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Abstract 

The fast growth of digital platforms and automated systems has completely changed the way 

people work and how they do their jobs in the 21st century. This has led to the rise of the gig 

economy around the world. This piece takes a critical look at how algorithmic management, which 

uses computers to assign tasks, keep an eye on performance, and enforce rules, has taken the place 

of traditional human supervision in platform-based labour models. It looks at the main ideas behind 

computational labour and what they mean for worker freedom, income security, and health at work 

by using case studies from both the West and China. The review shows that these technologies 

create new forms of monitoring, inequality, and precarity, even though they make things more 

efficient and flexible. It also talks about new laws and rules that are being made in response, 

comparing regional attempts like the Platform Work Directive in the European Union with changes 

made to the way government works in China. The paper makes the case for the pressing need for 

flexible, human-centered policy frameworks that find a balance between protection and 

innovation. The goal of this piece is to give a full picture of how labour law is changing and to add 

to larger discussions about the future of work in algorithm-driven economies by combining new 

academic research and policy changes. It stresses that fair futures for digital work rely on openness, 

responsibility, and design that includes everyone. 

Keywords: Algorithmic management, gig economy, digital labor platforms, platform work, labor 

rights, future of employment, worker autonomy, regulatory frameworks. 
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1. Introduction  

1.1 The Emergence of Platform-Based Labor 

Platform-based labor [1] has completely changed the way jobs are structured and understood, 

especially when it comes to how work is viewed, done, and paid for [2, 3]. In the early 2000s, 

digital platforms like Uber, TaskRabbit, and Upwork started to use smartphones and the internet 

to match people who needed work with people who could do it right away [4, 5]. Formal, long-

term job relationships have been broken up into more fragmented, short-term relationships that are 

highly personalized and mostly mediated by algorithms thanks to these platforms [6]. 

One big draw of platform-based work is that it can give you a lot of freedom. Workers can 

supposedly choose when and where to work, which has made it appealing to a wide range of 

people, such as students, retired, and people looking for extra money. People often say that this 

freedom is one of the best things about the gig economy [7]. This feeling of freedom, on the other 

hand, comes at a big price. Gig workers are not considered employees like regular workers because 

they are independent contractors [8]. This means that platforms don't have to offer perks like health 

insurance, paid leave, or job security. Because of this, gig workers don't have many legal 

protections. They aren't covered by most labor rules that control things like minimum wage, 

working hours, and collective bargaining [9]. 

Platform-based work may seem new and powerful, but it often reinforces and makes things worse 

in the job market that are already unequal [10]. It's not always true that workers have a lot of 

freedom; algorithmic scheduling and customer reviews can make them feel like they have to be 

available all the time in order to get enough work and keep their income level [11]. Furthermore, 

the platforms have a lot of power over how work is done by using rating systems, assigning tasks 

automatically, and keeping track of success, all without taking on the roles of a traditional 

employer. This makes control and responsibility unbalanced, giving the platform more power 

while leaving the person open to risks and uncertainty [12]. 

The laws and rules that guide work have had a hard time keeping up with these changes. Most 

labor laws are built on the two-sided difference between "employee" and "independent contractor" 

[13]. This doesn't take into account the fact that platform workers have a status that is sometimes 

unclear. Because of this, a lot of gig workers get stuck in a regulatory gray area where they don't 
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have the same rights as employees but also don't have the full freedoms that come with being a 

business [14]. In light of changing work arrangements, this misalignment means that labor 

classifications and protections need to be looked at again. This is to make sure that digital 

innovation doesn't come at the cost of worker welfare and respect [15]. 

 

1.2 Defining Algorithmic Management 

The idea of algorithmic management is at the heart of how digital labor systems work [16]. This 

is when computer-based formulas are used to assign work, keep an eye on performance, and make 

sure that rules are followed in a labor system [17]. In contrast to traditional management, which 

depends on human judgment, computer systems work all the time, processing huge amounts of 

data to make decisions in real time. This model puts scale and efficiency first, which lets platforms 

handle large, spread-out teams with little help from humans [18]. But the use of algorithmic 

systems in work processes has had impacts that spread to many different areas. Workers, also called 

laborers, often lose traditional job protections, get paid less, and have fewer chances to get tips 

under these schemes [19]. Gig workers often have to work odd or extra hours because job 

assignment algorithms are hard to understand and can't be predicted [20]. As a consumer, these 

platforms offer ease of use and lower prices, but the need to cut costs means that product and 

service quality often suffers during this process [21]. As automated platforms make it easier for 

corporations to gain more power and take over whole sectors, industries are changing. This 

dynamic makes a small group of owners richer while pushing out smaller competitors [22]. As an 

example, small producers face big problems because they are forced to use tech platforms, which 

means they lose power over their own businesses and have to pay royalties. Because of these 

factors, it's getting harder and harder for independent businesses to make money [23].  The contrast 

between traditional and algorithmic management is further elaborated in Table 1, which outlines 

key differences in areas such as decision-making, transparency, and worker autonomy. It highlights 

how traditional management relies on human judgment and interpersonal processes, while 

algorithmic management operates through automated, data-driven systems with limited flexibility 

for workers. 
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Table 1: Comparison of Traditional Management vs. Algorithmic Management [19, 24] 

Aspect Traditional Management Algorithmic Management 

Decision-Making Human managers make decisions 

based on experience and judgment. 

Algorithms make data-driven 

decisions in real-time. 

Transparency Decision processes are often 

transparent and explainable. 

Decision processes are opaque 

and lack explainability. 

Feedback 

Mechanisms 

Direct feedback through human 

interaction. 

Feedback through app 

notifications and ratings. 

Worker Autonomy Potential for negotiation and flexibility. Limited autonomy; adherence to 

algorithmic directives. 

Performance 

Evaluation 

Regular reviews conducted by 

supervisors. 

Continuous monitoring through 

data analytics. 

Dispute 

Resolution 

Human-mediated conflict resolution 

processes. 

Limited or automated dispute 

resolution mechanisms. 

 

Beyond labour, the gig economy affects customers, industries, small producers, and food systems. 

It provides convenience and cost savings for consumers but produces hazardous working 

circumstances for workers, including poor earnings, job insecurity, and long, irregular hours [25, 

26]. Small producers confront lower profits, tech dependence, and business autonomy issues. 

Industrial gigs encourage corporate consolidation and wealth concentration. It can disconnect 

consumers from their food sources, pose safety hazards, and diminish food service worker wages 

[27]. These interrelated impacts show how the gig economy changes power and economic ties 

across industries (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Multidimensional Effects of the Gig Economy [28] 

 

2. Dynamics and Mechanisms of Algorithmic Control 

2.1 Task Allocation and Workflow Automation 

In China's gig economy, automated systems are a big part of how jobs are given and how work 

gets done [29]. Platforms like Meituan, Ele.me, and Didi Chuxing use algorithms to assign jobs to 

couriers based on where they are, how available they are, and how well they've done in the past 

[30, 31]. By assigning jobs in real time, these systems are meant to improve efficiency and 

customer satisfaction. This process, on the other hand, often makes things unpredictable and 

opaque for workers [32]. Many people who deliver food have said that they don't always get the 

same number of tasks some say they get too few, while others say they get too many. This makes 

them wonder how the platform picks which tasks to give out [33]. 

This lack of clarity makes incomes less stable [8]. Like in other countries, Chinese platforms can 

make artificial inequality happen by using feedback loops that help workers who are already doing 
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a great job and limit opportunities for others [34]. A Meituan driver with good ratings is more 

likely to get better jobs that pay faster, while other drivers have to wait [32, 35]. Some Chinese 

workers and coders have tried to keep an eye on how platforms are used, but because of rules, 

projects like UberCheats that happen in the West are not common in China [36, 37]. In response 

to public criticism, Chinese officials have made platforms like Meituan make their algorithms and 

delivery time settings more clear. However, it is still hard to make sure that everyone is treated 

fairly and that everyone is held accountable [35]. 

 

2.2 Surveillance and Behavioral Incentives 

In China, algorithmic management not only assigns tasks but also keeps an eye on gig workers all 

the time and uses rewards to keep them in line with their work [38]. Meituan and Didi Chuxing 

keep a lot of information about workers, like how quickly they respond to messages, how many 

orders they finish, and what customers say [32, 39]. This information is used to make sure that 

platform rules are followed and to change how workers act in real time [40]. People who are 

constantly watched often feel more stressed because they think someone is watching them all the 

time. In the same way that Deliveroo does in Europe, Chinese platforms rely heavily on 

algorithmic tracking, avoiding things like traffic or weather that workers have to deal with in 

favour of strict, data-driven oversight [41, 42]. 

These systems use game-like elements like leaderboards, badges, and performance bonuses to get 

people to work harder. These things can inspire workers, but they can also make competition and 

pressure to work too much harmful [43]. In the case of Meituan, the bonus programs encourage 

couriers to make packages quickly, even if it puts their safety at risk [44]. Möhlmann and 

Zalmanson [45] said that this kind of game-like immersion can make workers put platform 

measures ahead of their own health and happiness. Relying on customer ratings to judge success 

can also lead to unfair or biassed judgements. A lot of couriers feel like they have to work harder 

than they should just to keep their scores high, which is bad for their health and job happiness [45]. 

These problems show that China's platform economy needs more open and fair ways to judge 

things. 
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As shown in Figure 2, this flowchart shows how gig economy platforms use algorithms to assign 

jobs. It starts with input data like where workers are located and when they are available. This data 

is then processed by an algorithm to produce output, which could be assigning a job or rejecting 

it. A continuous feedback loop updates information about how well workers are doing, which then 

changes how tasks are assigned in the future. This creates a dynamic system for controlling and 

evaluating performance [46, 47]. 

 

Figure 2: Task Allocation in Gig Platforms[46, 47]. 

 

3. Socio-Economic Impacts of the Gig Economy 

People often praise the gig economy for its flexibility and business-friendly possibilities, but its 

workers' jobs are often unstable [48]. Gig workers are usually not covered by standard worker 

protections like minimum wage laws, unemployment insurance, and health benefits because they 

are considered independent contractors [8, 49]. This way of hiring people successfully moves risks 

from companies to individuals, who have to deal with unstable income and job insecurity [50]. 

Uncertainty about income is a big problem among gig workers. Some workers may make a good 

living one week and have a hard time making ends meet the next. They're always changing jobs 
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because they don't have official contracts or set hours. This instability makes long-term financial 

planning harder and makes people more reliant on many platforms to stay alive [51, 52] 

Also, because gig workers don't get perks from their employers, they often have to pay for things 

like car repairs, gas, and health insurance on their own. These extra costs can make their wages 

even less, which makes it even harder for them to be financially stable [53]. Many job workers 

have to keep working even when they are sick because they don't have paid sick leave or health 

insurance. This puts their health and the public's health at risk. The unstable economy that gig 

workers face affects society as a whole [54, 55]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, 

many gig workers were considered important, but they did not have access to safety gear, hazard 

pay, or health benefits. This situation showed how vulnerable gig work can be and led to talks 

about how policies need to be changed to protect these workers [56]. 

In China, the gig economy has grown quickly over the past ten years and is now an important part 

of the country's job market [57]. In 2020, the sector was worth about 3.4 trillion yuan and had 

more than 200 million workers. Of these, millions did ride-hailing, food delivery, e-commerce, 

and other services facilitated by apps [58]. This market is dominated by platforms like Meituan, 

Didi Chuxing, and Ele.me, which handle most gig-related deals. In the past few years, regulators 

have paid more attention, especially after the public spoke out against abuses of labour and unsafe 

delivery circumstances [59]. In response, the Chinese government put out new rules in 2021 that 

said platforms had to make working conditions better by requiring things like workers' 

compensation insurance and fair delivery times. Even with these attempts, there are still problems 

with enforcement, and many workers still have unstable incomes and no formal protections at 

work. This ongoing change shows how difficult it is for China's digital economy to balance worker 

rights, flexible work, and government control [58]. 
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Figure 3: Estimated figures for the gig economy's market value and workforce size from 2016 to 

2022 [58]. 

 

4. Regulatory and Legal Perspectives 

4.1 Policy Responses and Legislative Innovation 

China has started to deal with the problems of artificial labour by changing its rules, but not in the 

same way that Western countries do [60, 61]. China has not passed formal job reclassification laws 

like the Platform Work Directive [62] or Spain's Rider Law [63]. Instead, they have used a more 

administrative approach. The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security and the 

Cyberspace Administration of China put out rules in 2021 that said digital platforms had to pay 

gig workers fairly, give them decent delivery times, and cover their social insurance costs [64]. 

These steps were taken because of strong algorithmic pressure and broad complaints about unsafe 

delivery methods [64, 65]. In contrast to European attempts to change the status of gig workers 

from "independent contractors" to "employees," China's policies focus on improving worker 

welfare while keeping their status as "flexible labour." [66]. For instance, Meituan was told to 

make sure that its algorithm didn't encourage riders to break traffic rules [67]. Also, some local 
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governments, like those in Hangzhou and Shenzhen, started testing programs for worker's 

compensation insurance. Even though these are good changes, China still hasn't made any official 

changes to the way jobs are classified, so gig workers still don't have important rights at work like 

the right to collective bargaining or a guaranteed minimum wage. Still, this model of state-led 

action shows China's unique political structure and centralised government, which is different from 

changes in Europe that are led by courts and legislatures [68, 69]. 

 

4.2 Corporate Responses and Strategic Adaptations 

Because of more attention from the public and pressure from the government, many Chinese gig 

platforms have changed how they hire workers in smart ways [70]. For example, Meituan and 

Ele.me have added some limited welfare benefits, like accident insurance and funds for people 

who are having a hard time [71]. These steps are like Uber's "worker-plus" approach in the UK, 

which gives drivers some benefits without making them employees [72]. But, just like in the West, 

these programs often only serve to avoid more extensive legal responsibilities and don't really 

change the way people work together. Platforms have also begun to offer tools for making 

algorithms clearer, though these are still pretty restricted [73]. Some companies have made 

platforms that riders can use to see basic performance data, such as the percentage of successful 

deliveries or the riders who are eligible for bonuses [74]. But workers still can't see how algorithms 

decide what to do or how to fight penalties. This means that these tools are more symbolic than 

useful. Partiality in transparency stays the same, and the power gap between platforms and workers 

stays the same [75, 76]. 

Chinese businesses are also spending money on public relations campaigns to change the way 

people talk about gig work [29, 77]. By spreading ideas like "entrepreneurship," "flexible income," 

and "economic inclusion," platforms try to change the way people think about job work so that it 

is seen as a way to gain personal freedom rather than being insecure [78]. This is similar to what 

companies did in the U.S. to try to change the result of legal cases, like with Proposition 22 [79]. 

In China, this kind of power shows up more through state-controlled media and strategic 

relationships than through direct lobbying.  
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Figure 3 shows the complicated link between rules and business strategies in the gig economy. It 

shows the cycle between four main parts: new laws, problems with putting them into action, 

changes made by businesses, and public relations strategies. The graph displays how regulatory 

efforts, like the European Union's Platform Work Directive, try to change the classification of gig 

workers and make algorithms clearer [62]. However, these rules are hard to police because 

algorithms are hard to understand and digital platforms are used all over the world. As a result, 

businesses implement partial changes such as "worker-plus" models (like Uber in the UK) or 

limited transparency tools (like Fiverr and Upwork) to look like they are following the rules while 

still keeping control over their operations [72, 80]. At the same time, platforms spend money on 

PR and lobbying efforts, like California's Proposition 22, to change the story about economic 

inclusion and flexibility [79]. The figure 4 shows that this produces a feedback loop where each 

policy initiative is met with strategic resistance. This shows that we need regulatory frameworks 

that do more than just make sure people follow the rules; they also need to fix the structural power 

imbalances in algorithmic labour. 

 

Figure 4: Regulatory and Corporate Responses to Algorithmic Labor [62, 72, 79, 80]. 
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5. Future Directions in the Digital Labor Landscape 

5.1 Human-Centered Algorithmic Design 

As a lot of companies in China, especially big gig platforms like Meituan and Didi Chuxing, use 

algorithmic systems to handle their workers, so these systems use real-time data and AI-powered 

tools to assign tasks, track performance, and decide who gets rewards or punishments [81]. But 

growing public concern about the lack of transparency and the huge amounts of work gig workers 

have to do has started a national talk about human-centered design principles. Because of these 

worries, China's Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security (MOHRSS) and the 

Cyberspace Administration of China put out new rules in 2021 that platforms must follow to make 

sure that algorithms do not violate workers' rights [82]. For example, Meituan had to change its 

delivery time algorithms after news stories showed that couriers had to break traffic rules to meet 

their deadlines and avoid getting fined. These changes are in line with the worldwide call for 

computer systems to be able to be explained, contested, and held responsible these are basic ideas 

of human-centered AI design [83].  

In China, some platforms are now testing systems that let workers understand their performance 

scores or penalties and ask for a review [83]. The goal of this move towards algorithmic openness 

is to find a balance between worker freedom and efficiency. Participants in participatory design 

give feedback on algorithmic management. This trend is slowly catching on in China, especially 

in cities like Beijing and Shenzhen where organised labour movement has grown [29, 30]. 

 

5.2 Toward Inclusive and Adaptive Labor Policies 

China's fast digitisation of labour markets has shown where regulations are weak, especially when 

it comes to non-standard jobs. In the past few years, the Chinese government has changed labour 

laws to better fit the needs of the gig economy [84]. Notably, the State Council issued policy 

guidelines in 2022 that urged platform companies to offer gig workers "occupational injury 

insurance" and other forms of social protection. This was a big change from the previous "let's do 

it" plan, which let platforms run with little responsibility for worker welfare [85].   

Hangzhou is a tech hub where companies like Alibaba and Ele.me are based. The city has started 

test programs to give delivery workers and ride-hailing drivers more social insurance benefits. 
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These programs show an open and adaptable way to regulate work and can be used as models for 

more general national policies [86]. In addition, China's courts have heard a number of high-profile 

cases where gig workers fought to be recognised as employees, and some of these cases ended 

with partial wins for labour advocates. These new rules suggest that China is slowly moving 

towards a regulatory model that combines the freedom of gig work with gradually boosting social 

protections. But enforcement is still not always fair, especially in smaller towns and rural areas 

where governments don't have the resources or political will to do what's right [87]. 

 

5.3 Future of Employment 

How the Chinese government handles the two important goals of economic growth and social 

order will have a big impact on the future of jobs in the country. As platform work becomes more 

common in cities, more people are realising that better protections for workers are needed for long-

term survival [86, 88]. The hard part is changing how jobs are classified and how benefits are given 

without stopping the new ideas that platforms bring to China's digital economy. China's future job 

market may be shaped by hybrid models that go beyond simple binary meanings of work status 

[89, 90]. For example, some places have started to put gig workers into new legal groups that give 

them some access to benefits like pensions and injury insurance while still letting them have 

flexible work hours [91]. This practical method fits with China's overall strategy for government, 

which is to balance state-led innovation with social regulation. Technology will continue to be a 

big part of how the job market changes. But the Chinese government is becoming more open to 

controlling computer power [92]. This can be seen in areas like ed-tech, e-commerce, and food 

delivery, where the government has stepped in to make digital platforms more closely watched. If 

this trend keeps up, China could become a leader in creating a new way to govern digital work that 

puts both national growth goals and the well-being of its workers first [93]. 

 

Discussion 

The gig economy, a flexible, task-based way of working that has both created new opportunities 

and made fundamental weaknesses worse [28], was made possible by the global rise of digital 

labour platforms like Uber, Deliveroo, and Upwork [48]. In China, platforms like Didi Chuxing, 



CINEFORUM 

ISSN : 0009-7039 

Vol. 65. No. 2, 2025 

 

906 

   © CINEFORUM 

Meituan, and Ele.me have used similar business methods, but they do so in different political and 

regulatory environments [57]. The model makes it easy to quickly hire workers, especially migrant 

and underemployed people, but it also raises serious concerns about algorithmic management, 

unstable work, and regulatory holes [94]. A big part of this change is algorithmic management 

[17]. Platforms use systems that are based on data to assign jobs, rate performance, and make sure 

that rules are followed in real time. Röttgen, Herbig [95] say that these methods often make it hard 

to see how decisions are made, which makes things less clear and takes away workers' freedom. 

This pattern is very clear on Chinese sites. For instance, Meituan's delivery time algorithms have 

been criticised for pushing couriers to drive in risky ways in order to meet unrealistic goals. 

Workers say they don't understand how their work is graded or how that grade affects their pay. 

This is a problem that happens all over the world, but it's worse in China because of the country's 

size and speed of digitalization [30].  

This lack of transparency has a lot of effects, in China, as in other places, gig workers are usually 

thought of as independent contractors. This means they don't get important worker protections like 

minimum wage rules, paid leave, or health insurance. Income changes are always a worry [96]. 

According to research by Bokányi and Hannák [97], computer feedback loops can make inequality 

worse by favouring workers with high ratings and punishing workers who are already at a 

disadvantage. The hukou system in China makes this situation worse because it keeps many rural 

workers from getting social benefits in cities. This makes gig work a dangerous way to stay alive 

instead of a way to get ahead financially [89, 98]. During the COVID-19 outbreak, these problems 

got worse, as Chinese gig workers, who were seen as necessary, kept working during lockdowns, 

often without even the most basic safety measures [99]. In comparison, some countries, like the 

U.S., gave platform workers temporary unemployment benefits, and some European states let gig 

workers take part in furlough programs [49]. China mostly relied on help from local governments, 

which led to support that was spotty and uneven. 

Both the psychic and social effects are upsetting, as Lang, Yang [100] studies show that algorithmic 

tracking leads to burnout. This is similar to what delivery riders in China have said about feeling 

stressed out and alone all the time [101]. In the West, independent unions and cooperatives have 

grown, but in China, workers can't form groups because the government controls union, this makes 
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it harder for them to deal collectively and fight back [102]. The suggested Platform Work Directive 

in Europe wants to make sure that algorithmic systems are clear and some gig workers are 

reclassified as employees [62]. China has moved through top-down regulation, even though its 

laws are not as clear. In 2021, the Cyberspace Administration and the Ministry of Human 

Resources told platforms they had to make working conditions better by requiring things like 

reasonable transport times and insurance for accidents on the job. This centralised method makes 

execution quick, but it doesn't make sure that the law is followed the same way in all provinces 

[103]. 

As we look to the future, the move towards human-centered computer design shows us how to get 

there. Participatory design, in which workers help make the rules that guide their work, is 

supported by scholars like [104-106]. Several pilot programs have been started in China, mostly 

in places like Shanghai, to make algorithms more clear and let workers have a say in how the 

platforms are run. For instance, Shanghai's local government has put in place rules that platforms 

must explain how their algorithms assign tasks and rate performance [107]. Some companies have 

also started adding feedback systems that let employees report problems and suggest ways to make 

algorithmic processes better. The goal of these projects is to make digital labor systems more fair 

and responsible by improving automated management tools with the help of gig workers' real-life 

experiences [30]. 

 

Conclusion 

The rise of digital platforms for work has created a global gig economy characterised by freedom, 

algorithmic management, and non-standard work. This model creates new jobs, especially for 

people who can't find work in standard job markets. But it also comes with a lot of social, 

economic, and moral problems, especially when it comes to worker autonomy, precarity, and 

openness. In China, these problems are made worse by the fact that the government is centralised, 

platform capitalism is popular, and the country's foreign workers are weak. Comparative research 

shows that China's gig economy has many of the same structural problems as Western ones, like 

algorithms that are hard to understand and workers not having any protections. However, China's 

response is to use top-down regulatory processes instead of organising workers or changing the 
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law. Measures like the 2021 directive on algorithmic responsibility show that people are ready to 

step in, but execution is still patchy and often just a show. The future of jobs around the world 

relies on rethinking how jobs are classified, how social protections work, and how technology is 

governed. In China, a fair and inclusive gig economy will need strong regulatory enforcement, 

more worker speech, participatory system design, and a shift from algorithmic practices that are 

only focused on efficiency to those that are focused on people. As digital platforms take over as 

the main way for labour and capital to interact, China and the rest of the world need to put workers' 

rights, safety, and dignity first to make sure that the future of work is fair, long-lasting, and truly 

innovative not just for platforms, but for everyone. 
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