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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	labor control and motivation of the Chinese food delivery workers:evidence from Meituan in China 

	
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Gig work and app work 

gig economy is defined as an economic system that uses online platforms to digitally connect workers, or“individual service-providers,”with consumers, represents a new form of contingent labour (Harris, 2017). 

This business model is controversial for the combination of claimed positive side like flexibility and autonomy provided to gig workers (Friedman, 2014; Stewart & Stanford, 2017) and the dark side of being viewed as a tool to bypass regular responsibilities and costs of employment.(Collier, Dubal, & Carter, 2017; Fabo, Karanovic, & Dukova, 2017).

Uncertainty exists in respect to what gig work does and does not involve, with different forms of contingent labour commonly subsumed into gig classifications. To distinguish gig work from other work, building on work by De Stefano (2016), 12James et al (2019) identify three different variants of gig work: capital platform work, crowdwork, and appwork based on the relationship amongst the parties involved in and define app work as service-providing intermediary digital platform organizations (or apps) that utilize workers to perform tasks locally for customers who pay for these services.

Control research in app work 

Ambiguous employment relations (Todolí- Signes, 2017 Bernhardt & Thomason, 2017; Howcroft & Bergvall- Kåreborn, 2019; Kuhn, 2016) in gig work lead to the contest if gig workers are misclassified as independent contractors and should be treated as employees (Collier et al., 2017; Harris, 2017). In response to the classification of gig workers as independent contractors (Kalleberg, 2009; Kirven, 2018; Weil, 2014), California’s Assembly Bill 5 (AB5) in 2019 deemed many gig workers employees based on the degree of employer control.

Therefore, Control and power exerted by the platform seem to be a central concern and attract the attention of gig economy researchers. While gig work is part of a broader move away from traditionally secure full-time jobs (Cappelli & Keller, 2013), gig workers may experience a higher degree of employer control than traditional independent contractors (Collier et al., 2017). 

Extant literature look into the control exerted by platform form three perspective: the algorithmic management and control, the organizational control and labor control. 

Algorithmic control was explored by most literature (Griesbach et al. 2019; Lee et al. 2015; Rosenblat and Stark 2016). It was defined as a means to utilize the influential role of technology to monitor, manage, and control workers (Rosenblat and Stark 2016) including the”soft” forms of technological control limiting workers’ choice (Shaprio,2018) and shaping workers’ behaviour by monitoring, punishment and reward ((Marquis et al., 2018). Katheleen et al (2019)15 further explored the cross-platform variation of algorithmic control exerted by food delivery platforms.   


The second path to look into control in app work is to investigate the labor control from the lens of labor process theory (Burawoy, 1979, Thompson, 1990) which was believed to be a well-established Marxist approach in the sociology of work and a key resource for the study of the workplace in industrial capitalism offering new insights on the emergent phenomenon of the gig economy (Fleming, 2017; Kässi and Lehdonvirta, 2016; Moisander et al., 2018). 

The issue of managerial control is a chief focus of labour process research which was replaced by digital technologies used to initiate control over the labor process in various contexts (Moore, 2017; Moore and Robinson, 2016 ;Goods, Veen, and Barratt 2019; Griesbach et al. 2019; Moore and Joyce 2019; Rosenblat 2018; Rosenblat and Stark 2016; Wood et al. 2019). Alex et al 14(2020)use a labor process analysis to explore the capital control exerted by the food delivery platform in Australia. 

The newest research looked into the control in platform from the lens of organizational literature.  Spreitzer et al (2017) claimed the research on organizational behavior can help understand control in the gig work. Peter et al (2021)8 adopt the organizational control theory to examine the clan control, bureaucratic control and market control experienced by Uber drivers.

Labor control research on Chinese food delivery platform (Meituan & ELEME)

China’s online food-delivery market—the largest in the world—emerged in 2009 and has expanded to a 297 billion yuan (US$46.5 billion) market with more than 305 million consumers. In 2019, the total number of riders who earned income through Meituan reached 3.987 million, up 23.3 percent from 2018. (24) 

As the biggest food delivery platform with most app workers, the unique mechanism of Meituan to manage and control their app workers were ignored by the researchers.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Only two essays discussed the control and management of Chinese food delivery platform. Ping( 2018) (Your order, their labor: An exploration of algorithms and laboring on food delivery platforms in China) examine the how the Chinese food delivery app workers (meituan, eleme & Baidu deliveries) perceived the algorithms and react or even subvert the system. Ya Wen Lei (2021) how the labor control of Chinese food delivery app (Meituan & Eleme) leads to the resistance of workers. 

Both these sociology-oriented thesis didn’t unpack the unique mechanism of Chinese food delivery platform to control and manage workers and look into the unprecedentedly strong labor control which is “more than algorithm”. My research will extend the previous research into this understudied area. To balance security and flexibility in workforce (Kalleberg 2009), Meituan provides customers with two types of riders, Service platform couriers (hereafter, SPCs) , a full-time “employee” and gig platform couriers (hereafter, GPCs) who are aligned with typically defined app workers (Ya Wen Lei ,2021). 

Firstly, my focus will be laid on the unique management model of SPCs. By involving in a third party(vendor) recruiting and managing the SPCs by signing a labor dispatch contract,Meituan facilitate the commercial interaction among suppliers, consumers and workers, with a quinquelateral relationship in app working arrangement rather than typically trilateral or quandrilateral working arrangement (James et al, 2019 12).In this business model, vendors(service stations) and platform manage and control SPCs by traditional HRM and algorithmic management to secure workforce ().
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Therefore my second focus is to explore the different control levels of two types of riders due to different management model in the lens of labor process. Drawing on the experiences of the app workers who worked as both of the two types of riders, my research will particularly analyze the extra control imposed on SPCs from the perspective of employment relations, tasks assignment and performance management adopting the qualitative interviews with four groups of interviewees. 

Potentially my research will evolve to examining the relationship between the perceived control and the motivation quantitatively. Peter et al (2021) has examined the long-debated relationship between the control and intrinsic motivation adopting the measurement from the organizational behavior literature. Following this research, after identifying different levels of control between two types of app workers in Meituan, my research will test the causal impact of control on motivation and work enjoyment between the two types of app workers. It will firstly answer the long-debated question if stronger control will decrease the intrinsic motivation and work enjoyment in the context of gig work only.









	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]
The aim of this thesis is to identify a unique mechanism how Chinese food delivery platform control their app workers by introducing two types of riders with different management models and evaluate the different labor control over labor process and employment relations exerted by the platform on the two types of app workers. 


To achieve this aim the research objectives are set as:

1 To explore the management models of the two types of riders, particularly the SPCs who subject to a more complicated and unique management model.

2 To investigate the different labor process and experiences of the two types of riders working in Chinese food delivery platform.

3 To explore what the two types of riders say about the control they experienced from the platform in the labor process including work assignment and performance assessment.

4 To analyze the observations of service station leaders (vendors), lawyers specializing in lawsuits of app work and other stakeholders from the angle of legal and organizations to understand the control under a political economic context.

5 To exam whether the two types of riders subject to different levels of control, intrinsic motivation and work enjoyment. 


My research questions:
0 what is the definition of SPCs which is a new-emerging type of app work 

1 What are the different management models of the two types of riders, SPCs and GPCs, which formed the unique mechanism to control labor in Chinese food delivery platform?

2 what are the labor process of the two type of riders drawing on their experiences?

3 What are the different labor control imposed on SPCs and GPCs and which one suffer from a stronger level of labor control?

4 How do the two types of riders experience and react to the control exerted by the platform?

5 what are the extrinsic factors lead to the strong labor control in Chinese food delivery platform?









	
Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	Proposed plan of work

In this section you will need to complete a proposed plan of your work explaining the timeline for key elements of the thesis. This can be set out as a table like below or as a gantt chart (for example)

This plan should indicate that the research will be completed by the end of the fee paying period (the minimum period of candidature.

	Planned Development (e.g. submission of form, completion of chapter, submission of thesis)
	Target Date

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	





	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]
Methodology

A pragmatic mixed methodology will be adopted allowing the use of both qualitative and  quantitative approach suitable for get defensible and robust findings. It collects diverse types of data best providing a holistic understanding of research problems instead of either qualitative or quantitative data (Creswell, 2014).

My research is aimed to identify different levels of control exerted by the platform which can be tested by a quantitative approach. A following qualitative research can add richer details to my conclusion and strengthen the validity of the conclusion by triangulation.

Research design :
The research will undertake mixed methods of a sequential exploratory design to investigate the phenomenon and address important societal phenomenon (Denzin and Lincoln, 2007; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010; Cassell et al. 2018).

The sequential design of two studies is: QUANTI→QUALI (Creswell et al., 2003, 2014; Guetterman, 2015). 

The first study is to survey the app workers who worked as both types of riders in Chinese food delivery platform to identify some basic demographic information, employment history, and the intensity of control they experienced. In this study, i try to identify which type of riders suffer stronger perceived control exerted by the platform.

The second study i will collect qualitative data by interviews and online ethnography to explain and enrich the conclusion i get in the first study. 

Data collection and sampling method 

In the first study, after pilot-test on questionnaire by some app workers, online survey will be distributed to the riders who worked as both SPCs and GPCs to collect the quantitative data. The sampling size of questionnaire is expected to around 100 persons. My assistants in my universities will help me to get access to the app workers at the service station or the specific places they gathered waiting for orders. The data gotten will be analyzed via SPCC software.

In the second study, i will conduct interviews and online ethnography. 

The first qualitative data will be collected from 4 groups of the interviewees: the riders work in food delivery platform, the lawyers specializing in the lawsuits of app workers, the leader of service station and the app designer working in the platforms. Sample size is expected to be 14 persons. The interview questions are mainly their experiences in work,the control they experienced in the work process and how they make sense of their settings. The interviewees are recruited in the social media group and recommended by the riders. 

The second qualitative data will be collected from the discussion boards used by delivery riders in Baidutieba which is the largest online communities in China, as well as the wechat (the most prevalent social media in China)groups used by the food delivery riders. 

The third qualitative data is to collect the contracts between different actors to understand the complicated employment relations of the two types of riders.

The qualitative data will be analyzed through an iterative process of sense-making (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2013) and some new research questions possibly will emerge and get my original research questions refined. 





	Introductory bibliography:

	In this section you should list a minimum of 30 titles that are relevant to your research. 
You should include all works cited in this form. 
The list should be alphabetical using the referencing system appropriate to your discipline.



	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	In this section you should indicate:

· What facilities you will need access to including libraries, archives, institutions, specialist IT facilities
· Whether you have permission to access the facilities and resources
· Whether you need to travel to access the facilities and resources – where do you need to go, for how long, and how will this be financed
· Whether you will be carrying out fieldwork or interviews and whether you have followed the correct protocols, secured permission and ethical clearance.

Accessibility of the resources

[bookmark: _GoBack]The resources i need are the previous research essays most of which could be found on google scholar and the UWTSD libraries. The data of the court decisions by the Basic People’s Courts about the employment disputes of Meituan could be found on the official website of the courts. The contracts between all the actors is comparatively difficult to get access to. I will try to find them in the discussion boards and other online communities. The interviewees in my research are the potential providers of the employment contracts.

Most of my interviews are expected to be finished via phone calls and video calls if most the flight from UK to China are still suspended due to Covid. However, if it’s possible to go to China, i will refine my research methods and conduct a on-the-ground ethnography as a complement. 

Ethical risk consideration    


how will you protect privacy and ask the difficult questions 

Flinders (1992) suggested that ethical considerations involve research phases of design, data collection and reporting. To research the disadvantagedgroups, both Seedhouse’s Ethical Grid (2007) helping determine right from wrong(Gray, 2010) and Flinders Ethical Frameworks (1992) will be adopted. The four layers demonstrated in Figure below will be considered in the process of research. 
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Intellectual Property IP
It is anticipated that Intellectual Property (IP) will be produced as a result of this research.
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