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Abstract:  

Over the past two decades, the global labor market has witnessed a structural transformation, driven by 

digitalization, globalization, and socio-economic shifts. In this context, the gig economy and freelancing 

culture have emerged as significant employment avenues, particularly in India. Characterized by 

flexible, task-based, and platform-mediated work arrangements, gig work has rapidly expanded beyond 

conventional services into skilled, digital, and knowledge-based sectors. This paper presents a 

comprehensive literature review analyzing recent trends, socio-economic implications, and regulatory 

responses associated with India’s growing gig and freelancing economy. Drawing on academic research, 

government reports, and industry publications from the last decade, the study examines conceptual 

frameworks, profiles of Indian gig workers, platform influences, and evolution of labor regulations. 

Findings suggest that while the gig economy offers employment flexibility and income opportunities, it 

also exposes workers to precarious conditions, income instability, and inadequate social security. The 

COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated this shift, amplifying both opportunities and systemic 

vulnerabilities. Although policy initiatives, such as, the Code on Social Security (2020) acknowledge 

these issues, significant gaps remain in welfare provision and regulatory clarity. The paper concludes 

with recommendations for inclusive policy reforms, multi-stakeholder governance, and future research 

directions focusing on gendered experiences, digital labor relations, and long-term worker welfare in 

India’s gig economy. 

 

Keywords: Gig Economy, Freelancing, Digital Platforms, Indian Labor Market, Social Security, Labor 

Policy. 

 

1. Introduction: 

The world of work has undergone significant transformations over the past two decades, driven largely 

by advancements in digital technology, globalization, and shifting socio-economic dynamics. Among 

these changes, the emergence of the gig economy and freelancing culture has redefined traditional labor 

market structures across both developed and developing countries. Characterized by temporary, flexible, 

and task-based employment arrangements, gig work has become a prominent feature in contemporary 

labor markets, especially in the wake of rapid digitalization and platform-based business models (Kuhn 

et al. 2021)[1]. 
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In India, the gig and freelancing economy has gained considerable momentum in recent years. With a 

young, digitally literate population and the increasing access of the internet and smart-phones, India has 

emerged as one of the leading markets for freelance and gig work globally. Reports by NITI Aayog 

(2022)[2] suggest that India’s gig workforce currently comprises over 7.7 million workers and is 

projected to expand to 23.5 million by 2029–30.  

Gig work opportunities have diversified from conventional sectors like transportation and food delivery 

to skilled domains such as software development, graphic design, digital marketing, content creation, 

and online education. The COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated this transition as job losses and 

restrictions on mobility encouraged a substantial segment of the workforce to shift towards freelancing 

and digital gig work for income generation (Nikoloski et al. 2023)[3]. This structural transformation in 

the labor market holds critical implications for employment patterns, income distribution, social 

protection mechanisms, and labor rights. While the gig economy offers flexibility, autonomy, and new 

income avenues for workers, it also raises concerns regarding job security, social security benefits, and 

workplace protections. Moreover, as India grapples with persistent unemployment challenges and labor 

underutilization, the expanding gig sector presents both opportunities and policy dilemmas (Chari S.G. 

2024)[4].  

Policymakers, economists, and labor rights advocates have therefore engaged in extensive debates on the 

economic, social, and regulatory dimensions of this evolving employment landscape. Despite the 

growing significance of freelancing and the gig economy in India’s employment framework, much of 

the academic and policy discourse remains fragmented (Jain A. 2024)[5]. Existing studies predominantly 

focus on platform-based gig work such as ride-hailing and food delivery services, with relatively limited 

attention given to online freelancing, remote knowledge work, and the informal, non-platform gig sector. 

Furthermore, comprehensive reviews synthesizing recent trends, policy responses, and socio-economic 

impacts of the gig economy in the Indian context are sparse. This study aims to address this gap by 

systematically reviewing existing literature and analyzing the emerging patterns, challenges, and policy 

implications associated with freelancing and gig work in India. 

The primary objective of this paper is to provide a literature review-based analysis of recent trends in 

freelancing and the gig economy (mostly) within the Indian labor market. The study seeks to: 

• Examine the conceptual and theoretical underpinnings of gig and freelance work. 

• Analyze the socio-economic profiles and working conditions of Indian gig workers. 

• Explore the influence of digital platforms on the gig economy’s expansion. 

• Assess policy initiatives and regulatory measures addressing gig work in India. 

• Identify emerging patterns, gaps in existing research, and suggest directions for future study. 

However, this research is based on a comprehensive review of academic articles, government reports, 

policy documents, and industry publications published primarily in the last decade. The paper is 

structured into six broad sections, beginning with this introduction (Section-1), followed by a conceptual 

framework (Section-2), a description of the methodology (Section-3), a detailed literature review 

(Section-4), an analysis of recent trends (Section-5), and finally a concluding section (Section-6) 

summarizing the key findings and policy implications. 

 

2. Conceptual Framework:  

The rise of the gig economy and freelancing culture marks a significant departure from traditional 

employment models based on long-term, full-time, and formal work arrangements. Understanding the 
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conceptual and theoretical basis of gig and freelance work is essential to contextualize their growth and 

implications in the Indian labor market. This section outlines key definitions, classifications, the 

historical evolution of the gig economy (mainly in India), and the theoretical perspectives commonly 

applied in gig economy research. 

2.1. Definition of Freelancing and Gig Economy: The term “gig economy” refers to a labor market 

characterized by short-term, flexible, and temporary jobs, often mediated by digital platforms. Workers 

engaged in such tasks are typically independent contractors, freelancers, or self-employed individuals 

who undertake multiple jobs or “gigs” without long-term employment contracts (Friedman G. 2014)[6]. 

The International Labor Organization (ILO, 2021)[7] defines gig work as income-earning activities 

outside of traditional, long-term employer-employee relationships, facilitated through digital labor 

platforms or offline networks. 

On the other hand “freelancing”, represents a form of self-employment where individuals offer their 

services on a project or assignment basis, often without binding contracts or permanent positions 

(Grimov O. 2016)[8]. While freelancing can exist both online and offline, the proliferation of internet-

based freelance marketplaces like Upwork, Freelancer.com, and Fiverr has made digital freelancing a 

significant segment of the gig economy globally and in India. 

2.2. Classification of Gig Work: The gig economy encompasses diverse forms of employment, which 

can be broadly categorized based on their mode of operation: 

• Platform-Based Gig Work: Jobs assigned and executed through digital platforms (e.g., Uber, 

Zomato, Urban Company). 

• Non-Platform-Based Gig Work: Informal, unorganized sector jobs arranged through personal or 

offline networks (e.g., part-time teaching, house painting, catering services). 

• Online Freelancing: Remote service delivery of skills such as graphic design, content writing, 

programming, and consultancy via global freelance platforms. 

• On-Demand Physical Services: Task-based work involving physical presence like delivery, repair 

services, and household chores. 

Such classification helps in analyzing the heterogeneous nature of gig work, which varies by skill level, 

earning potential, and job security. 

2.3. Historical Evolution of the Gig Economy in India: The origins of the gig economy in India can be 

traced to the informal, unorganized sector, which historically accounted for a significant portion of the 

country's employment. However, the emergence of technology-based gig platforms in the early 2010s 

marked the beginning of a formalized, digitized gig economy. Companies like Ola, Uber, Swiggy, and 

Urban Company capitalized on rising smart-phone penetration and affordable internet access to offer on-

demand services, rapidly expanding the gig workforce. Simultaneously, the growth of online freelance 

marketplaces facilitated opportunities for skilled and semi-skilled professionals to engage in remote, 

project-based work globally (NITI Aayog, 2022)[2]. 

The COVID-19 pandemic acted as a catalyst in this transformation. Job losses and restrictions on 

traditional employment encouraged many individuals, particularly urban youth, to participate in 

freelancing and gig work, leading to a surge in both platform-based and online freelancing activities in 

India. 

2.4. Theoretical Perspectives: Various theoretical frameworks have been employed in labor market 

studies to understand the gig economy’s dynamics. Labor Market Flexibility Theory posits that gig work 

offers firms operational flexibility while allowing workers control over their schedules and work 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250450571 Volume 7, Issue 4, July-August 2025 4 

 

locations (Lehdonvirta V. 2018)[9]. However, critics argue that it results in labor market fragmentation, 

precarity, and the rise of the “precariat class” which is a socio-economic group characterized by 

insecure, low-paid, and unregulated employment conditions (Marques & Vieira, 2017)[10]. 

Digital Labor Market Theories emphasize the role of technology platforms in mediating work 

relationships, altering the traditional employer-employee dynamic, and reshaping labor rights 

frameworks (Aloisi A. 2018)[11]. Additionally, Dual Labor Market Theory has been applied to explain 

the segmentation of the workforce into primary (secure, high-paying jobs) and secondary (insecure, low-

paying gig jobs) sectors, with most gig workers belonging to the latter (Banerjee & Bhattacharya, 

2021)[12]. 

By integrating these definitions, classifications, and theoretical perspectives, this study aims to 

comprehensively analyze the growth, structure, and challenges of freelancing and gig work in India’s 

contemporary labor market. 

 

3. Methodology: 

This study adopts a qualitative, literature review-based research design aimed at examining the recent 

trends of freelancing and the gig economy within the Indian labor market. A literature review 

methodology is particularly suitable for synthesizing existing knowledge, identifying research gaps, and 

establishing a conceptual understanding of evolving socio-economic phenomena such as the gig 

economy, especially in the context of developing economies like India. 

3.1. Nature of the Study: The present research is qualitative and exploratory in nature, relying 

exclusively on secondary data sources. It involves a systematic and thematic review of existing 

academic literature, government reports, industry publications, policy papers. As no primary data 

collection was conducted, the study emphasizes interpreting, comparing, and critically analyzing 

previously published works on freelancing and the gig economy in India. 

3.2. Selection Criteria for Literature: To ensure the reliability, validity, and relevance of the reviewed 

materials, specific inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied: 

• Inclusion Criteria: (1) Studies published between 2011 and 2024, (2) Peer-reviewed journal articles, 

working papers in reputed platform, government and institutional reports, policy papers, and industry 

studies, (3) Literature focusing (mostly on the Indian) labor market, gig work, freelancing, platform-

based employment, and related labor policy frameworks, (4) Both empirical and 

conceptual/theoretical studies. 

• Exclusion Criteria: (1) Studies of labor markets which are unrelated to the gig economy and 

freelancing, (2) Opinion pieces, blogs, and non-academic web content.  

This selection process ensures the comprehensiveness and contextual relevance of the reviewed 

literature. 

3.3. Sources of Data: The literature reviewed in this study was sourced from multiple databases and 

repositories, including (1) Academic Journal Databases, mostly from Open Source Link like Google 

Scholar, DOAJ, JSTOR (Only Open Source Link), Springer Open Source, Scispace etc. (2) Government 

and Policy Think Tank Publications: NITI Aayog, Ministry of Labor and Employment Data of 

Government of India, International Labor Organization (ILO), World Bank. (3) Industry Reports and 

White Papers from Reputed Consultancy and Research Firms (4) Research Thesis of different 

universities. However, special attention was given to recent publications (post 2020) to capture the 

effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on India’s gig and freelance labor market. 
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3.4. Review Procedure: The review process involved several key steps: 

• Keyword Searches: Terms such as gig economy India, freelancing trends India, platform work 

India, digital labor platforms, and labor market informalization were used to locate relevant 

literature. 

• Screening: Abstracts and executive summaries were reviewed for initial relevance, followed by a 

full-text analysis of shortlisted publications. 

• Thematic Categorization: The selected studies were organized under key themes including growth 

trends, platform impact, worker profiles, socio-economic implications, policy responses, and recent 

challenges. 

• Synthesis and Interpretation: A qualitative synthesis approach was used to identify patterns, 

contradictions, emerging issues, and research gaps within the collected literature. 

This systematic approach ensures a comprehensive, coherent, and objective review of the current 

academic and policy discourse surrounding the gig economy and freelancing in the Indian labor market. 

 

4. Review of Literature: 

A growing body of literature has examined various dimensions of the freelancing and gig economy, both 

globally and within the Indian context. This section presents a thematic review of key studies, 

conceptual papers, and policy reports that explore definitions, growth trends, worker characteristics, 

socio-economic impacts, and regulatory concerns associated with the gig economy in India. 

4.1. Conceptual and Theoretical Perspectives on Gig Economy: De Stefano (2016)[13] describes the 

gig economy as a labor market driven by short-term, on-demand work arrangements, often facilitated 

through digital platforms. Standing’s (2011)[14] theory of the precariat highlights the emergence of a 

vulnerable workforce engaged in precarious, insecure, and unregulated employment that is a concept 

widely applied in gig economy research. Scholars such as Kaine & Josserand (2019)[15] have elaborated 

on how digital labor platforms reconfigure traditional employment relations, shifting risks and 

responsibilities from employers to workers. In the legal context, Bales et al. (2016)[16] analyzed the legal 

ambiguity of platform-based work, arguing that the informal nature of gig jobs places workers outside 

the purview of conventional labor laws. 

4.2. Growth and Expansion of the Gig Economy in India: The Indian gig economy has witnessed 

remarkable growth over the past decade, particularly since the emergence of digital platforms like Ola, 

Uber, Swiggy, Urban Company, and online freelancing portals. A NITI Aayog (2022)[2] report estimates 

that India’s gig workforce reached approximately 7.7 million in 2020–21, projected to grow to 23.5 

million by 2029–30. Chahal et al. (2024) [17] observed that urban youth, especially in metropolitan 

cities, have increasingly opted for gig work due to its flexibility and income potential. The COVID-19 

pandemic acted as a catalyst for this shift, with layoffs and work-from-home arrangements contributing 

to a surge in online freelancing and home-based gig work (KPMG India, 2021)[18]. Additionally, online 

freelance marketplaces such as Upwork and Freelancer.com have enabled Indian professionals in fields 

like content writing, graphic design, software development, and digital marketing to access global work 

opportunities, thus diversifying the scope of gig employment beyond platform-based physical services. 

4.3. Worker Demographics and Socio-Economic Profiles: Several studies have explored the 

demographic characteristics of gig and freelance workers in India. According to a report by the 

Observer Research Foundation (ORF, 2021)[19], a majority of platform-based gig workers in India are 

male, aged between 21 and 35 years, with limited formal education and prior work experience in 
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informal jobs. In contrast, online freelance workers often possess higher educational qualifications and 

digital skills. Vij A. B. (2023)[20] noted that a growing number of urban middle-class professionals, 

women, and students are turning to digital freelancing as a secondary or primary income source. The 

ILO (2021)[7] report highlights significant disparities in earnings, working hours, and job security among 

different segments of gig workers, with platform-based delivery workers facing higher job and income 

insecurity compared to skilled online freelancers. 

4.4. Working Conditions, Job Security, and Social Protection: The precarity and informal nature of 

gig work have raised concerns regarding worker rights and protections. A study by Rane V. (2023)[21] 

observed that platform-based gig workers in India lack access to social security benefits such as health 

insurance, paid leave, and pension schemes. Similarly, Prasad S. (2023)[22] reported that most gig 

workers face uncertain income, long working hours, and a lack of formal grievance redressal 

mechanisms. Freelancers engaged in online projects also experience issues such as payment delays, 

platform commissions, and work-life imbalance (Kathuria et.al. 2017)[23]. NITI Aayog (2022)[2] 

recommends integrating gig workers into formal social protection schemes and revising labor codes to 

address the unique vulnerabilities of platform and freelance workers. 

4.5. Digital Platforms and Labor Market Restructuring: The expansion of digital platforms has 

fundamentally altered labor market dynamics in India. Rani & Singh (2019) [24] argue that these 

platforms function as intermediaries that mediate the supply and demand for services while avoiding the 

legal obligations associated with conventional employment. In India, the gig economy’s rapid 

digitalization has created new employment avenues but also contributed to labor market informalization 

(ORF, 2021)[19]. Noronha (et al. 2022)[25] caution against the growing trend of contractual, temporary, 

and non-standard employment models promoted by gig platforms, which may weaken labor market 

stability and worker rights in the long run. 

4.6. Government Policy and Regulatory Framework: While India’s labor policies have traditionally 

focused on formal employment, recent legislative changes and policy discussions have recognized the 

growing gig workforce. The Code on Social Security, 2020 [26] marks a significant step by including 

gig and platform workers under its provisions, proposing social security benefits such as health 

insurance, life cover, and accident protection. However, implementation challenges persist. Dieuaide & 

Azaïs (2020)[27] noted that the ambiguity in defining employment relationships on digital platforms 

complicates enforcement. NITI Aayog (2022)[2] recommends the creation of a comprehensive gig 

worker database and targeted welfare schemes, while the ILO (2021)[7] emphasizes the need for tripartite 

social dialogue involving the government, platforms, and worker representatives. 

4.7. Research Gaps Identified: While the literature on India’s gig economy has expanded, several gaps 

remain. Most existing studies focus disproportionately on urban platform-based services like ride-hailing 

and food delivery, with limited research on online freelancing, rural gig work, and women’s 

participation in the gig economy. Additionally, there is a scarcity of longitudinal studies tracking the 

socio-economic mobility and long-term well-being of gig workers. Agrawal & Bhukya (2022)[28] 

highlight the need for more comprehensive research on the psychological, financial, and family life 

implications of gig and freelance work in India. 

 

5. Recent Trends in Freelancing and Gig Economy in India: 

In recent years, the freelancing and gig economy in India has witnessed rapid expansion and structural 

transformation. The convergence of digital technology, changing employment preferences, and 
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economic disruptions, particularly following the COVID-19 pandemic, has reshaped the Indian labor 

market, giving rise to new work patterns outside conventional full-time employment. This section 

outlines and analyses the most significant recent trends shaping India’s gig and freelance economy. 

5.1. Impact of COVID-19 on Gig and Freelance Work: The COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing 

lockdowns severely disrupted traditional employment avenues, prompting large-scale job losses, 

particularly in the informal and service sectors. According to KPMG India (2021)[18], this economic 

shock accelerated the growth of the gig economy as both businesses and workers sought flexible and 

low-commitment work arrangements. Platform-based gig work, especially in essential services like food 

delivery, e-commerce logistics, and healthcare support, expanded significantly during this period. At the 

same time, the pandemic-induced shift to remote work led to a surge in digital freelancing in sectors like 

graphic design, software development, content writing, and online education (NITI Aayog, 2022)[2]. 

5.2. Surge in Digital Freelancing and Remote Work: India has emerged as one of the leading global 

markets for digital freelancing. A report by Porwal & Kumar (2023)[29] ranked India among the top 

three countries in terms of freelance earnings growth. Key factors contributing to this surge include 

rising internet penetration, affordable smart-phones, digital payment systems, and global demand for 

remote services. Freelance work in areas like digital marketing, web development, UI/UX design, 

translation services, and virtual assistance has experienced exponential growth since 2020. According to 

Prakash (et.al. 2022)[30], the participation of women, students, and mid-career professionals in online 

freelancing has notably increased, reflecting shifting employment preferences towards flexible, skill-

based, and location-independent work. 

5.3. Growth of Platform-Based Gig Work: Platform-based services in India, including ride-hailing 

(Ola, Uber), food delivery (Zomato, Swiggy), and home services (Urban Company), have expanded their 

workforce in response to rising urban demand for on-demand services. NITI Aayog (2022)[2] estimates 

that the number of gig workers engaged in platform-based services grew from 6.8 million in 2019–20 to 

7.7 million in 2020–21. These platforms have diversified their service offerings by integrating newer 

sectors such as grocery delivery, health and beauty services, and repair assistance. The ongoing 

digitalization of retail, hospitality, and education sectors has also created fresh gig-based opportunities in 

customer service, tech support, and remote tutoring (Baidya et. al 2024)[31]. 

5.4. Changing Worker Demographics: Recent data indicate shifts in the demographic composition of 

gig and freelance workers in India. While platform-based gig work continues to be dominated by male, 

urban, and semi-skilled workers aged between 21 and 35, digital freelancing has seen increased 

participation from women, home-makers, retirees, and highly educated youth (ORF, 2021)[19]. Ahmad 

N. (2020)[32] reported, approximately 33% increase in the number of Indian women registering as 

freelancers on global marketplaces during the pandemic. Additionally, NITI Aayog (2022)[2] notes that 

an increasing number of rural youth are accessing gig work opportunities through local aggregators and 

regional digital platforms. 

5.5. Policy Developments and Regulatory Responses: The Indian government has gradually 

acknowledged the socio-economic significance of gig and platform-based work. The Code on Social 

Security (2020)[26] introduced provisions for including gig and platform workers under social security 

schemes such as health insurance, maternity benefits, and accidental coverage. In addition, NITI 

Aayog’s (2022)[2] policy paper recommended creating a national gig workforce database, establishing 

welfare boards, and introducing platform-neutral labor guidelines to ensure fair working conditions. 
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While these policy developments mark positive progress, implementation remains limited, and most gig 

workers still lack access to formal social protection and grievance mechanisms (Rane V. 2023)[21] . 

5.6. Technological Advancements and Platform Innovation: Another important trend has been found 

in the rapid technological innovation within digital labor platforms. Companies are increasingly 

employing AI-driven algorithms for task allocation, pricing, and performance monitoring, significantly 

influencing gig workers' job security and earnings potential (Kaine & Josserand, 2019)[15]. The 

adoption of vernacular language interfaces, hyper-local services, and mobile wallet integrations has 

further enhanced the accessibility of gig opportunities for semi-skilled and less-educated workers in 

Tier-II and Tier-III cities (Pant & Majumder 2022)[33] . Additionally, the emergence of Indian-origin 

freelance marketplaces and digital payment systems has provided alternative platforms for domestic 

freelancers outside global marketplaces. 

5.7. Emerging Challenges and Critiques: Despite its growth, India’s gig economy faces persistent 

challenges related to income insecurity, absence of formal labor protections, algorithmic management, 

and social isolation. Behl (et al. 2022)[34] emphasize concerns about rising competition, low bargaining 

power, and lack of career progression opportunities in the gig economy, particularly for platform-based 

workers. Moreover, labor rights activists and scholars warn against the increasing casualization of labor 

markets, as gig work often lacks the employment benefits and job security associated with traditional 

jobs (Mason L. 2019)[35]. These critiques underline the need for policy reforms, collective bargaining 

mechanisms, and legal clarity in employment classifications. 

 

6. Conclusion:  

This paper reviews the dynamic and evolving landscape of India’s freelancing and gig economy, 

emphasizing its rapid growth driven by digital platforms and online marketplaces. These avenues have 

opened flexible, skill-based employment opportunities, attracting diverse groups such as urban youth, 

women, and rural populations. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this shift, simultaneously acting as 

a catalyst for expansion and exposing critical systemic vulnerabilities. 

While gig work provides avenues for income diversification and flexible employment, it also subjects 

workers to precarious conditions marked by income instability, absence of social security, and limited 

legal protections. The Indian government has acknowledged these challenges through initiatives like the 

Code on Social Security (2020)[26], which includes provisions for gig workers. However, the effective 

implementation of these policies and the establishment of comprehensive welfare frameworks remain 

incomplete. Technological advancements have increased accessibility but introduced new challenges, 

including algorithmic control, transparency issues, and growing power asymmetries between platforms 

and workers. Additionally, the casualization of labor markets raises significant concerns about the future 

of work and the necessity for innovative labor regulations that balance employment flexibility with 

workers’ rights. 

The paper concludes that India’s gig and freelancing economy holds immense potential for inclusive 

employment and socio-economic upliftment, especially in a rapidly digitalizing environment. However, 

to address the inherent vulnerabilities, there is a pressing need for policy reforms, better regulatory 

clarity, and welfare mechanisms. Future research should prioritize longitudinal studies on gig worker 

welfare, gendered experiences in the sector, and the effects of emerging technologies on labor relations. 

A collaborative, multi-stakeholder governance model involving the government, platform firms, worker 

associations, and civil society is essential to creating a gig economy that is both dynamic and equitable. 
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