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This commentary highlights industrial-organizational (I-O) psychology’s responsibility in sup-
porting precarious workers by conducting workercentric research that draws on their unique
experiences during COVID-19 and by identifying opportunities where research can drive mean-
ingful change and improvement in this population’s lives. We expand on the focal article’s
(Rudolph et al., 2021) call for more research on precarious work by offering concrete guidelines
and specific resources to help researchers connect with this population, conduct workercentric
research, and help drive government policy. We ground our guidelines by focusing on gig workers
(e.g., Doordash, Instacart workers) but offer general suggestions for those researching other
precarious workers and beyond.

Precarious workers need our help now
As the pandemic unfolded, what first came to our mind as researchers? Many of us thought to
capitalize on unique research opportunities. In contrast, COVID-19 brought fear, turmoil, and
danger to precarious workers. Studies are already emerging showing those most affected by
the pandemic are marginalized, low-income workers (Kantamneni, 2020). This is problematic
because the groups that are more affected by COVID-19 differ considerably from those that
I-O psychologists primary sample: white collar, managerial workers, or undergraduate students
(Bergman & Jean, 2016). This pandemic makes it more urgent to mitigate the disconnect of cur-
rent I-O research to these workers and highlights the underrepresentation of precarious workers
in our research. We must ask ourselves as I-O psychologists: Are we really equipped to research,
understand, and help those completing precarious work?

This calls for a workercentric approach. Following, we first overview workercentric research
and then provide three concrete principles that are directed at helping precarious workers. In
sum, we must (a) look beyond I-O psychology for input, (b) begin with a workercentric goal
in mind, and (c) close the feedback loop with worker communities. These principles ensure pre-
carious workers are given an accurate voice and that we advocate for results and policy that trans-
late into workable, meaningful, and specific solutions.

The importance of worker-centric research during COVID-19
First, we suggest that researchers adopt a workercentric paradigm when investigating precarious
work during COVID-19. Workercentric research is best here because data and research questions
must be driven by the human experience of completing precarious work during a pandemic if we
wish to truly capture and understand the unique circumstances surrounding COVID-19.
Workercentric research is best understood as
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psychology of the self, working : : : psychology that preserves the integrity of the person : : :
psychology that derives its problems and projects from the human experience of working : : :
a research agenda out of the personal and subjective, out of questions about the personal
experience of work, the personal meaning of work. (Weiss & Rupp, 2011, p. 81)

There are several good reasons that I-O psychologists should conduct more workercentric
research but even more reason when considering precarious work. First, I-O research is problem
driven, but our problems overwhelmingly originate from and feature the organization’s perspec-
tive. Topics such as selection, training, diversity, and well-being are often driven by the interests
and goals of a company. In contrast, an analogue is difficult to draw for precarious work due to the
loose nature of the worker–organization relationship. For example, Doordash does not seek to
select for and develop the most effective and efficient delivery drivers because the work is
voluntary and independent. Rather, Doordash relies on the workers’ unique motivations, person-
alities, skills, and so forth to complete the work however they feel is best. Working an atypical,
unstructured schedule with unreliable income, while in personal protective equipment (PPE)
and attempting to maintain physical distance, is stressful and unpleasant. Understanding why
workers continue to do so can only start with the worker. The best science here will rely on
an inductive, grounded understanding of these workers’ experiences and how to effectively
improve them. I-O psychology will benefit from allowing “messy detail” in such exploratory
and primarily qualitative work (Christensen & Carlile, 2009, p. 241), even if this is at odds with
our tendencies toward rigorous measurement and quantitative methods.

Second, COVID-19 is a global event that is different from anything we have experienced.
Change is expected to follow any radical deviation from typical processes, operations, and
systems that are disrupted by this virus, as questions arise around what (and why) certain struc-
tures are more necessary or obsolete in hindsight. But, change will always be unique to whom
and what is affected; as noted earlier, those most affected by the current pandemic, and other
historical pandemics, are marginalized, low-income workers (Kantamneni, 2020). However,
the level of abstraction at which I-O psychology conceptualizes and measures psychological
phenomena misses idiosyncrasies of pandemic. For example, suppose a project is concerned
about safety hazards in gig work. After Instacart provided PPE, workers shared pictures online
showing that the PPE was low quality or reported that they received no PPE kits at all. If
researchers used Zohar and Luria’s (2005) safety climate measure, broader aspects of this issue
would be missed or misrepresented. In the sample item, “Management emphasizes safety pro-
cedures when we are working under pressure,” the phrase “working under pressure” captures
the experience of working in the pandemic but does not provide adequate detail on what
pressures workers are facing. This limits our ability to understand the unknown barriers
(e.g., receiving poor quality PPE, working increased hours to maintain a livelihood) to building
a strong safety climate during the pandemic. The same issue is likely to arise with many other
measures because idiosyncratic COVID-19 issues are glossed over, no matter how psychomet-
rically sound the scale. So, when studies begin emerging on COVID-19, will we be able to parse
out and identify what was unique and different from the circumstances of the pandemic? Or are
we going to see these unique concerns relegated to a dedicated background section on the
pandemic? Workercentric research complements current measures by uncovering and magni-
fying the important factors affecting workers’ experiences during COVID-19. As a first step to
conducting research that is truly grounded and useful during and following the pandemic, we
must first open our eyes and broaden our information sources.

Recommendation 1: Widen our lens beyond I-O psychology and traditional outlets.
As researchers, (1a) reading the news with an eye toward workers’ experiences is an easy and

good start for building a workercentric perspective. Headlines like “Target’s gig workers will strike
to protest switch to algorithmic pay model” (Gurley, 2020) and “Gig workers are doing essential
jobs, but tech companies still insist they’re not employees” (Rosenberg, 2020) should guide our
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attention and research. News moves faster than peer review, allowing us to better represent work-
ers’ experiences during the pandemic when developing research questions.

Regarding peer reviewed sources, though, research on gig work is still largely published in other
disciplines, so (1b) literature reviews need to be intentionally multidisciplinary (specific fields
offered in Table 1). In particular, we will need to stretch into the legal domain to (1c) understand
the implications of the central legal issue underlying gig work, employment classification, and its
recent developments in relation to gig work. In brief, U.S. gig workers are legally classified as inde-
pendent contractors. This work arrangement is legally defined by its lack of managerial direction,
material provisions, and long-term work contracts. Contractors also generally lack federal
employment protections, such as those covered by the Fair Labor Standards Act, as well as
employee benefits, like paid sick leave (e.g., Tran & Sokas, 2017).

Companies are careful to not violate these classification guidelines, meaning this issue has
implications for what recommendations are legally possible (e.g., companies may be reluctant
to provide in-depth safety training during the pandemic). Beyond this foundational understand-
ing, we must be up to date with attempts to reform this classification system and extend protec-
tions (e.g., sick leave and healthcare) to gig workers. We recommend first reading about
California’s prominent Assembly Bill 5 (AB-5). Though AB-5 is still being contested, the final
outcome likely has considerable consequences for gig workers’ well-being as well as implications
for what constitutes an appropriate goal in this work context. In sum, legal issues govern the work-
ing lives of many precarious work populations, such as the health and safety recommendations for
health care workers or local ordinances affecting frontline workers, so we must be aware and con-
sider them when advancing meaningful workercentric considerations and solutions.

Recommendation 2: Begin with a worker-centric end goal in mind.
Start with (2a) identifying what outcomes we can deliver to benefit workers most. What sort of

evidence-based policies can we provide a testing ground for? What are gig workers’ primary con-
cerns about working during a pandemic, and what can be done to resolve those? In order to
“enhance human well-being and performance in organizational and work settings,” per the
Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology (SIOP)’s mission (SIOP 2020) we need

Table 1. Suggested Sources for Gig Work Literature Reviews

Field/discipline Sample outlets

Human factors, human-computer interaction,
and information systems

Computers in Human Behavior; New Technology, Work and
Employment; The Association for Computing Machinery’s
conferences on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI) and
Computer-Supported Cooperative Work and Social Computing
(CSCW); The Association for Information Systems’ conferences
(e.g., Americas Conference on Information Systems (AMCIS))

Sociology, socioeconomics, and economics Research in the Sociology of Work book series; Journal of Sociology;
New Technology, Work and Employment; Work, Employment, and
Society; Society for the Advancement of Socioeconomics (SASE)
conference; National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) working
papers

Law, labor, and employment relations Comparative Labor Law & Policy Journal; The Economic and Labour
Relations Review; Transfer: European Review of Labour and
Research; Cornell’s DigitalCommons@ILR white papers and
Cornell’s journal ILR Review; International Labor Organization (ILO)
issue briefs, working papers, and reports

Note. As with any other domain, we encourage researchers to review work using alternative or related terms (e.g., platform, sharing, or
on-demand economy, crowdwork) and to carefully evaluate source quality (e.g., methodological concerns, potential bias). Of special
note in gig economy research, recent discussions have called into question the correspondence of company-sponsored research with
nonsponsored research, as well as with workers’ lived experiences (Scheiber, 2020), so considering data collection or acquisition
methods may be especially important here.
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to align our research projects with these outcomes foremost and consider how our findings can be
further delivered to organizations and workers directly.

In further working toward this end goal, advocacy should fall under our job description and as
one of our responsibilities. We can discuss the benefits our research holds for this population but
recognize that change for workers does not come from research alone; it is enacted by organiza-
tions and legislation. For I-O psychologists with the opportunity, (2b) we suggest intentionally
thinking about ways to improve the daily experiences of workers or including frontline workers
as relevant stakeholders in discussions and projects. I-O psychologists could also initiate or sup-
port efforts to evaluate and improve the effectiveness of PPE distribution, or help design new
systems for workers to directly and quickly give feedback about their needs and concerns.
However, the reality is there are limited resources and several legal boundaries around implement-
ing change for gig workers through organizations. Therefore, we also call for (2c) I-O
psychologists to be actively involved in government and policy making. Attending sessions like
Advocacy Bootcamp, at the annual SIOP conference (2019), or Advocacy 101 (from the 2020 con-
ference) is a good starting place to learn how to get involved. Individuals can also advocate by
communicating with policy makers, identifying members of congress, and using social media
among other forms of correspondence to deliver and circulate messages (Lewis-Burke
Associates LLC, 2020). Last, to ensure that information is received by those populations we seek
to benefit, we need to take a deliberate and tailored approach to communication and dissemina-
tion in public communities.

Recommendation 3: Close the research–community feedback loop.
We first recommend increased communication with public communities and worker popula-

tions. Dissemination and implementation science offers valuable guidance on how to translate
research into meaningful practice (Dugan & Punnett, 2017), but we emphasize the importance
of intentional communication tailored toward the target audience: workers themselves. The rap-
idly evolving nature of COVID-19 and the precarious conditions faced by gig workers, health care
workers, and many others on the frontline further suggest the urgency of communicating our
findings to workers as soon as possible.

Contacting this population also presents unique barriers as “traditional” options like
organization-based recruitment are limited (Scheiber, 2020). Nontraditional outlets such as social
media groups, online forums, or other popular press sources should be used more purposefully for
recruitment and to share research findings and practical implications.

Information released via these outlets is also most influential when conversational terms rather
than professional jargon are used. Restricting our boundaries to academic journals and other non-
public channels unintentionally limits the scope and influence of our work. To benefit workers
and improve their livelihood, an effective system supporting a cycle of feedback and communi-
cation must be established.

From our experiences, we suggest using forums on platforms like Facebook and Reddit for
sharing research and recruiting participants, as these are popular among gig workers (Gray
et al., 2016). Keep in mind initial contacts may be difficult: These workers have seemingly low
trust in researchers. We learned about workers experiencing or uncovering deceptive research
efforts, perhaps even from the companies for which they work (e.g., experimental manipulations
of Uber’s fee structures for drivers; Rosenblat, 2018a), justifying their reluctance to participate.
Further, gig workers’ schedules do not typically fit a standard 9 to 5 and also vary considerably
by day or week, and these are compounded by high turnover that makes ongoing contact difficult
(Rosenblat, 2018b). Importantly, these marginalized populations may not have much time and
energy to participate in research on top of work and family needs, and even more so in the middle
of a pandemic, providing another reason to close the loop and offer something valuable back to
workers. One good option here is to translate our research into a short, digestible summary or
infographic to share with workers on ways to improve their day-to-day experiences and encourage
workers to share the summary widely with others.
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Conclusion
Workercentric research and outreach represent a promising solution in understanding and
improving the lives of those engaged in precarious work, especially during COVID-19. When
we turn our attention to these workers and their lived experiences, we can study the truly pressing
issues, implement effective solutions, and drive meaningful change.

References
Bergman, M. E., & Jean, V. A. (2016). Where have all the “workers” gone? A critical analysis of the unrepresentativeness of

our samples relative to the labor market in the industrial–organizational psychology literature. Industrial and
Organizational Psychology, 9, 84–113.

Christensen, C. M., & Carlile, P. R. (2009). Course research: Using the case method to build and teach management theory.
Academy of Management Learning & Education, 8, 240–251.

Dugan, A. G., & Punnett, L. (2017). Dissemination and implementation research for occupational safety and health.
Occupational Health Science, 1, 29–45.

Gray, M. L., Suri, S., Ali, S. S., & Kulkarni, D. (2016, February). The crowd is a collaborative network [Paper presentation].
The 19th ACM Conference on Computer-Supported Cooperative Work & Social Computing Association for Computing
Machinery. San Francisco, California. https://doi.org/10.1145/2818048.2819942

Gurley, L. K. (2020, July 11). Target’s gig workers will strike to protest switch to algorithmic pay model. Vice. https://www.
vice.com/en_us/article/v7gzd8/targets-gig-workers-will-strike-to-protest-switch-to-algorithmic-pay-model

Kantamneni, N. (2020). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on marginalized populations in the United States: A research
agenda. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 119, Article 103439. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2020.103439

Lewis-Burke Associates LLC. (2020). Guide to federal outreach & advocacy. https://www.siop.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=
W4qmCGsnOUM=&portalid=84

Rosenberg, J. (2020, March 27). Gig workers are doing essential jobs, but tech companies still insist they’re not employees.
Mother Jones. https://www.motherjones.com/food/2020/03/gig-workers-are-doing-essential-jobs-but-tech-companies-
still-insist-theyre-not-employees/

Rosenblat, A. (2018a, January 9). The network Uber drivers built. Fast Company. https://www.fastcompany.com/40501439/
the-network-uber-drivers-built

Rosenblat, A. (2018b). Uberland: How algorithms are rewriting the rules of work. University of California Press.
Rudolph, C. W., Allan, B., Clark, M., Hertel, G., Hirschi, A., Kunze, F., Shockley, K., Shoss, M., Sonnentag, S., & Zacher,

H. (2021). Pandemics: Implications for research and practice in industrial and organizational psychology. Industrial and
Organizational Psychology: Perspectives on Science and Practice, 14(1), 1–35.

Scheiber, N. (2020, July 12). When scholars collaborate with tech companies, how reliable are the findings? New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com

Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology. (2020). SIOP government relations and advocacy. https://www.siop.
org/About-SIOP/Advocacy/Government-Relations

Tran, M., & Sokas, R. K. (2017). The gig economy and contingent work: An occupational health assessment. Journal of
Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 59(4), e63–e66.

Weiss, H. M., & Rupp, D. E. (2011). Experiencing work: An essay on a person‐centric work psychology. Industrial and
Organizational Psychology, 4(1), 83–97.

Zohar, D., & Luria, G. (2005). A multilevel model of safety climate: Cross-level relationships between organization and
group-level climates. Journal of Applied Psychology, 90(4), 616–628.

Cite this article: Marquez, SM., Alanis, JM., and Brawley Newlin, A. (2021). Making it happen: Keeping precarious workers’
experiences central during COVID-19. Industrial and Organizational Psychology 14, 189–193. https://doi.org/10.1017/
iop.2021.36

Industrial and Organizational Psychology 193

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2021.36 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1145/2818048.2819942
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/v7gzd8/targets-gig-workers-will-strike-to-protest-switch-to-algorithmic-pay-model
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/v7gzd8/targets-gig-workers-will-strike-to-protest-switch-to-algorithmic-pay-model
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2020.103439
https://www.siop.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket%3dW4qmCGsnOUM%3d&portalid%3d84
https://www.siop.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket%3dW4qmCGsnOUM%3d&portalid%3d84
https://www.siop.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket%3dW4qmCGsnOUM%3d&portalid%3d84
https://www.siop.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket%3dW4qmCGsnOUM%3d&portalid%3d84
https://www.motherjones.com/food/2020/03/gig-workers-are-doing-essential-jobs-but-tech-companies-still-insist-theyre-not-employees/
https://www.motherjones.com/food/2020/03/gig-workers-are-doing-essential-jobs-but-tech-companies-still-insist-theyre-not-employees/
https://www.fastcompany.com/40501439/the-network-uber-drivers-built
https://www.fastcompany.com/40501439/the-network-uber-drivers-built
https://www.nytimes.com
https://www.siop.org/About-SIOP/Advocacy/Government-Relations
https://www.siop.org/About-SIOP/Advocacy/Government-Relations
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2021.36
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2021.36
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2021.36

	Making it happen: Keeping precarious workers' experiences central during COVID-19
	Precarious workers need our help now
	The importance of worker-centric research during COVID-19
	Conclusion
	References


