allowed to have. The limit also applies to workers who
aren’t hired for a period of time, even through no fault of their own. For
example, Sarah, twenty-nine, explained, “I haven’t had any jobs in two
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months, over two months. And if you are not working for three months
and they just deactivate you. . . . I've told them, ‘When you guys said I am
not active, [it’s actually that] I am not getting any jobs. Because I have my
availability on for two weeks straight” And they were not very helpful.
They were just like, ‘Oh well, you know, update your schedule.”

Finally, the issue of time away from work is not limited just to time off
the clock but also applies to the opportunity to take breaks during the
work itself. Most full-time workers, or nonminimum-wage workers, don’t
think twice about taking a bathroom, cigarette, or even lunch break dur-
ing their workday. But sharing economy workers, in a throwback to the
nineteenth and early twentieth century, don’t always have the same
flexibility.

As late as 1890, many stores had at best a single hard bench for workers
to sit on during breaks—assuming they even had breaks. Most shopgirls
ate their lunches standing up, and many of the best stores had no employee
bathrooms: “Workers were encouraged to take care of personal mainte-
nance matters before leaving home in the morning; it was ‘their business.”
Mary Gay Humphreys, a reformer and journalist who focused on the
plight of working girls, “regularly escorted small parades of girls to her
apartment house to ‘use facilities.”*©

Sharing economy workers, too, are encouraged to address personal
maintenance outside of work obligations. Kitchensurfing chefs were
required to wash their hands when they arrived at a client’s home, and
were cautioned against using the bathroom until after they'd cooked, in
order to maintain a hygienic image. Damla, thirty-eight, a Kitchensurfing
marketplace chef who occasionally worked as part of the Kitchensurfing
Tonight program, explained that Kitchensurfing staff suggested that chefs
“just try to not use the bathroom. Because they’re only there, I think, a half
hour at a time. So it’s possible to not go for a half hour.”

It’s true that Kitchensurfing Tonight chefs are in a client’s home for
only thirty minutes. But a full shift is four hours, which includes cooking
for up to four clients and half an hour for commuting between each gig.
Chefs who are unable to hold their urine for a four-hour shift often turn to
coffee shops or ask favors of staff in the buildings where they cook. For
instance, Francesco, twenty-nine, tried to befriend building doormen,
turning them into modern bathroom benefactors. Even so, the tight time
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frame for Kitchensurfing Tonight gigs sometimes leaves workers with few
options.

“The worst part is a couple of times when I've had to pee between book-
ings, and it has been a mess because I do stick by the policy,” Joe, twenty-
six, explained. “So I have to sort of find some place that’s open. Or if it’s
night, I'll just pee in an alley, if it’s available, because I can, and it’s there,
and nobody [notices]—especially in downtown. In midtown, obviously,
that’s impossible, because there’s just too many people. So sometimes it’s
a little exciting running around trying to find a place to pee.” Joe could ask
to use the bathroom after cooking, but he’s reluctant to do so and risk los-
ing the opportunity for a tip. “There’s always a possibility that they might
tip me; it does happen occasionally,” he explained. “And I always worry
that if T use the bathroom at that last minute, then [T've lost] the opportu-
nity that they might have taken to tip me.”

As with many aspects of the sharing economy, one’s bathroom difficul-
ties (or lack thereof) are often correlated with status. Airbnb hosts don’t
tend to have bathroom issues, even when theyre sharing with a guest:
“Usually, I just talk to the guest and tell them that [my girlfriend ] needs
to leave early and will be using the bathroom at blank time, and it’s not an
issue,” said Daniel, thirty-one, an Airbnb host. Other workers, who often
find themselves on the go—such as TaskRabbits and Uber drivers—tend
to have makeshift bathroom arrangements, spending a portion of their
day scouting out new bathroom locations. Sarah, twenty-nine, a
TaskRabbit, told me about her strategies: “Well, any Starbucks. But also
you learn how to get to the bathrooms in the hotels like the Waldorf and
the Plaza. And the Waldorf has—you have your own vanity inside the
stalls, and it’s kind of ridiculous.” Larry, fifty-four, an Uber/Lyft driver,
explained, “T have an app on my phone, a McDonald’s app. A lot of them
are open twenty-four hours, and they’re pretty reliable. Because a lot of
places, like Dunkin Donuts, they don’t even have bathrooms. A lot of res-
taurants, fast food joints, they don’t all have bathrooms. But McDonalds
is probably the most reliable.”

One strategy mentioned by several workers was to maintain a member-
ship to a gym with multiple locations. But Donald, the deactivated Tasker
introduced in the opening vignette, suggested that using a gym bathroom
might be one of the reasons why he was removed from TaskRabbit:
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One day I had to do twelve deliveries, starting downtown and going all the
way up [to the Upper West Side]. . . . I stopped at New York Sports Club to
go to the bathroom. They may know I did that. They may say, “Well, why did
you stop at the gym?” And T'll say, “I went to the bathroom.” But yeah, I
could see that. . . . You could go into Starbucks. but you could be waiting on
line in Starbucks for ten minutes to go pee. So I'm not sure if the bathroom
counts as part of your job if you're in the middle of doing it. I didn’t really get
to that point.

Bathroom breaks are not just a matter of convenience and hygiene. Not
relieving one’s bladder when needed can lead to health issues, to say noth-
ing of a feeling of extreme discomfort. But just as sharing economy work-
ers are on their own for health care, payroll taxes, transportation between
gigs, and sick/vacation leave, they’re also financially responsible for any
workplace injuries.

As noted in this chapter, American workers have a history of fighting for
better pay, shorter hours, and improved workplace conditions. But the
1935 Wagner Act—which established the National Labor Relations Board
and gave employees the right to form and join unions and engage in col-
lective bargaining—and the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act and subse-
quent amendments in 1966 have long been hailed as having changed the
world of work for the better. Yet, for all of these improvements, just eighty
years later, sharing economy workers—classified as independent contrac-
tors—find themselves without any of these protections. And yet, this is
only the start of the workplace troubles that gig economy workers often
experience. Like their colleagues in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nine-
teenth centuries, sharing economy workers may also encounter unsafe
workplaces and on-the-job injuries for which they have no recourse.
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Emma, twenty-six, is so petite—barely a hundred pounds—that she brings
to mind thoughts of Tinker Bell. So when this college graduate tells me that
she’s done a number of moving and other manual labor jobs as a TaskRabbit,
I assume I've heard her incorrectly. Then she starts talking about pain.

“I've actually had back issues; I'm not kidding,” she says, catching the
look of surprise on my face. “Yeah, I've had back issues for a while; the first
time I did it, I had back issues, and more recently I did again, a couple of
weeks ago. And I go to the doctor, and they'’re like, ‘Is there anything dif-
ferent that youre doing?” And I was like, ‘Yeah, I'm cleaning people’s
houses, And they're like, ‘Yes, that’s probably it.”

As an hourly contract worker who relies on positive reviews, Emma has
to be careful about how she asks for breaks. Although retail workers may
be able slow down at times under the assumption that a boss can observe
only so many workers at a time, a TaskRabbit who does cleaning tasks is
often the only worker on-site and may find herself under the watchful eye
of a client. “There’s been a few times where I've had to hint to the clients—
like, ‘Oh man, my back really hurts,” she says. “I've actually said these
things, and they just don’t know what I'm trying to say here. They’re just
like, ‘Oh, well, you're doing a great job.”

90
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TaskRabbit offers workers less anonymity than a traditional cleaning or
moving service might. A disgruntled client of Merry Maids may post a
negative review on Yelp, but that review will be listed under the name of a
corporation, not an individual. Potential clients may assume that they’ll
get a different cleaner. But with TaskRabbit, Emma is hired directly. The
reviews are about her work and personal attitude. As a result, she has to
be careful about how she presents issues like discomfort on the job. “[ I
say, ] ‘Hey, I'm really in pain, but kind of in a friendly way. You know, kind
of hinting, ‘Hey, I need a break. I can use some water,” she said. “But noth-
ing. It really depends on the client. Sometimes they’ve been great.
Sometimes they’'ve offered me tea or water or whatever. They never have
offered [to let] me to sit down. Sometimes it’s not a big deal. But with
cleaning, it can be really exhausting, especially if youre doing this day
after day, back-to-back.”

It’s not unusual for workers, especially housecleaners, to work without
consuming food during their work hours. In Nickel and Dimed: On (Not)
Getting by in America, Barbara Ehrenreich details not being allowed to
eat, drink, or even chew gum while cleaning a house. In a month of work-
ing, only one cleaning client, noticing that she was sweating, offered her a
glass of water, which she gratefully accepted, “flouting the rule against the
ingestion of anything while inside a house.”

In detailing her month spent as a cleaner for a national cleaning chain,
Ehrenreich describes the experience of her colleagues as a “world of pain—
managed by Excedrin and Advil, compensated for with cigarettes and, in
one or two cases and then only on the weekends, with booze.”? Scrubbing
floors on hands and knees, strapping themselves into heavy backpack-
style vacuums, and engaging in repetitive motions for hours a day gave her
colleagues bad backs and aggravated their arthritis and previous injuries.
Emma’s work for TaskRabbit, too, became a world managed by painkill-
ers. “I'm active, I'm young, I generally don’t have health issues, so it is kind
of ridiculous,” she said. “I take painkillers. I've been to see a chiropractor.
I went to see my regular doctor; they didn’t help me out very much. ... It
was bad—1I couldn’t sleep sometimes from the pain.”

Emma’s pain is similar to what Ehrenreich wrote about, but whereas
Ehrenreich’s colleagues were hourly employees, covered by workers’ com-
pensation policies, Emma is an independent contractor. She is not eligible
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for workers’ compensation, paid sick leave, or health insurance. If she is
injured on the job, she has no recourse. Her only option was to quit clean-
ing, a decision that she made reluctantly. “It made the most money, so
that’s why I had this inner conflict; but I was like, ‘Is this really worth it?””
she said. “So it’s really frustrating, but yeah, I took it off and I started
doing some exercise, and my back sort of got to somewhat normal now.”
Workers getting injured on the job isn’t anything new. The neighbor-
hood where I conducted my research was within walking distance of the
Asch Building, home of the notorious 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Factory
Fire, in which 143 young women and men perished. The fire was one of
the largest workplace accidents in US history and is often considered an
impetus for changes to American labor law and for the New Deal.?

A SHORT HISTORY OF WORKERS’ COMPENSATION

Workers’ compensation is hardly a new concept. The first known policy on
worker compensation is the Sumerian Nippur Tablet No. 3191, dated to
2050 BCE, which provided compensation for specific injuries, including
fractures. Likewise, the code of Hammurabi in 1750 BCE and ancient
Greek, Roman, Arab, and Chinese law all provided for specific compensa-
tion schedules for the loss of a body part. But while ancient cultures com-
pensated workers for their on-the-job injuries, modern economies have
been much less generous.*

English common law provided the basis for an American legal framework
that persisted into the early Industrial Revolution and included three loop-
holes that were so restrictive they were known as the “unholy trinity of
defenses.” These three loopholes were contributory negligence, the “fellow
servant” rule, and the “assumption of risk.” Contributory negligence meant if
a worker was in any way responsible for the injury, the employer was not at
fault. If a worker slipped and fell into hazardous machinery that was missing
required safety mechanisms, the injury was not covered. Under contributory
negligence, the worker was at fault for slipping. The fellow servant exemp-
tion provided a loophole for any injury caused by a fellow employee, and,
when all else failed, there was the assumption of risk—the claim that by per-
forming a job, employees assumed any risk that was inherent in the job.?
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Historically, work in the United States was fairly dangerous. In 1904,
twenty-seven thousand workers in manufacturing, transport, and agricul-
ture were killed on the job. In one year, fifty thousand accidents took place
in New York factories alone. Historian Howard Zinn notes that “hat and
cap makers were getting respiratory diseases, quarrymen were inhaling
deadly chemicals, lithographic printers were getting arsenic poisoning.” In
1914, according to a report of the Commission on Industrial Relations,
thirty-five thousand workers were killed in industrial accidents and seven
hundred thousand were injured.®

Populist support for an organized workers movement began to grow in
the first decade of the twentieth century, assisted by the “muckrakers”
movement of reform-minded journalists. The most famous of these was
Upton Sinclair, author of The Jungle, who wrote about the appalling work-
ing conditions in Chicago slaughterhouses, the distribution of diseased and
rotten meat, and the adulteration of food through the addition of cheap
fillers. Sinclair’s work led to the development of the Food and Drug Act of
1906, the Meat Inspection Act of 1906, and the creation of the Food and
Drug Administration. Sinclair was disappointed by this turn of events: he
wrote The Jungle to help meatpacking workers, not to improve the quality
of meat. “I aimed for the public’s heart,” Sinclair later wrote, “and by acci-
dent hit it in the stomach.” Although Congress passed the Employers’
Liability Acts of 1906 and 1908, softening the restrictions of contributory
negligence, the conditions of workers were still largely ignored.”

In early 1911, the states of Washington and Wisconsin passed compre-
hensive workers’ compensation laws, but the true movement toward
workplace protections and compensation for injury didn’t occur until the
March 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire.® In the year after the fire, nine
other states passed regulations, followed by thirty-six others before the
decade was done.

In New York, the fire also led to the development of the Committee on
Public Safety, headed by Frances Perkins—the future U.S. secretary of
labor—and led to new legislation to protect workers, including the
“54-hour bill” granting workers shorter hours. The New York State
Legislature also created the Factory Investigating Commission to “investi-
gate factory conditions in this and other cities” and to provide “remedial
measures of legislation to prevent hazard or loss of life among employees
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through fire, unsanitary conditions, and occupational diseases.” The state
commission’s reports helped modernize the state’s labor laws, making
New York State “one of the most progressive states in terms of labor
reform,” and led to the passing of sixty new laws that granted better build-
ing access and egress, mandated the installation of alarm systems and
automatic sprinklers, increased requirements for fireproofing and fire
extinguishers, improved eating and toilet facilities for workers, and lim-
ited the workweek for women and children.!?

MODERN WORKERS, WITHOUT GENERATIONS
OF PROTECTION

In a cruel irony, workers in the sharing economy—hailed as the height of
the modern workplace—find themselves without any of the workplace
protections enjoyed by their great grandparents. Although workplace pro-
tections still exist for full-time and part-time employees, gig workers, as
independent contractors, are outside the social safety net of basic work-
place protections.

In recent years, the number of workers classified as independent con-
tractors has grown steadily, as businesses have deliberately restructured
the work relationship, abandoning the employment model to escape social
responsibilities.!! Independent contractors in the United States do not
receive workers’ compensation, unemployment benefits, paid vacation,
retirement, overtime, disability accommodations, family leave protec-
tions, protection from discrimination, or the right to form unions.

The majority of sharing economy services consider their workers to be
independent contractors, or 1099 workers, named for the end-of-year tax
document they receive that details their income. In addition to freeing
companies from the obligation to pay into unemployment insurance funds
or to make an employer’s contribution to Social Security and Medicare
(7.65 percent of the employee’s salary), classifying workers as independent
contractors allows companies to create a two-tier system in terms of ben-
efits without facing complaints of discrimination. Full-time workers can
get 401k contributions, health insurance, and stock options, for which
contract workers are deemed ineligible. It’s no wonder that in 2011, the
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American Bar Association noted that a federal study estimated 3.4 million
employees were classified as independent contractors when they should
be reported as employees; a 2009 study by the Treasury Department’s
inspector general estimated that misclassification costs the United States
fifty-four billion dollars in underpayment of employment taxes.

The lack of workers’ compensation means that any worker injured on
the job is not compensated for on-the-job injuries, and workers are
responsible for their own health expenses if they are injured. Emma—the
twenty-six-year-old TaskRabbit on painkillers—is fortunate enough to
qualify for Medicaid, a situation she described as “necessary” But other
workers who get hurt while working face a double whammy, gaining med-
ical expenses even as they lose work and income.

For instance, David, fifty-four-year-old Kitchensurfing Tonight chef,
was also injured on the job. Kitchensurfing Tonight provided clients with
on-demand chefs who arrived in Kitchensurfing uniforms of black chef
jackets or aprons, wearing backpacks and dragging insulated bags weigh-
ing as much as forty pounds—the ingredients for as many as sixteen serv-
ings of steak, fish, and vegetables and all of the necessary pots, knives, and
cutting boards. But while the chefs wore uniforms, they were often with-
out shoes.

Proper footwear is required in most professional kitchens, where work-
ers may encounter hot, dripping grease; spills of boiling water; slippery
floors; and the discomfort of standing for long periods. As a result of such
dangers, absorbent sneakers and open-back shoes, such as clogs, are not
allowed at the Culinary Institute of America, one of the top culinary
schools in the country.!? Yet, chefs for Kitchensurfing were instructed to
ask clients if they should remove their shoes when entering a home.
Kitchensurfing’s Secret Diner program, which allowed workers to receive
a cash bonus if they followed a checklist of rules, included the shoe-
removal offer as one of the requirements, along with explaining the meal’s
contents and asking how diners wanted their meat cooked.

It was cold and slushy in February 2015 when David arrived at his cli-
ent’s house to cook that evening’s meal. It was only his second week of
work on Kitchensurfing. Not surprisingly, the client accepted the his offer
to remove his wet shoes. His accident occurred after he’d completed the
job, as he prepared to leave. “I [had] had snow boots on,” he said. “I had
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my backpack full of stuff, and I hopped to put my boots on that I'd taken
off at the door, and I just twisted something. I go to step out of their apart-
ment and my knee just gave out, and I collapsed.”

But his shift wasn’t over. He still had two more households to cook for.
Kitchensurfing used algorithms to assign locations that were within walk-
ing distance or along the same transit line, and that evening David had to
take the subway to get to his next cooking gig. “It was tough. I was down
on Houston Street, and it was a long walk to the last one. If I could have
found a cab, I would have taken one,” he said with a low chuckle. “And
there were a lot of stairs on the subway—that was the killer, all those
stairs. . .. I fell down the subway stairs a couple of times. My knee just
gave out. I couldn’t feel it. It was numb. It was all, Aughhhh’ So yeah, that
was a long night.”

He called Kitchensurfing the next day to let someone know what hap-
pened. “She was nice. I was like, ‘T have to go see the doctor.’ She was like,
‘Take as much time as you need. And, you know: ‘“The job will be waiting
for you,” he said. “They were really cool, they were really good about that.
So that made it easier, that I didn’t need to rush back.”

The Kitchensurfing administration didn’t mention sick pay or reim-
bursement for the medical expense of visiting the doctor. David missed a
full week and a half of work—unpaid—and then returned at three days a
week in order to ease in. An MRI revealed what he suspected: a herniated
disk. In an effort to stave off the need for surgery, David is going to weekly
acupressure and physical therapy—at a cost of about a hundred dollars a
week, out of pocket. “I'm hoping [the surgery] is not as invasive as it used
to be. I had [a herniated disk] in my neck back in the '90s. I couldn’t take
time off to do it, because I was raising my daughters. But back then they
said it would be a six-week recuperation, and I can’t do that right now,
either,” he said, chuckling softly. “And you know how it is, I'll have to sign
something saying that there’s a possibility that you'll wake up paralyzed.
Anything having to do with your spine. So I'm hoping this combination of
physical therapy and acupressure will allow me to not have to do that.”

As independent contractors, Kitchensurfing workers are not covered by
workers’ compensation. They also don’t qualify for employer-sponsored
disability compensation. “We’re just the hired help. Were freelancers,”

printed on 2/8/2023 11:40 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



WORKPLACE TROUBLES 97

David said. “I think it'd be easier, if it happened on the job, to get some
sort of worker’s comp.”

But as hired help, David was on the job when he got hurt—he’s just not
covered under the independent contractor model. He’s not the only worker
who has experienced long-term health issues as a result of sharing econ-
omy work. Shaun, thirty-seven, also experienced a back injury while work-
ing as a TaskRabbit. “I have to stop with the moving assignments because
I got hurt,” he said. “My mind thinks I'm twenty-five, but my body is way
older. [Laughs.] And I keep telling myself, ‘Yeah, let me just lose a couple
of pounds, let me just lose the stomach or at least get my flexibility back
before doing things like that again.”

Shaun’s injury occurred during a moving task. “I helped lift a dresser.
Had to pull it up a flight of stairs. It was two dressers; and even though I
had assistance, I'm carrying stuff that weighs about 125, and my current
abilities can only allow me to carry 50 pounds. So, yeah, I stretched my
back, and I just walked out of there saying, Tm okay. But when I'm out,
I'm like, ‘Ouch.”

ADVANCE PLANNING IN AN ON-DEMAND AGE

The stories of Shaun, David, and Emma are not unique. Part of the shift-
ing of risk from employer to worker means than workers are responsible
for knowing their own limits—what might make them ill, what might
injure them, and how much they can accomplish in a few hours—and plan
accordingly. That type of advance planning is challenging enough for peo-
ple with steady white-collar employment. But for workers who find them-
selves in a variety of workplaces and dealing with different “bosses” daily,
such planning is nearly impossible.

For TaskRabbit workers, especially, this can be a problem. Under the
peer-to-peer model, workers are often hired by individuals who may not
fully understand what they’re asking them to do, or who may downplay
the description to avoid scaring off a potential worker. Natasha, twenty-
eight, tries to weed out work that she’s uncomfortable with, but some-
times clients aren’t forthcoming with details.
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Recently I had a task where a woman said, “I had construction in my
home. I just need you to help me clean.” What she really meant is all of these
chemical cleaners. She brought gloves. She brought a face mask. She’s like,
“Well, there’s all this dust from the construction, and I need you to take a
vacuum; but mostly I need you to dust with rags.” And there’s this chemical
that she got from the contractor, because the contractors didn’t want to stay
any longer if she didn’t pay them. So she got the fluid that they use to clean
up the plaster dust. . . and she wanted me to do that. So we did it together
for a little bit, and then she’s like, “I'm going to go, because I'm getting sick.”
Well, what the hell do you think I'm doing, you know? I'm getting sick, too.

Same thing with yesterday. I'm getting sick from the dust. I blew my nose
and dust came out. Stuff like that, and they just don’t care. Those people
don’t care.

It’s hard to believe, but Natasha is actually one of the lucky ones—at
least her client provided a mask and gloves and worked with her for a
while. Other TaskRabbits have found themselves working alone and with-
out even the most basic safety precautions. Jamal, twenty-five, was hired
to clean a small fish pond on a property in the Red Hook area of Brooklyn
for a client he described as a movie stylist for feature films.

It was a very nice place, a backyard with a pool. And he hadn’t cleaned it out
in years, so the pool was just real—oh, it was just—I don’t know what it
was. ... I think it was just mildew, and mosquitoes, everywhere. So he
wanted me to go into it, scoop the stuff out, and that’s pretty much it. And
then, add clean water. I guess it was one of those little ponds you put fish in.
It had a little flowing waterfall. Kind of peaceful—a little meditation pond.
Very small, but it’s very deep. It was quite deep, and I had to climb into it,
too. I'd say it’s probably three feet deep. The stuff came up to right here [he
pointed to right below his knees].

“So that’s probably the most disgusting thing I ever did in my life. I just
had everything through my toes, it felt slimy. I literally have a visceral
reaction to that,” he said with a laugh. Fortunately, the pond wasn’t full,
but Jamal doesn’t know what he was standing in, barefoot. “He hadn’t put
water there in year. It was just stuff—I don’t know what,” he said. “It was
green. It was green and slimy. I rolled up my jeans. I took off my shoes and
socks. . .. I just got into it and did it. Yeah, so I have nightmares about
that.” The experience was so disgusting that Jamal photographed his feet
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Figure 11. Jamal’s feet after he cleaned a fish pond in

Brooklyn. Photo by respondent.

afterward, showing them covered with a thin layer of brown and green
muck (see fig. 11).

Small ponds are usually cleaned out with a pump or vacuum—not by a
person standing in the pond. When people do have to step into a pond, it’s
usually recommended that they wear tall rubber wader boots to protect
their legs and feet from whatever may be in the water and mud.

Perhaps it’s not surprising that TaskRabbit’s newest advertising materi-
als have veered away from “neighbors helping neighbors” to: “We do chores.
You live life” (see fig. 12). This new motto further emphasizes how the serv-
ice makes it possible for clients to outsource unpleasant work to others, a
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" "%do chores

U live ife

Figure 12. TaskRabbit advertising campaign noting, “We do chores. You live life.”
Photo by author.

concept that Juliet Schor refers to as the “servant economy.”’? It’s true that
Natasha and Jamal could simply refuse to do the work. Numerous
TaskRabbits noted that TaskRabbit orientation emphasizes worker safety,
and that Taskers are told to leave any task where they feel physically
uncomfortable. But such policies ignore the reality of TaskRabbit work for
many Strugglers and even some Strivers: if you are financially dependent
on an afternoon of work, you may feel like you can’t really afford to walk
away from the task. By the time a worker arrives at a location, he’s likely
spent at least an hour on traveling and on communicating with the client—
further decreasing the appeal of such an unpaid “choice.”

DANGEROUS WORK DELIVERED VIA APP

Many workers probably encounter work that they’d rather not do at their
full-time job—whether it’s a white-collar worker fixing a jammed copier, a
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plumber squeezing into a crawlspace to fix a pipe, or even a teacher grad-
ing research papers. TaskRabbit and Kitchensurfing are a far cry from the
dangers offered by fishing, logging, or even general construction work.
But the sharing economy claims to be “fundamentally changing the way
we live and work.”™ Shouldn’t that fundamental change involve getting
rid of unpleasant work, or at least making it less dangerous?

Others have suggested that peer-to-peer platforms may make it possi-
ble for workers to “earn considerably more and have more autonomy over
which jobs they accept.”’® But instead of improving workplace freedom,
the sharing economy is returning to many of the workplace practices of
the early industrial age, when workers found themselves with few protec-
tions. Why?

In some cases, the physical dangers of the work are simply inherent in
the work itself. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, taxi driving,
with eighteen fatal injuries per hundred thousand workers, was one of the
ten most dangerous jobs in the United States in 2014—more dangerous
than the jobs held by police and sheriff’s patrol officers (ranked fifteenth)
or electricians (ranked nineteenth). A 2010 Occupational Safety and
Health Administration fact sheet notes that taxi and for-hire drivers have
a homicide victimization rate that is between twenty-one and thirty-three
times higher than the national average for all workers. Although drivers
for Uber, Lyft, Via, and other car-sharing services do not carry large
amounts of cash, they do carry valuable smartphones, tablets, and GPS
systems. Additionally, for-hire drivers using their personal vehicles lack
many of the physical controls that could prevent dangerous situations,
such as security cameras, silent alarms, and improved lighting inside the
vehicles—all of which are recommended by OSHA.16

Partitions between drivers and passengers are an important tool for
reducing assaults. In Baltimore, researchers found that assaults on drivers
decreased by “56 percent the year following a citywide mandate requiring
partitions between taxi drivers and passengers ... [, and that] between
1991, when only 5 percent of cabs had shields, and 1998, when all taxis had
shields, assaults decreased 90 percent.”1”

The lack of barriers between drivers and passengers has also been
blamed for documented cases of drivers being attacked in Arlington,
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Virginia; choked in Chesterfield County, Virginia; assaulted in Augusta,
Georgia; slapped and hit in Orange County, California; and abused in
St. Charles, Illinois; and Miami. In Boston in January 2015, an Uber
driver was attacked by an off-duty police officer.!® Research comparing the
experiences of for-hire drivers in New York and Boston found that a
number of Uber drivers carried weapons, in violation of Uber policy, or
employed neutralization strategies, such as refusing to engage with pas-
sengers, to protect themselves.!?

Many of these physical assaults were caught on camera and posted to
YouTube, quickly going viral and drawing public outrage. A Miami doctor
who assaulted her Uber driver was fired from her hospital, and an Orange
County Taco Bell executive who beat up his Uber driver was also fired. But
these are only the incidences that are caught on tape. Cameras are not
required by Uber or Lyft, and many drivers, whether owing to the expense
or to concerns about the legality of the cameras, don’t have them. It doesn’t
help that Uber has lobbied for weaker insurance protections for work-
place injuries.2°

Uber has not entirely ignored worker risks—it’s just that any costs asso-
ciated with protecting drivers are borne by workers or customers. During
Uber’s 180 Days of Change campaign, part of an effort to improve the
company’s public image and driver morale, Uber announced Driver Injury
Protection insurance offered via Aon. The program provides accident dis-
ability payments for lost earnings, accident medical expenses, and survi-
vor benefits. Uber increased rates by five cents per mile in order to have
customers finance the pilot, and drivers who choose to participate were
charged 3.75 cents per mile. Originally piloted in eight states, the program
was available in thirty-two states by April 2018. The cost to drivers, while
minimal, may serve as a participation disincentive.

In addition to the documented physical assaults, three Uber drivers were
murdered in March 2016: two drivers were killed in Detroit and another in
Los Angeles. Police identified robbery as the motive.?! Also in March, two
Uber drivers were robbed by their passengers in Boston.?2 A livery driver in
Brooklyn whose vehicle still featured an Uber sticker was murdered in June
2016, and several cases have arisen of people being found dead in cars with
Uber stickers in Los Angeles and West Covina, California.2?
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When there’s no visual evidence, there tends to be less outery. In November
2015, Maggie Young, a Seattle Uber driver, was sexually assaulted while driv-
ing on the interstate, later publishing her story in Bustle magazine. Her pas-
senger was charged with assault and harassment with sexual motivation—a
misdemeanor. Young is not the only female driver to be assaulted—a driver
in Menomonee Falls, Wisconsin, was assaulted in February 2016. Given that
sexual assaults are among the least-reported crimes, the number of assaults
on drivers is likely higher. Indeed, in her Bustle essay, Young notes, “That
passenger was not the first man to sexually assault me. He is just the first one
I've reported (I am pressing charges, and a trial date has yet to be set).”>*
Drivers who are attacked may be less likely to report the incident or other-
wise publicize it after the experience of Artur Zawada, a driver who was
removed from the Uber platform after a University of Michigan student ver-
bally assaulted him with a tirade of antigay slurs.?>

Of'the drivers I interviewed, none had been physically assaulted by pas-
sengers. However, several mentioned actively trying to avoid driving on
weekend nights in order to avoid dealing with drunk passengers. More
than a few detailed experiences of being verbally assailed by passengers.
Opybek, thirty-five, is one such driver; he got teary-eyed as he talked about
being mistreated by several passengers.

Yesterday I had five guys from Holland. So they were drunk, and . .. once
they get in the car, they start to make fun of me already, you know? They’re
drunk, what I can do? So I just kept driving and trying not listen to them.
But they speak Dutch, right? Theyre from Holland. Yeah, I can understand
a little bit of the Dutch language.

They start to make fun of me; they were laughing. Okay, it’s okay. Oh,
they start to give me—“Oh, you are African?” I said, “Why you think so?”
“Your skin is . . ” I'm still thinking about yesterday, yesterday’s riders.

When I met Oybek, he had been driving for just four months, but had
already stopped driving on weekend evenings after dealing with an intoxi-
cated passenger who threw up on the door and window of his car, result-
ing in an emergency car wash. “Every time, I am afraid when the drunk
people get into my car. So, I'm afraid they maybe do something,” he said.
“Yeah, for pee-pee, for throw up.”
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Not all of the risk is to the inside of his car, either. “I know a lot of peo-
ple, people on Friday, once you are staying on the red light, they drunk,
they kicking your car, my bumper, yeah,” he said. “They hold a bottle of
water, can of water, they’re bumping my hood. They’re scratching the . ..
so it’s really serious. I don’t know why so many people like that.”

I ask if he ever thinks about no longer driving for Uber or quitting driv-
ing entirely. “It’s not easy, so sometimes it make you nervous,” he says. “So,
it’s not easy, but I have to pay my bills, I have to pay my rent, finance. It’s
alot of bills.”

THE RISE OF THE NEVER-ENDING TRIP

Even when drivers are able to avoid altercations with passengers, some
dangers are simply inherent in driving. Drivers experience long hours sit-
ting, and the difficulty of finding affordable food with easy-to-access park-
ing means that they often consume a relatively unhealthy diet. Several
drivers noted health issues such as weight gain or joint issues that had
arisen from the relative immobility of driving for a car service.

For instance, Larry, fifty-four, was a competitive runner until he started
driving for Uber. “I used to train pretty hard six, seven days a week, but the
driving seemed to make things worse. My legs would be tight after a work-
out, and then I'd try to go out and drive,” he said. “My legs would just be
aching, and getting in the car for eight hours just wasn’t working out.”

These issues are in addition to what medical professionals have dubbed
“taxicab syndrome,” the increased voiding dysfunction, infertility, urolithi-
asis, bladder cancer, and urinary infections found among professional
drivers compared to the general driving public. These health issues are
thought to arise from the lack of ready access to bathrooms, a well-docu-
mented difficulty for most cabbies, but a challenge that may be especially
salient for app-based drivers.26

Although taxi drivers are required to drive within the five boroughs of
New York City and to Westchester and Nassau Counties (suburbs of New
York City), they are free to decline other out-of-town trips. Uber drivers
have no such restrictions and, although it’s not a regular occurrence, can
find themselves on epic rides, such as from Scranton, Pennsylvania, to
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Buffalo, New York, or from Santa Barbara to Palo Alto, California. As of
early 2018, the longest recorded ride was Williamsburg, Virginia, to
Brooklyn, New York, a “grueling 397-mile, 7-hour-42-minute jaunt” for a
fare of $294.09. Factoring in the round-trip drive of fifteen and a half hours,
and spending $32 on gas and tolls, the driver calculated that she made
around $9 per hour.?7

Thanks to a 2.75x surge, or a rate that was nearly three times higher
than usual, Larry, the former runner, once found himself on a seven-hun-
dred-dollar-drive from downtown New York City to the suburbs of
Philadelphia. Although the trip was only about ninety miles, most of it
was spent in traffic. “I was right by the Holland Tunnel east,” he said, “but
the traffic to the Holland Tunnel was just terrible that day because [the]
PATH [train] wasn’t running. Everybody must have taken cars. It was
bad. It took an hour and a half to get from Christopher Street to the
Holland Tunnel, and the whole time I'm like, ‘Geez, I hope this guy doesn’t
cancel. This is going to be a really good ride. And he stuck with me.” While
Larry appreciated the fare, long rides are such an uncertainty that Ahmed,
thirty-two, an Uber driver and City University of New York student, stops
working two hours before class to ensure that he can get to school on time.

In addition to the possibility of longer rides, the rise of uberPOOL and
LyftLine, too, can result in a lack of bathroom breaks. UberPOOL and
LyftLine—where a driver picks up multiple passengers, acting as an “instant
bus line” that spans multiple drop-offs and pickups—have been hailed as
environmental godsends for allegedly “reducing traffic, gas use and automo-
bile emissions.” But grouping multiple rides can also lead to epic journeys.
One such trip lasted “nearly an hour and meander[ed] over 10 miles across
San Francisco, stopping nine times to pick up and drop off passengers.”?8

Although a never-ending trip makes it easier for Uber to claim an
increase in the percentage of time that drivers spend with passengers (as
opposed to driving without a fare or sitting curbside) and can increase
driver income, it also means less opportunity for a break. Drivers cannot
refuse LyftLine or uberPOOL requests when they’re already on a ride, fur-
ther reducing their control over the length of their workday. Whereas a
taxicab can drop off a passenger and then go immediately “off duty,” a
driver on these “party-line rides” has to finish the journey before going off
duty. In August 2017, Uber implemented a long-trip notification, in which
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drivers are warned that a trip is expected to last forty-five minutes or more
and given a chance to accept or decline it accordingly. However, the noti-
fication tool doesn’t address the Pool problem.

Furthermore, long rides can leave workers in places where bathroom
access is especially limited. Even purchasing a product at a shop and
claiming customer status may not be sufficient. Oybek describes restricted
access to bathrooms as a problem that he has encountered since day one
as an Uber driver. “My first day when I came home, I said to my wife,
‘Wow, you know what? I would like to use the bathroom.”

Even when bathrooms are available, parking may not be. “I can’t park
anywhere. Even to use a restroom,” Oybek said. “[I could try a] coffee
shop, but the problem is parking. So I have to pay for parking [and, once
I] find good parking, park, pay, and go. And sometimes it’s only for cus-
tomers.” Although many stores and restaurants feature a prominent
“Restrooms are for customers only” sign, Starbucks has been called “the
city’s bathroom” for both its prevalence across the city and easy access.9
But even so, company policy gives managers discretion over who is allowed
to use the restroom, and the high-end coffee shop is found only in gentri-
fied neighborhoods. “My idea was to visit the Starbucks. So I said I'm
gonna buy the coffee, just let me go, and some of them, ‘No, no,” he said.
“I took my money, my wallet, and [1] go, ‘Give me the coffee please, but I
want to use your bathroom. They said, ‘No, no, no.”

“It’s very difficult in Manhattan,” Oybek explained. “So, I'm planning. In
another half an hour, I have to stop and go. I'm going to Brooklyn, to any
gas station. The best thing is gas stations.”

DESPERATE TIMES CALL FOR DESPERATE MEASURES,
OR “GOING” ON THE GO

Desperate drivers sometimes resort to desperate measures. “For drivers,
bathrooms are our biggest problem,” said Hector, thirty-one. “There is no
public bathroom. If I go to McDonalds—like most places I have gone to—
they will have a key; so in order for me to get that key, I've got to buy
something. You have to be a customer. So I do spend a lot buying frappes
or a small burger. I figure I might as well get something to eat, so it’s pack-
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ing on [the weight]. And then at night, when it’s real late and things close,
it’s even harder to find a bathroom; and that’s when you have to use a cup.
They tell me Yellow Cabs normally have their cups and they’ll just open
the door and toss it out. A guy I was driving with yesterday told me his
window is tinted so he pees while he’s driving.”30

“How do you avoid spilling on the seat?” I asked.

“It’s tough. I don’t know. I only did it once, and it was a bad experience,”
Hector said. “I had a big cup. It was, I think, twenty ounces. I almost over-
flowed it. That’s because there was no bathroom anywhere, and I was in
Jersey; and all their places close early over there. I had to use the cup.”
When he was done, he tossed it out the window. “I only did that once. Now
I just ... Yesterday—not yesterday, two days ago, I held it for like five
hours. It was just that busy, that I was like, ‘You know what, I'm just going
to hold it and just keep driving, not think about it. But it does become dif-
ficult,” he said. “I think that’s what takes away from my profits, having to
stop for the bathroom, look for a place, and then turn off the app so I don’t
get a ping. But I can’t hold it anymore. That can kill a half hour in getting
to a place, McDonalds or Burger King”

But while drivers are often holding their urine, their passengers don’t
always demonstrate the same restraint. Taxis, in New York City at least,
have vinyl seats that do not absorb water or stains. Most uberX vehicles,
as personal cars, have cloth upholstery, while UberBLACK vehicles gener-
ally feature leather-clad seats. Neither of these materials repel water or,
more specifically, urine. Private Facebook groups for drivers, and the pub-
lic Uberdrivers.net discussion site, feature numerous stories of drivers
having to deal with passengers exiting their vehicles while their bodily
fluids remain behind.

Some critics have suggested that the posts must be fakes; surely no self-
respecting adult would pee on the seat of a car. Yet, several of the drivers I
interviewed found themselves dealing with the type of bodily fluids more
often found in a bathroom or medical office than in a vehicle. In Gerald’s
experience, he wasn’t the only one who ended up encountering more than
he expected in his Uber that evening.

I picked this guy up with his wife over on the west side of Harlem. He was in
a suit and tie. He didn’t say much, but you know, his wife was—she was
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doing most of the talking. She was a very pleasant lady. I took them ...
Where did I take them? I don’t know if it was Connecticut or it was some
part of upper New York. It was one of those areas where you drive up the
hills, and there’s a house on every layer of the hill, and winding roads, and
all woods and trees. It’s not cheap to live there. It was one of those areas; so
it was a good drive. He didn’t say anything the whole time, and she was talk-
ing most of the time. She would talk to him, and when he wouldn’t reply I
guess he was falling asleep.

So I get them up there, beautiful house. It was on another part of the hill.
So I drive back. I go pick up this girl. She comes out in a minidress—
miniskirt—anyway, she’s going out for the night. So she gets in on his side. I
guess she put her hand down. She said, “This seat is wet.” I'm like, “Oh no.”
In my mind, I'm saying, “Why is this seat wet? They didn’t have no bottles
with them. They weren't drinking.” All this is processing, and I'm like,
“There’s only one reason why that seat is wet.”

I couldn’t tell her. I mean that would have opened up, you know. She
could have gone after Uber. She could have gone after me. I couldn’t tell her.
I felt so upset.

She said, “It is really wet.” So I said, “Well, just go over to the other side,”
because his wife sat on the other side. I said, “I had somebody, they had a
bottle; must be spilled wine or whatever.” I felt so bad I had to lie to this
woman because I could not tell her I knew what it was. So she went over to
the other side. I was so upset with myself because I . .. I gave her the disin-
fectant. “Yeah, just clean your hands and whatever you touched, because I
don’t know if it was wine or you know. I don’t want you smelling like liquor
or whatever.” That’s all I could do. I felt so bad. So after I took her to where
she had to go, I pulled over. I texted Uber. I emailed them and texted. I said,
“This man urinated in my car.”

When I went to the gas station—you know, they have those paper towels
that you pull down. I pulled out tons of them just to be sure; and when I
wiped that backseat, that backseat was soaked. You could see the yellowness,
and I said “Damn.” Grown man and obviously very successful. . . . I feel bad
because I had to lie to this woman about what her hand went into, because
if T had told her the truth, we would be in trouble.

Although urine and vomit are not generally considered to be dangerous
from a public health standpoint, basic health precautions generally call for
gloves and eye protection—items that are rarely available when drivers
find themselves cleaning a vehicle at a gas station or when passengers
encounter such surprises. Although drivers can contact Uber and file a
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complaint against the passenger, Uber is notorious for being difficult to
contact. Contact is generally limited to email and tweets. And every day
with a dirty car is another day of missed work and income. While drivers
can file for a cleaning fee of up to two hundred dollars, some feel the has-
sle isn’t worth it—they’d rather clean the mess themselves so they can get
back on the road that much faster. In addition to paying to get the car
shampooed, Gerald took the rest of the evening off while the car dried: “I
was so pissed, because as soon as she got out, you know, I couldn’t get
nobody else in the car”

PROTECTING WORKERS IN THE NEW ECONOMY

These stories suggest that working in the so-called sharing economy both
increases the risk that workers will get hurt on the job and forces them to
assume sole financial responsibility for dealing with any such injuries to
themselves or their property. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Not all
sharing economy companies embrace the independent contractor model.
Some start-ups have made an active decision to pay workers as employees,
with all of the protections that entails—and without destroying their busi-
ness model.

For instance, MyClean, a New York-based on-demand cleaning service,
originally contracted with local cleaning companies that had their own
W-2 employees. The company soon moved to hiring workers as employ-
ees. According to a blog posting on their website, this move to employees
was integral in growing the company from a bootstrapped start-up to a
force of more than one hundred cleaners, and it helped the company
increase monthly revenue from fifteen thousand dollars to more than
three hundred thousand in just three years. Paying workers as employees
strengthened the company and its reputation by improving customer sat-
isfaction, leading to reduced customer-acquisition costs. MyClean’s CEO,
Michael Scharf, explained, “We see [independent contractors] as a legal
risk. We also want, for lack of a better word, control—the ability to man-
age, dispatch, train, have processes in place for what our end service looks
like. We wanted MyClean to have one consistent level of service.”
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Munchery, a food delivery service, also pays workers as employees.
Unlike Uber or TaskRabbit or Airbnb, Munchery includes all of its
available positions on one page of its website—there’s not a separate site
for delivery personnel as opposed to programmers. In addition, each list-
ing notes, “Unlike other companies who hire drivers and couriers, you are
an employee of Munchery, not a contractor. As Munchery employees, you
get all the perks and benefits associated with being an employee!”

Even without making workers full employees, some start-ups are tak-
ing steps to protect them from workplace dangers. In July 2014, Postmates,
a sharing economy delivery service, announced that it was offering its cou-
riers full access to general liability insurance, auto excess insurance, and
accidental occupational liability while on duty. Although most transporta-
tion and delivery services, such as Uber and Lyft, offer general liability
insurance to protect individuals hurt by workers, the Postmates accidental
occupational liability policy is otherwise unmatched by any competitor (as
of this writing). The policy, which has a fifty-thousand-dollar limit, covers
medical expenses for injuries incurred while on the job.3!

Fortunately, for Cody, a twenty-two-year-old African American male,
he was on a run for Postmates when he crashed his bike a few months
before we met. “I was coming down Fifth Avenue and Twenty-Second. So,
you know, Twenty-Second is a straight lane. I had to edge out. ... You
know people in Manhattan. They go across even though they’re ahead of
the light. They think that they’'ve got it,” he said, referring to the docu-
mented practice of New Yorkers stepping into the street to cross before
the walk signal is triggered.3? “So first I'm yelling, ‘Move away!” And the
boyfriend of the lady gets over, and the lady just stood there.”

Cody tried to dodge her. “I went left, she went left. I went right, she
went right. I stopped. By the time I fully stopped, the impact of my bike
hit her. And I grabbed her so she wouldn’t go into the street. I grabbed her
to swing around with her. So I hit the back of my head; but I had a lot of
hair, so I didn’t get a full impact. But her, she got knocked out.”

“There was a car coming, too, next to me. So if I hit her, the car would
hit her, too—and it would have been worse,” he said, explaining why he
swung around with the woman. “So I grabbed her. I hit her, grabbed her,
and turned. And so my back hit, hit the floor.”
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Even though he landed on his back and head—and wasn’t wearing a
helmet—the most severe damage was to his leg. When he landed, his leg
was caught near the wheel and folded backward, tearing a ligament. He
was in the hospital for two days and then in a rigid knee brace for two
months. The accident destroyed his bike and the brace prevented him
from riding—pausing both his livelihood and his main form of transporta-
tion to college classes. He had to use a cane to get around.

“I had to take the bus. Hard for me to get into the bus. People were rush-
ing me,” he said. He started physical therapy and acupuncture, and eventu-
ally he began biking recreationally, ignoring the pain in his leg. “[ The physi-
cal therapist] was like, ‘If you feel pain, just tell me.’ And I was like, ‘T do feel
pain, but I don’t want to acknowledge the pain. He was like, ‘This is not
good. I was like, ‘Yeah, it’s not good, but this is how I've been dealing with
my life, because I play soccer. I go on the field. Youre not coming off . . .
because of the pain. You're just gonna wait until the game is done.”

As a twenty-two-year-old full-time student, Cody was covered under
his mother’s insurance—and the Postmates policy. The bill for his injuries
was split between his medical coverage and the Postmates insurance plan.
“Postmates insures you. Like if you get in an accident while working, you
have to send them an email. And if [someone is] trying to sue you, they
will try to help you with the case and everything,” he said. “It’s a way of
safety for us because we're working for them “

The rhetoric against making workers employees tends to argue that
doing so would limit workers’ freedom: people might be required to work
forty hours a week or report for shifts that don’t fit their schedule. But
Cody’s experience as a bike messenger for Postmates, a sharing economy
service, suggests that workers can be covered for injuries that arise on the
job, while still experiencing the flexibility that is often seen as the prime
appeal of this work. Or as Cody put it, “If something happened while we're
on the platform, it’s basically their job to help us if we need it.”

The sharing economy—rather than moving the world of work forward—is
returning us to the workplace of the early industrial age, where workers
had minimal workplace-safety protection and individuals injured on the
job had no recourse for physical impairments or the loss of income.
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Likewise, just as workers had no recourse for on-the-job injuries, they
have no protections from sexual harassment. While “sharing is caring” is
often bandied about as one of the reasons why people participate in free
or low-cost sharing economy services,? it also lends itself to antiphrasis
when workers find themselves in sexually uncomfortable situations, or
when others incorporate sex into their understanding of customer

service.
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“Do you want to go back to my place?”

Homes are generally considered to be private, intimate locations.
Inviting someone to your home can be a signal of friendship, sexual desire,
or familial closeness. We rarely let outsiders into our bedrooms or onto
our couches. We teach children to never open the door to strangers and to
lock the door when their parents leave for work. At the same time, the
sharing economy, with its focus on peer-to-peer service, often relies on
unknown people entering the home of a fellow unknown either to cook
(Kitchensurfing), or to sleep (Airbnb), or to clean, make minor repairs, or
assemble furniture (TaskRabbit). Meanwhile, Lyft and Uber and other
app-driven car services involve people getting in a stranger’s vehicle—
violating one of the first “stranger danger” rules that many children learn.

In response to many people’s leeriness of strangers, sharing economy
companies often promote their background screening mechanisms. For
example, TaskRabbit’s website notes that Taskers must pass an identity
check, are screened for criminal offenses, and must attend an orientation.
Uber drivers in New York City are required to undergo the same back-
ground checks and fingerprinting as taxi drivers. Drivers in other cities
and states, however, may undergo only a background check that looks for

113
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criminal records within the last seven years; critics have alleged that
even such minimal background checks have been easily sidestepped.!
Airbnb relies on Facebook or LinkedIn identity verifications, while the
Kitchensurfing marketplace’s background checks for chefs seem to have
been limited to a test meal audition in the platform’s corporate kitchen.

In addition, most companies promote the idea that their workers are
insured and bonded. If something does go wrong—if a TaskRabbit drops
a flat-screen TV, or if a passenger is injured in an Uber—the damage is
covered. For instance, TaskRabbit’s website notes that every task has guar-
anteed insurance coverage of up to one million dollars, before quickly not-
ing that this “is secondary coverage to any insurance or policies you already
have in place. These would include medical insurance coverage, renter’s
insurance, homeowner’s insurance or an umbrella policy.”

Even though workers are screened and insured, clients are not. The
terms of service ostensibly prevent clients from setting up multiple
accounts, but as long as one has access to multiple email addresses and
credit cards, it’s very easy to create numerous identities. Worker profiles
are often much more complete than those of clients and include a photo
and short biography. TaskRabbit, in particular, requires workers to supply
additional information for their profiles before it allows them to “pass”
orientation. As a result, clients can generally rest assured that they have a
fairly good idea of who theyre hiring or letting into their homes, but
workers don’t have the same luxury. In addition, to protect identities,
TaskRabbit provides only the first name and the first initial of a customer’s
or worker’s last name. Unless there is an unusual spelling or additional
details, Googling for more information is nearly impossible.

Tllustrative of the possible danger of entering a stranger’s abode, several
TaskRabbits told me that one Tasker had accepted a gig to clean a man’s
boat, but that their follow-up conversations led the Tasker to become suspi-
cious of his task description. The woman looked her client up online and
learned that he was a convicted sex offender. She quickly cancelled the task.

Although it’s impossible to determine if this story is a true account,
even if it is an urban legend, the fact that it was repeated to me several
times suggests a sense of discomfort with the imbalance of background
checking and resulting risk in the sharing economy. As Jasmine, a twenty-
three-year-old worker, put it:
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Well, I don’t know how they do it now; but before, I felt like they would
let anybody get on the website as a client. But it was so strict to be a Tasker.
And I didn't like that, because sometimes I would get people who wouldn’t
have a profile picture [and] they would have no reviews. They would basi-
cally have nothing on their page, but they want to hire you. And I'm like,
how is that fair that we have to basically give them blood, and then they
will let anybody come on the website? I just feel like you can’t say you're
worried about our safety if you allow any type of person to be on the
website. . . . I think they should definitely go through a background check,
too, or something. They need something to verify that theyre a real per-
son. . .. Just because I haven't had any [bad] experiences, doesn’t mean
someone else hasn’t. I have no idea what other people might have been
through. Or, even if they didn’t go through the task and it was sketchy,
maybe they thought it was sketchy before they got there and wanted to can-
cel. I don’t know. I just think for the safety aspect, it should be verified on
both ends.

“THEY LOOK FOR OPPORTUNITIES EVERYWHERE”

None of the workers I interviewed, for any of the services, had been sexu-
ally assaulted on the job. But even though my interview guide didn’t
include any questions on sexual harassment, a surprisingly large number
of workers mentioned sexually uncomfortable situations. Jasmine noted
that some TaskRabbit clients were especially generous when she was in
their home: “Have some wine. Do you want to smoke [ marijuana]?’ Like,
‘T'm okay. Thank you. I have a job after this. I have to get home. Those are
usually the guys.”

Jasmine also noted that she sometimes was hit on, often through a text
message after the task. And then there was the cleaning task where she
wasn’t exactly hit on, but there seemed to be a invitation of some sort on
the table.

I had one job where, [when] I went the first time, he wasn’t there. He left
his key. I cleaned the house. He had his lotion on the side of the table, soiled
sheets, like obviously there was some rough-and-tumble before. Okay. So
that was, I think, the first test. The second time I went, he wasn’t there
again. I did this job three times. It was always the same situation—you
know, same dirty-sheet situation, lotion next to the bed, box of condoms,
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wine on the table. Like, you know what’s going on. So again I'm just like,
“Whatever.” I clean it up. I have my gloves. Blind eye, I'm here to help.

Third time, he was there. I don’t know how the conversation came up;
but he was like, “Does anyone ever hit on you?” All awkward: “Anyone ever
hit on you?” I'm like, “Sometimes it gets really uncomfortable.” I'm just
speaking as myself, so I'm not thinking of the context. “Yeah, sometimes it’s
uncomfortable when I clean for some men and they hit on me or...” And I
said something to that regard. He’s like, “Okay.”

And two minutes later he’s like, “I got all my stuff. 'm going to go to the
café across the street so I'm out of your way.” I was like, “Oh, okay.” And I
thought to myself, “Oh my God, was he trying to . . . ?” I think he was testing
me those last two times. I don’t know—like they look for opportunities
everywhere.

Getting hit on while working isn’t limited to female Taskers.
Twentysomething Austin was the only Tasker outside of New York City
whom I interviewed. A full-time engineer, he was a true example of a Striver.
Married, with a relatively high income, he took on TaskRabbit work only in
the evenings and on weekends, which served as a source of “quick easy
money for beer or whatever.” In three weeks of tasking, Austin completed
more than twenty tasks, ranging from picking up and delivering pillows to
a home to installing 250-pound storage shelves on the ceiling of a client’s
garage, directly above a Porsche and several Range Rovers—a project he
described as “a little bit intimidating.”

I would say out of the twenty tasks I've had, most of them have been—it’s
different—it’s different clients. So some of them are older women that just
physically can’t do it. Some of them are lazy people, some of them are guys,
whatever, middle-aged guys that just don’t have the ability. But there defi-
nitely have been several younger girls or women that, I think, if I was single
[chuckles], 1 think I probably could have gotten a date.

In all honestly it almost seemed like that was what they’re looking for. . . .
It seems like they definitely were looking for something, but when I said I
was married, theyre like, “Oh, okay.” So yeah, I can definitely see it being like
a sort of pseudo-dating service. Because a good-looking guy comes in and
he’s handy.

Another male Tasker, Shaun, found that a fairly standard task—packing
and moving boxes—took a rather unusual turn when he found himself
privy to a private conversation that he was “trying my best to forget about.”
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It was an older woman and younger man. I was packing, and then they were
having this argument, not in front of me, but in the bedroom. I heard a few
things which kind of sounded off, but I didn’t really pay too much attention.
And then it turns out that the people I thought were a couple were actually
mother and son. And they were talking about incest behavior. . . . The son
just came out and looks at me like, “You didn’t hear anything at all, did you?”
I was like, “Nope.” He’s like, “Okay.”

When we were done, the son stepped out and his girlfriend came into the
apartment. They were speaking, and she was speaking to the mother, all
normal. And so I left, and the girlfriend came by, and she’s like, “Oh, I saw
you earlier” I'm like, “Don’t mind me, I'm just moving help. I'm leaving.”
And then she said, “Just so you know, my boyfriend has this close relation-
ship with his mother.” And then I said, “I don’t want to know, I'm just leav-
ing” You know: Just let me go, I really didn’t want to hear anything about it
anymore.

And then she’s like, “You know theyre moving,” and I said, “Yeah, I
understand.” She’s like, “I always want to get revenge,” and I'm like, “No.”

And my mind is like: “No, I shouldn’t entertain this conversion any fur-
ther.” It gets to a point where she started having this kind of fetish, and then
I'm like, I don’t like where this conversation is going. So I say, “I have to see
someone about a horse,” and then I just excused myself and left. I felt very
uncomfortable.

Many Taskers provided errand-running services or were hired as one-
day temps with local companies; as a result, Taskers found themselves in
people’s private homes, with the clients, only a fraction of the time.
Kitchensurfing chefs, by virtue of the service’s focus on providing a
chef-created meal in the comfort of one’s home, almost always found
themselves in people’s homes and interacting with their customers
one-on-one. Perhaps unsurprisingly, they also reported more interactions
with sexual overtones or other situations that simply made them feel
uncomfortable.

For instance, Roxanne, twenty-seven, a Kitchensurfing chef with color-
ful hair and assorted body art, had several clients ask to take selfies with
her, including one client whom she described as “weirding” her out:

So this guy wanted to take a selfie with me. He was helping me cook. Then
he tried to invite me his rooftop to have dinner with him because his girl-
friend didn’t show up, and I was like, “No, I'm going to leave.” This is too
much. [Laughing.] This is too much. [Laughing.]

EBSCChost - printed on 2/8/2023 11:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://wmw. ebsco. coniterns-of -use



EBSCOhost -

118 SHARING IS CARING

I was like, “No, I hope you enjoy your meal and everything.” He was like,

3

“Yeah, it’s really good; you should like stay.” ’‘Cause he apparently just moved
to that apartment, so he’s really ecstatic about it. But the same time, I was
like, “I don’t really want to go have dinner with you on your rooftop.”
[Laughing.]

I just make excuses. I'm like, “Oh, unfortunately I have another booking,
so, you know, maybe some other time, maybe I'll see you around again.” I try
to leave it civil and that stuff; I try to make sure the situation doesn’t end up
coming off badly, just try to leave it like: “No, you know, thank you anyway,
but I'm going to head out,” or something to that extent. I don’t just plainly
say, “No, you weirded me out. Now, good-bye.”

Just as workers have to be careful about how they convey pain or injury on
the job, sharing economy workers also need to be cognizant of how they
come across when a client is hitting on them or otherwise suggesting
something that makes the worker uncomfortable. Roxanne is careful to be
polite as she turns down what sounds suspiciously like an offer for a
romantic rooftop dinner date.

Kitchensurfing workers were not usually shown their client reviews, but
the company solicited and reviewed feedback from clients. No one sug-
gested that they would lose their sharing economy gig work if they declined
an invitation, but such invitations often created uncomfortable situations
for workers and sounded suspiciously close to sexual harassment.

BACKGROUND ON SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, sexual harassment is
considered a form of sex discrimination. The US Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission states that “unwelcome sexual advances,
requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual
nature constitute sexual harassment when this conduct explicitly or
implicitly affects an individual’s employment, unreasonably interferes
with an individual’s work performance, or creates an intimidating, hostile,
or offensive work environment.”

Sexual harassment is hardly a new concept. Sexual coercion or
unwanted sexual relations imposed by superiors on their work subordi-
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nates was a regular component of slavery.? Likewise women who worked
in domestic service or in mills or shops often reported sexual advances
from their male employers.? In the late nineteenth century, the Women’s
Christian Temperance Union attempted to reform the laws protecting
women from sexual predation, but their efforts were primarily focused on
a national campaign to raise the age of consent in statutory rape.*

Even after the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the courts often refused to recog-
nize sexual harassment, sometimes deciding that it was a personal matter,
simply an assault that occurred at work, or even that it was “natural and
inevitable and nothing that the law could reasonably expect to eradicate
from work.” In regard to the claim that sexual harassment was discrimina-
tion on the basis of sex, the courts often argued that it could happen to
men or women, and that even if women were the ones harmed, it was “not
inflicted on all women, only those who refused their supervisor’s advances.”
The court case Barnes vs. Costle (1977) included the comment by Judge
Spottswood Robinson that a bisexual supervisor’s efforts to win sexual
favors did not count as gender discrimination, since those efforts were not
focused solely on one sex, and again, the discrimination was not on the
basis of sex but on the refusal to perform sexual acts.?

SHARING ECONOMY WORKERS AS MODERN-DAY TEMPS

A number of writers and researchers have studied how sexualized conduct
and sexual harassment are used to maintain workplace segregation. For
instance, economist Barbara Bergman has detailed how sexual harass-
ment of a woman focuses on insults and “mock propositions to engage in
sexual relations” as a sign of contempt and “out of a hope that she will be
made sufficiently uncomfortable to abandon the job.”6 Lin Farley, who
coined the term sexual harassment in 1975, suggests that “the function of
sexual harassment in nontraditional jobs is to keep women out: its func-
tion in the traditional female job sector is to keep women down.”” Other
models for understanding sexual harassment in the workplace suggest
that inequities in structural or formal power within an organization may
lead bosses to abuse their position by harassing workers.® Yet research
also shows that harassers may be more likely to be coworkers, and that
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harassers may at times be subordinates.” In the sharing economy, which
prides itself on the idea of peers hiring peers, hiring one’s peer can still
lead to an asymmetrical power situation, which may further increase the
incidence of sexually uncomfortable situations.

Researchers have focused on how the “gendered processes of organiza-
tions” and “doing gender” are related to the organization of work and sex-
ual harassment.!? For example, temporary workers must often be deferen-
tial owing to the feminized and powerless status of their job. As a result,
this increases workers’ vulnerability and potential for experiencing sexual
harassment by magnifying an asymmetrical power relationship. Temps
are often on the jobsite for a full day, if not several weeks or months, and
their transitory nature has often been seen as the explanation for their
isolation or for employers’ failure to remember their names.!!

The temporary workers of the 1990s do not merely resemble today’s
sharing economy workers—in many ways they are exactly alike. In parts of
the West Coast, such as Seattle and San Francisco, companies even have
specially marked doors for “runners,” as the temporary workers are often
called. Wired described TaskRabbit as “particularly addictive for execu-
tives at the pathologically understaffed startups of San Francisco, where
the phrase ‘we can get a runner to do that’ has become common par-
lance.”? Although originally marketed only to consumers, for about a
year, TaskRabbit expanded to include a business-to-business tier,
TaskRabbit for Business, which targeted corporations in need of short-
term workers for street-team marketing (workers who “hit the streets” to
market a product or service) or supply delivery, as well as event staff.
TechCrunch reports that the goal was to make it easier for companies to
quickly staff short-term jobs, with a product that was “more reliable than
online classifieds and less costly than traditional temp agencies.”’® At one
point, TaskRabbit for Business had sixteen thousand businesses signed up
and began handling compliance paperwork, including payroll taxes, work-
ers’ compensation, and unemployment insurance for corporate workers
who were hired as temporary employees (known as W2 workers).!*

In addition to the transient nature of their work, temporary clerical
workers also shared several other strong similarities with sharing econ-
omy workers. Workers at one agency were told to think of themselves as
guests rather than as laborers and “were reminded that a polite guest nei-
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ther challenges nor otherwise risks offending his or her host.”'> Aside from
helping enforce the emotional work of smiling and being cooperative, the
guest role also “enforced passivity by rendering any complaining or self-
assertion by temporary workers on assignment as inappropriate.”’® One
can’t help but be reminded that workers experiencing an on-the-job injury
or who simply need a break also must also be careful of how they present
the request or their discomfort. Sharing economy workers have to contend
with the risk of clients posting negative reviews and reducing these work-
ers’ marketability; likewise, temporary workers who don’t show the cor-
rect level of deference can also find themselves out of work when clients
complain to agency staff. The temporary component of the work may also
free clients to behave badly—if they don’t expect to see the worker again,
they may brush aside the social expectations of polite and professional
behavior.

ANYTHING GOES WHEN “IT’S ONLY TEMPORARY”

Workers being on their best behavior by demonstrating deference and
friendliness may be interpreted as responding to flirtatious behavior. In
her research on waiters and waitresses at five types of restaurants, Elaine
Hall found that while males and females were expected to “job flirt,” there
were higher expectations for women to exhibit sexual availability as part
of their job, and customers seemed to feel encouraged to harass female
staff in a sexualized manner.!”

The risk that friendliness can be construed in a sexual manner is well
illustrated by Roxanne’s experience in cooking for a couple.

ROXANNE: Ihad one [laughing]. I had this really cool couple, and again it
was one of the couples that [acted as if ] we were all hanging
out. They were my last couple, so we were sitting around and
talking, sharing stories, blah, blah. They asked about the meal.
And I didn’t know they were swingers; the wife tried to hit on
me and it was very weird. She was really hot, but I was like,
“Okay, this is a really random turn; I'm usually going with
things, but you guys are married, I'm not, it’s not my life.”

INTERVIEWER: How does that come up?
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ROXANNE: [Laughing.]1 guessthe way we were talking. I guess they thought
I was flirting with her. Because, I guess, sometimes it can seem
like I'm flirting with people. I'm really not. I'm just really
friendly. [ Laughing.] I really don’t flirt with anybody. I'm just
really just friendly, and I guess they thought that’s what was
going on. Then they went to go talk, and then the wife comes
back. She’s sitting next to me.

rROXANNE: She’s like, “So how do you feel about, blah, blah, blah,” and I'm
like, “T don’t care; it’s your life. Live it.” And then the questions
starting getting a little more personal. I'm like, “Are you hitting
on me—is this what’s happening right now?” I'm like, “Your
husband’s right there, number one. That’s the number one
thing; number two, no. I'm very flattered, but no, I'm sorry. 'm
going to go now, thank you for the drinks. I'm glad you guys
enjoyed the food.

INTERVIEWER: I mean, how personal were these questions getting . . .

ROXANNE: They were getting to like, “Are you into certain bedroom
extracurricular type situations?”

Being asked about one’s sexual proclivities while at work, or being
invited to engage in a sex act with a client, would generally be verboten.
But in the sharing economy, somehow anything goes. None of the sharing
economy workers I interviewed described these experiences as sexual har-
assment. This isn’t unusual. As Rogers and Henson put it, “Particularly
with verbal or hostile environment harassment, temporary workers were
likely to ignore the harassment or fail to label it as sexual harassment at
all.”’® Workers who ignored the sexual harassment or brushed it off as
“nothing major” ignored the behavior because “it’s only temporary’—a
response that is also prevalent among sharing economy workers. Sharing
economy workers often peppered their descriptions of these sexually
uncomfortable experiences with terms like “weird” and “bizarro-land” and
laughter, suggesting that workers felt the situation was uncomfortable or
felt “marked” in some way.!?

The language of the workers highlights one of the challenges of work-
ing in the gig economy. Owing to the focus on community, trust, and peer-
to-peer work, workers face heightened expectations in terms of emotional
work. Part of the appeal of the sharing economy is that individuals are hir-
ing “real people” and there’s an expectation of “authentic” interaction. The
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other issue is the home-based nature of much of the work. Homes are
places of intimacy, and there are different standards for behavior when
someone enters a home. I am unlikely to spend much time interacting
with a maintenance worker who changes the fluorescent bulbs in my
office, but if that same worker comes into my home to change the filter on
my air conditioner, I will probably offer him or her a glass of water and
make a comment about the weather. The private-home aspect also
changes the equation. As the work happens behind closed doors, behavior
that would not be acceptable in a workplace—such as asking about one’s
sexual interests—appears more acceptable.

Additionally, the male-dominated environs of Silicon Valley seems to
have a particular issue with sexual harassment. “In the same way that female
engineers and start-up founders struggle to report harassment for fear of
retaliation or lost funding, gig economy workers are in precarious posi-
tions,” says Sam Levin.2° Workers who report sexually uncomfortable situ-
ations risk being viewed as problem workers and often note their own con-
cerns about the possibility of being deactivated for complaining.?! Finally,
because of the lip service paid to community and trust, when workers expe-
rience situations that appear to be sexual harassment they don’t identify it
as such. Instead, the focus is on feeling “uncomfortable.” This actually makes
sense when one revisits the idea of community and trust—we expect to feel
comfortable in a situation that promises these two ideals.

Although Roxanne told Kitchensurfing about her selfie-taking, dinner-
inviting client, she did not discuss the sexual invitation from her swinging
clients. Describing herself as usually situated in midtown Manhattan, she
noted that the clients lived uptown and she was unlikely to see them again.
“I don’t think they knew you could request your chef. I'm glad they kind of
don’t, because I don’t know how I'd feel if T went back there. I would prob-
ably just be like, ‘Hey, what’s up, guys?’” she said in an awkward tone.

Perhaps because Kitchensurfing chefs are almost always in direct con-
tact with clients, they find themselves exposed to sexual behavior more
often than other sharing economy workers. For instance, asking Randall,
forty-three, a Kitchensurfing marketplace chef about “really memorable
experiences” revealed a gig cooking for what he first described as a “sex
club” before clarifying that it was a “swingers, wife-swap-type party. Very
bizarro-land.”
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Much in the way that clerical temporary workers are sometimes urged
to dress more sexily and present a specific image, Randall was required by
his client to wear a specific style of dress—his first sign that the event
would be different.?2 “It was just going to be passed hors d’oeuvres, and he
requested that I wear my chef’s coat, which I don’t wear any more. I'm
refusing. I don’t want to wear it any more. I wore it for twenty-five years.
He was like, ‘T want you to wear a chef coat’ And he was specific. ‘T want
you to wear . .. Normally I would say, ‘No, I'm not going to do that” And
then I was like, ‘Fine. What the hell. Why not? Let’s see if it fits,” he said,
laughing. “And then he was like, ‘Make sure you have a waiter who wears
specifically this. ‘Okay.”

Except for the clothing requirements, Randall said he didn’t really get
“the vibe” of what the party was going to be through his emails or other
conversations with the client.

So I get there, and it’s one of those UWS apartments. It’s one of those classic
prewar ones, and it’s very gothic inside and everyone seemed kind of cool. It
was probably twenty-five people, and they're talking; and then I hear nego-
tiations. They’re negotiating the sexual [activities that’ll be] happening, and
I'm thinking, “Huh. Swingers club.”

And there’s different rooms and different playrooms and swings and the
whole thing. And then I'm, like, going, “Should I be wearing gloves working
in this kitchen?” [Laughing.]

When his staff seemed incredulous, Randall was quick to remind them
not to get involved, no matter what happened. Describing it as “an experi-
ence,” he was quick to note, “They were great. They tipped great. They
were friendly. It was fun.”

The speed with which Randall explained away the experience, and even
his laughter, brings to mind Marvin Scott and Stanford Lyman’s work on
accounts. They describe an account as “a statement made by a social actor
to explain unanticipated or untoward behavior—whether that behavior is
his own or that of others.?3 Randall noted that he didn’t know that the
party would involve swingers (an appeal to defeasibility) but, at the same
time, was quick to justify the experience by focusing on the fact that the
partygoers were great, good tippers, and friendly.
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SERVING AS A “STRANGER IN THE HOUSE”

In addition to the temporary nature of the work, sharing economy
workers—digital records and background checking aside—are essentially
strangers and, unless specifically requested, are unlikely to be seen again.
Randall suggested that his status as a “stranger in the house” is part of his
appeal to clients.

RANDALL: Another favorite thing is for me to go to the house and they go

and screw while I'm there.
INTERVIEWER: Seriously?

RANDALL: Yes. Very popular. Say a couple is having their ten friends over,
and they’re not there yet. So I usually get there two hours
before. So, say someone hasn’t showered yet, and they’re like,
“Hey, the kitchen is over here. I have to go take a shower.” And
then they both disappear. And then you hear the shenanigans.
And I'm like . . . First, I thought it was like, “Oh, okay.” But now
I think it’s a thing, too.

INTERVIEWER: Really? Like an exhibitionist thing?

RANDALL: Like a thing,.

INTERVIEWER: How do you feel about that?

RANDALL: I'm okay with it. Whatever. Who cares. I don’t care. If that’s what
they need. Cool. Whatever. It has happened on multiple occasions.
The first time, I was with [a colleague], and I was like, “I think
they’re fucking in there.” And he was like [said sternly], “They are.”

The experience has become common enough that Randall now takes
bets with his staff about what will happen while they’re on-site. His bet?

” « 4

That the couple will be “doing it.” “I usually win. Most of the time it’s yes,
he said, laughing. “Maybe it’s something that people think about, they fan-
tasize about. Strangers in the house or something, and I provide that.
I have to be kind of confidential anyway. They probably think I'm going
to be confidential because I'm cooking for them or something. I guess it
provides them anonymity to a degree. It’s great. It’s great.”

As much as Randall stressed that these experiences are “great” or that
he didn’t care, the fact that they came up so readily in our conversation
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suggests that perhaps a part of him did care. In the United States, very-
high-income employers tend to utilize “an American version of the
‘upstairs, downstairs’ segregation of master and servant” that involves a
level of distance.?* Yet Randall is a professional, not a servant, and his
sense of uncertainty about the rules of secrecy and familiarity came up
when he discussed how the clients “probably think” their behavior war-
ranted confidentiality owing to the cooking relationship.

It should be noted that not all of the sexually uncomfortable interac-
tions involved the workers directly. Randall explained that sometimes his
services were combined with Airbnb and used for the seduction of
others:

RANDALL: Usually the younger guys, they’ll get an Airbnb of a loft down here
in SoHo. Pawn it off as their place. Have me come in as their
chefand cook . . . to get the girl. But see, 'm always against it,
because that’s not the long-term thing.

INTERVIEWER: How often does that happen?
RANDALL: Alot. A good amount of time.
INTERVIEWER: And they tell you what’s going on?

RANDALL: No, I figure it out within a few minutes. First of all, it’s an Airbnb,
because there’s nothing there. And you can tell no one’s lived
there—there’s no pictures or nothing. And he comes in, and
he’s probably a second-year on Wall Street or some finance
guy. And then she comes in, and he’s like, “This is my place,
blah, blah, blah.” And my favorite is when she’s not into him,
or she’s into him because “I just applied to the country club
down in Delaware or down east. I just came back from
Washington on Amtrak” or some bullshit. And as soon as
he goes to the bathroom, she’s calling her girlfriends. “Uhh,
yeah..”Iloveit....

INTERVIEWER: So when do you leave?

RANDALL: I'm usually like, “Is there anything else I can get for you?”
[And the guy says,] “Uh, no.” Sometimes I know, too, that I
need to get her out of there. . . . Because it’s not going to go any
further. And sometimes a girl needs an escape hatch. “Is there
anything else I can get for you?” She’s like, “Oh, yeah, I have to
2o too.”
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INTERVIEWER: And does she talk to you on the way out?

RANDALL: I'm like, “How did that go?” And she’s like, “Oh my God.”
[Laughing.] I'm thinking he probably paid five hundred dollars
for the Airbnb. He paid me five hundred dollars, so he’s into this
a thousand dollars and you ran out. There are times when it
works. But 80 percent [of the time] it doesn’t.

Randall’s calculation of the funds spent on the date without a sexual
return on investment, may sound callous, but it’s actually a fairly common
perspective. As Marina Adshade notes in her book Dollars and Sex: How
Economics Influences Sex and Love, research by psychologists Susan
Basow and Alexandra Minieri suggests that while female participants in
the study did not feel that paying for an expensive dinner entitled a man
to sex, they did feel that his entitlement increased with the price of the
date. And men felt more strongly than women that an expensive date
increased the obligation to have sex.?®

Finally, sometimes workers find that theyre involved in tasks where the
task itself is sexually uncomfortable. When I asked Cody, a twenty-two-year-
old black male, if he'd had any weird deliveries in his work for UberRUSH
(Uber’s delivery service) and Postmates, he told me about accepting a 10 p.m.
pickup that needed to be brought to midtown Manhattan, about forty blocks’
distance. He expected that the run would take him less than twenty minutes,
even if he went slowly, so he quickly accepted the gig. As with many tasks
offered by Postmates, UberRUSH, and TaskRabbit, time is truly of the
essence, and workers who hesitate and read the whole description of a task
before accepting often find that someone accepts it before they get the
chance. “T had to go to a dildo store,” Cody told me. “I'm not against nobody’s
sex or nothing. I'm just like, when I got it: ‘The way I see it, it’s a store.” So 'm
like, ‘Okay. That’s an easy run.” So I went to the store. I didn’t even read the
bottom line [of the request]. The only thing it said: ‘Long black dildo. So I
look at it; I'm like, ‘Did I read what I read?’ There’s ‘long black dildo.”

Embarrassed to say the words, he tried showing the request to the staff
member.

I'm like, “Can I get this?” The guy was like, “Oh, so I see you want a long
black dildo.” I'm like, “No! I have one. I don’t need an extra one.” So he gave
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it to me. He wrapped it and put it in a bag. And the other one, at the bottom,
was: “I need an eating . . ” It was some eating thing. Some sexual eating . . .
Idon’t...I'm sorry about what I'm gonna say. You put it on the vagina of the
girl. And you eat.

So, I was like, are you serious? Like, this is the weirdest delivery
Ihad. And I got this? Surprise and surprise. It’s a girl. And she looked at me.
She was like, “Are you Cody?” I'm like, “Yes.” She looked left, looked right.
“Do you have my stuff?” “Yes, ma’am.” “Can I ...” I give it to her. I'm
leaving.

She was like, “You don’t wanna come and see what’s gonna happen?” I'm
like, “I'm not ... I'm not going in there.” It was a sex party. ... I'm like,
“Excuse me, I'm out.” That was the weirdest thing I ever did.

Like other sharing economy workers who have found themselves in
sexually uncomfortable situations, Cody is careful to be polite, saying
“excuse me” as he declines the offer of sexual activity and leaves the client’s
home.

SEXUALLY CHARGED EXPERIENCES FOR WORKERS

As with many aspects of the sharing economy, there is not just one side to
the story. Even though many of these experiences suggest an awkward
encounter for the worker, there are also times when the sharing economy
seems to provide a sexual buffet to the worker, as illustrated by the experi-
ence of Yosef, twenty-seven, an Airbnb host and self-described hotelier.

Most Airbnb hosts that I interviewed were hesitant to tell me about
where they lived. Our interviews were usually conducted at various coffee
shops in the East Village, and mentions of their apartments were often
somewhat vague—they lived in a building on Tenth Street or “around the
corner” from our chosen coffee shop. Sometimes these descriptions were
accompanied by a vague wave in one direction. No one ever told me their
specific address or apartment number.

So when Yosef responded to my interview request by suggesting that
we meet in his West Village apartment, promising me a tour of his Airbnb
rental, I was surprised and more than a bit concerned. Meeting a stranger
in the privacy of his home seemed like a bad idea. I was also confused
about his mention of a West Village apartment—I'd deliberately focused
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my recruitment efforts on the East Village, which has one of the highest
numbers of Airbnb rentals in Manhattan.26

I dug around online and learned that Yosef had been actively and pub-
licly involved in Airbnb’s public relations efforts in New York. With that
reassurance, I told my husband where I was going to be and gave him
strict instructions on how and when to check in—and what to do if T didn’t
respond promptly.

When I arrived at the apartment several minutes early, Yosef wasn’t
home, but he soon rounded the corner with a bag of juice and cookies for
our interview. Upstairs, he gave me a short tour of his apartment, noting
that the two-bedroom rent-stabilized walk-up was his home and his first
Airbnb listing—he was responsible for up to twenty-five Airbnb guests per
evening. With plans to one day become a professional hotelier, he wasn’t
letting his age or lack of degree deter him in the meantime. With assist-
ance from his family, he rented two three-bedroom apartments in
Manhattan’s Upper West Side neighborhood that he listed for thirty-night
stints as quasi-hostels, with up to two people per bedroom. He also man-
aged ten listings owned by associates.

Since it was one of my last Airbnb interviews, I thought I'd already
reached theoretical saturation—until I asked my standard last question:
“Is there anything I haven’t asked you that you think I should ask you?”

Yosef’s response came quickly: “You didn’t ask me about any, maybe,
romantic stories that happened through Airbnb.”

“Have you had romantic stories?” I asked.

He had. The first story was the tamest: Yosef told me about “clicking” with
ayoung female guest whom he spent time with for three weeks—they cooked
meals together, she met his friends, and they even visited his parents for a
Shabbat dinner and attended an Airbnb conference. “And the romantic side
was the fact that we slept together, cuddled. But I still saw her as my baby
sister, because she was twenty, and my sister is—she’s two years younger than
me, but I see her as nineteen. And, yeah, I felt, definitely, affection, and a very
tense vibe in the air. But in a way, I saw her as my guest and someone that 'm
supposed to take care of, that she was like a baby sister.”

There was something about his story that suggested he wanted to tell
me more. I asked if he had slept with any of his other guests. He told me
there were two incidents.
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The first woman was a few years older and had broken up with her
boyfriend of seven years shortly before renting Yosef’s spare bedroom. Not
realizing that he had a chance with the woman, he had taken two different
women to bed during the course of her stay.

And on her last night here, we went to a lounge or dance bar, and she told
me, “You're very active,” and she said what she found in the trash [con-
doms], and I told her, “Yeah, I'm sorry.” And she said, “No, that’s nice.”

And we came back home, and she—yeah, fuck it—so I put a condom on
in like ten seconds, and then she said, “Whoa.” Because, I mean, we already
started, and I'm a very giving person. And once we were ready, I guess I just
put it on too quick, and that was just what scared her. So she said, “Okay,
wait, wait.” And then I fell asleep.

Woke up in my bed by myself, I'm like, “Oh my God, this is bad. This is
really bad. What is she thinking?” And she said it was a fine sleep with me.
And T had to ask her if we had sex, because I didn’t know what happened.

As T was getting ready to leave, Yosef asked if I had time for another
story, what he described as one of his “craziest experiences.”

voseF: A couple booked—actually, I saw only the guy’s profile. And I
thought, okay, it’s a couple, cool. And they came in. He’s in his
forties, she’s in her twenties. Attractive, kind of avant-garde
kind of girl. You know, blue highlights, piercing, some tattoos.
I'm like, well, cool, lucky guy; he’s hanging with a young,
attractive chick. After five days, she tells me, “Oh, we're not
together. He just wanted to go to New York, and he offered to
pay for my ticket, so I came with him.” I'm like, “But you're
sleeping in the same bed,” and she’s like, “Yeah, but he’s disgust-
ing, ew, you think I'm—" I'm like, “Oh, so you’re not a couple.”

And then I'm like, oh, so she’s not those kinds of girls that
hang out with older guys that came with them or sleep with. So it
always happens on the last night. I had work at 7 in the morning,
but I stayed up until 4 a.m. They had a huge fight. She was mix-
ing beer with Monster, the energy drink. I was just drinking
some random Coke, and every time he went to smoke a cigarette
upstairs, we made out. And I'm like, this—I just said, “This guy is
going to kick the shit out of me if he knew what’s going on.”

Eventually, he picked up on it, and he just told her, “That’s the
kind of girl you are: you just screw around.” And I just stood up,
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and I'm like, “I'm really sorry. She just said you guys are not
together, so .. ” I just told him, like, “I'm sorry, I don’t want this
to be a part of, whatever.” He’s like, “No, no, that’s fine,” and he
went to sleep. And then once he went to sleep, love, love, love.
And it was fine.

INTERVIEWER: How were the reviews from that couple?

YosEF: [Laughter.] [ The first woman] gave me great reviews. She’s like,
“Yosef is the best host you can get.” I wish she had written, “He
gives good head,” but she didn’t. And, damn, what’s her name
...A—, A— or E—. I think they left an okay review, they didn’t
write any bad thing. They either didn’t leave a review, or left an
okay review. If it was a bad review, I'd remember.

Yosef’s Airbnb sexual exploits aren’t just about being a young man in a
large city. He dreams of writing a book called Sixty-Nine that will detail
his adventures. “So, like, I wanted to ask women that I've been with to
write about our experience. Kind of like a review about me, but in a story
method,” he explained. “And then compile it to one book that is going to
show the same guy from just sixty-nine different perspectives.”

“The perspectives of sixty-nine women who've all slept with you?” I
clarified.

“Yes,” he said.

Yosef was likely an outlier. He was the only Airbnb host I met who vol-
unteered that he had consummated his host-guest relationship. There
may have been more hosts who had become involved with their guests, but
if so, they didn’t volunteer that information. Although all of my Airbnb
host respondents rented their domestic space to strangers—often banking
on a combination of intuition, online stalking skills, Airbnb insurance,
and social network verification—most Airbnb interviewees were absent
when a guest rented their home. Yosef was more open than most to shar-
ing his space regularly.

One considerable difference may also be that Yosef is a Success Story
who actively shares his space in addition to managing multiple other
“entire apartment” listings. He is financially comfortable and can pick and
choose his guests. Airbnb hosts generally prefer to rent their entire apart-
ment because they can command a premium price for doing so, and they
can avoid the inconvenience of interacting face-to-face with strangers in
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their space. For Success Stories and Strivers, renting an entire apartment
on Airbnb is a way to finance a vacation, or the apartment serves as an
investment property (as I discuss in chapter 7).

But for Strugglers and some Strivers, sharing their space is often a
response to a lack of funds. For instance, Gabriele, twenty-seven, a Struggler
and an international graduate student, generally preferred to rent her
Crown Heights apartment when she traveled outside the city with her
young son. “I don’t usually do it, because I don’t feel comfortable being in
the same apartment with other people. But my apartment is big—I have
three rooms, and it’s just me and my son who live there. So sometimes when
huge day-care bills come in and I can’t handle them, I rent out a room. But
I've just done that twice, I think. I have one room that I can completely shut
off that I rent out.” For Gabriele, sharing her space with a stranger was done
only when financially necessary. Describing herself as “not superattached”
to the apartment, she considers it to be a “valuable asset” that can be tapped
to help pay bills or provide extra money for vacations.

Although some users spoke about renting out their apartments as
shared rentals in order to meet people and be social, for most, doing a
shared rental was simply necessary in order to stay in an apartment that
they loved or considered a good deal. For instance, Rachel, thirty-eight,
rented out her second bedroom on Airbnb after her longtime boyfriend
moved out soon after renewing the lease. Likewise, Matthew, thirty-six,
started renting his apartment on Airbnb as a way to get himself out of a
financial bind. Falling into a depression after a restaurant he planned to
open fell through, he was soon so broke that he found himself eating at the
local street-meat cart on credit.2”

Finally, one last characteristic that distinguishes Yosef from other
Airbnb hosts is that he is single. Nearly all of my Airbnb respondents were
in relationships, and the majority of those couples lived together. However,
being single was not always a requirement for “hooking up” in the sharing
economy. Muhammad, thirty-three, an Uber driver, had a young daughter
and a pregnant wife. When I asked if he had any issues with passengers’
behavior, he started talking about his late-night female passengers. “You're
going to have some females come out of the club, by themselves, and they
might be a little tipsy—meaning a little drunk—but they still control
themselves and move around and talk normally. They will try to get you
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upstairs with them. They will talk to you,” he said. “It’s like, ‘Oh, I had a
good time, but I didn’t find nobody. A lot of females are horny.”

I asked if he ever accepted any of the offers to go upstairs.

“You can just log out, and you're not working. After you finish the trip,
you just log off, and you’re not working anymore. You're free,” he said. “You
do whatever you want. . .. I mean, I look at it, it’s okay. You're satisfying
yourself, I mean, any person, after work.”

Sleeping with a passenger is a violation of Uber rules, but the freedom
to do so highlights the flexibility of the app. A driver who rents a yellow
taxicab for a shift has a limited amount of time to earn back that cost. The
driver of a black car has a dispatcher to contend with and a preset shift.
But as the Uber advertisements remind potential workers, when one
drives with Uber, this means: “No shifts, no boss, no limits.” As a result,
drivers can log out of the platform, and then log back in a few minutes or
hours later. The flexibility of the app makes sleeping with passengers
much more possible than a traditional car service does.

How often do app-based drivers have sex with their passengers? It’s
hard to say, and it’s doubtful that Uber or Lyft will be researching or publi-
cizing such statistics anytime soon. Officials with the Whisper website, an
anonymous social media site that allows users to post secrets and confes-
sions, say that they’ve “vetted accounts of several people who said they have
had sex with an Uber or Lyft driver, and of drivers who said they had sex
with customers. And based on things such as geo-location of the posts and
direct inquiries, they said they have no reason to believe the posts are
bogus.”? When the former CEO of Uber calls the service “boob-er” because
it improves his chances with the ladies, perhaps no one should be surprised
when drivers or passengers treat a ride as more than a way home.29

Although the workplace protections dealing with safety and the right to
unionize date back to the early industrial age and the beginning of the
1900s, American protections against sexual harassment are a direct out-
cropping of second-wave feminism. Some sharing economy supporters
suggest that workplace protections are no longer needed—that the laws
are outdated or no longer relevant—but even the newer workplace protec-
tions are no match for the sharing economy’s bulldozing of workplace
protections.
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This economic movement forward into the past results in an undercut-
ting of sexual harassment workplace protections. Not only is the issue of
sexual harassment rarely touched on by the sharing economy companies,
but also workers don’t expect to have workplace protections. Behavior
that would be unacceptable in a corporate office is ignored or explained
away as “weird” when it occurs in an employer’s bedroom or kitchen or
when the work is allegedly focused on the egalitarianism of peer-to-peer
connections. Instead of feeling free to identify this treatment as sexual
harassment, workers who find themselves sexually approached by clients
struggle to describe what exactly is going on, using terms like bizarro-land
to demonstrate a sense of confusion and discomfort.

Sexual harassment is hardly the only illegal activity occurring in the gig
economy. Workers sometimes find that their day’s work includes a “dirty”
element, since the anonymous nature of the gig economy enables the out-
sourcing of drug deliveries and scams to otherwise law-abiding workers.
The gig economy upends our assumptions about work as an alternative to
crime by turning workers into criminal accomplices who are hired for ille-
gal or legally questionable activities. As the sharing economy rolls back
worker protections, it also creates new opportunities for criminal
enterprise.
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6 Allin a Day’s (Dirty) Work

Around six feet tall, with broad shoulders and short black hair, Jamal (intro-
duced in chapter 4) is a graduate from a prestigious university, a school
where graduates prefer to think of themselves as creating sharing economy
apps—not working for them. A self-described “social media guru,” Jamal is
soft-spoken and has a slight southern accent. When he gets nervous or feels
self-conscious, he tends to mumble slightly, making it necessary to lean in
to hear him. His Pinterest page, a tool for compiling online favorites, has
dozens of followers, most of them women, and his board with the most
“pins” features his ideal apartment layout, complete with a retro Nintendo-
console coffee table. Clean-shaven, quick to smile, and a fan of hip-hop, he
seems like your standard southern-grown, West Indian boy next door.

The son of a college professor, Jamal grew up down south and returned
home after graduation. He spent a year working in Georgia to pay off a
small student loan and save money. He planned to move to New York City
and start a career in social media marketing. Jamal arrived in New York in
February, a cold and wet time to arrive in the city, but a good time to get a
jump on early spring job openings.

But New York was more expensive than he expected; and as a black
man with a decidedly nonwhite name, he found that his job hunt took a
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while. His plan to bartend for extra money fell through. “Here in New
York, places demand a certain type of person to be a bartender,” he said.
“He has to already have a bartending license, or he has to be a very attrac-
tive female, which I have neither,” he admitted, laughing. When bartend-
ing and working as a restaurant server didn’t pan out, Jamal joined
TaskRabbit. He described it as “an opportunity to get some money in my
pocket on demand, while being able to continue to apply for jobs and con-
duct interviews.”

Jamal scheduled TaskRabbit gigs around his job interviews and devel-
oped a daily habit of checking TaskRabbit each morning to see what kinds
of opportunities were posted. The most common listing was for delivery
services. “So there’d probably be literally fifty or sixty delivery jobs within
the hour,” he said. “T'd find myself being able to make between at least
twenty to fifty dollars a day, just off the deliveries.”

If his bid for a job was accepted, he’d run out and do it. Sometimes his
bid wouldn’t be accepted, or it would be accepted but was for later in the
day. In an effort to get more work, he would take his laptop to a Manhattan
public library so he could “be where the action is.” This strategy often
resulted in his getting two to three tasks each day.

Jamal was fortunate to have relatives in New York; when he moved to
the city, he stayed with them for several months, until family drama
erupted. A month spent with friends in Washington, DC, wasn’t enough of
a cooling-off period. When he returned to New York, he discovered that he
was essentially homeless: unable to stay with family, too broke to pay for
an apartment sublease, and missing the requisite paystubs to show a land-
lord so he could rent an apartment of his own.

He moved into an illegal hostel that promised free housing in exchange
for labor: six eight-hour shifts each week, working from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. or
from 5 p.m. to 1 a.m. Sometimes he worked a double shift of sixteen
straight hours. The work included checking people into the hostel, record-
ing their information, and photographing their passports, as well as a
good deal of cleaning. “I swept, mopped the floors, cleaned bathrooms, did
the laundry and the sheets, cleaned the hair from the shower,” he said. “Oh
my God, it was disgusting.”

Living and working in the hostel meant a roof over his head and a place
to keep his possessions, and the constant flux of people coming and going
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also provided a steady source of food. The hostel was hosted in a house,
and in an effort to save money, guests took advantage of the kitchen facili-
ties to cook meals. When visitors left, their extra food often remained. “I
would get some of that food,” Jamal said. Even so, it wasn’t enough:

I think I lost forty pounds that summer. I came to New York weighing
190-something, and then I went, like, 160, 150. I lost a lot of weight that
year. ... I guess when I look back at it, I did basically live under the poverty
line. . .. I didn’t eat as much because, literally, the money I made, I had to
portion out my food and stretch it out. So I would make some spaghetti and
make sure it lasts me five days. I would do whatever I can to try and spend
as little money as possible.

Online reviews of the hostel note that it has a certificate of occupancy as a
three-family house that has been filled with bunk beds, sleeping as many
as ten people per floor in four- and six-person rooms. Reviews mention
long waits for the three bathrooms, which were shared between as many
as thirty people. Jamal knew that the house was an illegal hostel, and that
the crowded home didn’t conform to the fire code. “The house actually
caught on fire. The whole house wasn’t engulfed in flames—just a side of
the house around the front door caught on fire,” he said. “Well, the people
I'm working with called the fire department, even though I told them not
to. And you know what, when the fire department of New York comes,
they destroy the house. So the house is basically destroyed, not because of
the fire, [but] because the fire department destroyed the house with the ax
and water damage and all that kind of stuff”

After the fire, Jamal spent a day with a girl he was dating and then
began crashing on the couches of friends and distant relatives, eventually
renting space for thirty-five dollars a night in another hostel, one he
described as “even more disgusting.” Without the option of working for
room and board, TaskRabbit gigs took on additional importance. “I made
sure I did TaskRabbit every day,” he said. “So basically it was just some
serious home game I played.”

Jamal liked the TaskRabbit bidding system. “It felt like I had the power.
It’s just that I had the power to choose which job that I want to do,” he
said. “I see what people want, I get to choose. I get to choose for myself; I
want to do it for them, and all that kind of stuff”
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But in the summer of 2014, TaskRabbit pivoted from a bidding system
to a hourly rate (discussed in chapter 2), and Jamal wasn’t a fan of the new
system. Suddenly it was harder for him to book tasks around his interview
schedule. And it became even more important for him to accept the tasks
he was chosen for, in order to keep his acceptance rate high and ensure he
remained active on the platform. Soon after the pivot, Jamal was hired for
what he thought was a standard errand task: pick up and deliver drugs
from a pharmacy.

“I'd done it before, so I really didn’t think anything of it,” he said. But
his last prescription pickup task had involved delivering the drugs to a
location two blocks away. This one was a little different—while Jamal was
on the way to the pharmacy, his customer called to say that she’d just
moved to China and had forgotten to pick up her prescriptions before
leaving; she needed Jamal to mail her the drugs. Then the woman’s credit
card was declined because she was out of the country. There was a lot of
back-and-forth with the pharmacy. After a two-hour delay, Jamal was
finally able to pick up the prescription.

“I got the drugs—and then I realized: this is a lot of drugs,” he said. He
took a photo of the extra-large pill bottles. “That’s when I was, like—wait
a minute. Is it legal to mail prescription drugs across the US border?” he
said with a laugh. “I was just thinking to myself: don’t you have to go
through customs?” When he realized that the medicine would need to be
mailed through DHL or FedEx, the client told him to hold on to the pills
until she determined what needed to happen next.

So I'm like, “Okay.” Then after that, I talked to my friend, [and] she was like:
I should call TaskRabbit and tell them what’s happening. I was like, “Yeah.
because it’s been a week that I've carried around all this—not methampheta-
mine, but amphetamine pills and sleeping pills. And it’s a lot—if I were to
get caught with it, someone would think I'm running a meth lab.”

So I called TaskRabbit, told them what’s happening. And at first, the guy
said, “Well, it’s illegal so you shouldn’t do it.” Then after five minutes, he puts
me on hold and talks to upper management, because he’s never had some-
thing like this happen before. So then I get a call five minutes later. “So you
know what, I think you should do it, because the Tasker does whatever the
person needs to be done.” But, yeah, so he actually said I should do it any-
way, because—even though it’s illegal—the client is paying you to do it, [so]
you should still do it.
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On the advice of his friend, Jamal had recorded the call. He played the
recording for me, and I could hear his female friend’s voice as she
prompted him to clarify whether the TaskRabbit employee stated the task
needed to be completed, no matter what. In a slight understatement,
Jamal described the situation as “problematic.” He explains, “[ TaskRabbit
is] saying that I should break the law for this person; but at the same time,
if T were to get caught, get arrested, it'd be like—who am I working for?
And TaskRabbit—here is the problem, because I'm not officially an
employee under TaskRabbit’s contract. I mean, if contracts are getting
worked via TaskRabbit. So if stuff was to hit the fan, 'm not protected.”

In the end, Jamal decided that he wouldn’t mail the medications.
Eventually, the client arranged for him to meet up with a friend of hers
and hand over the pills. But until that happened, Jamal carried the drugs
with him. For a young black man in New York City, carrying large quanti-
ties of someone else’s prescription drugs is especially dangerous. Although
the New York Police Department’s infamous “stop and frisk” program had
declined precipitously by late 2013, the city was still conducting random
bag searches as people entered the subways. “I know I was taking arisk. . . .
Stop-and-frisk was ended by the time I moved to New York. So I wasn’t
necessarily worried about that. But I was worried about the random bag
checks at train stations, which does happen. It’s never happened to me,
thank God. But I was worried about that. And if that were to happen to
me, I could not say, T'm a TaskRabbit; I'm delivering this. Because even if
they did believe me, who could I go to? I couldn’t go to anybody.”

At the same time, between his hostel living situation and need to con-
stantly be on the go for TaskRabbit gigs and job interviews, Jamal didn’t
feel like he could leave the bag at home. “She didn’t give me a time, she
just said, Tl get back to you, whenever. So I had no choice.”

It feels strange to hear a well-educated young man talk about having
“no choice” in the workplace, especially in the sharing economy, where the
ability to pick your work, pick your hours, and even set your own income
level is nearly sacrosanct. But the freedom promised by the gig economy is
often a mirage, and workers may be left feeling as though they have fewer
choices than before. As part of the sharing economy’s casualization of
labor, many long-held assumptions about the American workplace and
the redeeming qualities of work are overturned.
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WORK AS AN ALTERNATIVE TO CRIME OR ENABLING
CRIMINAL ACTIVITY?

William Julius Wilson, in When Work Disappears: The World of the New
Urban Poor, writes that it’s the loss of manufacturing jobs, along with white
flight from cities, that led to the deterioration of African American families
and an increase in the crime rate. Without jobs, the logic goes, there are
few ways to make money—and little incentive to marry. And without the
social stability of marriage and work, there are fewer social controls pre-
venting crime, both in terms of personal deterrents and “old heads” who
can talk down the young men who may be considering a life of crime.!

The answer, meanwhile, is promoted in every American economic
development plan: bring in industry, bring in job opportunities, and the
crime rate will drop.? The increasing employment levels of the late 1990s
are even regularly offered as a reason behind the resulting crime drop.
Work by “rogue sociologist” Sudhir Venkatesh further supports this inter-
pretation: the drug dealers he encountered in the projects of Chicago were
overwhelmingly poor, on governmental assistance, and living with their
mothers.?

But in the gig economy, the logic that gainful employment will reduce
crime—or prevent someone from engaging in criminal enterprises—is
turned on its head.* Although workers want to work and avoid trouble,
the very nature of the gig economy, with its emphasis on short-term gigs
and anonymity, easily lends itself to criminal behavior. Workers receive
background checks, but client backgrounds are not checked or monitored
in any way. It takes merely seconds to create a fake profile on TaskRabbit
or Kitchensurfing, and perhaps a minute or two on Uber or Airbnb.

Unlike workers, clients are not required to provide detailed informa-
tion in their profiles or post photos. A user could easily set up an account
using a burner phone, random email, and a cash card and would then be
able to hire workers and delegate tasks to them anonymously. Indeed,
members of the criminal element appear to be well aware of the possibili-
ties. In 2015, TaskRabbit announced to its workers that they should not
spend more than three hundred dollars out of pocket on a task without
company approval. Although the company was not explicit in the reason-
ing, several TaskRabbits I interviewed mentioned that they thought some-
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one had used a stolen credit card or had otherwise disputed a charge after
the fact, leaving TaskRabbit responsible for both the purchase and the cost
of the Tasker’s time.

Although many TaskRabbits now know not to accept a task that will
involve spending more than three hundred dollars out of pocket, these tasks
still occur. The TaskRabbit app allows anonymized communication between
the Tasker and client and provides TaskRabbit with a written record in case
of a dispute. The messaging tool can be used to provide a specific address to
the Tasker, to clarify task directions, or even to change the gig after it starts,
as Michael, a forty-nine-year-old white male, quickly discovered.

With a doctorate in political science and a strong history of teaching
and research, Michael expected that he would be hired for writing and
editing jobs. Instead, few materialized. Having moved to New York to be
with his significant other, he joined TaskRabbit in the spring of 2015, after
the pivot. Heavyset and balding, he found that clients weren’t hiring him
directly, so he began picking up the emergency tasks—work that other
TaskRabbits had rejected or that had to be completed on the same day,
usually within just a few hours. Many of these tasks were deliveries or
errand-based tasks.?

One such delivery task seemed perfectly normal: pick up several bottles
of juice from a local shop. But the task quickly grew much bigger than
Michael had expected. “Yesterday I was sent a task to pick up some food,
and the person changed the order rather dramatically from the descrip-
tion of the task to when I actually got to the place and said, ‘Okay, I'm
here’ The order had expanded significantly, and the total charge was
something like three hundred dollars; and were supposed to get authori-
zation before we spend that much. I called the support center, and they
immediately canceled the task and said, ‘Don’t do this. We'll be in touch
with the client.”

Explaining that he’d “come to realize some of the scams that are being
pulled through TaskRabbit,” and that he’d encountered such a scam sev-
eral times, Michael asked the call center about their decision. “They used
the same language that I heard in a previous conversation, where there
was another definitely scam task. And I can’'t remember the language
exactly, but it was something like: ‘Well, sometimes people misuse the
platform to try to work around a situation, or something to that effect.”
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Michael was paid for an hour of his time by TaskRabbit, but between
the collecting of items and the need to deliver them to the client, this task
likely would have earned him more money if he hadn’t reported it. At the
same time, completing the task against TaskRabbit policy could have cost
him his job and even money out of his own pocket. Whereas delivery serv-
ices like Postmates provide workers with prepaid cards, TaskRabbit
expects workers to use their own funds and then be reimbursed. Because
it can take a week for TaskRabbit to reimburse workers, many of the
Taskers I spoke to rejected tasks that required an out-of-pocket expendi-
ture or accepted only tasks for which the costs were minimal. For Taskers
who are living on the financial edge and who have maxed out, or nearly
maxed out, credit cards, the reimbursement delay can be problematic.®

The low incomes of many gig workers leave them especially vulnerable
to making poor decisions. Researchers have found that juggling the many
competing demands of poverty can affect a person’s ability to focus on
other problems, “just as an air traffic controller focusing on a potential
collision course is prone to neglect other planes in the air.”

It’s not enough to be on top of response times and TaskRabbit policies.
Workers also need to be smart about which tasks that they take on, being
careful not to accept tasks that are outside their schedules or beyond their
abilities, and recognizing when a gig is questionable. Workers who are
financially more comfortable are better able to evaluate possible tasks and
identify possible problems. This concept is clearly illustrated by Brandon’s
experience. A thirtysomething African American man who had worked in
finance for a number of years, Brandon planned to attend law school and
had taken a year off to travel. Our interview was conducted during the
summer before he started classes. More financially secure than most
Taskers, he was not dependent on the app for paying his bills and could
afford to be more discriminating when it came to declining tasks that
seemed questionable. One client wanted to send him a mailbox key. “They
wanted me to go to Westchester,” he said, mentioning a town roughly
forty-five minutes away. “I would go to the mailbox, get something out,
then mail it back to them because they were supposedly out of town for a
month.” It doesn’t take much imagination to suggest that the mystery
package was probably not going to help his legal future. He declined the
task.
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SAFER TO PARTICIPATE THAN TO PROTEST

Aside from the financial aspect, workers whose future employment often
hinges on reviews may feel added pressure to engage in potentially crimi-
nal activities. It’s important to note that no one actually posts tasks that
appear criminal. Gig work generally features activities such as helping with
moving, standing in lines, cleaning homes, and running errands. There’s
no option to hire a drug mule on TaskRabbit or a getaway driver on Uber.
Likewise, when Airbnb guests want to host wild orgies or ransack some-
one’s apartment, they don’t advertise such activities in their communica-
tion with hosts. As a result, workers often don’t know that they’re partici-
pating in possibly illegal activities until they’re well into a job. In some
cases, once they suspect that criminal activity is going on, workers may be
in a dangerous situation where it is safer to acquiesce than protest.

This is especially evident with ride-sharing services such Lyft and Uber.
New York is one of the few locations to embrace sharing economy drivers
asits own: drivers are fully licensed by the Taxi and Limousine Commission
(TLC) and undergo the same background checks as taxicab drivers. But in
New York, cab drivers’ protections include a bullet-resistant partition,
security cameras, and a panic button that actives a trouble light near the
car’s license plate; some of these tools date back to the 1960s. Beginning
in 1967, the city required bullet-resistant partitions only in cabs driven at
night, expanding the requirement in the early 1970s to all cabs. The parti-
tions were made voluntary in the late 1970s. But beginning in 1994, the
requirement was reinstituted after numerous cab drivers were killed as
part of the crack cocaine crime wave. In 1997, the partition requirement
was expanded to include fleet-owned livery cars. At first, drivers who had
their own vehicles were exempt; eventually they were required to use a
partition or security camera. Although most New York City taxi drivers
keep their partitions open, allowing for easy payment and communication
with the passenger, they at least have the option of closing the partition.
Ride-sharing drivers don’t.®

The partition was originally intended to reduce or prevent robberies
and can be considered a success: No taxicab driver has been Kkilled in a
robbery since 1997. Fidel F. Del Valle, TLC chairman from 1991 to 1995,
explained in an interview, “Whatever goes through the brain of somebody
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intent on physical violence, partitions seem to stop them. The attractive-
ness of robbing a cab is that it’s basically a piggy bank on wheels. You don’t
want to make the opportunity for crime any easier than it is.”?

In part because Uber and Lyft drivers do not carry cash and are prohib-
ited from picking up street hails in New York or accepting cash payments,
there’s an expectation that they'’re less likely to be robbed. The lack of pro-
tections for drivers also appears to be part of the ethos of the sharing econ-
omy, where the app-based invisibility of payment, partnered with user
profiles, promotes the idea of trustworthiness and small-town safety.
When you request an Uber or Lyft, the company is supposed to have your
name, credit card number, billing address, and photo on file—a taxicab
driver simply has an anonymous figure on the side of the road. Indeed, as
noted earlier, when Lyft, with its motto “Your friend with a car,” began
operating, passengers were even encouraged to sit in the front seat, fur-
ther reducing a driver’s options in case of a dangerous situation.!©
However, as I've pointed out, the app-based profiles may provide a false
sense of security—it’s entirely likely that the information included is fake
or otherwise useless, and drivers can still find themselves in situations
that they perceive as dangerous and illegal. It’s not unreasonable to sug-
gest that the lack of a camera and trouble light may even increase the pos-
sibility that drivers will find themselves with passengers seeking transpor-
tation anonymity.

Hector, a thirty-one-year-old Hispanic man, reached out to me
in response to a request for research participants that I posted on
Uberdrivers.net, an online discussion board for ride-sharing drivers. A
college graduate, he was working as an assistant manager for a furniture
rental center, working forty-seven hours a week and making $460 a week
after taxes, until an Uber ad promising thousands of dollars in monthly
income caught his eye.!! Unwilling to pay the TLC costs in New York City
until he knew what he was getting into, he tried driving in New Jersey for
a weekend and made $200 his first night out. “That’s half of what I made
for a week,” he said, still sounding impressed several months later. “So I
called my boss, ‘Listen, I got a better job opportunity. I'm going to go with
it.) I knew it was time for a change, so I just went and did it; and in that
first week, I made about $1,200. So I was just saying, ‘All right, I made the
right decision.”
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Like many drivers, Hector drove for both Uber and Lyft, often deciding
which app to activate based on the active guarantees and his own experi-
ence with passengers and demand. He described Lyft passengers as nicer,
but also noted that Uber had more clients. Although his income appears
to be higher than his earnings at the furniture rental center, the start-up
costs of becoming a driver were considerable: trading in his car for an
Uber-approved model, increasing his car note by $8,000: and the addi-
tion of roughly $4,000 in fees and insurance prepayments for his TLC
license and registration. In addition to maxing out his credit cards, he bor-
rowed his college-student girlfriend’s life savings of $2,000, and addi-
tional money from his brothers. Even though Uber advertisements guar-
antee $5,000 a month, money remains a serious concern: between his car
payment of $800 a month and insurance bill of $500 a month, he hasn’t
been able to save.

From the beginning, Hector knew that driving could be dangerous or
have legal implications. In New Jersey, where he started driving, ride-
sharing was illegal. His first ride was a group of five, technically more than
his car could fit, but “they made it work somehow.” He dropped the pas-
sengers off at a local bar. Later that evening, when they called him back for
a pickup, he arrived to find a brawl in the parking lot. “I was about to leave
because it was like it was turning into ten guys fighting, and they were
right in front of my car,” he said. “I had to put the car in reverse to keep
them from hitting my car. So I was like, ‘Okay, this is getting real bad, but
then I realized I was blocked. They were blocking the exit, fighting.”

Fortunately, Hector’s passengers left the bar at that time, and he was
able to leave with them—just as the police arrived. But Uber’s notorious
strategies for legalization reassured him that he didn’t have to worry about
the cops.!? He explains, “As they do in every state, they just go in, and
they’re like, ‘Don’t worry, we'll cover all your legal fees.”

Even though he’s not worried about the police, a recent situation has
made him consider getting a camera. Having grown up in Jamaica,
Queens, Hector was aware of the difficulty a young man of color has in
getting a cab in an outer borough. When he first saw that a young African
American man had requested an Uber ride, he accepted. “They put the
address as a park. So I'm sitting there, and all of a sudden four dudes get
in my car. Theyre all wearing hoodies. I have a tablet in the back for
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people to play music; I have a lot of gadgets in my car. And I'm like, Am I
going to get robbed?’ But then they were cool. They were eating all my
snacks, ‘cause I provide snacks, and they ate all of it. And I provide little
bottles of water, and they drank all of it.”

The ride went well, until, as Hector puts it, “they wouldn’t let me go.”

I was driving them around for an hour, multiple stops. One guy would get out,
he would run to wherever it was and then come right back. And then I'd go to
another, and then one would get out; or they would swap and pick someone
else up; or someone with a hoodie would be waiting outside, and they would
meet up and then come back in the car. . . . I think they’re doing illegal activity
of selling [drugs]. And I was encouraging them to go to college.

One of them was like, “All right, you know, I'm going to go and I want to be
anurse.” All the other three didn’t say anything. I was trying to make small talk,
like: “So why are you stopping here?” Like, “Oh, he’s got to get something.”
They would come back with nothing. So in my mind I was on a drug run.

The experience became even more concerning when he was directed to
pick up a fifth passenger. “The new guy we picked up, he was a little older,
and then it was like he was running the show. And he was just telling me
where to turn, and he wouldn’t tell me the address. So he’s like, ‘All right,
turn here, after the light, make a left.”

Hector followed the man’s directions until they arrived at the destina-
tion. Then the older man jumped out and approached a man standing
outside, someone who “looked like he was up to no good.” Hector demon-
strated the discreet drug handoff handshake that the men exchanged
before the passenger returned to the car, asking to be brought back to his
original location.

So I honestly wanted to say to all of them, “Get out, I'm not doing this,” but
didn’t know if they had weapons or not, and I couldn’t tell from their baggy
sweatpants or hoodies if they had anything. They could be carrying knives.
I didn’t even have a pen to defend myself. They could just put a knife to my
throat, and what am I going to do? And then there’s no photo. I don’t even
know who was the account holder. It just said A—. I don’t even know who
was A—.

Hector’s passengers may have used a real name. But with only a first name
and no photo, it was difficult for him to determine which passenger owned
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the account. Without a camera, there was no record of who was in the car.
Hector believes that ride-sharing services may be especially appealing to
drug dealers because the prevalence of Uber and Lyft cars in the outer bor-
oughs of New York City may mean that they are less likely to draw the atten-
tion of the police. Hector’s assumption may be right: research shows that
Uber outperforms taxis in serving the outer boroughs of New York City.!3

Eventually the young men began talking about traveling to the Bronx,
a forty-minute drive without traffic. Hector told them that he was trying
to get home to dinner. They agreed to end the ride, but not before one last
request. “They're like, ‘Okay, give me your number. They wanted to use me
again. And I was going to give him a fake number, but he was just stand-
ing there. So I rethought it. I just gave him my real number. And he enters
the number, and then he called it. He saw that it rang, and then he left. He
was like, ‘All right.”

Hector was called by the young men less than a week later. They wanted
him to pick them up in Brooklyn again. He lied and told them he was in
Manhattan, too far away. He thinks about alerting Uber; but the passen-
gers have his cell phone number, and he’s concerned that if they’re deacti-
vated by the app they may take action against him. In the meantime, he’s
researched cameras for his car, but a TLC-approved camera costs roughly
$350, not counting installation. He explains, “I don’t want to invest that
yet, because I'm still trying to get out of debt.”

It would be easy to explain away Jamal’s and Hector’s experiences as
aberrations in the sharing economy or maybe even misunderstandings.
Perhaps people really do move to new continents and forget to pack pre-
scription medications; maybe the young men that Hector was driving
were looking for a missing cell phone or simply checking in with friends.
In conducting nearly eighty in-depth interviews, one is likely to encounter
a few outrageous stories. Yet, time and time again, workers told me about
situations that certainly sounded illegal.

DISTANCE DOESN’T MEAN PROTECTION

For instance, Christina, a thirty-year-old Asian woman, was hired through
TaskRabbit to do research. Although many TaskRabbit gigs are local, this
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one was ‘remote,” a task that Christina could complete from home.
TaskRabbit discourages workers from communicating outside the plat-
form in an effort to keep them from circumventing the system. But while
the official system allows for short messages, it’s not equipped to handle
the file uploads often associated with remote tasks such as researching,
writing, or designing websites. As a result, clients and Taskers sometimes
share personal email addresses for the delivery of the final product and to
more effectively communicate.

Although many TaskRabbit workers admitted to working off the plat-
form, they were also quick to indicate that it was often at the behest of the
client. Cutting out TaskRabbit as middleman generally meant lower rates
for the client and more money in the pocket of the Tasker, but it also
opened up Taskers to the possibility of being stiffed when clients renegoti-
ated payment rates after the fact or simply refused to pay, something sev-
eral Taskers mentioned experiencing.

But Christina had the opposite problem. Her client kept the task in
TaskRabbit, but took advantage of their off-platform communication to
learn her email address. It was the same address Christina used for her
PayPal account. But instead of underpaying, the client deliberately
overpaid.

CHRISTINA: It was just a regular task. Or, it seemed like a regular task. I did
research on art schools, putting a spreadsheet together, and
then research on something on a website. So I did both for her,
and she said I did a really good job. And then she was like, “Oh,
can you also help me with learning how to do PayPal?” And that
was when she was like, “Oh, I sent you this amount of money on
PayPal; can you please send this to the person who did the
design for my website?”

INTERVIEWER: It sounds like she knew how to use PayPal if she was able to send
you money, right?

CHRISTINA: [Laughs.] I was not sure. I was confused when I saw that I had
money in there from her. I was like, ‘Is she paying me extra for
the task?” I thought that is what it was. But then it was: “Oh,
send this money over to somebody else.”

Christina did as requested and transferred several hundred dollars to
the website designer. That was the last she heard from the client. But later,
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when she met some fellow TaskRabbits, she learned that she wasn’t the
only one to get such a strange request. “This girl was talking about the
same thing, and I think it was the same person who was doing it,” she said.
“She just found someone else to send the money to.”

Christina’s experience sounds suspiciously like money laundering or a
common overpayment scam where victims are asked to return excess
funds, only to later discover that the original payment was a ruse. As of the
date of our interview, Christina was not aware of any repercussions; but
the transfer was conducted through PayPal, which allows chargebacks
within 120 days of the payment. A chargeback is a demand by a credit-
card provider for a retailer to make good the loss on a fraudulent or dis-
puted transaction, and it is triggered when a customer disputes a credit
card charge. It’s unclear whether Christina was inadvertently involved in
money laundering or was a victim in an overpayment scheme.

AIRBNB AND THE RISE OF THE ILLEGAL RENTAL

In addition, some gig workers end up in illegal situations of their own
doing. Although New York is one of the largest markets for Airbnb, with
more than twenty-five thousand active hosts and 30,342 listings, it has
been illegal in New York State since 2010 to rent out apartments in build-
ings with three or more units for less than thirty days.'* Hosts can get
around the law through the so-called roommate rule, which allows hosts
to live with one unrelated person if that individual has access to the entire
apartment and the host is present the entire time. But most hosts prefer
to rent their space when they aren’t present. A report in October 2014
from the New York attorney general found that 72 percent of Airbnb list-
ings for entire units offered during the period from January 2010 through
June 2014 ran afoul of this and other codes.!®

Even advertising short-term rentals is illegal. In June 2016, the New
York State Legislature passed a measure that forbids landlords and ten-
ants from listing whole apartments for short-term rental on Airbnb and
similar sites. The act was signed into law by Governor Andrew Cuomo in
late 2016. Violations result in fines of up to seventy-five hundred dollars.16
As a result, many Airbnb hosts, otherwise law-abiding citizens, are in the
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unusual situation of actively and publicly working to market themselves
in an illegal endeavor.

Most hosts that I interviewed expressed concern that they would get
caught, especially when they first started listing. They mentioned strate-
gies to mitigate the risks, such as warning guests to identify themselves as
family or friends. Another strategy entailed placing their location identi-
fier pins on the Airbnb map several blocks away from the actual location
(see chapter 2 for more details). But a bigger concern was detection by
landlords and having to find a new place to live on short notice or possibly
losing one’s security deposit.!”

Many Airbnb hosts were not informed about the law. One interviewee,
atwenty-three-year-old white female, became markedly anxious about my
research when I mentioned the law, and asked for repeated reassurance
that I would protect her identity. Those who were familiar with the law
against short-term rentals often described it as a remnant of the days of
tenements and rooming houses—as opposed to originating in 2010—and
hence shouldn’t apply. For example, Matthew, thirty-six, told me, “They’re
still arguing about a law which was designed in maybe the 1940s to pro-
tect hotels and prevent landlords from building unlicensed hotels. And it’s
accidentally now hooked in this new economy.” Joshua, thirty-two, said,
“There’s all sorts of laws that we all violate, probably on a daily basis, that
we don’t think twice about. The thirty-day law was created in the 1970s,
and it was just a completely different world. And laws never keep up with
technology.”

Interestingly, the illegality aspect of Airbnb was part of its appeal for
Joshua, a corporate attorney with a self-described Airbnb “syndicate” on
the side. He told me that, when he talks with his partner, “we always use
these Mafia terms because we think it’s funny. So we talk about the
‘scheme’ and the ‘syndicate. . . . We've talked about when we make money
like it’s our ‘haul’ In a way it’s like we're playing games. I feel in a way like
we're playing Mafia, that we're playing some sort of [story] like The Wire
or something. Just because that’s what I like about it: it’s kind of exciting.
It’s like life can be somewhat dull”

An attorney with a law firm in New York City, making well over two
hundred thousand dollars a year, can afford to treat his gig economy work
as a game. He’s not dependent on it. But his “playing Mafia” and treating
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lawbreaking as an antidote to boredom points to a casualization of crimi-
nality within the sharing economy.

In 1982, George L. Kelling and James Q. Wilson wrote about the
broken-windows theory in The Atlantic. To illustrate their point that disor-
der begets disorder, they used Philip Zimbardo’s 1969 experiments with a
car left in the Bronx bearing signs of deviance (hood up, no license plates)
and a comparable vehicle left in Palo Alto, California, although without any
signs of deviance.!® Within minutes of being “abandoned,” the vehicle in
the Bronx was vandalized by a family that stole the radiator and battery.
The remaining items of value were stolen within a day, and then “destruc-
tion began—windows smashed, parts torn off, upholstery ripped. . . . Most
of the adult ‘vandals’ were well-dressed, apparently clean-cut whites.”™?

The vehicle in Palo Alto was fine for more than a week, until Zimbardo
took a sledgehammer to a portion of the exterior. “Within a few hours the
car had been turned upside down and utterly destroyed. Again, the ‘van-
dals’ appeared to be primarily respectable whites.”2°

Broken-windows theory suggests that any sign of disorder or deviance—
such as a single broken window—will lead to more disorder. “Untended
property becomes fair game for people out for fun or plunder and even for
people who ordinarily would not dream of doing such things and who
probably consider themselves law-abiding. . .. But vandalism can occur
anywhere once communal barriers—the sense of mutual regard and the
obligations of civility—are lowered by actions that seem to signal that ‘no
one cares. . .. [ U]lntended’ behavior also leads to the breakdown of com-
munity controls.”!

Uber has made a name for itself by asking forgiveness rather than per-
mission and by taking the stance that it’s easier to pay fines and penalties
than to follow the rules. When Uber enters a new market, as noted by
Hector, the driver who found himself on a drug run, the platform tells
drivers that it will pay their illegal-taxi fines and summonses as part of the
cost of business. Eventually, as the platform’s market share increases,
localities find themselves effectively strong-armed into letting the service
operate.

Airbnb has likewise established itself by breaking laws against illegal
hotels and making it easier for people to enter a highly regulated, and
taxed, industry without following the same rules or paying the same taxes
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as established companies. When a company flouts the rules and earns
multibillion-dollar valuations as a result, the message sent to workers and
customers is hardly one of moral rectitude.

If broken-windows theory suggests that small-scale disorder can lead
to wide-scale deviance, then perhaps this is best described as the theory of
“dead fish rotting”: large-scale illegal efforts, carried out in full public
view—such as starting an illegal hotel business by calling it an “accom-
modations marketplace” or opening an unregulated taxi company by call-
ing it a “technology company”—lead to small-scale deviance by individu-
als. And when “disruption” and “creative destruction” are sold as ideals to
strive for, we see the “breakdown of community controls” so that casual
criminality is widely tolerated, hailed, and even laughed about by “prima-
rily respectable whites.”?2

In addition, a major theme of the gig economy is the focus on outsourc-
ing. The companies outsource risk to the workers, letting them assume the
costs of insurance and the financial risk of slow periods. The low incomes
of most of these workers qualifies them and their families for Medicaid,
while those who are marginally better off go without insurance or utilize
the state exchanges, effectively shifting the cost of, and obligation to pro-
vide, health insurance to the taxpayer and government. Very successful gig
economy workers may even manage to outsource their work—at least
until the platforms ban such activities.?? With all of the outsourcing going
on, it was perhaps just a matter of time before the criminal element also
got involved.

As part of the casualization of labor, work is being returned to the
home. Between hiring a Kitchensurfing personal chef, using a TaskRabbit
assistant to clean one’s home, and booking a driver via Uber, middle-class
homes in New York City are beginning to oddly resemble the world of
Downton Abbey, but with the addition of modern clothing and without the
pesky need to personally house one’s servants.2* It’s true that for the
wealthy, hiring help has long been a part of life, but the app-based gig
economy has made it easier and cheaper for the middle class to hire serv-
ants.?? However, whereas an upper-class home with help often had multi-
ple workers simultaneously who could share stories and advice, today’s gig
economy workers are much more isolated. Often when they find them-
selves in challenging situations, they’re on their own.
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As a result of this return of work to the home, even those who avoid
inadvertently committing any crimes sometimes discover that they are
witnessing criminal activities. Joe, a twenty-six-year-old white male work-
ing as a Kitchensurfing Tonight chef, was quick to offer up a story of one
of the unusual experiences Kitchensurfing chefs could find themselves in.
Hired to cook for a couple, he quickly found himself in an uncomfortable
situation, one rarely addressed in culinary school. The woman of the
household let him into the home, and they spent a few minutes chatting
while Joe set up and began cooking. Then the husband came home.

The couple disappeared to a back room, where it sounded like they had
an argument. The husband stormed out in a huff. “I thought that was odd,
because I was cooking him dinner and it was about to be ready,” Joe said
with a laugh. “I think I asked him on his way out, ‘Are you coming back for
dinner, should I ... ?” Anyway, he didn’t answer.” Joe continued cooking.
Roughly twenty minutes later, the food was done, and yet the woman had
not reemerged from the back room.

I had the food out on the counter, and I sort of shouted into the bedroom,
like, T'm going to go now. And she came out and had a big bruise on her
face—not exactly a black eye, but maybe it was a black eye? I don’t know
how long it takes to develop a black eye, but she had a bruise on her face she
hadn’t had when she went into the bedroom. And so I said sort of pointedly,
“Are you okay?” And she said, “Yes, yes ... She told me something about
having fallen in the bedroom and hitting her face on the bed frame, and I
said that that didn’t seem plausible and that I would really like to call the
police.

After some back and forth, Joe left and called the police from the lobby.
When they arrived, two officers went upstairs to interview the young
woman while one stayed behind to interview Joe on the sidewalk. The
woman opted not to press charges.

Weeks later, Joe remained conflicted about whether he made the right
decision. After a pause, he haltingly explained:

I think that I just ... my mother has been involved in domestic violence
issues for a long time; she’s a social worker. So I have a lot of background in
this stuff, and I was always told that you should call the police if there’s any
suspicion of domestic violence. But on the other hand, this was a grown
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woman who had asked me not to call the police. So I just felt like it should
not have been my place to interfere. And I decided to interfere, but I'm still
not entirely sure that that’s what was best for her.

Between the discussion with the woman and the police interview, Joe
was unable to make it to his next Kitchensurfing gig of the evening. He
contacted the company and used subway delays as an excuse; he says that
the missed appointment wasn’t a problem.

Weeks later, he still hasn’t told Kitchensurfing the truth. After a pause
he explains. “As far as I know, they don’t have a policy about this. I don’t
know why they would have a policy about this, because, hopefully, it
doesn’t come up that often. But I just didn’t know what they—you know,
it’s a sensitive subject, and I am a servant in their house, anyway.”

Describing himself as a servant highlights the challenges that Joe experi-
ences with respect to his customers. Historically, servants were expected to
keep the family’s secrets. In Not in Front of the Servants: A True Portrait of
English Upstairs/Downstairs Life, Frank Dawes explains that “the upper
class relied on the total discretion of those who served them, a trust that was
rarely misplaced.”?6 The implementation of a modern-day Downton Abbey
workplace can leave workers uncertain of the protocols. What is expected of
them? In modern society, many professionals are mandatory reporters,
individuals who are required by law to report abuse. But in a servant econ-
omy, discretion rules the day. Where do gig workers fall in this dichotomy?

Joe’s discussion of the lack of policies in place also raises interesting
issues. Although modern workplaces are often ridiculed for their hefty
employee manuals, there’s something to be said for the coverture provided
by rules and regulations. Although TaskRabbit workers mentioned that the
company told them to leave situations that felt uncomfortable or unsafe, of
the nearly eighty workers I have interviewed to date, only one mentioned
declining an in-process gig that appeared to veer into illegal territory.

“THIS IS NOT IN MY JOB DESCRIPTION”: WORKPLACE
POLICIES THAT PROTECT WORKERS

I met Cody, a twenty-two-year-old black male (introduced in chapter 5),
while walking my dog in a local park. He was sitting on a bench, playing
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on his phone, while he waited for a new delivery call; his Postmates T-shirt
alerted me to the fact that he was a sharing economy worker. When we
met for an interview several weeks later, he told me that he also did deliv-
eries for UberRUSH. When I asked if he had ever delivered drugs or ques-
tionable materials, Cody told me that Postmates had a strict policy stating
that they were not supposed to pick up “any drugs that are not a prescrip-
tion from the drugstore.” Instead, it was the courier’s job to contact dis-
patch and tell them that they had a “drug package” and couldn’t complete
the pickup. He explained, “If I get caught, even if I have your name, it’s
still in my bag.”

I asked if he had firsthand experience with such deliveries, and he told
me he had. The scent of marijuana on one pickup was so strong that he
could smell it outside the package. “I handed it back. And I was like, ‘Excuse
me, I cannot accept this bag,” he said. “And they asked me why, and I was
like, “This is not in my job description.” And they’re like, ‘Oh, really?” And
I'm like, ‘Yeah, really;, and I left. And I when I got downstairs I called dis-
patch. And I was like, ‘Hey dispatch, I'm not doing this job because this is
what this is” And they said, ‘Oh, no problem. I'll get you the payout, so just
get out of the building’ So I got out of the building.” In addition to giving
him an out, the company also paid Cody for the delivery and removed the
negative rating he received from the unhappy customer.

In 2014, New York State loosened the restrictions on medical mari-
juana, allowing twenty hospitals across the state to prescribe marijuana
for patients with cancer, glaucoma, and other conditions listed by the
State Board of Health.?” However, according to the Drug Policy Alliance,
New York City maintains a stringent enforcement of marijuana laws,
resulting in nearly 450,000 misdemeanor charges from 2002 to 2012.28
For Cody, having a clear-cut company policy made it easier for him to
reject the illegal task, saving himself from unnecessary risks, and even
provided him with the perfect bureaucratic excuse: “This is not in my job
description.”

It should be noted that I do not consider these workers to be criminals in
any sense of the term. They are not seeking jobs in which they deliver drugs,
defraud companies, or engage in money laundering. But the structuring of
gig-based employment leaves workers in a precarious situation. By deeming
gig economy workers to be independent contractors, companies deny them
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many of the protections often associated with employees. Since their work
is temporary and their numbers are many, companies don’t seem to pay
much attention to policies, training, or even ensuring that they arent
exposed to unreasonable risks. These are workers in every sense of the term,
but they have none of the standard protections of the workplace, protec-
tions that took literally hundreds of years to achieve.

The outcry over the start-up app Peeple, a self-described “Yelp for
People” designed to be used in the anonymous rating of individuals, sug-
gests that people do not want to be judged and rated on a daily basis.?9 Yet
gig economy workers are rated by every client, and a canceled task or ride
can have repercussions for their continuation on the platforms. In the
economy at large, we have at-will employment. In the sharing economy, it
can be on-whim unemployment.

The casualization of labor—the transition of the workforce from per-
manent jobs to short-term, temporary work—results in workers exerting
more effort for more uncertain returns. Not only are workers enduring
greater job insecurity and receiving lower wages than in years past, as part
of a general increase of workplace precarity, but sharing economy compa-
nies are not offering any of the workplace protections that Americans have
come to expect: health insurance, retirement (or at least Social Security)
contributions, and disability insurance. The combination of daily reviews
and a lack of dependable income has left some workers feeling as through
they don’t have many choices, which increases their vulnerability to being
used for criminal ends or at least being involved in legally questionable
activities.3°

But not all gig economy workers are without choices. Successful Airbnb
hosts and Kitchensurfing chefs find themselves with a surplus of choice:
when they’ll work, who they’ll work for, even how they’ll work. These
Success Stories are making a comfortable living in the gig economy. Unlike
TaskRabbit workers or Uber drivers, who must accept a certain number of
gigs in order to remain active on the app, Kitchensurfing and Airbnb work-
ers are much freer to accept and decline work as they see fit. Although their
education levels are roughly equal to those of TaskRabbit workers, they
tend to bring more specialized skills and financial capital to their sharing
economy work, enabling them to live the dream careers promised by the
gig economy. In addition, successful workers in these two organizations are
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much more likely to view themselves as entrepreneurs and to take advan-
tage of the outsourcing opportunities of the gig economy to hire others.
Compared to Jamal—the TaskRabbit who felt like he didn’t have a choice
when it came to carrying around a client’s prescription amphetamines for
a week—some Airbnb hosts and Kitchensurfing chefs are the epitome of
choice in the gig economy.
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I met Damla at a coffee shop in the far reaches of Brooklyn. A dark-haired
Turkish woman, Damla was friendly and bubbly. It was easy to see how
she would be a positive and welcome presence in a kitchen.

After working for a well-known and prestigious special-events caterer
and assisting with a restaurant start-up, Damla was taking a career break
when she discovered Kitchensurfing. She wasn’t looking for an entrée into
the food realm of the sharing economy—she didn’t even actually believe
that the service was a real opportunity. “I stumbled on it somehow, I guess,
looking at either cooking sites or job sites, and something popped up say-
ing, ‘Are you a chef, and do you like to work from home?’ or something
along those lines. I clicked on the website, and it asked me to create a pro-
file. And I did, but very vague. I kind of just put my name and not a ton of
other information. And then the following day someone called me from
Kitchensurfing.”

Damla was surprised to get a response. She was invited for an interview
and asked to provide a sample meal for ten people in Kitchensurfing’s
corporate office. The platform offered to cover the cost of ingredients for
her cooking audition.

158
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The address in Brooklyn that Damla was given gave her pause. It wasn’t
a commercial location. “I was a little bit weirded out by that part,” she said.
But she gave the address to her roommate and boyfriend and told them
she would text when she arrived. “So I got there, and immediately I was so
comfortable, and knew they were totally legit,” she said. “And I texted
them. I'm like, ‘“This is totally cool; so I'll tell you all about it later.”

Damla’s Kitchensurfing interview happened in 2012, and by the time
we met in the summer of 2015 she described herself as working “full time”
with Kitchensurfing. It was the first time I'd ever heard someone talk
about their gig economy work in such a way, and I asked what she meant
by full time. “My first job came through someone actually reaching out to
me. . .. And it was a cocktail party for thirty or so. I did that, and the cus-
tomer was very happy. And, still thinking to myself—and talking [it] over
with my husband—I said, ‘T'll give it six months or so; we’ll see how it
goes.” If I see that I'm not carrying my end of the deal here, I'll find a real
job—or, of course, regular job.” With the holiday season beginning, her
schedule was soon full of catering work. But she was hesitant to commit to
doing Kitchensurfing as her sole source of income, explaining, “I didn’t
know if I could make a reasonable decision based on those three months.
But then January came along, and I was thinking to myself that it would
be dead, because I know no one really throws parties in January, February.
But January ended up being one of my busiest months. ... So after
January, I was like, ‘Okay, I'm going to focus on this full time and I won’t
bother finding another job; this makes me totally happy.”

Damla enjoyed working with clients directly and getting to cook her
ethnic food, but she also appreciated the flexibility of the work and the
opportunity to pick and choose her hours.

It’s very flexible, in terms of the gigs that you can accept or don’t accept. So
it was kind of perfect for me. I mean, I have been in the food industry before,
and that was the main thing about it. It’s a ton of work, and you do get a lot
of gratification; but when you’re working with somebody else, that’s not
directly to you. Not to sound selfish or anything, but I like the gratification
to come directly to me, and the compliments to come directly to me, and
with Kitchensurfing, they do. And along with that, the money, so it’s just a
dream job, really.
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SKILLS AND CAPITAL ARE CRUCIAL TO SUCCESS

The sharing economy promises freedom, flexibility, and equality as every-
one works peer-to-peer. At the same time, it’s hard to imagine a TaskRabbit
errand runner or an Uber driver describing her work as a “dream job.” This
is one of the issues at the forefront of the sharing economy. While the plat-
forms promise equality and opportunity, there is still a rigid hierarchy to
the work that can be traced back to the divide between skills and capital
discussed in chapter 2. Simply put, those who succeed in the gig economy,
and especially those who view themselves as entrepreneurs, are often those
who have the skills and capital to succeed outside the sharing economy.
TaskRabbit and Uber have low skill-barriers and are open to virtually any-
one, while Kitchensurfing Tonight has high skill-barriers, and Airbnb and
the Kitchensurfing marketplace have high capital- and skill-barriers.

Just as in the mainstream marketplace, the work that requires higher
levels of capital and skill is more remunerative in terms of financial and
psychic rewards, but it also allows for a greater level of professionalization
and creativity. Working as a chef or running a bed-and-breakfast is often
a daydream job, a career that an upper-class professional briefly considers
after serving his family a particularly elegant meal, or ponders as a postre-
tirement career. The platforms themselves also contribute to this divide—
on Kitchensurfing and Airbnb, workers can highlight their experience and
include multiple photos of themselves and their product (food or hous-
ing). Marketing is much more important. TaskRabbit allows profiles and
information about one’s experience, but with a rigid character limit. While
Airbnb and Kitchensurfing have response-time requirements, they are
much more generous than those of TaskRabbit and Uber (twenty-four
hours, compared to thirty minutes or a matter of seconds). This additional
time lends a sense of calm professionalism to the endeavor, as opposed to
promoting a mad scramble.

A STIGMATIZED OCCUPATION OF LAST RESORT

Perhaps one of the biggest signs that the gig economy is not as it appears to
be is the stigmatized nature of the work that TaskRabbits and app-based

printed on 2/8/2023 11:40 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



LIVING THE DREAM? 161

drivers do. Erving Goffman defined stigma as a “process by which the reac-
tion of others spoils normal identity.”? Although stigma is more commonly
thought of as affiliated with overt or external deformations, such as scars,
disabilities, or medial conditions such as leprosy, stigma can also arise from
deviations in personal traits, such as unemployment, welfare dependency,
or teenage parenthood. Stigmatized individuals often feel different and
devalued by others, and many experience psychological distress.?

Richard, a middle-age white male TaskRabbit, opened an interview by
telling me that his girlfriend of two years had broken up with him owing to
embarrassment over his TaskRabbit work. Rebecca, thirty-four, a TaskRabbit
with an advanced degree and a side job as an adjunct instructor at a local
college, admitted that she often lied to her mother and friends about her
work—telling them that she was temping in an office, not tasking in people’s
homes. The embarrassment wasn’t limited to TaskRabbit workers either.

Even though I assured participants that their identities would be hid-
den, one Uber driver emailed me after an interview to reiterate the impor-
tance of not mentioning him by name. He explained, “Uber for me is a
feeling like ‘when you get really drunk and regret whatever you did last
night. That’s exactly it. I really don’t want to be associated as an Uber
driver at any point of my life. I really don’t want it to come up when people
search my name on Google.” Another driver—who had previously worked
as a professional gambler—said that his embarrassed wife told him not to
tell people that he drove for Uber.

Although research suggests that stigma is sometimes associated with
entrepreneurship, such stigma is usually associated with entrepreneurial
failure.? Stigma associated with one’s work is much more common among
sex workers and those working in minimum-wage fast-food jobs or in
blue-collar fields.* The embarrassment associated with working within
the gig economy suggests that this may be an occupation of last resort for
some workers.

MAKING ENTREPRENEURSHIP “EASY”

For Damla, however, Kitchensurfing lived up to the entrepreneurial ethos
promised by the site. She soon turned a spare space in her apartment
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into an office to store her catering supplies, including large coolers
and bins. Her health insurance and a good deal of her household income
came from her husband’s unionized job, so she was financially stable. Her
Kitchensurfing work essentially paved the way for her to start a de facto
catering company, and by 2017 she had incorporated her business.
Kitchensurfing simplified the entrepreneurial process to the point that
while she identified as an entrepreneur, she also noted that she felt like she
was “cheating a little bit.”

She explained, “[ It’s] just because they make it so easy. This might have
been in the back of my head—a dream for years and years—but the fact
that I could just go onto this website, and put in my information and my
menus, made it really easy. Because otherwise, I'm not really a techy per-
son to try to set up my own website, or I wouldn’t be able to reach the
marketplace like they’re able to reach. So I do feel like an entrepreneur,
but at the same time I feel like they made it really easy to do that.”

Damla wasn’t the only chef who used Kitchensurfing to branch out and
get away from the cutthroat nature and daily grind of traditional restau-
rant work. Randall, the Kitchensurfing chef who found himself catering a
sex party, described in chapter 5, and Allen, who closed his restaurant
after a landlord-tenant dispute, both found that the Kitchensurfing mar-
ketplace opened up new entrepreneurial possibilities by providing them
with a marketplace in which to promote themselves. This further illus-
trates McAfee and Brynjolfsson’s point that the Internet creates and
strengthens platforms over products because the platform takes on a huge
role in the reach and success of the product.®

Kitchensurfing allowed established chefs to pursue the flexibility
offered by gig work and assisted potential chefs in getting a toehold in the
food world. For instance, Ashaki, thirty-five, a full-time financial planner
for a major retailer, had dreams of opening a West African restaurant.
Working through the Kitchensurfing marketplace as a chef for hire
allowed her to test recipes for her upcoming restaurant and gave her an
opportunity to meet and market to prospective diners.

Since I love to cook and I love to educate people about my culture through
my food, I decided I wanted to start a company. For me, I knew Friday and
Saturday [are all] that I can fit into my schedule right now. So it’s a great
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testing ground for me, to test: “Do people even like the food?” Because peo-
ple have heard of African food, they've heard of Ethiopian food—but not
sub-Saharan African food, . . . and I cook sub-Saharan African food, which
is the West African part of it.

For me, it’s just a way to test the ground and see what people are reacting
to. Because as I create my company, I want to be able to have data on the foods
that they actually react to the most, or this is what they don't like, so that when
I eventually package the food, I actually have results. Like proven data. . . .

My whole thing is, I want to build a brand. . . . I want to be at the begin-
ning of it, as well, so I can leverage it as it grows.

In addition to testing out the market for West African food, Ashaki’s
Kitchensurfing work served as a springboard to get her started on her
marketing efforts. During Thanksgiving one year, Ashaki recruited
her family to assist in staging and photographing the food she listed in her
Kitchensurfing menus. She explained, “It dresses it up. It makes it more
presentable, more appetizing. You want to try it. It’s not just cooking. It’s
just the presentation of it. It’s everything.”

The gig-based nature of Kitchensurfing also helped her test-market
descriptions of her food to see which explanations made sense to clients
and had sticking power. She explained,

My whole thing is trying to make connections about African food for people.
Kind of: “You might have tried tamales before. We have moi mot that is
Nigerian—that’s almost similar to tamales, but theyre not the same.” The
process of cooking them is the same, because you put them in plantain leaf.
It’s black-eyed beans versus corn. You put different seasonings. So they are
from the same family, but they’re just a different flavor.

That customer made that connection. When she did my review, she basi-
cally did a lot of that, like, “When me and my husband tried it, it reminded
us of tamales. When she cooked this, it reminded us of this.”

I love that.

GIG WORK AS A MARKETING OPPORTUNITY

Using Kitchensurfing as a way to establish or grow a business was not lim-
ited to those using the marketplace version of the service. Even Kitchensurfing
chefs working for an hourly wage for the prix fixe Kitchensurfing Tonight
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service were more likely to view themselves as entrepreneurs overall, and to
consider their work for the service to be part of a larger marketing strategy
for their entrepreneurial ventures. For instance, Laura, twenty-nine, a self-
described cheesemonger, used Kitchensurfing Tonight as a way to literally
get her foot in the door to talk about her cheese-tasting-party company. She
explains,

I figured it would be a good way to network with my potential clientele, or
at least my target market, and get comfortable speaking about my services.
Because, honestly, sometimes the hardest thing is just talking about it, just
pitching yourself. And when people ask me, “How much do you charge?” it’s
a really difficult conversation for me. [Laughs.] It's my own thing, and it’s
my baby. . . . So this has given me a chance, too, in a very, very low-key way,
because obviously I'm here to cook, and they are not—I'm not expecting
anything from the interaction, but when people ask me, “Oh, so what else
do you do?” it has given me so many opportunities to just refine what I say
that I do.

Likewise, David, fifty-four, a personal chef and tutor who wanted to
grow his clientele, also saw Kitchensurfing as way to introduce himself
and become a known quantity, explaining, “The hope is I can build up
some clientele or get some opportunity. . . . My ideal job would be to be a
family’s personal chef and tutor their kids as well.”

I want to caution here that Kitchensurfing was not some idyllic oasis of
entrepreneurship in the midst of the sharing economy. For one, the service
shut its doors, with little notice to workers, in April 2016.6 For some work-
ers, Kitchensurfing Tonight was simply a means to an end. They had full-
time cooking jobs that took up most of their time, but had evenings open
and wanted to supplement their salaries on a part-time basis. Or they
were students who wanted to make additional money without the obliga-
tions of long hours or a boss-set schedule. While the fifteen-dollar-
per-hour pay was roughly on par with that of other cooking jobs,
Kitchensurfing shifts ended by ten o’clock each night, virtually unheard of
in the food world.

Kitchensurfing was not the only service with a large number of Success
Stories or workers who identified as entrepreneurs. Successful Airbnb
hosts who had multiple units, or who felt that they treated their listings
as a company—often by hiring others, incorporating as a business, or
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otherwise professionalizing their work—also described themselves as
entrepreneurs. The most notable of these included Yosef, twenty-seven,
the self-described “hotelier” discussed in chapter 5; and Joshua, who
described his Airbnb hosting as part of a “syndicate” in chapter 6; and of
course, Ryan, twenty-seven, featured in the opening chapter. Yet, the
entrepreneurial mind-set isn’t limited to male Airbnb hosts or to those
with large-scale Airbnb operations.

Jessica, thirty, began her Airbnb hosting as a way to reduce the waste of
an empty apartment while she traveled for work as a consultant. Realizing
the income potential, she soon professionalized her Airbnb hosting.

Once I saw the potential, I got real serious and basically turned it into a
part-time business. I hosted over fifty people last year. . . . [I]t paid for my
entire rent. . .. I was like, “Oh my God, I need to really get serious about
this.” That’s when I hired a key person and a cleaner. I made an official
guidebook, got a whole separate set of linens that are just for my Airbnb
people, and started thinking about the guest experience, like buying wine or
other little small things for my guests to make it feel personalized.

A recent job change meant that Jessica wasn’t traveling as much, but
she continued hosting on occasion. “My rule is: I never want this to make
me crazy; it’s not worth the extra money to feel like your life is an incon-
venience,” she said. “It enables me to feel like I can travel anywhere for
free, kind of. I went to Morocco for Christmas and New Year’s Eve [a high-
demand and high-profit time for New York Airbnbs]. It more than paid
for my whole entire trip to Morocco. So it’s crazy not to do it.”

When we met, she hadn’t yet expanded her Airbnb hosting by adding a
second site. But she was considering it, and she identified her concern
about the future of Airbnb in New York as part of her hesitation. She
didn’t want to take on the risk of committing to a second apartment if the
city was going to increase its efforts to crack down on violators of the ille-
gal hotel laws (for more on this, see chapter 6).

Jessica has the financial capital to rent an additional apartment, but
she also has the needed cultural capital. She knows how to market the
apartment, such as by talking about the exposed brick walls and the
neighborhood, in a way to make it appealing to prospective guests. But, as
in the case of Kitchensurfing chefs, not all Airbnb hosts identified as
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entrepreneurs. And as noted earlier, many hosts were Strivers and a few
would fall within the category of Strugglers. There are also a few notable
differences between the sort of people who become Airbnb hosts and the
sort who work with Kitchensurfing. For instance, while some Kitchensurfing
chefs engaged in their food work full time, few Airbnb hosts only hosted.
Most had full-time occupations or identities outside Airbnb, whether as
students, lawyers, writers, or small business owners, and their Airbnb work
was a side hustle or part-time effort. Part of this divide derives from the
fact that while Airbnb hosting can require multiple emails or being on call
part of the time, it is often less labor-intensive and time-consuming than
creating a menu, shopping for ingredients, and cooking for clients.
Additionally, while Kitchensurfing chefs often hired assistants to help with
large events, they were still expected to show up for such events. Airbnb
hosts often seemed to be free of the same personal expectations as long
as the apartment or home was roughly what people expected. They could
pass off a potential or future guest to a “key person” or assistant without
causing any issues. The “star” of the interaction was not the host but the
apartment.’

SKILLS, CAPITAL, AND CHOICE

But aside from these differences, what sets Airbnb and Kitchensurfing
apart from the other gig economy services described in these pages? Three
words: skills, capital, and choice. As noted in chapter 2, Kitchensurfing
and Airbnb present higher skill or capital-investment barriers. While the
Kitchensurfing Tonight service didn’t require capital investment—the
service provided the food to be cooked, clients, and the necessary equip-
ment—both forms of Kitchensurfing necessitated a high level of skill and
obliged prospective chefs to audition by cooking a restaurant-worthy meal.

And while Airbnb doesn’t require much in regard to skills, success on
the platform demands that one have a rental space desirable enough (in
terms of location and amenities) that potential guests will be sufficiently
interested to request a reservation. It also requires that hosts have the
requisite cultural capital to make their space seem appealing. Hosts talk
about highlighting the architectural components of their apartment, the
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convenience of their location in regard to transportation or landmarks, or
amenities such as designer bath products or outdoor space.®

For instance, James, thirty-six, noted that he took “probably forty shots”
for the apartment’s listing on Airbnb and then chose the best twelve to
feature. He explains, “I was conscious with the opening shot. Everyone
else has a picture of their living room. I have a picture with a view from my
roof. . .. Because people are looking to come to New York, and here’s a
picture of the skyline in New York versus a tiny spot. It’s like, tiny spots?
There are plenty of those. Here’s a beautiful view. Then I have a pool on
my roof; I feature that too.”

In New York, where app-based drivers are governed by Taxi and
Limousine Commission rules, driving for Uber or Lyft has presented a
high capital barrier. As noted previously, drivers must provide access to a
relatively new car that meets Uber requirements (high capital invest-
ment). The background check, requisite driving courses, and commercial
insurance requirements also constitute a considerable capital investment.
However, there are ways around these barriers. In New York City, drivers
can lease an Uber/Lyft-approved vehicle from another driver or from a car
service. While the cost is high—Baran, twenty-eight, noted that at least
two full days of driving each week were needed to cover his rental fees and
gas—such rentals can reduce the up-front costs.

Skills and capital aside, there’s also another significant difference
between Airbnb and Kitchensurfing and the other services: choice.
Kitchensurfing marketplace chefs and Airbnb hosts have considerable
autonomy when it comes to deciding if they want to work or not and in
picking their clients. As former Kitchensurfing chef Damla noted, “It’s
very flexible, in terms of the gigs that you can accept or don’t accept. So it
was kind of perfect for me.”

The flexibility to pick one’s schedule was also echoed by workers for
Kitchensurfing Tonight. Laura, twenty-nine, told me, “I got involved with
Kitchensurfing because I've been in the process of launching my own
business and needed some steady income. I ideally wanted something that
involves cooking, and so I found their posting on Goodfoodjobs.com,
looking for chefs, and it was kind of the perfect thing because it was flex-
ible. You could choose what nights youre available to work.” Francesco,
twenty-nine, said, “Part of the reason I wanted to do Kitchensurfing is
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because it allows me to keep a flexible schedule so I could do what I need
to outside of work. And once I leave work I don’t have to take it with me;
mentally that’s it. . . . It’s just [that] the flexibility is great, especially over
the summer, because I'm planning on going on my camping trip and stuff
like that—just like I can take off whatever day I want.” And Lucca, twenty-
seven, stated, “We do personal chefing, and it’s like Kitchensurfing on a
more customized level.... I'm doing Kitchensurfing now because my
upper-end clients are slowing down after Christmas and going on vaca-
tion. When people go away, the business slows down; so now I'm doing
Kitchensurfing, just until my other thing goes well.” Kitchensurfing’s flex-
ibility was such that Randall, the Kitchensurfing chef who found himself
working a swingers’ party, often works for three weeks and then takes a
two-week vacation—virtually unheard of in any other career.

THE FINE LINE BETWEEN HOST CHOICE AND
GUEST SCREENING

Airbnb, too, delivers on the promise of a high level of worker choice and
flexibility. Hosts can use the calendar function to choose when they will
rent, and the choice to rent to a guest, or not, is entirely theirs. The
requirement that all users post a profile with photos and information
about their interests, and the recommendation that guests explain why
they want to rent a space, leads to a wealth of information that can be
utilized by hosts in picking and choosing potential guests. While a good
deal of attention has been paid to racial discrimination in Airbnb, less
attention has been paid to the ways in which hosts screen their guests
according to a number of factors, including education and occupation,
photos, and personal messages.” James, thirty-six, explained, “Things that
I look for: college educated, what is their job? Like if you have a profes-
sional job. If you're like, T'm a roadie, I'll probably not rent [the apart-
ment] to you. If youre a producer, I'm probably not going to rent to you.
If you're a lawyer, doctor, some professional thing, I'm going to rent it to
you. If you're thirty plus, I'm going to rent it to you. If youre a couple, I'm
going to rent it to you. If you're gay, I'm definitely going to rent it to you.”
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Aalia, thirty, said, “I don’t really approve everybody. I'm very picky of
who I chose. . . . I totally judge by the cover. If I don’t feel good vibes, or if
there’s not a long enough message about them that I feel comfortable, I
just don’t do it.” Christopher, forty, told me, “We look at people’s profiles
and we're hypercritical of the way their initial interaction is. What did they
write? If it’s something really sort of short and punchy, and they clearly
haven’t read anything about our listing, we’ll, you know, we’ll probe a little
bit to see if we can sort of coax more detail out of them to get a sense of
who they are. And if they’re not forthcoming, then we just decline them.

Profile information, in conjunction with the message first received
from the potential guest, is used by hosts to determine if they want to rent
to a specific individual. In 2017, in an effort to decrease discrimination,
Airbnb began experimenting with ways to reduce the prominence of pro-
file photos, which were seen as a prime source of racially identifying infor-
mation. When a host received a reservation request, a guest photo no
longer accompanied the message; it was replaced with a stylized image of
the first initial of the potential guest’s first name (for instance, a profile for
Michelle would have an image of a large M). While reducing the emphasis
on photos was believed to help decrease discrimination, the individual’s
first name was still shown in his or her profile, allowing potential hosts to
make guesses about that person’s race and ethnicity. Additionally, the
image of the first initial was clickable as a hyperlink that connected to the
potential guest’s profile, making the user photo, personal description, and
reviews all literally a single click away. Airbnb soon abandoned the experi-
ment, and by mid-2018 user-profile images were again accompanying
inquiries from potential guests.

While de-emphasizing the photo is an important step in making overt
discrimination more difficult, names can also tell a good deal about a per-
son, even online. An Airbnb audit study found that individuals with “dis-
tinctively African American names” were 16 percent less likely to be
accepted relative to identical guests with distinctively white names.!°
Similar work on the website Craigslist, often described as an early sharing
economy site, found “severe discrimination against African Americans,
Hispanics, and Chinese-origin individuals”" Studies in Sweden that uti-
lized the Internet as a research platform for examining discrimination in
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the housing market also found discriminatory behavior against males
with Arabic or Muslim male names.!2

As part of its efforts to fight discriminatory practices, Airbnb recently
began to emphasize its Instant Book service. As described by the platform,
“Instant Book listings don’t require approval from the host before they can
be booked. Instead, guests can just choose their travel dates, book, and
discuss check-in plans with the host.” However, many of the hosts I inter-
viewed were reluctant to let go of control over their listings by using
the Instant Book option. For example, Ramona, twenty-eight, told me,
“Instant Book is good for when you're looking for a place at the last minute,
but that would feel much more like we are running a business. We like the
idea of like discriminating and having some sense of control over when
people are staying and when we're opening up our home to people, versus
Instant Book, [which] feels like they’re choosing and you're just open for
business all the time.” And Joshua, thirty-two, said, “You shouldn’t offer
[Instant Book] if you have qualms or if you're trying to pick and choose
between guests, sort of like I do in the place where we live. I pick and
choose, so I don’t offer Instant Book.”

Part of the impetus behind the host screening is the issue of risk and
damage. As noted in chapter 2, there have been numerous documented
instances of damage to homes and possessions by Airbnb guests. Screening
guests as a risk-mitigation strategy takes on additional importance after
bad experiences such as discovering that a guest hosted a party or rifled
through one’s personal possessions or private paperwork.

James, the Airbnb host with a rooftop pool, rented out his space while
he was out of town and returned home to discover that his guests had
“basically trashed our place.” There were footprints on the walls, empty
alcohol bottles left behind, and personal items removed from the closet.
Returning to the mess affected his willingness to rent again, and he admits
to “Google stalking” now: “Any information I can get. Copy and paste
name in Google, go on LinkedIn, and go on Facebook. Stalk as much as
possible. I will especially be doing a lot more of that since my last experi-
ence, but yeah, that’s pretty commonplace before I click “approve.” He
wasn’t the only host to admit to seeking additional information about pro-
spective guests. Gabriele, twenty-seven, lives alone with a young child.
After several bad experiences renting to what she described as “young
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people, partying people that had just left home and whose mommy usu-
ally cleans up after them,” she began researching potential guests in
advance. “I search information on the applicants on the Internet, then
usually I pick somebody. I usually go for older people or people that have
children, because I know they won’t be having parties. . . . I look at what
kind of job they have; I try to find their social profile on Facebook. There’s
always something available—it’s kind of scary, actually.”

Obviously, screening by Airbnb hosts is problematic and further sup-
ports the premise that the sharing economy is falling short of its promise
of building trust and community. And, as Ramona notes above, some
hosts reject the idea that they are running a business and should be “open
for business all the time.” Hosts generally prefer to maintain full control
over their hosting practices, including the availability of their home and
the decision to accept a guest.

It’s this worker control that sets Kitchensurfing and Airbnb apart from
TaskRabbit and car services like Uber and Lyft. While all four services
promote the entrepreneurial ethos and promise that workers can be their
own bosses (see chap 2 for a more complete discussion), workers were free
to accept or reject as many gigs as they wished on Kitchensurfing and
Airbnb. Unlike TaskRabbit or Uber/Lyft, where participants had to accept
a certain percentage of gigs or face the risk of deactivation, Kitchensurfing
and Airbnb workers were entirely in control of their schedules. While a
lack of activity on either site might decrease one’s ranking in the search
algorithms, it didn’t result in site removal or the “reeducation” practiced
by TaskRabbit. This type of worker-directed scheduling, which had been
more common in the early days of TaskRabbit, is correlated with an
increased identification of the work with entrepreneurship and the entre-
preneurial ethos.

As noted, not all workers want to be entrepreneurs, and perhaps not all
services can—or should—offer the option to select one’s clients. For
Airbnb, after all, getting to pick one’s clients appears to lead to guest
screening on a number of levels that traditional race and ethnicity audit
studies have yet to address.

For workers who have high levels of social and cultural capital and skills,
the sharing economy can offer a dream job with increased flexibility,
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choice, and control. But for workers who lack these components, the gig
economy simply takes already low-level work, adds an app, and increases
the precarity factor. This new economic movement isn’t equalizing the
entrepreneurial playing field so much as it is highlighting the role of capi-
tal—both financial and cultural.

But there is a solution. As case studies of MyClean, Hello Alfred, and
even Instacart show, there are ways to protect workers who are simply
looking for a way to earn additional money, while still helping those who
are pursuing entrepreneurship.
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Almost weekly, new app-based services are hailed as the “Uber of ..
There’s BloomThat, which promises flower delivery in ninety minutes or
less. Dryv and Washio are the “Uber of laundry,” and Eaze is the “Uber of
medical marijuana delivery.” There’s even Iggbo, the Uber of blood, which
sounds like a food delivery service for vampires but is more accurately
described as an app for scheduling and managing “on-demand phleboto-
mists,” who can be dispatched to draw blood for medical tests in a client’s
home or office.!

In July 2016, a new sharing economy service seemed to reach a new
low. Advertised as the “smart alternative to picking up after your dog,”
Pooper was an app-based platform that promised on-demand pickup of
excrement for a small monthly fee (see fig. 13). “Users snapped a photo of
Fido’s filthy business and someone in a Prius would come by and collect it
for you.”? Hailed as the “Uber for dog poop,” the service promised poten-
tial workers the same perks as many other sharing economy services:
“Work on your terms. Scoop when you want, earn what you want. Set your
own schedule. Scooping with Pooper gives you the freedom to work when-
ever you want. Scoop as much or as little as you like.”

173

printed on 2/8/2023 11:40 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

174 CONCLUSION

Figure 13. App screens from Pooper media materials. Screenshot by author.

There was just one issue: Pooper was—and so far, remains—fake.

The app was actually an “art project” created by Ben Becker, an adver-
tising creative director, and Elliot Glass, owner of a boutique creative stu-
dio in Los Angeles. Friends from Pacific Sound House helped create a cus-
tom soundtrack for their website advertising video, something Becker says
he thinks helped contribute to the whole aesthetic of the ruse. “Pooper is
in fact a piece of art that is satirizing our app-obsessed world. Specifically,
the increasing reliance on the gig-based economy to do stuff for us that we
could easily do for ourselves,” Becker said.?

According to Becker and Glass, the target of Pooper’s satire was an
innovation economy that prioritizes trivial “hacks” instead of addressing
genuine societal ills.* “What we’re doing is more or less just holding up a
mirror to culture and society,” Becker said. “It also begs the question:
What is the gig economy? Is that necessarily a good thing?” The other
target: anyone lazy enough to pay an underclass of pooper-scoopers to
clean up after their dog. “You don’t have to do as much for yourself,” Becker
says. “You don’t have to drive for yourself. You can have someone else do
your errands. . . . Do people want to live in a society where [there’s] that
kind of stratification and division of labor?”>
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Illustrative of such stratification, as Becker and Glass were disturbed to
see, was how popular the app became with potential scoopers. More peo-
ple signed up to be scoopers than pooper clients. “It’s a little bit discon-
certing that it’s such a demeaning job and so many people were eager to
sign up to do it,” Glass said.

In many ways, Pooper is a perfect illustration of the trends that led to
the sharing economy. Although the start of the sharing economy can be
traced back to eBay and Craigslist, the wholesale launch of this new eco-
nomic movement truly happened during the Great Recession and its
aftermath, when the official unemployment rate hit 10 percent in October
of 2009.6 Meanwhile, the “true unemployment rate,” which includes dis-
couraged workers who had looked for a job in the past year and those who
are underemployed in part-time work, reached 17.5 percent.” With ram-
pant unemployment and underemployment, a 2014 Federal Reserve
Board study found that a third of workers indicated that they’d like to
work more hours at their current wage, and 49 percent of workers with
part-time jobs responded that they, too, would prefer to work more hours
at their current wage.8

The Great Recession also unearthed a savings gap among Americans.
According to the Economic Security Index, 20 percent of the American
population saw their available household