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ABSTRACT
The use of algorithms to manage human resources rep-
resents one of the most significant recent developments in 
HRM research and practice. While harboring the potential to 
facilitate more efficient and accurate HR processes, the 
emergence of algorithmic HRM raises concerns for workers 
operating under advanced, data-driven systems. This is par-
ticularly salient in labor markets within the gig economy, 
where localized, app-based forms of platform work are prev-
alent. In this paper, we adopt a qualitative research design 
to examine how platform workers in the food-delivery sector 
experience the dynamic, control-based features of algorith-
mic HRM. Drawing on the concept of algorithmic HRM con-
trol and the worker voice and silence literatures, we explore 
how these algorithmic systems can foster ‘enforced silence’ 
and a sense of voicelessness amongst workers, inhibiting 
their ability to express concerns, contest decisions, and/or 
participate in shaping their work environment. Crucially, and 
a key contribution of the paper, is the role that 
non-organizational actors play in either compounding and/
or mitigating this silence. Experiences of frustration, disillu-
sionment, cynicism, and detachment emerge as workers 
navigate the constraints of algorithmic HRM. In some cases, 
workers may resort to adopting informal and individual cop-
ing mechanisms to endure and reclaim aspects of their 
autonomy.

Introduction

The algorithmic control of human resources (HR) represents a profound 
tension in contemporary work arrangements: as technological 
sophistication in management increases, workers’ ability to express 
concerns and influence decisions dramatically decreases. While harboring 
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the potential to facilitate more efficient and accurate HR processes 
(Keegan & Meijerink, 2025; McDonnell et  al., 2021), the use of algo-
rithms in people management fundamentally reconfigures the nature of 
the working relationship by creating a form of heavily structured and 
enforced silencing, where worker voice is systematically constrained 
through technological design rather than by human managerial practice 
or workplace norms. This is particularly evident in labor markets within 
the platform-based gig economy, where localized, app-based forms of 
work have become increasingly prevalent.

Algorithmic HRM, defined as ‘the use of software algorithms that 
operate on the basis of digital data to augment HR-related decisions and/
or to automate activities’ (Meijerink et  al., 2021: 3), represents one of the 
most significant developments in HR research and practice. Its use can 
vary from supplementing parts of the decision-making process to full 
automation of HR-related decisions, whereby highly prescriptive algo-
rithms are responsible for people management duties without the need 
for, or use of, a human manager (Duggan et  al., 2023). This is especially 
and increasingly evident in the app-work variant of platform work, where 
online labor platforms (OLPs) utilize these technologies to direct, moni-
tor, evaluate, and reward workers’ activities remotely (Duggan et al., 2020).

While extensive research has examined how and why workers may 
choose silence over voice in traditional organizational contexts (Morrison 
& Milliken, 2000; Van Dyne et  al., 2003), we know relatively little about 
how algorithmic HRM systems may influence silence. We argue that the 
unique features of algorithmic HRM – its opacity, automation, and 
removal of human intermediaries – can create a distinctively different 
silencing mechanism than those documented in conventional employ-
ment relationships, historically characterised by employer-led union 
avoidance or suppression strategies and unitarist ideologies (Dundon & 
Gollan, 2007). Moreover, the role of third-party actors (e.g., customers or 
restaurants) in reinforcing or occasionally alleviating this silence remains 
virtually unexplored, despite their critical function in platform work.

App-work involves service-providing intermediaries, in the form of 
OLPs, that utilize workers to perform tasks locally, such as food-delivery 
and transportation services, for customers (Duggan et  al., 2020). 
Noteworthy in this form of labor is that workers are commonly classified 
and treated as independent contractors, meaning there is typically an 
absence of a formalized employment relationship. Although app-work 
challenges conventional HRM theory and thinking (Meijerink & Keegan, 
2019), the lack of a standard employment relationship is increasingly rec-
ognized as not obviating the need for, and role of, HRM (Cross & Swart, 
2022; Keegan & Meijerink, 2023). For example, research indicates that 
HRM activities and practices exist in app-work, both in how workforce 
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supply and demand is determined, and in how worker behavior is influ-
enced by reward and performance management practices (Norlander 
et  al., 2021; Waldkirch et  al., 2021). However, the platform business 
model means there is a greater dispersal of influencing actors in shaping 
and affecting HRM activities (e.g., the role of customers and restaurants) 
(Duggan et  al., 2023) in contrast to formal organizational HR support 
systems.

A significant line of enquiry has focused on how various types of plat-
form workers experience their work conditions. Studies from the sociol-
ogy of work and industrial relations literatures show that, in certain 
institutional contexts, platform workers experiencing issues around pre-
carity, worker status, and health and safety have collectively and success-
fully mobilized to improve working conditions and express their voice 
(Cini & Goldmann, 2021; Dasgupta et  al., 2025). Meanwhile, in other 
less favorable institutional settings, such efforts have been limited or con-
strained (Barratt et  al., 2020). While these point towards the role of var-
ious environmental factors shaping and influencing worker voice, and 
how platform workers respond to their working conditions and the over-
all experience of the work, we know less about the effects of algorithmic 
HRM, specifically in relation to suppressing and silencing workers’ voice.

This leads us to our research question: how does algorithmic HRM 
shape organizational silencing in app-work? Accordingly, this paper has 
two aims. First, to assess how algorithmic HRM may potentially foster 
and perpetuate organizational silencing by marginalizing opportunities 
for worker voice. Second, to explore how app-workers experience and are 
affected by this form of organizational silencing in the execution of their 
tasks. In doing so, we focus specifically on algorithmic HRM control 
(Duggan et  al., 2023) - a distinctive HRM control system that relies on 
pervasive algorithms and the input of non-organizational parties - as 
opposed to an overly general and prescriptive view of the role of algo-
rithms in app-work.

By design, the app-work variant of platform work is the focus of our 
study, because, more so than other forms of platform work, app-work is 
bounded entirely by the various processes of algorithmic HRM (Duggan 
et  al., 2020). We consider a distinctive and prominent form of app-work 
by focusing on the food-delivery sector. While food-delivery app-workers 
are subject to similar algorithmic HRM conditions as other types of 
app-workers (e.g. ride-hail workers; McDonnell et  al., 2021), there are 
critical differentiating features in the nature of the food-delivery app-work 
arrangement, owing the presence of an additional party, namely restau-
rants who offer their services via an OLP. This adds an additional layer 
of complexity to the deployment of algorithmic HRM – and its potential 
to influence organizational silencing – as the restaurant indirectly impacts 
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the workers’ task allocation, earning capacity, and customer rating score 
(Duggan et  al., 2023). At the same time, the restaurant may also support 
the worker by engaging in ‘mutually beneficial’ disruptive practices 
against OLP interests (Yu et  al., 2022). Correspondingly, we seek to tease 
out the nuances of the shaping role of algorithmic HRM in this unique 
labor form.

Our contributions to the HRM scholarship are threefold. First, we draw 
greater attention to how HR processes enacted by an algorithm can reduce 
opportunities for worker voice and instead foster and perpetuate a form of 
enforced silence among workforces via a lack of organizational presence 
and the heavily automated design of labor. Herein, we importantly high-
light how the presence of third-party actors in food-delivery app-work can, 
in varying scenarios, either reinforce or alleviate organizational silencing 
among workers. This is an underdeveloped line of enquiry in the litera-
ture, where the focus has tended to examine the broader experience of 
app-work and the controlling nature of algorithms, rather than focusing on 
HRM matters and the unique influence of non-organizational, external 
actors (Norlander et  al., 2021; Waldkirch et  al., 2021).

Second, we illustrate how organizational silencing unfolds in a prom-
inent form of app-work, and furthermore, how workers in this unique 
setting experience and may react to the silencing fostered by algorithmic 
HRM. Understanding workers’ affective responses can provide pertinent 
information on how algorithmic HRM can be developed or re-designed 
in the interests of creating a better working relationship for all parties, 
particularly given their encroaching presence in more conventional work 
arrangements (Keegan & Meijerink, 2025). Our paper, thus, comes at an 
important time in HR research, with practical implementation of algo-
rithmic HRM outpacing scholarly inquiry (Cheng & Hackett, 2021). In 
this paper, we help to bridge this gap by adding empirical weight to 
recent calls for extending the boundaries of HRM research to non-standard 
workers and working arrangements (see Cross & Swart, 2022).

Third, our examination of silencing arising from the use of algorith-
mic HRM speaks to fundamental questions and ongoing debates about 
the nature, psychology, and outcomes of human-technology relationships 
in contemporary organizations (Sherman et  al., 2025). As algorithmic 
HRM extends beyond app-work into traditional employment settings, 
understanding how these systems shape voice dynamics becomes increas-
ingly critical for both organizational theorists and practitioners. By illu-
minating the mechanisms through which algorithmic HRM constrains 
worker expression, our study contributes to ongoing discourse about 
algorithmic accountability, technological determinism, and the future of 
voice in increasingly digitized workplaces (e.g., Dasgupta et  al., 2025; 
Schafheitle et  al., 2020; Waldkirch et  al., 2021).
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Algorithmic HRM and organizational silencing

To understand how algorithmic HRM generates organizational silencing, 
we synthesize insights from two distinct conceptual domains: research on 
employee silence (Donaghey et  al., 2011; Morrison & Milliken, 2000) and 
the multidisciplinary scholarship concerning algorithmic management 
and control (Duggan et  al., 2023; Kellogg et  al., 2020). We contend that 
integrating these domains is essential for analyzing how technological 
systems shape voice opportunities in app-work.

From the silence literature, we note Van dyne et al’s. (2003) treatment 
of silence as a multi-dimensional, motive-based construct that distin-
guishes why an employee withholds information, where ‘acquiescent 
silence’ reflects resignation and disengagement, ‘defensive silence’ emerges 
from fear of personal risk or retaliation, and ‘prosocial silence’ reflects a 
conscious, altruistic choice to protect organizational interests. Such a 
typology focuses on the employee’s intrinsic motivation to withhold ver-
sus express voice but fails to consider how organizations equally shape 
these motivations. This aspect is addressed by Donaghey et  al. (2011) 
conceptualization of how silence may be structured through organiza-
tional mechanisms that systematically exclude workers from 
decision-making processes. They note how organizations may create a 
‘hollow shell’ (Charlwood, 2003) or ‘empty shell’ (Hoque & Noon, 2004) 
voice structure, restricting workers’ opportunities to speak up or raise 
concerns, making silence a product of organizational constraints rather 
than purely the workers’ personal motive. We build on this conceptual-
ization by examining how these structures manifest within 
technologically-mediated, non-standard working arrangements - such as 
app-work. From the literature on algorithmic control, we incorporate 
Kellogg et  al. (2020) argument that algorithms function as a new ‘con-
tested terrain’ where power dynamics are negotiated through technical 
design rather than traditional managerial authority, along with Duggan 
et  al. (2023) concept of ‘algorithmic HRM control’ where algorithms and 
non-organizational parties shape and enact the control system used to 
manage workers. Synthesizing these perspectives, therefore, offers a way 
for analyzing how algorithmic HRM creates distinctive silencing mecha-
nisms in app-work.

Worker voice and silence

Worker voice has long been a central focus and concern in management 
and organizational studies, encompassing both academic and practical per-
spectives. While much research has explored the various ways in which 
workers may articulate voice, a significant and growing area of focus is the 
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antithesis of voice: worker silence (Bowen & Blackmon, 2003; Brown & 
Coupland, 2005). Worker silence has been defined as a worker’s decision 
to withhold or express ideas, information, and opinions about work-related 
improvements (Van Dyne et  al., 2003). Research in this area seeks to 
understand the conditions under which workers choose to exercise voice 
versus silence, examines the reasons behind their decisions and the types 
of issues they avoid speaking up about, and considers how organizations 
might address this phenomenon (Charlwood, 2006; Dundon et  al., 2004).

Early research on voice, such as Hirschman’s (1970) Exit-Voice-Loyalty 
framework, provided foundational insights into the phenomenon of 
silence, exploring how individuals might respond to undesirable situa-
tions, including choosing to remain silent (Donaghey et  al., 2011). When 
applied to employment relations, this framework suggested that worker 
dissatisfaction could lead to disengagement and a withdrawal into silent, 
alienated behaviours. Importantly, these early studies also acknowledged 
the potential risks associated with speaking up, as workers who exercise 
their voice may face adverse consequences (Harlos, 2001).

Since then, worker silence has grown into a distinct area of academic 
inquiry, broadening conceptual focus towards understanding situations 
‘where workers do not have avenues to pursue issues of concern to them, 
either because of a failure of pre-existing voice mechanisms or because of 
the absence of them altogether’ (Donaghey et  al., 2011: 58). This marks 
an important expansion from solely examining factors influencing an 
individual’s decision to remain silent about workplace issues (Donaghey 
et al., 2011; Huang et al., 2024), where silence is a communicative ‘choice’ 
for workers who consciously decide to withhold concerns, ideas, infor-
mation, and opinions relevant to improvements in the workplace, rather 
than an unintentional failure to communicate.

Current theories of worker silence, however, are limited in their capac-
ity to explain silencing in algorithmically managed labor for three key 
reasons. First, they typically assume the presence of human managers 
who serve as potential recipients of voice (Donaghey et al., 2011), whereas 
algorithmic HRM generally removes these human intermediaries entirely 
(Dasgupta et  al., 2025). Second, existing theories tend to focus on the 
cultural or psychological factors influencing silence (Morrison & Milliken, 
2000), rather than technological constraints that make voice structurally 
challenging or impossible. Third, the scholarship on silence to date over-
looks the unique role of third-party actors, such as customers and restau-
rants, who perform critical evaluative functions in platform-mediated 
work (Duggan et  al., 2023). This is especially prevalent in food-delivery 
app-work, where the lack of traditional employment relationships and 
protections may leave workers particularly vulnerable to negative reper-
cussions for voicing concerns within algorithmic HRM systems.
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Critiquing research on worker silence and highlighting its conceptual 
weakness, stemming from a purely unitarist perspective that subscribes to 
silence as a behavioral choice, Donaghey et  al. (2011) argued that such an 
approach risks overlooking the significant role of the organization and 
management in actively shaping and perpetuating silence among work-
forces. Management, through various mechanisms such as agenda-setting 
and the establishment of organizational structures to create a non-union 
workplace (Dundon & Gollan, 2007) have effectively perpetuated silence on 
a range of issues, thereby excluding workers from the voice process 
(Donaghey et  al., 2011; Fletcher & Watson, 2007). Indeed, Allen and 
Tuselmann (2009) argue that managers play an important role in determin-
ing what can and cannot be addressed by voice mechanisms, with silence 
subsequently arising from management’s efforts to intimidate, confine, and 
enclose the voice process. However, this approach has also been criticized 
for its managerial bias, which can overshadow the power dynamics and 
conflicting interests inherent in an employment relationship (Heery, 2024).

Therefore, to fully understand worker silence, it might be crucial to 
shift the analytical focus towards also examining how management struc-
tures influence worker silence within specific organizational contexts 
(Oyetunde et  al., 2026). We note this is particularly salient in the context 
of algorithmic HRM and app-work, where the management function is 
increasingly performed by technological systems, thereby reducing oppor-
tunities for almost any direct interaction (Kougiannou & Mendonça, 
2021). Subscribing to Donaghey et  al. (2011) arguments for extending 
conceptualizations of worker silence to emphasize the active role of man-
agement/organizations in strategically structuring silence and potentially 
limiting the scope of worker voice, our study unpacks the deployment of 
algorithmic HRM in platform work in relation to the exclusion and sub-
ordination of workers from the realm of discussion and co-determination.

Algorithmic control and management

In various ways, algorithmic HRM fundamentally alters our understand-
ing of workplace management by determining protocols, dictating rules 
and guidelines, making decisions, and recommending specific actions for 
workers (Kellogg et  al., 2020). As such, once the rules are set and algo-
rithmic HRM is deployed, it can be argued as being akin to ‘locked 
doors’ (Pentland & Feldman, 2008, p.242) and will shape - either by 
enabling or constraining - worker behavior accordingly (Meijerink & 
Bondarouk, 2023). These mechanisms combine to form a strategic sys-
tem of HRM, at once limiting the information that app-workers can 
access, placing incentives on compliance, and pressuring individuals to 
treat offers or prompts as commands (Keegan & Meijerink, 2023).
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Many actors in traditional work contexts - with more direct, human 
managerial oversight - can opt or attempt to ignore policies, practices, 
and procedures. However, this is less straightforward in app-work, where 
managerial oversight is more opaque and less negotiable. In app-work, 
algorithms are used to compute rules and then set and assign work, in 
addition to directing, evaluating, and rewarding workers systematically 
(Kellogg et  al., 2020; McDonnell et  al., 2021). This becomes highly rele-
vant to the deployment and use of algorithmic HRM by OLPs, where the 
design of the algorithmic system itself can act as a powerful mechanism 
for agenda-setting, determining what information is collected, how it is 
used, and what issues workers can raise (Kougiannou & Mendonça, 2021).

In algorithmic HRM, silencing may be exacerbated by the opacity of 
algorithmic decision-making processes, making it difficult for workers to 
understand how and why their voice is, or is not, being heard (Donaghey 
et  al., 2011). This is particularly problematic in app-work, where algo-
rithmic control can be highly pervasive and may limit workers’ ability to 
challenge management decisions (Kougiannou & Mendonça, 2021). 
Likewise, algorithmic HRM can be designed in ways that constrain 
worker input and prioritize certain types of information (e.g., perfor-
mance metrics) over others (e.g., worker grievances). Additionally, the 
literature often overlooks the fact that silence can be expedient for man-
agement, and that workers may have valid reasons for remaining silent, 
such as distrust or self-preservation (Vakola & Bouradas, 2005). This is 
critical to consider in algorithmic contexts too, where workers may stra-
tegically withhold information to navigate algorithmic systems or protect 
their interests. Hence, although there is much potential for business value 
in algorithmic HRM (see Schildt, 2020), concerns around ethics, rights 
and dignity at work remain (Kellogg et  al., 2020; Leicht-Deobald et 
al., 2021).

The role of third-party actors

The presence and role of third-party, non-organizational actors in 
app-work represents a particularly underdeveloped aspect of both the 
worker silence and algorithmic HRM literatures. Unlike traditional 
employment arrangements where voice typically involves a direct 
worker-manager dynamic, app-work creates triangular or even quadran-
gular relationships between workers, OLPs, customers, and restaurants 
(Meijerink & Keegan, 2019). This complex relational network fundamen-
tally transforms silence dynamics by dispersing evaluative authority across 
multiple actors.

In food-delivery app-work, customers and restaurants effectively 
become extensions of the algorithmic HRM system through their ratings 



The International Journal of Human Resource Management 9

and feedback, which directly impact worker evaluations and task alloca-
tions (Duggan et  al., 2023). This creates a form of silencing which is 
both distributed and enforced - wherein multiple actors collectively con-
tribute to constraining worker voice, often without explicit coordination 
or awareness of their role in the silencing process. For example, potential 
errors or mistakes made by restaurants - such as an incorrect order for 
a customer - can result in workers being held responsible for rectifying 
such errors, often with little recourse to complain about these injustices 
(Goods et  al., 2019). Hence, understanding the distributed and enforced 
nature of silencing is critical for developing a comprehensive conceptual-
ization of voice in algorithmically managed environments.

The pervasive role of non-organizational actors in the working rela-
tionship is central to the operation of algorithmic HRM and offers a key 
distinction compared to how HRM is traditionally enacted. OLPs are 
reliant on other parties to institute HRM activities and direct and control 
worker behavior (Duggan et  al., 2023). Most obvious in this regard is the 
prominent role of customers and/or restaurants in providing the under-
lying data for OLPs, which is processed via the algorithmic HRM 
decision-making system (Meijerink & Bondarouk, 2023). Customers are 
typically asked to provide ratings and reviews for the service provided by 
the worker, which in turn generates the data that drives the OLP’s HRM 
algorithm (Duggan et  al., 2023). Thus, non-organizational actors have an 
especially prominent role in shaping the app-work relationship and the 
experiences of workers; whether knowingly or unwittingly.

Methodology

Our research employs a qualitative study of the food-delivery sector 
– one of the most prominent areas of the gig economy – to explore 
how algorithmic HRM systems contribute to the silencing process in 
app-work. We focused on food-delivery workers due to the sector’s 
distinctive analytical advantages for understanding voice and silence in 
algorithmically managed environments. Critically, food-delivery work 
involves a complex quadrangular relationship – OLPs, workers, cus-
tomers, and restaurants – which introduces an additional layer of com-
plexity compared to the triangular relationships in services like 
ride-hailing. This allows us to examine how multiple external stake-
holders participate in silencing processes and how their potentially 
conflicting interests shape workers’ voice opportunities (Dasgupta 
et  al., 2025). Additionally, the work involves distinctive operational 
contingencies (e.g., variable wait times, navigation, food-quality preser-
vation) that make voice critical but also challenging, potentially con-
flicting with algorithmic performance expectations. Finally, food-delivery 
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work occurs in public spaces, rendering workers highly visible yet iso-
lated – a paradoxical condition that creates a unique voice/silence 
dynamic.

Data collection

We conducted a total of 32 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
food-delivery workers across three leading OLPs. The sampling focused 
on workers who were active with at least one of these OLPs and had 
been so for at least three months. Participants were recruited using a 
multi-tiered strategy, which was primarily purposive and opportunistic in 
nature (Patton, 2015), consisting of street intercepts (Herzog, 2012), 
online participant recruitment (Mendelson, 2007), and snowball sampling 
techniques (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This involved recruitment across 
several international contexts, primarily in major cities in Ireland, United 
Kingdom, and the Netherlands. The street-intercept technique was the 
most used recruitment tool in this study, as it enabled randomized and 
enhanced access to hard-to-reach segments of the population in a safe 
manner. This was particularly effective when sampling food-delivery 
app-workers, as the technique allowed for the indiscriminate selection of 
all those actively engaged in these duties in a particular urban area. 
Across our sample, 44% of workers indicated that they were multi-homing 
(i.e., working on multiple OLPs simultaneously and interchangeably). Full 
participant characteristics are presented in Table 1.

Our multi-site approach across three major OLPs and four countries 
serves to enhance the depth of our findings, and to provide a more 
holistic picture of the algorithmic HRM practices found in food-delivery 
OLPs. While OLPs inevitably possess platform-specific nuances (Veen 
et  al., 2025), the core algorithmic HRM practices studied were structur-
ally consistent across our sample of food-delivery OLPs. These shared 
high-level practices include dynamic job allocation and scheduling, 
real-time performance monitoring and ratings driven by third-party 
stakeholders (customers and restaurants), and automated, non-human 
communication channels for all support and dispute resolution. The con-
sequences of these, and other practices, lead us to conclude that worker 
silencing in food-delivery app-work is an inevitable consequence of the 
use of algorithmic mechanisms.

Data analysis

All interviews were audio recorded with participants’ permission and 
stored in accordance with ethical protocols. The first author transcribed 



The International Journal of Human Resource Management 11

all interviews, which helped with immersion in the richness of the data 
and re-experiencing each participant’s recollections. Interviews were ano-
nymized and identified with a code throughout (e.g., FD01 refers to 
food-delivery interviewee #1, and so on). The analytical process was led 
by the first author, who wrote numerous brief notes and memos to doc-
ument the choices made and to further develop insights. The remaining 
four authors then engaged in blind, secondary coding of a sample of 
transcripts to ensure inter-coder consistency. Finally, all four authors 
jointly reviewed coding procedures, discussed ambiguous codes, and then 
made agreed refinements to categories and themes (Mäntymäki 
et  al., 2019).

The data were analyzed in NVivo (software) using thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006), complemented by Vaughan’s (1992) theory elab-
oration approach. Thematic analysis aims to present the meaning and 
experience that addresses the reality of each individual by identifying, 
analyzing, and reporting patterns or themes within data (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). Theory elaboration occurs when pre-existing conceptual ideas 
drive a study’s design, providing a basis for developing new theoretical 

Table 1.  Participant characteristics.
Identifier Age Gender Multi-homing Location

FD01 20 M No Ireland
FD02 44 F No Ireland
FD03 22 M Yes Ireland
FD04 25 M Yes Ireland
FD05 28 M No Ireland
FD06 30 M Yes Ireland
FD07 37 M Yes Ireland
FD08 41 M Yes United Kingdom
FD09 30 F No United Kingdom
FD10 27 M Yes Ireland
FD11 32 M No Ireland
FD12 22 F Yes Ireland
FD13 29 M Yes Ireland
FD14 31 M Yes United Kingdom
FD15 38 M No United Kingdom
FD16 45 M No United Kingdom
FD17 28 F No Ireland
FD18 34 M No Ireland
FD19 26 M Yes Ireland
FD20 28 M No Ireland
FD21 26 M No Ireland
FD22 27 M No Netherlands
FD23 23 M Yes Netherlands
FD24 30 M Yes Ireland
FD25 32 M No Netherlands
FD26 40 F No Netherlands
FD27 22 M No Ireland
FD28 36 M Yes Netherlands
FD29 21 M No Ireland
FD30 28 F Yes Ireland
FD31 20 M No Ireland
FD32 27 M No Ireland
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insights by contrasting, specifying, or structuring theoretical constructs 
to account for and explain empirical observations (Fisher & Aguinis, 
2017). Underpinning this approach is the recognition that many theories 
used by contemporary management researchers were formulated several 
decades ago, and that the recent forces of change and fragmentation in 
the employment landscape subsequently seem to restrict theory advance-
ment (Pfeffer, 2013; Suddaby et  al., 2011). Accordingly, theory elabora-
tion fosters the development, expansion, and tightening of existing 
theoretical ideas.

As in the case of algorithmic HRM and app-work, the emergence of 
a new research context or the transformation of an existing context offers 
a fruitful opportunity for theory elaboration (Fisher & Aguinis, 2017; 
Vaughan, 1992). Given the prevalence of multi-homing among platform 
workers, the decision was made to analyze data across the sector as a 
whole, rather than by individual OLPs. In doing so, this study offers the 
ability to construct a more inclusive, well-rounded account of the com-
monalities and divergences of food-delivery app-workers’ experiences of 
organizational silencing, thereby aligning with the principles of the the-
ory elaboration approach (Vaughan, 1992).

The data were analyzed inductively using first-order or open coding, 
which involved labelling each line of data with a descriptive code that 
captures its theme and using in-vivo codes (i.e. participants’ own words) 
whenever feasible. Simultaneously, as per Vaughan’s (1992) approach, 
open codes were used to consider similarities and differences across the 
entire data set, and to draw connections to previous research and theory. 
This process allowed for concept- and data-driven development of initial 
first-order codes, informed by existing literature on worker silence and 
algorithmic HRM. New codes were also developed from an iterative pro-
cess, where we aimed to remain open and alert to additional emerging 
themes (Schafheitle et  al., 2020). Following this, second-order categories 
were established by systematically combining initial codes with similar 
content to detect consistent and overarching themes. During the final 
stage of analysis, we refined our themes, identifying relevant similarities 
and comparisons where appropriate (Mäntymäki et  al., 2019). A more 
detailed overview of the coding process, along with sample interview 
excerpts, is illustrated in Table 2.

Findings

Our analysis reveals that algorithmic HRM systematically constrains 
worker voice by fostering organizational silencing, where workers are 
prevented from expressing concerns or contributing input about their 
work and how it is designed. However, in contrast to traditional 
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organizational silencing which often stems from cultural norms or man-
agerial practices, our findings indicate that silencing in app-work is 
structurally embedded within the technological architecture of algorith-
mic HRM systems, which serves as a hidden proxy for the organizational 
agenda. Participants consistently described experiencing what we term 
‘enforced silence’, extending Van Dyne et  al. (2003) typology of silence 
behaviours to conceptualize for an alternate scenario where the organiza-
tion overrides employee volition, recasting silence from a ‘motivated’ act 
to an outcome produced by organizational structures (Donaghey et  al., 
2011), or, in our case, the technological architecture of algorithmic HRM 
systems. In effect, we claim that individual motives underpinning acqui-
escent, defensive and prosocial silence, which are understood as behav-
ioral choices grounded in worker/employee agency, may be displaced, 
reframing silence as a structural phenomenon. In our findings, we note 
this is produced by the limited access to human managerial representa-
tion, unique presence and role of third-party actors in the labor process, 
and technical design and digitization of working arrangements that pre-
vent workers’ ability to exercise voice. This enforced silence manifests 
through what Dundon and Gollan (2007) describe as a deliberately 
restrictive voice architecture that determines how, when, and whether 
workers can express concerns or influence decisions affecting their work, 
but also where algorithmic HRM can be seen as recreating and advanc-
ing the organizational agenda of sustaining a ‘non-union workplace’. The 
themes below delineate how enforced silence is generated and subse-
quently experienced by our participants.

Theme 1: Silencing arising from the lack of human managerial representation

The first theme to emerge from our analysis highlights how, within the 
studied contexts, algorithmic HRM enables OLPs to strategically mini-
mize human managerial representation. This illustrates the structurally 
imposed isolation of workers who are cut off from traditional voice 
intermediaries such as supervisors or colleagues, demonstrating how 
technology enables OLPs to control a workforce at scale while deliber-
ately maintaining a highly restrictive voice architecture. Workers in our 
study described feeling ‘very isolated’ (FD09) and explained that ‘the job 
is very much just you and you alone’ (FD07). Elaborating on this, one 
participant detailed the uniquely isolating nature of their role, and the 
subsequent struggles that accompany this solitude:

From day one, you’re on your own, it’s just me and the app and you can’t ask a 
supervisor or another colleague for help, or you can’t even ask them a question or 
run something past them, so yeah, that’s definitely been a less enjoyable part of 
the job. (FD09)
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Describing their experience as an app-worker as ‘pretty bleak’ (FD07), 
workers were clear that they felt that the OLP was ‘very unconcerned 
about me, very distant from me and my experience of working for them’ 
(FD07). Several participants shared similar sentiments of feeling devalued 
and disposable, noting that OLPs seemingly ‘don’t care at all and don’t 
get involved with you in any way’ (FD14), and explaining that they did 
not expect the OLP to be ‘so hands off ’ (FD09). Detailing their experi-
ence, the participant below starkly describes how the lack of human 
managerial representation impacts on them:

It’s like I’m nothing; I feel like I’m at the bottom of the pile, to be honest. After 
two years of doing any job, you’d be expected to have some roots there, you 
know? Just to feel like it’s something you know fairly well and something you feel 
confident about, but that’s not the case at all and I don’t think that could be the 
case even if I was doing this for 5 years. (FD14)

The isolation described by participants is further underscored by the 
economic and emotional challenges encountered by these workers. 
Describing how ongoing ‘cuts to our earnings’ (FD09) have made it ‘a 
constant struggle to just survive in the job’ (FD14), the interview data 
suggests that algorithmic HRM further diminishes worker voice by 
embedding an enduring sense of isolation and vulnerability. Workers’ 
descriptions – from feeling ‘very distant’ (FD07) to witnessing the system 
‘hide stuff from us’ (FD01) – underscore a pervasive atmosphere where 
individual concerns are routinely silenced by an omnipresent algorithm 
and without the ability to consult with management or colleagues. One 
participant noted how the hands-off management style enabled by algo-
rithmic HRM made it difficult to succeed: ‘I have found it difficult, and 
I still do, to kind of navigate my way through the work and really trying 
to actually do well and succeed’ (FD09).

In navigating these concerns, some workers explained how they ‘detach’ 
(FD02) from the job, because ‘it’s not healthy to get that stressed over a 
job like this’ (FD02). As workers repeatedly encountered unresponsive 
communication channels, undisputable penalties, and an ever-intensifying 
pressure to deliver, many described a similar slide into resignation. Over 
time, they came to view their powerlessness as an inherent feature of 
app-work. One participant candidly stated:

At first, I used to complain all the time. Now I don’t bother. It’s just how the app 
works – you can’t change it. (FD03)

Additionally, several workers described how informal group chats in 
their respective locations formed a mechanism to overcome some of the 
isolation experienced by workers. Participants described these communi-
cation channels - which were entirely worker-led and open to workers 
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from various food-delivery OLPs - as ‘an outlet for all of us to talk about 
the problems we have’ (FD07), with workers typically sharing ‘a lot of tips 
and advice’ (FD08).

Interestingly, some participants also described using these channels to 
coordinate activities with fellow workers, typically with the goal of ‘beat-
ing the system’ (FD08) by ‘manipulating the app so that you’re able to 
make more money or get more orders’ (FD08). While acknowledging that 
such activities are ‘not really a big deal for [the OLP]’ (FD07), it remains 
a meaningful demonstration of workers’ shared frustrations and griev-
ances in the absence of formal voice mechanisms:

They try to add everyone into it, but I wouldn’t say it’s very, like, active or any-
thing…there’s probably a comforting element in that because you see that every-
one’s going through the same situations with the app and with restaurants and 
with payments. (FD07)

Such networks thus served a dual purpose; first, by providing emo-
tional support for workers who felt isolated and silenced by algorithmic 
HRM, and second, by offering practical guidance on how to navigate 
algorithmic constraints. The isolation and lack of voice opportunities 
described in this theme are further compounded by the role of external 
actors in the algorithmic HRM system, as we explore in the next section.

Theme 2: Silencing arising from the presence and role of third-party actors

Despite receiving relatively little attention in existing research on algo-
rithmic HRM, customers and restaurants emerged as significant 
non-organizational stakeholders in the food-delivery app-work ecosystem 
who reinforce or occasionally alleviate organizational silencing. The algo-
rithmic HRM system’s heavy reliance on user input means that custom-
ers effectively become extensions of managerial control, intensifying 
worker vulnerability, shaping performance evaluations, and limiting 
opportunities for redress. At the same time, a small but notable subset 
of partner restaurants offered supportive gestures, demonstrating the 
potential for these third parties to mitigate certain silencing effects.

Beginning with customers, our findings indicate that the algorithmic 
HRM system creates a notable asymmetry by heavily weighting customer 
feedback and ratings. This structure inherently positions the customer’s 
voice as absolute, with OLPs typically ‘always believe[ing] the customer’ 
(FD10). This means customers ‘can just leave a bad review for any reason’ 
(FD10), with workers rarely having any opportunity to contest or dispute 
such reviews, resulting in a broken accountability loop where negative 
customer feedback ‘counts against you…even if you explain what hap-
pened’ (FD10), and contributing to ‘not a great environment or a great 
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feeling to have’ (FD07). With customer feedback and complaints seem-
ingly being taken at face value by the OLPs in our sample, this poten-
tially results in penalties being issued – sometimes immediately – for 
workers. One participant recalled such a scenario:

A customer complained that the food was cold, but I had been waiting at the 
restaurant for something like 20 minutes or more because they were busy and it 
wasn’t ready. I told the customer about it, but they still complained and the app 
just immediately dropped my rating for delivery times and punctuality, no ques-
tions asked. (FD04)

The excerpt above illustrates that customers’ complaints not only affect 
worker evaluations but also deepen the sense of being unheard given the 
structural absence of credible channels to question these sanctions. 
Participants’ firm belief that OLPs prioritize the customer’s perspective 
underscores the asymmetry: the customer seemingly has an uncontested 
voice, while the worker is denied the opportunity for response or redress. 
This sentiment also reflects a broader culture of blame within algorith-
mic HRM systems, where accountability for service quality rarely extends 
beyond the individual worker.

Moving onto the role of partner restaurants, our findings suggest that 
these actors can play a similar role to customers in perpetuating organi-
zational silencing, particularly where restaurant delays or errors may neg-
atively impact worker performance and ratings. For example, one 
participant described how if the restaurant ‘messes up the order’ (FD02) 
or ‘makes you wait’ (FD02) beyond the algorithmically determined wait-
ing time, ‘it’s still your fault in the app’s eyes’ (FD02). In this scenario, 
workers shoulder the consequences for operational or service delays that 
lie outside their control. According to some participants, even when they 
attempt to highlight a restaurant’s role in a late or incorrect delivery, this 
is not accurately or fairly reflected within the algorithmic HRM system, 
leaving workers feeling voiceless and facing potential penalties:

You can try to report it as a long waiting time, but nothing changes except the 
restaurant gets pinged that you’ve reported them as being late while you’re still 
literally standing there waiting. (FD02)

According to our sample, these tensions and potential flaws in the 
algorithmic HRM system contributed to a broader culture of distrust 
between workers and restaurants. For example, participants described 
that certain restaurants become known for treating couriers poorly, not-
ing that workers ‘don’t like certain restaurants or certain staff in certain 
restaurants because they’ve been treated badly there, or they’re always left 
waiting for ages for the orders’ (FD15). In more extreme cases, this dis-
trust can result in collective knowledge-sharing among workers and the 
potential blacklisting of problematic restaurants:
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Orders from certain restaurants are basically blacklisted because of how badly they 
treat riders, so they will literally spread the word and say, oh, [this restaurant] was 
being a pain […] today or the staff were rude or whatever, and the rest of us will 
sort of try to avoid or just not take any orders from [this restaurant] because of 
how they’ve treated us. (FD15)

Such acts of non-conformity demonstrate that, while the algorithmic 
HRM system may silence workers at an official level, they may still find 
ways to communicate grievances and protect themselves. Nonetheless, 
the need for worker-driven tactics also highlights the absence of formal 
channels for redress within OLPs, leaving individuals to rely on ad hoc, 
collective efforts to avoid challenging or undesirable situations.

More positively, despite these challenges, a handful of participants 
described supportive experiences with partner restaurants that actively 
shielded workers from operational delays or undue blame. One partici-
pant shared an example of their positive encounters with a popular 
restaurant:

There’s one restaurant I deliver for a lot, so I know the staff pretty well and they 
always let me know if there’s a delay or they’d try to prioritize my order so that 
I don’t have to wait too long. (FD12)

Despite being rare within our sample, such examples indicate that 
restaurants can potentially serve as a counterbalance to the silencing 
mechanisms fostered by the OLP. Acknowledging and recognising the 
worker’s perspective, or simply clarifying the source of a delay, can ‘make 
a big difference’ (FD12) for workers, not only to prevent unjust down-
grades in ratings, but also to foster a degree of mutual respect by feeling 
like ‘someone else is on your side’ (FD12).

Theme 3: Silencing arising from the design and digitization of working 
arrangements

The final key theme to emerge relates to the impact of algorithmic HRM 
in designing and digitizing the app-work arrangement, and the subsequent 
implications for organizational silencing. The automated communication 
systems deployed by the OLPs in our sample are similar to what Donaghey 
et  al. (2011) identified as structures of silence, wherein organizational 
mechanisms systematically exclude workers from decision-making pro-
cesses. One worker articulated their experience of this silencing when 
describing the algorithmic HRM system’s hidden operations:

I would say I felt, uh, I think I would say annoyed or maybe angry or just fed up 
with the work a lot of the time. You start to see the way things work behind the 
scenes…, just sort of making sure we keep quiet and do what we’re told and don’t 
question anything. (FD01)
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This sense of speaking into an algorithmic void represents what Pinder 
and Harlos (2001) termed ‘quiescent silence’, where individuals perceive 
that speaking up is futile due to structural constraints. The experience 
was further reinforced by the ‘one-sided’ (FD07) nature of communica-
tions, where ‘there’s not really any back and forth’ (FD07), but rather the 
worker is ‘always on the receiving end of the algorithm’s rules that you just 
have to follow’ (FD07), and ‘there’s no negotiation about that’ (FD07).

Another dimension of silencing arises from the opaque nature of algo-
rithmic HRM. Workers repeatedly expressed frustration over not under-
standing how performance ratings, pay structures, or disciplinary actions 
were determined. This opacity forces workers into a dynamic where they 
are expected to conform without recourse. While OLP interfaces provide 
continuous, step-by-step operational guidance, this conspicuously avoids 
providing clarity on the intricate details of the systems used to manage 
performance and remuneration:

In a way, it makes things straightforward and takes a lot of the guesswork out of 
the process when you’re starting off but after a while it’s not needed really because 
you know what you’re doing but it’s still telling you everything as if it’s your very 
first delivery. (FD29)

Similarly, workers also reported that their autonomy is often restricted 
or constrained by algorithmic HRM features. For example, while workers 
might seemingly ‘have a choice about accepting each order…like a free 
agent who can pick and choose’ (FD06), the reality is that ‘all the jobs are 
basically the same thing and they’re all worth pretty much the same money’ 
(FD06), meaning workers ‘have to take what you get if you want to earn 
anything’ (FD06). Hence, the underlying pressures created by the algo-
rithmic HRM system leave workers with little room to maneuver.

The lack of clarity regarding the algorithm’s rules and functions, com-
bined with the subtle disciplinary interface tactics, only deepened work-
ers’ sense of disempowerment. This pressure is frequently manifested 
through coercive prompts within the platform’s interface that enforce 
acquiescence, as one participant captured when discussing the pressure 
to accept orders:

There are times when I really question the fairness of the system…The pressure 
to accept these orders can be intense – it’s not just the notifications constantly 
coming through, but the way the app seems designed to make you feel bad for 
saying no. If you reject an order, it doesn’t just go away; sometimes, it’ll pop up 
again with this message to ask, kind of in a disciplinary tone, like, ‘Are you sure 
you want to reject this order?’ It feels like you’re being heavily pushed to take 
these orders, even when the risks or the payout just don’t make sense. (FD30)

Similar sentiments were shared by most participants in our sample, 
who described the ‘frustration and anger and just a sense of being annoyed 
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at the whole system of work, just how it’s designed and managed and orga-
nized’ (FD08). For example, one participant recalled experiencing techni-
cal glitches with the app, along with the subsequent lack of opportunity 
to contest or correct the algorithmic decision that was issued because of 
this technical glitch:

There was one time the app froze in the middle of a job, and I couldn’t mark the 
delivery as done. I lost a load of time fixing it, and they deducted my pay for 
being late. I complained through the chat, but they just sent back an automatic 
message. (FD07)

Thus, on the surface, while the chat functionality gives workers an 
illusion that they can raise concerns through this channel, in practice 
and as experienced by workers, the interaction tends to be one way, 
through a pre-scripted message which depersonalizes the interaction. 
Also, the opacity of such automated processes leaves workers feeling that 
they have little control over their circumstances or any means to rectify 
perceived injustices. Consequently, many workers in our sample described 
feeling a sense of resignation about their roles, often entailing an emo-
tional distancing from the job that allowed workers to continue without 
constantly dwelling on or confronting the system’s apparent injustices. 
For instance, one participant described treating their role as a game, 
explaining that ‘you do what the app tells you, and you don’t think about 
it too much’ (FD11), adding that ‘if something goes wrong, you just take 
the hit and move on’ (FD11). Such accounts underscore how resignation 
is simultaneously a reaction to and a further entrenchment of organiza-
tional silence. By no longer attempting to challenge decisions, workers 
effectively concede to the OLPs’ authority, even as they remain acutely 
aware of its flaws.

Despite the silencing pressures of algorithmic HRM, many food-delivery 
app-workers described a range of strategies – both individual and collec-
tive – that enabled them to navigate the system. These coping mechanisms 
illustrate how workers learn to ‘play the game’ (FD13) and, in some cases, 
unite with others to counter unfair practices and reclaim control over their 
immediate working conditions. This ranged from ‘setting some boundaries 
for yourself…[by] actively moving away from just going along with every-
thing [the OLP] told me to do’ (FD07), to developing personal tactics or 
competencies that allowed them to ‘manipulate the app’ (FD08) and subse-
quently boost their performance metrics and earnings. For example, one 
participant highlighted the importance of timing updates so that the algo-
rithm registers faster delivery times and performance:

I’d usually wait until I’m far into the journey to drop-off the food to the customer 
before telling the app that I’ve left the restaurant, and you know, for the app and 
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the tracking algorithms, that makes it look like I’m really fast, you know, really 
speedy and efficient at getting the job done. (FD08)

Overall, our findings suggest that app-workers have developed a 
multi-layered repertoire of coping strategies in response to the silencing 
pressures of algorithmic HRM. They continually navigate, negotiate, 
and sometimes actively oppose various constraints imposed by auto-
mated decision-making. While these underground tactics do not always 
dismantle the silencing experienced by workers, they nonetheless offer 
glimpses of worker agency and resilience within an otherwise isolating 
and impersonal system. Even when workers seemingly have a choice, 
the structural constraints imposed by the broader algorithmic HRM 
system across our sample mean that real voice opportunities are largely 
illusory. This evidence suggests that organizational silencing in algo-
rithmic HRM is not merely a byproduct of technological mediation, 
but rather a deliberate mechanism that reinforces worker precarity, 
fragmentation, and ultimately marginalizes the very voices that are 
most in need of representation.

Discussion

Our findings focus on the consequences of algorithmic HRM in 
food-delivery app-work, revealing that these technologies fundamentally 
shape worker voice and silence in this unique work context. By examin-
ing how food-delivery app-workers experience and navigate organiza-
tional silencing, we develop a more nuanced understanding of voice and 
silence dynamics in algorithmically managed environments. Informed by 
our empirical findings, we present a conceptual framework which illus-
trates how algorithmic HRM enforces organizational silencing in 
food-delivery app-work (see Figure 1). This framework maps how algo-
rithmic HRM generates organizational silencing through three key mech-
anisms: (1) the lack of human managerial contact, which isolates workers 
and removes traditional voice intermediaries; (2) the influence of 
third-party actors who reinforce silencing through ratings and opera-
tional interactions; and (3) the design and digitization of work arrange-
ments, which create one-sided communication channels and opaque 
decision-making processes. These mechanisms intersect to produce 
enforced silencing, which manifests in workers’ inability to contest deci-
sions and their exclusion from decision-making processes, given the lack 
of genuine and meaningful voice channels. The framework further cap-
tures workers’ reactions to silencing – frustration, helplessness, detach-
ment, and eventual resignation – involving various individual and 
collective coping strategies they develop to navigate these constraints.
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Theoretical implications

While previous research has conceptualized organizational silencing pri-
marily as a behavioural phenomenon (Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Van 
Dyne et  al., 2003), our findings reveal how algorithmic HRM enables 
organizations to implement a more fundamental form of silencing that 
becomes structurally embedded through technological design. This 
enforced silencing – the systematic constraint of worker voice through 
deliberately designed technological architecture – builds on Donaghey 
et  al. (2011) argument that silence is not merely a product of individual 
choice but can be actively structured by the organization.

Critically, algorithmic HRM provides organizations with unprecedented 
capability to enforce such silencing at scale without traditional manage-
rial oversight. Therefore, while technology can also produce certain affor-
dances and constraints through its material features (Doherty et  al., 
2006), the silencing we observed is not necessarily an inherent feature of 
the technology. Rather, we suggest that it reflects organizational design 
choices about how algorithmic systems are configured and deployed. 
OLPs may deliberately choose to create voice-restrictive architectures 
whilst maintaining algorithmic control mechanisms, demonstrating that 
enforced silencing represents a strategic organizational decision. 
Importantly, our findings suggest that enforced silencing in food-delivery 
app-work may be strategic, produced by what Duggan et  al. (2023) term 
algorithmic HRM control mechanisms. These mechanisms limit worker 
voice and encourage silence, generating compliance and in turn enabling 
OLPs to maintain operational standardization and efficiency while paral-
lelly minimizing the administrative costs associated with managing and 

Figure 1. S tructure and impact of algorithmic HRM on organizational silencing in 
food-delivery app-work.
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maintaining voice mechanisms or dealing with human feedback and 
grievances (Kaufman, 2015; Willman et  al., 2007).

Unlike traditional organizational contexts where voice suppression 
often results from managerial intimidation, organizational anti-union 
agendas, and cultural dynamics, the deployment of algorithmic HRM in 
OLPs displaces organizational accountability by creating a silence archi-
tecture that manifests through automated communication channels, the 
removal of human intermediaries, algorithmic performance evaluation, 
and the structural isolation of workers (Keegan & Meijerink, 2025; 
McDonnell et  al., 2021). These elements combine to create a work envi-
ronment where silence is not simply encouraged but is structurally 
enforced through technical design, seemingly representing a deliberate 
and proactive managerial choice. This form of enforced silencing extends 
existing silence typologies (e.g., (ac)quiescent, defensive, prosocial; see 
Pinder & Harlos, 2001 and Van Dyne et  al., 2003) and builds on 
Donaghey et  al. (2011) description of situations where management 
actively prevents workers from speaking up through direct intervention 
(e.g., disciplining those who raise concerns). Our study extends this by 
highlighting that algorithmic HRM enables the organizational agenda to 
be executed at a more fundamental architectural level. Here, workers are 
systemically and structurally prevented from exercising voice regardless 
of their individual motivations or intentions - which extant typologies 
have focused on. Instead, this enforced silence represents a broader ‘mar-
ket driven’, supply-demand logic around voice, where voice channels may 
be purposefully designed to be rudimentary and for instrumental pur-
poses rather than to facilitate authentic dialogue or elicit feedback 
(Gegenhuber et  al., 2021).

Our analysis also uncovers a fundamental tension in app-work in how 
workers are systematically denied the voice mechanisms necessary to 
influence work conditions, despite often seemingly being promised formal 
autonomy and independence. This demonstrates how the technological 
architecture of algorithmic HRM combines with the independent contrac-
tor legal classification to produce a fundamental limitation of agency. This 
tension speaks to Hirschman’s (1970) Exit-Voice-Loyalty framework by 
demonstrating how OLPs simultaneously constrain both exit and voice 
options. While workers maintain abstract freedom to exit (stop working), 
the economic dependence and precarity reported by some of our partic-
ipants render this option impractical (Schor et  al., 2020). Simultaneously, 
voice options are deliberately constructed to be mutable (Gegenhuber 
et  al., 2021) and technologically constrained through automated commu-
nication channels and algorithmic control features. This structural limita-
tion leaves acquiescence, or more accurately, enforced silence, as the 
primary available response, representing a constrained form of loyalty 
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despite the narratives of worker freedom. This tension also challenges tra-
ditional conceptualizations of worker voice by highlighting that the 
absence of formal voice mechanisms is not incidental but is legally legit-
imized by the independent contractor classification (Dasgupta et  al., 2025; 
Hyman, 2016), while algorithmic control simultaneously ensures practical 
subordination and compliance with organizational directives.

Despite the systemic constraints of enforced silencing, our findings 
contain crucial evidence of worker agency and resilience. While the tech-
nological architecture is designed to enforce silence and promote compli-
ance, the data hints at underlying forms of resistance and tactical 
non-compliance that prevent complete acquiescence. App-workers are not 
passive recipients of algorithmic HRM control, but active agents who 
develop innovative strategies to reclaim voice and navigate silencing 
mechanisms. These strategies reveal a form of algorithmic voice reclama-
tion which captures the deliberate efforts of workers to create, amplify, 
or protect voice opportunities within algorithmically-managed 
environments.

Of important note, however, and representing an underexplored 
dynamic, is how worker silence is influenced by third-party, 
non-organizational actors within these work arrangements. As our find-
ings have shown, app-workers – particularly in the food-delivery sector 
– may experience an indirect pressure to remain silent as these external 
actors are not merely peripheral to the workflow but are instead central 
to the functioning and success of the OLP (McDonnell et  al., 2021). This 
is evident by the design and deployment of algorithmic HRM by these 
OLPs, which often elevate the role of customers and restaurants, granting 
them considerable influence over worker evaluations, workers’ access to 
future work opportunities, and even continued participation on the OLP 
(Duggan et  al., 2023).

Further, given that workers are heavily reliant on performance ratings 
and feedback from these parties, we find that there is a strong disincentive 
to raise concerns, especially when there is a prevailing sense among work-
ers that their voices will be overshadowed or disregarded by OLPs in favor 
of these influential third parties. As a result, silence becomes a rational 
strategy for self-preservation, and thus, is implicitly enforced. This dynamic 
shifts and expands the frontier or locus of control (Cameron & Rahman, 
2022; Donaghey et  al., 2011) from the traditional employer-employee rela-
tionship to a more fragmented model wherein power is distributed across 
multiple actors. Furthermore, a scenario emerges where OLPs, by design, 
can effectively delegate and distribute their agenda of organizational silenc-
ing to these third-party actors by embedding control within customer-worker 
and restaurant-worker interactions. Such diffusion of control complicates 
traditional understandings of worker voice, raising key questions regarding 
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organizational accountability and responsibility in these technologically 
mediated working arrangements. This suggests that the specific configura-
tion of algorithmic HRM, including the presence of additional stakehold-
ers, shapes both the silencing mechanisms workers face and how voice is 
expressed within these work arrangements.

Finally, our examination of algorithmic HRM and silencing contributes 
to broader scholarly debates about technology and work, enhancing the 
theoretical significance of our findings to address growing concerns 
about algorithmic fairness, accountability, and transparency (Kellogg 
et  al., 2020; Leicht-Deobald et  al., 2021) and their relevance to diverse 
academic audiences. We have highlighted how algorithmic systems can 
systematically exclude affected parties from decision-making processes – 
a fundamental procedural injustice. In demonstrating how algorithmic 
HRM enables structural silencing, our analysis exposes how technologi-
cally constrained voice channels potentially complicate the pursuit of fair 
algorithmic governance - a matter of considerable practical significance.

Practical implications

Our theorization of worker voice and organizational silencing in algo-
rithmic HRM contexts has several practical implications. For HRM prac-
tice, our findings highlight the potential unsustainability of extreme 
enforced silencing. While algorithmic HRM may deliver short-term effi-
ciency gains by minimizing worker input (McDonnell et  al., 2021), the 
frustration, helplessness, detachment, and resignation reported by our 
participants suggest that such gains may come at the cost of long-term 
worker retention, satisfaction, and performance. While the latter may 
seem less relevant for OLP business models that are designed and struc-
tured for high workforce churn, the use of algorithmic HRM increasingly 
extends beyond these work arrangements and has started to impact tra-
ditional work settings (Keegan & Meijerink, 2025), warranting more seri-
ous consideration. The defensive or oppositional measures developed by 
workers also indicate that attempts to silence may ultimately provoke 
more disruptive forms of voice. To mitigate these negative consequences, 
algorithmic HRM systems could be redesigned to incorporate more 
worker-centric features, such as providing transparent explanations of 
algorithmic decision-making, creating accessible and responsive channels 
for worker feedback and grievance resolution, and potentially allowing 
workers to influence algorithmic design and implementation (Cini & 
Goldmann, 2021; Dasgupta et  al.,2026).

Our findings also may hold direct relevance for traditional organiza-
tions, beyond the gig economy, that are integrating algorithmic manage-
ment into their core HR functions. Specifically, the mechanisms we 
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identify – the removal of human managerial contact, reliance on 
third-party input, and one-sided digital communication – are not unique 
to the gig economy. In traditional settings, the growing implementation 
of automated scheduling, performance monitoring, and peer-to-peer rat-
ing systems can similarly isolate employees and displace human manag-
ers (Keegan & Meijerink, 2025; Sherman et  al., 2025), creating a form of 
enforced silence that subordinates the formal employee-employer rela-
tionship to the demands of the algorithm. Traditional workplaces imple-
menting algorithmic performance management, automated scheduling, or 
AI-driven decision-making should be alert to three risks: (1) the gradual 
erosion of human intermediaries who historically facilitated voice, (2) the 
creation of opaque decision-making processes that prevent effective griev-
ance resolution, and (3) the potential for technology to enable, rather 
than prevent, voice suppression by management. This suggests that the 
protective function of traditional employment relationships against struc-
tural silencing is not automatic but requires deliberate design choices 
that preserve worker voice mechanisms alongside algorithmic efficiency 
gains. If companies fail to recognize that adopting the technology of 
algorithmic HRM without implementing robust, transparent voice chan-
nels—which are often a legal or cultural expectation in traditional 
employment—then they carry a high risk of replicating the frustration 
and ‘voice deficit’ observed in app-work, potentially leading to greater 
employee resistance and organizational instability (Dasgupta et  al., 2026).

For OLPs, our analysis indicates a pressing need to move beyond a 
purely efficiency-driven approach to algorithmic HRM and instead prior-
itize the development of technological channels that facilitate meaningful 
worker input while preserving operational effectiveness. Algorithmic HRM 
systems currently often operate as ‘black boxes’, dictating tasks, evaluating 
performance, and assigning rewards or penalties with limited transpar-
ency or avenues for worker feedback (Cameron & Rahman, 2022; Keegan 
& Meijerink, 2023), which can result in workers perceiving a lack of voice 
in shaping their working conditions or contesting decisions. To counter 
this, OLPs could redesign algorithmic HRM systems to incorporate worker 
feedback mechanisms, establish transparent communication channels, and 
create accessible systems for grievance resolution, signaling a shift from 
unilateral algorithmic control to a model of algorithmic ‘dialogue’. 
Practically, this could involve implementing in-app features that allow 
workers to provide feedback on algorithmic decisions (e.g., contesting rat-
ings), developing communication tools for worker discussion and sugges-
tions, providing algorithmic explainability by detailing evaluation metrics 
and decision-making processes, and establishing formal in-app grievance 
systems with clear resolution timelines and human intervention options. 
By adopting these changes, OLPs can foster a more balanced and 
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equitable work environment, helping to build trust, enhance worker sat-
isfaction, and ultimately promote the long-term sustainability of their 
platform.

Finally, for labor policy, our findings highlight the need to reconsider 
voice rights in non-standard employment arrangements. The enforced 
silencing embedded in the food-delivery app-work context raises questions 
about whether current regulatory frameworks adequately protect worker 
voice outside traditional employment relationships. By raising critical 
questions about democratic governance in increasingly automated work 
environments, our documentation of how algorithmic HRM constrains 
app-worker voice, and how workers attempt to reclaim it, informs debates 
about workplace governance and regulatory approaches needed to preserve 
voice rights in digitally mediated employment arrangements. As algorith-
mic management continues to expand across sectors, ensuring appropriate 
voice mechanisms that cater to non-standard workers becomes an increas-
ingly critical policy concern (Dasgupta et  al., 2025). Critically, the absence 
of support structures and human intermediaries, while driving efficiency 
for OLPs, potentially imposes a significant psychological toll on work-
ers—a job quality issue enabled by the independent contractor classifica-
tion and regulatory frameworks developed prior to the emergence and use 
of algorithmic HRM. Future policy initiatives should, therefore, consider 
extending legal protections for worker voice to app-workers, mandating 
transparency and explainability in algorithmic management systems, and 
establishing mechanisms for worker representation and collective bargain-
ing in the gig economy. Alternatively, policymakers could consider man-
dating compulsory, robust voice channels and grievance resolution 
procedures even without changing the classification of workers, thereby 
helping to close the regulatory loophole exploited by the platform design.

Future research and limitations

While a key strength of this study is the substantial number of in-depth 
interviews that provide rich insights into the food-delivery sector, the 
qualitative approach naturally constrains the capacity to generalize across 
the vast nature of the gig economy and its diverse forms of platform 
work. As such, the findings of this study are specifically relevant to 
app-work and the food-delivery sector. Studying the dynamics of algo-
rithmic HRM and worker voice and silence in other sectors within the 
gig economy may reveal different patterns. Likewise, future research 
could explore the generalizability of our findings through quantitative 
study designs. Additionally, given the important role of multiple parties 
in shaping the enactment of algorithmic HRM, empirical studies adopt-
ing a multi-informant approach that considers these various perspectives 
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(e.g., OLPs, customers, restaurants) would be beneficial in developing our 
understanding of how algorithmic HRM is designed, developed, and 
intended to be implemented within the food-delivery sector.

Several boundary conditions warrant explicit acknowledgement as they 
impact on the generalizability of our findings. First, our study focuses on 
food-delivery app-work, which involves distinctive characteristics including 
high temporal pressure, physical mobility requirements, and direct cus-
tomer interaction. These features may amplify silencing dynamics com-
pared to other forms of app-work or gig work more broadly (e.g., freelancing 
platforms, crowdwork). Second, our sample encompasses workers from 
four countries with varying labor regulation regimes, yet we did not sys-
tematically analyse how these regulatory differences moderate silencing 
mechanisms. Third, our interviews captured workers’ experiences at a sin-
gle point in time, potentially missing how silencing evolves as workers gain 
experience or as OLPs modify their algorithmic systems. Fourth, partici-
pant characteristics including age, gender, migration status, and whether 
app-work represents primary or supplementary income likely shape expe-
riences of and responses to silencing—dimensions that our analysis did not 
systematically explore. Finally, the variance in algorithmic design across 
platforms, whilst broadly similar in our cases, may produce different silenc-
ing effects that our sampling approach could not fully capture.

Furthermore, our multi-sited sampling strategy across four countries 
and three OLPs was designed to maximize diversity to establish the com-
monalities of the enforced silencing mechanism arising from algorithmic 
HRM, rather than to facilitate proportional comparison. Consequently, 
we did not systematically cross-tabulate platform usage by country, and 
future research designed specifically for comparative analysis would be 
required to analyze these context-specific differences. Additionally, future 
studies that broaden the empirical context within the food-delivery sec-
tor, or explore other sectors for comparative purposes, would be wel-
come. For example, research could fruitfully explore app-workers’ nuanced 
experiences with algorithmic HRM by directly comparing multi-app users 
and single-app users within the same sector. Such comparisons could 
reveal important differences in autonomy-seeking behaviors and responses 
to algorithmic control, offering deeper insights into worker agency. 
Relatedly, longitudinal research would offer great potential in exploring 
different and valuable vantage points on the diverse issues inherent to 
algorithmic HRM and help us understand whether how workers react to 
silencing has any material impact on the system they are controlled by.

Looking ahead to future research on HR practices in algorithmic-enabled 
employment contexts, our paper underscores the need for nuanced per-
spectives into the intricacies of different forms of platform work. While 
workers operating in different domains share some similar experiences, 
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there are important contextual differences that are having a formative influ-
ence on workers’ affective and behavioral responses to their jobs. Future 
research would also benefit from incorporating the perspectives of OLPs 
themselves to gain insights into the design logic and intended impacts of 
their algorithmic HRM systems. Understanding the organizational and 
managerial rationale behind these systems is crucial for a more compre-
hensive analysis of their effects on workers (see Dasgupta et al., 2026).

Future studies could also explore the long-term effects of enforced 
silencing on worker well-being and organizational outcomes in the 
food-delivery sector. Furthermore, longitudinal studies could examine how 
workers’ algorithmic voice reclamation strategies evolve over time and their 
impact on OLP policies and practices within food-delivery work. 
Comparative studies within the food-delivery sector could also investigate 
the role of different OLP designs or local regulations in mitigating or exac-
erbating the autonomy-voice paradox observed in this study.

Finally, and of critical importance, future research should investigate 
how factors such as gender, race, class, and age intersect with algorithmic 
control and silencing dynamics, as these identity categories likely shape 
workers’ experiences and responses to algorithmic HRM. As is the case 
with every technologically mediated labor arrangement, it is important 
that the worker remains front and center of future scholarship exploring 
how algorithms and HRM co-exist.
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