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Introduction: Legalities of Where Gig Economy Employees Work
An emerging trend of businesses is to use “on-demand” workers who share
economic risks with those businesses as nominally independent contractors. These
workers consider the job opportunity as an individual “gig,” characterized by flexibility
conveniently gained from technology that easily matches them with the jobs at their
preferred times and locations. State, federal, and local legislatures and labor and
employment law enforcement agencies have started to add items to this analysis
beyond the typical “1099/W-2" common law control nomenclature. As a result, the
question of who is an employee in this rising gig and sharing focused-economy has
become an ever-increasing concern.1
The growth in the contingent workforce along with the technological advances
with companies such as Uber, Lyft, and AirBnb have led to a collision with labor and
employment law protections for workers and those wishing to work in the sharing and
gig economy. Companies such as Uber argue that they are providing a service that
consumers and workers want due to technological growth in this new economy.
However, several lawsuits have arisen to challenge the Uber model of providing ride
sharing technology and paying workers as independent contractor drivers to transport
customers by matching the drivers with customers seeking transport via smart phones.
Classical worker relationships that labor and employment laws were created to
address don’t arguably match the nature of work in the new gig and sharing economy.
The lawsuits have argued that gig workers are being misclassified by companies like
Uber as being independent contractors instead of employees.2 Is the work being
performed through these digital platforms so qualitatively different that the law needs
new approaches in how businesses are being regulated regarding these workers? Is
agility and innovation the goal of these growing businesses or merely an attempt to get
around paying worker’s compensation, providing employee benefits, addressing taxes,
and other rights employees are entitled to under labor and employment laws? How the
legal system will address work in this new economy represents challenging questions.
Economist Lawrence Mishel has criticized this gig economy approach to work as
failing to consider whether workers are getting paid enough, whether they have job
security, and whether their work locations allow for safe performance of their duties.3
One concern is that the Uber model, while getting a lot of publicity, is not the real issue
that the law should be focusing on because 60% of Uber drivers do not use Uber as
their primary work gig.4 Also, Uber drivers represent significantly less than 0.1 percent
of all full-time equivalent employment even in our growing gig and sharing economy.5
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According to Mishel, it is not technology that has transformed the way in which
employees are performing work, which also corresponds with the location of that work.6
Rather, Mishel has asserted that the real change in how work is being performed is a
result of economic pressure being applied by businesses to create a labor market where
employee rights are being diminished as a result of an eroding retirement system,
intentional use of temporary and subcontract workers, increasing low wages and low
buying power as a result of inflation, and decreasing labor union density.7
Economist and current Administrator, Wage and Hour Division of the Department
of Labor, David Weil,8 has addressed what he refers to as the “Fissuring of the
Workplace”9 based upon employers increasingly “splitting off functions that were once
managed internally.”10 According to Weil, businesses have been successful in the
fissuring of the workplace as they have maintained quality while cutting the costs of
directly employing an expensive workforce by outsourcing the work.11
On the other hand, workers have arguably suffered due to “declining wages,
eroding benefits, inadequate health and safety protections, and ever-widening income
inequality.”12 In order to prevent employers from escaping their prior obligations to
employees, Weil has proposed that the law should be changed to regulate employers
while still allowing some of the economic benefits for businesses who choose to operate
in this manner.13 The three main mechanisms for fissuring are: subcontracting,
franchising, and supply chain management that allows businesses to obtain the financial
benefits of fissuring without having to assume the labor risks.14 Weil also suggested in
his book that labor and employment agencies should change their legal approaches to
regulation of employers in this changing economy to respond to the fissuring workplace.
Putting his money where his mouth is after becoming Wage and Hour
Administrator for the Department of Labor, Weil authored a Guidance aimed at
addressing the unique economic aspects regarding whether a worker is an employee or
an independent contractor under the federal Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) for wage
and hour rights.15 This paper brainstorms regarding what issues may be occurring with
respect to where employees will be performing their work and what the impact will be for
those counseling employees and employers about where that work will be performed.
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II.

THE ISSUE OF WHERE WORK IS BEING PERFORMED

One consequence of this new economic approach to work in the gig and sharing
economy is the changing nature of where work is being performed. The industrial age
economy where employees worked side by side on factory floors in mostly one job for
their entire lives had morphed into the office based economy where employees worked
side by side in cubicles to perform their duties. And now with Millennials entering the
workforce, employees are more apt to change jobs seven times in their working lives.16
So going to the factory or going to the office was assumed to be the place where work
was being performed under prior business economic models. But the work performed in
this new gig economy occurs essentially wherever the technological advances allow the
work to be performed. The twenty-first century approach to where work will be
performed suggests that employment laws will not only need to address the nature of
work but the location of work in this sharing economy.
A.

Telecommuters and Working From Home: Teamwork or Not?

Increasing opportunities for employees to telecommute while working from home
have grown over the last few decades. Even at the end of the twentieth century, the
telecommuter worker movement was starting to flourish. However, telecommuting has
really grown within the last five years. 17 Yet, Yahoo CEO, Marissa Mayer, received
some verbal backlash back in 2013 when she banned the company’s practice of
allowing employees to work from home and required that Yahoo’s 14,500 employees be
physically present in their offices.18 Mayer’s reasoning was that being physically
present would boost the quality of decisions and business ideas, and telecommuting
slows down productivity while cutting into quality of services. Mayer came to Yahoo
from Google after being appointed “CEO while pregnant” and she “famously returned to
work at Yahoo two weeks after giving birth to her son.”19 Yet most of the leading
technology companies such as “Google, Apple, and Facebook encourage face-to-face
collaboration.”20 So while telecommuting is increasing, are new age managers
comfortable with the lack of teamwork and personal interface that is necessary for
16
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innovation?21 This leaves more questions than answers about where is work when the
question is more specific about whether work can be at home.
Probably the most prominent area under labor and employment law where issues
of telecommuting have arisen in the last 10 years is the issue of a reasonable
accommodation under the Americans With Disabilities Act.22 Technological
developments including mobile phones, the Internet, Cloud Technology, and Robotic
telepresence has fostered the growth of telecommuting.23 In the Sixth Circuit’s 2015 en
banc decision in EEOC v. Ford Motor Co., the Court held that regular attendance was
an essential function of an employee’s job duties and the employee’s request to
telecommute by working from home four days out of the week was not a reasonable
accommodation.24
In Ford, the court referred to the EEOC’s 2005 guidance on working at home and
telework as a reasonable accommodation and how the EEOC had stated that an
employer may refuse a telecommuting request when a job requires “face-to-face
interaction and coordination of work with others.”25 All other employees in the same
position as the employee requesting to telecommute were required to regularly and
predictably attend work on the site.26 The fact that the employer did allow some of the
other employees to telecommute on a very “limited basis” with the proviso that they
would still have to come in on their telecommuting day, if needed, did not warrant
allowing the plaintiff to telecommute four days a week without being able to come in as
needed as part of an “unpredictable basis” for up to 80% of the work week.27 Also, the
Court in Ford specifically rejected the development of technology in “email, computers,
telephone, and limited video conferencing” as sufficient to make a “highly interactive job
one that can be effectively performed at home.”28 As a result, there are arguments that
telecommuting represents a reasonable accommodation for a disabled employee. But,
if an employee is required to have regular physical presence at the work site as an
essential function, then telecommuting is not a reasonable accommodation.29
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B.

Working Out in the Uber World Without a Safety Net

With the growth in telecommuting and technology to support it, the Occupational
Safety and Health Administration issued a guidance in 1999 to respond to work-at-home
arrangements.30 More recently, on March 7, 2016 a paper prepared for consideration by
the Department of Labor and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration
highlights a number of the concerns about the changing location of where work is being
performed in our gig economy from a health and safety perspective.31 That paper, titled
“The Changing Structure of Work: Implications for Workplace Health and Safety in the
US,” looks at the evolving nature of work as it results from the “fissured or marketmediated” workplace and accompanying technological advances.32
The authors of this paper note that temporary workers and those who work for
businesses that do not have a specific regard for directly supervising those workers in
the gig economy and the resulting fissured workplace create more concerns about
health and safety for these “vulnerable” workers.33 Those workers, while exposed to the
same health and safety dangers as employees, do not have the same access, voice
and control over their working conditions to prevent injuries or adverse health
exposures. The authors also argue that technologies including global positioning system
devices are fostering more micromanagement to create stress for employees.34
The paper acknowledges the importance of the National Labor Relations Act in
protecting employee voice regarding safety issues and the retaliation provisions under
the Occupational Safety and Health Act Section 11( c) as a form of safety protection as
well.35 OSHA has also entered into a Memorandum of Understanding with the
Department of Justice to expand the possibility of criminal enforcement where
contracting firms engage in activities that create more health and safety problems.36
OSHA has also employed a multi-employer citation policy in non-standard work
relationships.37 In November 2015, OSHA issued a draft of proposed Safety and Health
Program Management Guidelines with a section covering communications and
collaboration at work sites with employees from more than one employer being
present.38 Finally, the paper notes that OSHA and the other laws that protect worker
health and safety have unique problems in communication and collaboration when the
employee is completely offsite or only has a transient presence at a dangerous site.39
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III.

FINAL THOUGHTS AND CONCLUSION

Technological growth as evidenced by global positioning systems, conferencing
technology, and other electronic forms of communication are making it easier for work
to take place outside of the normal factory and office setting. With the gig economy and
the fissured workplace, workers either as temporary employees or as nominal
independent contractors are working in environments where the businesses that employ
them may not be directly involved in their work assignments. This raises complex legal
questions regarding employee benefits, worker’s compensation, discrimination, wage
and hour, and health and safety rights for these workers. Some agencies, in particular
the Department of Labor and the National Labor Relations Board have stepped in to
define protections for these workers by extending broader interpretations to the
definition of what is an employee.
With the increasing use of telecommuting, the question of where work is being
performed has extended to the home. Legal implications under disability law have
raised concerns about working from home and leading managers from top technology
corporations are starting to recoil at telecommuting arrangements. As a result, and just
like all the complex questions regarding the nature of the working relationship in our gig
economy and fissured workplace, the nature of the location of the work is being
subjected to some interesting questions. Essentially, the location of work is evolving to
the point of it being possible that the work can be located anywhere current technology
allows it to be. While some management balk at actions that discourage face-to-face
workplace presence, more opportunities are expanding the location of work to places
outside of the standard workplace including the home. How agencies and legislatures
and courts will respond to this changing location of the workplace remains an interesting
and unanswered question that many employers and employees will need to explore in
the coming years.

7

