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This paper examines food couriers’ utilization of voice mechanisms as mobilization
against employer silencing within platform capitalism. The concepts of ‘worker silence’
and ‘worker voice’ are used to facilitate an understanding of the way in which workers
respond to workplace problems, as well as their capacity to respond within this specific
context. Findings illustrate the role of technology as a facilitator but also inhibitor of
worker voice. In particular, online food delivery companies’ over-reliance on algorithmic
management and their online app drove couriers to silence. However, in reaction to man-
agerial silencing, we show that couriers are not passive recipients of forces beyond their
control, and attempt to explore new trajectories and modes of voice in order to influence
their working conditions. Implications for theory and practice are discussed.

Introduction

Worker voice and silence are two concepts that
have attracted much focus in organizational
behaviour (OB), human resource management
(HRM) and industrial relations (IR) literatures
(Donaghey et al., 2019). Both are linked to de-
bates about their effect on organizational perfor-
mance and development, and about worker rights
and human dignity at work (Barry and Wilkin-
son, 2016). Although the interest has focused on
the evaluation of different mechanisms of worker
voice and their efficacy with regards to perfor-
mance and worker representation, there is still a
lack of understanding of how employee voice is
raised initially, the multiple contexts where we find
workers exercising voice and how this is managed
(Townsend et al., 2020;Wilkinson, Barry andMor-
rison, 2020).

Worker silence literature is dominated by studies
conceptualizing it as a conscious choice to with-
hold information. Argyris (1977) notes that orga-
nizations have defensive routines and norms that

can prevent workers from saying what they know.
Other scholars find that organizations can be
intolerant of dissent and criticism and as a result,
employees might choose to remain silent in order
to avoid creating conflict or ‘rocking the boat’
(Kougiannou, 2019; Redding, 1985). Despite the
recognition that employers have the capacity and
the incentive to withhold information from and/or
avoid dialogue with their workers (Hickland et al.,
2020), the literature has overlooked management’s
role in silencing worker voice (Donaghey et al.,
2019). Moreover, changes in employment pat-
terns and work arrangements, coupled with the
emergence of platform capitalism, can disrupt
our traditional understanding of work (Duggan
et al., 2020) and how worker voice is managed.
These changes require a different understanding
of how voice and silence are assessed and, more
importantly, how workers can communicate con-
cerns and ideas about their work. For instance,
the digital-on-demand nature of platform capi-
talism (Srnicek, 2017) sees workers classified as
independent contractors, increasingly disposable,
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with limited power over their working conditions
(Duggan et al., 2020). In this environment, very
little is known about workers’ reactions to em-
ployer silencing, and their tendencies and chosen
trajectories of voice when this is finally exercised.

The nature of work is evolving along with
technological advancements, creating a new form
of employment which involves the use of online
platforms. This has been dubbed the ‘gig econ-
omy’, or platform capitalism, and its rapid growth
suggests that this style of work is popular amongst
organizations and independent workers (Lobel,
2017). Platform capitalism has experienced sig-
nificant growth (Kenney and Zysman, 2016) and
scrutiny regarding its impact on employment
practices (Cant, 2019). In this context, work can
be transacted via platforms and delivered either
remotely, or locally with the worker physically
present (Huws, Spencer and Joyce, 2016). Local
work consists of food delivery, which is the focus
of this study, couriering and other sorts of manual
labour, and has grown rapidly in recent years
(Wood et al., 2019). In the UK in the last 3 years
it has more than doubled, and now accounts for
4.7 million workers (Partington, 2019).

Organizations within platform capitalism clas-
sify as technology companies (Shapiro, 2018),
allowing them to categorize their workers as
independent contractors or suppliers. This classifi-
cation of the workforce can bring financial benefits
to organizations as it enables them to alter the sup-
ply of workers in accordance with fluctuations in
demand (Atkinson, 1984). Further, organizations
in platform capitalism utilize management-by-
algorithm techniques to monitor and control their
dispersed workforce (Kenney and Zysman, 2016).
Defined as ‘a system of control where self-learning
algorithms are given the responsibility for making
and executing decisions affecting labour, thereby
limiting human involvement and oversight of
the labour process’ (Duggan et al., 2020, p. 119),
algorithmic management can keep marginal and
labour costs low (Schmidt, 2017). However, it can
negatively affect the employment relationship and
workers’ rights at work, including their ability to
exercise voice. Currently, there is a lack of under-
standing of the extent towhich technology impacts
voice and silence in this new sector of the economy.

This paper focuses specifically on managerial si-
lencing of worker voice and how workers mobilize
against silence by utilizing voice mechanisms that
are beyond the control of the organization. Using

evidence from a study of food couriers’ experiences
of managerial silencing, this paper explores their
reaction to it with the creation of a worker voice
network in a British city, the Food Courier Net-
work (FCN). The research addresses the following
questions:

1. How is managerial silencing and worker voice
impacted by technologies and algorithmicman-
agement in local app work?

2. How do couriers utilize voice mechanisms to
mobilize against managerial silencing?

3. What modes and trajectories of voice do couri-
ers initiate to break the silence and ensure their
voice is heard?

In answering these questions, this paper makes
three important contributions. First, it identifies
the processes and trajectories of self-initiated voice
mechanisms as a reaction to managerial-driven si-
lence, offering a wider understanding of the pos-
sibilities for voice. Second, it addresses the call for
an exploration of worker silence in variable con-
texts (Donaghey et al., 2019;Hickland et al., 2020),
namely food couriers in platform capitalism, to
broaden our understanding of the role of man-
agerial silencing in the function of voice. Finally,
it contributes to our understanding of the role of
technology in facilitating newmodes of voice prac-
tice, but also its potential utilization by manage-
ment as an inhibitor of worker voice.

This paper is structured as follows. First, it dis-
cusses the literature on worker voice and silence,
with a specific focus on managerial-driven silence.
Second, it shifts the discussion to platform capi-
talism’s implications for voice and silence. In the
following section it reports the methodology em-
ployed and the research setting, before presenting
the findings. Finally, the implications of the find-
ings for theory development and voice practice are
discussed.

Worker voice and employer silencing

The term ‘worker voice’ generally refers to the
ways in which workers try to influence their
working conditions and may extend to having a
say about the functioning of their organization
(Wilkinson et al., 2014). Worker voice can be
expressed via representation, recognition and
union membership, and via company-sponsored
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participation mechanisms, such as joint consulta-
tive committees and direct employee involvement
(Millward, Bryson and Forth, 2000).

Different disciplines conceptualize voice in
different ways (Mowbray, Wilkinson and Tse,
2015). Within OB, voice is identified as extra-
role behaviour where an employee ‘proactively
challenges the status quo and makes construc-
tive recommendations for change’ (Van Dyne,
Cummings and Parks, 1995, p. 266). The focus
is therefore placed on how voice can impact the
organization by feeding critical information and
positively affecting organizational learning and
change (Bashshur and Oc, 2015). Importantly,
organizational hierarchies are not challenged in
this perspective and the employer’s responsibility
to utilize voice as a mechanism to consider and
address workers’ needs is disregarded. In HRM,
worker voice is seen as a mechanism used to raise
concerns about work-related issues and participa-
tion in decision-making processes (McCabe and
Lewin, 1992). IR focuses on both direct and indi-
rect forms of worker voice, seeking to capture the
depth and scope of its influence on organizational
decision-making (Nechanska, Hughes and Dun-
don, 2020). A common denominator in the above
is a ‘traditional’ view of voice as an interaction be-
tween employees and their employer, but without
much consideration for other stakeholders.

Conversely, there is the antithesis of voice:
worker silence. Research has focused on when and
how workers exercise voice or choose to remain
silent (Milliken, Morrison and Hewlin, 2003),
the reasons for such a decision, what types of
issues they are likely to be silent about and how
organizations might address this (Donaghey et al.,
2011). Typically, worker silence is conceptualized
as information that is held back by workers inten-
tionally, rather than not having anything to say or
unintentionally failing to communicate (Tangirala
and Ramanujam, 2008). A specific strand of the
silence literature examines how an individual’s fear
of isolation from their co-workers diverts them
from expressing true opinions that might be com-
ing from aminority viewpoint (Milliken,Morrison
and Hewlin, 2003). Alternatively, silence is seen as
a survival strategy. In an effort to cope with the un-
pleasant aspects of their work, workers become de-
tached and mentally withdraw from the organiza-
tion (Ezzamel, Willmott and Worthington, 2001).
In sum, this strand of the literature sees silence as
the result of workers having insufficient avenues

to articulate concerns to the detriment of voice
and/or as a result of worker disengagement due to
cynicism or lack of trust (Donaghey et al., 2011).
Most of the silence/voice literature focuses on

how workers refrain from speaking up (Barry,
Dundon and Wilkinson, 2018; Morrison, 2011),
resulting in a mistaken perception that silence is
worker-led (Hickland et al., 2020). However, a
separate strand of the literature recognizes that
worker silence can be influenced by management
(Allen and Tüselmann, 2009; Donaghey et al.,
2011, 2019; Hickland et al., 2020). Whether a
worker decides to voice, or remains silent, depends
on expectations about truly being listened to, the
target of their speaking up and organizational
norms that might encourage or discourage voicing
(Mowbray, Wilkinson and Tse, 2015). A climate
of silence may be prevalent where speaking up
is perceived as dangerous or futile (Pinder and
Harlos, 2001). Such worker perceptions may be
created when management behaviour is seen as
intolerant of dissent, and bottom-up communi-
cation is discouraged, resulting in workers being
disinclined to voice their concerns, thereby or-
ganizing and perpetuating workers out of the
voice process (Donaghey et al., 2011; Hickland
et al., 2020). For example, management might
confine workers’ voice when it is perceived to raise
issues that might be deemed as conflicting with the
status quo (Burris, 2012). Thus, even when a voice
structure exists but is inhibited by management in
terms of its utility, it will become a ‘hollow shell’
(Charlwood, 2003), enforcing silence instead.
Arguably, worker silence can be facilitated by

organizational policies and practices, creating
a culture of silence by negating genuine voice
through management inaction or lack of respon-
siveness. For example, management may be willing
to act on worker voice when it concerns workplace
problems, but be very resistant to act when voice
concerns changes in working conditions or a man-
ager’s performance (Donovan et al., 2016). Sim-
ilarly, workers who engage in forms of voice that
upset the status quo are viewed by management
as more threatening. Consequently, management
becomes more resistant and less likely to consider
workers’ input and concerns (Burris, 2012). Thus,
whilst organizations may have the architecture in
place for voice systems and structures, this does
not necessarily mean they will engender an open
flow of communication nor that management will
be responsive to employee input (Holland et al.,
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2011), or act upon them (Harlos, 2001; Morrison
and Rothman, 2009). Where this occurs, the ten-
sion created within the employment relationship
may encourage workers to pursue alternative voice
avenues (Dundon, 2002). Such an examination of
silence in action is a key element in identifying the
value of worker voice, the extent to which manage-
ment values worker input (Burris, Rockmann and
Kimmons, 2017) and the degree to which manage-
ment attempts to control the voice agenda.

Voice and silence in platform capitalism

Within this emerging literature, there are still
aspects of worker silence that remain under-
explored, specifically concerning how employers
withhold information and restrict worker dia-
logue and opportunities to have a say (Hickland
et al., 2020). For example, the state of worker si-
lence in platform capitalism and workers’ efforts
to break managerial-driven silence are unknown.
This presents a challenge to our understanding of
how employee silence emerges and develops within
this rapidly growing sector of employment.

The labour performed within local app work
is mediated by platforms and managed by al-
gorithms. Platforms use self-learning algorithms
based on a set of statistical models to automati-
cally and autonomously govern the rules used to
select and manage labour (Duggan et al., 2020).
Platforms and algorithms can then set the work
conditions, identify the task, allocate it to indi-
viduals and manage their performance with min-
imum human intervention (Rosenblat, 2018). A
key feature of platform capitalism is the use of
algorithms to match supply and demand in the
market (Shapiro, 2018), while also closely control-
ling and making decisions on the work performed
(Cant, 2019; Gandini, 2019). In this sense, algo-
rithmic management is a controlling system re-
sponsible for making and executing decisions af-
fecting labour, where there is limited human in-
volvement and oversight over the labour process
(Duggan et al., 2020).

Algorithmic management can make it easier for
platform capitalism companies to drive workers
to silence, especially if they do not value their
speaking up. The removal of human supervi-
sion and intervention can provide companies
with the capacity to become more efficient in the
management of tasks and workers’ performance

(Cant, 2019; Schmidt, 2017), but also raise signifi-
cant barriers for worker voice and their capacity to
make recommendations for change (Duggan et al.,
2020; Shapiro, 2018; Wood, Lehdonvirta and Gra-
ham, 2018). As mediators of supply and demand
enabled by algorithmic management, these com-
panies become the only party with full control over
the labour process by setting strict rules and proce-
dures (Gandini, 2019). Removing the capacity for
workers to have a say within these processes, and
essentially enforcing worker silence, can result in
a less representative working relationship (Harvey
et al., 2017). For instance, algorithmic manage-
ment can be used to create asymmetries within
the employment relationship, which then serve to
constrain human agency (Curchod et al., 2020).

Indeed, the use of algorithmic management
to mediate the employment relationship between
platform capitalism companies and workers may
raise issues in the way the latter contact the former
(Rosenblat, 2018). In the absence of human man-
agement, workers are forced to contact the com-
pany via an email, or the app used. Responses to
workers’ concerns and queries are typically auto-
mated based on an algorithm’s assessment of key
words in the text (Rosenblat, 2018). Therefore, the
lack of human interaction and the absence of a
manager or an organizational partner that would
advocate workers’ needs (Gilbert, De Winne and
Sels, 2011) can result in a decreased capacity to
raise concerns and create barriers to worker voice,
eventually forcing workers to silence. Another bar-
rier relates to workers typically experiencing dis-
perse work settings due to the lack of a physi-
cal workplace, as well as high levels of colleague
turnover (Rosenblat, 2018; Shapiro, 2018). As a re-
sult, it becomes challenging for workers to share
and define common interests and targets.

Interestingly, when trying to voice and resolve
issues of concern, workers, by using technology
(Conway et al., 2019), consider varying factors
to determine which mechanism to use to react to
these restrictions and barriers (Townsend et al.,
2020). For example, in remote app work such as
MTurk, workers use forums and group chats in or-
der to identify clients that tend not to pay or pay
late, or to share information on more profitable
tasks and practices to deal with difficult clients
(Lehdonvirta, 2016). Additionally, in specific types
of app work, such as the transport of goods and
people, workers are necessarily embedded in par-
ticular places, such as cities (Wood, Lehdonvirta
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and Graham, 2018). These conditions may offer
potential sites in which communities of workers
are able to coalesce with the aim of making their
voice heard, and influence platforms and clients
(Cant, 2019). Therefore, workers’ propensity for
self-organization and willingness to voice their
concerns is prone to happen, despite the adver-
sarial conditions created by platform capitalism
and algorithmic management. Similarly, technol-
ogy can be used by food delivery couriers to boost
worker solidarity and counterbalance power dis-
parities that are reproduced by algorithmic man-
agement (Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020). This
context, where the ‘workplace’ conditions are in-
fluenced not only by the organization but also by
the local economy and city environment, offers an
opportunity to examine a range of voice mecha-
nisms, aimed at different stakeholders that workers
utilize to achieve change in the workplace.

Methodology

This research uses an in-depth qualitative case
study approach (Yin, 2003), with our analysis pri-
marily focused on food couriers’ experiences of a
newly created FCN in a British city, as a reaction
to managerial silencing from online food delivery
companies (OFDCs). To understand employer si-
lencing and workers’ mobilization against it in a
platform capitalism context, one must study and
analyse the conditions relating to that context and
within that context, and a case study strategy pro-
vides the necessary tools for this.

Data triangulation protocols were followed
(Creswell and Miller, 2000), with four main
sources of data. Semi-structured interviews were
used as this enabled us to explore the meaning and
experiences of participants captured in their own
words, whilst keeping question consistency across
the interviews (Marshall and Rossman, 2011).
Participants were selected through purposive sam-
pling as this ensured that the interviewees had the
knowledge to respond to the questions (Bryman
and Bell, 2015). Interviewed participants included
the FCN’s social leaders, who were later elected
as the FCN’s Chair, Secretary and Social Media
Officer, couriers who were also FCNmembers and
two OFDC managers.

The authors were also granted access to the
network’s private Facebook group page and
Facebook Messenger chat. During fieldwork, an

‘engaged’ approach to research was followed (Mi-
lan, 2014) by building a relationship of trust with
the interviewees and FCN members, while defin-
ing clear boundaries to maintain critical distance.
Over the period of fieldwork, the authors engaged
in repeated interactions with some key informants
during FCN meetings and voice activities in the
city, with the purpose of raising public awareness.
This ongoing exchange of perspectives facilitated
the building of trust, allowed for a longitudinal
understanding of the case and increased the trust-
worthiness of the findings (Harrison, MacGibbon
and Morton, 2001). The authors’ engaged posi-
tionality also involved sharing knowledge of the
sector with interviewees and contributing to in-
creasing the visibility of their voice mobilizations
to non-academic audiences, mainly via Twitter.
These activities attempted to ensure the relevance
of research knowledge for the subjects involved
(Milan, 2014) and to fulfil ethical commitments to
reciprocity (Harrison, MacGibbon and Morton,
2001). Table 1 presents details of these sources and
how they were used in our data analysis. To guar-
antee anonymity, interviewees are identified with a
code throughout the text. All couriers interviewed
bar two were men, reflecting the male-dominated
composition of the workforce; for 13 of them,
food delivery was their main source of income;
24 were cyclists; and only three had a migrant
background; three were members of a union. All
data collection received ethical approval from the
authors’ academic institution before commencing.
The process of analysis was the same for all

types of qualitative data gathered. Open coding
was initially used to identify concepts, moving
from in-vivo, which is a simple descriptive phase,
to second-order codes based on thematic analysis
(Maanen, 1979; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Ob-
servation notes, recordings, minutes of meetings
and online chats were particularly important for
informing interviewees’ recollections of events. In-
terviews and chats complemented observations, by
giving a rich insight into how workers experienced
the network and its meetings and what issues were
discussed.
Data analysis followed an open-ended ab-

ductive approach, based on iterative stages of
thematic coding of our qualitative data in NVivo
(Version 12). Thematic analysis is a method that
is used to systematically identify, synthesize and
organize data, which offers insight into patterns
of themes or meanings across a given dataset

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Table 1. Data sources and use

Source Type of data Use in the analysis

Social media 1. Private Facebook group
2. FCN’s Facebook Messenger chat
3. FCN’s leadership Facebook Messenger

chat
4. Public Facebook page

Gather information regarding voice items and
levels.

Understand the history of the creation of the
FCN.

Cross-check truthfulness of interview
statements and observation notes.

Interviews 31 interviews conducted: 29 couriers and
FCN members (including the FCN Chair,
Secretary and Social Media Officer), two
OFDC managers.

All audio-recorded and transcribed.
Note 1: Interviews lasted between 45 minutes
and 2 hours, with an average duration of 1
hour.

Gather data about how managerial silencing
and worker voice is perceived; issues raised
through FCN; levels of voice; role of
technology in facilitating but also silencing
worker voice.

Non-participant observation Four FCN meetings:
15 February 2019, 4 March 2019, 25 March
2019, 10 June 2019

Researcher’s handwritten notes. Last three
meetings were also audio-recorded.

Five FCN leadership meetings:
21 March 2019, 28 March 2019, 5 April 2019,
8 May 2019, 8 July 2019

Researcher’s handwritten notes. All meetings
audio-recorded.

Note 2: Average duration of FCN meetings
and leadership meetings was 2 hours.

Gather data regarding operation of meetings,
procedures, practices and behaviours
during meetings.

Contextualize interview narratives.
Triangulate facts.

Other documents 1. FCN meetings’ minutes
2. Email communication between FCN and

OFDCs
3. FCN demand letters to OFDCs
4. OFDCs’ responses to FCN demands

Contextualize meetings and interview
narratives.

Triangulate facts.

(Braun and Clarke, 2006). Amongst the many
methods of data collection, thematic analysis
helps to uncover and decipher meanings and
experiences, thereby helping us to appreciate
the commonalities within the dataset. The sig-
nificance of a theme in this research is that it
captures something important about the overall
research objectives (Braun and Clarke, 2006). To
develop the themes for this project, an abductive
approach was used. This approach enables the re-
searcher to engage in a back-and-forth movement
between theory and data in a bid to develop or
modify existing theory (Awuzie and McDermott,
2017). Abduction allows for a tight but evolving
framework (Dubois and Gadde, 2002), where the
researcher can move between theory and par-
ticipants’ accounts, each informing the other in
order to answer the project’s research questions
(Cunliffe, 2011).

Research setting

The data reported in this paper were collected
between February 2019, when FCN was initiated,
and October 2019. In the last 2 years, FCNs have
been created across the UK (e.g. Birmingham,
Bournemouth, Brighton, Bristol, Glasgow, Hor-
sham, Leeds, Nottingham and York) in order to
raise couriers’ voice over poor pay and worsening
working conditions. We were able to gain access
to one of these networks from its creation and ob-
serve its formation and first 8months of operation.

Although frustration was rising for several
months, the initial motivator for the creation of
the network was a sudden reduction of fees by one
of the OFDCs. In the absence of meaningful voice
with OFDCs, a need was then identified by couri-
ers to form a network that would organize future
actions and be the voice of couriers in the city.
The main objective of the network was to enable

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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couriers to continue doing the job they ‘love’ (FCN
Chair) with better conditions; ‘the job is great, but
the companies aren’t’ (FCN Chair). Additionally,
they also aim to improve their ‘workplace’, which
is the city they work in, by initiating dialogue with
the City Council and OFDCs partner restaurants.

Most of the network’s communication with
members is through socialmedia, specifically using
a private Facebook group and Facebook Messen-
ger chat, with its purpose being ‘to discuss ideas, is-
sues, events and announcements relating to courier
work in the city and to provide help & support to
riders’ (Facebook group description). During the
network’s first meeting, it was commonly agreed
that FCN would act as the formal voice body of
couriers in the city, communicating work demands
to OFDCs and other stakeholders (e.g. the City
Council and restaurants). It was also agreed that
the network would organize events to give back to
the community and raise the public’s awareness of
the purpose and role of the network.

Findings

This section details the events that led to new
modes and trajectories of worker voice as a re-
action to managerial-driven silence. The findings
highlight how couriers were driven to silence by
OFDCs relying on algorithmicmanagement, auto-
mated communication with couriers and the ‘rider
app’ for their operations. The result is a model de-
tailing new trajectories for voice in local app work
within platform capitalism.

Managerial-driven silence and silenced workers

According to couriers’ and managers’ accounts,
OFDCs substantially changed their approach to
worker voice mainly to be in line with legal re-
quirements for workers being categorized as in-
dependent contractors. Initially, OFDCs provided
more opportunities for voice with ‘Courier Leads’
and offices in cities where couriers could interact
face-to-face with a company representative who
was also a courier. For instance, when OFDCs first
attempted to establish themselves in a city, man-
agement delegated to a more experienced courier,
named the Courier Lead, the responsibility for
introducing new couriers to the labour process,
the health and safety standards, and distributing
the work uniforms and delivery boxes. This was

a channel through which couriers could not only
access support, but also voice concerns related to
working conditions. Although these direct voice
mechanisms are shallow and narrow in terms of
depth and scope, they did afford some opportuni-
ties for couriers to voice concerns and other issues
at work.
However, responsibilities were stripped from

couriers, and OFDCs gradually moved towards
relying only on their platform and algorithmic
management for any kind of voice afforded to
couriers. By removing Courier Leads and mov-
ing to automated emails and later online forms,
OFDCs essentially discouraged voicing and forced
couriers to silence.
One theme emerging from courier interviews

and FCN meeting observations is how the app al-
lows OFDCs to actively silence couriers. There is a
general lack of knowledge among couriers about
how the system works, and the standards used to
assign orders and payment. None of the OFDCs
provide an opportunity for couriers to learn about
the app, except for being chosen to take part in test-
ing new features:

Theywant to optimize the algorithm tomaximize de-
liveries and orders and all that comes with it, but usu-
ally thatmeans you become less familiar with the way
work should be done. (P19)

Another important aspect of managerial-driven
silence is OFDCs’ termination tactics. These tac-
tics happen exclusively via the app, where the
courier receives an automated message from the
OFDC. The termination is effective immediately
and without a chance given to couriers to ask for
an explanation or an opportunity to defend them-
selves. An example of such a message is given
from the FCN’s Facebook group discussion board,
where the OFDC claims that a rider engaged in
‘fraud’ due to ‘recent orders [being] incorrectly
marked as delivered’ and ‘as a result, your Supplier
Agreement will be terminated with immediate ef-
fect’ (FCN Facebook group discussion board).
From the OFDCs’ perspective, ‘decisionmaking

is made at management level, and to an extent, app
level’ (P22, OFDC manager), with any significant
changes always communicated to couriers after the
fact. However, as P22 continues to explain, this is
a broken communication system, which does not
involve dialogue with couriers:

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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The company tests changes and based on several fac-
tors such as efficiency, flexibility, etc. will implement
the ones that enable higher return on those factors…
But these changes are not a result of direct consulta-
tion with the riders, if you ask me.

One important aspect of managerial-driven
silence is how OFDCs’ business model tends
to privilege constant turnover of couriers: ‘our
business model is based on rotation and flexi-
bility, anyone can and should log in and log out
whenever they want’ (P20). Findings indicate that
this business model results in marginalization of
experienced couriers within the OFDCs. One of
the interviewed managers explains how the ratio-
nale of efficiency overrides worker knowledge and
participation, specifically from tenured couriers:

[Tenured riders] can become more dependent, which
wasn’t the company’s goal; they can start treating this
job as their main source of income, which was not
the company’s intention. In a way, new riders will
have less misbehaviours… I think for OFDC, new
riders will maintain operations more efficiently than
tenured ones. (P20)

Couriers’ knowledge and experience are ig-
nored, as OFDCs consider that learning and op-
erational improvement comes from technology
and algorithmic management rather than work-
ers’ voice. The same manager provides insight into
how the algorithm replaces worker knowledge and
makes their voice redundant:

[Tenured riders] will deliver faster because they know
shortcuts and so on, but the learning curve is rela-
tively quick, and the algorithm suggests the most ef-
ficient and fastest route to drivers anyway.

One courier, while corroborating with the pre-
vious managerial observation, highlights the neg-
ative impact this approach has for experienced
workers’ voice:

I thought you would be using experienced riders who
had knowledge of all the previous equipment, as this
would give you an honest and true feedback. Once
again, thanks for letting me understand my opinion
as an experienced [rider] is not valuable. (Facebook
group discussion board)

In sum, while OFDCs initially afforded some
voice mechanisms to couriers, albeit superficial,
these were all gradually abandoned. By removing
theCourier Lead system and any training provided

to new couriers, and increasingly relying on the
rider app and algorithmic management to interact
with couriers, OFDCs actively discouraged voice
and forced couriers to silence. The managerial si-
lencing that couriers were forced to experience had
a direct impact on their work experience and the
employment relationship. All couriers interviewed
expressed concerns on how changes implemented
by OFDCs substantially affected their work and
communication with the company.

Interestingly, this process was different when the
issue reported concerned live orders, where couri-
ers can contact a ‘Courier Support’ call centre. The
formal process to deal with live orders contrasts
with the procedure that couriers follow when rais-
ing any other issue, such as working conditions or
health and safety. In these circumstances, couriers
complete a form through the online app and wait
for a reply.Most couriers reported thatOFDCs an-
swered with a generic message and rarely followed
up on couriers’ requests. Other couriers found it
difficult to spend time engaging with this new sys-
tem and abandoned efforts to voice concerns via
these means:

I sent a form in June, so 4 months ago, asking for
a new bag because the bag ripped on the inside, so
it doesn’t work thermally. I’ve sent them three re-
minders and nothing, and now I’ve given up. So that’s
the level of service we work by. (P13)

The automated scripted dialogue OFDCs use
to reply to couriers’ concerns, coupled with gen-
eral lack of voice, contributed to couriers feeling
underappreciated, not listened to and generally as
just cogs in the OFDC machine:

That’s what I think is different on the employer side
– the lack of communication, or acknowledgement.
The lack of acknowledging us as real people working
for them rather than just a dot on their screen, if you
know what I mean. (P08)

Breaking the silence: Mobilizing against silence
and self-initiated worker voice

Findings illustrate couriers’ growing frustration
over OFDCs’ lack of consideration for couri-
ers’ voicing concerns over reduction in fees and
changes in working conditions (e.g. change in
vehicle priority). The frustration was mostly fo-
cused on three themes: (a) abandoning the Courier
Lead system and any training provided to new
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couriers; (b) the ‘management robots’ (P06) re-
plying to couriers’ emails when raising concerns
about their work and working conditions and gen-
eral lack of communication; and (c) OFDCs’ per-
ceived secrecy that is perpetuated by the way the
‘rider app’ works. These are examples of man-
agerial silencing that motivated couriers to create
FCN, their own voice mechanism:

They’d only communicate anything to us if it made
themselves look good. Anything else we don’t get
told. This is essentially why we created the network.
(P06)

Data from interviews andmeetings demonstrate
couriers’ motivation to create a collective voice
mechanism that would enable couriers to initiate
a formal dialogue with OFDCs and other stake-
holders to ‘influence positive change in the way we
work’ (FCN Chair). All interviewed couriers re-
ported valuing having a voice and being listened
to by the FCN. As a result, FCN members are en-
gaging actively with the network and contribute to
it in various ways, such as volunteering for charity
events and promoting industrial action.

Our data reveal that self-initiated voice essen-
tially removed the control of OFDCs in terms of
the level and scope of voice and provided couriers
with the freedom to create the network as they see
fit. By focusingmore generally on improving work-
ing conditions in the city, couriers explored the op-
portunity to create new trajectories and modes of
voice. Resisting employer silencing and exercising
voice was done not only by engaging with OFDCs,
but also with the City Council, local restaurants
and the public, creating multi-foci voice.

As a result, different modes of voice are used
by couriers depending on the aspect of work they
want to influence. For example, the Facebook
group’s discussion board is used to notify couriers
about roadworks, road closures and road accidents
in the city, so that couriers can modify their deliv-
ery routes accordingly. Similarly, Facebook Mes-
senger and WhatsApp are used to provide support
formore immediate issues on the job (e.g. flat tyres,
advice about deliveries, online polls about different
decisions and actions the FCN must take). Given
how particularly strike-prone food delivery plat-
form workers are, it is interesting to note that for
the FCN, industrial action, and striking in par-
ticular, is but one voice mode out of the several
the couriers chose to use in their efforts to break
the silence. In fact, they came to a realization that

strike action is not the only way to react and found
varying ways to voice and influence change in their
‘workplace’. Table 2 provides a detailed account of
the issues the different modes of voice tackle.
Within the FCN, technology is used in various

ways to support couriers’ varied work tasks and
schedules and remove obstacles that might hinder
couriers from engaging with the network and ex-
ercising voice. For example, FCN meetings, from
the second meeting onwards (4 March 2019), were
also broadcast live on the FCN’s private Facebook
group. During the meetings, any members who
could not attend but were viewing the live video
could contribute to the discussion via commenting
on the live video stream.
A closer look at the agenda items of FCNmeet-

ings, from initiation until the end of fieldwork
(Appendix 1), reveals the scope of voice exer-
cised in the network and the trajectories of voice
this self-initiated mechanism affords. The topics
range from issues that need to be negotiated with
OFDCs, such as fees and the algorithms, where in-
dustrial action is considered, to issues that have to
do with the city as a workplace, better cooperation
with restaurants and interaction with the public.
The different trajectories for voice were set out
during the first FCNmeeting on 15 February 2019.
Other trajectories involved engagement with the

wider community. In order to raise public aware-
ness of the issues concerning couriers, the FCN
Chair held several consecutive interviews with lo-
cal radio stations as well as the local newspaper.
This served as a voice mechanism to engage with
the wider public and inform them about the work-
ing conditions, instead of couriers just being seen
as disturbances to the city (couriers were getting
bad press for some demonstrations and closing
down of streets). With the same objective of rais-
ing their profile with the public and creating new
platforms from where their voice could be heard,
the FCN started to actively organize charity events
for the homeless in the city. The FCN requested
local restaurants to offer free food so that couri-
ers, during their working time, could deliver it to
homeless people in the city. The event wasmet with
a positive reaction from the wider public, as evi-
denced by sympathetic comments on social media
and shouts of support during industrial action.
Another self-initiated voice trajectory was es-

tablished by the FCN with the City Council. The
members and FCN Chair were able to arrange an
audience with council representatives to raise their
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Table 2. Modes and issues of voice

Social media and chat groups FCN meetings

Roadworks and road closures that might affect couriers’
routes

Latest news on communication with City Council

Immediate support with work (e.g. help with flat tyre during
delivery)

Consultation over local and national industrial action (e.g.
strike, work stoppages)

Discussion on latest company changes affecting fees or the
algorithm

Latest news on communication with restaurants

Polls on industrial action Latest news on communication with OFDCs
Advice regarding ‘difficult’ customers and/or ‘difficult’

restaurants
Dealing with fraudulent orders

‘How to’ guides for new couriers App design and changes
Industrial action participation promotion Actions to raise profile/Charity events for public sympathy
Flagging up fraudulent orders Dealing with bad press
Adherence to highway code, rules Adherence to highway code, rules
Post FCN meeting minutes and OFDC demand letters Engagement with union

Discounts for couriers at local shops
Fraudulent accounts (e.g. super-bikes)

Data source: FCN Facebook group discussion board, Messenger chat, observation and minutes of meetings.

concerns regarding several health and safety is-
sues, and their desire to get involved with develop-
ment and planning of the city’s cycling infrastruc-
ture. Through voice, this is an active effort from the
FCN and members to improve conditions of work
in their ‘workplace’.

Similarly, findings indicate couriers initiating
voice with OFDCs’ partner restaurants in the city
to improve a variety of aspects of their work-
place. The issues that emerge from the findings
show couriers engaging with restaurant managers
to deal with long waiting times, the need for a dedi-
cated waiting area in the restaurant for couriers, as
well as informing them about the industrial actions
and asking them to log off from the app during
that time. According to couriers, this was a neces-
sary action in order to:

Not affect their reputation with the customers due
to orders being extremely late and of course for us
the restaurants turning off the apps meant that strike
breakers were not having any orders and it would
also impact OFDCs’ profits during that time. (P09)

The above illustrates that in the context of plat-
form capitalism, where the workplace setting tends
to be dispersed and not set, new trajectories of
voice, allowing engagement with stakeholders be-
yond the boundaries of the organization, are key.
The network engages not only with OFDCs, but
also with other stakeholders who impact couriers’
working conditions, highlighting different foci on

which the FCN is exercising voice (as shown in
Figure 1).

An interesting example of how voice was ex-
ercised in the FCN relates to the discussion of
courier demands that were made to the OFDCs
(FCN meeting observation, 25 March 2019). A
lengthy and lively discussion ensued on the na-
ture and importance of the demands and how
these would be worded. The result was a detailed
demand letter that – after several iterations and
consultation with members, which continued on
Facebook Messenger – was finalized and sent to
the OFDCs on 23 April 2019 (see the summary
in Table 3 and the full letter in Appendix 2). The
letter shows the range of issues the network is try-
ing to tackle in its relationship with the OFDCs,
with greater focus at the time on operation of
order priority and the algorithm’s role in it. The
wording of the letter demonstrates the lack of
voice that the company offers couriers, but more
importantly, increased courier knowledge of how
the algorithm and deliveries can be improved to
the benefit of not only the workers, but also the
customers and consequently the company.

OFDCs’ response to voice and worker outcomes

Usually, the FCN begins a dialogue that remains
unresponsive from the OFDCs. As one manager
explains, the OFDCs do not really respond to
couriers’ concerns unless these have a direct impact
on the companies’ business aims:
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Figure 1. FCN multi-foci voice

Table 3. Summary of FCN’s letter of demands to OFDC after March 25th meeting

Hi Team OFDC,
You have failed to meet our demands, you have failed to engage with us despite invitation and you have provided poor

explanation and poor communication in regards to our demands and what you will do to fix these. Therefore, FCN and
couriers in the city write to you today to give notice of strike action. On Saturday, 4th May 2019 for a period of 2 hours at any
point between 17:00 & 22:00, couriers will refuse to take any order offered through the Courier App. This action and other
measures we have planned will cause irretrievable damage to the food delivery platform that evening. We also anticipate
disruption throughout the day due to our participation in the May Day event in the city.

Please see our full demands:
1. Paid restaurant waits.
2. A fixed distance rate.
3. Showing the destination of the second order when an order becomes a stacked order upon arrival at the restaurant.
4. No victimization of any courier taking action.
5. Freeze onboarding.
6. No couriers are ever terminated on any grounds without due process and adequate evidence.
7. Estimated ready time to be shown when being offered an order.

Data source: FCN Facebook group discussion board.

Riders voice their concerns and they do it through
several ways like through the app, surveys we carry
out, and through protesting as well. These are con-
sidered by the company to different extents, of
course. And then they are analysed against the com-
pany’s business aims and the data we had previously
gathered. And the data that is gathered from rid-
ers is analysed against that framework. Sometimes, it
happens that tested changes match what riders asked
for… (P22)

After the last demand letter, however, a response
came from the OFDCs and the FCN Chair com-

municated via the group’s Facebook discussion
board the following to the network’s members:

OnTuesday (at the eleventh hour), OFDC responded
to our demand letter with some of the usual fluff. Af-
ter sifting through the bumf, some interesting points
were raised: we’ve won an onboarding freeze, they’ve
invited us to a user testing session to test new app fea-
tures which will benefit the platform, and they have
agreed to meet with us next week.

By the time of the last observed meeting (10
June 2019), with OFDCs responding positively
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to courier demands and offering better fees, the
climate in the FCN was very positive. Most of
the meeting was spent on recognizing those lat-
est achievements. It was decided at that meeting
that the summer will be a ‘recharging’ period for
the network, while keeping ‘an eye out for changes
over the summer when students are not around…
As soon as the fee goes down, we must re-engage
our action and refocus our efforts on industrial
action, increase pressure on OFDCs once again’
(FCN Chair). Summer was indeed a quiet period;
however, the Chair’s predictions were realized as
one of the OFDCs moved to prioritize assigning
deliveries to mopeds and cars over cyclists’ courier
accounts. This action was met with resistance from
the network that took the form of increased and
consistent industrial action throughout Septem-
ber, October and November 2019. Couriers were
on strike every Saturday during those 3 months,
demonstrated in the main city square and shut
down deliveries from partnered restaurants in the
city.

Discussion

Existing silence/voice literature focuses on how
workers refrain from speaking up (Barry, Dundon
and Wilkinson, 2018; Morrison, 2011), resulting
in a mistaken perception that silence is worker-
led (Hickland et al., 2020). Silence is much more
than workers choosing whether or not to speak
out, and is driven by managerial preferences re-
garding worker dialogue and information sharing
(Hickland et al., 2020). Thus,managerial-driven si-
lence provides an important new research avenue
worth investigating. The novel conceptual insight
in this paper is to enrich the silence literature by
exploring how employers use technology and al-
gorithmic management practices to curtail worker
voice in local app work. Significantly, this paper
shows that, in an effort to break managerial silenc-
ing and achieve change in the workplace, work-
ers explore varyingmodes and trajectories of voice
that are beyond the control of the organization. It
is one of few empirical studies to examine the con-
cept of employer silencing, and the first to do so
in platform capitalism. A distinct context, where
algorithmic management is used to curtail worker
voice, and ‘workplace’ conditions are not only in-
fluenced by the employer but also by the local
economy and city environment.

The rise of technology has changed channels
dramatically (Conway et al., 2019) and, this paper
argues, modes and trajectories of voice. Findings
demonstrate that technology can be an inhibitor
of voice, essentially facilitating managerial silenc-
ing of workers. The gradual move to algorithmic
management and exclusive use of OFDCs’ plat-
forms for any kind of communication perpetuated
silence and substantially limited courier voice
(Donaghey et al., 2011). OFDCs’ over-reliance on
algorithmic management enables them to create
and sustain unilateral control of communication
and information channels, resulting in an effective
intangible barrier to worker voice (Duggan et al.,
2020; Shapiro, 2018; Wood, Lehdonvirta and
Graham, 2018). Essentially, managers choose to
confine workers’ voice as it is perceived to raise is-
sues that are challenging or conflicting to OFDCs’
business aims and status quo (Burris, 2012; Burris,
Rockmann and Kimmons, 2017; Donovan et al.,
2016).

In this paper, this is seen through two main dy-
namics. First, OFDCs refuse to listen to couriers’
input and learn from their experience, contradict-
ing previous literature linking worker voice to or-
ganizations’ learning and development (Bashshur
and Oc, 2015). Instead, OFDCs rely solely on the
algorithm to improve and increase efficiency in op-
erations, such as matching supply and demand,
setting up fees, as well as optimizing and planning
routes (Duggan et al., 2020). Second, OFDCs in-
creasingly use technology to create barriers and
hinder voice between couriers and OFDCs. The
sole reliance on the algorithm and platform to in-
teract with couriers strengthens OFDCs’ control
over workers (Cant, 2019) and locks out any po-
tential dissent voice within the organization. These
findings demonstrate the key role that manage-
ment has in facilitating or inhibiting worker voice
(Allen and Tüselmann, 2009).

Significantly, our findings also show technol-
ogy playing a central role in facilitating and, more
importantly, enhancing worker voice (Holland,
Cooper and Hecker, 2016). The dynamics that fos-
tered management silencing gave workers a greater
appetite for voice and made them seek novel forms
of voice (Barry, Dundon and Wilkinson, 2018).
Therefore, an employer’s attempted effort to avoid
worker voice does not translate into absence of
voice or conflict. This shows that, contrary to the
argument that insufficient avenues to voice result
in worker disengagement (Donaghey et al., 2011),
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a tension between company and worker prevails,
which then results in workers pursuing other chan-
nels to voice their concerns (Dundon, 2002). In-
terestingly, these channels of voice were typically
away from managerial monitoring mechanisms,
which enabled workers to collaborate and draw
strategies more effectively. This finding supports
the argument made in previous studies (Curchod
et al., 2020; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020) that
the focus on conflict and drive towards collective
voice is a result of a digital labour process that
reproduces and fosters power asymmetries within
the employment relationship (Cant, 2019).

Second, this paper considered couriers’ utiliza-
tion of voice mechanisms to break managerial si-
lencing. Despite the barriers imposed by the com-
pany, findings show couriers strategically setting
up voice mechanisms to defend their interests in
a more effective manner. This was one of the key
steps related to the creation of the FCN. The pur-
pose of this voice mechanism was to represent the
couriers in the city, if needed organize industrial
action and be the voice of the couriers, in the
absence of meaningful dialogue with OFDCs. At
the same time, couriers relied heavily on technol-
ogy and social media as a more direct channel of
voice, to promote the FCN and any industrial ac-
tion, and provide immediate support and advice to
couriers. Contrary to literature differentiating be-
tween direct and indirect voice and debating about
the capacity of each to influence organizational
decision-making (Barry, Dundon and Wilkinson,
2018), this paper highlights that these different
modes of voice used by couriers to break man-
agerial silencing are intertwined and complement
each other. Couriers use these different modes of
voice, and take advantage of available technology,
with the overall aim to influence and improve their
working conditions in the city in which they work.

Lastly, in answering the third research question,
this paper highlights that couriers do not confine
themselves to ‘traditional’ strike action to achieve
change, but instead exploremultiple voice trajecto-
ries to break employer silencing. Contrary to tra-
ditional employee–employer dyads, relationships
in platform capitalism, and specifically local app
work, involve multiple parties engaging in an ex-
change agreement (Duggan et al., 2020). Likewise,
our findings illustrate similar interactions regard-
ing trajectories of voice. Couriers compensated the
lack of formalized employer-led voicemechanisms
by developing a broader inclusive strategy that

framed their working conditions as a community
issue rather than an organizational or workplace
issue. In doing so, the couriers used their capacity
to engage with the wider community, and to pro-
duce disruptions in OFDCs’ operations to make
credible threats and promote their own interests.
Key to this outcome is the central role that couri-
ers, and the FCN, have in establishing coalitions
with other actors in the community, with the aim
to create a platform for their voice and to shape
more efficiently their working conditions. Specif-
ically, aiming to voice and address concerns over
their working conditions, including their ‘work-
place’ (i.e. the city), couriers initiated voice not
only with OFDCs, but also with the City Coun-
cil, theOFDCs’partner restaurants and the public.
Voice is traditionally seen as internal to the com-
pany (Wilkinson et al., 2014), however, our find-
ings show that this self-initiated voice mechanism
transcends the boundaries of the organization and
uses the compounding effect of each trajectory to
make worker voice stronger and more influential.

Conclusion

The findings presented in this study advance novel
theoretical insights into managerial silencing of
worker voice and provide a considerable contri-
bution to the worker voice and silence literatures.
First, we address the call for an exploration of
managerial silencing of worker voice in variable
contexts (Donaghey et al., 2019; Hickland et al.,
2020), namely food couriers in platform capi-
talism, to extend the silence concept to reveal
how employers curtail the function of voice, and
how workers respond to managerial silencing.
Theoretically, this paper contributes to current
debates on trajectories of voice (Barry, Dundon
and Wilkinson, 2018) by arguing that the detailed
examination of the intersection between sectoral
dynamics and organizational outcomes, which are
rooted in technological advances, are key to un-
derstanding the factors influencing worker voice
and silence. Finally, it expands our understand-
ing of the role of technology in facilitating new
modes of voice practice, but also its utilization
by management as an inhibitor of worker voice
(Donaghey et al., 2011, 2019; Donovan et al.,
2016; Hickland et al., 2020; Holland, Cooper and
Hecker, 2016). In doing so, this paper contributes
to current debates on voice and silence by offering
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a wider understanding of the possibilities for voice
within a climate of employer silencing. It is the
detailed examination of the intersection between
platform capitalism and workplace outcomes
that is crucial for understanding the factors that
influence workers’ capacity to exercise their voice
in an effective manner in this context.

In practical terms, by exploring other trajecto-
ries of voice, couriers increase their capacity to in-
fluence their working conditions. As OFDCs do
not have the same fee or work system across the
world – these are dependent on supply and de-
mand in each city – decisions and processes over
these aspects are flexible and prone to change
based on OFDCs’ business aims and costs. Couri-
ers can use voice to negotiate better conditions
and apply pressure to OFDCs for a fairer fee sys-
tem and more transparent operations. OFDCs,
in contrast, should reconsider their approach to
voice and over-reliance on algorithmic manage-
ment, andmove from silence to voice. Couriers, es-
pecially experienced ones, have particularly valu-
able information and knowledge to share that is
crucial for sustainable individual and organiza-
tional functioning.
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