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Background

Feminist Approaches to Labour Collectives (FemLab.co) is a seed-funded initiative by the
International Development Research Center (IDRC), Canada, as part of their Future of Work
series. This project builds on an understanding of communicative ecologies of women in
specific sites of informal labour to explore how digital platforms can be leveraged by them
to share grievances directly to the top of the supply chain, allowing their voices to
contribute to the governance of the future of work.

The overall objective of the initiative is to support the collective agency of women workers
at the bottom of supply chains leveraging on new digital tools and include them in larger
conversations on fair work conditions and supply chain transparency. By taking a
user-centered and feminist approach to design, informed by the voices of the most
vulnerable stakeholders, platforms may be harnessed to enhance representation, share
information, and connect and collectivize women workers in a changing and increasingly
precarious labour market.

This presents opportunities for workers on platforms, as well as those in traditional
workplaces to utilize technological advances to advocate for decent work conditions. This
initiative focuses on diverse sectors (construction, sanitation, garment, home-based salon
services, ride-hailing, and petty artisanal work) in India and Bangladesh where low-income
women workers have a significant presence or are increasing in their participation. Using
ethnographic approaches, the FemLab team is dedicated to capture and share an
understanding of the realities of these worker’s lives, and the existing and potential
strategies of organizing themselves to improve working conditions.

We examine closely the design and deployment of digital platforms that serve as
intermediaries for such employment and the new digital collectives in this gig economy that
have a distinctive gendered dimension. These insights will be applied to 1) design ethical
platforms, 2) create digital storytelling campaigns/ outreach, and 3) make accessible legal
services via visual contracts/toolkits.

Context

The project operates at two levels. At the macro level, we are attempting to understand and
map the global value chain in the sectors of interest, through interviews with key
stakeholders and decision makers. At the micro level, our interest is in gaining a deep
understanding of the communicative ecologies of women workers in the informal labor
force within the sectors of interest. Our project spans two regions: Chittagong and Dhaka in
Bangladesh, and Hyderabad and Delhi in India. Both these regions have been impacted by
the Covid-19 pandemic. While sectors are opening slowly, some continue to struggle and
have considerably slowed down as workers decide to remain in their villages due to the
unpredictable regulations surrounding the pandemic, in the case of internal migrants in the
construction sector. Other sectors like ride-hailing have faced significant drops in rides due
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to remote working conditions at the workplace but have pivoted to delivery services. In the
artisanal sector, ecommerce is growing, and we are amid capturing this disruptive dynamic.
The pandemic has made visible new challenges in employment and security, particularly in
relation to precarious work contexts such as those we are interested in studying. These
range from broadening the scope of social security, employer responsibility, and workers’
rights in such emergency situations, to humanitarian considerations that require widening
the stakeholder group and creating new networks of care.

Gender inclusion and analysis

In our fieldwork conducted from Jan-July 2021, we continued to reach out to stakeholders
such as NGOs, thinktanks, labour unions, programmers in platform companies, business
leaders, and designers to contribute their insights with specific focus on gender inclusion.
We established a formal affiliation with Soumita Basu, the founder of Zyenika Inclusive
Fashion in Calcutta, and Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator in South Africa where
both organizations continue to provide feminist insights on inclusion and care
infrastructures through regular FemLab.co blog posts. We have also brought on board Prof.
Manisha Pathak-Shelat, Professor, Communication & Digital Platforms and Strategies at
MICA, Ahmedabad, India who will serve as an institutional host for the post-doctoral
fellowship received by Sai Amulya Komarraju by the Southern Centre for Inequality Studies,
University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. Her awarded project ‘When feminization
reaches the platform: Men in care professions and the future of work(ers)’ builds on
FemLab’s current fieldwork in the salon sector of which she is a research leader and will
contribute to the ‘gendered’ notions of ‘gender inclusion’. We have also engaged in scoping
conversations with long-standing or more traditional intermediaries such as the Crafts
Council of Telangana that have experience with organizing women’s collectives in the
artisanal sector, and NGOs that have been active in the labour rights arena, particularly in
the sanitation and construction sectors.

We organized a FemLab Conversation with Elisa Oreglia, a Senior Lecturer in Global Digital
Cultures at Kings College London in January 2021. The team gained insights on her projects
involving women workers and strategies for digital engagement to build awareness and
foster behavioral change. Justice Adda organized an internal Feminist ideation workshop for
our team in July 2021 to assess how each member interprets what constitutes feminist
values and approaches within their sector and translates this knowledge to methodological
design for our participants. Justice Adda is in the process of capturing this process as a
guide to feminist design practice in the form of visuals and text for multiple outlets such as
the Feminist Designer MIT book call for proposals due in September 2021, and our final
open access book planned for 2022.

Our team working across the six sites (construction, artisanal, garment, salon/domestic,
ride-hailing, and location-based services) continue to be mentored in the (techno)feminist
theories and approaches and have already applied these paradigms in the methodological
design with stakeholders. We have several publications in process and out, as well as blogs,
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and talks which share our theoretical underpinnings and applications to our cases (see in
our output section).

Research Ethics

Our application for ethics approval was approved in March 2021 by the Institutional Review
Boards in each of the participating institutions-Erasmus University and the University of
Hyderabad. We have access to continued guidance from the privacy officer and data
management officer at EUR as well as secured data portals for our raw data storage.

Policy engagement and impact

Impact via representation: Both PI’s hold leadership positions to influence the direction of
impact in the future of work scholarship and practice. Usha Raman is the Vice-President of
IAMCR, a preeminent worldwide professional organization in the field of media and
communication research. She was instrumental in the organizing of their annual conference
in July 2021 where feminism, media and labour panels were organized. She also presented
at another eminent conference International Communication Association on ‘Platform work
and the planetary economy: global design, local experience’. Payal Arora gave talks about
FemLab work at the Lord Kelvin Adam Smith Symposium 2021 on the ‘Manifesto for
Inclusive Digital Futures,’ and UNDP’s Istanbul Innovation Days 2021: “Development & Its
Futures” where government officials and prime ministers, global activists, founders of
thinktanks, and other innovation leaders came together to rethink alternative development
futures. She also presented the paper co-authored with Usha Raman ‘Fair work, feminist
design and women's labour collectives in the digital age’ at the Oxford’s Digital Pathways.
This is an Oxford research initiative which aims to reach across the fields of public policy,
law, economics, computer science and political science to support informed
decision-making on the governance of digital technologies specifically. This paper serves as
a foundational text for the FemLab project and is forthcoming in Mark Graham and Ferrari’s
open access MIT Press book on Digital work in the Planetary Market. Finally, she gave a
keynote on feminist directions for sustainable change for The Hague Humanity Hub and
panel dialogue with directors at Asser Institute, Clingendael Institute, and Leiden’s Center
of Innovation.

Impact via collaboration: FemLab.co members Chinar Mehta, Sai Amulya Komarraju, Pallavi
Bansal and the PI’s contributed to the launch of the Global Forum Colabora.Lat 2021 that
aims to build a collaborative governance especially due to the pandemic disruptions in Latin
America. It will study and make recommendations about the governance models of the
public policies and social initiatives implemented in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Colabora.Lat Implementation Council is made up of Asuntos del Sur (Argentina), National
University of San Martín of Argentina, Universidad ICESI (Colombia) Faculty of Humanities
of the University of Santiago de Chile, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (Bolivia), Diálogos
Organization of Guatemala and Nosotrx_s (Mexico).
Check our team video pitch here.
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Another key collaborator is Rumman Chowdhury, director of the Machine Learning Ethics,
Transparency, and Accountability (META) team at Twitter and Forbes listed Top 5 listed most
influential people who are shaping AI (2021). With Payal Arora, she co-edited a Special Issue
on 'Cross-cultural feminist technologies' (blog) & full essay for the Global Perspectives, UC
Press . This issue features feminist practitioners like Charlotte Webb – founder of the
Feminist Internet, Design Beku – a feminist design initiative in India, and other such
organizations and scholars invested in feminist approaches to digital design and
deployment for social change. This contributes directly to FemLab’s mission and informs our
practice. Lastly, Payal Arora is serving on the advisory group for UNDP’s Inclusive Innovation
Book project which will feature FemLab’s work.

Impact via knowledge of practice: We engaged with Urban Company and their staff to gain
insights into the Salon Services sector. This resulted in an article spearheaded by Sai Amulya
Komarraju, research lead of the Salon Services sector. The paper ‘Agency & Servitude in
Platform Labour’ has been published in a top media journal Media, Culture & Society that
has been trending and has been requested by diverse organizations such as UNDP (inclusive
innovation lab focus), East-West Seed company (smallholder women farmers and digital
platforms focus), and several UX designers focused on the next billion market. Ola Mobility
Institute approached us to collaborate after reading the ride-hailing FemLab.co blog posts
by Pallavi Bansal. We are now working with them to create a case study based on their
initiative to boost women’s participation as ride-hailing partners at OLA.

FemLab weekly blog driven by the team, affiliates and invited stakeholders continue to gain
in readership, and is diversified in its impact across sectors beyond the chosen sites of
focus. Besides our regular affiliates Zyenika Inclusive Fashion and Harambee Accelerator
Youth program in South Africa, new stakeholders who engaged with us and contributed to
our blog are Ola Mobility Institute, Arvind Saraf - engineering head at Drishti, Kate Boydell –
former Head of Strategy at change consulting firm SYPartners, Sally Cawood -Global
Challenges Fellow at the Department of Urban Studies and Planning (USP), University of
Sheffield, UK, and Dr Amita Bhakta -sanitation consultant.

Some key testimonials from LinkedIn are as follows:

Joanne Ankum-Brinkman, Deputy General Counsel at Green Climate Fund
“Thank you for sharing this insightful article - inclusivity is for those already included to
actively pursue, not for the excluded to have to plead for. When we listen, observe with an
open mind, we change our perspective to just a nano second of the excluded life, we learn
and adapt to the benefit of all. Inclusivity is not primarily a practice for the benefit of the
excluded but rather benefits our organizations, our societies and those who have not lived
the experience of that exclusion”

Ritu Sandhu Sharma, Director - Enterprise Services (Boeing International)
Thank you for sharing your personal story.. am touched and very positive that these little
contributions is the SMALL step to bring the BIG change in our society.. #inclusionmatters
#changetheworld
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Lastly, we were interviewed and/or featured in Your Story magazine, The Swaddle podcast,
and Mashing Up magazine. (see outputs)

Project implementation and management

The impact of the Covid-19 lockdown has continued through this period, severely limiting
the ability to conduct fieldwork as planned. The ethnographic work thus had to be
postponed until restrictions were eased both in India and Bangladesh. In both countries,
this has forced the project to depend on online interviews and secondary research to
progress the work, but this has resulted in a substantial amount of material that will not
only help contextualize the study output but strengthen our analysis going ahead.

In consultation with IDRC, we have shifted and broadened the scope of our work, bringing
on board four more research assistants and adding one sector (Ride-hailing). This has been
done by repurposing some of the unused travel budget from the first two years of the
project.

The two Co-PIs jointly mentor the junior researchers and while they both oversee the work
across all six sectors, have divided primary responsibility for specific sectors for operational
convenience and efficiency.

Due to the continuing Covid-19 related lockdown in Bangladesh, it has been decided to
restrict their output to a detailed case study of the garment sector and pivot our efforts to
understanding the emergent platformisation in the artisanal sector in that country as well
as in India.

Research progress

We have embarked on fieldwork in mid-March starting with intermediaries, and NGOs
working across the six sectors. Given the Covid-19 related restrictions on movement and
access to groups of workers, we focused during this period on speaking with individuals and
groups who were able to participate in online interviews.

Readymade garments: The Bangladesh team is working on a status report based on
secondary research and interviews with key informants, which will offer an analytic view of
how the sector is being impacted both directly and indirectly by technology initiatives,
ranging from mechanization on the factory floor to mobile cash transfers for workers.

Construction: Interviews are underway with key informants including journalists, gig
platforms matching workers with contractors, and civil society actors, as well as
representatives of the sector (builders and contractors). The pandemic has had a deep
impact on labour in this sector, as a large part of the workforce is constituted by migrants,
who left the cities when lockdown was imposed, and are only now returning to work in
some areas. Initial conversations with sources in this sector have already revealed how
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mobile technology is making an impact on the lives of workers and the role of digital
registrations for access to payments, bailouts, and labour allocations.

Sanitation: Initial contact has been made with stakeholder groups who work on labour
rights. The Hyderabad team is in conversation with the Montford Institute, an NGO that has
been advocating for the rights of informal workers, to facilitating access to workers in the
sanitation and construction sectors.

Salon: In-depth interviews with developers as well as women beauty workers yielded early
insights that were incorporated into a publication in the journal Media, Culture & Society
(cited below). While recruiting participants in this sector is a challenge, given the closed
structure of platforms companies, a snowballing method is offering promise. Amulya will
continue this work through her post-doctoral grant on ‘When feminization reaches the
platform: Men in care professions and the future of work(ers).’

Artisanal: Two round-table discussions were conducted with members of the Crafts Council
of Telangana to understand the structure and ecology of craft production and marketing.
Shaheen, an NGO that works with women in the old city area of Hyderabad, has been
contacted as a field facilitator to reach artisanal workers in the bangle making sector. A
digital ethnography of Etsy India and an analysis of platforms is underway - Shimmy, Bengal
Muslin, and Kindcraft in Bangladesh on social entrepreneurship, ecommerce, and women’s
empowerment in both sectoral contexts.

Ride-hailing: Women are making an entry into this sector only gradually and our initial
fieldwork (interviews with drivers as well as peripheral stakeholders) suggests that platform
design is gendered in significant ways. We are working with Ola Mobility Institute to create
a case study on their efforts to enhance women partners in the ride-hailing sector.

Digital storytelling: Justice Adda is in process of creating storyboards from the feminist
workshop for the MIT press outlet. Further, they will create a legal toolkit by end October
based on the construction sector through a stakeholder workshop. They are also working
on illustrations and storyboards for the OMI case study.

In addition to sector-specific stakeholders, we are also drawing on in-depth interviews with
other key informants, including journalists, activists, legal professionals, and bureaucrats to
develop a richer understanding of the ecology of labour in these sectors. Interviews are all
recorded (with consent) and transcribed for analysis.

Project outputs and dissemination (Dec-July 2021)

Publications

(2021): Agency and servitude in platform labour (Sai Amulya Komarraju, Arora, P; Raman,
U.): Special Issue 'Reclaiming the human in machine cultures' Media Culture & Society
Journal
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(2021): Special Issue on 'Cross-cultural feminist technologies' (blog) & full essay (Payal Arora
& Rumman Chowdhury, director of the Machine Learning Ethics, Transparency, and
Accountability team at Twitter) Global Perspectives, UC Press

(Expected date May 2022): Fair Work, Feminist Design and Women’s Labor Collectives
(Arora, P; & Raman, U.): Ch in M.Graham and F. Ferrari ‘Digital Work in the Planetary
Market‘ MIT Press

(In review): Collectivisation by design: Shaping the future of work through a feminist
framework (Mehta, C, Arora, P; Raman, U.): Chapter in The SAGE Handbook of
Human-Machine Communication

(In review). Pallavi Bansal1 and Payal Arora2. Feminist approaches to designing
location-based platforms in India. Chapter in Aditi Surie, and Ursula Huws, ‘Platformization
and Informality: Pathways of Change, Alteration, and Transformation.’ Palgrave MacMillian
(open access).

Talks

Peace & Justice Cafe Keynote Launch on ‘Building global care economies’ by Payal Arora &
panel discussion with directors at Asser Institute, Clingendael Institute, and Leiden’s Center
of Innovation. Hague Humanity Hub 15.06.2021

ICA ‘Rethinking borders and boundaries‘ 2021: Talk by Usha Raman on ‘Platform work and
the planetary economy: global design, local experience’ International Communication
Association (ICA) 27.05.2021

Lord Kelvin Adam Smith Symposium 2021: Talk by Payal Arora on ‘A feminist design
manifesto for the future of work in the Global South’ University of Glasgow 26.05.2021

New Frontiers of Digital Governance’ Digital Pathways: Talk by Payal Arora on ‘Fair work,
feminist design and women’s labour collectives in the digital age’ Oxford University
06.05.2021

Development & its Futures Istanbul2021 Innovation Days Plenary with Payal Arora, UNDP
24.03.2021

Feminist approaches to designing location-based platforms in India Talk by Pallavi Bansal at
Etmaal2021 ‘Communication, Diversity, Democracy’ 04-02-2021

Media Outlets

How creative design strategies help sustainability and inclusion
Interview of Payal Arora by Your Story, DesignUp Media Coverage 3-6-2021
Thoughts on the design of a fair society
Interview of Payal Arora by MASHING UP, a Japanese media platform 3-2-2021
On a feminist internet and the problems with social media algorithms
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Interview of Usha Raman by The Swaddle, an online magazine of health, gender and
culture 28-6-21
On a Feminist Internet and the Problem With Social Media Algorithms

Knowledge creation and capacity building

We continue to flag opportunities to support our PhDs and early career researchers such as
through conferences, publications, talks, and other media outlets. Both PI’s work with each
member and tailor their involvement to maximize their career choices and network
building. Sai Amulya Komarraju, the research lead for the salon sector, is extending the
work of this project through a research grant awarded to her by the Southern Centre for
Inequality Studies that will allow her to explore related issues of gendered labour in the
platform economy and the experiences of male workers in feminised professions of salon
and domestic work. Chinar Mehta is applying for the Fulbright-Nehru Doctoral Fellowship
for the academic year 2022-2023.

Our research coordinator Rene Koenig’s FemLab blogpost on activist research caught the
attention of Mirko Tobias Schäfer, co-founder of the Utrecht Data School and Tracey P.
Lauriault, Associate Professor at Carleton University for their Open Access book ‘Making a
Difference’ Novel Research Methods in the Datafied Society. We will be submitting two
abstracts to this book project, one spearheaded by Sai Amulya Komarraju and the other by
Rene Koenig. Another opportunity driven by Justice Adda is for the Feminist Design book
project with MIT Press, that will capture the innovative digital storytelling methods on
feminist practices by FemLab.

Through the open access book and the roundtable event and other network building, we
will continue to expand the visibility of these emerging scholars. As explained above, our
capacity building initiatives involve the joining of strategic networks and partnering with
stakeholders such as designers and development agencies and brands for furthering this
goal.

Training (ongoing)

EUR PhD supervision status:
1. PhD candidate Pallavi Bansal (2020-2024) at Erasmus Faculty of Philosophy (EUR) on

‘Ethical Design of location-based digital labor platforms for female workers in India.
2. External researcher Shweta Mahendra Chandrashekhar at ILS Law College Pune,

Maharashtra, India on ‘Mobile technologies, migrant laborers and women
construction workers in Pune’

India PhD supervision status:
1. PhD graduate Sai Amulya Komarraju (2014-2020), University of Hyderabad, on

‘Exploring intergenerational feminisms: the gendered micropolitics of everyday life’.
Her thesis was successfully defended on 7-5-21.

2. PhD candidate Chinar Mehta (2019-2024), ‘Interface as knowledge in practice: a
feminist analysis of new media development in India.’

Interns and Fellows status:
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1. FemLab intern Brinda Gupta (June-Aug 2021), tasked with legal-structural analysis of
the ride-hailing sector, write up as a FemLab blog on takeaways

2. Nahal Sheikh (May-Dec 2021): junior fellow training in artisanal/creative/cultural
platformization in the global south with a focus on Etsy India.

3. Upasana Upasana (May-Oct 2021): junior fellow training in women’s social
entrepreneurship and ecommerce in the artisanal sector in Bangladesh

Revised Work plan and Timeline

Given the lockdown, we have had to push our fieldwork for the safety of our team and our
participants. Hence, we have adjusted our timeline to maximize on what we can do based
on current constraints.

2020: Aug-Dec Stakeholder assessment and desk research resulting in already a
number of publications, media articles and webinars and a report
‘Connecting the Informal: Stakeholder mapping of women’s informal
work in India and Bangladesh’

2021: Jan-Mar Interviews with design/brands/govt/tech stakeholders in our select 6
sectors.

2021: Apr-Oct Field-level stakeholder analysis and interviews with key informants
and coordinators; digital ethnography of e-commerce platforms
serving garment and artisanal sectors in India and Bangladesh

2021: Jul-Dec Fieldwork: focus groups and in-depth interviews; inputs to digital
storytelling; development of visual contracts

2022: Jan-Mar Analysis and writing; organizing of the open access book and final
conference to be held in person hopefully in India in Spring 2022; we
would also pivot the remaining money to a FemLab. Conversation
series after discussion with IDRC.

IDRC support

Members of the FemLab team participated in an internal webinar convened by the Just Jobs
Network in March 2021. We have also submitted an abstract for a proposed joint volume of
the consortium on Technology and Work in a Post-Pandemic World.

Scaling up Strategy
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We have expanded our research in the ecommerce dimension to the artisanal sector. We
see potential in cross-national comparative scaling for policy making and impact. With our
affiliates in South Africa, and in disability and garment design, and Twitter and UNDP
collaboration, we see FemLab becoming a strong voice in bringing together the technology
industry, humanitarian/development agencies, and social entrepreneurs to institute
change. Our blog continues to gain traction across stakeholders and are hoping
Connected2Work will remain a partner in amplifying the insights generated. We seek
mentorship on opportunities for scaling up FemLab for mid-2022 onwards through
partnerships, collaborations and grant opportunities with IDRC when possible.

12


