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Abstract 

Crowdwork is one type of crowdsourcing enabled by digital platforms of work and the 

global widespread of Internet connectivity.  While employers find it a model of 

sourcing temporary labour to perform specific tasks with light employment obligations, 

recent statistics show that workers increasingly adopt it as a model of fulltime long-

term employment.  This study examines workers lived experience to uncover how 

workers adopt crowdwork as a model of fulltime employment.  It does so in the context 

of a developing country in Africa; Nigeria, where international organisations and 

governments particularly find it holding potentials to reduce the serious unemployment 

problems in these countries.  Through inductive research process, the theoretical lens 

of institutional work emerges as a plausible explanation of the research findings.  It 

shows that crowdworkers in the context of Nigeria create a fulltime long-term 

employment of crowdwork through five interlinked strategies that mediate between the 

constrains of their existing institutions and their need to sustain crowdwork 

employment.  Contribution to theory and practice is then discussed. 

 

Keywords: crowdwork, digital labour, crowdsourcing, institutional work, institutional 

theory, New Ways of Working, gig work. 
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1 Introduction 

 

Crowdwork is a new way of working and employment that has been recently identified 

as holding significant potentials to reduce the rising unemployment in both developing 

and developed countries (European Parliament 2017; ILO 2018; Kuek et al. 2015).  It 

presents a digital platform-mediated model for the sourcing of work from defined or 

undefined large number of individuals.  It is based on the cowdsourcing model and 

present one type of it which is paid and the work and financial remuneration are 

exchanged in full over digital platforms.  From the employers’ perspective, crowdwork 

provides a functional task-oriented sourcing of labour and access to a global pool of 

highly skilled workers with low organisational, legal and employment commitment 

(Boudreau and Lakhani 2016; Ford et al. 2015).  While it is a temporary model of 

sourcing tasks, recent surveys and studies show that it is rising in popularity and is 

being adopted by workers as a form of fulltime long-term employment.   

 

While it is difficult to determine the number of people adopting this model of 

employment, different surveys have highlighted the exponential growth of crowdwork 

in both the developed and developing worlds (Berg 2016; Dølvik and Jesnes 2018; 

Huws et al. 2016; ILO 2018).  From a societal perspective, the global reach of digital 

platforms of work and the rapid adoption of crowdwork has attracted national and 

international organisations including the International Labour Organization, European 

Parliament and the World Bank to recently consider it a new form of work (European 

Parliament 2017; ILO 2018; Kuek et al. 2015).  Indeed, governments and policy-makers 

in both developed and developing countries embraced it as a unique source of 

employment that breaks geographical boundaries and provide workers with an open 

and immediate access to the global employment market and hence provide a novel 

solution to reduce the proliferating unemployment problems particularly in developing 

countries (Kuek et al. 2015; Zakariah et al. 2016) (Barnes et al. 2015; Leimeister et al. 

2016).   

 

While the high level of adoption of crowdwork might be promising to reduce the 

enduring problem of unemployment in developing countries, the sustainability of this 

adoption as a long-term source of employment needs critical examination for 

theoretical and practical reasons.  First, previous research into technology innovation 
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and adoption has highlighted that the availability and initial adoption does not 

unproblematically translate into sustainable use (Avgerou and Li 2013; Walsham and 

Sahay 2006).  Indeed, research have shown that sustainability does not necessarily 

accompany technology adoption and many technologies are adopted and abandoned 

even when it promises to allow business and people to participate in global business 

networks (Kenny 2006).   Second, there seems to be a contradiction between the nature 

of the temporary assignments offered to crowdworkers on digital platforms and the 

proposition that it could serve as a long-term mode of employment for workers.  Third, 

the current thinking of crowdwork as a global model of employment on global digital 

platforms seems to suggest the irrelevance of local settings. This opposes the research 

that highlights the importance of local context in technology adoption and use in 

general and the challenge of making a technology work in practice, overtime and in 

local settings (Braa et al. 2004) particularly in developing countries (Avgerou and 

Walsham 2017).  Indeed, previous research has highlighted the efforts it takes to adopt 

and adapt technology in local context and achieve institutionalised use that persists over 

time (Braa et al., 2004).   

 

This study aims to closely understand the lived experience of crowdworkers to examine 

their shared practices in achieving long-term crowdwork.  We adopt inductive research 

approach and collected rich data from different sources including interviews, 

participant observation, social media monitoring and platforms observations.  Data 

collection took place in Nigeria as one of the largest countries in Africa with a 

significantly high unemployment rate of over 40%  and where crowdwork is promoted 

by government and international donors as a source of employment. Examining 

crowdwork in Nigeria could enhance our understanding of crowdworkers experience 

and their practices in a developing country context where unemployment rate is 

alarmingly high and there is a significant need for new employment models. It could 

serve as an exemplary and revelatory case study (Patton, 1990; Darke et al., 1998) that 

could shed light on crowdwork in Africa and the developing world where there is a 

dearth of studies in this regard (Graham et al., 2017).   

 

The study reveals that working on global digital platforms – while having a global 

reach, does not neutralise the impact of the local setting surrounding crowdworkers.  

Importantly, it shows the work crowdworkers do to create crowdwork as a long-term 
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mode of employment.  It identifies five interconnected social and material strategies 

that crowdworkers adopt including assembling diverse digital workplace, self-

provision and co-production of infrastructure, piecing financial systems, achieving 

digital legitimacy and integrating traditional business norms into digital work.  

 

In adopting the crowdworker’s perspective and examining a case in developing country, 

this study contributes to the literature in three ways.  First, it enriches the literature on 

crowdwork through offering a much-needed in-depth views on crowdworkers and their 

practices in making a long-term living from crowdwork.  This addresses scholarly  call 

for the examination of workers’ perspective and experience of employment in the 

digital economy, especially in developing countries (Graham et.al., 2017). Second, it 

contributes a novel understanding of long-term crowdwork as the creation of 

protoinstitution and empirically demonstrates its dimensions and processs.  It shows 

that crowdwork is socially and materially constructed and is context specific. This 

findings advances the conceptual development of crowdwork as a new mode of 

employment.   This is important as work is a core activity in society and plays an 

important social, economic and psychological role in people’s everyday lives and is a 

significant determinant of mental health and wellbeing (Cole 2007).  Accordingly, 

understanding crowdworkers experience provides important insight to international 

funders and policy makers.   Third, the study also contributes to the literature on 

institutional work. We extend this literature to a new setting for work that is mediated 

by digital platforms and occurs beyond the traditional formal organisational boundaries.  

As we examine a new digital work setting, our study provides empirically supported 

examination of the creation of a new institution that is not necessarily disruptive but 

rather complementary and sometimes manoeuvring around existing institutional 

arrangement.    

 

The paper is organised into seven sections.  Following the introduction, section two 

discusses the crowdsourcing literature and its existing bias towards the employer’s 

perspective, which leaves a gap in our understanding of crowdsourcing work.  Section 

three presents the theoretical lens for this research while section four outlines the 

research methodology including the research context, data collection and data analysis.  

Section five presents the research findings in terms of the social and material strategies 

crowdworkers employ to sustain their employment on digital platforms.  Section six 
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discusses the finding and the contribution of this research.  Section seven concludes the 

paper. 

2 Crowdsourcing and Crowdworkers  

 

Crowdsourcing is a new form of digital labour that harness input from a large-scale 

decentralized contributors through open calls (Brabham, 2008; Morris et.al, 2014). 

Regarding remuneration, the crowds could be compensated through tangible monetary 

payment or intangible means (Howe, 2006).  Crowdwork is one type of crowdsourcing 

where employment occurs on digital platforms and workers exchange digital work for 

agreed financial payment.  Crowdwork tasks could be classified as micro-tasks and 

macro-tasks (Ikediego et al., 2018). Micro-tasks are small, repetitive tasks requiring 

very limited skills to complete while macro-tasks take longer time to complete, require 

domain specific skills and are highly remunerated in comparison to micro tasks.   

 

Crowdwork is based on flexible, short-term, casual labour where workers are in no 

permanent employment of any particular employer or digital platform. Hence, it is 

argued that there is little employment security, steady income stream and legal 

protection for workers (Aloisi 2016).  In this regard, it has created a controversy in the 

public and the research domain.  Authors point to the power imbalance between 

employers and workers arguing that exploitation might occur as workers have little or 

no bargaining power which enable employers to exploit them by paying the barest 

minimum for tasks (Berg, 2015; Fuch, 2013).  Other authors argue that  crowdwork 

empowers workers with flexibility and autonomy to work anytime and anywhere 

((Deng et al. 2016; Sánchez et al. 2015; Zyskowski et al. 2015).  

 

Crowdwork research is lacking empirical research and conceptual development (Zhao 

& Zhu, 2014, Howcroft & Bergvall-Kåreborn, 2018, (Wood et al. 2019).  Indeed, 

studies that examine crowdworkers and how they organise this type of digital work 

remain scant (Barnes et al. 2015; Heeks 2017; Howcroft and Bergvall-Kåreborn 2018).  

Hence, there is little understanding of the dynamics of cowdwork as a new form of 

employment.  Research has yet to understand how crowdworkers experience work on 

digital platforms and how they organise their working lives when adopting it as a mode 

of employment specially as a long-term employment.  
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While it is believed to hold potentials for developing countries to open up global labour 

market and increase employment opportunities, little research has been conducted in 

this context.  Crowdworking research in developing countries has also been limited to 

largely involving theoretical discussions and hypothetical propositions lacking 

empirical studies.  However, authors continue to advance the hypothetical argument 

that the increased access to computers, smartphones and the Internet in the developing 

world would straightforwardly increase the adoption of different crowdsourcing types 

including crowdwork (Gillwald et.al., 2017). They also argue that crowdwork has 

potentials to be an important alternative source of employment to people in 

developing countries (Lehdonvirta & Ernkvist, 2011; Taeihagh (2017).  There is a 

need for in-depth understanding of how crowdworkers in developing countries organise 

their work and life to make crowdwork a source of long-term employment if we take 

corwdwork seriously as a possible source of employment and a way to reduce their 

alarmingly high unemployment burden.   

3 Research methods 

3.1 Research Setting 

Data collection took place in Nigeria.  Nigeria is the most populous and largest 

economy in Africa with a population of more than 190 million people (National Bureau 

of Statistics, 2017; Nakpodia, et.al., 2018). The country has over 40% unemployment 

or underemployment among population of the working age (National Bureau of 

Statistics, 2017) with little hope of earning a decent paying job in a formal sector that 

is commensurate with their education (Olotu et al., 2015; Adekola et al., 2017).   Nigeria 

is estimated to have 150 million mobile phone users and 98.3 million active Internet 

users (Nigerian Communication Commission, 2018). Considering its large population, 

high percentage of unemployment, proliferation of mobile use and the availability of 

Internet, Nigeria presents a relevant and important context for research on crowdwork 

in a developing country. Examining crowdwork in Nigeria helps flesh out its 

employment potential in a developing country context, which could inform the current 

debate in this regard.  
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3.2 Research approach and Data Collection 

It particularly adopts an inductive interpretive approach that aims to “piece together 

people’s words, observations and documents into a coherent picture expressed through 

the voices of the participants” (Trauth and Jessup 2000, p. 54).  Data were collected 

from a variety of sources including interviews, website reviews, observations and 

informal conversations, open online blogs, social media groups and online discussion 

threads (table 1 shows the types of data collected, their source, numbers of documents 

and observations and the purpose of collection). Regarding interviews, 38 in-depth, 

unstructured and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 35 participants.  

Interviews were followed by a number of follow up interviews to clarify and extend 

upon ideas.  The participants comprised 23 male and 12 females aged between 22 and 

46 years.   

 

The participants of the study were selected through purposeful sampling.  Purposeful 

sampling is based on selecting participants based on particular characteristics and the 

objectives of the study and is widely used in qualitative research (Guetterman, 2015). 

The inclusion criteria of the participants were based on 1) being involved in 

crowdsourcing activities for minimum of 2 years; 2) being engaged in paid macro-

crowdwork as fulltime employment and main source of income. These criteria were 

important in ensuring that participants have enough experience of crowdsourcing and 

they are knowledgeable enough to provide reliable account of its stability as an 

employment mode (Hodkinson, 2008). 

 

The interviews were open-ended allowing for divergence and spontaneity with 

questions arising from conversations with the respondents.  This provided an 

opportunity to gather and explore in-depth the life experience of participants and allow 

new discovery to emerge (Guetterman, 2015). Familiarity of one of the authors with 

the context of Nigeria helped in creating repertoire with interviewees and increasing 

the participants’ confidence, openness and trust (Myers, 2013; Myers & Newman, 

2007). This facilitated the expression of candid views, which enhanced the richness and 

quality of the collected data (Myers, 2013). The interviews were conducted through 

Skype voice call, in English, which is the official language in Nigeria.  All interviews 

were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
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The collection of data was carried out in three phases. The pilot phase was carried out 

between December 2017 and January 2018 with a total of 6 participants being 

interviewed. The pilot study was helpful as the participants were responsive, reflective 

and articulate in expressing their ideas. This helped in gaining initial understanding of 

crowdsourcing in Nigeria and developing the research design. The second and third 

stage were carried out between June 2018 - August 2018 and October – November 2018 

with a total 18 and 12 in-depth semi-structured interviews.  

Interview questions and conversations during the two phases were focussed on gaining 

a clear understanding their social and work practices, behaviour, perception of self, 

activities they engage in, how and why they engage in these practices, we also asked 

questions about their feeling and aspirations. Interviews lasted between 50 minutes to 

120 minutes with an average of 75 minutes while follow up interviews lasted between 

15 to 30 minutes. According to Charmaz (2006), critical issues and ideas might emerge 

during subsequent interviews and therefore, the interviewers can make a step toward 

pursuing these leads. In this case, further interviews were conducted with 3 

interviewees alongside several email exchanges with several interviewees to get 

insights and clarifications into issues that were not discussed and/or were not clear in 

the first interviews. 

Informal visit and observations of crowdworkers in their workspace was conducted. 

Rich data was collected as we were “given free rein to observe whatever [we] like” 

(Myers, 2013; pp140) and ask questions. Observations of crowdworkers in their natural 

setting (workplace) allowed physical confirmation and documentation of the set-up of 

their workspace, how they organise their work, their routine and relationship with other 

workers. Conversations we had during the observations were about their day-to-day 

routines, challenges they encounter, disposition to their work, effect of the work on 

their lives, their experiences with employers on the platforms, their workspace, how 

they bid for work online and manage their work, management of their time, objects in 

their work environment and their attitude to crowdwork. Visiting the workplace of 

crowdworkers was essential in providing insight and details of their working 

environment and have informed the examination of their need to create a physical 

workplace to supplement their digital work and provide a socially accepted façade for 

their digital platform work.    
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The data from the interviews were supplemented and triangulated with data gathered 

from open online blogs, social media groups and online discussion threads in addition 

to examining the participants profiles on crowdsourcing websites to further confirm the 

gathered data from interviews.  

 

3.3 Data Analysis 

After each interview, the respondents were given pseudonym names to protect their 

identity. Our Analysis followed the inductive and thematic approach that aims to allow 

data to speak for itself while constantly organising them into themes.  This is consistent 

with the guidelines of conducting interpretive case study research (Walsham, 1995; 

Klein & Myers 1999; Walsham, 2006).  

 

Our initial data analysis involved open and inductive coding approach (Hodkinson, 

2008; Vaast & Walsham, 2011). Codes and Themes were developed through reflecting 

on the content of the interviews and explicitly guided by participants’ quotes from the 

interview (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun et al., 2014) and triangulated with other 

sources of data to enhance theoretical validity (Venkatesh et al., 2013). These were 

discussed between the research team and agreed upon in order to improve internal 

validity (Feagin et al., 1991).  This allowed us to discover the amount of work the 

crowdworkers do on and off the digital platform that make their temporary work rather 

stable.  Informed by the lens of institutional work, we organized the emerging codes 

into five themes that make the sub-sections in the analysis section of this paper.  The 

research findings elaborate on these themes and the involved categories by including 

sample quotes that add rich insight into the experience of crowdworkers (Koch et al., 

2013).  To assess our research approach, we relied on Klein & Myers’ (1999) principles 

of interpretive research, which have become the standard for evaluating interpretive 

case study in IS research.
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4 The creation of an institution  

To present our findings, we first provide in this section an overview of the theoretical 

concepts that our analysis resonates with.  This is related to institutional creation and 

the involved institutional work.   

Institutions are “multi-faceted, durable, social structures, made up of symbolic 

elements, social activities, and material resources” (Scott 2001, pp. 49).  Institutions 

exist within and across formal organisations and in society.  They are commonly 

understood as taken-for granted and enduring social patterns that could go through 

periods of stability and change (Zietsma and Lawrence 2010). Institutional theorist 

identified institutional carriers that endure stability including norms and symbols, 

routines, rules, standards and material objects (Mayernik, 2016). While traditional 

institutional theorists have explained change as an exogenous force that disturb the 

reproduction of institutions, a stream of research in organisation studies has embraced 

agency and the effort required to create, disrupt or stabilise institutions.  This stream 

focuses on actors’ work to create, maintain or disrupt institutions in what is termed 

institutional work (Lawrence et al. 2011; Lawrence et al. 2013).  Institutional work is 

defined as “the purposive action of individuals and organisations aimed at creating, 

maintaining and disrupting institutions” (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). It presents the 

“enabling work” that allows actors to create stability in their work environment (Dacin, 

et.al., 2002; Lawrence et.al., 2013).  In this regard, actors play a central role as 

producers and carriers of institutions (Zilber 2002).  The term Institutional work also 

reflects a connotative connection between work and effort where “the notion of work 

connects effort to a goal, and thus institutional work can be understood as a physical or 

mental effort done in order to achieve an effect on an institution or institutions.” 

(Lawrence et al., 2009; p. 15) 

The notion of institutional work shifts the research attention from the stability implied 

in the organisation to the work done to create, maintain and disrupt institutions and the 

activities enacted everyday by individuals (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).  In this regard, 

institutional work is situated as actors reflexively engage with institutions that surround 

them in order to gain or sustain legitimacy (Lawrence et al., 2011). The subjective 
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meanings individual actors derive from their institutional environment have a 

significant impact on the institutional work they engage in (Zilber, 2002) 

The primary goal of research in institutional work is to develop situated, inductive, 

empirically grounded understanding of effort, activities and strategies people employ 

to effect any of the three broad categories of institutional work namely; creating 

maintaining or disrupting institution (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence et al., 

2009). The occurrence of institutional work is facilitated by various mechanisms. 

Suddaby & Viale, (2011) provide four mechanisms through which institutional work 

occurs: 1) actors use their legitimacy and expertise to confront incumbent institutional 

arrangements and to introduce new ones; 2) actors take advantage of their skill and 

social capital to recruit new actors and introduce new identities; 3) actors redraw 

boundaries of their field by introducing new rules and standards; and 4) actors create a 

new social order in their field by reproducing social capital.  

Studying the creation of institutions through the lens of institutional work allows 

focusing on understanding “actors who attempt to create new institutions, the 

conditions under which they do so, and the strategies they employ” (Lawrence et al., 

2009: p. 8).  So, the focus is on “why, how, when, and where actors work at creating 

institutions’ (ibid, p. 10).  Indeed, it shifts scholarly attention to the activities of actors 

in creating new practices and institutions (Greenwood et al., 2002) and the origin, 

emergence and creation of new practices in institutional arrangements (Lounsbury & 

Crumley, 2007; Scott 2001). 

 

New institutions arise when organised actors with sufficient resources see an 

opportunity to realize interests that they highly value (DiMaggo, 1988).  The creation 

of institutions has been achieved in cases when members of society justify the need of 

a particular institution and the role it plays to fulfil their need (Farny et al., 2018). 

Institutions can be also created through layering, which involves the creation of new 

institutions on top and alongside structures of existing institutions (Mahoney & Thelen, 

2010; p.15-16). Institution created through this means however retains the 

characteristics, rules and norms of the former institution (Gains & Lowndes, 2014). 

Streeck & Thelen, (2005) reveals how new institutions are created when institutional 

actors engage in political contestation with dominant powers and boundaries of existing 
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institutional arrangement.  Farrell & Héritier, (2003) also revealed how change in 

formal institution can give rise to the creation of informal institutions.   

5 The institutionalisation of Crowdwork 

This section describes the institutional work undertaken by crowdworkers in Nigeria to 

construct crowdwork as proto-institution.  It reveals the strategies they undertake to 

create crowdwork as a semi-stable long-term employment.  These strategies include 

assembling diverse digital workplaces, self-provision and co-production of 

communication infrastructure, piecing together financial systems from available 

technology, achieving digital legitimacy and adopting traditional business norms in 

managing customers relations.  These strategies are highly interlinked and are presented 

and discussed below in a separate format only for the analytical clarity and presentation 

convenience.   

 

5.1 Assembling diverse digital workplaces 

 

In order to improve their chances to sustain work, crowdworkers subscribe to different 

digital platforms for crowdwork.  This is in order to broaden their opportunity to find 

employers.  In this regard, they create several accounts in different digital platforms.  

They also orientate their profile in each platform to what they believe its suits the 

employers base of each platforms and the types of tasks that are typically posted on that 

platform.   In addition, they also create different accounts on the same digital platform 

to project different profiles and different set of skills.  They also subscribe to different 

access points for the same platforms and/or use different platforms that have different 

access points, i.e web and mobile.  This means that they need to navigate through a 

number of different digital work settings, digital design environments, payment 

protocols, interacting with different platform algorithms, and employers. Respondents 

revealed that it is not unusual for crowdworkers to juggle between several jobs on 

multiple platforms simultaneously in an effort to earn sustainable income.   They do 

this while considering the platform algorithm and how each platform matches 

employees to tasks. In this regard, they separate their skills across profiles and 

platforms in order to get better matches to employers and tasks and hence improve their 
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chances to get more work and sustain their employment.   This was explained vividly 

by Fred, a crowdworker for five years:  

“I do my work across three accounts....have two accounts on 

(platform)and one on (Second platform). One is for my main software 

work, I’ve had it for over 5years…..the second one is for Writing task, I 

have good ratings on both profiles but I try to specialize a profile for a 

certain type of task, its easier when you build your profile based on a 

specific skill. I use the (second Platform) because job post there are 

mainly for design, so I use it to get design Jobs……This work involves 

juggling across different platforms and tools, for example I use the sites, 

mobile apps….. there are lots of environment I have to work in at the 

same time, that’s the work” 

 

While juggling between digital platforms, crowdworkers also learn when to use each 

platform; by understanding which digital platform they have higher chances of getting 

work on and hence they make themselves on these platforms more frequently and while 

others are supplementary. Aisha, a crowdworker for two years explains that she uses 

four platforms as follows:   

“I have profile on Four platforms, I have a profile on Fiverr, 

Freelancer.com, Upwork and Crowdflower.  I am active on all four; 

freelancer and Fiverr are my main ones, they’re always open on my 

laptop and phone. Upwork and Crowdflower, I use about three days 

a week.” 

 

5.2 Self-provision and co-production of communication infrastructure 

 

Nigeria has problems with the distribution and availability of electrical power and 

insufficient power supply (USAID 2018). Power blackouts are not uncommon and can 

last for days and sometimes months.  For example, in January 2018, the entire country 

had a power outage (Olawoyin 2018) and in June 2018, all nation’s power plants 

collapsed causing another blackout in the country (Cox 2018).  To overcome this 
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limitation, crowdworkers generate their own electricity through the purchase of 

electrical generators, inverters, and solar panels. 

 

Another common problem in Nigeria with regard to the Internet use, is the availability 

of the internet. A number of Internet service providers (ISPs) have reasonable plans for 

power supply backup, but this does not ensure that there is always Internet connectivity 

which result in interrupting crowdwork. Also, subscribers are usually not informed 

about scheduled maintenance plans which can leave them without Internet access for 

an unknown period of time. Crowdworkers typically only discover that they are without 

Internet connection when they try to access the Internet for work.  

 

In order to ensure uninterrupted connectivity, workers subscribe simultaneously to 

multiple Internet Service Providers (ISPs) in order to alternate between them in case 

there is a problem with one. Emeka, crowdworker for five years explained: 

 “Right now, I have subscription to; three Internet networks so that I can 

easily continue with my work by switching between the Internet networks 

in case one of the networks has a problem, I have the second one to fall 

back on…this happens a lot” – Emeka (five years) 

 

5.3 Piecing together financial systems from available technologies 

  

Crowdworkers in Nigeria experience problems transferring income earned in foreign 

currencies on digital Platforms to their local bank accounts. Ideally Platforms provide 

facilities through popular payment options like PayPal, bank transfers and Skrill to 

enable workers access to their earnings. But due to financial restrictions by PayPal, 

banks and Financial services like Visa and MasterCard on accounts registered in 

Nigeria (Efobi et al., 2014; Counted & Arawole, 2015), workers are not able to transfer 

earnings into their local bank accounts. This resulted in the creation of alternative 

payment and transaction methods. These methods include using multiple PayPal 

accounts and using virtual debit/credit cards through Payoneer.  Payoneer “is an 

Internet-based financial services business that allows users to transfer money and 

receive payments through re-loadable prepaid credit/debit cards” (Siddiqui & Akram, 

2015). Olawunmi, a six years crowdworker revealed;  
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“… for PayPal I have two accounts also, one is international that I 

bought from someone in America and manage it using VPN to link to my 

payoneer card, the other is a Nigerian PayPal.”  

 

Crowdworkers also engage in the practice of transferring their funds amongst a number 

of payment platforms in search for less expensive transaction and exchange rates. 

Workers revealed that digital platforms charge exorbitant transfer fees and offer 

unfavourable exchange rates. In order to get their income, workers use social media 

platforms, mainly Facebook and Twitter to market and trade these earnings. 

Crowdworkers advertise the availability of their funds to potential buyers who may 

need foreign currencies; funds are advertised after they’ve been transferred to a PayPal 

or Payoneer account. PayPal accounts used to retain foreign currency are usually 

bought from or opened by friend and families who live overseas. Crowdworkers 

perform these financial trade operations on social media as an extension of their work 

activities. This strategy of institutional work expands the workplace across different 

existing digital financial platforms and appropriating social media to be another 

financial platform.  This is best articulated by Lolade, who has been a crowdworker for 

six years;  

 

“…the problems with PayPal here…our money can’t be [transferred] 

into our bank account, we have to get people who need foreign currency 

and PayPal to buy things abroad and sell the funds to them and get Naira 

(local currency…. So, where else seem appropriate than social media so 

that I can reach a wider audience of people, usually I meet some on 

Facebook. I just post it on my Facebook page that I have this amount in 

dollar to sell and people contact me, and we negotiate the exchange rate. 

That’s the main ways I meet people that buy my PayPal, Skrill and 

payoneer credits[fund].”  

 

5.4 Achieving digital legitimacy 

Power structure exists in every institution and crowdsourcing is no exception. Digital 

platforms are engrained with complex algorithm that ranks workers based on their 
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skills, experience, previously conducted work, among other parameters.  This ranking 

is used to recommend workers to prospective employers.  This ranking produced by 

algorithmic calculations is presented as a measure of crowdworkers’ capability to 

satisfactorily complete a specific task. Crowdworkers in Nigeria find that the higher a 

worker’s rank or rating, the higher the chances of employment and that a crowdworker 

does not stand an employment chance if their ranking is low.  Daniel, a crowdworker 

for over 6 years has expressed this view saying: “you are invisible to employers with 

low rating”. 

 

Fulltime crowdworkers in their quest for sustained employment and through 

experimentations and discussions with colleagues recognize the algorithmic demands 

of the digital platform and their correlation to the likelihood of getting employed.  

Interestingly, they compare this algorithmic ranking to the long-standing tradition of 

the employment institution and find that it similar to the practices of job interviews and 

CV writing.  Ola, a crowdworker for seven years expressed that:  

 

 “these websites work like real-life, when you go for an interview, the 

higher your qualification and experience, the better your chances of 

getting the job and that also determine your pay. It just happen that in 

this case, it’s online and an algorithm determines that…..People talk to 

you nicely and with respect when you have a good profile and ranking, 

because I think there’s a perception that you are good at what you do 

and they (employers) want to work with the best guys on the website - 

Ola 

 

However, crowdworkers also realise the possibility of and need to “work on the system” 

and “play the algorithm” to increase their ranking.  They find this as a way not only to 

increase their employability but also to obtain a bargaining power over employers.   

This view has been expressed as follows: 

 

“Now I can bargain prices with client, that’s not something I had the 

luxury of when I first started, I can tell them my price and what time I 

can deliver their work” – Monica (three years) 
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5.5 Integrating traditional business norms in managing customers relations 

The high stakes and pressure of sustaining earnings and full employment on digital 

platform have encouraged crowdworkers to experiment with it and find ways to 

manoeuvre around the institutional boundaries of the algorithm in order to find practical 

solutions. Hence, they build long-term relationships with employers on and surprisingly 

largely outside the digital platform, compete to be the first to bid, bid low on projects 

and also compete to deliver faster than requested. For example, some crowdworkers 

share their email, Skype ID, and phone numbers with employers to enable contact 

outside of the platforms. These off-Platform communications can be used to get more 

jobs and be paid directly, thereby circumventing the restrictions and also charges on 

digital platforms.  The building of long-term relationship outside the platform has been 

a recurring theme in interviews and was expressed by Joseph and Adesola as:  

 

“…I have their [employer] contacts now, …so I build relationship with 

this kind of people[employers], so when they need my services, they have 

to call me or send message to me through WhatsApp so that I can do the 

job for them”. - Joseph (Six years) 

 

“…you must always keep close relationship with them [employers]... 

always tell them you're available after working for them and then 

capitalize on it to use it judiciously so that we can keep a constant, close 

relationship with our client[employer], …so that many time they come 

back and say I need a job, get it done…they can easily come back to you, 

so we maintain a relationship, a solid one” – Adesola (Two years) 

 

This practice is sometimes initiated by employers requesting off-platform contact or 

could be part of the work being offered: 

“…there are some jobs you need to do, you just have to exchange contact, 

its normal, … probably I have to design a website for you, you have to 

register my email on your WordPress before I could have access, I have 

to exchange contact…he (employer) told me he wouldn’t want to be 

communicating so much on the platform, can I give him my email or my 
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skype ID and I did, and we communicate on skype and sometimes he pays 

directly to my account” – Apostle (Six years) 

 

 

 
Figure 1: A text message with an employer 

The Figure 4 shows a mobile text message between an employer and crowdworker 

which confirms our finding of workers transacting and contacting employers outside 

the platforms. 

 

Crowdworkers who are new to the digital platforms find the need to build their Platform 

reputation.  They achieve this by underbidding on projects in order to accumulate 

reviews and gain influence. Hence, they purposely offer their services for very low 

prices relative to other workers on the platform. An indicative sample is expressed 

below: 

 

“I just take the projects at annoyingly lower rates just so that I can build 

my ranking and profile on the website, I knew once I have a higher 

project completion rate and reviews, I’ll be able to charge more” – Ola 

(Seven years) 

 

To further improve their algorithmic ranking, crowdworkers particularly those who are 

new to the digital platform, offer to conduct and finish jobs in a much shorter period of 

time than was requested by the employer.  They believe that this underbidding gives 

them a favourable position on the platform. Participants have commonly expressed this 

view and Blessing encapsulate it saying: 
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“I will offer them a quicker response time, like if you want the job done 

in three days I will tell you I can do it in a day or two”. – Blessing (Two 

years) 

 

Crowdworkers maintained the view that bidding low and offering faster delivery on 

projects allow them to compete through accumulating good rating and improving their 

ranking on the crowdsourcing digital platform.  Hence, they continued this practice. 

6 Discussion and Contribution 

There is an exponential growth in crowdwork and growing believe that it creates a 

global labour market that could reduce the unemployment problem particularly in 

developing countries.  However, beyond surveys, research has yet to provide deep 

understanding of the phenomenon from the crowdworker’s perspective.  Our research 

aims to contribute to the latter through shedding light on crowdworkers lived 

experience in the context of developing countries.  It critically examines the view that 

it could be adopted as a long-term mode of employment and specifically answers the 

question: how workers adopt crowdwork as a model of fulltime long-term employment.  

Empirically, it examined the lived experience of crowdworkers in Nigeria, which is one 

of the largest developing countries in terms of population with significantly high rate 

of unemployment. The theoretical lens of institutional work emerged during the 

analysis as providing cohesive explanation of what people do in their attempt to achieve 

permanent institutional arrangements (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence et al., 

2011; Lawrence et al., 2013).  Accordingly, it served as a suitable case study to closely 

examine the proposition of crowdsourcing as a source of sustainable employment 

particularly in the context of developing countries, which could inform the current 

debate in this regard.   

This research shows the effort it takes for crowdwork to create crowdwork as a long-

term employment.  It reveals that crowdworkers create crowdwork as an institution in 

its own right with its norms, resources, routines and arrangements.  In establishing its 

social activities and material resources as an institution (Scott, 2001; Zietsma & 

Lawrence, 2010), crowdworkers are impacted by and negotiating with different 

existing institutions and technologies.  These include state’s regulations and 
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infrastructure, existing digital institutions including payment platforms and social 

media financial systems in addition to digital platforms of work with their dynamics 

and operations.   

The study shows the effort, strategies and “purposive action” crowdworkers employ in 

order to establish crowdwork as an institution with its normative and regulative 

elements (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) transcending social, technical, political and 

economic constraints of the existing institutions. It identifies five interlinked and 

overlapping social and material strategies the crowdworkers adopt to create the 

crowdsourcing institution.  They highlight the important role of context in the 

examination of crowdwork employment potentials. It highlights that long-term 

employment in local settings is an achievement and not a given immediately driven 

from the global reach and settings of digital platforms.  The institutionalisation 

practices crowdworkers engage in to create crowdwork as a long-term employment are 

essentially social and material involving large number of technologies in addition to 

social, legal, and societal considerations.  This conceptual development contributes to 

crowdsourcing literature that has under-examined crowdworkers’ perspective and 

insufficiently theorised crowdsourcing (Zhao & Zhu, 2014; (Howcroft and Bergvall-

Kåreborn 2018). 

 

The study shows that crowdworkers in Nigeria are engaged in auxiliary work outside 

the digital platforms to generate electricity and ensure the availability of access to the 

internet and mobile services.   In doing so, they complement the country’s existing 

communication infrastructure.  They also expand and redefine the country’s financial 

system infrastructure to include the appropriation of social media as a market place to 

advertise and trade currencies. This appropriation required collective engagement and 

cooperation of several parties to operate this new informal financial system 

successfully. This finding shows that although crowdsourcing is an individualistic form 

of work, the homogeneity of challenges and context in which workers operate sets in 

motion cooperation between workers and other parties to use different financial digital 

platforms and also appropriate other platforms such as social media to act as parallel 

and/or alternative to existing institutions. This points to both the creation of a new 

institutional arrangement by actors justifying the need for it (Farny et al., 2018) and 
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creating parallel institutional arrangement alongside existing ones (Mahoney & Thelen, 

2010; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). The creation of an informal financial system could 

be a matter of concern in terms of risks, its legal and regulatory implications. In the 

context of Nigeria however, bypassing or avoiding organised institutional arrangements 

by creating parallel “self-governing economic, socio-cultural and juridical system” is 

an everyday practice that assert individual and collective agency in closing gaps in 

state’s resources (Osaghae, 1999). It aligns with previous research in developing 

countries that shows citizens-sourced healthcare, education and water (Trovalla, & 

Trovalla, 2015).  

The study also showed that crowdworkers are involved in assembling diverse digital 

platforms and diverse digital profiles in their attempt to create a digital workplace that 

is capable of sustain full and long-term employment and income.  This finding extends 

the understanding of the material and social arrangement of crowdwork.  It shows that 

digital spaces of work are not separate objects from the social and institutional spaces 

and that they impact each other.  This finding supports the view that advocates the value 

of examining them together and not in separation (Orlikowski, 2007). 

Our study shows that crowdworkers in Nigeria are involved in a mix of platform and 

algorithmic workarounds and traditional business networking.  Previous research 

approached workspace in crowdsourcing as confined to the digital platforms where 

workers and employers meet (Deng & Joshi, 2016; Forde et al., 2017). This study 

extends this view through uncovering the business networking crowdworkers pursue 

on and off the digital platform to build rapport and sustainable relationship with clients. 

The unintended consequence of these institutional work practices will be its negative 

effect on the profitability and long-term survival of digital platforms as number of 

transactions and revenue diminishes.    

The study points to the power and influence dynamics of digital platforms driven by 

the reputation system, our finding revealed that crowdworker are involved in 

algorithmic management to increase their reputation and gain higher status on the 

digital platform which in turn increases their chances of employment and income 

sustainability. Although previous research examined the influence and role played by 

algorithmic ranking in various digital platforms (Jøsang 2007; Jøsang et al., 2007; 

Eslami et.al., 2017), our findings show that not only do algorithms influence 



 22 

crowdworkers’ employability but crowdworkers also ‘play the algorithm’ on and off 

the digital platform to gain high rankings and power.  The institutional work of attaining 

power does not renounce the reputation system of the platforms but involves creating 

new practices that helps crowdworkers attain a privilege position within the power 

structure. 

Our study also contributes to advancing the application of the theoretical lens of 

institutional work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence et al., 2013). It extends this 

research to a new setting for work that is mediated by digital platforms and occurs 

beyond the traditional formal organisational boundaries.  As we examine a new digital 

work setting, our study provides empirically supported examination of the digital, 

physical and mental work required to create a new institution in this new digital work 

setting.  It empirically showed that the creation of the crowdwork institution is not 

necessarily disruptive to existing institutions but could take place through 

complementing and incrementally building new institutions alongside or within 

existing institutional arrangements (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010).  

In terms of the implications of research on practice, this study provides in-depth 

understanding of the contextual factors that impacts crowdwork adoption and its effect 

on workers in the context of a developing country.  Hence, our research in this context 

could be relevant not only to academia but also to key stakeholders including 

government, development agencies in addition to digital platform owners and 

employers.  This supports policy makers in their effort to promote this new type of 

digital work to solve the unemployment problem.  It also provides platform owners 

with a much-needed understanding on the lived experience of crowdworkers and the 

practical problems they face in their attempt to adopt it for longer term as a mode of 

employment.  This insight allows the rethinking of the business model of digital 

platforms and the refinement of digital platforms to cater for its adoption for fulltime 

employment. 

7 Conclusion, limitations and further research   

The study shows that crowdworking on digital platforms, though has been lauded to 

transcend geographical boundaries (Berg, 2016; Kuek et al., 2015; Zakariah et al., 
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2016), is subject to the social, political and technological conditions of the users’ 

environment.  This is consistent with previous research that examined other systems 

and technological adoption and use to highlight the importance of local context (Braa 

et al., 2004; Avgerou & Walsham, 2018).  Research assumes that crowdworkers have 

the “freedom to choose when and where to work, how long to spend and what work to 

perform” (Kleeman et al., 2008, p. 154).  Our study argues that these are not inherent 

characteristics of crowdwork but context-specific practices.  Our study shows that while 

these characteristics exist in principle, crowdworkers in Nigeria who adopt 

crowdsourcing as an employment mode and source of living do not enjoy much of this 

freedom as they are constrained by existing institutions.  They work from professional 

offices for long hours and compete on digital platforms over availability, speed of 

respond, prices and delivery time. In their local context, crowdworkers are engaged in 

auxiliary work to create their physical and digital workplace.  They also create the 

necessary infrastructure for their work and engage with the digital platforms algorithms 

to gain power and better opportunities. 

Research have examined the quality of crowdwork (Allahbakhsh et al., 2013; Daniel 

et.al., 2018) and the engagement of the crowd (Berardi et al., 2014; Naderi, 2018).  Our 

research complements this view by showing that crowdsourcing work while essentially 

digital yet involves work to stabilise many social, technological and institutional 

elements and that crowdworkers can only sustain their employment through doing this 

institutional work.  While our research reveals five strategies crowdworkers employed 

to establish crowdsourcing as a stable institution in Nigeria, these strategies are not 

exhaustive. Other research might find more or different strategies in another context.  

Indeed, “institutional work involves action that is triggered, facilitated, and constrained 

by the environments in which it occurs” (Lawrence and Dover 2015). Hence different 

context might affect institutional work differently (Battilana & D’Aunno, 2009; Wright 

& Zammuto, 2013).  

 

This study focused on examining crowdsourcing work in Nigeria, future research can 

examine other context for crowdsourcing work.  Indeed, while this study contributes to 

the filling of research gap in understanding crowdwork by examining its sustainability 

and the technological and economic arrangement crowdworkers do, more research is 

needed to examine other aspects of crowdsourcing work.  While this study is limited to 
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examining crowdworkers’ perspective, further research could examine multiple 

perspectives.  Indeed, future research can shed valuable insight into this area by 

conducting a comparative study of employers, digital platforms and workers 

perspectives. 

 

In conclusion, the sustainability of crowdsourcing employment in not readily available 

with the existence and availability of digital platforms as research and different 

international and development organisations perceive it.  On the contrary, it takes 

significant work from crowdworkers to institutionalise it into a sustainable mode of 

employment. Organisations that aim to support crowdsourcing work as sustainable 

source of employment need to facilitate the occurrence of this institutional work. 
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