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Abstract

The emergence of digital platforms has been viewed in scholarly narratives as a “technological fix” of glo-
bal capital, to use Beverly Silver’s classic term. That is, capital continues to devise innovative strategies to
restructure the labour process and avoid employer legal liabilities. This study reveals an important but
somewhat overlooked “financial fix” aspect of the platform economy. Through a case study of a
Chinese food delivery platform, the author shows that global speculative capital and its cash-burning
games have generated a form of market-value fetishism in this sector. In response, platform companies
have devised innovative labour acquisition strategies to expand their market share that have profoundly
shaped the work and employment dynamics within the sector. In particular, the platform companies
engaged in a subsidy rivalry with their competitors in order to attract crowdsourcing/gig workers for
their regular services and at the same time established a highly structured subcontracting system to secure
a more reliable and committed workforce to target the relatively high-end consumer market. The author
argues that the interaction between global financialization and local capital’s strategic choices accounts for
the peculiar structure and employment dynamics in the Chinese platform economy.
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The Chinese platform economy has followed a distinctive development trajectory. The predominant
feature of its business model is the establishment of a complicated sectoral structure for the organ-
ization of labour which involves multiple layers of organizational agencies. This is in comparison to
the extensive, if not exclusive, use of gig workers, which dominates the Western model of platform-
based sectors." Scholars have documented platform companies’ massive use of labour agencies and
subcontractors in the Chinese ride-hailing, food delivery, professional chauffeuring and other ser-
vice businesses within this sector.” This phenomenon is astonishing given that the digital platform

1 Katz and Krueger 2019.
2 Lei 2021; Sun, Chen and Rani 2023.

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of SOAS University of London

()]

Check f
https://doi.org/10.1017/50305741023001832 Published online by Cambridge University Press Updates.


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0232-5565
mailto:zhang-hao@ruc.edu.cn
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023001832&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023001832

2 Hao Zhang

economy has established its reputation as a novel business model based on its massive use of gig
work instead of traditional employment relationships and organizational bureaucracies.’
Moreover, although scholars have reported this China-peculiar platform structure in ethnographic
narratives, using it as an ideal setting for comparative research,” or drawing on it to account for
workers’ experiences and resistance,” no major study has attempted to delve into its emergence
and clarify the underlying capitalistic rationale. The research question of why a sophisticated labour
acquisition strategy, which consists of a remarkable component of traditional labour outsourcing
tactics, has been formed and widely adopted by Chinese platform companies remains unanswered.

Scholars have viewed the emergence of platform-based gig work from the perspective of capital’s
technological fix.® That is, capital continues to revolutionize the production process in order to
upgrade the capitalist mode of accumulation.” This restructuring process has gradually diminished
internal labour markets and reduced employment security for workers.® The platformization pro-
cess continues those efforts, using platform-based gig work to break organizational boundaries
and avoid employer legal liabilities.” Sociological and management literature has, very often from
the labour process theory perspective, vividly revealed how platform capital has developed new
IT-empowered techniques to manage gig labour and control its labour process.'®

This technological fix theme of scholarship provides great insights but fails to reveal the entire
capitalistic architecture on which the platform economy hangs. This study uses the same analytical
framework employed by Beverly Silver and deciphers the rationales underlying the above-noted
Chinese idiosyncratic path.'' Through ethnographic field research on the platform-based food-
delivery industry, I argue that the global financialization of the IT sector has generated a market-
value fetishism in the Chinese platform economy, which in turn has profoundly shaped the
Chinese platform companies’ labour acquisition strategies. In particular, global venture capital’s
investment in the IT sector has been made with the mixed motivations of both patience and impa-
tience. On the one hand, its impatience is evident in its speculative nature and its aggressive, adver-
sarial influences on investees’ operational and managerial practices with the imposition of
short-term value-creation targets, as suggested in literature.'* On the other hand, it is patient
enough that it allows platform companies to focus on market expansion in earlier development
stages, which is very often achieved at the cost of short-term profitability. As a result of this market-
value fetishism, platform companies have developed a complex workforce structure, which com-
prises both individualized gig work (crowdsourcing) and organization-based labour outsourcing,
in order to expand their market share in a most cost-effective way. In particular, they use the
received venture capital to heavily subsidize drivers, as well as consumers, in order to attract gig
workers, and they rely on a relatively asset-heavy structure of labour outsourcing to secure a
more stable and committed workforce to fulfil orders from high-end, demanding customers.

This study makes two important contributions. First, it reveals a financial-fix aspect of the
platform economy. While most scholarship on the Chinese platform economy has focused on tac-
tics and dynamics at the local level,” I propose that the nature of global venture capital accounts for
some of the strategic choices of platform companies. It is the interaction between global venture

3 Friedman 2014; Sundararajan 2016.
4 Lei 2021.
5 Liu and Friedman 2021; Sun, Chen and Rani 2023; Huang 2023.
6 Silver 2003.
7 Dyer-Witheford 2005.
8 Standing 2011.
9 Friedman 2014.
10 Gandini 2018; Kellogg, Valentine and Christin 2020; Rahman and Valentine 2021; Maffie 2022.
11 Silver 2003.
12 Hall and Soskice 2001; Appelbaum and Batt 2014.
13 Lei 2021; Sun, Chen and Rani 2023; Liu and Friedman 2021.
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capital and the local platform capital that results in the peculiar structure of the Chinese platform
economy and thus further shapes platform workers’ experiences. Second, global venture capital in
the platform economy demonstrates the possibilities that come with short-term patience, which
goes beyond the traditional dualistic scheme that often categorizes global venture capital wholly
as impatient capital.

Beverly Silver defines four strategies that are often used to resolve the capitalist crisis of profitability:
the technological fix, spatial fix, product fix and financial fix."* For the technological fix, capital has
continuously engaged in innovation to refine the way the capitalist production process is organized.
The current trend of “Uberization” represents one of global capital’s latest technological fixes. This
conclusion is drawn from the examination of two interrelated themes in literature studies of the gig
economy, a historical materialism theme and a labour-process theme.

Historically, capital has embarked on continuous efforts to upgrade the mode of capitalist accu-
mulation through restructuring the labour process,'” leading to various cycles of workplace reorgan-
ization.'® While modern bureaucratized corporations are believed to exist for the sake of reducing
transaction costs in classic economic theory,'” technological advancements have continued to pro-
vide alternative solutions for minimizing transaction costs and uncertainty. For example, in the
1970s the development of information and transportation technologies enabled extensive inter-firm
coordination on a global scale."® Increased international competition prompted corporations to
pursue flexibilization and the vertical disintegration of their businesses in a post-Fordist model."
This new system replaced large bureaucratic organizations with firm networks, allowing corpora-
tions to maintain a relatively small inhouse space for their core businesses and employees only
and outsource other products to external, specialized suppliers.”” Changes in managerial tactics
have followed the same flexibilization process and have included the use of temp agencies and
independent contractors as well as labour outsourcing, leading to de-standardized employment
relationships and reduced job security within organizations.”’

Many would consider the current trend of work platformization as a continuation of this process.
In his historical materialist analysis, Nick Srnicek views platform companies as economic agencies
that, under market competition pressures, capitalize on digital technologies (particularly data) to
expand market shares, generate profits and meanwhile restructure the relationships among capital
and various groups (including producers, service providers, consumers and other types of platform
users).”” With regard to labour—capital relations, market transactions are now fulfilled without trad-
itional massive corporations, leading to a new accumulation system of “crowd-based capitalism.”*’
This move has neutralized capital’s need for internalized employment to organize the labour pro-
cess. Platforms function as “shadow corporations” with a minimal group of core employees and a
massive gig workforce.”* Platformization obviously represents a technological fix geared towards
further de-standardizing and upgrading the capitalist mode of accumulation to the next level.

14 Silver 2003.

15 Ibid.

16 Dyer-Witheford 2005.
17 Coase 1937.

18 Harvey 2001.

19 Jacobides 2005.

20 Piore and Sabel 1984.
21 Cappelli and Keller 2013.
22 Srnicek 2017.

23 Sundararajan 2016.
24 Friedman 2014.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50305741023001832 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023001832

4 Hao Zhang

Yet, without modern employment organizations and their human-resource management func-
tions, what are the alternative strategies for retaining and motivating platform-based workers?
Other researchers have sought to answer that question from a labour-process perspective.
Scholars have described platform companies’ innovative labour-control tactics, including economic
incentives, the use of algorithms and customer/client monitor and evaluation.”> The specific tactics
that are employed vary across different platform types, but one thing remains consistent: capital has
never loosened its control over workers but rather has just changed the format of its control. New
tactics represent what is called “techno-normative” or “rational” control,”® which is said to fulfil a
wide scope of managerial functions in direction, evaluation and discipline in traditional organiza-
tions, but at the same time also inevitably triggers workers’ resistance,”” in either individual®® or
collective formats.”’

This scholarly narrative on the technological fix of platform capital focuses on the interaction
and tension between platform companies and workers. My research, however, reveals important
dynamics between global venture capital and local platform capital, which constitute a
financial fix of global capital that has been largely absent in the literature addressing the platform
economy.

Silver made a powerful argument to define capital’s financial fix: “in periods of widespread, intense
competition, capital has tended to shift out of trade and production entirely and into finance and
speculation.” This strategy frees financial capital from dealing directly with labour conflict and
eases the crisis of overaccumulation that capital once encountered in the Global North by capital-
izing on the relatively underexploited resources in the Global South. In her book, Silver focuses on
international loaning activities through private banks, investment funds and international agencies,
which have developed rapidly on a global scale since the 1970s.

Financial capital has different faces, however. The capitalism literature distinguishes patient cap-
ital from impatient capital. Banks are relatively patient and offer long-term debts to firms, allowing
them to build up capacity while calculating the return on investment within a longer timeframe.”'
Entering the 21st century, financial capital shifted its point of reproduction gradually from the
banking sector to the stock market and investment funds. These impatient capital examples feature
“short-termism” and encourage corporate governance to prioritize shareholder value.”?

This growing impatience of financial capital has triggered adverse effects for modern workplaces.
Firms’ employment relations practices have also become short-term oriented.”” Eileen Appelbaum
and Rosemary Batt’s study of private equities found that the typically excessive use of debt in deal
structures has forced portfolio companies, which are ultimately responsible for debt repayment, to
devise strategies that quickly increase cash flow in the short run.>* For example, firms cut wages and
benefits and reduce labour costs through layoffs, labour outsourcing or strategic bankruptcy; as a
result, both jobs and incomes have become extremely unstable for workers.

25 Veen, Barratt and Goods 2020; Wu et al. 2019; Chan 2021; Rahman and Valentine 2021; Sun, Chen and Rani 2023;
Maffie 2022.

26 Gandini 2018.

27 Kellogg, Valentine and Christin 2020.

28 Cameron and Rahman 2021.

29 Maffie 2020; Lei 2021; Liu and Friedman 2021.

30 Silver 2003, 40.

31 Hall and Soskice 2001.

32 Goyer 2011.

33 Gospel and Pendleton 2003.

34 Appelbaum and Batt 2014.
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This study finds that venture capital is at the epicentre of the global financialization of the
high-tech industry. Venture capital is a type of private equity that pays special attention to
entrepreneurships — that is, investments that are extremely risky but highly profitable if successful.””
The high-tech sector, and digital platforms with innovative business models in particular, has
become one of the most lucrative sectors with remarkable inflows of hot money. In 2021, the entire
“sharing economy” sector in China attracted over 213.7 billion yuan, which is equivalent to over US
$30 billion.” This study demonstrates that this type of speculative capital has peculiar preferences
that differ from the stereotyped “impatient capital” in the literature and has exerted a profound
impact on workers’ experiences on digital platforms.

This study analyses the recently platformatized food-delivery industry in China. The traditional
individual store-based delivery service has been centralized and is run online through two major
national platforms, Thirsty and Hungry.”” Hungry possessed slightly more of the market share
than Thirsty after acquiring Sleepy, which was once the third-biggest market player, in August
2017. But Thirsty soon surpassed the new Hungry, winning almost 46.2 per cent of the market
at the end of 2017; Hungry controlled 45.95 per cent of the market by the time of my field
research.”® Although in competition with one another, the two platforms have adopted very similar
business models that use both individual contractors and subcontractor firms that hire out their
own delivery workers to work on their platforms. Either Thirsty or Hungry could serve as a repre-
sentative case for the platform-based food-delivery industry in China and provide an important
example in understanding the Chinese platform economy.

I engaged in a major research project on food-delivery workers in collaboration with Thirsty
starting in 2017. Thirsty offered me complete autonomy and indispensable assistance, including
access to an inside view of the industry and the opportunity to conduct field research with import-
ant stakeholders in its business. Fieldwork was first carried out at Thirsty’s Beijing headquarters,
where I conducted interviews with 14 managers from various departments of the company. This
step helped me to clarify the platform’s business model and create a sampling strategy. With access
granted by Thirsty’s headquarters, I next visited Beijing, Suzhou 75/, Xiamen &[T and
Danyang F}PHTT to assess the situation in different cities across China. I interviewed 45 delivery
workers who were working under both crowdsourcing and labour outsourcing models and observed
their work routines. I also interviewed 26 subcontractor managers and site leaders, 12 restaurant
owners/managers and 15 consumers. In total, 112 people were interviewed; the interviews clarified
the experiences of delivery workers from multiple perspectives. A major survey was then under-
taken. With the help of Thirsty’s headquarters, questionnaires were sent to workers, matching ques-
tionnaire recipients with internal data provided by Thirsty. An innovative dataset with 37,817 valid
respondents was ultimately constructed. Of these respondents, 39.1 per cent were outsourced labour
and 60.9 per cent were crowdsourcing workers. Some descriptive analysis of this dataset is presented
in this paper. Although the study focuses on Thirsty, I also conducted several interviews with
Hungry in order to compare the business models of the two companies. I have continued observing
the development of Thirsty and the food delivery industry in general and conducted a number of
supplementary interviews and informal conversations with managers for updated information while
compiling and revising this paper from 2020 to 2023. As supplementary information, some of my

35 Gompers and Lerner 2001.

36 State Information Centre 2022.

37 Pseudonyms are used throughout the paper.

38 See “Trustdata: 2017 nian Zhongguo yidong hulianwanghangye fazhan fenxi baogao” (China mobile internet industry
development analysis report, 2017). Sohu.com, 26 January 2018, https://www.sohu.com/a/219143802_483389.
Accessed 10 December 2022.
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findings are supported by my earlier research on the ride-hailing industry in which I studied Uber
(China) and Didi.

It is worth noting that Thirsty’s willingness to facilitate this study’s research was the result of a
collaborative project between the author’s research team and the company, the aim of which was to
learn about its workers’” experience with the platform and thus improve its business model and ser-
vice quality. It was mutually agreed that the author would be permitted to use the data from the
project to carry out wholly independent research without any censorship or interference on the
part of Thirsty.

In the past, the food-delivery sector in China was decentralized and underdeveloped. Only a small
proportion of restaurants offered a delivery service, which was usually carried out by their own
delivery workers. It was not until 2013 that the sector began to centralize. The emergence of
three major platforms, Hungry, Thirsty and Sleepy, fundamentally restructured this sector in
China. Wherever the platforms expanded, restaurants stopped offering their own delivery services
and moved to an online platform. Restaurants that previously did not offer a delivery service
could now expand into that market without hiring a delivery crew of their own. Even more radically,
many restaurants moved to function solely as platform-based businesses without offering any
in-store service.

This significant development generated an entirely new workforce of approximately a million
workers who specialized in food delivery through online platforms. The industry’s transaction totals
increased from 21.7 billion yuan in 2011 to 241.4 billion yuan in 2018, as the number of total con-
sumers increased from 63 million to 356 million people.”” By the end of 2017, Thirsty had expanded
its business to more than 2,800 cities and counties in China, fulfilling orders for 24.9 million
monthly-active customers via the labour of more than 531,000 daily-active delivery workers. This
volume and success have made Thirsty the world’s largest food-delivery service provider.

Typically categorized as “impatient capital,” venture capital focuses on high-risk and high-return
start-ups and invests in emergent businesses that show strong promise in fast expansion. Venture
capital can be broadly defined as a type of private equity, although it is different from what is
described in the literature.*” Venture capital in the platform economy typically does not seek to
buy out a portfolio company nor does it seek to take over the operation of a company, although
it may provide different kinds of support for a company’s development when necessary. Venture
capital expects to benefit from the growth of a company in a reasonably short period, with the
ultimate goal being an IPO (initial public offering) or M&A (merger and acquisition). In 2017, a
total annual global venture funding of US$164 billion, almost 50 per cent growth from the previous
year, was invested across 11,042 deals.*' Digital platforms with innovative and promising business
models have become an appealing arena for this money.

Figure 1 illustrates a typical venture capital financing process within the high-tech sector. As
shown, venture capital becomes involved in a business cycle relatively early. Once there is an

39 See “2017-2018 Zhongguo zaixian canyin waimai shichang yanjiu baogao” (2017-2018 Report on the online food deliv-
ery market in China), 4 April 2018, https://www.163.com/dy/article/DF7BVQ2P0511A1Q1.html; “2018-2019 Zhongguo
zaixian waimai hangye yanjiu baogao” (2018-2019 Report on the online food delivery industry in China), 15 May 2019,
https://www.163.com/dy/article/EF8ORFO00511A1Q1.html. Accessed 1 December 2023.

40 Appelbaum and Batt 2014.

41 See “Venture capital funding report, 2017.” CBInsights, 10 January 2018, https://www.cbinsights.com/research/report/
venture-capital-q4-2017/. Accessed 10 December 2022.
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Figure 1. An Illustration of the Financing Process of a Platform Company

idea, seed funding (sometimes called angel funding) is sought to launch an entrepreneurship,
crystalize the idea and transform the idea into products. A promising product can secure several
rounds of funding from different investors as the entrepreneurship grows and engages in product
refinement. In an ideal scenario, the developed idea helps a firm to overshadow its competitors
and dominate the market, resulting in financial market privileges that may include an IPO to
become a public firm, or acquisition by another firm.

Figure 1 is only illustrative; the actual financing processes of high-tech firms can be much more
complicated. Table 1 summarizes Thirsty’s financing history and the key restructuring events and
corresponding labour acquisition strategies during this period as its business model developed in
response to the financing needs of different stages. In total, Thirsty received eight rounds of finan-
cing from 2010. The company merged with a major competitor, Weary, in 2016. The market value
of the old Thirsty and the new Thirsty~Weary (Thirsty hereafter) has expanded rapidly ever since,
representing a miracle of financialization. Venture capital received a large return in this case; the
earlier a financer entered the picture, the larger the reward received relative to the size of the invest-
ment. On 20 September 2018, Thirsty debuted on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange and raised US
$48.3 billion by the end of the day.

It was only at this moment that the public were able to see a relatively comprehensive picture of
Thirsty’s shareholding structure. Its top investors, except for two founders, by then included
Tencent, TMF (Cayman) and Sequoia Capital (US), all of which operated on a global scale.
However, tracing the places of origin of venture capital in more detail can be extremely complicated.
Tencent, as Thirsty’s top one shareholder, appeared to be a Chinese high-tech company, but indeed,
at the time of writing, has Prosus V.V. (South Africa), the Vanguard Group (US) and Norges Bank
Investment Management as its top shareholders.””> When capitals with different places of origin
expand their businesses on a global scale, they tend to follow similar speculative rules and therefore
can be broadly categorized as global capital.

Venture capital investments are not always as lucky. Only two major platform companies have
survived in the food-delivery market. The second company, Hungry, purchased Sleepy in August
2017 for US$500 million and then was itself acquired by Alibaba for US$9.5 billion in February
2018. Many more competitors of Thirsty and Hungry were eliminated from the market during
this process. Approximately 90 per cent of technology start-ups fail eventually.*’ Investors lose
money in most portfolio companies that they fund, but when they succeed with a company such
as Hungry or Thirsty, the return on investment is considerable.

Market-value fetishism

Although venture capital does not seek direct control over the firms in which it invests, this does not
mean that venture capital preferences are not considered in a portfolio company’s daily operations.

42 See “Tencent Holdings Limited.” Market Screener, https://www.marketscreener.com/quote/stock/TENCENT-
HOLDINGS-LIMITED-3045861/company/. Accessed 20 July 2023.

43 See “Why 90% of start-ups fail: INFOGRAPHIC.” Mashable, 4 February 2013, https:/mashable.com/2013/02/04/why-
startups-fail/. Accessed 10 December 2022.
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Table 1. Thirsty’s Financing History and Key Business Events

Thirsty Weary
Year
Market Market
Financing Newly added value Financing Newly added value Key Events and
rounds investment estimated rounds investment estimated Business Targets Labour Acquisition Strategies
2006 A 1 million
2007 B 4 million
2010 Angel
A 12 million
2011 B 50 million C 100 million
2012 D 60 million
2013 Thirsty food Stage I: self-operated sites
delivery and subcontractors as the
service dominant strategies for
launched labour acquisition
2014 C 300 million E 400 million Market
cultivation
D 700 million 7 billion 4 billion
2015 F 850 million
2016 E (merger) 3.3 billion 18 billion Market Stage II: expansion of
) segmentation crowdsourcing while
Strategic maintaining the other two
2017 F 4.4 billion 30 billion models as a market
segmentation strategy
2018 IPO 48.3 billion
Post- 2018 Cost reduction Stage Ill: gradually reducing

self-operated sites and
eventually selling all of
them to subcontractors

Note: The table is compiled by the author based on data collected in field research; missing values are either unavailable or not applicable; numbers are calculated in USS.
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In order to attract more investment, a start-up must make a compelling case to potential investors
about why its business represents a promising model. This imperative has generated what I call here
“market-value fetishism.” In Marx’s terminology, fetishism is used to depict market economies’
crazes for, and one-sided attention to, the value of commodities, money and capital. These material
properties have concealed the complex, human-to-human relationships underlying the capitalist
production systems and, in particular, the process in which value is actually created by labour.**
Here, I borrow the term “fetishism” to describe the capital markets” worship of investees’ market
value in platform capitalism. Investors use it as the sole indicator of the materialist value of a plat-
form company, regardless of how this value is generated, if any additional value of a firm deserves
equal attention, or the legitimacy of the distribution of wealth yielded in this process.

Start-ups must demonstrate to investors that the company’s market value will continue to grow
rapidly, because market value will be reflected in the capital market eventually, where investors can
finally cash out. Open market valuation of private firms, especially technology start-ups and service
platforms, is difficult because these companies tend to assume a lean platform business model that
is operated on minimal physical assets.*’

Profitability and market share are two important measures of a platform company’s market value
in this context. However, these foci often conflict with one another in an emergent sector where the
consumption habit is still under cultivation and consumers are not loyal enough to any service pro-
vider. As dominating the market will significantly inflate the market value of a platform, expanding
market share has become the paramount goal, to the extent that short-term profitability and imme-
diate returns can be sacrificed. Typically, venture investors have the patience to wait until the market
is transformed from a competitive oligopoly to a duopoly (or, ideally, a monopoly) and platforms
are ready to be sold or launch an IPO.

On the demand side, in order to increase market share and defeat competitors, a platform com-
pany very often chooses to subsidize consumers heavily in order to buy their loyalty. This is often a
cash-burning strategy because retaining users is a particularly difficult task in the platform econ-
omy. Major competitors often provide undifferentiated services, and consumers’ transaction costs
for comparison shopping are extremely low. Therefore, platform companies are well aware that
“all numbers are just numbers on paper, until the war is over,” in the words of an interviewed man-
ager, “until the war is over” translating to until only one player dominates the market.*® According
to another interviewee:

Investors are not directly involved in the daily operation and management of ours. The found-
ing team has full control over our firm. But we all know what investors want. The
round-after-round fundraising pushes you to keep expanding the market, and you cannot
make a mistake.*’

On the supply side, an integrative employment scheme has been developed and geared to acquiring
a stable and reliable workforce in order to cater to the needs of rapid business expansion. In par-
ticular, crowdsourcing and labour outsourcing are strategically combined as parallel approaches
to labour acquisition. In this section, I first track the development trajectory of Thirsty’s
business model and then use qualitative and quantitative data to show how labour is acquired in
each model.

44 Marx 1990[1867].

45 Srnicek 2017.

46 Interview with a manager, Thirsty headquarters, Beijing, November 2017.
47 Interview with a manager, Thirsty headquarters, Beijing, December 2017.
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As shown in Table 1, Thirsty’s strategies of integrating different labour acquisition models vary
across its three development stages, divided by two milestone financing events, namely the merger
with Weary as the market competition with Hungry went drastic in 2016, and the new company’s
IPO in 2018. Thirsty was tasked with distinctive business expansion missions in each of the three
stages as it continued to collect money from global capital, and the platform company kept refining
the way it combined different labour acquisition strategies in order to meet those targets.

The first stage (2013-2016) focused on market cultivation. As the online food-delivery market
was highly immature, a priority shared by many digital platforms was to cultivate consumers’ habits
of ordering food online and delivery workers’ habits of using platform-provided services. Most plat-
forms, including Thirsty, adopted a similar strategy to quickly expand into different tiers of cities.
By using a combination of platform- and subcontractor-employed workers, the platforms ensured
that their businesses grew in an organized manner and that their service quality was under con-
trol.*® By 2016, Thirsty had established more than a hundred self-operated sites in core business
areas of first- and second-tier cities to organize self-employed workers to work full-time on its plat-
form. Meanwhile, it allowed subcontractors to operate many more sites in other urban areas. Most
platforms chose not to rely heavily on crowdsourcing workers at this initial stage because this new
employment model was “subject to market fluctuation” and was “difficult to control.” Therefore, it
was “unable to serve the expansion strategy at this stage.”*’ Platforms often failed to guarantee a
minimum number of delivery orders that a crowdsourcing worker could receive and thus found
it difficult to retain these workers as they were easily enticed away by competing platforms.
Furthermore, most platforms were not able to monitor crowdsourcing workers’ behaviour effectively
because of a lack of experience in managing the platform economy.

The second stage (2016-2018) was characterized by market segmentation. As the online food-
delivery market became saturated, digital platforms were subject to more intense competition. To
attract and retain consumers, who maintained very little loyalty to any single service provider, plat-
forms were under pressure to differentiate. Thirsty adopted a strategy of market segmentation — that
is, it offered a premium service to those who were willing to pay more and charged less for a lower-
quality service and longer waiting time. Thirsty strategically combined three employment models to
accommodate these different customer demands. It targeted the high-end segment using self- and
subcontractor-employed workers who were able to provide high-quality and reliable services.
Meanwhile, Thirsty sought to extend its businesses into smaller restaurants and lower-end custo-
mers, which was the last untapped market at that time. To achieve this last goal in the most cost-
effective way, Thirsty invested enormous resources in expanding its crowdsourcing model. Since
2016, the crowdsourcing model has grown rapidly, becoming comparable to the other two models
in the total number of orders fulfilled. This segmentation strategy was very successful and Thirsty
outperformed its major competitors and became the industry leader. The food-delivery sector has
since transferred from a competitive market with hundreds of national and local platforms to a
duopoly between Thirsty and Hungry.

The third stage started with Thirsty’s initial public offering in the Hong Kong Stock Exchange in
2018. After going public, Thirsty was under more pressure to create value for its shareholders rather
than just for the venture capital, prompting it to adopt a business strategy aimed at cost reduction.
“The high costs and problems with managing self-employed workers became salient by then, which

48 Workers in the platform company’s (once-existing) self-operated sites are called self-employed workers in this research to
differentiate them from subcontractor employees. Self-employed workers were under a triangular, labour-dispatch
arrangement in which the temp agencies were their contractual employers, while platform companies were the actual
labour users. Different from subcontractor workers, who are employed and managed by the subcontractor firms, dis-
patched workers are under the direct control and management of the platform’s own sites and, legally speaking, the plat-
form company assumes joint liabilities with the temp agencies for workers’ labour rights.

49 Interview with a manager, Thirsty headquarters, Beijing, December 2017.
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led to difficulties expanding the market.”>® To mitigate operational costs and reduce its span of
control, Thirsty gradually sold its self-operated sites to its subcontractors. By 2022, there were no
platform self-operated sites left. Today, Thirsty primarily relies on subcontractor employees (labour
outsourcing) and crowdsourcing workers to complete its delivery tasks. These two labour acquisi-
tion strategies have different rationales in attracting workers and securing their time commitment to
the platform, to which I now turn.

Approximately half of Thirsty’s active food delivery workers came under the crowdsourcing system
by 2018.”" Like Uber drivers and MTurk freelancers, these delivery workers work individually on
the platform, receive orders through the worker app, follow the recommended routes and additional
instructions from the app, and deliver the food within a short and specified time limit.

Platform companies use a variety of algorithmic tactics to manage and motivate crowdsourcing
workers, as is well documented in the literature.” With regard to attracting workers, however, there
is a limited toolkit aside from economic incentives offered through a cash-burning subsidy rivalry
(butie dazhan %MK ) among competitors. The subsidies are issued in the form of “red envel-
opes” (hongbao £1£1) and various bonuses to both workers and consumers. The rivalry in subsidies
has generated inflation for both the demand and supply sides of the labour market. In a typical case,
consumers pay only 4-6 yuan for the delivery of a food order yet receive a random red envelope
containing 1-8 yuan or sometimes a “free delivery” offer. Artificially reducing the price (through
subsidizing customers) creates a bubble on the demand side of the market. To fulfil that demand,
platforms also subsidize workers in order to increase the labour supply. A delivery worker receives
7-9 yuan per order during peak hours, which is supplemented by various additional bonuses for
good performance, extreme weather or some other reason. This huge gap is not covered entirely
by the platform though. Restaurants are required to share that cost, with their contribution ranging
from 15 to 20 per cent of each transaction; the platform companies, however, cover a great propor-
tion of the subsidies.

The result is a major labour market distortion. In classic economic theory, firms’ pursuit of
profit maximization should lead to equilibrium in a competitive labour market: MPV =W (the
marginal product value of labour is equal to the wage). Through subsidies, however, the result is
that W > MPV. In other words, workers earn more than they would otherwise in a non-subsidized
sector. Investors foot the bill for this inflation. In fact, the rise of the food-delivery industry may
have temporarily averted a potential unemployment crisis in the Chinese labour market following
the overall economic downturn in China in recent years: 19.9 per cent of our survey respondents
reported transferring from the manufacturing and construction industries to food delivery.

However, eventually companies must profit in order to continue. When the market regains its
economic rationality after major competitors are knocked out, the monopoly very soon ceases to
offer any subsidies. The platform is then re-geared to enhancing profitability. Thus, market inflation
is at best a short-run carnival, and workers must be prepared for three adverse effects in the long
run. First, mass unemployment in the sector would be expected to occur. Second, and relatedly, the
wage premium that workers in this sector enjoy will disappear. Here, a classic economic prediction
stands: wage premiums attract huge numbers of workers into the sector. After the market returns to
equilibrium, however, many workers will lose their jobs or voluntarily quit. Those that choose to
stay will have to accept lower pay. The third adverse effect is that almost all remaining workers
must expect this income decline in the long run.

50 Interview with a manager, Thirsty headquarters, Beijing, November 2022.

51 Crowdsourcing workers now account for about 70% of the total workforce in Thirsty. A manager ascribed this to the job
autonomy and higher income that crowdsourcing offers workers. Interview with manager, Beijing, July 2023.

52 Wu et al. 2019.
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As Thirsty and Hungry are still “at war,” the food-delivery sector is still being heavily subsidized.
But these adverse effects have already become salient in the ride-hailing industry. In the years 2015
and 2016, when the ride-hailing industry was fiercely competitive in China, Uber and Didi engaged
in an intense rivalry over the subsidies they offered. During that period, subsidies accounted for up
to 90 per cent of a driver’s total weekly income. Many migrant workers quit their jobs in factories
and bought a car to drive for Didi or Uber. Some earned back what they paid for the car within a
few months. But after acquiring Uber (China) in August 2017, Didi soon ceased subsidizing the
sector. Many drivers quit, and those who stayed found their income significantly reduced. Today,
both the prices charged to passengers and the wages paid to drivers are comparable to those for trad-
itional cabs. It is noteworthy that in the food delivery industry, the subsidy tactic has been less fre-
quently used since major competitors started to suffer more financial pressures — roughly around
2018, when Thirsty launched its IPO and Hungry was purchased by Alibaba, another public firm.

In addition to economic incentives, a proportion of workers are also attracted by the autonomy
and work flexibility offered by the crowdsourcing model. People who have household responsibil-
ities or other formal employment can earn supplementary income through the platform. According
to our survey, 60.8 per cent of crowdsourcing workers work part-time, i.e. they have at least one
other source of income. By working an average 3.2 “with-order” hours (plus considerable waiting
time) per day and fulfilling 226 deliveries a month, the delivery job pays 2,203.4 yuan a month on
average.” Time flexibility was reported as the primary motivation for 43.7 per cent of the group
who worked under the crowdsourcing model.

Yet, for those who work full-time on the platform, delivering food as their sole source of income,
no flexibility should be expected in order to earn a decent monthly pay. Full-time workers received
4,670.7 yuan a month on average according to our 2018 survey. This was a substantial income com-
pared with the minimum wages offered across Chinese cities, very few of which exceeded 2,000 yuan
a month in 2017. Full-time is based on more than 5.1 with-order hours of non-stop work (plus
waiting time) every day, however. Online hours are from 10.00 am to 9.00 pm for a typical full-time
worker or even earlier, with a 6.00 am start for breakfast hours and/or later, to 3.00 am the next day
to extend into the midnight snack hours.

Labour outsourcing is the second model used by food delivery platform companies to secure their
labour supply. Thirsty works with business subcontractors who hire delivery workers as their own
employees but fulfil orders from the platform. The rationale is that the relatively high-end market is
more demanding in terms of service quality, but platform companies often find that their crowd-
sourcing workers are unable to guarantee timely and skilful delivery. Formal employees are more
committed and reliable than crowdsourced workers to both their organization and the platform.
The platform only assigns them orders that fall within a particular area (at a maximum distance
of approximately 3.5 kilometres as the crow flies), which is entirely subcontracted by their company.
This system makes it easier for the platform to control workers and thus ensure a better-quality
service. Subcontractors recruit workers through agencies as well as via peer introduction, with a
commission from 500 to 800 yuan/person, which is up to ten times as much as the bonus for a
peer-introduction of a crowdsourcing worker.

The commitment of these workers is gained through the organizational discipline of the subcon-
tractors. The first disciplinary tactic is to use organizational rules to secure workers’ time commit-
ment. Workers are required to be online at least eight hours every working day and, within those
hours, they must accept whatever orders are assigned to them by the system. In addition, the eight

53 With-order hours are defined as the time period when workers are fetching or delivering an order; total online-hours
consist of with-order hours plus the waiting (without-order) time.
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hours must cover the two-hour lunch time (11.00 am-1.00 pm) and another two hours at dinner
time (5.00 pm-7.00 pm) to ensure a sufficient labour supply during these peak hours. A typical
work schedule is from 9.30 am to 2.00 pm, resuming again at 4.00 pm until 9.00 pm. Many workers
also choose to work during the breakfast hours (6.00 am-9.00 am) and/or the midnight snack hours
(10.00 pm-2.00 am); in reality, workers’ actual online hours can add up to more than 8, including
6.5 with-order hours.

The second tactic for securing workers’ organizational commitment is teamwork. Subcontractors
divide workers into sites, with 20-30 workers in each. Workers work independently but teamwork
allows for mutual assistance as needed. Subcontractor workers cannot decline any order that the
system assigns. If a worker is assigned too many orders to fulfil concurrently or is in a traffic acci-
dent, that worker can request to transfer some orders to other team members. Usually one worker
posts an order-transfer request in the team workgroup chat and a teammate who is conveniently in
the same area may choose to take it. If, in very rare cases, no one within the team takes that order,
the site manager can assign it through a monitoring system. This system is provided by the platform
and allows site managers to monitor the real-time location, status and travel routes of all workers.

The third strategy is the site members’ morning meeting, which serves as a quality control mech-
anism. Platforms have standardized the format of morning meetings so that they are very similar
across subcontractors. A morning meeting is usually scheduled between 9.30 am and 10.30 am,
just between the breakfast peak and the lunch peak. The meetings cover supervision and discipline
matters. Workers must attend in platform-issued uniforms and clean and sterilize their warm boxes
following standardized procedures during the meeting. This seemingly simple one-hour meeting is
indispensable for imposing discipline, standardizing and improving services, and reinforcing work-
ers’ commitment.

Finally, economic incentives are also used by subcontractors — mostly as a disciplinary rather
than reward mechanism. The platform makes deductions from the commissions of subcontractors
who have received customer complaints and/or have been responsible for severely late deliveries.
Subcontractors typically pass on the consequences of a complaint to the relevant employee(s) - a
customer grievance can result in as much as a 500-yuan penalty. By 2018, the overall monthly
income for a subcontractor worker was 4,380 yuan on average, compared to a full-time crowdsour-
cing worker’s average monthly income of 4,670.7 yuan.”* However, as employees of subcontractors,
subcontractor workers have better, albeit limited, job and income security compared to their
crowdsourcing counterparts.

Indeed, many of Thirsty’s workers began their careers with a subcontractor firm, which offered
them relatively favourable conditions in which to accumulate skills and experience, including
on-the-job training and mutual assistance opportunities during the first few months. But afterwards
they quit to become crowdsourcing workers for the higher income and greater work autonomy. One
interviewee explained:

I worked there [in a subcontractor firm] for a while, and then transferred here to work inde-
pendently. I had never done this [work], so I [was able to] familiarize myself. But it is not free
there. Here, it is just more pay for more work; no matter how much I earn, it is down to me.
Many of us came from subcontractors, mainly because of the time flexibility of the crowdsour-
cing model here, and the daily payment. Subcontractors have a lot of management and
constraints, and you get paid monthly.”®

Many interviewed subcontractor managers shared similar observations and were concerned that
their firms are considered as de facto “training institutes” for the industry.

54 Chan 2021; Huang 2023.
55 Interview with a crowdsourcing worker, December 2017.
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Figure 2. Number of Monthly Deliveries over a Year of Work

Obviously neither model has been successful in stabilizing the workforce in this sector. Our sur-
veyed subcontractor employees worked for the platform on average for only 162.9 days; the crowd-
sourcing workers’ average tenure was only 55.4 days longer.

Why is labour outsourcing indispensable?

Subcontractor employees demonstrated higher work efficiency than crowdsourcing workers.
Figure 2 illustrates how average monthly orders increased over time within a 13-month period
for the two groups of workers. As shown, subcontractor employees fulfilled more orders than
their crowdsourcing equivalents. Moreover, the subcontractor employees, with the help of their
teammates and site managers, rapidly improved their order-fulfilling capacity as their work experi-
ence accumulated. Within approximately three months, they achieved the average level of skilled
workers. In contrast, crowdsourcing workers appear to have spent a much longer cycle building
up their capacity. Note that both groups experienced a certain level of order boosts during July-
August and January, the typical peak seasons of the food-delivery industry.

More importantly, subcontractor employees provide a more reliable service that the platform can
count on. Economic measures (for example, increasing delivery fees and subsidies) often fail to
incentivize enough crowdsourcing workers, especially during holidays, extreme-weather days and
meal hours — all of which are peak times for the food delivery industry. In contrast, subcontractors
can use organizational rules and discipline to compel their full-time delivery workers to fulfil orders
during peak seasons and hours. A local manager revealed:

On a typhoon day, or say around the Spring Festival, no matter how much we increase our
subsidies, they [crowdsourcing workers] do not come to work. So, in these cases, we rely on
the subcontractors’ services to supplement that labour shortage.*

According to our survey, 61.2 per cent of subcontractor workers’ daily orders were fulfilled during
peak hours; the figure was only 52.9 per cent for crowdsourcing workers.
With regard to service quality, Figure 3 uses the on-time delivery (OTD) rate as a key indicator. For

the same groups of workers, subcontractor employees achieved a very high OTD rate after two months

56 Interview with a local manager, Thirsty, December 2017.
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Figure 3. On-time Delivery (OTD) Rate over a Year of Work

and continued to maintain that standard in a consistent manner. Crowdsourcing workers, in contrast,
generated a relatively low and very unstable OTD rate throughout the surveyed time period. The out-
standing performance of subcontractor employees, along with the more standardized services they
provide, creates higher levels of customer satisfaction than is the case with crowdsourcing workers.
The survey revealed that at the beginning of 2018, subcontractor employees received “five-stars” for
97.2 per cent of deliveries and “one-or-two stars” for 1.6 per cent of deliveries; the corresponding
numbers for crowdsourcing workers were 94.4 per cent and 3.8 percent respectively.

All in all, the combined approach to labour acquisition functions to help the platform companies
to expand their market to all levels of consumers, with the aim of meeting global capital’s demand
for market value maximization.

Discussion

This study of the platform-based food delivery sector reveals an important but often overlooked
financial-fix aspect of the platform economy. I find that global financialization represents a new
form of capitalistic financial fix and at the epicentre of this process is venture capital. Typically char-
acterized as short-term oriented, impatient capital in the literature, venture capital is unique.”” It has
an obsession with the market value of its investment, for which profitability can be sacrificed tempor-
arily. Venture capital bets on a portfolio company’s feasible future success, ultimately expecting to cash
out its investment through an IPO or a merger and acquisition. It is tolerant of a certain level of money
loss in the short run as long as the estimated market value of the portfolio company keeps expanding,
thereby generating market value fetishism in the relevant industry. The cash-burning games of global
capital appear wherever a traditional sector is platformized. The food delivery industry has followed a
similar path to one that occurred a few years earlier, when venture capital heavily subsidized the
ride-hailing industry to maximize market share and eliminate rivals regardless of cost.”®

This financialization process has profoundly shaped the labour acquisition strategies of local plat-
form capital. In particular, platform companies have adopted an integrative approach to acquiring

57 Appelbaum and Batt 2014.
58 Wu et al. 2019.
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labour, i.e. organizing individualized crowdsourcing workers and using relatively organized subcon-
tractor employees simultaneously. The ways in which they attract these workers and engage their com-
mitment are different. First of all, the companies enter into a subsidy rivalry with competitors in order
to attract crowdsourcing workers. Although workers are attracted by wage premiums offered at the
initial and fiercely competitive stage of an emergent sector, the heavily subsidized business model
is simply unsustainable. Eventually, platforms must demonstrate profitability to investors. The reck-
oning typically occurs when one or two platforms start to dominate the market. Thus, the financia-
lization process results in an unstable (and borderline unlawful) employment system for
crowdsourcing workers. Workers inevitably suffer reductions in their income or job losses once com-
petitors are eliminated and the remaining player(s) cease(s) the cash-burning game.

Second, the platform company relies on subcontractors to organize a more reliable and commit-
ted workforce to serve the relatively high-end market. The organizational bureaucracies of subcon-
tractors provide a more discipline-centred approach to acquiring and managing labour. Compared
with crowdsourcing workers, subcontractor employees constitute a relatively reliable workforce in
that a subcontractor worker fulfils more orders per day and provides a more timely service, leading
to better customer satisfaction on average.

These findings contribute to theory and policymaking in two significant ways. First, I draw
scholarly attention in China labour studies from the idiosyncratic political economic context within
the nation to important forces existing and shared globally. With some remarkable exceptions,”
prior literature has by and large focused on domestic actors including the central and the local
states, the official Chinese trade unions, labour NGOs and grassroots workers. On gig work, scho-
lars have provided important insights into the power relationships between platform companies and
workers — examining platform companies’ strategies for controlling workers,”” and workers’ resist-
ance to this control.’’ This study ties these local dynamics to a global-level phenomenon, namely
the financialization process. Global speculative capital is an integral part of the platform-based busi-
ness model. The market-value fetishism it created in the platform economy has prompted local
actors to engage in innovative strategies in response to drastic market competition, which holds pro-
found implications for workers’ daily experiences on the platforms. Therefore, holding venture cap-
ital accountable over the platform economy and the various stakeholders embedded in it may be a
reasonable policy goal to be addressed in global and local industrial governance.

That being said, global financialization has been working the platform economy around the
world, but it has not necessarily resulted in a similar dualistic approach to labour acquisition else-
where. I contend that it is the interaction between global venture capital and local platform com-
panies in China, which are under drastic market pressures, that has led to the unique trajectory
of development and sectoral structure of the Chinese platform economy. I agree with Srnicek’s
economic-centric approach, which deems platform companies to be the key driving forces that
devise innovative business strategies to generate profits.”” In this research, I additionally highlight
the invisible global capital that sits behind the platform capital and the goals and constraints it
imposes on local platform companies. The uniqueness of the Chinese case complements
Srnicek’s contextless approach that by and large sees platform capitalism as a replicable business
model across national boundaries.

Relatedly, an open question may be raised as to the state’s role in reshaping this process. As the
Chinese state has become increasingly proactive in regulating the private sector of high technolo-
gies,*” it may have the potential to serve as a counterforce against the negative impacts of global

59 Hui and Chan 2016.

60 Chan 2021; Sun, Chen and Rani 2023; Huang 2023.
61 Lei 2021; Liu and Friedman 2021.

62 Srnicek 2017.

63 Pearson, Rithmire and Tsai 2021.
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financialization as well as the growing precarity of platform-based workers that concerns research-
ers.”* While it is not the central focus of this research, I have closely followed the state reactions to
the fast development of the Chinese platform economy in the past decade. Prior to 2021, a largely
laissez-faire approach was adopted by the state. Ever since 2021, several active responses of the cen-
tral government have marked a period of conservative intervention, including a series of admoni-
tions from the state on the high commission rates of platform companies and the lack of
transparency in the formation of these rates, and a regulation in 2022 that requires platform com-
panies to demonstrate algorithmic transparency to the public. A milestone regulation directly
related to labour protection was issued by eight central ministries in 2021. This regulation is
aimed at protecting the rights and interests of platform workers, but it also legitimizes the dualistic
employment structure that is prevalent in the Chinese platform economy by using a classified gov-
ernance approach ( fenlei zhili 43376 2E) to labour protection. In this governance model, crowd-
sourcing workers are deemed to be non-employees of platform companies. It has become
apparent that the state refuses to contemplate possibilities to regulate the gig economy in a progres-
sive manner, i.e. within the traditional, standard employment relationship framework. This relative
conservativeness is generally owing to the combined influence of the economic recession during the
pandemic and the national strategy to prioritize job creation ( jiuye youxian HiMVALSE) in light of
post-pandemic economic recovery needs. All in all, the state’s strong intervention in the private
high-tech sector is unlikely to become a countervailing force for addressing platform workers’
precarity.

Finally, this study presents a more sophisticated understanding of speculative capital. Different
from the dualistic analysis of capital as either patient or impatient that is often seen in the litera-
ture,®” the case here represents a possibility where venture capital demonstrates a certain level of
short-term patience. This is a unique feature of the platform economy, where customer commit-
ment is very low and switching across competing platforms has relatively low costs, leading to an
unstable market share for any platform company. Therefore, a primary goal at the initial stage of
a platform’s development is to dominate the market, which often is achieved at the expense of short-
term profitability and the stability of the labour market.

This study advocates the financial fix of capital as an important theme in the scholarly narrative on
platform capitalism. Although not directly involved in managing platform companies, global
speculative capital and its cash-burning games are responsible for an extremely unstable employ-
ment system within the platform economy. From a policymaking viewpoint, venture capital should
accept more responsibility for ensuring decent working conditions for platform-based workers. In
addition, crowdsourcing is not the only approach to organizing platform-based work. During very
competitive market expansion, platforms may rely heavily on labour outsourcing to secure a
relatively stable supply of labour and high-quality service.

That being said, this business model is never ideal and sustainable and is indeed being challenged
by workers striking, as widely reported on social media. In particular, the labour outsourcing model
provides a base for the formation of worker solidarity and potential unionization efforts. Future
research is encouraged to reveal that side of platform capitalism, and its Chinese uniqueness. In
addition, future studies should engage in a more systematic comparison between crowdsourcing
and labour outsourcing workers with regard to how they are managed on a daily basis and their
employment outcomes. Scholars could also address the question of how the global and local labour

64 Sun, Chen and Rani 2023; Huang 2023.
65 Hall and Soskice 2001; Gospel and Pendleton 2003; Goyer 2011; Appelbaum and Batt 2014.
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governance system should be rebuilt to achieve decent work for all, against the inevitable trend of
financialization and work platformization.
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