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Background
Gender-based violence (GBV) is violence directed towards another person because of
gender, gender expression, gender identity, or perceived gender (1). It is a term that
includes many forms of violence, including domestic violence (DV) and intimate
partner violence (IPV).

Traditional workplaces can sometimes offer safe spaces away from violence occurring
in the home – but GBV can also be associated with workplace disruptions, absences,
and declining performance, causing unstable access to employment. In addition, the
need to juggle work with traditional gender roles, including childcare and domestic
responsibilities, limits employment options for many women.

Finding flexible work, like short-term or informal “gigs” helps women fill these needs.
However, gig work is temporary, usually low-paying, and uncertain. While these jobs
allow women to work remotely on their own schedule, they also lack access to the
benefits, supports and protections gained from having a standard employment
relationship and traditional workplace.
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Project Objectives
2

This project explored how economic insecurity, gender, and
violence are connected. We also wanted to understand
how ethnicity, ability, age, and gender intersect with gig
employment and the risk for GBV.

Through a knowledge synthesis, we focused on current
publications to explore the experiences of women
engaged in informal, uncertain (precarious) work – like gig
work and the risk for or experience of GBV.

Partnership with Women’s Centres Connect of Nova Scotia
supported a process of knowledge exchange, enriched our
understanding, and supported the creation of evidence-
informed policy recommendations for future decision-
making that reflects community needs and priorities.

These recommendations will inform research, policy, and
programs to support economic stability and prevent GBV.
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Report Summary
Gig work is a serious and growing concern, as 61% of the world’s working-age
population (approximately six billion people) are informally employed (2). In Canada,
precarious employment has increased by more than 50% over the past two decades
(3). From 2005 to 2016, participation in gig work alone rose faster than other types of
work classified as self-employment (4). By 2016, 9.5% of Canadians reported
involvement in the gig economy (5). Although the number of men and women
participating in platform-based gig work are approximately equal, less than 1% of the
available literature surrounding this field is female-focused, leaving gendered
experiences of gig work severely under-researched (6).

Women from equity-deserving groups, such as BIPOC women, members of the
LGBTQ+ community, and immigrant women, are over-represented in gig and other
precarious and non-standard work. In addition to racial discrimination, newcomer or
migrant women who work as domestic caregivers through care-based platforms may
be placed into situations that threaten their health and safety. Working conditions are
often poor, and no training is provided to workers who may be asked to provide
specialized care for clients with illness or limited mobility (7). The care-based
platforms responsible for paying workers may apply penalties, including reduced pay
and restricted job access if the client reports inadequate services (7). Workers have
little support to prevent unsuitable working conditions, refusal of payment, or bad
reviews. Complaints to a platform about harassment, poor working conditions, or
missing pay could impact access to income and negatively influence residency status
and work permits for newcomer or migrant women (7). As equity-deserving groups
are disproportionately impacted within the gig economy, it is essential to understand
the underlying conditions of informal labour and the challenges women face within
the gig economy, especially for Indigenous women and women in rural/remote areas.
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Our research found that digital platforms have contributed to the increased
accessibility and availability of gig work (8). Platform-based gig work is only one type
of possible gig work which sells labour as a product (9). The platform may coordinate
hiring, client matching, setting terms and conditions, supervision and discipline, and
payment (8,9). Platforms do not usually manage the client/labour relationship, which
may promote flexibility in completing tasks, seemingly offering some worker
autonomy (7,8). People often see gig work as a flexible way to make money (10–12).

Many mothers find themselves in precarious working positions, including part-time,
temporary, short-term, and underpaid jobs (13,14). Higher unemployment rates for
mothers have led to their under-representation in secure, high-paying jobs (14).
However, for mothers responsible for caring for young children, choosing their own
work, hours, and even location supports their efforts to balance the need to make
money while fulfilling domestic and childcare roles and responsibilities (6,15).
Mothers who engage in gig work may not otherwise have been able to access
affordable childcare options (6). While one might understand the benefits of
platform-based work flexibility in this context, it does little to support the movement
away from social constructions that position mothers as the primary caregivers within
a traditional framework of domestic roles.
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Apps and other digital work platforms claim to be fair and equal to all genders.
However, their technology rules and systems do not consider the intersectionality of
their employees, or the unique challenges faced by women in the workforce.
Although the number of profiles registered on many online platforms may be fairly
even between men and women, there are still gendered participation trends (10).
Women tend to engage in different types of work or tasks than men – participating
more frequently in customer service, administration and clerical support, legal work,
translation tasks, writing services, sales, marketing, and domestic and care services
(6,10,15,16). Gendered roles and responsibilities for child or family care also shape
women’s ability to compete for gigs posted on a platform (6,17). With less available
time and fewer ratings, their online visibility and subsequent gigs decrease, as
women are penalized for having to balance gig work with traditional gender roles (6).
Women also appear to register more hours worked but earn less per hour than their
male counterparts, even when comparing the same work or tasks performed by
individuals with similar reported educational backgrounds, previous work experience,
and feedback scores recorded by the platform (10,18). There is a concerning wage
gap within the gig economy. Men in formal employment make 26% more than in
informal jobs, while women make 14% more when employed formally (19). Women
also earn less than informally employed men (19). It has been suggested that, within
the gender-neutral platform environment, the ideal worker remains the able-bodied
male worker whose time is flexible and free of caring responsibilities (17). Despite the
increasing number of women reported to be engaged in gig work via digital
platforms, very few studies have focused on women’s experiences within the context
of platform-mediated work (6,20). Assumptions that platforms function as inclusive,
gender-neutral environments may increase women’s marginalization through risk for
bias and harassment (9,20).
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COVID-19 brought notable changes to women’s employment status around the
world. Early in the pandemic, a general trend emerged, showing that women
experienced a more pronounced employment decline than men, which appears to
have continued throughout the crisis (21). Of note, however, is that more women
shifted from being employed to being outside or removed from the labour force,
which contributed to a 1.7 times greater proportionate loss for women than men in
various countries (22). Stay-at-home directives, school closures, and the loss of
dependent services have led to a resurgence of traditional domestic roles, where
women are expected to adjust their professional commitments to meet household
demands due to public health directives (22). Mothers have more often left or
reduced their paid work to support gendered domestic roles (e.g., domestic and
childcare responsibilities) during the pandemic (14,21). While working from home
appeared to support a combination of paid and unpaid work, the transition to
remote, at-home working conditions created a “double burden” for women, leading
to higher levels of stress, longer working hours, and significant challenges to
productivity (22–27). In addition, these types of employment relationships often fall
outside the protections afforded by social safety nets, including programs created to
lessen the pandemic’s economic impacts (e.g., CERB). Remote work is also isolating
and has limited social interactions, contributing to feelings of anxiety and separation
among women (23).

The term ’she-cession,’ coined to describe the COVID-19 pandemic recession
highlights the disproportionate burden of job loss and economic instability
experienced by women, and the conditions that support the experience of these
inequities (21,22,28). The ‘she-cession’ is a complex crisis that has heightened
systemic inequities within our economic systems, hitting women in precarious
employment and gig work especially hard. In general, women were over-represented
in low-paid, part-time, and temporary employment types, as well as in “unsafe jobs”
during COVID-19 within feminized employment sectors (e.g., healthcare, domestic
and caring services, retail, hospitality and entertainment) (28–31). Lockdowns, travel
restrictions, and social distancing strategies have also led to significant job losses in
feminized sectors (22,25,28,31). The job loss or weakening ties to standard
employment relationships within the job market, in addition to the gender wage gap,
may have limited any progress made toward gender equity or women’s economic
empowerment (21,25,28,32). With the implementation of COVID-19 lockdown
measures, a surge in GBV, specifically IPV and DV was observed, often associated
with living situations and economic stressors (22,28,33–36). The dynamics of GBV
were not only in the household. Precarious employment conditions during the
pandemic, including gig work, were associated with an increase in GBV incidents. For
women working remotely, the change in working conditions did not alleviate the
situation; instances of bullying, stalking, and mobbing translated into the virtual
space, further highlighting the nature of GBV under the pandemic conditions (23,37).
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Precarious employment and informal labour present complex, multi-layered issues
associated with gender disparities, poor working conditions, and digital platform
challenges. Within the gig economy is a gendered cycle of insecurity, as individuals
already experiencing economic insecurity are likely to have insecure and low-paying
precarious employment, leading to more financial instability (38,39). Precarious
working conditions also increase stress, as unpredictable work and income can lead
to unmet basic needs (40). Thus, the cycle repeats - financial instability fosters job
insecurity, exacerbating financial instability, leading to chronic stress and more
insecurity.

While approximately 44% of workers globally may be self-employed, significant
variations exist across developed and developing economies (2). Each type of
possible self-employment may have a different level of security and stability
previously discussed, highlighting the uncertainty of this type of work. Precarious
employment and the rise of independent contractors reshape labour markets,
leading to a complex mix of opportunities, insecurities, and disparities. Workers in
precarious employment face significant obstacles to accessing essential resources,
which can directly affect their health. As a type of precarious, non-standard
employment, platform-based gig workers share similar risks and vulnerabilities with
individuals engaged in other forms of precarious employment (5). Precarious workers
often lack access to essential resources such as employer-based health insurance and
union membership (41).
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Numerous vulnerabilities are associated with the structure, function and balance of
power established within platform-based gig work, making women in these roles
even more vulnerable. Some of these vulnerabilities include:

The nature of platform-based gig work itself (e.g., socially dispersed, isolating, invisible) lacks 
supports or protections seen in regular employment, increasing the risk for violence and

exposing women as easy targets (20).

Creating supportive connections and communicating between workers is also discouraged,
as is reporting unsafe working conditions, attacks, or harassment from clients (20).

Classifying these platform-based gig workers as “self-employed” or “independent contractors” 
rather than employees restricts workers’ access to formal benefits, support, and protections. 
Removing women from the workplace makes it harder for them to receive minimum wage,

overtime pay, and unemployment insurance (9,10,12).

Women experience an uneven burden of childcare and domestic responsibilities compared to 
men. As women have turned to digital platforms to stay connected to the labour market, gig work 

increases demand on personal resources and can have significant negative impacts (21,22).
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• Change labour code worker classification and the provision of
measurable mechanisms for improved accessibility to worker rights,
supports, benefits and protections.

• Provide access to universal child and dependent care to help
women reconcile the demands of care provision and other domestic
roles with the demands of employment. This includes adoption of
family-friendly parental and family leave and harmonized parental
leaves (not tied to workplace classification). Access to child and
dependent care, in addition to family-friendly leave policy, supports
engagement in training and skills development to facilitate
economic empowerment.

Creating Recommendations for Policy Decision-making
Addressing vulnerabilities associated with loss of workplace, strengthening social
policy related to child and dependent care, and providing longer-term, stable
investments in funding for policy and programs to reduce social and economic
barriers experienced by women are essential to prevent GBV. Policy decision-makers
need to consider the people impacted by the policy. Social policies and protections
must be gender-responsive and place-based, considering women’s unique
experiences and challenges in the gig economy.

This report provides recommendations for research, policy, and programs that reflect
the priorities identified by our community partners and are supported by existing
literature. Two significant areas of policy decision making that could have substantial
and immediate positive impacts on women’s participation in the gig economy are:

To read more about our research and policy recommendations, please see the full
report accessed here: insert full report link
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