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Abstract
This research examines how customers’ perceptions about controversial labor prac-
tices of food delivery platforms may affect their intentions to use and recommend 
these services. Three studies reveal that customers’ behavioral intentions depend on 
their perceptions of the working conditions for the delivery workers, as well as ser-
vice quality. This influence is higher among customers with a high level of social 
conscious consumption. Our research also explores the costs that customers would 
be willing to assume to be served by a food delivery service that offers better work-
ing conditions. These insights reveal several relevant managerial implications for 
gig economy firms.
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1 Introduction

Enabled by digital platforms such as Uber or Deliveroo, services of the gig 
economy have transformed business models and already account for an increas-
ing proportion of the economy (Burtch et al. 2018; Lee and Lee 2020). The gig 
economy defines workforce exchanges as “people using apps (online platforms) 
to sell their labor” (Taylor et  al. 2017, p. 23). Advanced information technolo-
gies and contemporary capitalism encourage such gig or transaction-based jobs, 
for which the “employee” is hired globally by an online platform but the work 
is delivered locally (Goods et al. 2019; Huws et al. 2016; Wood et al. 2019). A 
prototypical service business of the gig economy is platform-based food delivery. 
Companies in this sector have achieved an estimated value of US$94,385 million, 
and predicted revenues appear likely to grow by 9.3% annually over the next few 
years (Statista 2019). They are already emerging as an essential business model 
for U.S. and Chinese restaurants (Cho et  al. 2019), and their global impact has 
been strengthened during the COVID-19 crisis (Spurk and Straub 2020).

Along with this growth though, substantial controversy has arisen regarding 
the labor conditions and employment standards in the gig economy (Kaine and 
Josserand 2019; Stewart and Stanford 2017). Veen et  al. (2019) describe some 
key elements distinguishing the labor practices of food delivery platforms from 
traditional employers. First, gig economy firms exert more control over workers 
through their technological infrastructure, which monitors workers in real time 
and creates a state of vigilance. Second, gig economy firms deliberately create 
information asymmetries (e.g., hidden delivery addresses) to reduce workers’ 
ability to make decisions. Third, the platform management systems are based on 
algorithms that function as control barriers and limit workers’ understanding of 
the decisions. In some cases, delivery people must pay their own maintenance 
costs and risk unsafe working conditions (Garijo and Requena 2016).

As far as the gig economy challenges labor practices but also consump-
tion decisions (Healy et  al. 2017), our research investigates customers’ concern 
about the labor practices of platforms in the gig economy and its impact on their 
consumption decision making. More precisely, we analyze the extent to which 
customers’ perceptions of delivery people’s working conditions influence their 
decisions to use and recommend the food delivery service. Previous evidence 
suggests that consumers may worry about these delivery employees and the poor 
working conditions they encounter (Romera and Semprún 2018), though there is 
a lack of research insights into the impact of working conditions on customers’ 
reactions to a firm that employs delivery people in such conditions. To further 
advance on the understanding of this phenomenon from a customer approach, we 
also propose that customers’ traits (i.e., social consciousness) may be crucial to 
consider the working conditions of the gig workers when deciding about the use 
and recommendation of food delivery services. Thus, in line with socially con-
scious consumption predictions (e.g., fair trade, Pepper et  al. 2011; Rashid and 
Byun 2018), we further propose that improving the working conditions for deliv-
ery drivers may be particularly effective among socially conscious costumers.
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Labor scholars note the need for research into the controversial labor prac-
tices of the gig economy, but they did not account for the role of customers on 
this issue (Healy et  al. 2017; Kaine and Josserand 2019). In turn, services and 
marketing studies of customers’ perceptions about platform-based services tend 
to highlight their advantages, determining that these platforms are used mostly 
because of practical and hedonic reasons (Cho et al. 2019; Lee et al. 2019; Ray 
et  al. 2019; Yeo et  al. 2017). When analyzing the factors discouraging the use 
of food delivery services, previous studies have focused on the traditional bar-
riers that are concomitant to e-services such as customers’ security concerns 
(Belanche et al. 2020b) and lack of trust (Cho et al. 2019), largely ignoring any 
critical perspectives on the new features of these business models and their labor-
related practices.

Thus, our proposal provides a novel approach to assess customers’ loyalty to 
food delivery. To the best of our knowledge, this research offers the first investi-
gation of customers’ perceptions of the working conditions of gig economy work-
ers and their potential influences on using and recommending behaviors. To bet-
ter assess the influence of working conditions on customers’ decisions, we also 
account for service quality as a baseline framework and counterbalancing factor 
that may motivate users’ preference for these services. Studies pertaining to peo-
ple–technology interactions suggest that customers evaluate service technologies 
according to their existing beliefs and experience (Ju et al. 2019; Lien et al. 2017; 
Parasuraman 2000), as manifested in service quality perceptions. They are critical 
success factors for customer-oriented delivery businesses (Collier and Bienstock 
2006; Parasuraman et  al. 1988), which requires a system that ensures flawless 
delivery. In particular, we focus on the Electronic Service Quality (E-S-QUAL) 
model (Parasuraman 2000), which offers an integrated framework for evaluating 
customers’ perceptions of system-level service quality, according to four main 
dimensions (efficiency, fulfillment, system availability and privacy).

This research contributes to the service field in three domains. First, our study 
contributes to a better understanding of the gig economy phenomenon as a new 
and fast growing business model in services, and the food delivery sector in par-
ticular, as it relates to working conditions for delivery drivers, which constitute 
a social issue of increasing public concern. Second, Study 1 explores whether 
working conditions of food delivery employees and online service quality factors, 
as established in other technological contexts, are both relevant to the case of 
food delivery services. Third, our research delves into the practical implications 
for the industry by means of two experimental designs. Study 2 considers how 
improving the working conditions of food delivery employees might influence 
customers’ intentions to use and recommend the services, as well as the extent 
to which socially conscious customers (i.e., a customer trait enabling segmenta-
tion strategies) might be particularly affected by changes in these working condi-
tions. Study 3 analyzes whether customers are willing to take on extra costs (e.g., 
wait longer, pay a premium) to be served by a company with improved working 
conditions. The concluding section discuss these findings and their managerial 
implications.
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2  Literature review

2.1  The food delivery phenomenon

As customers increasingly purchase through the Internet (Chiang and Dholakia 
2003; Mehmood and Najmi 2017), transactions are becoming to be carried out 
by untact services (Lee and Lee 2020). In particular, home delivery services have 
emerged as an easy, convenient choice that help customers receive products at the 
right time and place, in the right quantity, and in the right condition (Chen et  al. 
2014; Mehmood and Najmi 2017). For example, food delivery services, by which 
a food distributor functions as an intermediary between restaurants and customers 
(Cho et al. 2019), have embraced a business model that leverages the advantages of 
the Internet, including the technological capability to connect different agents of the 
distribution process efficiently. Online food delivery companies specialize in pre-
pared food distribution, with processes for receiving orders from customers, sending 
them to restaurants, and notifying self-employed gig workers to pick up the food 
from restaurants and deliver it to customers. The requests for service might come 
through the Internet via web pages or, more frequently, mobile applications, being 
these technologies critical facilitators of the food delivery process (Cho et al. 2019). 
They make it easy for customers to insert the delivery address, select the local res-
taurant and food options, add products to a shopping cart, make payments, and track 
the status of the order.

In this sense, convenience motivations (e.g., time and cost savings) appear to be 
primary drivers of customers’ behavioral intentions toward food delivery services 
(Yeo et al. 2017). Ray et al. (2019) and Belanche et al. (2020b) note that, in addition 
to experience and convenience motivations, customers are influenced by societal 
pressures, as a kind of subjective norm. The possibility to order various food choices 
has been pointed out as a factor motivating customers to use food delivery services 
(Cho et al. 2019). In turn, some studies found that customers’ hedonic motivations 
may be also encouraging them to order food online as an enjoyable purchase (Lee 
et  al. 2019; Yeo et  al. 2017). From a complementary approach, previous research 
found that price, as an economic factor, also determines loyalty to food delivery ser-
vices (Cho et al. 2019; Lee et al. 2019).

However, previous research on food delivery services in the gig economy has not 
covered how customers’ perceptions of service quality or the working conditions for 
delivery personnel might motivate or inhibit their decisions to adopt the services.

2.2  Theoretical background

2.2.1  E‑S‑QUAL model of food delivery services

As noted, food delivery services are a relatively new market that is growing rap-
idly and globally (Cho et  al. 2019). On online platforms, companies engage in 
intense competition to provide users with faultless service quality. Thus, from both 
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theoretical and empirical perspectives, service quality should be a central determi-
nant of users’ intentions toward firms. The SERVQUAL (service quality) frame-
work, describes service quality as “an abstract and elusive construct because of the 
three features unique to services: intangibility, heterogeneity, and inseparability of 
production and consumption” (Parasuraman et al. 1988, p. 13). In the offline setting, 
the scale consisted of 22 items belonging to five dimensions: tangibles (e.g., physi-
cal facilities), reliability (performance), responsiveness (prompt service), assurance 
(e.g., knowledge and courtesy of employees), and empathy (individual attention).

Following the advent of the Internet, several authors proposed new frameworks to 
better assess service quality in the online context. WebQual (Loiacono et al. 2002) 
was introduced as an instrument to rate web sites design. Nevertheless, although 
some of the WebQual dimensions influenced perceived service quality from a tech-
nical approach, other important dimensions, such as customer service, were ignored 
(Parasuraman et  al. 2005). Szymanski and Hise (2000) developed a framework to 
assess customer perceptions regarding online convenience, merchandising, site 
design, and financial security. However, the scale focused on satisfaction rather than 
service quality (Parasuraman et al. 2005). Yoo and Donthu (2001) and Barnes and 
Vidgen (2002) also tried to measure website quality from alternative approaches but 
these scales just focused on specific quality aspects (e.g., service offerings) and did 
not capture all aspects of the purchasing process. All these studies provided interest-
ing insights for evaluating online service quality, but they did not provide valuable 
instruments fully able to evaluate service quality (Parasuraman et al. 2005).

In this context, the authors of the SERVQUAL introduced an E-S-QUAL frame-
work to assess the quality of online sales interactions (Parasuraman et  al. 2005). 
They define e-service quality as the “extent to which a website facilitates efficient 
and effective shopping, purchasing, and delivery” (Parasuraman et al. 2005, p. 5). 
E-S-QUAL is operationalized as a second-order construct comprising four dimen-
sions: efficiency, fulfillment, system availability, and privacy (Zeithaml 2002; Paras-
uraman et al. 2005). Currently, it represents the leading framework used to measure 
the quality of online services (Belanche et al. 2014; Blut et al. 2015).

Efficiency implies that the web page functions simply and quickly when accessed, 
so that consumers can search for specific products, rather than browse (Kim et al. 
2006). An easily structured system that requires a minimum information to be 
input by the customer will be described as efficient, increasing users’ willingness 
to use it in order to improve their performance (Zeithaml 2002). Fulfillment is the 
extent to which the online service is reliable in its functioning and product presenta-
tion. It deals with aspects such as the timeliness of the delivery, the order accuracy 
and the delivery condition (Blut et al. 2015). Previous literature shows that fulfill-
ment has significant impacts on consumer evaluations of online services in retail 
settings because users prefer to use services that meet with their promises (Troc-
chia and Janda 2003; Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2003). System availability entails the 
correct technical functioning of the website or app, such that malfunctions of the 
online platform may have significant negative influences on consumers’ quality per-
ceptions (Kim et al. 2006; Santos 2003). System availability is also related to the 
compatibility between the customer and service provider technology, such as the 
match between the smartphone and the mobile app (Lien et al. 2017). Thus, system 
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availability increases customers’ use of an online service because of its accessibility 
and 24/7 availability compared to other alternatives (Belanche et al. 2014). Finally, 
privacy refers to the website’s security and protection of customer information 
(Marimon and Cristóbal 2012; Parasuraman et al. 2005). Debates about the impor-
tance of privacy for perceptions of online service quality feature some evidence that 
it does not significantly influence consumers’ perceptions (Wolfinbarger and Gilly 
2003). However, most studies support the importance of privacy as a factor increas-
ing customers’ willingness to rely on online systems (Faqih 2016; Szymanski and 
Hise 2000), especially in current mobile apps (Joo and Shin 2020).

Overall, while a high service quality perception generally leads to favorable 
behavioral intentions, low perceived service quality leads to unfavorable ones (Udo 
et  al. 2010). Enhancing the different dimensions of service quality thus should 
increase customers’ intentions to use and recommend a service (Hausman 2003; 
Zeithaml et al. 1996; Zhang and Prybutok 2005). As a result, we propose that:

H1 E-S-QUAL positively influences intention to use a food delivery service.

H2 E-S-QUAL positively influences intention to recommend a food delivery 
service.

2.2.2  Working conditions in the gig economy

The gig economy entails work transacted through global online platforms but deliv-
ered locally (Huws et  al. 2016; Wood et  al. 2019), which is digitally controlled 
but also requires a worker to be physically present. This platform-based structure 
changes the way work is organized (Drahokoupil and Piasna 2019) in that, for many 
workers, their tasks are planned digitally and they usually are remunerated on a 
piece-rate basis (De Stefano 2016). The resulting labor conditions offer some advan-
tages for workers, such as labor market flexibility (Mulcahy 2016), but also impose 
the risk of uncertain incomes and potentially poor working conditions (Stewart and 
Stanford 2017).

For example, food delivery platforms rely on workers to add value to the ser-
vice. They promote their available jobs as good opportunities that offer flexibility 
and complementarity, but they also may create a lack of clarity regarding their labor 
relationship (Fernández 2017). As Goods et al. (2019) point out, food delivery plat-
forms may vary somewhat in their contractual arrangements, remuneration models, 
and workers’ compensation, but their labor practices exhibit strong similarities: 
workers log on to an app to signal their availability. Each customer order prompts 
the system to allocate the delivery to a driver, through notifications on the app. At 
that moment, the worker can accept or reject the task, but the only provided infor-
mation is the address of the restaurant from which they will obtain the order, not the 
delivery address. This information asymmetry means workers cannot make totally 
informed decisions. If they accept the order, they go to the restaurant, where they 
may have to wait if it is not ready. After gathering the ordered items, they learn the 
delivery address from the system. Drivers get paid only on the basis of their jour-
ney to the delivery address, which means their wages are uncertain at the moment 
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they choose whether to accept the task (Garijo and Requena 2016). Because they are 
not remunerated for the time needed to complete overall service, but solely for each 
delivery made, workers try to deliver as many orders as they can. Many of them use 
bikes and motorbikes in urban settings, which can create unsafe working conditions 
(Garijo and Requena 2016). In addition, as self-employed contractors, they must pay 
their own maintenance costs. Prompted by concerns about this scenario, the Spanish 
National Court recently ruled that the agreements actually are “false self-employed” 
contracts and required delivery companies to assume a part of their workers’ mainte-
nance expenses (EFE 2020).

Customers likely have grown accustomed to scores of delivery drivers on city 
streets, and popular media reports highlight the questionable labor conditions of 
people working for food delivery platforms, especially following specific incidents 
(e.g., accidents, violence; BBC 2019) or legal challenges to the labor practices 
(Carman 2019). Such controversies and news reports (Fernández 2017) may nudge 
consumers to take these issues into account when choosing among food delivery 
services. In general, consumers tend to humanize frontline employees and feel com-
passionate toward them. So we predict they also empathize with food delivery work-
ers because of their perception of the drivers as normal people, who may be at risk 
due to unfair and unsafe working conditions (Tsarenko et al. 2019), earn insufficient 
remuneration (Azar 2005), or suffer from untenable working conditions (Nickols 
and Nielsen 2011). Such concerns about working conditions represent social issues 
(Kim and Jang 2019). Considering these predictions in combination, we anticipate 
that consumer perceptions of the working conditions for food delivery services 
affect their intentions to use and recommend the service. If they develop a collective 
sense of these working conditions, perceptions of better conditions should increase 
these behavioral intentions (Carrigan et al. 2004). Therefore, we propose that:

H3 Customers’ perceptions of better working conditions for food delivery workers 
positively influence their intention to use the service.

H4 Customers’ perceptions of better working conditions for food delivery workers 
positively influence their intention to recommend the service.

2.2.3  The influence of intention to use on intention to recommend the service

Intention to use a product or service commonly comes from the fact that the amount 
of value received from consuming the product or service is greater than the value of 
not consuming it (Hallowell 1996). Thus, consumers perceiving this greater value 
are motivated to use the platform but also to recommend this service (Belanche et al. 
2010). Previous literature found a positive relation between use and recommenda-
tion because through the recommendation, consumers reinforce their own decision 
(Zhang et al. 2019). In addition, users tend to spread the message after a success-
ful outcome in order to make other customers aware of the value of such service, 
acquiring a positive image around the people (Brown et  al. 2005; Belanche et  al. 
2020b). Consequently, we propose that:
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H5 Customers’ intention to use the food delivery positively influences their inten-
tion to recommend the service.

3  Study 1

3.1  Design and procedure

To test Hypotheses 1–5, we designed a survey-based study. It includes the vari-
ables considered in the theoretical framework, along with price perception as an 
economic control variable likely determining service use and recommendations 
(Mohamed et al. 2014; Tascioglu et al. 2019). The questionnaire was presented as 
a research into food delivery services, carried out by academic research purposes. 
Participants were recruited via a market research company with a data panel over 
70,000 consumers worldwide, which enables us to obtain a diverse sample in terms 
of nationality and demographics. Of the 500 consumers of food delivery services 
addressed, 466 decided to participate and completed the questionnaire. Of the final 
sample, 29.82% use platform-based food delivery at least once a year, 33.69% once 
a moth, 31.97% once a week, and 4.51% more than once a week. To a high extent, 
they reported to “have read, watched or listened some news or information about the 
working conditions of the food delivery workers (deliverers)” (M = 4.84 in a seven-
point Likert scale, SD = 1.81) and to be “aware of the demands of the food deliverers 
about their working conditions” (M = 5.04, SD = 1.58). To confirm the robustness of 
the hypotheses test across countries, our empirical study focused in two subsamples, 
242 Spanish customers and 224 U.S. customers. Table 1 presents the demographics 
of both subsamples and its representativeness of customers of food delivery in each 
country.

3.2  Measurement

3.2.1  Measurement instrument

We measured the variables using seven-point Likert-type scales, with endpoints of 
1 = “totally disagree” and 7 = “totally agree.” To measure the E-S-QUAL dimen-
sions, we used the scales by Parasuraman et al. (2005), and Marimon and Cristóbal 
(2012). Regarding the working conditions in the gig economy, we adapted an eight-
item scale from Öberseder et al. (2013). The scale from Belanche et al. (2011) pro-
vided the measure of intention to use. For intention to recommendation, we used 
the scale developed by Harrison-Walker (2001). We measured price with the scale 
developed by Sweeney and Soutar (2001). The Appendix included in Sect. 8 pre-
sents all the scales items.

The scales of the questionnaire were administered to each subsample in the native 
language (i.e., Spanish or English). To ensure that the meanings of the items were 
understood, a parallel‐blind translation process was employed (Lonner and Berry 
1986). This process involves a series of back and forth translations of the scale from 
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the original language to Spanish language. The scale was first translated by a bilin-
gual professional translator from English to the native language of the sample coun-
try and then independently examined by a Spanish assistant fluent in the language. 
Then, another professional translator back‐translated the scale from Spanish into 
English. Afterward, a third individual compared the back‐translated scale with the 
original scale and verified that the two versions did not differ significantly. Finally, 
a pretest with the last version of the questionnaire was conducted with 20 graduate 
and postgraduate Spanish speaking students and a group of five scholars; all of them 
confirmed that the survey did not present any language difficulty.

3.2.2  Measurement validation

To confirm the dimensional structure of the scales, this study performed a confirma-
tory factor analysis and employed the statistical software EQS 6.1. Specifically, to 

Table 1  Demographics in percentage

NA not available
a Extracted from JustEat (2019)
b Extracted from Statista (2019)

Spain survey 
respondents

Spain  usersa U.S. survey 
respondents

U.S.  userb

Gender
 Female 49.17 50.00 49.11 52.20
 Male 50.83 50.00 50.00 47.50
 Prefer not to say 0 NA 0.89 NA

Age (years)
 18–24 16.53 16.00 22.77 20.60
 25–34 37.19 44.00 33.04 31.50
 35–44 34.30 30.00 24.11 23.60
 45–54 9.09 8.00 9.82 15.30
 Over 54 2.89 2.00 10.27 9.00

Education level
 Primary 0.41 NA 0 NA
 Secondary 23.14 NA 27.68 NA
 Bachelor’s 59.09 NA 41.52 NA

 Master 17.36 NA 30.80 NA
Occupation
 Student 12.50 14.00 17.41 NA
 Worker 76.56 76.00 60.27 NA
 Retired 0 NA 3.13 NA
 Homemaker 0 NA 4.91 NA
 Unemployed 9.38 9.00 12.95 NA
 Other 1.56 1.00 1.34 NA
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allow for a stringent test of convergent and discriminant validity, we included all 
reflective constructs in a single confirmatory factor model (Steenkamp and Geyskens 
2006). First, we checked whether factor loadings of the confirmatory model were 
statistically significant (at 0.01) and higher than 0.5 (Steenkamp and Van Trijp 1991; 
Jöreskog and Sörbom 1993). Two items (i.e., SYS1 and WOR8) needed to be elimi-
nated (see Appendix), and acceptable levels of convergence, R2 values, and model 
fit were obtained [χ2 = 1740.984, 566 df, p < 0.000; NNFI = 0.932; CFI = 0.939; 
IFI = 0.940; RMSEA = 0.067; 90% confidence interval (0.063, 0.070)]. To assess 
construct reliability, this study also checked that values of the composite reliability 
(CR) indicator (Jöreskog 1971) were above the suggested minimum of 0.65 (Steen-
kamp and Geyskens 2006), as can be seen in Table 2. To further ensure convergent 
validity, we also verified that average variance extracted (AVE) values were greater 
than 0.5 (see Table  2) and converged on only one construct (Fornell and Larcker 
1981). Finally, to test discriminant validity, we checked that each construct shared 
more variance with its own measures than with the other constructs in the model 
(Fornell and Larcker 1981); that is, for each construct, the square root of the AVE 
is greater than correlations among constructs (see Table 2). In addition, we checked 
that the value one did not appear in the confidence interval of correlations (plus or 
minus two standard errors around the correlation) between the different variables 
(see Table 3). All pair of constructs satisfied these criteria. 

3.2.3  Common method variance

As the data were collected using a single survey, possible common method bias 
should be evaluated. First of all, it is important to note that this study followed 
procedural recommendations to minimize this concern through the study design 
(Podsakoff et  al. 2003). For example, the questionnaire: (1) includes a psycho-
logical separation between the independent and dependent variables by including 
other questions not related to the research objective (e.g., socio-demographics, 
social media use); (2) allows respondents’ answers to be anonymous; (3) assures 

Table 2  Construct reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity

Diagonal elements (in bold) are the square root of the AVE (variance shared between the constructs and 
their measures). Off-diagonal elements are the correlations among constructs

Construct (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) CR AVE

Efficiency (1) 0.851 0.955 0.725
System availability (2) 0.799 0.823 0.863 0.677
Fulfillment (3) 0.693 0.501 0.829 0.939 0.688
Privacy (4) 0.505 0.724 0.524 0.882 0.913 0.778
Working conditions (5) 0.396 0.373 0.443 0.604 0.912 0.972 0.832
Intention to use (6) 0.590 0.521 0.565 0.581 0.521 0.958 0.971 0.918
Intention to recommend (7) 0.667 0.556 0.668 0.608 0.627 0.873 0.939 0.957 0.881
Price (8) 0.573 0.440 0.529 0.541 0.451 0.565 0.630 0.930 0.927 0.865
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that no right or wrong answers exist, so that respondents should answer questions 
as honestly as possible; and (4) includes items that were carefully constructed to 
reduce their ambiguity (Podsakoff et al. 2003; García et al. 2008).

However, when predictor and criterion variables are not obtained from differ-
ent sources, and are not measured in different contexts, the source of the method 
bias cannot be identified (Podsakoff et al. 2003). In this situation, following these 
authors’ recommendations, it is also possible to assess common method variance 
statistically by employing confirmatory factor analyses controlling for the effects 
of an unmeasured latent methods factor. Specifically, following Bagozzi et  al. 
(1991), we estimated four models including the variables in the present study to 
assess the amount of trait, method and error variance. Thus, we developed: (1) a 
null model in which variance in measures is explained only by random error, (2) 
a trait-only model in which variance in measures is explained by traits plus ran-
dom error; (3) a method-only model in which variance in measures is explained 
completely by method factor plus random error; and (4) a trait-method model in 
which trait factors, method factor and random error are combined to explain the 
variance in measures. The null model is, therefore, nested in both the method-
only and trait-only models, and the method-only and trait-only models are nested 
in the trait-method model (Bagozzi et al. 1991). As a result, χ2 differences can be 
used to test for the presence of trait and method variance. The results in Table 4 
show that models 2 and 4 fit significantly better than models 1 and 3, respectively, 
implying that variance due to traits appears to be present (Bagozzi et al. 1991). 
Nevertheless, we should acknowledge that some variance is due to the method, as 

Table 3  Correlations confidence interval

Efficiency (1), system availability (2), fulfillment (3), privacy (4), working conditions (5), intention to 
use (6), intention to recommend (7), price (8)

Pair of constructs Correlation Confidence 
interval 95%

Pair of constructs Correlation Confidence 
interval 95%

(1)–(2) 0.799 0.755 0.843 (3)–(5) 0.443 0.365 0.521
(1)–(3) 0.693 0.639 0.747 (3)–(6) 0.565 0.497 0.633
(1)–(4) 0.505 0.431 0.579 (3)–(7) 0.668 0.612 0.724
(1)–(5) 0.396 0.314 0.478 (3)–(8) 0.529 0.457 0.601
(1)–(6) 0.590 0.526 0.654 (4)–(5) 0.604 0.54 0.668
(1)–(7) 0.667 0.611 0.723 (4)–(6) 0.581 0.515 0.647
(1)–(8) 0.573 0.507 0.639 (4)–(7) 0.608 0.544 0.672
(2)–(3) 0.501 0.447 0.555 (4)–(8) 0.541 0.471 0.611
(2)–(4) 0.724 0.644 0.804 (5)–(6) 0.521 0.451 0.591
(2)–(5) 0.373 0.285 0.461 (5)–(7) 0.627 0.567 0.687
(2)–(6) 0.521 0.445 0.597 (5)–(8) 0.451 0.375 0.527
(2)–(7) 0.556 0.482 0.63 (6)–(7) 0.873 0.847 0.899
(2)–(8) 0.440 0.356 0.524 (6)–(8) 0.565 0.499 0.631
(3)–(4) 0.524 0.45 0.598 (7)–(8) 0.630 0.57 0.69
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models 3 and 4 fit significantly better than models 1 and 2, respectively (Bagozzi 
et al. 1991). In any case, trait factors are the main source of variance and model 
fit especially improves when trait variance is considered.

3.2.4  Multidimensionality of E‑S‑QUAL

Previous literature has suggested that e-service quality is formed by different dimen-
sions (e.g., Parasuraman et  al. 2005). Specifically, the E-S-QUAL suggests four 
dimensions: efficiency, system availability, fulfillment and privacy (e.g., Mari-
mon and Cristóbal 2012; Parasuraman et  al. 2005). To understand whether these 
four dimensions form a multidimensional structure, two alternative models were 
compared following a rival model strategy (Anderson and Gerbing 1988). On the 
one hand, a first-order model in which the dimensions were not differentiated was 
developed (all items formed a first-order factor). On the other hand, a second-order 
model (Steenkamp and Van Trijp 1991) with four dimensions (measuring efficiency, 
system availability, fulfillment and privacy) was evaluated. Fit indicators shown in 
Table 5 were much better in the second-order model than in the first-order model, 
suggesting the multidimensionality of the construct e-service quality.

3.3  Results

3.3.1  Hypotheses test

To test the proposed hypothesis H1–H5, a structural equation model was developed. 
Specifically, covariance-based structural equation modeling is employed, using 
the statistical software EQS 6.1, because it is a confirmatory method that tends 
to replicate the existing covariation among measures (e.g., Fornell and Bookstein 
1982; Hair et al. 2010). Results of the structural equation model are summarized in 
Fig.  1. The model fit showed acceptable values [χ2 = 2253.551, 583 df, p < 0.000; 

Table 4  Summary of nested confirmatory factor analysis tests for trait and method effects

Model χ2 df p Model comparison χ2 difference df p

Null (1) 20,004.946 630  < 0.001 (1)–(2) 18,263.962 64  < 0.001
Trait-only (2) 1740.984 566  < 0.001 (3)–(4) 8841.861 64  < 0.001
Method-only (3) 10,168.425 594  < 0.001 (1)–(3) 9836.521 36  < 0.001
Trait-method (4) 1326.564 530  < 0.001 (2)–(4) 414.420 36  < 0.001

Table 5  Fit indices for the multidimensionality analysis

Model χ2 NNFI CFI IFI RMSEA 90% interval RMSEA

First-order 3154.546 (188 df), p < 0.01 0.644 0.681 0.682 0.184 (0.178; 0.190)
Second-order 972.599 (185 df), p < 0.01 0.904 0.915 0.916 0.096 (0.090; 0.102)
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NNFI = 0.907; CFI = 0.914; IFI = 0.914; RMSEA = 0.078; 90% confidence interval 
(0.075, 0.082)].

Our results indicate that service quality has a positive significant effect on inten-
tion to use (ɣ = 0.474, p < 0.01), and intention to recommend the food delivery ser-
vice (ɣ = 0.248, p < 0.01), in support of H1 and H2. We find support for H3 because 
customers’ perceptions of employees’ working conditions significantly influence 
customers’ intention to use the food delivery services (ɣ = 0.265, p < 0.01). Moreo-
ver, consumers who perceive that employees enjoy good working conditions tend to 
recommend the food delivery services (ɣ = 0.220, p < 0.01), supporting H4. Finally, 
in support of H5, intention to use food delivery service has a positive significant 
effect on intention to recommend the service (β = 0.619, p < 0.01). In relation to the 
control variable, we find a positive significant effect of price on both intention to use 
(ɣ = 0.269, p < 0.01) and intention to recommend (ɣ = 0.120, p < 0.01) the food deliv-
ery service. These relationships can largely explain our dependent variables: inten-
tion to use (R2 = 0.367) and intention to recommend (R2 = 0.766) the food delivery 
service.

3.3.2  Multisample analysis: Spain vs. United States

Previous studies have suggested that cultural differences may affect the formation of 
consumer intentions (e.g., Belanche et al. 2015)—an aspect that is crucial in online 
services that are being spread globally, as is the case for our research context. The 
sample comprised participants from two countries (i.e., Spain and the U.S.), which 
involve Latin and Anglo-Saxon countries, as well as American and European ones, 
in order to evaluate whether the influence of the antecedents of intentions to use and 
recommend depends on the participant’s culture.

Fig. 1  Results of the research model. Triple asterisks represent coefficients significant at 0.01
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To this end, and following previous studies that have evaluated path differ-
ences among samples from different countries (e.g., Sultan et  al. 2009; Belanche 
et  al. 2019), a multisample analysis was performed considering two groups: par-
ticipants from Spain (N = 242) and the U.S. (N = 224). This analysis facilitates the 
comparison between parameters. Even though all proposed relationships are posi-
tive and significant in both samples, the results of this analysis reveal two interest-
ing differences between countries (see Table 6). Specifically, the influence of e-ser-
vice quality on intention to use is significantly higher in Spain than in the U.S. [χ2

d 
(1) = 4.589; p < 0.05]. Regarding the relationship between intention to use and inten-
tion to recommend, this influence is again significantly higher for Spanish users than 
for American ones [χ2

d (1) = 4.837; p < 0.05] In spite of these differences due to par-
ticipants’ nationality, the parameters estimated for each country provide consistent 
results with the model considering the whole sample.

4  Socially conscious consumption

To further advance on Study 1 findings, we propose that the effect of labor condi-
tions on intentions to use and recommend may vary among customers depending on 
their level of social consciousness in their consumption decisions, a factor consid-
ered a customers’ trait (Wesley et al. 2012).

Debates about the importance of ethical consumerism (Auger et  al. 2008; 
Edinger-Schons et  al. 2018) suggest that contemporary consumer society is inter-
ested in responsible consumption, and consumers who identify as “responsible” rep-
resent a growing segment (Ulusoy 2016). A key component of social consumerism 
is the significance of the corporate social values of a company, its products, and its 
business processes (Devinney et al. 2006), as should be applicable in food services 
sectors too (Jeng and Yeh 2016). That is, consumers grant increasing consideration 
to fair business processes, with notable financial implications (Carrigan et al. 2004; 
Flurry and Swimberghe 2016), prompting growing research and managerial interest 
in socially conscious consumption (Balderjahn et al. 2013).

Table 6  Multisample analysis: Spain vs. U.S.

***Coefficients significant at 0.01

Constraints Estimated coefficients df χ2 difference Probability

Spain U.S.

E-service quality → intention to use 0.870*** 0.470*** 1 4.589 0.032
Working conditions → intention to use 0.252*** 0.284*** 1 0.016 0.901
Price → intention to use 0.183*** 0.352*** 1 0.044 0.834
E-service quality → intention to recommend 0.259*** 0.276*** 1 2.540 0.111
Working conditions → intention to recommend 0.159*** 0.234*** 1 0.021 0.884
Price → intention to recommend 0.133*** 0.129*** 1 0.447 0.504
Intention to use → intention to recommend 0.627*** 0.448*** 1 4.837 0.028



59

1 3

The role of customers in the gig economy: how perceptions of…

Socially conscious consumption involves consumer buying behavior that 
accounts for ethical issues, such as human rights, labor conditions, or environmen-
tal implications (Wesley et  al. 2012). Socially conscious consumers worry about 
how their consumption behaviors affect others and the world, and they seek positive 
social changes (Roberts 1993), such as by supporting socially responsible businesses 
that exhibit their consideration of social issues too (Ulusoy 2016; Webb et al. 2008) 
and boycotting firms that engage in irresponsible practices (Shobeiri et  al. 2016). 
These consumers believe socially conscious behaviors benefit all of society, not just 
them personally (Wesley et al. 2012). For example, they might seek fair trade prod-
ucts and services (de Pelsmacker and Janssens 2007; Gosselt et al. 2017; Kim et al. 
2010), which guarantee equitable treatment of all stakeholders involved in a com-
mercial exchange (Moore 2004). Their purchases of fair trade products thus may be 
driven by prosocial motives but also by self-restoration needs (Trudel et al. 2020) 
and a desire to feel good about themselves. Overall, socially conscious consumers 
should be more likely to exert effort to purchase of fair trade offerings (Kang et al. 
2013). Despite some debate about what defines a fair trade firm (Connolly and Shaw 
2006), a consistent consideration is protection of workers’ rights (Rashid and Byun 
2018). Therefore, we propose that:

H6 Improving working conditions for food delivery workers has a greater impact on 
intention to use the service among socially conscious customers.

H7 Improving working conditions for food delivery workers has a greater impact on 
intention to recommend the service among socially conscious customers.

5  Study 2

5.1  Design and procedure

This scenario-based experiment tests again whether improved working conditions 
might increase customers’ intentions to use and recommend the food delivery ser-
vice (H3–H4), as well as the potential moderating effect of socially conscious con-
sumption (H6–H7). The participants are 128 U.S. customers of food delivery ser-
vices, recruited by the same process than in Study 1. Of all respondents, 50.8% were 
women and 49.2% men; 10.2% were aged between 18 and 24 years, 25.8% between 
25 and 34 years, 25.0% between 35 and 44 years, 21.9% between 45 and 54 years, 
and 17.2% were older than 54 years; and 38.3% had completed secondary studies, 
49.2% had some university education, and 12.5% had advanced degrees. Again, 
sample demographics are also similar to those of U.S. customers of food delivery 
services. In terms of service experience, 37.6% used food delivery services at least 
once a year, 35.1% once a moth, 23.4% once a week, and 3.9% more than once a 
week. The study followed a two (improved vs. maintained working conditions) × two 
(high vs. low social conscious consumers) between-subjects experimental design. 
Participants’ levels of social conscious consumption were measured through a scale, 
whereas companies’ improvement (or continuance) of the working conditions of 
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their deliverers were manipulated by the use of scenarios. Using a method proposed 
by Bagozzi et al. (2016), we manipulated the improvement in working conditions by 
adapting a newspaper article about a food delivery company. Thus, participants were 
randomly assigned to one of the two following scenarios:

In the improved working condition scenario, participants read:

Considering deliverers’ demands about their working conditions and the legal 
controversy about their situation, the firm is going to improve the labor condi-
tions of their deliverers. From now on, the company will cover accident insur-
ance for each worker; deliverers will have an agreed working schedule, they 
will be well rewarded if taking extra orders, and would not be punished for 
refusing orders.

In the maintained working condition scenario, they instead read:

Despite deliverers’ demands about their working conditions and the legal con-
troversy about their situation, the firm is going to maintain the same labor con-
ditions of their deliverers. The company would not cover accident insurance, 
which should be assumed by each deliverer. Depending on the firm needs, 
deliverers could be requested at any day of the week and could be punished for 
refusing orders in high-demand hours.

After that, participants completed the items to measure the key variables and pro-
vided basic demographic information. Finally, participants were thanked and 
debriefed.

5.2  Measures

The measures for working conditions, intention to use, and intention to recommend 
were the same as we used in Sect. 1. For socially conscious consumption, we rely on 
four items on a 7-point scale (Pepper et al. 2011), as presented in the Appendix. The 
questionnaire was administered exclusively in English.

The dimensional structure of the scales was performed by the same procedure 
used in Study 1. Again, two items (WOR8, as in the previous study, and SOCC1) 
needed to be eliminated after checking the factor loadings of the confirmatory 
model. To test convergent validity, we confirmed that CR indicators were above 
0.65 (Steenkamp and Geyskens, 2006) and AVE values were greater than 0.5, as 
presented in Table 7. We also checked discriminant validity by confirming that the 
square root of the AVE was greater than the correlations among constructs (see 
Table 7).

5.3  Results

As a manipulation check, we confirmed that the average values on the working con-
dition scale were higher among respondents randomly assigned to the improved 
working conditions scenario than among those in the maintained working conditions 
scenario (MImproved = 5.08, MMaintained = 2.57, t = 11.90, p < 0.01).
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The linear regression analysis with intention to use the service as the depend-
ent variable also includes interaction terms, for which we mean-centered the con-
structs to avoid multicollinearity (Jaccard and Wan 1996). Consumers who perceive 
improved working conditions reveal the positive direct impact of this assessment on 
their intention to use the service (β = 0.62, p < 0.01), in support of H3. The direct 
effect of socially conscious consumption on intention to use also is significant but 
negative (β = − 0.32, p < 0.01); socially conscious customers tend to avoid the use of 
these services. In support of the moderating effect proposed in H6, the interaction 
term of working conditions and socially conscious consumption exerts a significant 
impact on intention to use (β = 0.41, p < 0.01).

The results related to intention to recommend the food delivery service reveal 
a similar pattern. Improved working conditions significantly increase customers’ 
intention to recommend the service (β = 0.73, p < 0.01), in support of H4. Higher 
levels of socially conscious consumption reduce the intention to recommend 
(β = − 0.27, p < 0.01), and its interaction with improved working conditions exerts a 
significant influence on this intention too (β = 0.36, p < 0.01), in support of the mod-
erating effect proposed in H7.

For deeper insights, we also tested the direct and interaction effects with a 2 × 2 
analysis of variance (ANOVA). Following standard procedures, we assigned partici-
pants to the high or low socially conscious group according to a split at the average 
of the socially conscious consumption scores, plus or minus one-half the standard 
deviation (Jaccard and Wan 1996). The ANOVA results confirm H3: Perceptions 
of improved working conditions increase the intention to use the service (F = 33.11, 
p < 0.01). However, the level of socially conscious consumption does not affect this 
intention (F = 0.90, p > 0.10). In support of the moderating effect in H6 (F = 8.32, 
p < 0.01), improved working conditions strongly stimulate intention to use the ser-
vice among highly socially conscious customers, for whom maintained working 
conditions also are particularly undesirable. Improving working conditions is rela-
tively less effective among less socially conscious customers, whose intention to use 
is less affected by working conditions. Figure 2 illustrates the moderating effect.

Similarly, the ANOVA results confirm H4, in that improved working condi-
tions exert direct, positive impacts on customers’ intention to recommend the food 
delivery service (F = 62.29, p < 0.01). Levels of socially conscious consumption do 
not influence this intention (F = 0.33, p > 0.10), but they interact with the effective-
ness of improved working conditions (F = 9.07, p < 0.01), as we predicted in H7. In 

Table 7  Construct reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity

Diagonal elements (in bold) are the square root of the AVE (variance shared between the constructs and 
their measures). Off-diagonal elements are the correlations among constructs

(1) (2) (3) (4) CR AVE

Working conditions (1) 0.905 0.969 0.820
Socially conscious consumption (2) 0.173 0.816 0.854 0.665
Intention to use (3) 0.817 0.128 0.986 0.991 0.973
Intention to recommend (4) 0.884 0.154 0.896 0.977 0.984 0.954
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Fig. 3, customers’ intention to recommend the service are particularly relevant for 
highly socially conscious consumers, for whom maintained working conditions also 
are detrimental. Among less socially conscious consumers, the influence of a change 
in the working conditions of delivery workers is less relevant for their recommenda-
tion intention.

To establish some segmentation insights for marketers, we also sought to pro-
file socially conscious consumers in terms of their age, gender, and level of edu-
cation. The results of a regression analysis with socially consciousness consump-
tion as the dependent variable reveal that consciousness levels depend strongly on 
gender (β = 0.28, p < 0.05), in that woman are more socially conscious than men, 

Fig. 2  Interaction between working conditions and socially conscious consumption: intention to use

Fig. 3  Interaction between working conditions and socially conscious consumption: intention to recom-
mend
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and marginally on the level of education (β = 0.16, p < 0.10), that is customers with 
higher education are slightly more socially conscious. They are not influenced by 
customers’ ages (β = 0.05, p > 0.10).

6  Study 3

6.1  Design and procedure

With this third study, we assess experimentally whether customers will devote extra 
effort to patronize a food delivery company that offers better working conditions 
than its competitors. Improving working conditions likely has some cost for the 
company, which might push some of that cost down to customers, as a trade-off for 
being served by delivery drivers who enjoy better working conditions. Therefore, 
we manipulate the amount of costs customers bear, in terms of delivery time (longer 
wait) and price (premium price), which reflect common service costs assumed by 
customers, depending on the firm’s operations management (Bortolini et al. 2016; 
He et  al. 2019). With this experimental design, we again seek to establish useful 
advice for practitioners regarding which operational changes they should implement, 
depending on the limits of what customers are willing to bear in terms of time and 
monetary costs.

The participants were another group of 128 U.S. customers, recruited using the 
same methods as in Study 1. The sample includes 51.6% women and 49.4% men; 
23.4% were aged between 25 and 34  years, 74.2% between 35 and 44  years, and 
2.3% between 45 and 54 years; and 35.9% had a secondary education, 44.5% a uni-
versity education, and 19.5% an advanced degree. Sample demographics are similar 
to those of U.S. customers, though mid-age customers were overrepresented in the 
sample. They had some experience with food delivery services, 35.9% used them at 
least once a year, 40.7% once a moth, 20.3% once a week, and 3.1% more than once 
a week. After introducing the study as an academic research about food delivery 
services, we randomly assigned the participants to one of three delivery time sce-
narios, as well as one of three price scenarios. A pretest with a different sample of 
102 participants helped us determine the average delivery time and cost of orders, 
as reported by regular U.S. customers of food delivery services, as well as confirm 
the understanding of the provided scenarios. The pretest results indicate that com-
panies need an average of 38.38 min (SD = 14.91) to deliver food to homes after the 
order is placed, and customers spend US$27.74 (SD = 12.11) on average per order. 
These values provide the baseline time and price for Study 3. Then, all the scenarios 
started with the following description:

Imagine than one day you are with your friends at home and decide to ask for 
some food for dinner. When choosing about which food delivery service to use 
you have the following options:

In the delivery time manipulations, the alternatives to the regular service cited a 
food delivery service that offers better working conditions but a 10, 30, or 50% 
longer delivery time:
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Company A offers a regular service and delivers your order to your home 
in 38  min. Company B has improved the working conditions of their deliv-
erers, covering accident insurance, agreed working schedule, better rewards 
for accepting orders and lack of punishment for refusing orders. Company B 
delivers your order to your home in 42 min [50, 57] minutes.

For the price manipulation, the alternative service with better working conditions 
cost U.S. $30.50, U.S. $33.30, or U.S. $36.10, representing 10, 20, or 30% premi-
ums over the average price of U.S. $27.74. In each scenario, participants had to 
choose which option (A or B) they prefer. Some demographic information was col-
lected at the end of the study.

6.2  Results

The results reveal that customers would be willing to accept some costs to improve 
delivery drivers’ working conditions. In particular, 82.5% of customers would be 
willing to wait 10% longer, and 61.0% would not mind waiting 30% longer to be 
served by a food delivery company that offers better working conditions. Figure 4 
depicts customers’ preference for each option, showing that these preferences varies 
significantly depending on delivery times that are 10%, 30%, and 50% higher than 
the regular delivery time offered by a service that has not improved working condi-
tions (Pearson χ2 = 10.65, p < 0.01).

For the price analysis, we find that 55.3% of participants would prefer to be 
served by a food delivery company with improved working conditions even if 
they have to pay a 10% premium. However, with a 20 or 30% price increase, most 
respondents prefer to be served by the regular company with maintained working 
conditions. Again, preferences significantly varies depending on the price increase 
(Pearson χ2 = 8.01, p < 0.05), as Fig. 5 shows.

In summary, the Study 3 results provide further support for H3: Customers pre-
fer a company that offers improved working conditions, even if they must renounce 

Fig. 4  Customer preferences (percentage) for service provided by a company with improved working 
conditions, depending on delivery time
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some service benefits to buy from it. In particular, most customers would not mind 
waiting longer (up to 30%) to be served by delivery drivers with better working con-
ditions. However, they are less willing to pay a premium to be served by such com-
panies; the majority of them reject paying a 20% or 30% premium price, and only 
55.3% would be willing to pay a 10% premium to receive deliveries from drivers 
who enjoy improved working conditions.

7  Discussion

Workers in the growing gig economy sell their labor through online apps (Taylor 
et al. 2017), yet the related labor practices have emerged as highly controversial, due 
to the presence of information asymmetry, real-time controls, and unsafe conditions 
(Veen et al. 2019). To address this expanding global business model and its implica-
tions, we explore how customers perceive the working conditions of workers in the 
gig economy, in the specific context of food delivery services. With three studies, 
we expand extant knowledge with a marketing perspective and provide empirical 
evidence that in turn suggests practical guidance for managing such platforms more 
effectively.

By applying the E-S-QUAL framework (Parasuraman et  al. 2005), we estab-
lish in Study 1 that service quality exerts strong positive impacts on customers’ 
intentions to use and recommend. Our results support that providing customers 
with an efficient and technically available service platform that ensures custom-
ers privacy and their fulfillment of the promises is relevant to guarantee service 
provision quality through food delivery platforms. These findings agree with 
those obtained in studies applying E-S-QUAL framework in other digital contexts 
(Belanche et  al. 2014; Eisingerich et  al. 2015) and complement recent research 
that disregard service quality and the E-S-QUAL dimensions when investigating 
the factors motivating the use of food delivery services (Cho et  al. 2019; Lee 
et al. 2019; Ray et al. 2019). The direct influences of price (as a control variable) 

Fig. 5  Customer preferences (percentage) for service provided by a company with improved working 
conditions, depending on price premium
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and intention to use on recommendation intention also aligns with theoretical 
predictions about consumers’ desire to see themselves in a positive light, using 
beneficial outcomes that they present favorably to peers (Eisingerich et al. 2015; 
Gregg et al. 2011).

Beyond these service quality insights, our study contributes to the growing evi-
dence that customers are concerned about social issues and how they affect others or 
the overall community. In particular, our research reveals that customers are not only 
aware about the unfair labor conditions of the workers of food delivery services, 
but they internalize such concerns in a high extent, with these perceptions result-
ing in a higher (lower) preference for food delivery platforms depending on their 
labor practices. More precisely, Study 1 explores customers’ perceptions of work-
ing conditions and finds that this factor influences significantly both intentions to 
use and recommend a food delivery service. Thus, customers themselves go beyond 
classical service quality dimensions when deciding whether to use and recommend 
food delivery services, reflecting the influences of their perceptions of firms’ social 
responsibility (Jeng and Yeh 2016). In other words, customers deciding whether 
to use and recommend food delivery platforms are not only motivated by practical 
and hedonic reasons as suggested in previous research (Ray et al. 2019; Yeo et al. 
2017), but they also take into account the integral relationship that these companies 
develop with their workers. In this regard, our results suggest that customers decide 
if they support or not the kind of labor practices carried out by some platforms of 
the gig economy using and recommending their services.

To further support this insight, the results of Study 2 reveals that customers will 
be more willing to use and recommend food delivery services when these compa-
nies are committed to improving the working conditions of their employees, com-
pared to companies that maintain current labor practices of the gig economy. This 
finding confirms that customers play a crucial role in supporting companies imple-
menting fairer labor practices in the management of delivery workers or punishing 
platforms imposing controversial or unfair working conditions to their deliverers. 
In this vein, our research suggests that consumer may be empowered to impel com-
panies of the gig economy to improve their working conditions according to their 
demands. This consumer empowerment, a concept frequently used in other online 
contexts (e.g., social media, ad blocking, Belanche et  al. 2020a), could be mani-
fested through two key consumption decisions: platform selection and recommenda-
tion to other customers.

Nevertheless, our research also finds that not all the customers of food delivery 
services take the service workers’ labor conditions into account in determining their 
behavioral intentions. In particular, customers with lower levels of social conscious-
ness are less concerned, but highly socially conscious consumers are strongly influ-
enced by working condition considerations. Therefore, socially conscious consump-
tion should be included as a relevant customer trait that influences their actions in 
the context of the gig economy, as well as analyzed in light of the expanded public 
concern about community welfare and the link between local issues and global chal-
lenges. Notably, as people protest global initiatives that threaten their local labor 
markets (e.g., robotics, globalization; Fulgoni 2018; Granulo et  al. 2019), compa-
nies’ dedicated efforts to ensure good working conditions for gig economy workers 
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might help persuade socially conscious consumers about the potential benefits of the 
new initiatives.

From a more practical approach, assuming that improved working conditions 
likely increase firm costs, we also investigate whether customers might be willing to 
assume some of the costs, in the form of increased delivery times and prices (Borto-
lini et al. 2016; He et al. 2019). As we specify in our last study, most customers are 
willing to wait longer to receive a delivery from a driver working under good condi-
tions, but they are only willing to pay a 10% premium. Thus, in general, customers 
appear to prefer to assume a time cost rather than a monetary cost, probably because 
price continues being crucial for service provider selections in e-commerce and food 
delivery contexts (Audrain-Pontevia et al. 2013; Cho et al. 2019). Yet customers of 
food delivery platforms appear willing to renounce one of the principal benefits of 
using these services, namely, time savings (Yeo et al. 2017). Perhaps customers link 
platforms that provide better working conditions with traditional food delivery ser-
vices, such as restaurants, so they can understand why they need to give up some 
convenience to limit the labor pressures on workers. Thus, our findings reveal that 
customers would accept some sacrifices as a trade-off, suggesting that the improve-
ment of the labor practices generates a greater value that compensates the reduc-
tion in other quality factors (i.e., quick service). By choosing companies with better 
working conditions, customers’ will agree with the reduction of some of the advan-
tages of these services in order to contribute to the community well-being.

7.1  Managerial implications

Our implementation of the E-S-QUAL model suggests some guidelines that manag-
ers can follow to pursue business success in the food delivery service market. Ser-
vice quality continue being a key factor determining customers’ intentions to use 
and recommend the service also in the new online initiatives implemented in the 
food delivery sector. In particular, companies should emphasize efficiency, system 
availability, fulfillment, and privacy provisions. Firms should devote particular 
attention to designing user-friendly online platforms and make them available 24/7; 
providing users with information during the entire delivery process and ensuring on-
time and accurate deliveries; and protecting their credit card data or using security 
certifications to ensure no breaches of financial information.

In addition, food delivery service providers should ensure good working conditions 
for workers if they want to convince consumers to buy from and recommend them. 
Ethical consumerism continues to gain in importance worldwide (Edinger-Schons et al. 
2018), so companies must continue to expand their socially responsible and fair labor 
practices. Arguably, food delivery service firms might want to shift away from the gig 
economy or adapt the new business model to include socially responsible and sustain-
able considerations (Plewnia and Guenther 2018). In particular, firms might offer bet-
ter incentives for self-employed workers, contract with them as company employees, 
increase their remuneration, provide insurance, or offer some basic income stability 
guarantees. Thus, improving the labor practices may become a strategical decision to 
position the brand as a company committed with its corporate social responsibility; 
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taking the most from the advantages of the gig economy in the XXIth century (e.g., 
easy to use on demand platform), but avoiding the use of such technological instru-
ments to limit the rights of vulnerable workers. Once they had done so, and considering 
that not every platform may follow this strategy, the service firms should communi-
cate these enhanced labor conditions to customers in order to spread such positioning. 
Indeed, this kind of information about the company social features may become a key 
determinant of business success (Carrigan et al. 2004; Flurry and Swimberghe 2016). 
Consequently, companies should carefully manage their marketing messages; they may 
not focus exclusively on the service convenience and hedonic benefits of online food 
delivery, but on the fair relationship that the company established with the workers and 
therefore with the whole community.

Such insights are relevant to firms that deliver food but also to other businesses that 
have embraced the gig economy. Labor conditions are a substantial concern associ-
ated with this business model, such that customers are becoming to express skepticism 
over firms that fail to provide sufficient protections for their workers. In this vein, our 
research found socially conscious consumption as a relevant segmentation variable, 
since improving the labor conditions of their workers would particularly increase sales 
and recommendations among this group of customers. Indeed, high social conscious 
customers have lower purchase and recommendation intentions toward food delivery 
services, but these intentions turn higher than those from low social conscious custom-
ers when they have the choice to use a platform with better labor practices. Companies 
can effectively pursue this segment of the population as potential customers that can be 
attracted by food delivery services. To do so, companies should first identify social con-
scious customers. Our research finds that this trait is more frequent among women and 
more educated people; however, alternative market research actions should be devel-
oped to identify this people (e.g., surveys, cross-selling actions linked to other social 
conscious consumption choices such as fair trade products). When targeting social con-
scious customers, companies should clearly communicate that they are improving the 
labor conditions of their workers as a distinctive and central feature of their offerings. 
In particular, we recommend that companies take the opportunity to be among the first 
ones to improve working conditions, so they can enjoy pioneering advantages relative 
to firms that continue to maintain the same poor labor practices.

Finally, our finding that customers are willing to wait for slower deliveries (up to 
30% longer than the average delivery time) as a trade-off for being served by a company 
that offers improved working conditions suggests that managers should consider rear-
ranging their service operations. They can trade-off better working conditions against 
other benefits offered by the service delivery, though they likely cannot raise the price. 
To establish a good quality–price ratio, managers need to respect the price sensitivity 
of online food delivery service customers.

7.2  Limitations

In addition to these contributions, we note some limitations of our studies that 
could be addressed in continued research. To advance in this underexplored 
field, we conducted exploratory research with three studies. More detailed 
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investigations of users’ profiles might reveal other demographic, personal, and 
situational factors that influence the use and recommendation of services. Our 
study analyzes North American and Spanish customers of these services; how-
ever, to generalize our findings the research should be replicated in other cultural 
context (e.g., Asian countries).

We assume that improving working conditions implies cost increases, but in some 
cases, that assumption may not hold, and customers might not be required to assume 
part of the cost. Alternative sources to create value for customers of food delivery 
platforms should be explored. In addition to the unfair working conditions, alterna-
tive factors (e.g., environmental concerns derived from over-packaging) may demo-
tivate customers to use and recommend food delivery services. Further research 
should analyze customers’ reactions to labor conditions using different measures 
because consumer empowerment may be manifested by many actions (e.g., reac-
tion to workers’ strikes, boycotts). Longitudinal research that considers the evolution 
of food delivery online platforms might help academics and researchers determine 
how changes, such as in labor conditions, influence the platforms’ use and achieved 
recommendations over time. In this regard, a field study in collaboration with such 
platforms could better assess the economic and societal impact derived from the 
improvement of their working conditions.

Appendix

Scales items

E-S-QUAL dimensions
In this food delivery service…
 Efficiency
  EFF1 …it is easy to access any section of the application
  EFF2 …it is easy to find what I need
  EFF3 …the information on the application is well organized
  EFF4 …the application loads quickly
  EFF5 This food delivery service allows me to place an order quickly
  EFF6 This food delivery service is easy to use
  EFF7 This food delivery service would allow me to buy quickly
  EFF8 This food delivery service is well organized

 System availability
  SYS1 …is always available to buy
  SYS2 …downloads and works immediately
  SYS3 …the application does not hang
  SYS4 …the application does not crash after I send my order

 Fulfillment
  FUL1 …orders are delivered within the promised period
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  FUL2 …the company makes the order available for delivery within a suit-
able time frame

  FUL3 …the company quickly delivers what I ask
  FUL4 …the company has in stock the articles that the application offers
  FUL5 …the company complies with its offers
  FUL6 …there are no errors in the order
  FUL7 …the company fulfills the promise about the delivery of the products

 Privacy
  PRIV1 …the company protects the information of my purchase behavior
  PRIV2 …the company does not share my personal information with other 

applications
  PRIV3 …the company protects your credit card information
  PRIV4 …please answer to this sentence selecting the number two, partici-

pants answering other option will not be rewarded
 Working conditions
The company…
  WOR1 …respects the rights of employees
  WOR2 …establishes safe and non-hazardous working conditions for the 

health of its workers
  WOR3 …establishes decent working conditions
  WOR4 …treats employees fairly
  WOR5 …offers adequate remuneration
  WOR6 …develops, supports and trains its employees
  WOR7 …communicates openly and honestly with its employees
  WOR8 …provides a flexible work schedule for employees

 Intention to use
When I need it…
  IUSE1 …I intend to use this service
  IUSE2 …I think I will use this service again
  IUSE3 …I would like to use this service again

 Intention to recommend
  IREC1 If someone asked me about this service, I would give a positive 

opinion
  IREC2 If I had the opportunity, I would highlight the advantages of this 

service
  IREC3 I would recommend this service

 Price
  PRI1 The service has a reasonable price
  PRI2 The service offers a good quality-price ratio

 Socially conscious consumption
  SOCC1 I consider the ethical reputation of businesses when shopping
  SOCC2 I deliberately avoid buying products on the basis of a company’s 

unethical behavior
  SOCC3 I deliberately use services from companies who provide fair working 

conditions
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  SOCC4 I often buy products with a fair trade label rather than without one

Items in italics were removed from the final questionnaire after the scale validation process.
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