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Special Issue Article

Mobile Work:
Ride-Hailing Drivers’ Working Hours, Working
Spaces, and Social Relations in Shenzhen

Yangjuan HU, Wei Ming YE

Abstract

This study on the mobile work of drivers in a car-hailing platform in China
explores the effects of information and communication technology on the three
dimensions of temporal arrangements, spatial arrangements, and relationship
structures. It explores the ways in which technology has both connected drivers
in mobile work and embedded them in relationship networks resulting from
their work, thus exposing social tension. The analysis of data collected through
in-depth interviews and non-participatory observations showed the following
three main findings. First, mobile work is temporally flexible. Drivers can
choose when and how long to work, and most see working on the car-hailing
platform as a transitional phrase. However, because of the interaction between
the method by which the car-hailing platform assigns job and the socio-
economic status of the drivers, this this is a pseudo-flexibility. Second,
temporally, the distribution of resources and the control of labor are achieved
by means of technological development. For drivers, the system and its
algorithm have become the new overlord and ultimate arbitrator. They are
placed inside the system, and their labor is constantly being monitored, but
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they also have a high level of trust in and dependence on technology. Third, in
terms of relationship structure, mobile device-mediated interactions between
platforms and drivers have obscured the rights and responsibilities of both
parties. In the process, responsibilities and risks are transferred from the
platform to individual drivers. However, the results indicated that drivers have
passive attitudes toward the situation, and collective actions are not taken.

Keywords: mobile work, online taxi-hailing service, flexible work, labor
surveillance, technology empowerment
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