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MAKING TIME WORK:

ZIVILE MIEZYTE

INTRODUCTION

Though not a novel concept, food delivery has been fundamentally reshaped by its
incorporation within the platform economy, reshaping both its organization and the
experiences of those involved. Platform work is often viewed as a manifestation of
a broader shift towards the flexibilization of work arrangements, characterized by
adecline in traditional, stable employment contracts. While platforms tout the free-
dom and flexibility of delivery work, the reality often involves a stark contrast be-
tween promoted autonomy and actual control, flexibility, and precarity.! This ten-
sion permeates the lived experiences of delivery drivers and the academic
discourse surrounding platform work.

A growing body of research has consistently demonstrated that the lived ex-
periences of platform workers are shaped by insecurity, uncertainty, and algorith-
mic control.2 Studies also point to compounding vulnerabilities in delivery work,
stressing that platform economies often depend on migrant labor.3 Although many
platform workers face precarious and even dangerous working conditions, re-
search indicates that the experience of precarity varies significantly, suggesting that
simply equating platform work with conventional precarious labor risks oversimpli-
fication.*

Despite acknowledging the various risks associated with delivery work, Niels
van Doorn et al. (2020) highlight the need to critically examine the tendency to
characterize platform work as precarious labor, as this approach overlooks crucial
reasons why specific groups opt for this type of employment in the first place.
Drawing on this approach, | seek to contribute to a more nuanced understanding
of delivery work. More specifically, this article delves into the temporal experiences
in delivery work and explores riders’ temporal agency.

I See Ravenelle: Hustle and Gig: Struggling and Surviving in the Sharing Economy; Rosen-
blat: Uberland: How Algorithms Are Rewriting the Rules of Work.

2 See Ravenelle: Hustle and Gig: Struggling and Surviving in the Sharing Economy; Rosen-
blat: Uberland: How Algorithms Are Rewriting the Rules of Work; Griesbach et al.: »Al-
gorithmic Control in Platform Food Delivery Work«; Scholz: Uberworked and Under-
paid: How Workers Are Disrupting the Digital Economy; Schor: After the Gig: How the
Sharing Economy Got Hijacked and How to Win It Back.

3 Van Doorn et al.: »Migration and Migrant Labour in the Gig Economy: An Interventiong,
p- 2.

4 Schor: After the Gig: How the Sharing Economy Got Hijacked and How to Win It Back.



This article is about the temporal experiences of food delivery drivers working
on digital food delivery platforms in Vilnius, Lithuania. It is based on my social an-
thropology master’s thesis and the ethnographic fieldwork | did in the second half
of 2021 and the beginning of 2022.

An important part of my fieldwork included working as a delivery driver on
two platforms in Vilnius for a total time of one month. | was delivering food on a
bicycle, as were most of my research participants. In addition to the field diary, my
data comes from |6 semi-structured interviews with delivery drivers. There were
countless short conversations while delivering orders or waiting for deliveries to
pop up that substantially informed my data. Most of my research participants were
Lithuanian men aged 20-55, the demographics dictated by the field itself. | met my
interviewees mostly while doing deliveries on bicycles, through a local delivery
driver organization, or at a few protests that took place during my fieldwork. It is
vital to stress that most of my interlocutors had chosen delivery work not out of
necessity and had other options that they willingly and openly discussed. Freedom,
flexibility, and control of their time were the main themes in all of my interviews
and the primary motivators that attracted my interlocutors to work in delivery.

The structuring of labor time has long been of interest to the social sciences.
As Edward Palmer Thompson (1967) observed, the rise of industrial capitalism
brought about a profound transformation in how people viewed time and work. In
the logic of »time is money«, time that could not be exchanged for money was
deemed immaterial, falling outside the economic framework of evaluation.> Hence,
commodified time became a resource to be controlled and managed.® According
to Barbara Adam et al., flexibilization and just-in-time production emerged as logical
extensions of the fundamental premise that time is money.

The orientation toward here-and-now, typically associated with neoliberalism,
implies constructing personalized and subjective temporalities.” Christina Garsten’s
work with temporary workers or so-called temps shows how the temporal dimen-
sion enabled by temporary work patterns symbolizes a less conventional lifestyle,
one that is not dictated by the demands of industrial society and promises the im-
agination of a new work life.® Time and flexibility become central themes for the
flexibly employed. As Garsten shows, it becomes crucial for temporary workers to
uphold a sense of continuity and meaningfulness in their work trajectories and iden-
tities to »keep a particular narrative going.«?

5 Adam et al. (eds): »Choreographing Time and Management: Traditions, Developments,
and Opportunities«, p. 17.

6 Ibid., p. I8.

7  See Lash/Urry [1994] in Garsten: Workplace Vagabonds: Career and Community in
Changing Worlds of Work, p. 97.

Ibid., p. 96.

9  See Giddens 1991, p. 54 in Garsten: Workplace Vagabonds: Career and Community in
Changing Worlds of Work, p. 97.



The linear sense of working time is presently being reconstructed as mobile
devices enable a new kind of access to work at different times of day.!% Delivery
drivers rely heavily on mobile devices to perform their work. From the fast pace to
a temporal perception of wages, temporality defines how delivery drivers experi-
ence working in the platform economy.!! However, studies of temporal experi-
ences in delivery are scarce.

One excellent contribution is Julie Yujie Chen and Ping Sun’s study of delivery
drivers’ temporal experiences in Beijing, China. According to them, the delivery,
mediated through communication systems and technologies, pursues the fulfillment
of expectations of immediacy. Referring to the now normative temporal order they
call »temporal arbitrage«!2, the authors analyze how certain economic practices
exploit some at the expense of others’ time and effort and how delivery drivers use
various, sometimes opportunistic, tactics to reconstruct their temporal experi-
ences. Another ethnographic study by Katrine Duus et al. analyzes temporal expe-
riences of delivery work in Brussels, Belgium. They analyze frictions in the plat-
form’s real-time ideology or the gaps in riders’ time, which they call »unwanted
time.«!3 The authors propose that riders reclaimed a sense of agency by transform-
ing unwanted time into their own.!4 While my data complements these two stud-
ies, | intend to further the conversation by exploring the intricate link between rid-
ers’ temporal experiences, aspirations, and sense-making processes.

The promise of flexible work and the ability to be one’s own boss were key
factors that attracted my interlocutors to delivery work. Freedom in delivery work
is often interpreted as merely platform-generated discourse, internalized by the
workers and seen as fictitious or illusionary.!> However, without dismissing the
precarious aspects of delivery work, looking through the temporal lens and explor-
ing how the desire for flexibility shapes delivery drivers’ work lives can provide a
more nuanced understanding of delivery work. Additionally, it could shed light on
how the temporal experiences of everyday work are intertwined with imaginaries
of the future, aspirations, and sense-making. | also draw inspiration from Laura
Bear. For her, modern time is primarily characterized by doubt about and conflict

10 Mulland/Wjacman [2017] in Lord: »Changing World, Changing Works, p. 410.

Il Chen/Sun: »Temporal Arbitrage, Fragmented Rush, and Opportunistic Behaviors: The La-
bor Politics of Time in the Platform Economyx«.

12 Ibid., p. 1567.

I3 Duus et al.: »Riders in App Time: Exploring the Temporal Experiences of Food Delivery
Platform Workg, p. 202.

14 Ibid., p. 207.

I5 See Shibata: »Gig Work and the Discourse of Autonomy: Fictitious Freedom in Japan’s
Digital Economyx.



in representations of time.!é Therefore, exploring temporal experiences provides
new ways to analyze, critique, and measure inequality.!”

TEMPORAL STRUCTURE OF DELIVERY WORK

One late Sunday afternoon, | was waiting for an interview with Tadas, a thirty-year-
old courier, who kept messaging me and changing our meet-up place and time. He
asked me if | had a power bank (which | did not), so we had to meet to a different
location. Then, half an hour later, we finally met. He explained that he was eager
to deliver yet another order since they were still coming and the battery of his
electric bicycle still had some charge. He headed to a basement he was renting in
the city center to top up his battery and drop off a delivery bag. When we finally
sat down, | asked him how he usually rested during breaks. After thinking for a
second, he said: »Damn, to be honest, | eat something and sit calmly; | don’t really
need a break; | want to make money, I’'m too lazy to rest.«

Tadas’ attitude was common among riders, who often viewed breaks as inter-
ruptions of their time. However, it also depended on the temporal patterns of the
app.'8 The phrase »time is money« was something | often heard in my conversa-
tions with delivery drivers. There was a time that was considered »cheap«, during
which riders would rest and do other things because the pay rate was low or there
were hardly any orders to deliver. However, there was also the »expensive« time.
Benas, a 28-year-old delivery driver, explained it to me: »Because time is money,
you speed up, especially when there are many orders, then you know that every
minute is important to you.«

At the time of my fieldwork, the platforms paid for the riders per delivered
order, but the pay differed according to the delivery distance. When a rider logs in
to the app, an order pops up, and if accepted, it shows a designated time to reach
a restaurant. The app would only show the delivery address and the designated
delivery time countdown when the order was picked up. The base rate per order
remained the same, but it was adjusted upwards during peak hours (e.g., lunch and
dinner time) or when adverse weather conditions elevated the demand for couri-
ers. Riders received real-time updates on their smartphones, notifying them of any
rate adjustments, including the duration of those changes or their countdown. Many
riders who participated in my study intended to work during peak hours and rest
or do other things off-peak: Matas tended his garden, and Jonas used the time to
study musical composition or read books, to give a few examples. There was also
a weekend feature for a while, which meant a significant financial premium for doing
a hundred twenty deliveries on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. Jonas, a delivery

[6 Bear: »Doubt, Conflict, Mediation: The Anthropology of Modern Timex, p. 6.
7 Bear: »Time as Technique, in: Annual Review of Anthropology, p. 489.

I8 Later, | learned what was nota good time for an interview, and this also structured my
fieldwork.



driver in his early thirties whom | met through another rider, expressed his excite-
ment about reaching the target number of deliveries required to qualify for a bonus.
The gamification of labor through rewards and performance-based incentives con-
tributes to the perception of riding as a sport or a video game, fostering a sense of
motivation and engagement among delivery workers.!?

As time in delivery work was converted into money, there was a tendency to
measure time in money and vice versa. Jonas put it this way: »One thing that hap-
pens is that eventually you start to measure everything in delivered orders and how
much money you lose while communicating with other people and not working.«
Based on my data, time was often perceived as a measure that structured and
shaped relationships with clients, restaurants, platforms, and fellow drivers.

One of the few women | interviewed, Erika, told me that even in annoying
situations, the couriers, even more aggressive ones, would not waste time proving
their point. As she said, »It takes time to have a conflict.« Similarly, because solving
problems with the support from the platform often becomes a time-consuming (or
time-losing) endeavor, some delivery drivers avoid it altogether; as Tadas said,
»Not to waste time, as writing [to support] on your phone is always a waste of
time.«

I met with Jonas one August afternoon. He came to our meet-up place on his
electric bicycle, and we immediately started discussing it. He had recently bought
it and was telling me about the purchase. He said the electric bike gave him a feeling
of security, as he could count on making thirty euros with it in three hours. It was,
however, an expensive buy, and Jonas was worried that he had spent a fortune,
perhaps too much. Electric bicycles were sometimes considered a sign that one
was taking delivery work too seriously.

According to Chen and Sun, electric bikes and batteries become »constitutive
artifacts for making time work« for delivery drivers.20 Jonas also told me that having
to fix a broken bicycle, he had »lost five days of work« and, considering this as a
lost opportunity to work, three to four hundred euros. | chatted with him some-
time later in the summer. He had recently had an accident and had taken a break
from delivering for a bit. A woman had suddenly stepped onto the path as Jonas
rode along the bicycle lane. In a swift attempt to avoid a collision, he lost his balance
and fell, striking his head against the pavement. Jonas’ first thought after the fall was
whether the bike was damaged »because it relates with money and expenses for
me, that’s life.« As Chen and Sun suggest, for the riders, the loss of temporal arti-
facts equates to the loss of control over their time.2!

Accidents were not uncommon, as many riders admitted that it was the norm
to disregard traffic laws and ride in a risky way in order to increase delivery speed.

19 Stewart et al.: »Individualism and Collectivism at Work in an Era of Deindustrialization:
Work Narratives of Food Delivery Couriers in the Platform Economyx.

20 Chen et al: »Temporal Arbitrage, Fragmented Rush, and Opportunistic Behaviors: The
Labor Politics of Time in the Platform Economyx, p. 1569.

21 Ibid., p. I573.



Platforms often dubbed their drivers »heroes« and urged them to »feed the hungry
city«, which was »on fire,« using vocabulary that evoked a sense of crisis, emer-
gency, and urgency.

| learned from Povilas (27) that »a good courier is a fast courier.« One that is
focused, fast, and performs tasks rapidly or, in his words, »would not stop to chat
with his mates and is not trying to hit on the waitress every time.« Soon after, when
we met, Matas (39) told me he was not like the other riders. He explained to me
that he was not in a constant rush, as he prioritized safety over profit. The contrast
he draws between himself and other riders is crucial for understanding what is con-
sidered normal in delivery work: speed, urgency, and the risks accompanying it.
Even though, as Matas said, the »normal courier« would rush and risk, there were
other ways to engage with the temporal structure of delivery work.

HARDCORE WORK

While the temporal structure of platform work determines the fast pace of daily
tasks, it also permeates the temporal rhythms that govern riders’ working lives.
One strategy employed by delivery workers to engage with the temporal af-
fordances of delivery work was what some riders called »hardcore work.« This
involved pushing themselves to work extremely hard for brief periods. Darius ex-
plained this approach to me as follows:

Let’s say you're working three days: Friday and Saturday around sixteen
hours and then Sunday from ten to twelve hours. The whole weekend
you do it, you make six hundred euros, and you go home calmly like
this. | would leave around 10 am and come home around 3 am, then
sleep, wake up, and leave at 10 am again.

Darius, a 23-year-old delivery driver, had been working in delivery for the last three
years. He had a toddler son and was trying to navigate the demanding roles of
breadwinner and father. When he focused on work, Darius felt guilty about not
spending enough time with his family. In contrast, when he dedicated time to his
family, he worried about providing for them financially. This constant struggle
sometimes left him feeling overwhelmed. One of Darius’ coping mechanisms was
to »compartmentalize his time«, which he called hardcore work. This was a com-
mon approach to seeking a more balanced family life or desired lifestyle. Vladas, a
30-year-old delivery driver, recounted how fellow couriers would work extensively
for ten days, earning a thousand euros, and then take the rest of the month off.
»That’s my logic, too«, he said. »| work as much as | need to, and then | have all my
free time.«

Another recurring phrase | encountered among delivery drivers was, »| have
better things to do with my time.« Jonas, a self-taught musician, preferred spending
his time composing music and playing the guitar. Erika, when not delivering food,
immersed herself in photography. These riders shared their dreams of transforming



their passions into professions. In the interim, the demands of intensive delivery
work provided the financial means to support themselves while also allowing time
for their pursuits, whether it be hobbies, future endeavors, or family obligations.

While individual circumstances influenced working hours, they were also lim-
ited by the platforms’ scheduling practices, making work on weekends a forced
choice for some drivers. Because of the delivery rates, drivers often worked during
hours when others enjoyed leisure time, such as weekends and evenings. At some
point in the summer, one platform added billboards around the city of Vilnius that
addressed the clients: »Your time is more precious: the delivery is up to 2,5 euros.«
Soon afterwards, someone posted a picture in the riders’ social media chat with
one of these billboards with a red spray-paint tag expanding the statement: »than
courier’s [time]« (Figure |). This act acknowledges disbalances in social hierarchies,
measured in the value of time. As Chen and Sun highlight, the economic mecha-
nisms of delivery platforms benefit the expectations of the immediacy of one class
or group at the expense of the other.22

(OVRIERS
TIME

—

Figure [. lllustration of the advertisement in Vilnius with red spray-paint tag. lllustration by
Zivile MieZyte.

NEGOTIATING TEMPORAL STRUCTURE

Information and communication technologies speed up communication and offer
an ideology of real-time despite distance.23 The desire for efficiency and profit
through instantaneity pervades many aspects of life, and delivery drivers also seek

22 Ibid., p. 1567.

23 Duus et al.: »Riders in App Time: Exploring the Temporal Experiences of Food Delivery
Platform Workg, p. 196.



flexible work to optimize their time and earnings.24 Entrepreneurial notions of self
are extended into entrepreneurial negotiations of time.2> In this light, Chen and Sun
suggest that the here-and-now orientation of delivery work enhances »temporal
opportunism« that supports the normative temporal order.26 They argue that the
riders’ opportunistic approaches to managing their time align with the underlying
principles of temporal arbitrage.2’

Even though delivery work is typically associated with a fast pace, speed, and
the risks that come with it, waiting time is also an integral part of delivery work.28
As Chen and Sun note, »whether or not to wait and how to wait have become
questions that require the constant weighing of the circumstances.«2? In a way,
couriers develop a skill set for time management to maximize their income. Time
management also means making decisions based on weather conditions or the time
of day to estimate whether »the time you will spend, will it be expensive or cheap?«
as Darius explains. Riders employed strategies to maximize income and make the
time »expensive.«

Typically, a rider is compensated for their waiting time if the order is delayed
I5 minutes or more. However, the orders are often just ten or thirteen minutes
late, and that time is not compensated. On one occasion, | was delayed for half an
hour waiting for an order. When | recounted this to a fellow rider, he revealed that
he never opted to wait on such occasions and instead would cancel the order and
use this time for another one. Riders navigated the platforms’ temporal organiza-
tion by playfully engaging with the system to maximize their earnings. For instance,
| encountered riders who delivered orders by car while registered as cyclists on
the app. Some had multiple companies’ bags in their car and worked on two apps
simultaneously or delivered orders from both platforms with just one bag, which
was against the terms of service. These mundane acts could be seen as acts of en-
trepreneurship.

Alternatively, they could be interpreted as a form of resistance in pursuit of
fairness. It is not always easy to determine the boundary between the two and
understand how meaningful these acts are, but they nevertheless point to existing
power imbalances. As Emanuala Guano’s study on fiscal citizenship in Italy shows,
when the social contract between the state and workers is shattered, some see tax

24 Ibid.

25 Erickson/Mazmanian: »Bending Time to a New End: Investigating the Idea of Temporal
Entrepreneurship«.

26 Chen et al.: »Temporal Arbitrage, Fragmented Rush, and Opportunistic Behaviors: The
Labor Politics of Time in the Platform Economyx, p. 1575.
27  Ibid.

28 Duus et al.: »Riders in App Time: Exploring the Temporal Experiences of Food Delivery
Platform Work«, p. 192.

29 Chen et al.: »Temporal Arbitrage, Fragmented Rush, and Opportunistic Behaviors: The
Labor Politics of Time in the Platform Economyx, p. 1570.



evasion as justified resistance, a fight for fairness.30 Delivery drivers often ques-
tioned their lopsided relationship with the platforms, and while they sometimes
accepted being called »partners«, at times they were sarcastic about the fairness of
this partnership. One courier, Tumas, once said: »There is a feature on the app:
»evaluate your partnership.< | give it one star. If | could, I'd give it a zero.«

While digital devices often promote a temporal order centered on productivity
and efficiency, riders also actively negotiated, questioned, and resisted the imposed
temporal norms. One of the platforms used to have an embedded feature that
would reward the fastest couriers. Matas never received one, he said, as »he didn’t
want to risk his life.« Instead, he had registered on four different platforms and, on
any given day, would choose the one that offered the best rates. Delivery drivers
in my study were aware of the platforms’ control mechanisms, particularly the al-
gorithms. Vladas expressed frustration with the lack of transparency, especially re-
garding how the algorithms impacted their work. Juozas observed that drivers who
»cracked the code« of the algorithms were more successful. Monika, however, re-
mained skeptical and distrustful of them altogether. Others echoed this sentiment,
viewing the algorithms’ supposed objectivity as a convenient shield for platform
manipulation. Despite these concerns about algorithmic management and infor-
mation asymmetry, the drivers still valued the flexibility offered by the platform. My
data suggests that, for them, flexibility meant escaping the control of traditional
managerial supervisors. This flexibility, however, appeared to be primarily related
to scheduling — the ability to choose when to work, when to log in, and, perhaps
more importantly, the ability to log off when the platform caused frustration.

Disappointment in the platform end of the partnership is often caused by rup-
tures in the promise of flexibility. For instance, riders may encounter lagging apps
that hinder their work or spend extended periods waiting for orders without any
luck. For Eugenijus, seeing other riders getting orders while he was having the day
of his »anti-record« (three orders in four hours) resulted in him simply logging off
with frustration. These situations in which the couriers have to wait are sometimes
caused when the restaurants mark the order as ready when it is not. For Vladas,
such mistakes signal »disrespect for him and his time.« In such situations, Vladas
chooses to cancel the order and »lose some cash« rather than be forced to wait,
reclaiming control over his time. More than merely negotiating the system for fi-
nancial gains, couriers sometimes made choices that emphasized their temporal
agency despite financial loss.

TEMPORAL AGENCY AND HARD WORK

While many of these strategies employed to navigate the temporal structure of de-
livery platforms are intrinsically connected to maximizing income and time, riders’

30 Guano: »Taxpayers, Thieves, and the State: Fiscal Citizenship in Contemporary lItaly«, p.
478.



choices were also informed by drawing their boundaries and maintaining a sense of
dignity and respect.

In his book about truck drivers in the US, Lawrence J. Ouellet delves into
the intricate relationship between honor, dignity, and hard work. Ouellet empha-
sizes the importance of acknowledging workers’ non-subversive motivations.3!
Ouellet compellingly argues that work extends beyond mere financial gain for truck
drivers. Instead, the workplace is where the self is produced, and the work is ma-
nipulated to construct a positive sense of self.32 Many riders in my study view their
work in delivery as a temporary or transitory phase or a stepping stone to other
opportunities.33 Nevertheless, the temporal narratives allowed them to establish
themselves as hard workers, differentiate themselves from others, and find pur-
pose in their line of work. Monika asserted that many people have a misconception
of delivery work. »It’s not like you just sit in your car and get paid«, she explained.
Benas echoed this sentiment, emphasizing the physical aspect of the job: »Some
people come in, sweat for the first time on their bikes, make thirty euros, and say,
>Fuck my life, ’'m never doing this again.« Antanas scoffed at those who wanted to
sit in an office, do nothing, and »find their true selves« without contributing anything
meaningful to society. In his view, delivery work teaches the value of hard work
and the true worth of money. He even compared it to military service: »It’s like
military service for a man, to learn what honor means. It helps you understand that
there is no such thing as bad work.« By emphasizing their understanding of the
value of money, time, and labor, delivery drivers express a particular morality that
creates and maintains boundaries between themselves and others.34

In her ethnography of Wall Street bankers, Karen Ho unveils how flexibility,
speed, and hard work are rendered a skill set and contrasted to a routine corporate
work environment, which is often described as passive and lazy.3> Similarly,
Garsten’s ethnographic study on temporary workers demonstrates how they per-
ceive the security associated with traditional employment as a sign of fragility and
links it to an inability to adapt to the dynamic demands of the present.36 Likewise,
my interlocutors would often contrast themselves to the office workers whose
work was sometimes seen as unproductive or fake when looking through their
temporal lens.

Jonas’ decision to transition from a white-collar office job to a delivery driver
role surprised many in his circle. »They were like, >Jonas, he’s 33 already. | don’t
know.< | guess they thought | could do better than this,« he recalled. Jonas admitted

31 Ouellet: Pedal to the Metal: The Work Life of Truckers, p. 7.

32 Ibid, p. 1.
33 See Duus et al.: »Riders in App Time: Exploring the Temporal Experiences of Food De-
livery Platform Work«.

34 Keskdila, Eeva: »Reverse, Restore, Repeat!«, in: Focaal.
35 Ho in Muehlebach/Shoshan: »Introduction«.
36 Garsten: Workplace Vagabonds: Career and Community in Changing Worlds of Work.



that he had initially looked down on delivery drivers, but the pandemic prompted
him to try the job. It seemed like a temporary solution, but it changed his perspec-
tive on work. Jonas’ background in business administration had led him to a series
of office jobs, leaving him feeling unfulfilled. »The office life was grim and roboticc,
he shared. »lt felt like everyone was wearing masks, trying to turn me into an »office
plankton.« He told me that now, after having worked in delivery, he never wanted
to have this »office job kind of life« again. Instead, he hoped to find a meaningful job
one day.

Darius, too, was hesitant about the prospect of a regular office job. »These
people, usually, they’re not working,« he remarked. »They just imitate work. They
must sit there and kill time.« What truly demotivated Darius was the lack of a direct
correlation between effort and reward. »What happens is that they are buying your
time, which then you are using ineffectively«, he said. For Darius and others, office
jobs and being paid for the time of your work and not per task were associated
with a »make-work« or something that could be called »bullshit jobs.«37 Jonas and
Darius, like many others, acknowledged the downsides of delivery work. However,
the fact that they did not have to waste time »imitating« work was a significant
advantage. Riders emphasized that they work not because their time has already
been bought but because they choose to, especially when they choose to.

MAKING TIME WORK

It is vital to stress that delivery drivers are not a homogenous group. While most of
my interlocutors did not fall under the most vulnerable category of workers (they
spoke the local language, knew the tax system, and often had support networks or
the initial capital to buy a bicycle), their work and status remained precarious.
Drawing on ethnographic data, this article has shown that the temporal struc-
ture of delivery work not only shapes delivery workers’ relationships with clients,
restaurants, platforms, and fellow drivers but also permeates the temporal rhythms
of riders’ lives beyond work, affecting family routines and other commitments. The
understanding of time, instrumentalized by delivery platforms, is intertwined with
the often fragmented work lives of the riders. Engaging with the platforms’ tem-
poral structures, some riders opted for a demanding approach, so-called »hardcore
work.« In a way, this can be seen as an example of an extractivist work organization,
as Chen and Sun suggested, highlighting the temporal arbitrage at work, that is, the
temporal order that exploits the time of one class to make another’s wait-free life-
style possible.38 However, though soften aware of the existing power imbalances,
many riders in my study saw such working strategies as a way to pursue their
dreams and aspirations. Furthermore, they found it offered a stark contrast to the

37 Graeber: Bullshit Jobs: A Theory.

38 Sharma [2014] in Chen et al.: »Temporal Arbitrage, Fragmented Rush, and Opportunistic
Behaviors: The Labor Politics of Time in the Platform Economy«, p. 1566.



unfulfilling routine and restrictive managerial control and »make-work« they asso-
ciated with their experiences from office (or other paid-per-time) jobs.

Delivery work is characterized by a fast pace, speed, and risks but also involves
waiting periods and fragmented time.3? Drivers find ways to convert this »un-
wanted time« into moments of agency.40 It was particularly these frictions in the
platforms’ promise of flexibility that made my interlocutors question their status,
challenge the platforms’ control over their time, and emphasize their temporal
agency, even if sometimes it meant sacrificing financial gains. My data suggest that
delivery drivers’ temporal narratives allow them to establish themselves as hard
workers, construct a positive sense of self, and differentiate themselves from oth-
ers.
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