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Abstract: Gig work is a type of contingent work which has increased markedly in recent times,
and is characterised by uncertainty, unpredictability, and instability of both schedules and income
earned. Gig workers are also likely to work for multiple platforms and/or employers. These work
characteristics mean that performing gig work is associated with higher rates of stress than the
general population (Madden et al. Pers Rev 2017). However, it is not currently known which
strategies gig workers use to cope with this stress — including which strategies are likely to be
effective. The aim of this study was to understand the relationship between coping strategies,
number of employers and stress in gig workers. An online survey was completed by 49 gig workers.
Validated questionnaires were administered to measure coping strategies (Brief COPE) and stress
(Perceived Stress Scale-14). Approach coping strategies (active, planning, and social support) were
associated with reduced stress (p<0.05), whereas the avoidant coping strategy of self-blame was
associated with increased stress (p<0.05). No differences in stress were seen between gig workers
with one employer and those with multiple employers. Findings suggest that some coping strategies
may lower stress in gig workers, though long-term outcomes should be considered in future research.
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Introduction

The gig economy is on the rise and includes various
forms of contingent work arrangements, such as freelance
and short-term work?. The business models used in the gig
economy aim to reduce labour costs such, as insurance and
paid leave, and generally consider workers to be indepen-
dent contractors®. This provides a high level of flexibility
for the employer and the workers; however, it shifts differ-
ent costs related to training, paid leave, and insurance to the
workers®, and results in a precarious working arrangement
for many individuals®. Some of the characteristics of this
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kind of work include having multiple employers, working
on a temporary basis, working on-call, having few work
hours or tasks, or sometimes having no work at all®. Esti-
mating the number of people employed by the gig economy
is difficult as a result of the opportunity (and often financial
necessity) to work for more than one platform (e.g., Uber,
Menulog, DiDi) simultaneously.

In addition to the precarious nature of gig work (i.e.,
whether ‘gigs’ will be available), this population of work-
ers generally do not have a steady work schedule and may
work different times of the day or night throughout the
week. Moreover, many jurisdictions have limited regulato-
ry practices in place for gig workers (e.g., work hour limita-
tions, fatigue management) — which can lead to further in-
stability. Unpredictability and instability in both work
schedules and income earned are associated with high lev-
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els of stress™®. Prolonged stress can lead to poor physical
health, as well as mental health problems such as depres-
sion and anxiety, in addition to substance abuse, low job
satisfaction, fatigue, and sleep-related issues”. The rela-
tionship between routine certainty and health has also been
explored in workers doing precarious work”, such as gig
work. While there is limited research in the area, evidence
suggests that gig work is associated with poor mental health
(including stress), potentially as a result of poor job stabili-
ty, low wages'?, and worker surveillance and evaluation
(e.g., consumer rating systems)'V.

While not researched in gig worker populations, evi-
dence suggests that certain work characteristics are likely
to result in psychological stress. For example, nonstandard
working hours are associated with increased stress because
of constant changes in sleep patterns and having to accom-
modate domestic roles®. It has also been suggested that un-
predictability and uncertainty of work affect health and
well-being of workers as a result of the difficulty in balanc-
ing work and personal lives”. Given the unpredictability of
gig work, in combination with non-standard work hours, it
appears gig workers may be at particular risk of experienc-
ing high levels of psychological stress. Not only this, but
there have been recent calls for research addressing the
physical and mental health of gig workers'?.

Another aspect of gig work that may increase stress is
that, due to the unpredictable and uncertain nature of gig
work, an increasing number of people work more across
more than one platform/employer to earn sufficient income.
While some gig work platforms consider gig workers to be
independent contractors — for the purposes of this paper we
will describe each platform as a ‘job’ (though this may not
be technically correct depending on the jurisdiction and
contracts held). While little evidence is available on the im-
pact of working across multiple platforms for gig workers,
some research suggests that individuals working with mul-
tiple jobs experience increased stress levels as compared to
single job holders'®. Having multiple jobs may result in
increased stress due to factors such as scheduling difficul-
ties, being unable to spend time on self-care activities, and
managing work-life balance'*'9. Evidence from a health-
care sample suggests that holding multiple jobs is associat-
ed with higher dissatisfaction with their work, in addition
to greater intentions to leave the field in the next 1-5
years'?. Furthermore, one study examined stress in 83 full-
time workers and found holders of multiple jobs had high
self-reported stress levels, particularly in relation to their
primary job'®. Conversely, another study conducted by
Bouwhuis ef al. showed no difference in stress levels be-
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tween single and multiple jobholders, though this research
was not performed in gig workers specifically'”. Addition-
ally, other evidence suggests that there may be specific
groups of workers who are particularly vulnerable to stress
resulting from holding multiple jobs'®. These vulnerable
groups tended to include women, individuals with lower
education levels, and individuals whose jobs afforded low-
er levels of consistency and security — which may also align
with individuals performing gig work.

To manage stress, gig workers may adopt different kinds
of coping strategies. However, to date, no research has been
performed on specific coping strategies in this population.
Coping is a process whereby individuals aim to reduce neg-
ative feelings caused by an undesirable event*”. Some cop-
ing strategies include seeking social support, avoidance,
and religious coping?). Coping strategies can be divided
into two main categories: approach coping strategies
(where the individual aims to deal directly with the stress-
or) and avoidant coping strategies®”. Approach coping
strategies are problem focused and use cognitive and be-
havioural efforts to deal with stress** 2%, Conversely, the
aim of using avoidant coping strategies is to avoid dealing
with stress and reducing any potential threats®. While
there are some inconsistencies, previous research generally
indicates that approach coping strategies are likely to be the
most effective for managing stress®®?”. On the contrary, the
use of avoidant coping strategies has been related to poor
wellbeing and increased occupational stress? 2. While the
relationship between these two main categories of coping
strategies and stress has been explored in literature in gen-
eral, it needs to be studied in gig workers given the aspects
of gig work that cause stress.

Given the novelty of this population, pilot investigation
is necessary to understand the capacity for research to be
undertaken in gig workers. The present study aimed to
identify the types of coping strategies undertaken by gig
workers, in addition to gaining an understand the relation-
ship between approach and avoidant coping strategies and
stress in this population. We also aimed to investigate the
relationship between stress in gig workers who have one
employer compared with multiple employers.

Subjects and Methods

Design

This study used a cross-sectional quantitative design.
Data were collected through an anonymous survey created
using Qualtrics (Provo, UT). Participants self-identified as
doing gig work in Australia and were excluded if they were
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under 18 years of age. Ethical approval was granted by the
Central Queensland University Human Research Ethics
Committee (2020-105).

Procedure

Participants were recruited using social media (Twitter
and Facebook). The primary method of recruitment was via
Facebook groups aimed at gig workers, as no standard
companies could be contacted to aid with recruitment (as
may be possible with a ‘standard” workforce). The poten-
tial pool of respondents from relevant Facebook groups
ranged from ~500-7,000 per group (approximately 10
groups were identified for contact). Furthermore, relevant
hashtags were used within Twitter posts to reach Australian
gig workers. The survey link was accompanied by an infor-
mation sheet which gave a brief description of the study.
Participants were informed that their participation was
anonymous and voluntary, and they could withdraw any-
time. Participants were informed that it would take 10-15
minutes to complete the survey. At the end of the informa-
tion sheet, participants provided their informed consent,
including that they were above eighteen years of age, resi-
dents of Australia, and had understood the information pro-
vided to them. Finally, the participants were provided with
the contact details of a helpline (Lifeline Australia) in case
they needed support due to any distress caused by taking
the survey. If participants wanted to be sent a plain English
version of the summary of the study results, they could pro-
vide their e-mail address. They were assured that their con-
fidentiality would be maintained if they provided their
e-mail address.

Measures

Demographics and Job Characteristics

Participants were asked to confirm that they currently
perform gig work. Of note, there are limited consistent defi-
nitions of gig work available in the literature. However,
critically, all available definitions reflect inherent work in-
stability and the performance of work on an as-needed, and
per-task basis. For many individuals, gig work reflects not
only app-based work allocation, but a range of arrange-
ments where work tasks are allocated to individuals based
on availability. Given the difficulty in defining what con-
stitutes gig work, the following was asked of participants:

In this survey we are interested in finding out informa-
tion from “Gig Workers”. “Gig” work is a type of contin-
gent work where the workers have one or more of the fol-
lowing work arrangements:
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(1) do not have a long-term contract with the employ-
er(s), (2) are working on a temporary basis, (3) work on-
call, (4) work variable number of hours/tasks every week
(5) work for more than one employer

These workers generally get work through online digital
platforms or smartphone application-based connection
where employees get connected with the employers (clients
or users). However, they may be assigned tasks by the em-
ployer through text, email, or phone call. Some examples of
this type of work include ride sharing (e.g., Uber), food
delivery (e.g., Uber Eats, Menulog), freelancing (Freelanc-
er, Amazon, E-bay), handyman, cleaning services, and re-
tail.

Do you do have any of the above-mentioned type of work
arrangements in your life?

Participants were also asked what kind of work they cur-
rently engage in that aligns with the term ‘gig work’. De-
mographic questions included age, gender, the area they
live in (e.g., major city, inner regional, outer regional, re-
mote, or very remote), education, and annual income. Par-
ticipants were asked to select which of the following de-
scribed their work: application or digital platform based,
independent contractor/freelancer, temporary/short term,
on-call, have a regular job and supplement with gig work,
can get work over text or phone call, and other. Questions
also addressed the number of hours worked per week on
average, the number of days worked per week on average,
and the number of employers they work for. Given the
complex terminology around employers, contractors, and
subcontractors, we clarified that for the purpose of the sur-
vey “if you work under your own ABN and have more than
one source of work then you have multiple employers/cli-
ents. If your work is application-based, then each applica-
tion will be considered as one employer”.

Coping Strategies

The second section of the survey included questions re-
lated to various coping strategies used by the participants.
This section used the Brief Coping Orientation to Problems
Experienced (Brief-COPE) Inventory?". The Brief-COPE
has 14 subscales (each subscale has two items) for the dif-
ferent coping strategies, with each subscale comprising of
two items per scale and corresponds to a Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 = “T have not been doing this at all” to 4 = “I
have been doing this a lot”. Out of 14 subscales (2 items
each), 6 subscales (acceptance, active, planning, emotional
support, information support, positive reframing) are cate-
gorised as approach coping strategies whereas another 6
subscales (venting, behavioural disengagement, substance
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use, self-blaming, denial, self-distraction) are categorised
as avoidant coping strategies. The remaining 2 subscales
(humour, religion) do not belong to any category. This
questionnaire assesses the frequency with which a person
chooses particular coping strategies in stressful situations.
The Brief-COPE was first validated on a sample of 168 par-
ticipants and showed adequate factor structure?”. The reli-
ability of the 14 sub-scales used have shown to be above
average and range from a=0.50 to 0.90. The approach cop-
ing category comprises of six subscales which are: active
coping, use of informational support, positive reframing,
use of emotional support, planning, and acceptance. The
avoidant coping category also comprises of six subscales
which are: self-distraction, behavioural disengagement, de-
nial, venting, substance abuse, and self-blame. Humour and
religion are neither approach nor avoidance coping strate-
gies. However, they have been included in the analysis as
they are part of Brief-COPE scale. There is a total score for
each of the 14 subscales of the Brief-COPE inventory,
where a higher score means that the participant uses that
coping strategy. No items are reverse scored. The total
score for each subscale ranges from 2 to 8. Coping strate-
gies can be considered to be both trait or state (i.e., in the
moment) characteristics. The Brief-COPE scale can be
used to measure both types of coping based on the way
questions are asked. Within the present study the present
perfect tense was used (i.e., “I have been...”), reflecting
situational (state) coping®.

Stress

The third section of the survey gathered information
about perceived stress experienced by participants over the
past month. For this section, the Perceived Stress Scale 14
(PSS-14) was used®). The PSS-14 has a reliability coeffi-
cient value of 0.77. This scale was chosen as it is a widely
used measure of psychological stress, which is likely expe-
rienced by gig workers, due to the precarious nature of their
work. The PSS-14 comprises of 14 items with a Likert
scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (very often), such as, “In
the last month, how often have you felt that you were un-
able to control important things in your life?”. Positively
worded items, such as, “In the last month, how often have
you dealt successfully with irritating life hassles?” were re-
verse scored. There is a total score for PSS-14 and ranges
from 0 to 56 where higher scores represent higher per-
ceived stress. Low stress scores range from 0—18, moderate
stress scores from 19-37 and high stress scores from 38—
56%2.
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Data Analysis

Microsoft Excel was initially used to clean the raw data
(Version 16.44; Microsoft Corp, 2018). Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS Version 27.0; IBM Corp,
2020) was then used to perform statistical analyses. Stan-
dard assumption testing was carried out prior to analyses.
One-way ANOVAs were performed to compare stress out-
comes based on demographic factors (e.g., number of hours
and days worked per week). To examine the relationship
between the coping strategies (approach and avoidant cop-
ing strategies) used and perceived stress, one-tailed bivari-
ate Pearson’s correlations coefficient (r) was calculated.
Each of the 14 coping subscales was compared to perceived
stress. To examine the relationship between the number of
employers and perceived stress an independent samples
t-test was conducted. The number of employers had two
categories; gig workers having one employer and those
having more than one employer. Reported p-values were
one-tailed, p-value under 0.05 was considered statistically
significant. All data presented as mean + standard deviation
(M =+ SD).

Results

Demographics

Sixty-eight participants commenced the survey; howev-
er, 9 people did not do gig work; 1 was under the age of 18;
2 were gig workers but lived overseas; 7 people com-
menced but did not complete the survey; therefore, all of
these individuals were excluded. As a result, the final sam-
ple size was 49 participants, with 31 males (63%) and 18
females (37%). Recruitment ceased at this point as despite
additional advertisements and promotion, no further partic-
ipants completed the survey. Participants’ age ranged be-
tween 18 to 64 years, where the majority of participants
(43%) were in the age range of 35 to 44. Most participants
performed temporary/short term work (29%). Independent
contractors and workers who could get work over text or
phone call ranked third in the type of gig work (25%). It
was found that 33% of participants worked 4 days in a
week. It was also identified that most participants worked
for one employer (65%). All descriptive data are reported
in Table 1.

Stress and Coping

Scores on the PSS-14 (29 + 5.2) ranged from 18 to 39. A
shown in Fig. 1, the top three state approach coping strate-
gies indicated by scores on the Brief-COPE were planning
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample (n=49)

Measure Percentage
Gender
Female 37
Male 63
Location
Major city 69
Inner regional 20
Outer regional
Remote
Gig work type
Application or digital platform based 25
Independent contractor/freelancer 20
Temporary/short term 31
On-call 18
Have a regular job and supplement with gig work 25
Can get work over text or phone call 20
Hours worked per week
1<and <10 6
10< and <20 25
20<and <30 35
30< and <40 27
40< and <50 8
Days worked per week
1 4
2 8
3 20
4 33
5 22
6 6
7 6
Number of employers
One employer 65
More than one employer 35
Annual income ($)
0< and <20,000 22
20,000< and <40,000 41
40,000< and <60,000 27
60,000< and <80,000 4
80,000< and <100,000 2
100,000< and <120,000 2
120,000< 2
Highest level of
education
Less than Year 12 or equivalent 6
Year 12 or equivalent 14
Vocational qualification (e.g., certificates) 6
Associate diploma 10
Undergraduate diploma 6
Bachelor’s degree (including honours) 37
Postgraduate diploma 8
Master’s degree 12
Other 0

Note: Percentage rounded to nearest whole number.
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Fig. 1. Use of approach and avoidant coping strategies.
Note. Error bars = standard deviation

(5.8 £ 1.7), acceptance (5.63 £ 1.75), active (5.63 = 1.8).
The most used avoidant approach coping strategy was
self-distraction (5.4 + 1.6). The second most used avoidant
coping strategy was venting (4.3 £ 1.6). The third most
commonly use avoidant coping strategy was self-blame
(0.5+1.4). Humour (4.9 £ 2.1) and religion (5.4 + 2.3), two
sub-scales of Brief-COPE which do not belong to any of
the major categories of coping strategies, were moderately
used.

Stress and Working Arrangement

Mean PSS-14 scores differed slightly across the different
types of reported working arrangements (digital platform
—26.0 + 5.6; independent contractor —29.0 + 4.4; tempo-
rary/short term —31.7 + 4.0; on-call —31.1 + 2.9; supple-
ment with gig work —28.2 +4.1; work via text or phone call
—29.5 +2.1). However, sixteen participants reported engag-
ing in more than one working time arrangement.

Stress and Weekly Work Hours

Most participants worked between 10-40 hours per week
(~85%). Despite few participants indicating that they
worked less than 10 hours per week (n=3), there was a
slight trend towards greater stress when fewer hours were
worked per week (010 h — 36.3 +2.3; 10-20 h — 30.8 +
4.1;20-30h—-273+5.9;30-40 h—27.9+4.4;40-50 h —
28.0 = 3.2 points). There was a statistically significant dif-
ference between groups, F(4, 44) = 2.891, p=0.033. Post-
hoc analyses indicated a significant difference between
participants who worked 0—10 hours and 20-30 hours per
week (p=0.043).

Stress and Weekly Days Worked

Scores on the PSS-14 were very similar regardless of the
number of days worked per week (one day — 35 + 0.0; two
days —33.0 + 4.1; three days — 29.8 + 3.8; four days — 26.8
+ 6.4; five days — 29.9 + 2.8; six days — 25.3 + 1.5; seven
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Table 2. Correlation between approach coping strategies and perceived

stress

Total perceived stress score

Pearson correlation p-value
Active coping —0.402%%* 0.002
Emotional support —0.293* 0.02
Use of information support —0.219 0.065
Positive reframing —0.01 0.472
Planning —0.255% 0.039
Acceptance -0.121 0.204

Note: ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-tailed).

days — 28.0 £ 5.2 points). Due to a low number of partici-
pants who reported working two days per week or fewer, or
six days a week or more, groups were collapsed into the
following categories: 1-3 days per week (31.3 =4.0 points),
4-5 days per week (28.0 £ 5.4 points), and 6-7 days per
week (26.7 £ 5.4 points). However, there were no signifi-
cant differences between collapsed groups, F(2, 46) =
2.789, p=0.072.

Socioeconomic Factors and Stress

Due to low cell numbers for participants earning above
AUDS$60,000, all participants earning AUD$40,000 and
above were collapsed into one group. Reported stress was
higher for individuals earning below AUD$20,000 (32.4 +
4.0 points), than individuals earning AUD$20,000 -
$40,000 (28.9 £ 5.7 points), and individuals earning more
than AUD$40,000 per year (26.9 + 4.2 points). There was a
significant difference in the amount of stress reported based
on annual income, F(2, 46) = 4.382, p=0.018. Post hoc
analysis indicated that this significant finding reflected the
difference between the lowest and highest earning groups,
p=0.015.

PSS-14 scores were also significantly different based on
education level obtained, F(2, 46) = 4.827, p=0.013. High-
er scores on the PSS-14 were seen for participants who had
postgraduate education (31.8 + 2.9 points) as compared
with less than a bachelor’s degree (26.6 = 5.7 points),
p=0.020. Neither group had PSS-14 scores that were sig-
nificantly different from individuals who reached the bach-
elor level of education (30.1 + 4.3 points).

Relationship Between Number of Employers and Stress

An independent samples #-test was used to compare
stress in gig workers who have one employer (29.53, +
5.06) with those who have more than one employer
(27.76,+5.31). Results of the #-fest showed that the differ-

ence in stress levels in gig workers having one employer
and those having more than one employer was not statisti-
cally significant, ¢ (47) = 1.14, p=0.13, d=0.34, 95% CI
[-1.34, 4.87].

Relationship Between Approach Coping Strategies and
Stress

Results of Pearson’s correlation showed that there were
significant negative correlations between approach coping
strategies and stress for active coping, r (47) = —0.402,
1<0.002, emotional support, r (47) = —0.293, p<0.02 and
planning, r (47) = —0.255, p<0.04. Pearson’s correlations
for all approach coping strategies and stress are presented
in Table 2.

Relationship Between Avoidant Coping Strategies and
Stress

Results of Pearson’s correlation showed that there were
significant negative correlations between avoidant coping
strategies and stress levels for self-distraction, r (47) =
—0.300, p<0.02, and substance use, r (47) = —0.269,
p<0.03). However, there was a significant positive correla-
tion for self-blame, r (47) = 0.460, p<0.001. Pearson’s cor-
relations for all avoidant coping strategies and stress can be
viewed in Table 3.

Humour and Religion

The sub-scales humour and religion coping strategies
were not statistically associated with perceived stress, r
(47) =—0.214, p=0.07) and » (47) = 0.13, p=0.18 respec-
tively.

Discussion

This study is the first to examine the relationship be-
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Table 3. Correlation between avoidant coping strategies and

perceived stress (n=49)

Total perceived stress score

Self-distraction

Denial

Substance use

Behavioural disengagement
Venting

Self-blame

Pearson correlation  Significance
—0.300* 0.018
0.21 0.074
—0.269* 0.031
0.046 0.376
-0.19 0.095
0.460** 0.001

Note: * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-tailed).

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).

tween coping strategies and stress in gig workers. This is a
critical new area of research given the ubiquity of gig work
in the current climate. The present study also examined the
relationship between the number of employers a gig worker
has and their perceived stress.

Findings indicated that gig workers in this sample use
approach coping strategies (planning, acceptance, active
coping, positive reframing) more than avoidant strategies
(self-distraction, venting). Least used coping strategies in-
cluded denial, substance abuse, and behavioural disengage-
ment — all of which are classified as avoidant strategies.
Approach coping strategies, including active coping, emo-
tional support, and planning were associated with reduced
stress, though use of information support, positive refram-
ing, and acceptance (other approach strategies) were not.
Self-distraction and substance use (avoidant coping strate-
gies) were also associated with reduced stress, though the
avoidant strategy of self-blame was associated with in-
creased stress.

Though this is the first study to investigate coping in gig
workers, the finding that key approach strategies are asso-
ciated with reduced stress is consistent with previous re-
search in other populations — particularly those where
work-related stress is likely. For example, in a nursing pop-
ulation, active, planning, positive reframing, and social
support coping strategies (all considered to be approach
strategies) reduced reported stress*¥. Similarly, these cop-
ing strategies have led to decreased depression, phobic anx-
iety and overall level of stress in teaching students*. How-
ever, alternative approach coping strategies, including
information support, positive reframing and acceptance,
were not associated with stress reduction in the current
study. While these coping strategies have been associated
with reduced stress in other populations (e.g., police offi-
cers)®, they may be less effective for managing the unique

stressors faced by gig workers, such as the precarious na-
ture of the work and having multiple employers. Addition-
ally, these approach coping strategies may be a protective
factor against other outcomes - such as anxiety or depres-
sion - which were not measured in the current study. How-
ever, from the current study it appears that approach strate-
gies such as planning, acceptance, active coping, and
positive reframing could be promoted to gig workers to
manage stress.

The use of two avoidant coping strategies — self-distrac-
tion and substance use — was also associated with reduced
stress in the current study. This is in opposition to much of
the previous literature, which generally suggests that avoid-
ant strategies do not lead to reduced stress** 337, Avoidant
coping strategies are generally considered to be less effec-
tive than approach coping strategies — as they typically aim
to minimise immediate feelings of stress, but do not ad-
dress the underlying cause®®. As such, it is possible that
while reducing immediate stress in the present study, these
coping strategies are less effective over the long term*.
Furthermore, the use of substances as a coping strategy
may have negative consequences such as health concerns,
addiction, social issues and poor quality of life*”. Surpris-
ingly, the only avoidant coping strategy to be associated
with increased stress in the current study was self-blame,
which aligns with the current literature in other working
populations, such as nurses*, doctors*?, and teachers®.
Like gig work, these professions are likely to result in
stress. However, an argument could be made that stressors
for many other professions may be associated with work
tasks (e.g., stress associated with providing care for pa-
tients), as opposed to work organisation (e.g., unpredict-
ability, financial instability). Our findings therefore suggest
that self-blame should not be used as a coping strategy even
when stress is associated with work organisation — rather
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than work itself.

In the current study, 35% of participants reported work-
ing for multiple employers*. Similar levels of stress were
experienced by gig workers in the current study who
worked for a single employer and those who worked for
multiple employers. While this finding is consistent with
some studies on single and multiple job holders*, the pres-
ent study is the first to examine this in a population of gig
workers. Furthermore, the stress experienced by both
groups (one employer and multiple employers) is consid-
ered high in the context of normative PSS-14 data’?. This
suggests that, as suggested by previous literature'?, gig
workers are likely to be experiencing a higher degree of
stress than the general population.

Reported stress was also associated with several socio-
economic and work factors within this population, suggest-
ing that there are characteristics of gig work (and other
forms of contingent work) which are likely to be particular-
ly problematic for workers. In particular, participants who
worked fewer hours per week, who made less than
AUDS$20,000 per year, and who had a higher level of edu-
cation were more likely to report higher stress. This sug-
gests that, as may be expected, financial factors are a key
reason that gig workers may experience a greater degree of
stress than the general population. Interestingly, partici-
pants who had obtained postgraduate education reported
the most stress. Higher stress in this group may reflect the
inability of these individuals to obtain steady work follow-
ing their study. These individuals may perform gig work to
‘pay the bills’ while looking for stable employment in their
chosen field. Alternatively, greater stress in this population
may reflect the growing casualisation of many sectors in
Australia®®,

The findings of the present study will ideally be used to
inform the coping strategies used by gig workers. In partic-
ular, the use of approach coping strategies that appear to
reduce stress (i.e., active coping, emotional support, and
planning) in gig workers should be promoted. However,
information support, positive reframing, and acceptance
(other approach strategies) may be less useful for this pop-
ulation. The present findings also suggest that self-distrac-
tion and substance use (avoidant coping strategies) are like-
ly to reduce stress. However, given the potentially negative
outcomes of these strategies (particularly substance use),
better outcomes would likely be seen where approach cop-
ing strategies were promoted instead. Information on the
efficacy of these coping strategies to reduce stress in gig
workers would ideally be provided by health professionals
to gig workers seeking support for work-related stress.

S HAFEEZ et al.

There are several limitations that must be considered
when interpreting the results of this study. In particular, the
moderate sample size may restrict the generalisability of
findings to gig workers more broadly. This sample size re-
flects difficulty in recruiting this population — who cannot
be directly contacted, unlike other professions (via work-
places or professional groups). Difficulty identifying and
contacting gig workers is potentially an underlying expla-
nation for the lack of research that has been performed, to
date, on gig workers. As such, future research may benefit
from establishing direct relationships with digital platforms
to assist with recruitment. This may also be a useful strate-
gy for communicating potential stress management / cop-
ing strategies to gig workers — as there is currently no clear
way to make contact this group, given the inherent charac-
teristics of their working arrangements. A larger sample
size in future research would also be helpful in identifying
key characteristics of gig workers that may make individu-
als more vulnerable to psychological stress (i.e., character-
istics beyond the number of employers each individual
has), and what aspects of gig work are likely to result in
increased stress specifically. Future research investigating
the differences in state compared with trait coping strate-
gies may also be helpful in identifying individual charac-
teristics that may increase vulnerability to the stress associ-
ated with gig work.

Another limitation is the five working time arrangements
that participants could engage in to be included in the study.
While these five arrangements all reflect contingent work
arrangements characterised by instability, it is possible that
some types of gig workers were missed. Furthermore, it is
possible that some individuals do not perform work gener-
ally considered to be ‘gig work’. However, this difficulty
reflects the inconsistency of the term ‘gig work” in this re-
search area, and as such the five categories were chosen to
capture any individuals likely to perform work on a per-
task and/or as-needed basis. Furthermore, there were many
queries from prospective participants about the definition
of gig work — as many workers who could be described as
‘gig workers’ had not heard of this term previously. As
such, future studies on gig workers should consider alterna-
tive and/or additional strategies for recruitment to obtain
larger sample sizes. For example, engaging directly with
the relevant ‘gig’ platforms to contact gig workers may be
a useful strategy. Furthermore, promoting snowball sam-
pling from existing participants may be helpful. We must
also note that in much of the literature, including the pres-
ent study, the directionality of the relationship between
coping strategies and stress is largely unknown. For exam-
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ple, it may be that for individuals who experience less
stress, approach coping strategies may be sufficient to cope.
Conversely, it is possible that where stress is highly elevat-
ed, avoidant coping strategies may be more likely. Future
qualitative research into a sample of gig workers would
provide greater context to understand this potentially bidi-
rectional relationship, while also requiring fewer partici-
pants. Despite these limitations, the present study offers
several positive implications for gig workers. Most impor-
tantly, it is the first study to investigate the coping strategies
used and their association with perceived stress in gig
workers, and increases our knowledge base upon which to
base future interventions to improve the health and wellbe-
ing of gig workers.

The number of gig workers in Australia and around the
world is increasing. These workers are likely to be exposed
to a range of stressors — particularly relating to precarious
and unstable working conditions. The findings of the pres-
ent study suggest that a range of coping strategies are used
by gig workers — with varying degrees of association with
reduced stress. In particular, lower stress appears to be as-
sociated with certain types of both approach coping and
avoidant coping — though the long-term effectiveness (and
potentially negative outcomes) of some strategies must be
considered. This study is the first to look at coping in gig
workers and is the first step in establishing an evidence-base
upon which guidance and support can be provided to this
vulnerable group of workers.
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