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Address of Research Institutions: 
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● Payal Arora, Erasmus University, The Netherlands 

Netherlands based team: Research coordinator: Rene Koenig; Junior fellow: Nahal 
Sheikh (artisanal) 

● Usha Raman, University of Hyderabad, India 
India based team: Research leaders: Sai Amulya Komarraju (salon); Chinar Mehta 
(sanitation); Pallavi Bansal (ride-hailing); Shweta Chandrashekhar (construction); 
Upasana Bhattacharjee (artisanal)  

● Siddharth Peter de Souza, Justice Adda, Delhi, India (digital storytelling) 
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Bangladesh based team: Research assistant: Rawshon Akhter (garment sector) 
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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

 
 
We wrapped up our fieldwork during the months of Aug-Dec 2021, resulting in rich data on 
gender inclusion insights from across the sectors. Specifically, we focused our energies on 
gendered work, platforms, and policies. We are now analyzing this data with ambitions to 
produce a series of publications and presentations that intrinsically adopt the feminist 
approach. For the full list of planned deliverables, please look at the project outputs. In 
doing so, we are in the process of generating concrete recommendations in policy and 
practice for our stakeholders and the academic community at large for gender empowering 
approaches to the future of work in India and Bangladesh. These efforts are transferrable 
across contexts we believe.  

 Research Ethics

 
We continued to leverage on the guidance from the privacy officer and data management 
officer at EUR as well as secured data portals for our raw data storage. As we publish our 
findings in diverse academic and nonacademic outlets, we aim to circulate our outputs 
back to the stakeholders prior to publishing to ensure their voices and perspectives are 
appropriately and fairly represented. 
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 Policy engagement and impact

 

Several of the FemLab members succeeded in amplifying impact from field research. Many 
presentations from sector fieldwork were made at diverse academic and professional 
design and tech community events including by Pallavi Bansal at the DigiLabour Research 
Lab organized by Universidade do Vale do Rio dos Sinos (UNISINOS University) and 
Dimmons Research Group from the Open University of Catalonia (UOC); Chinar Mehta at 
IdeoSync Media Combine; Sai Amulya at the Association of Indian Research Scholars 
(AIRS) event; Amulya Sai and Siddharth de Souza at the AI for Law and Justice panel with 
Sai University; and Payal Arora at the Designing for Work and Workers event at the New 
School Parsons and the Adobe Design Mix: AI and Creativity on inclusive design event at 
Adobe India. Five members of the team, along with the project leads, presented early 
findings at a Roundtable discussion organized by MICA, Ahmedabad. 

Payal Arora was invited to give a keynote at the NetHope 20th Anniversary Global Summit 
on the learnings from the FemLab project and had an internal meeting with the founders 
on shaping funding strategies that can be more feminist/gender oriented. Additionally, she 
was invited to advise the UNHCR Innovation Services team on the future of work with the 
use of digital media tools at a refugee site in Brazil, resting on insights from FemLab.Co. She 
will also be partnering with Adobe Global and Adobe India to build the artisanal sector at 
FemLab on their Creativity for All project with a special focus on workers at the margins 
and how they can use platforms in a creative manner to generate novel livelihoods.  

FemLab has also been active in the media, with Pallavi Bansal now holding a position as an 
opinion leader at the Times of India based on her sectoral work with FemLab, and her 
articles about ride-hailing in Outlook Magazine and Platform Intelligence. Upasana 
Bhattacharjee, Payal Arora, & Usha Raman, wrote a piece on ecommerce in the artisanal 
sector for the GlobalDev Blog 

Project implementation and management

 

 
Despite the continuing restrictions on movement due to the Covid-19 pandemic, we were 
able to complete data collection, transcribe interviews, and begin analysis. During this 
period, we brought on board three new research associates—Pallavi Bansal, Shweta 
Chandraskharan, and Upaasana Bhattacharjee—who broadened the scope of the project 
and added important insights. The project team met and shared sectoral insights regularly, 
allowing us to move towards an overall understanding of the gendered aspects of informal 
work and its relationship with digitality. The project leads, Payal Arora and Usha Raman, 
were in constant communication about project outputs and possible avenues of 
dissemination, as also generating new networking opportunities for the emerging scholars 
on the team. 
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Research progress

 
 
We completed fieldwork by end December with stakeholders across the six sectors. All 
sectors are working currently with Justice Adda to translate their key findings into audio-
visual digital storytelling engagements and outputs to be circulated on Instagram, Twitter, 
Facebook, and LinkedIn. Further, the research leaders of the different sectors presented 
their initial findings at a MICA (The school of Ideas. Ahmedabad) organized roundtable and 
have also been accepted to present as a panel at the largest and most prestigious 
Communications conference held annually – the International Communication Association 
(ICA) in May 2022. Lastly, all sector leaders will be writing an empirical based chapter for 
our upcoming book with Amsterdam University Press (AUP) which will be open access. 
 
Readymade garments: The Bangladesh team completed their report draft based on 
secondary research and interviews with key informants and are revising the draft based on 
our editorial feedback. 
 
Salon: We spoke to a partner who led the Urban Company (UC) Labor protests in 
Hyderabad in 2020. We faced challenges in getting women service professionals who are 
critical of UC or have issues with the way they run their operations to talk. We however 
managed to engage several actors within Urban Company to gain stakeholder insight 
including with Bhavya Sharma (Associate Director, PR, and CSR), and Mehnaz (AVP, trust 
and safety) and have an appointment with Vaibhav (VP, Product) in early February 2022. In 
terms of outputs, we are working with Justice Adda for a model contract based on inputs 
from service professions in Hyderabad & infographics and memes for customer awareness. 
There are some design-based suggestions for UC as well: use of data in design-- for the map 
to show in detail if the customer lives in an isolated area or with a lot of green cover. UC 
has been writing about building trust with their partners and this could be one of the inputs 
for them. We plan on submitting a paper for the JCMC Special Issue on Technology and the 
Future of Work. 
 
Construction: We interviewed a range of stakeholders including a construction company, 
unions, government officials, and two platform match-making sites for construction labor. 
We are now analyzing the data and will present the findings at the International 
Communication Association conference (ICA) in May in Paris. Through our interviews, we 
were able to discover new institutional and digital intermediaries that allowed us to gain a 
more comprehensive perspective on the sector.  
 
Sanitation: We interviewed several members from a recycling company including women 
workers, floor managers, the general manager. We also interviewed several members from 
a housekeeping platform company including their women workers, and their supervisors, 
and GHMC sanitation workers. We are in process of working with Justice Adda to translate 
outputs into engaging illustrations and other audio-visual outputs. We are analyzing the 
data for an article for Design Issues, a MIT Press journal. 
 
Artisanal: Alongside completing a series of in-depth interviews with home-based women 
artisans in the old city of Hyderabad, the team mapped the artisanal economy of craft work 
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through additional interviews with two NGOs working with women in the area. In addition, 
we explored the role of digital platforms as avenues for the promotion of local crafts, 
through interviews with two such intermediaries.  
 
Ride-hailing: Interviews with several stakeholders were conducted including female cab 
drivers, founders, directors, supervisors, programmers, and non-profit organizations. We 
engaged with drivers from Ola, Uber, Sakha Cabs, Taxshe, She Taxi, Kudambashree and 
with the founders and directors of women-led taxi initiatives (Priyadarshini Taxi, Koala 
Kabs, Taxshe). We also interviewed members from the NGO Azad Foundation, the Policy 
and Research Support Group – Ola Mobility Institute, and members from The Gender Park, 
an initiative of Kerala Government promoting She Taxi. We also spoke to programmers and 
AI specialists from Ola and Uber and Wipro Digital, Bangalore. Multiple media articles were 
written resting on the results including for Outlook India, Times of India, and Platform 
Intelligence. The sector leader also gave talks at the symposium organized by Dimmons, 
Universitat Oberta de Catalunya & DigiLabour Research Lab. Two research articles are in 
progress, one in review with Palgrave and the other for the Journal of Computer-Mediated 
Communication (JCMC). We are aiming to complete a few remaining interviews with male 
cab drivers, some AI specialists, and the National General Secretary of Indian Federation of 
App Based Transport Workers (IFAT).  
 
Digital storytelling: Justice Adda organized a speculative design workshop for the FemLab 
team which aimed to bring together the different field perspectives of the team,  to come 
up with a grounded understanding of what are the key tenets of a feminist labor collective 
as imagined by the team. They developed two outputs designed to be shareable public 
resources for other such organizations: A working document around principles for feminist 
labour collectives and a template to explain how others could conduct a workshop around 
brainstorming for feminist labor collectives. (also attached as additional material with this 
interim report). They are now working with each sector leader to build specific storytelling 
products for their sector that best translates their research outputs for amplification in the 
form of info graphics, animation videos, visual contracts, and a toolkit. 
 

  Project outputs and dissemination (Aug-Dec 2021)

 
Media articles 

The need for ‘techbridization’ in the digital platform economy 
Op Ed by Pallavi Bansal for Times Of India (TOI), 07-12-2021 
 
Obstacles remain for hiring women and minorities in India’s platform sector 
Interview of Pallavi Bansal by PlatformsIntelligence, 03-12-2021 
 
Will e-commerce revive Bangladesh’s artisanal economy? 
Opinion piece by Upasana Bhattacharjee, Payal Arora, & Usha Raman, GlobalDev Blog, 08-
11-2021 
 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PxgGLzXW8WcLGWksXGPwfPD_FrElYJhE/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1y1AnEjHCdWE6XTXjr5GtJWb3FkwB7gnJ/view
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/grey-realities/the-need-for-techbridization-in-the-digital-platform-economy/
https://platformsintelligence.com/obstacles-remain-for-hiring-women-and-minorities-in-indias-platform-sector/
http://globaldev.blog/blog/will-e-commerce-revive-bangladesh%E2%80%99s-artisanal-economy
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No Woman’s Land: Female Cab Drivers On Indian Roads 
Opinion piece by Pallavi Bansal for Outlook magazine 3-08-2021 
 
Academic publications 

(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; Open Access. 
 
(In review). Can researchers be apolitical? (René König , Payal Arora, & Usha Raman.) In 
Mirko Tobias Schäfer, co-founder of the Utrecht Data School and Tracey P. Lauriault, 
Associate Professor at Carleton University (Eds) ‘Making a Difference: Novel Research 
Methods in the Datafied Society.’ Amsterdam University Press. Open access.   
(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 
 
(Revise and Resubmit). Feminist approaches to designing location-based platforms in India. 
(Bansal, P., & Arora, P). Chapter in Aditi Surie, and Ursula Huws, ‘Platformization and 
Informality: Pathways of Change, Alteration, and Transformation.’ Palgrave MacMillian 
Open access. 
 
Talks 

Adobe Design Mix: AI and Creativity: How to build inclusive design. Talk by Payal Arora for 
Adobe India. 10.12.2021 

M3: Man, Male, Masculinity: Presentation of research findings of a media monitoring 
project on masculinities in the media. Usha Raman (Project Lead), Goethe-Institut New 
Delhi and the Network of Women in Media, India. 02.12.2021 

Feminist tech and the future of work Keynote talk by Payal Arora for NetHope 20th 
Anniversary Global Summit Nov 18. 11. 2021 

Designing for Work and Workers. Talk by Payal Arora for New School Parsons, New York. 
04.11.2021 

The Future of the Platform Economy and Platform Work PhD Symposium presentation by 
Pallavi Bansal. Dimmons Universitat Oberta de Catalunya & DigiLabour Research Lab 
27.09.2021 

‘AI for Law and Justice’ panel presentation with Amulya Sai and Siddharth deSouza, Sai 
University, 24.09.2021 

Exploring everyday feminism in India presentation on by Sai Amulya Komarraju, 
Association of Indian Research Scholars (AIRS) 23.09.2021 

https://www.outlookindia.com/website/story/opinion-no-womans-land-female-cab-drivers-on-indian-roads/390319
https://www.academia.edu/49842485/Fair_Work_Feminist_Design_and_Womens_Labor_Collectives
https://www.academia.edu/49842485/Fair_Work_Feminist_Design_and_Womens_Labor_Collectives
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/digital-work-planetary-market
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/digital-work-planetary-market
https://dataschool.nl/en/
https://designmix.in/
https://www.goethe.de/ins/in/en/kultur/soc/mmm/mtm.html
https://www.nethopeglobalsummit.org/speakers-2021
https://www.newschool.edu/parsons/
https://digilabour.com.br/2021/05/10/call-for-abstracts-the-future-of-the-platform-economy-and-platform-work-phd-symposium/
https://dimmons.net/
https://digilabour.com.br/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EOlso4Dxt5I
http://www.wikicfp.com/cfp/servlet/event.showcfp?eventid=133362&copyownerid=64763
http://www.wikicfp.com/cfp/servlet/event.showcfp?eventid=133362&copyownerid=64763
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOkXsRM0C1g
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Digital marginalization: A report card on the Internet as a public good. Panel presentation 
by Chinar Mehta. IdeoSync Media Combine 17.09.2021 

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 PIs work with each 
member and tailor their involvement to maximize their career choices and network 
building. Below is the progress of our team members. 
 
Training (ongoing) 

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’ 

3. Dr. Sai Amulya Komarraju (2021-2022), Postdoctoral fellow, MICA -School of Ideas 
Ahmedabad. She started her postdoctoral fieldwork on ‘When feminization reaches 
the platform: Men in care professions and the future of work(ers)’ funded by the 
Southern Centre for Inequality Studies . She is currently exploring related issues of 
gendered labor in the platform economy and the experiences of male workers in 
feminized professions of salon and domestic work.  

4. PhD candidate Chinar Mehta (2019-2024), ‘Interface as knowledge in practice: a 
feminist analysis of new media development in India.’ Chinar Mehta was granted 
the Fulbright-Nehru Doctoral Fellowship for the academic year 2022-2023. 

 

Revised Work plan and Timeline

 
 
We would like an extension of our grant budget till end of this year due to the lockdowns in 
2020 and 2021 which pushed our timeline and ambitions for our project and our team 
members. This allows us to best capitalize on the opportunities to build capacity through 
our monthly blog series till end this year, our Open access book which will be due end 
2022; virtual and physical events in India in April with the FemLab team and the 
stakeholders; the Paris roundtable in May at the prestigious ICA event which will amplify 
knowledge impact and transfer; furthermore, we need more time for analysis and 
publications outputs and our digital storytelling outputs with Justice Adda and a FemLab 
Conversation podcast series.  
 

2022: Jan-Mar Analysis and writing; Organizing of physical event with the FemLab 
team in April in Hyderabad and a virtual event in April with our 
stakeholders. 

2022: Jan-Dec Writing and editing for FemWork book: Amsterdam University Press 
(all team members and stakeholders will be contributing chapters- 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1y9R5KPhvxI
https://femlab.co/team/
https://femlab.co/team/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dr-sai-amulya-komarraju-82287b73/?trk=public_profile_browsemap_profile-result-card_result-card_full-click&originalSubdomain=in
https://www.linkedin.com/in/chinar-mehta/?originalSubdomain=in
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see book proposal attached); We would also like to launch a Voices 
from the field blog series which showcases our interviews with the 
varied stakeholders for the public to read 

2022: April Physical and Virtual event with FemLab team and Stakeholders 

2022: May Preparing for ICA FemLab Roundtable in Paris 

2022: April-Aug Justice Adda digital storytelling campaign  

2022: May-Sep FemLab Conversations, a series of 6 podcasts drawing on our 
research, to amplify the findings and issues to a broader audience 
outside academia and policy circles 

 IDRC support

 
 
Members of the FemLab team participated in internal webinars convened by the Just Jobs 
Network in March 2021 and January 2022. 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

 
 
We are partnering with Adobe to build on the artisanal platform work sector and extend it 
further under their Creativity for All project with India and Brazil. We will also investigate 
other grant opportunities to sustain FemLab beyond the funding of IDRC.  There are also 
opportunities to work in specific ways with other intermediaries in the field, such as NGOs 
working in the artisanal and sanitation sectors, and this may feed into collaborative grant 
prospects. 


