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ABSTRACT

Online Food Delivery (OFD) has evolved with the fast diffusion of digital
platforms. But these innovations have thrived at the expense of riders deliv-
ering food orders. Riders’ risks increase because of irresponsible behaviours
in the OFD ecosystem. We seek to identify sources of irresponsibility in OFD
ecosystems, which adopted OFD innovations (mobile apps). We argue that
these sources are distributed across actors and span across innovation adop-
tion phases. We construct a grid to identify these sources at each adoption
phase, and apply it using data collected in France during the Covid pandemic,
when riders’ risks soared. Our first result enables us to fill an important gap
in the literature, by providing a grid to analyse sources of irresponsibility in

an OFD ecosystem. Our second result identifies these sources in the French
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OFD ecosystem, and enables us to provide an improved grid and to formulate
managerial recommendations.

KEYWORDS: Responsible Innovation, Online Food Delivery, Innovation Adoption,
Riders, Irresponsibility

JEL CODES: M14, 039

In the past decade, there has been a growing concern for the impacts
of digital platforms on labour markets (Bureau International du Travail,
2019; Srnicek, 2016). Digital labour causes injustice and precariousness for
many workers (Abdelnour, Méda, 2019). It has been studied from various
perspectives such as algorithmic management, working conditions or activ-
ism (Fuchs, Sandoval, 2014). Practices of food consumption have recently
evolved to incorporate digital actors, which expanded fast in the past few
years especially during and after the Covid-19 pandemic (Paché, 2020a).
Scholars highlighted riders’ unfair working conditions, especially during
this pandemic. Indeed, most riders are self-contractors and many do not
earn minimum wage or have appropriate social protection (Gossart, Srnec,
2022; Huang, 2022; Schreyer, 2021). They are part of emerging Online Food
Delivery (OFD) ecosystems, which comprise other actors such as platform
operators, investors, consumers, or restaurants. A digital platform can be
defined as “a set of stable components that supports variety and evolvability in
a system by constraining the linkages among the other components” (Baldwin,
Woodard, 2009, p. 19). There are different types of platform-mediated labour,
we are interested in gig work (location-based) carried out through apps (app-
work) (Duggan et al., 2020), notably because such app-work generates a lot of
work-related vulnerabilities.

In this paper, we focus on OFD platforms delivering meals to individu-
als in France, where in 2022 the online food delivery market represented
2.3 bn €.2 If some OFD platforms are cooperatives (e.g. CoopCycle) most are
capitalistic (e.g. Uber Eats, Deliveroo). These incumbents claim to have rein-
vented home food delivery and labour relations, and promise freedom and
flexibility to riders (Reéme-Harnay, 2020). But there is a big gap between their
claims and practices (Criddle, Murgia, 2023), and OFD platforms’ responsi-
bility discourses have been considered fairwashing (Howson et al., 2020).

Riders are vulnerable actors in the OFD ecosystem. Once registered with
a platform, they pick up from restaurants orders placed by customers through
the app, mostly using bicycles. This exposes them to various types of risks
(health, socioeconomic). For example, riders using two-wheeled vehicles are

2. Statista (2022), Revenue of the Online Food Delivery Market in France from 2017 to 2026.
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particularly vulnerable to collisions, who is responsible for their vulnerabil-
ity? With Wareham et al. (2014, p. 1212), we argue that it is not only capitalis-
tic platforms but that responsibility is “distributed across more than one entity”.

In this paper, we claim that riders’ risks signal irresponsibilities in an OFD
ecosystem and focus on identifying the sources of distributed irresponsibility.
To do so, we focus on the adoption of OFD innovations (apps) on the French
market, and follow Damanpour and Schneider (2006) according to whom
innovation adoption consists in three phases (initiation, adoption deci-
sion, implementation) and three dimensions of innovation adoption factors
(contextual factors, characteristics of individuals, organisations, character-
istics of the innovation itself). Although there is no shortage of research
studying responsible innovations, there is a gap in the literature regarding
the sources of irresponsibility generated by the adoption of digital innova-

tions (Zhu et al., 2023).

This paper aims to fill this gap by answering the following question: what
are the sources of irresponsibility in an OFD ecosystem? To answer it, we first
construct a literature-based grid enabling us to bring out possible sources of
irresponsibility in an OFD ecosystem. Second, we use this grid to identify
actual sources of irresponsibility in the French OFD ecosystem, using data
collected during a research project funded by a large non-profit organisation.

The contributions of this paper are both theoretical and empirical: (1)
a grid to bring out possible sources of irresponsibility in an OFD platform
ecosystem; (2) an application of this grid to the French OFD ecosystem. This
paper is structured as follows: after this introduction (section 1), we present
the literature on innovation and responsibility that leads to the construction
of the grid and formulate the research question (section 2). We then introduce
our method and data (section 3), followed by our results that consist in the
application of the grid to the French OFD ecosystem (section 4). Finally, we
provide a discussion ending with an improved grid (section 5) and conclude
on avenues for future research (section 6).

Literature Review

Innovation and Responsibility

There is an abundant literature on “responsible innovation” (RI), which
implies “taking care of the future through collective stewardship of science and
mmnovation in the present” (Stilgoe et al., 2013, p. 1571). Georget et al. (2023)
recall the distinction between an academic stream, responsible innovation,
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and an institutional stream (European Commission), responsible research
and innovation. In early innovation stages (prior to adoption), RI requires
anticipating impacts, being aware of its limits, including a variety of stake-
holders and responding to their concerns (ibid.). When RI practices are not
in place, risks facing actors increase and sources of irresponsibility arise. For
Stahl (2023, p. 5), “the ecosystems perspective (...) allows the recognition of
the complexity of the network of existing responsibilities”. OFD ecosystems are
complex, and sources of irresponsibility distributed across actors. Indeed, “it
is the often complex and coupled systems of science and innovation that create
what Ulrich Beck (2000) calls ‘organised irresponsibility” (Stilgoe et al., 2013,
p. 1569).

With OFD apps, platforms’ choices “shape the application and use of its
tools, resources, and services” (Stahl et al., 2021, p. 186) and can generate irre-
sponsibilities. Despite their impacts on society, few studies focus on RI and
digital platforms, although RI is a growing research field addressing inno-
vation in information and communication technology, which encompasses
digital platforms (Zhu et al., 2023). Authors have for example used RI criteria
“to show how RI solutions can be fostered through digital platforms to address
grand challenges” (Ahuja et al., 2023).

We now present a literature review on OFD innovations and responsibil-
ity, structured around the three innovation adoption phases of Damanpour
and Schneider (2006). Table 1 provides details about the phases. Adoption
factors are explained in relation to the context of each phase (1), to indi-
vidual (2.1) and organisational (2.2) actors, and to the characteristics of the
innovation (3). In the text, we also highlight the types of riders’ risks (health,
socioeconomic) generated by each source of irresponsibility (cf. Table 2).
Details about OFD actors are provided in section “Methods and Data”.

Table 1 - Innovation adoption phases in an OFD ecosystem

Preadoption (A) Adoption (B) Postadoption (C)
) ) The_p_erlod of the The deployment of
L The innovation (the | decision to deploy . . .
Definition ) . . . the innovation in the
app) is designed the innovation on
local market
the local market
Uber Eats clients,
Uber Eats: . Uber Eats: 2016 in riders and restaurant
Example took place in France owners start
California(2014) interacting through
the app

Preadoption Phase (A)
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(A1) Contextual Factors

The OFD market is highly competitive and “platform providers face time
pressures to launch platforms on the market” (de Reuver et al., 2020, p. 259).
Therefore, labour protection systems cannot anticipate platforms’ impacts
when apps are designed. Besides, “many digital labour platforms —and espe-
cially the bigger ones— have taken root in parts of the economy that have always
been remarkably resistant to effective labour regulation” (De Stefano et al., 2022,
p. 17). Also, “the language used by platforms to describe their relationship with
the workers is carefully picked up to displace their responsibility: talking about
‘disconnection’ instead of officially dismissing a worker; or calling the workers
‘partners’, to avoid legal obligations” (Popan, Anaya-Boig, 2022, p. 36). The
context in which OFD innovations are developed facilitates platforms’ irre-
sponsibility and exposes riders to health and socioeconomic risks.

(A2.1) Characteristics of Individuals

Investors of capitalistic platforms value return on investment and inject
capital if they can extract monopoly rents. They require platforms to be “not
just monopolies in the market, but owners of the market” (Sadowski, 2022, p. 36),
hence the need to move in fast. Platforms’ top managers “affect innovation
adoption because they (...) control resources and influence major decisions, espe-
cially strategic decisions” (Damanpour, Schneider, 2006, p. 220). They may not
support innovations anticipating negative impacts, since “most firms involved
in this space have a capitalist character, with business models and labour-use strat-
egies dominated by imperatives of surplus labour extraction” (Campbell, 2022,
p. 115). Finally, biases of app developers can harm riders: “Research shows that
algorithms are reproducing racial, class, and other biases outside the workplace”
(Vallas, Schor, 2020, p. 286). These sources of irresponsibility generate socio-
economic risks for riders.

(A2.2) Characteristics of Organisations

In preadoption, platform organisations are the main actors. Incumbents
are capitalistic firms prioritising “human-centred design”, “increasingly seen
and applied to achieve short-term gains for businesses and investors” (Borthwick
etal., 2022, p. 2). As opposed to “life-centred design” (Borthwick et al., 2022),

it can generate irresponsible innovations that increase health and socioeco-
nomic risks for riders.

pre-published - Journal of Innovation Economics & Management 2023 \Y



Cédric Gossart, Cynthia Srnec

(A3) Characteristics of the Innovation

We know little about the values and practices of platform designers
(Vallas, Schor, 2020), whose biases can “systematically and unfairly discrimi-
nate against certain individuals or groups of individuals in favor of others”
(Friedman, Nissenbaum, 1996, p. 332). Algorithmic management “restricts
the autonomous agency of labour” (Heiland, 2022, p. 77), and generates stress,
as it “tracks, disciplines, and sets expectations for workers without human super-
vision or recourse, often potentially to the detriment of workers’ social protec-
tion” (Duggan et al., 2020, p. 120). “Individuals’ actions are thus framed in a
personalised way” (Béjean et al., 2022, p. 9), for example “most platforms utilise
customer ratings of workers via anonymous systems as a means of performance
evaluation” (Duggan et al., 2020, p. 126), which lack transparency and can be
biased (Hanrahan et al., 2018).

Platform designers focus on “service performance” (Simoni, Winkenbach,
2023), for example to solve a “food delivery route planning problem” (Wang
et al., 2021). Hence algorithm biases can escape ethical screening, especially
since “the software industry has adopted agile and scrum development methods,
based on the notion of trying out minimum viable products quickly and testing
while on the market” (de Reuver et al., 2020, p. 259). The risk designers address
deals with service performance variation to reduce late deliveries (Chen et al.,
2022), without anticipating risks for riders (Zheng et al., 2023). Moreover,
apps cause riders “a high level of distraction” (Christie, Ward, 2023), which
can generate accidents. It appears that “the risk of operation is shifted from the
employer to the worker” (Kaine, Josserand, 2019, p. 485). The practices of plat-
form designers are possible sources of irresponsibility in an OFD ecosystem
and generate health and socioeconomic risks for riders.

Adoption Decision Phase (B)

(B1) Contextual Factors

The regulatory context is much discussed in the literature (Dirringer,
2018; Montel, 2018). In early phases of OFD innovations, there has been a lot
of unsuccessful self-regulation that has required government intervention to
protect workers (Gossart, 2021). The financial context in which the adoption
decision is made also matters: if a company wants to go public and raise funds
on financial markets, it needs to conquer new markets in record time. To so,
it uses agile methods and engages in price wars to minimise costs, including
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human resources ones. For example, in the case of Uber “it was not yet making
a profit when it went public. The price of car journeys had been set below their real
price in order to drive competitors out of business” (Mitchell, 2020, p. 79). These
context-related irresponsibilities increase socioeconomic risks for riders.

(B2.1) Characteristics of Individuals

When Uber Eats arrived in France (2016), the market was very competi-
tive. Top managers decided to hook riders with a 2.50€ fee per ride, and
to take “advantage of the bicycle and its versatile role for both work and play”
(Popan, Anaya-Boig, 2022). They also attracted clients with a promise of
delivery in less than 10 minutes, and in 2018, once in a position of power,
changed the ride fee and made it proportional to delivery distance, which
impoverished mechanical bicycle riders. At the time Thibaud Simphal (Uber
Eats France CEO) declared “We strongly believe in the principle of competition”
(Ronfaut, 2016). Short term profit maximisation can thus be a source of irre-
sponsibility, which increases riders’ socioeconomic risks.

(B2.2) Characteristics of organisations

According to Viossat (2021, p. 78), the French OFD ecosystem is “domi-
nated by very aggressive American players who escape the control of nation states
and follow a strategy of fait accompli”. Deliveroo and Uber Eats can be seen as
“institutional chameleons” (Vallas, Schor, 2020), who only change their irre-
sponsible practices under strong external pressures. Their strategies increase
both health and socioeconomic risks for riders.

(B3) Characteristics of the innovation

All innovations go hand in hand with a diffusion plan and business model,
and concerning OFD apps: “The keys to their business model were investment in
advertising, the visibility of their physical premises, the flexibility of their workers,
and constant innovation” (Alvarez-Palau et al., 2022, p. 2). But workers’ flex-
ibility can increase economic vulnerability because of unstable wages and a
lack of social and health protections. Following the death of a rider, a union
declared that “The task-based payment system favoured by platforms to create
competition between workers is increasing work rates and putting delivery drivers
atrisk” (Adde, 2023, p. 1). Incumbents’ business models focusing on economic
value extraction can generate irresponsibility and increase riders’ health and
socioeconomic risks.
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Postadoption Phase (C)

(C1) Contextual Factors

Once OFD apps diffuse on a market, their fit to the local context is put to
test through a fait accompli strategy that does not anticipate societal impacts
(Gossart, 2021). Incumbent platforms test their innovations’ fit as they diffuse
on the market, instead of anticipating their effects (Stilgoe et al., 2013). This
triggers legal battles, Deliveroo was for example sentenced to pay 10 million
euros to French authorities for undeclared workers (Le Monde, 2022). Not
anticipating innovations’ effects on riders is a source of irresponsibility in
an OFD ecosystem, which increases riders’ health and socioeconomic risks.

(C2.1) Characteristics of Individuals

Regarding gig workers and OFD platforms, the literature addresses issues
of work-life balance (Warren, 2021), job performance and career success
(Crayne, Brawley, 2023), barriers to access assistance (Ravenelle et al., 2021),
or alleged flexibility and independence (Robinson, 2022). As for consum-
ers, most OFD literature analyses their perception of the service (Melidn-
Gonzilez, 2022). It also stresses to a lack of care for riders, since “the gig
economy is associated with a decline in tipping norms” (Duhaime, Woessner,
2019, p. 237). Besides, customer ratings “expose platform workers to algorithmic
discrimination by gender, ethnicity and race” (Vallas, Schor, 2020, p. 286). They
also produce data used to run the platform and control workers, who “contrib-
ute, unremunerated, to the stock of intangible capital of the platform” (Duggan
et al., 2020, p. 119). Consumer practices can be sources of irresponsibility and
increase riders’ socioeconomic risks.

(C2.2) Characteristics of Organisations

With OFD, restaurants found a way to increase their income but not with-
out risks. For example, authors found that in Berlin “it became apparent that
it was not only the riders who were in trouble, but also many restaurants that had
relied on Deliveroo” (Altenried, 2021, p. 6). Besides, OFD apps there is “addi-
tional strain put on kitchen staff” (Ecker, Striiver, 2022, p. 7), which impacts
riders through late deliveries and aggressive behaviour. Indeed, “preparing food
for on-demand delivery interferes with existing work routines to varying degrees
depending on the type of restaurant” (ibid.). Also, “the contract that currently
prevails in the industry ignores the negative interaction between channels and
gives both the platform and the restaurant incentive to set their price too low”
(Feldman et al., 2023, p. 812). Not anticipating these effects can be a source
of irresponsibility that increases riders’ health and socioeconomic risks.

VIl Journal of Innovation Economics & Management 2023 - pre-published



Responsible Innovation and Digital Platforms

(C3) Characteristics of the Innovation

In the postadoption innovation phase, the literature suggests that plat-
form governance can “help gig workers craft their platform work” (Chen et al.,
2023, p. 2), and that “organisation-level factors could be modified to prevent
risky riding behaviour” (Nguyen-Phuoc et al., 2023, p. 1). More importantly,
platforms should be “achieving responsible innovation through a collaboration
among stakeholders” (Liu et al., 2020, p. 5), which corresponds to the inclu-
sion Rl criterion of Stilgoe et al. (2013). Not doing so increases riders’ health
risks, for example when the algorithm is not designed to integrate real-life
traffic risks faced by riders. In Anglo-Saxon incumbent firms, values and
assumptions embedded in the first two innovation phases are specific to their
socioeconomic and legal contexts. For example, designers assumed that the
app was only going to be used by freelancers, so the small fees allocated to
riders was not a problem. But it could eventually lead to pay platform work-
ers under minimum wage: “In the United States, illegality is a feature of the
‘sharing economy’, not a bug” (Scholz, 2017, p. 232). Also, designers did not
build a transparent system to calculate fees, which increased riders’ economic
vulnerability (Abdelnour, Méda, 2019). The app remains a black box “under-
stood by workers in terms of its inputs and outputs, without having a clue about its
internal operations” (Cant, 2020, p. 83). Both health and socioeconomic risks
arise for riders from these irresponsibilities.

A Grid to Analyse Irresponsibilities in OFD Ecosystems

Having identified the sources of irresponsibility in an OFD ecosystem, we
propose the grid presented in Table 2 to address our research question:

What are the Sources of Irresponsibility in an OFD Ecosystem?

The grid also enables cross-referencing each irresponsibility source with a
specific risk (health -H, socioeconomic -SE) faced by riders, as identified in
the literature review.

In this paper, we seek to identify the irresponsibilities of OFD actors
and focus on platform riders, which are invisible victims of platformisa-
tion (Paché, 2020b). These irresponsibilities arise when risks faced by riders
increase (Aguilera et al., 2018). Those risks relate to the nature of riders’ activ-
ity (riding in the city, carrying out orders, interacting with different actors)
and to the conditions imposed by platforms through algorithms (Griesbach
et al., 2019). Besides health risks (illness, accidents...), the condition of being
a self-contractor also involves socioeconomic risks such as job-insecurity (no
long-term contracts), financial insecurity (daily earnings are not guaranteed),
and isolation (not belonging to a company, being excluded from a formal
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fellow community) (Qiao et al., 2023). Despite caring public discourses, plat-
forms lack care for actors at risk in their ecosystem (Gossart, Srnec, 2022;
Srnec, Gossart, 2022).

Table 2 - Grid to identify sources of irresponsibility
in OFD ecosystems and riders’ risks

Innovation phases | Preadoption (A) | Adoption (B) | Postadoption (C)
Adoption factors

(1) Contextual factors | Al. (H, SE) B1. (SE) C1. (H, SE)

(2) Characteristics of:
... individuals (2.1)

... organisations (2.2) | A2.2. (H, SE) B2.2. (H, SE) C2.2. (H, SE)

(3) Characteristics of
the innovation

A2.1. (SE) B2.1. (SE) C2.1. (SBE)

A3. (H, SE) B3. (H, SE) C3. (H, SBE)

Method and Data

Procedure of the Research

To answer our research question, we began with a literature review to
identify sources of irresponsibility in an OFD ecosystem, which enabled us
to produce an analytical grid (cf. Table 2). We then applied this grid using
data about the French OFD ecosystem (cf. Table 3) following a procedure of
analysis presented in an ad hoc section.

The French OFD Ecosystem

The market of OFD is growing (Kissi, Lehdonvirta, 2018) including in
France, which attracts foreign firms. Incumbents are French subsidiaries of
two Anglo-Saxon firms: Uber Eats has the largest number of users in the
country (68%), followed by the British Deliveroo (42%) and the Dutch JUST
EAT (30%),’ far ahead of the French startup Frichti (4%).* The two leaders
also had the highest number of app downloads in 2021 (5.4 M for Uber Eats,
3.1 M for Deliveroo).” These platforms use app-workers (riders) carrying out
a type of gig work boosted by the Covid 19 pandemic (Kalbus et al., 2023;
Reynolds, Kincaid, 2023), including in emerging countries like China (Wang
etal., 2022).

3. Statista (2022), Online Food Delivery Bookings by Brand in France in 2022.
4. Statista (2022), Total funding amount of food delivery startups headquartered in France as of May 2022.
5. Statista (2022), Number of downloads of leading food delivery and takeout apps in France in 2022.
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In app-work, “service-providing intermediary digital platform organisations
(...) utilise workers to perform tasks locally (...) for customers who pay for these
services, with the organisation retaining a percentage of the exchange” (Duggan
et al., 2020, p. 118). In this case, “work is to be completed locally at a specific
location and time, by an assigned worker who is managed and subjected to mini-
mum performance standards by a single intermediary digital platform” (ibid.).
The authors list four main parties involved in app-work: customers, workers,
platform, and suppliers (p. 119).

Based on our empirical knowledge of the sector and the literature
(Abdelnour, Méda, 2019; Aguilera et al., 2018; Reéme-Harnay, 2020), in
Figure 1 we synthesize the French OFD ecosystem of actants (actors, organi-
zations, resources) following the perspective of Latour (2007). Riders are a key
element of the system, since they provide the final service (delivering food,
for example) but also create data that adds value to the platform (informa-
tion about the city’s traffic, speed, location, waiting time at the restaurant
and at the customer’s place) (Basukie et al., 2020). The large rectangle in
the middle corresponds to an OFD platform, in which we highlighted two
individual actors: IT and Marketing/management staff (top managers). Then
come the three main actors interacting through the platform: two individual
ones (consumers, riders) and one organisation (restaurants). The physical
relationship between riders (cf. the arrows, explained in the legend), clients
and restaurants is mediated by the app (Timko, van Melik, 2021). Actors and
organizations on the margins of the circle can influence the functioning of
the ecosystem in direct or indirect ways (Vercher-Chaptal et al., 2021), but
here we focus on the consequences of platforms’ decisions for riders’ well-
being.

Data

We applied our grid on the French OFD ecosystem through four data
collection phases. The cities of Paris, Lyon and Toulouse were chosen because
of their size and the presence of social movements and unions defending
riders, notably by organising events during which we could approach riders.

When our data was not rich enough to test the grid, since our question-
naire and interviews focused on the post-adoption phase, in the pre-adoption
and adoption phases we sought secondary data to stimulate discussion (public
reports, press articles...). Translation of verbatim from interviews carried out
in French is ours.
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Figure 1 - Representation of the French OFD ecosystem
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Procedure of Analysis

In this section, we explain how we obtained our results. Concerning our
first result, the construction of the grid, we surveyed the literature on inno-
vation and responsibility and structured it per innovation adoption phase
and factor (cf. Table 2). In Business Source Complete, we used the following
search terms: “food delivery platforms”, “gig work”, “Online Food Delivery”,
and “On-Demand Food Delivery”. The search was then narrowed down
selecting papers related to the social responsibilities of OFD platforms and

snowballed using references from relevant papers.

Concerning our second result, the application of the grid to France, we
collected data in four phases (cf. Table 3). We first started with an explor-
atory phase during which we carried out ethnographic research on social
media, collecting qualitative firsthand data of riders and their representa-
tives to design our survey and define our interview protocol (phase 1). Then
in phase 2 we applied an anonymous online questionnaire to delivery riders
using Qualtrics, including open text coded with NVivo. The questionnaire
aimed to identify health and socioeconomic risks faced by riders, so the ques-
tions asked relied on prior reading in the literature, the press and a Facebook
group of French riders (cf. Appendix 5). Phase 3 consisted in interviews and
observations (interviewees were recruited at the end of the online survey
and through opportunistic sampling combined with a snowball strategy). A
thematic analysis of interview transcripts and answers to open survey ques-
tions was conducted, following a line-by-line method of coding carried out
manually through NVivo (cf. coding book in Appendix 4). We then used
the themes to select verbatims to apply the grid to our case. Data collection
stopped when thematic saturation was achieved (Saunders et al., 2018). Phase 4
consisted in desk-based research using original documents extracted from the
Europresse database, newspapers and official records, as well as social media
publications. We used a set of French keywords (riders, pandemic, accident,
social protection...) and searched French social media using the accounts of
activists, trade unions and riders (e.g. on Twitter: #riders, #UberEats...). We
also collected articles cited in reports or mentioned in official documents and
academic works.

Results

Having identified possible sources of irresponsibility in an OFD ecosys-
tem, we now use our data to test the grid in France.
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Preadoption Phase (A)

(A1) Contextual Factors

Our grid enables us to stress that incumbents’ apps were designed in
foreign countries having specific contexts, in order to be used anywhere in
the same way. In the design phase, there was no concern for local institu-
tional specificities such as the ones associated to the welfare state, despite
platforms’ caring discourses.® In turn, our data suggest that the French legal
system was not fit to deal with the arrival of platforms making use of grey
areas in local labour laws: 32% of the riders that answered our questionnaire
were not covered by Social security. Competitive pressures combined with a
lack of protection increased health risks: “There are accidents almost every day.
(...) we should be paid more than minimum wage, because it’s a job that’s not easy,
that’s quite psychological, a lot of stress” (Rider, 3-year experience, age group 3,
2021 interview).

(A2.1) Characteristics of Individuals

Our data did not enable us to study investors and top managers. But the
consequences of their decisions have led authors to suggest that the responsi-
bility to care for riders has been externalised on riders themselves, who “must
anticipate for every aspect of the job and take responsibility for any outcomes”

(Timko, van Melik, 2021, p. 513). This also applies to the French market.

(A2.2) Characteristics of Organisations

OFD incumbents are capitalistic platforms prioritising return on invest-
ment (ROI), which leads to design apps that put riders at greater risks. For
example, “by not paying for social protection for their employees, platforms
[enjoyed] a competitive advantage over traditional production organisations that
could be considered unfair” (Montel, 2018, p. 22). Incumbents’ strategy is a
source of irresponsibility.

(A3) Characteristics of the Innovation

Our data did not enable us to study how platforms were designed, but do
provide evidence of a lack of concern for riders’ safety. It suggests practices
of “irresponsibility-by-design”, which impose huge stress on riders: “we were
being spied on more and more (...) you had to say where you were on the GPS
(...). For the first few months sometimes I'd wake up in the middle of the night, I'd

6. See e.g. https://corporate.deliveroo.co.uk/about-us/sustainability.
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think I was hearing my [platform] ringtone” (Ex rider, 2-year experience, Age
group 2, 2021 interview).

Moreover, in early innovation stages there were no means to factor riders’
opinions into the platform. Deliveroo did create a forum open to volunteer
riders (who received a stipend) so that they share their ideas and experiences
“to improve the experience of riders all over France”” But this was a mere ad-on
implemented after the innovation adoption decision. An elected representa-
tive was very critical of the forum, which suggests that the app’s “unfairness-
by-design” is a source of irresponsibility: “it’s strictly pointless (...). They don’t
give a damn about [us]” (Rider, 3-year experience, age group 3, 2021 interview).

«

The lack of transparency of the app is also a source of irresponsibility,
since it stresses riders who cannot understand how their income is calculated:
“there are too many uncertainties. Rain, for example, brings in orders, that’s clas-
sic; match days, important football matches, Valentine’s Day, that sort of thing”
(Ex rider, 3.5-year experience, age group 3, 2021 interview).

Adoption Decision Phase (B)

(B1) Contextual Factors

On the public policy side, witnessing platforms’ fast development, in 2015
the Inspection Générale des affaires sociales started analysing their impacts
on labour and social protection (Amar, Viossat, 2018). But it was only in
2020 that a report to the Prime minister suggested to “generalise the use by
platform workers of a third party to employ them” (Frouin, 2020, p. 4). When
they decided to put their app on the French market, Uber Eats and Deliveroo
knew that riders were not as protected as employees and took advantage of it.
In France, “the social responsibility of digital platforms was introduced by the law
of 8 August 2016” (Dirringer, 2018, p. 42), which put pressure on platforms.
Shortly after, “Uber and Deliveroo, for example, have started to develop social
insurance for their platform workers” (Amar, Viossat, 2018, p. 69). Therefore, a
possible source of irresponsibility is that when making the adoption decision
for the French market, platforms launched their innovations without antici-
pating their effects on riders. Their fait accompli strategies enabled them to
maximise profit by making use of social protection loopholes.

(B2.1) Characteristics of Individuals

The literature suggests that strategies used by incumbents’ top managers
when making the adoption decision are potential sources of irresponsibility,

7. See https://deliverooforum.com/fr-fr.
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since they can increase riders’ risks. We found evidence of that increase in
France. For example, managers involved in the third Deliveroo Forum in
2021 claimed that they always sought to benefit riders by giving them new
deliveries,® whereas our data suggest that such schemes impacted riders nega-
tively. Riders took very heavy deliveries while neither weight limits existed
per order nor weight bonus:

“Sometimes they really exaggerate, they give us (...) a rucksack
that weighs 20 kilos, 30 kilos, sometimes it’s really enormous.
Q - Isn’t there an extra charge for heavy stuff?

No, nothing at all, it’s a serious abuse, because these are volumes
that should be transported by cargo bike” (Ex full time rider, age
group 3, 2.5-year experience, 2021 interview).

Incumbents’ top managers also decided not to offer equipment when they
put the app on the French market:

“They didn’t provide us with the equipment, the bikes (...). That
happened after a year, they started to provide equipment, big bags,
but at the beginning it was really haphazard. I had to buy equip-
ment to work with (...)” (Rider, age group 3, 3-year experience,
2021 interview).

(B2.2) Characteristics of Organisations

We found evidence that platforms exploited regulatory loopholes. For
example, some offered a small “rain bonus”, but one rider complained he
never got it. In his opinion, platforms showcase this bonus to “push people
out en masse so that they provide the service, because the more couriers, the
faster the service will go. [A rider] provides the service and then they try to escape
the bonus” (Rider, 2-year experience, age group 2, 2021 interview). Another
example shows that riders can be appointed “captains” and asked to lay off
other riders, which can generate stress: “When we became captains, they were
no longer in charge of recruitment, we were, (...) they even gave us the responsibil-
ity of firing people too (...) after 6-8 months, I started cracking” (Ex rider, 2-year
experience, age group 2, 2021 interview). Profitmaximising strategies also
generate health risks by triggering tensions: “they fostered competition between
us, which was really weird, using statistics, it was horrible, the pressure (...). So at
the beginning we had a bit of friendly relationships and then very quickly things got
a bit heated, and groups formed” (Ex rider, 2-year experience, age group 2, 2021

8. See https://deliverooforum.com/fr-fr/news/compte-rendu-du-forum-deliveroo-doctobre-2021.
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interview). Profit-maximising strategies externalising costs on riders without
anticipating risks are sources of irresponsibility.

(B3) Characteristics of the Innovation

Governed by algorithmic management, riders cannot request more trans-
parency about their earnings. Flexibility is part of incumbents’ business model
and is a source of irresponsibility that increases riders’ health and socioeco-
nomic risks. A rider told us: “We should have the right to express our opinion
about this algorithm, the right to transparency, so that when it rains, the price per
kilometre simply increases instead of adding a bonus of 1.50€ per order, which is
sometimes not respected” (Rider, 3-year experience, age group 2, 2021 inter-
view). The source of irresponsibility lies in the business model of Uber Eats
and Deliveroo, whose fees are paid per order delivered in time.

Postadoption Phase (C)

(C1) Contextual factors

Following years of laissez-faire, French public authorities started caring for
riders (Gossart, 2021). For example, they imposed a social dialogue with the
law of 21 April 2021 (ibid.), which led to the election of platform and riders’
representatives. On 20 April 2023, the latter agreed on a 11,75€ minimum
hourly wage (20% of riders were earning less than that) (Daboval, 2023). As
evidenced by data obtained from our questionnaire, many riders were not
covered by Social security (32%). And among riders that used to be inactive,
only 46% knew that they were covered by it, which suggests that many of
the remaining 54% may not have had a legal working status in France. A
lack of generalised protection harms the most vulnerable riders: only 46%
of formerly unemployed riders were covered by Social security, compared to
90% of formerly active ones. Economically vulnerable riders can also take
more risks to maintain earnings: “I didn’t realise I had a fracture, so I continued
to work. There are many delivery drivers (...) who keep working with fractures
because they cannot afford to stop, or because they do not have the social security
cover to be able to stop and get treatment” (Rider, age group 3, 3-year experience,
2021 interview). Our data also suggest that the social protection of vulnerable
riders is transferred to their families, when they have one (Gossart, Srnec,
2022). 147 riders responded to our question concerning supplementary health
insurance via a mutual, only 60% had one and 88 explained how they could
access it: mainly through a family member (33% of them). Besides, law suits
taken up by riders against platforms with the support of riders’ movements
(Aizicovici, Songne, 2019) suggest that incumbents do not address riders’
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risks. The application of our grid to the French OFD ecosystem reveals a lack
of public and private social protection for riders, which is a source of irrespon-
sibility that increases riders’ health and socioeconomic risks.

(C2.1) Characteristics of Individuals

Concerning riders, in our sample most people were working full-time
(> 20 h./week) and delivering food using a bicycle (66%). For most of them,
monthly income was lower than minimum wage (1220 € in 2020), and 56%
were earning less than that despite working more than 21 h./week, exclud-
ing the hours waiting for orders, which suggests that delivery fees are too
low to make a living. Only 15% of full-time riders were earning more than
2000 €/month. Many riders are full-timers rather than part-timers and could
be considered employees. But most riders are not satisfied with their income,
especially formerly unemployed ones who tend to work longer hours than
others. The main source of irresponsibility evidenced by our grid lies in
incumbents’ business model, designed by top managers under the pressure of
investors, that generates working poor.

(C2.2) Characteristics of Organisations

The main source of irresponsibility here concerns the lack of equipment
(Interview n°3). A discourse vs practice gap is another source of irrespon-
sibility. For example, during the Covid pandemic platforms enforced a “no
contact protocol” that was poorly enforced: “The restaurant owner is the one
who is supposed to set up a click and collect system, where we are supposed to
be one meter away from each other. That never happens” (Rider, age group 2,
6-month experience, 2021 interview). A second illustration of this gap relates
to complementary insurances platforms can offer. When asked if he reported
his illnesses or accidents to the platform, a rider responded: “No, I didn’,
there’s no point (...) the complementary insurance contracts taken by the plat-
forms are (...) extremely low-cost” (Rider, age group 3, 3-year experience, 2021
interview). Restaurants are also sources of irresponsibility: “you know from
experience that a particular restaurant has a policy of making the rider wait (...).
A novice rider doesn’t have enough experience to know which restaurants are
acceptable and which are not, and an experienced one knows he needs a blacklist”
(Rider, age group 3, 3-year experience, 2021 interview).

(C3) Characteristics of the Innovation

Irresponsibilities also arise when the app is being used. We found evidence
that platforms sanctioned riders not respecting delivery routes defined by
their algorithm, because they preferred safer (albeit longer) routes. Platforms’
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closed governance is another source of irresponsibility, since it generates a lot
of stress at all hierarchical levels and increases riders’ health risks:

“someone calls me (...) and they say ‘you’ve been in the same
place for 5 minutes, what are you doing?. (...) ‘I'm replacing my
wheel: I've got a 10-minute break then I'll resume my delivery’,
and in the meantime they’ve called me again 3-4 times (...) so the
pressure is on. I've had an accident too, it was horrible, they don’t
give a damn about the traffic: they put the estimate on the GPS, if
it says 15 minutes, you have to do 15 minutes, 17 max” (Ex Rider,
2-year experience, age group 2, 2021 interview).

Discussion

This paper makes two contributions to the literature: a grid to analyse
sources of irresponsibility in an OFD ecosystem; and the application of that
grid in France. We focus on the adoption of a specific type of digital innova-
tions (OFD platforms’ apps), and take that irresponsibilities arise when risks
facing platform riders increase.

The first benefit of the grid is to enable the identification of irresponsibili-
ties in an OFD ecosystem. In particular, it has enabled us to bring out six key
elements in relation to the literature on innovation and responsibility. First,
when the latter tend to focus on responsible innovation criteria, dynamics and
methods (Stilgoe et al., 2013; Ahuja et al., 2023; Zhu et al., 2023), this paper
analyses sources of irresponsibility caused by innovations. Second, when the
literature stresses the role of policies (Ribeiro et al., 2017) and organisational
practices (Koops, 2015; von Schomberg, 2019), our approach encompasses the
whole innovation ecosystem. Third, irresponsibility is also distributed across
innovation adoption phases, whereas the literature focuses on preadoption
(Pacifico Silva et al., 2018; Timmermans, 2019). Fourth, if scholars identified
various innovation adoption factors (Damanpour, Schneider, 2006), sources
of irresponsibility associated to these factors have not been examined. Fifth,
the literature analyses risks faced by OFD riders (Zheng et al., 2023; Kaine,
Josserand, 2019), but does not relate them to innovation adoption phases and
factors. Sixth, responsibility and innovation have seldom been discussed in
the case of digital platforms and OFD apps (Zhu et al., 2023).

The second benefit of the grid is its application to the French OFD
ecosystem. We found value in distinguishing different innovation adoption
phases, notably to identify upstream sources of irresponsibility and formulate
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managerial recommendations. For example, riders’ risk could be reduced by
anticipating algorithms’ negative impacts at the design phase.

In the preadoption phase, the literature suggests that the lack of adaptation
of the legal context to a fast-evolving sector, notably regarding social protec-
tion, can be a source of irresponsibility. Our grid enables us to confirm that
source of “institutional irresponsibilities” in France. For example, our results
reveal significant differences between professional statuses, since riders who
used to be unemployed were more likely to have an accident or fall ill, possi-
bly for working longer hours. We could not find evidence of irresponsibilities
caused by individuals, but we did in the case of incumbent organisations and
innovations, for which “carelessness-by-design” is a common practice (focus
on RO, little concern for riders’ safety and opinion, lack of transparency...).

In the adoption decision phase, the literature points out numerous unsuc-
cessful self-regulations by incumbents, as well as pressures exerted by the
financial context. In the French case, our evidence confirms the source of
irresponsibility at national public level because the lack of generalised social
protection harms riders. In such a context, as “institutional chameleons”,
incumbents exploit loopholes in labour law to maximise profits (Abdelnour,
Bernard, 2018). But our results also point a major source of irresponsibil-
ity with “careless strategizing” (no anticipation of the risks for riders of the
decision to adopt the app on the French market). Our findings confirm that
workers’ flexibility is part of incumbents’ business model, which focuses on
short-term profit and exploits inequalities to reduce prices and rely “on the
availability of an abundance of cheap labor and a permissive regulatory environ-
ment” (Scholz, 2017, p. 44). For example, “Uber Eats fosters discount competi-
tion by offering all kinds of discounts such as the ‘buy 1 get 1 free’ scheme”, which
creates unfair competition (Coudurier, 2021). If these careless strategies origi-
nate from the headquarters abroad, French top managers, with their knowl-
edge of the local context, could have required a modification, but their values
may not have compelled them to do so. Such strategizing leads to transfer
the management of health and socioeconomic risks to riders themselves or to
public authorities. To overcome that source of irresponsibility, new business
models could be adopted such as sufficiency ones (Bocken, Short, 2016), as in
the case of cooperative platforms (e.g. CoopCycle). This would help “reducing
job demands of riders to prevent job strain and increase road safety compliance”

(Nguyen-Phuoc et al., 2022, p. 552).

In the postadoption phase, the grid did not enable us to shed light on
values embedded in apps. Also, it did not cover the aspect of riders’ physi-
cal protection. But it did enable us to highlight “institutional irresponsibili-
ties” caused by the lack of social protection for workers, not compensated by
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proper insurances offered by incumbents. Others sources of irresponsibility
that our grid enabled us to identify rest with OFD customers, restaurants, top
managers designing and implementing strategies generating claims vs prac-
tices gap and enforcing closed platform governance. At the level of consum-
ers, sources of irresponsibility are concentrated in postadoption. For all these
actors, a lack of anticipation of the consequences of consumption preferences
on riders leads to irresponsibility, stressing that the first RI criterion of Stilgoe
et al. (2013) is essential to promote responsible innovation ecosystems.

But the application of our grid has also stressed limitations and possibilities
of improvement. Indeed, the difficulty to account for contextual factors (1)
or designers’ values (3) questions the relevance of using adoption factors in
the grid. Instead, an improved grid (cf. Table 4) could replace these factors
with the type of risks generated in each phase by some key actors, including
nonhuman ones such as algorithms. Using our results, for each riders’ risk (§)
exemplified in Table 4, a source of irresponsibility (#) can be highlighted and
used to formulate recommendations.

Table 4 - Improved grid to identify sources of irresponsibility in OFD
ecosystems according to the risks of each phase of innovation

Innovation
phase Preadoption (A) Adoption (B) Postadoption (C)
Risk type
(1) Health § Lack of social § Stress due to § Traffic
protection: # No pay-by-delivery accidents: # Lack
concern for local fee: # Business of protective gear
welfare policies model
(2) & Platforms save § No weight § Little earnings
Socioeconomic | money on social bonus on heavy despite full time
protection that is deliveries: job: # Business
lacking: # Prioritise | # Prioritise short model
ROI term profits
Conclusion

This paper has made both theoretical and empirical contributions. Our
theoretical contribution takes the form of a grid to identify sources of irre-
sponsibility in an OFD ecosystem. Our empirical contribution, the applica-
tion of that grid to the French OFD ecosystem, has enabled us to formulate
managerial recommendations. They are addressed to policy makers seeking
to address irresponsibilities in OFD ecosystems, and to actors of these ecosys-
tems who can use the grid to reflect upon their behaviour in the face of

highlighted risks.
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For the preadoption phase, public policies could target the weakest work-
ers and support alternative platforms such as cooperatives (Sobczak, 2021). As
for app designers, they could practise value sensitive design (de Reuver et al.,
2020), or even life-centred design that provides “a more holistic perspective by
decentring humans” (Borthwick et al., 2022, p. 1). For the adoption decision
phase, an essential recommendation consists in changing incumbents’ busi-
ness models focused on economic value extraction. Other platforms chose a
different path (Vercher-Chaptal et al., 2021) relying on sufficiency business
models (Bocken, Short, 2016). Finally, for the postadoption phase, changes
in consumer habits could be supported by “certification schemes that are able
to carefully distinguish between platforms that offer workers a fair deal and those

that do not” (Graham, Woodcock, 2018, p. 249).

Among the limitations to this research, we can point the focus on riders
and the fact that we studied only one case study country. We lacked data on
actors in early phases, for example regarding values and biases embedded in
the technology, in-depth case studies could be carried out on those aspects as

Ribeiro and Shapira (2019) did in the case of menthol biotech.

Regarding other future research, sources of irresponsibility could be inves-
tigated in other technological ecosystems, in collaboration with ethicists
to develop an “ethics of ecosystems” (Stahl, 2023, p. 5). The state could play
an important role in the regulation of the adoption and impact of innova-
tion on riders’ well-being. Future research should pay attention to ongoing
experiences in France (with the adoption of negotiations organised by the
Labour Ministry) and the upcoming EU platform workers Directive. Our first
and second grids could also be tested in different contexts to evaluate their
respective contextual fit, including regarding the latter Directive. Last but
not least, riders are not only victims but also actors of change. Riders’ prac-
tices to cope with algorithmic management such as community organizing
(Timko, van Melik, 2021), adaptation strategies (Tuomi et al., 2022), rebellion
(Fernandez, Barreiro, 2020; Ferrari, Graham, 2021), and reverse engineering
(van Doorn, 2020) should be further investigated.
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Appendix

Appendix 1 - Observation Days

Month, year Days City Details

March, 2020 1 Paris Field observation
February, 2021 3 Lyon Field observation
February, 2021 2 Paris Field observation

April, 2021 2 Paris Field observation

Ethnographic non-direct

May, 2021 2 Toulouse |interviews (2)

May, 2021 1 Lyon Field observation

Appendix 2 - Details about the
Sample of Questionnaire Respondents
(Age groups per professional status
before platform work, %)

Age group Student Unemployed | Worker TOTAL
(1) 20 or less 25,4 54 1,9 12,0
(2) 21to 30 73,1 62,5 50,0 62,9
(3) 31to 40 1,5 25,0 34,6 18,9
4) 41 or more |0,0 71 13,5 6,3
Total (%) 100 100 100 100
Eé’g?er of 67 56 52 175

NB: We have 175 riders out of 236 who answered the questionnaire here, since 17 of them
were not riders anymore when they answered, and 44 had other occupations. We only men-
tioned the 3 most important statuses.
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Appendix 3 - Details about the Interviews

Interview Duration . . Number
number Date (minutes) Modality/Location of
pages
1 February 2021 | 25 Telephone 15
2 February 2021 (42 Telephone 18
3 February 2021 |57 Telephone 27
4 February 2021 |50 Face-to-face (ile-de-France) |27
5 February 2021 |42 Telephone 27
6 February 2021 |83 Face-to-face 43
(Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes)

7 February 2021 | 26 Telephone 13
8 February 2021 | 35 Telephone 19
9 February 2021 |12 Telephone 7
10 February 2021 | 81 Telephone 39
n February 2021 | 39 Telephone 20
12 March 2021 24 Telephone 10
13 March 2021 24 Telephone 13
14 March 2021 45 Telephone 25
15 April 2021 29 Telephone 15
16 April 2021 18 Telephone 9
17 April 2021 47 Telephone 20
18 April 2021 55 Telephone 24

Appendix 4 - Coding Book
(translated from French)

choice of platform company, hiring | A: money

: street traffic B: delivery autonomy

: rider platform communication C: motivations

: competition D: career professional project
E: status

: working conditions
: demand
. demand, to have orders
: denounce criticize the platform
10: impacts on people, identity
11: order management
12: delivery management
13: injustice
14: work material

1
2
3
4
5: weather conditions
6
7
8
9
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15: profession

16: motivations

17: riders movement union

18: mutual health insurance

19: work organisation and communication via app
20: penalising couriers

21: pleasure sport

22: state policy regulation

23: job insecurity

24: welfare and insurance

25: social protection

26: restaurants

27: undocumented migrants

28: healthcare

29: social security

30: socialisation

31: subordination at work

32: support and accompaniment
33: time

34: work, having a job

Appendix 5 - Sample of Questions Asked in
the Online Questionnaire (Data Collection
Phase 2) (Translated from French)

What led you to become a rider?

What is/was your main status in relation to a delivery platform?
— Do you have another professional activity outside a delivery platform?

— What is your job status in relation to this other professional activity?

Are you currently working with a delivery platform?

How long have you been in business as a rider?

How long do you think you will continue to work for delivery platforms?

If you are not currently working for a delivery platform, how long have
you worked for one or more delivery platforms?

— What were the main reasons that led you to leave the business as a
rider?

— How many hours are you or were you connected to the delivery
platform(s) per week on average?
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— How many hours do you spend or have you spent on delivery per week
on average!

— Do you work or have you worked for more than one platform at the
same time’

— Please specify the total number

— How much do you generally earn per month from your work with
platforms?

— Rate your level of satisfaction with your delivery work via digital plat-
forms from 1 to 5.

— What is or was your main means of transport in this activity?
— Do you have access to public health insurance (Social security)?

— In addition to public health insurance (Social security): do you have
access to supplementary health insurances (e.g. mutual)?

— Have you had one or more work-related accidents or illnesses in the
course of your delivery activity via a platform?

— If so, how did the platform help you during the care and recovery period?

— Do you contribute financially to public pension and unemployment
schemes?

— Do you have access to public unemployment benefits (now or recently
during your time as a platform worker)?

— Have you ever received any compensation as a platform worker?

— If you would like to leave a comment about your experience as a rider,
please do so here.
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