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Navigating Skill Development in the Gig Economy: Informal
Learning Strategies for Gig Workers

Abstract

In the context of intelligent digital technologies progressively supplementing traditional 
work tasks, the expansion of the gig economy has accentuated the phenomenon of job 
polarisation and redefined workers’ need for skills. This transformation is primarily 
evidenced by the growing demand among gig workers for emerging employment 
opportunities and the corresponding professional skills, thereby posing new challenges 
to the development of vocational skills. Consequently, re-evaluating the avenues through 
which gig workers acquire training and learning becomes crucial at this stage of the gig 
economy’s robust development. This research focuses on the mechanisms of informal 
learning, aiming to analyse the characteristics of gig workers’ participation in training, 
learning, and development, as well as to examine the shifts in skill demands within the 
gig market.
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1 Introduction

With the rise of the gig economy, the pathways through which gig workers acquire job
skills are changing. The characteristics of the gig economy, such as the uncertainty
of employment relationships and the impacts on work structuring, constrain platforms’
investment in the development of worker skills and diminish the likelihood of employing
individuals who lack basic skills and experience (Herrmann et al., 2023; Wheelahan and
Moodie, 2022; Duggan et al., 2022). Gig workers find themselves with few opportunities
to engage in employer-sponsored training and workshops. Owing to the isolated nature
of gig work and the lack of workplace training and development opportunities, the
learning resources available to them are even more limited (Stewart and Stanford, 2017).
Therefore, it is particularly important for gig workers to explore alternative methods such
as informal learning to enhance their skills, market value, and income. Informal learning
pathways include self-directed, incidental, intentional, non-intentional, and social forms
of learning (Lucas and Moreira, 2009), and are crucial in the career development of
gig workers. This study is based on Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and aims to
analyse the motivations of gig workers, whether intrinsic, driven by interest in the task
itself or enjoyment, or extrinsic, driven by external rewards or pressures, in engaging in
informal learning activities (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Additionally, it examines the role
of informal learning in improving gig workers’ performance and the possible moderating
effect of Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction, a core component of Self-Determination
Theory that includes autonomy, competence, and relatedness, on this dynamic. By
marrying the inherent flexibility and self-directedness of informal learning with the
fluctuating and independent nature of gig work, this research seeks to uncover the
complex interactions between motivational drivers, satisfaction of psychological needs,
and subsequent professional growth.

1.1 Research Questions

This study seeks to explore the learning and development (L&D) prerequisites of gig
workers alongside the efficacy of informal learning modalities. The research questions
are posited as follows:

1. In what manner do gig workers partake in informal learning, and how does this
approach satisfy their L&D requisites?

2. How does engagement in informal learning and the motivation of gig workers impact
their work performance?

2 Literature Review and the Conceptual Framework

The gig economy predominantly relies on independent contractors and freelancers to
complete project-based, short-term tasks (Meijerink et al., 2021; Wood et al., 2019; Jabagi
et al., 2019). Unlike employees working for a single employer, gig and freelance workers
typically operate independently, taking on professional roles that require skills and
knowledge (Cappelli and Keller, 2013). In contrast, traditional employment sectors often
provide employees with opportunities to develop work-related professional skills, offering
a more favourable environment for career development (De Vos et al., 2011). However,
gig workers face a quandary, needing to secure job opportunities to develop and enhance
their professional skills while simultaneously requiring these skills to gain additional
work opportunities. O’Mahony and Bechky (2006) have termed this phenomenon
the ‘career development paradox.’ If gig workers cannot overcome this barrier, their
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career development may quickly stagnate, limiting their professional prospects (Lee
and Gargiulo, 2022). This challenge, coupled with the need for gig workers to access
different skill development resources compared to long-term workers (Duggan et al.,
2020), underscores the importance of scrutinising the learning and development needs of
high-skilled gig workers and proposing practical solutions to address these needs. With
the gig economy experiencing rapid growth, particularly in populous countries like China
and India, in response to the increasing global workforce, it is projected that by 2036,
China’s gig workforce will reach 400 million (Cheng and Tian, 2023). Bridging this
knowledge gap is of high significance for designing more effective labour policies to
adapt to changes in the labour market structure and avoid exacerbating social disparities
caused by skills shortages.

In the gig economy, individuals must self-manage their learning process to stay
competitive, necessitating a continuous search for new learning opportunities and
projects. However, the dynamic and varied nature of gig work means that traditional
training methods often fail to meet these needs, due to their structured and predetermined
nature, lacking the necessary flexibility to swiftly adapt to changes in skill demands
and personalised learning paths (Salas et al., 2012). Thus, as the nature of work
evolves, the limitations of traditional learning methods become particularly apparent.
Against this backdrop, the role of informal learning becomes increasingly prominent,
enabling individuals to continually enhance their knowledge and skills through seeking
assistance from colleagues, self-reflection, and learning from non-interpersonal resources
(Cerasoli et al., 2018). In contrast, the flexibility and practicality of this learning mode are
particularly suited to the dynamic and varied nature of gig work, offering individuals a
way of learning that is more synchronised with their working environment. For those
engaged in gig work, this type of learning promotes the cultivation of professional
expertise and versatility, thereby enhancing their employability (Bednall and Sanders,
2017). Research indicates that informal learning accounts for approximately 70% to 90%
of workplace learning (Cerasoli et al., 2018). Through informal learning, individuals
can acquire knowledge and skills in a more meaningful way than through formal
training and development. Current research on the relationship between gig workers
and informal learning is still in its early stages, with most studies focusing on specific
domains or platforms (Huws et al., 2017). However, increasing evidence suggests that
informal learning plays a crucial role in helping gig workers navigate the challenges and
uncertainties of their work environment (van Slageren et al., 2023). It enables them to
develop the necessary skills and adaptability to succeed in a rapidly changing labour
market, and as the gig economy continues to evolve, the importance of informal learning
is likely to become even more significant (Herrmann et al., 2023).

Through the aforementioned exploration of the gig work model and its nature, we
observe that individuals can effectively control their work and enhance their personal
capabilities by autonomously selecting projects, flexibly arranging their working hours,
and challenging themselves with a diversity of work tasks, while also fostering deep
connections with others in the process of engaging in gig work. This phenomenon
is closely linked to the core concepts of Self-Determination Theory. SDT posits that
significantly enhancing the intrinsic motivation behind individual behaviours can be
achieved by satisfying three universal psychological needs: competence, autonomy,
and relatedness. Within the context of informal learning, SDT provides a comprehensive
perspective to understand how gig workers actively seek and utilise learning opportunities
to meet their profound psychological needs for growth, autonomy, and social interaction.
Ryan and Deci (2000) emphasise that the experience of freedom in the decision-
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making process can enhance motivation and fulfil these psychological needs upon task 
completion. The need for autonomy, the intrinsic drive individuals perceive when they 
feel in control of their choices and future, is considered a key attribute of gig work 
(Ryu and Moon, 2019). Additionally, the need for a sense of competence becomes 
particularly prominent when individuals strive to enhance their skills and abilities and try 
new things in specific c ontexts. This drives individuals to engage in additional learning 
resources to achieve personal goals (Ryan and Deci, 2017), further highlighting the 
importance of fostering a sense of competence (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Research suggests 
that workers’ motivations to join the gig economy may stem from external motivations 
such as economic incentives or the pursuit of a high degree of work autonomy, and 
when an individual’s psychological needs are satisfied, their intrinsic motivation is also 
ignited (Kuhn and Galloway, 2019). Autonomy not only positively affects employees’ 
enthusiasm (Ryan and Deci, 2017) but also means that as gig workers gradually recognise 
their capabilities, their engagement and commitment will grow over time. Therefore, self-
determination significantly shapes the work motivation and performance of gig workers. 
Given the various intrinsic and extrinsic motivations influencing w orkers, t his study 
posits that SDT provides a solid theoretical framework for analysing the motivations of 
gig workers. Through the lens of SDT, we can deeply understand how gig work meets 
workers’ fundamental psychological needs, thereby exploring the profound impact of this 
work model on workers’ skill development and performance.

3 Next Steps in the Development of this Paper

Currently, we are actively collecting survey data and plan to conduct a second survey in 
four months, capturing variations before and after learning in a time-lagged manner. 
This method allows us to compare data from different time points to identify the 
relationship between informal learning activities and individual skills, motivation, and 
performance, as well as their sustainability. We anticipate recruiting 400-500 gig workers 
for the study, analysing their motivation, basic psychological needs, and the connection 
between informal learning and performance based on Self-Determination Theory. 
Employing this research method enables us to track the progression of gig workers 
throughout the informal learning process and their performance dynamics. Through this 
research, we hope to gain a deeper understanding of how informal learning is associated 
with the development of skills and performance variations in gig workers, and to provide 
direction for future research.

4 Conclusion

This study mainly explores the potential of the informal learning environment in 
enhancing skills in the gig economy based on the theory of self-determination. The 
theory suggests that in learning settings driven by autonomy, individuals have the 
potential to improve their engagement, creativity, and performance, especially when 
they experience a high level of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The research 
aims to investigate how supporting L&D, providing appropriate resources, and building 
meaningful communities can positively impact the long-term growth of gig workers. 
Informal learning is a form of education and a strategic adaptation, which provides 
the possibility for workers in the gig economy to adjust their learning preferences and 
career development paths under changing market conditions. By examining this mode 
of learning, this study seeks to offer a new direction for supporting the development 
of personal skills and the enhancement of performance. This provides fresh insights 
for designing effective informal learning strategies and interventions. In summary, this
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research explores the applicability of informal learning in the gig environment and offers
guidance on how to foster the development of gig workers, particularly in a societal
context that highly values autonomy and personal growth.
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