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Abstract: Foodsters United, a workplace organizing campaign by Toronto food couriers, shows 
that, even in the gig economy, the classic organizing methods work. The Foodsters success-
fully challenged their misclassification as independent contractors, got over 40 per cent of a 
large workforce to sign union cards, and triggered a union vote that they won with 88.8 per 
cent support. These victories were tempered by a devastating setback: their employer, Foodora, 
exited from Canadian markets. Nevertheless, what Foodsters United achieved through work-
place organizing sustained its transformation into Gig Workers United, which is organizing all 
delivery platform workers in Toronto. Although platform companies like Foodora promote the 
idea that the gig economy is unprecedented, its historical continuities are more important than 
its discontinuities. This is also true of the workplace organizing in the gig economy. Foodsters 
United achieved substantial victories, not because they invented new organizing methods 
but because they adapted the classic methods, in often ingenious ways, to their gig economy 
workplace. This article is based on interviews with the campaign organizers. It is organized 
thematically according to classic workplace organizing methods, particularly those developed 
in the industrial organizing tradition, including organizing conversations, mapping, charting, 
leader identification, issue identification, and the creation of democratic organizations.

Keywords: gig workers, gig economy, platforms, labour organizing, unions, union democracy, 
couriers, covid-19, misclassification

Résumé : Foodsters United, une campagne de syndicalisation en milieu de travail menée par 
des coursiers alimentaires de Toronto, montre que, même dans l’économie des petits boulots, 
les méthodes de syndicalisation classiques fonctionnent. Les Foodsters ont contesté avec succès 
leur classification erronée en tant qu’entrepreneurs indépendants, ont fait signer des cartes 
syndicales à plus de 40 pour cent d’une main-d’œuvre importante et ont déclenché un vote 
syndical qu’ils ont remporté avec 88,8 pour cent de soutien. Ces victoires ont été tempérées par 
un revers dévastateur: leur employeur, Foodora, s’est retiré des marchés canadiens. Néanmoins, 
ce que  Foodsters United a réalisé grâce à l’organisation du lieu de travail a soutenu sa 
transformation en  Gig Workers United, qui organise tous les travailleurs de la plateforme de 
livraison à Toronto. Bien que les sociétés de plateforme comme Foodora promeuvent l’idée 
que l’économie des petits boulots est sans précédent, ses continuités historiques sont plus 
importantes que ses discontinuités. Cela est également vrai de l’organisation du lieu de travail 
dans l’économie des petits boulots. Foodsters United a remporté des victoires substantielles, 
non pas parce qu’ils ont inventé de nouvelles méthodes d’organisation, mais parce qu’ils 
ont adapté les méthodes classiques, de manière souvent ingénieuse, à leur lieu de travail de 
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l’économie des petits boulots. Cet article est basé sur des entretiens avec les organisateurs de la 
campagne. Il est organisé de manière thématique selon les méthodes classiques d’organisation 
du lieu de travail, en particulier celles développées dans la tradition d’organisation industrielle, 
y compris l’organisation des conversations, la cartographie, la mise en tableaux, l’identification 
des dirigeants, l’identification des problèmes et la création d’organisations démocratiques.

Mots clefs : travailleurs et travailleuses à la demande, économie à la demande, plateformes, 
syndicalisation, syndicats, démocratie syndicale, messagères et messagers, covid-19, mauvaise 
classification

Foodsters United, a workplace organizing campaign by Toronto food 
couriers, shows that, even in the gig economy, the classic organizing methods 
work. These couriers, working for the Foodora platform, faced many of the 
challenges common among gig workers. Their work was unpredictable, was 
poorly compensated, and had high turnover. Foodora classified these couriers 
as self-employed independent contractors, which deprived them of the labour 
and employment rights that most employees achieve, including the right to 
unionize. Their workplace was the size of a metropolis and lacked any central 
brick-and-mortar worksite. Furthermore, when they began organizing, they 
did not know how many co-workers they had, let alone who most of them 
were. And yet, despite some missteps and setbacks, Foodsters United achieved 
significant victories.

Foodora, a brand of Berlin-based company Delivery Hero, entered Canadian 
markets in 2015. Toronto couriers began organizing in May 2018, and a year 
later, on May Day 2019, Foodsters United went public with the Canadian 
Union of Postal Workers (cupw). The Foodsters successfully challenged their 
misclassification as independent contractors, got over 40 per cent of a large 
workforce to sign union cards, and triggered a union vote that they won with 
88.8 per cent support. These victories were tempered by a devastating setback: 
in April 2020, Foodora announced the company’s exit from Canadian markets. 
Nevertheless, what Foodsters United achieved through workplace organizing 
sustained the campaign as it transformed, in February 2021, into Gig Workers 
United, a community union organizing all delivery platform workers in the 
Greater Toronto Area (gta).

Platform companies like Foodora often promote the idea that the gig 
economy is unprecedented.1 They proclaim their platforms – that is, appli-
cations, or “apps”: the internet-connected software that quickly matches 
different parties in various transactions – the “future of work.” But in many 
respects, this is actually a return to the casual, on-demand labour that has 
been the norm under capitalism.2 And if the gig economy features more his-
torical continuities than discontinuities, so too will the workplace organizing 

1. Frances Flanagan, “Theorising the Gig Economy and Home-Based Service Work,” Journal of 
Industrial Relations 61, 1 (2019): 57–58.

2. Jim Stanford, “The Resurgence of Gig Work: Historical and Theoretical Perspectives,” 
Economic and Labour Relations Review 28, 3 (2017): 382–401.
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that occurs within it. Gig workers face significant challenges, but if they accept 
these claims about their unprecedented situation, they might neglect the tra-
ditions of workplace organizing that workers have crafted over centuries.

In light of this, the case of Foodsters United is worth considering. The cam-
paign achieved its substantial victories not because the Foodsters invented new 
organizing methods but because they learned and adapted the classic methods, 
in often ingenious ways, to their gig economy workplace. In particular, they 
creatively applied techniques such as structured organizing conversations, 
social mapping and charting, and identification of strategic chokepoints. Gig 
workers everywhere can draw lessons from their achievements, their mistakes, 
and what they learned about organizing as their campaign developed.

Commentators are sometimes confused as to whether the gig economy is 
something new or old. On the one hand, they argue that it entails technologi-
cal revolutions and social upheavals that require entirely new concepts. On the 
other hand, they contend that these platforms are capturing so much of the 
market, are exacting rents from so many different parties, that the gig economy 
is best described as feudal or medieval.3 With this odd blend of futurism and 
anachronism, it is almost as if the gig economy is the world of Dune, where we 
expect to see spaceships coexisting with barons and dukes. Nevertheless, the 
gig economy is not the cutting edge of feudalism. It is capitalism.4

The platforms facilitate three kinds of transactions: (1) renting non-labour 
commodities (e.g. Airbnb); (2) selling non-labour commodities (e.g. eBay); and 
(3) selling labour power as a commodity (e.g. Uber). The third of these is gig 
work proper. The platform mediates not only the work itself but every part of 
the work process, including being hired, matched with customers and clients, 
supervised, disciplined, and paid. For this reason, even if gig workers provide 
most of their own equipment, such as cars or bikes, the most important piece 
of equipment, the platform itself, is the primary condition of production.5 
Therefore, the workers employed through the platform are wage labourers, the 
owners who control it are capitalists, and the percentages they take from each 
transaction are not rents, fees, or commissions but profit from the labour of 
gig workers.6

3. Alex De Ruyter & Martyn David Brown, The Gig Economy (Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Agenda, 2019), 5; Leif Weatherby, “Delete Your Account: On the Theory of Platform 
Capitalism,” Los Angeles Review of Books, 24 April 2018, https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/
delete-your-account-on-the-theory-of-platform-capitalism/.

4. Paul Christopher Gray, Stephanie Ross & Larry Savage, “The Future of Work? App-Based 
Workers and the Gig Economy,” in Wayne Anthony, Jessica Anthony & Les Samuelson, eds., 
Power and Resistance: Critical Thinking about Canadian Social Issues, 7th ed. (Winnipeg & 
Halifax: Fernwood, 2022).

5. Alessandro Gandini, “Labour Process Theory and the Gig Economy,” Human Relations 72, 6 
(2019): 1045.

6. Eric Tucker, “Towards a Political Economy of Platform-Mediated Work,” Studies in Political 
Economy 101, 3 (2020): 185–207.
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Traditionally, a “gig” meant a one-time or short-term transaction, without 
any commitment to a continuous relationship, often as a supplement to a 
main source of income. The platform companies have adopted the term to 
invoke the romantic ideal of the musician and their agreements with differ-
ent venues.7 But those who do platform labour have reclaimed the term by 
increasingly identifying as gig workers. Although much casual labour occurs 
outside of these platforms – and thus, in this sense, gig work is broader than 
platform work – in this article, I use these terms interchangeably.

Gig work is a departure from full-time, permanent work for a single employer 
who supplies most of the equipment in a central worksite. Nevertheless, this 
“standard employment,” which often provided stability, decent compensation, 
and union representation, has historically been the exception.8 It gained prom-
inence only in the postwar era, and even then, it usually excluded occupations 
that tended to employ women, racialized workers, and migrant workers. Gig 
work, which is typically casual labour that is paid by the task, not the hour, 
has much in common with “non-standard employment,” the norm under capi-
talism.9 Indeed, gig work is part of a broader resurgence, since the neoliberal 
turn of the 1970s, of temporary and unpredictable work with low wages, few 
benefits, and sparse union representation.

Since gig workers are typically classified as independent contractors, they 
find little support from legal and regulatory institutions. Instead, they rely on 
their workplace positions in production and distribution processes to gain 
leverage against their employers.10 Some gig workers provide in-person ser-
vices, either in more public settings, like transportation, or in more private 
settings, such as household cleaning. Others work online from around the 
world, either through low-skilled “crowdwork,” like labelling images, or 
more high-skilled freelance work, such as software engineering. Gig workers 
in transport, logistics, and some delivery sectors have relative advantages 
because they have more disruptive power. Their location between producers 
and consumers, particularly when there are economies of scale, means that 
their direct actions, like work stoppages, are more likely to have ripple effects 
throughout the economy.11 Nevertheless, all gig workers are widely dispersed 
across their worksites. In more centralized workplaces, a single worker can be 

7. Colin Crouch, Will the Gig Economy Prevail? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2019), 4.

8. Stanford, “Resurgence of Gig Work,” 389–390.

9. Simon Joyce, Denis Neumann, Vera Trappmann, & Charles Umney, “A Global Struggle: 
Worker Protest in the Platform Economy,” etui Policy Brief No. 2, European Trade Union 
Institute, February 2020, 2.

10. Kurt Vandaele, “Will Trade Unions Survive in the Platform Economy? Emerging Patterns 
of Platform Workers’ Collective Voice and Representation in Europe,” etui Working Paper 
2018.05, European Trade Union Institute, Brussels, 2018, 10–11.

11. Vandaele, 14.
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quite disruptive, whereas gig workers depend disproportionately on collective 
action.12

And that is why the classic organizing methods remain relevant, especially 
those developed in the industrial-organizing tradition when unions were not 
legally recognized.13 Although we associate industry with the centralized 
worksite, the impetus for industrial organizing is uniting all workers across 
workplaces whatever the divisions between trades, skills, or identities. This 
“wall-to-wall” organizing can be effective even in workplaces without walls.

The literature on the gig economy has covered many important themes, 
but it features a major gap: commentaries on gig worker organizing have been 
neither concrete enough, by showing in precise detail how each of these orga-
nizing methods can be applied to the specific challenges of the gig economy, 
nor comprehensive enough, by showing how all of these methods can be 
integrated into the overall strategy of an entire campaign. Scholars of the 
gig economy have sought to define it and situate it historically.14 They have 
researched the extent and composition of the gig workforce and the varia-
tions in workers’ experiences.15 Scholars have scrutinized their classification 

12. Stanford, “Resurgence of Gig Work,” 393.

13. William Z. Foster, Organizing Methods in the Steel Industry (New York: Workers Library, 
1936); John Steuben, Strike Strategy (New York: Gaer Associates, 1950).

14. For more favourable accounts, see James Sherk, “The Rise of the ‘Gig’ Economy: Good for 
Workers and Consumers,” Backgrounder, Heritage Foundation, no. 3143 (7 October 2016), 
http://thf-reports.s3.amazonaws.com/2016/BG3143.pdf; Jonathan V. Hall & Alan B. Krueger, 
“An Analysis of the Labor Market for Uber’s Driver-Partners in the United States,” NBER 
Working Paper no. 22843, National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
November 2016, https://www.nber.org/papers/w22843. For more critical accounts, see Tom 
Montgomery & Simone Baglioni, “Defining the Gig Economy: Platform Capitalism and the 
Reinvention of Precarious Work,” International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 41, 9–10 
(2021): 1012–1025; Michelle Chen, “A New World of Workers: Confronting the Gig Economy,” 
in Leo Panitch & Greg Albo, eds., Socialist Register: Beyond Market Dystopia: New Ways of 
Living (London: Merlin Press, 2019); Gray, Ross & Savage, “Future of Work”; Crouch, Gig 
Economy. On situating gig work historically, see Stanford, “Resurgence of Gig Work”; Flanagan, 
“Theorising the Gig Economy.”

15. Ursula Huws, Neil H. Spencer & Matt Coates, The Platformisation of Work in Europe: 
Highlights from Research in 13 European Countries (Brussels: Foundation for European 
Progressive Studies, 2019); Agnieszka Piasna & Jan Drahokoupil, “Digital Labour in Central 
and Eastern Europe: Evidence from the etui Internet and Platform Work Survey,” etui 
Working Paper 2019.12, European Trade Union Institute, Brussels, 2019, https://etui.org/sites/
default/files/WP%202019%2012%20%20Digital%20Labour%20Web%20version.pdf; Sarah A. 
Donovan, David H. Bradley & Jon O. Shimabukuro, “What Does the Gig Economy Mean for 
Workers?,” Congressional Research Service Report, Washington, DC, 2016, https://crsreports.
congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44365; Sung-Hee Jeon, Huju Liu & Yuri Ostrovsky, “Measuring 
the Gig Economy in Canada Using Administrative Data,” Analytical Studies Branch Research 
Paper Series, Statistics Canada, Ottawa, 16 December 2019, https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/
en/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019025-eng.pdf?st=r4pdpYUl; Sheila Block & Trish Hennessy, 
“Sharing Economy” or On-Demand Service Economy? A Survey of Workers and Consumers in 
the Greater Toronto Area (Toronto: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, Ontario Office, 
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as independent contractors and their lack of social protections.16 They have 
studied discrimination and inequality in the gig economy, particularly with 
respect to gender but also in terms of race and status.17 However, the latter are 
relative research gaps.18 Scholars have also investigated how platforms surveil 
and discipline users through data production and collection, sell this data to 
third parties, de-skill gig labour, and threaten gig activists with automation.19

2017); Juliet B. Schor, William Attwood-Charles, Mehmet Cansoy, Isak Ladegaard & Robert 
Wengronowitz, “Dependence and Precarity in the Platform Economy,” Theory and Society 
49 (2020): 833–861; Youngrong Lee, “After a Global Platform Leaves: Understanding the 
Heterogeneity of Gig Workers through Capital Mobility,” Critical Sociology (advance online 
publication 5 November 2021), doi:10.1177/08969205211055912; Mohammad Amir Anwar 
& Mark Graham, “Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Freedom, Flexibility, Precarity and 
Vulnerability in the Gig Economy in Africa,” Competition & Change 25, 2 (2021): 237–258.

16. Bin Chen, Tao Liu, & Yingqi Wang, “Volatile Fragility: New Employment Forms 
and Disrupted Employment Protection in the New Economy,” International Journal of 
Environmental Research and Public Health 17, 5 (2020): 1531; Alex Kirven, “Whose Gig Is It 
Anyway? Technological Change, Workplace Control and Supervision, and Workers’ Rights 
in the Gig Economy,” University of Colorado Law Review 89 (2018): 249–292; Chris Forde, 
Mark Stuart, Simon Joyce, Liz Oliver, Danat Valizade, Gabriella Alberti, Kate Hardy, Vera 
Trappmann, Charles Umney & Calum Carson, “The Social Protection of Workers in the 
Platform Economy: Study for the EMPL Committee,” Study, IP/A/EMPL/2016-11, European 
Parliament Policy Department A: Economic and Scientific Policy, Brussels, November 2017; 
Valerio De Stefano, “The Rise of the ‘Just-in-Time Workforce’: On-Demand Work, Crowdwork, 
and Labor Protection in the ‘Gig-Economy,’” Comparative Labor Law and Policy Journal 37, 
3 (2016): 471–504; Benjamin G. Edelman & Damien Geradin, “Efficiencies and Regulatory 
Shortcuts: How Should We Regulate Companies like Airbnb and Uber?” Stanford Technology 
Law Review 19 (2016): 293–328. With respect to couriers in particular, see Karen Gregory, “‘My 
Life Is More Valuable Than This’: Understanding Risk among On-Demand Food Couriers in 
Edinburgh,” Work, Employment and Society 35, 2 (2021): 316–331.

17. Niels van Doorn, “Platform Labor: On the Gendered and Racialized Exploitation of 
Low-Income Service Work in the ‘On-Demand’ Economy,” Information, Communication & 
Society 20, 6 (2017): 898–914; Alex Rosenblat, Karen E. C. Levy, Solon Barocas & Tim Hwang, 
“Discriminating Tastes: Uber’s Customer Ratings as Vehicles for Workplace Discrimination,” 
Policy & Internet 9, 3 (2017): 256–279; Ruth Milkman, Luke Elliott-Negri, Kathleen Griesbach & 
Adam Reich, “Gender, Class, and the Gig Economy: The Case of Platform-Based Food Delivery,” 
Critical Sociology 47, 3 (2021): 357–372; Ursula Huws, “The Hassle of Housework: Digitalisation 
and the Commodification of Domestic Labour,” Feminist Review 123, 1 (2019): 8–23; Abigail 
Hunt & Emma Samman, “Gender and the Gig Economy: Critical Steps for Evidence-Based 
Policy,” ODI Working Paper No. 546, Overseas Development Institute, London, January 
2019; Veena Dubal, “The New Racial Wage Code,” Harvard Law and Policy Review, UC 
Hastings Research Paper, forthcoming (advance online publication 28 May 2021), doi:10.2139/
ssrn.3855094; Laura Lam & Anna Triandafyllidou, “An Unlikely Stepping Stone? Exploring 
How Platform Work Shapes Newcomer Migrant Integration,” Transitions: Journal of Transient 
Migration 5, 1 (2021): 11–29.

18. Uttam Bajwa, Lilian Knorr, Erica Di Ruggiero, Denise Gastaldo & Adam Zendel, Towards 
an Understanding of Workers’ Experiences in the Global Gig Economy (Toronto: Global 
Migration & Health Initiative, 2018), 21.

19. Niels van Doorn & Adam Badger, “Platform Capitalism’s Hidden Abode: Producing 
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Much of the scholarly and popular writing on the gig economy has dis-
cussed workplace organizing. Nevertheless, these analyses tend to be either 
general or narrow. Most of these commentators offer useful but broad surveys 
of gig worker organizations, activities, or efforts to forge common identities, 
or syntheses of all three.20 Even those commentaries that provide narrative 
accounts of gig worker campaigns tend to speak in general terms, without 
going into precise details of how these organizing methods were conceived 
and implemented in practice.21 Conversely, when scholars do provide more 
detailed descriptions, they usually limit their analyses to one or two organiz-
ing methods.22 Some popular commentaries, however, have explored more.23

Data Assets in the Gig Economy,” Antipode 52, 5 (2020): 1475–1495; Alex Rosenblat & Luke 
Stark, “Algorithmic Labor and Information Asymmetries: A Case Study of Uber’s Drivers,” 
International Journal of Communication 10 (2016): 3758–3784.

20. On gig worker organizations, see Victoria Basualdo, Hugo Dias, Mirko Herberg, Stefan 
Schmalz, Melisa Serrano & Kurt Vandaele, Building Workers’ Power in Digital Capitalism: Old 
and New Labour Struggles, Trade Unions in Transformation 4.0 (Bonn, Germany: Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung, 2021), http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/iez/18325.pdf; Hannah Johnston & Chris 
Land-Kazlauskas, “Organizing On-Demand: Representation, Voice, and Collective Bargaining 
in the Gig Economy,” Conditions of Work and Employment Series No. 94, International Labour 
Organization, Geneva, 2019, https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---
protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_624286.pdf; Vandaele, “Will Trade Unions 
Survive.” On gig worker activities, see Joyce et al., “Global Struggle”; Vera Trappmann, 
Ioulia Bessa, Simon Joyce, Denis Neumann, Mark Stuart & Charles Umney, Global Labour 
Unrest on Platforms: The Case of Food Delivery Workers, Trade Unions in Transformation 
4.0 (Berlin: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 2020), http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/iez/16880.pdf. 
On forging common identities, see Arianna Tassinari & Vincenzo Maccarrone, “Riders on 
the Storm: Workplace Solidarity among Gig Economy Couriers in Italy and the UK,” Work, 
Employment and Society 34, 1 (2020): 35–54. On syntheses of all three, see Antonio Aloisi, 
“Negotiating the Digital Transformation of Work: Non-standard Workers’ Voice, Collective 
Rights and Mobilisation Practices in the Platform Economy,” MWP Working Paper, EUI MWP, 
2019/03, European University Institute, Fiesole, Italy, 2019; Michele Ford & Vivian Honan, 
“The Limits of Mutual Aid: Emerging Forms of Collectivity among App-Based Transport 
Workers in Indonesia,” Journal of Industrial Relations 61, 4 (2019): 528–548; Alex J. Wood, Vili 
Lehdonvirta & Mark Graham, “Workers of the Internet Unite? Online Freelancer Organisation 
among Remote Gig Economy Workers in Six Asian and African Countries,” New Technology, 
Work and Employment 33, 2 (2018): 95–112.

21. Callum Cant, Riding for Deliveroo: Resistance in the New Economy (Medford, 
Massachusetts: Polity Press, 2020); Marco Marrone & Vladi Finotto, “Challenging Goliath: 
Informal Unionism and Digital Platforms in the Food Delivery Sector; The Case of Riders 
Union Bologna,” Partecipazione e Conflitto 12, 3 (2019): 691–716. For an excellent account of 
organizing among non-platform couriers, see Colin Bossen, “The Chicago Couriers Union, 
2003–2010: A Case Study in Solidarity Unionism,” Working USA: The Journal of Labor and 
Society 15, 2 (2012): 197–215.

22. Katie J. Wells, Kafui Attoh & Declan Cullen, “‘Just-in-Place’ Labor: Driver Organizing in 
the Uber Workplace,” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 53, 2 (2021): 315–331.

23. Luis Feliz Leon, “Los Deliveristas Speak: How Delivery Workers Are Organizing to Take 
On the Apps,” Labor Notes, 7 June 2021, https://labornotes.org/2021/06/los-deliveristas-speak-
how-delivery-workers-are-organizing-take-apps; Chelsea Nash, “The Anatomy of a Gig-Worker 
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This article bridges the comprehensiveness of the general accounts with 
the concreteness of the narrower accounts by providing the kinds of details 
and illustrations found in workplace organizing manuals, including by repro-
ducing campaign materials, because these organizing methods cannot be 
truly understood in merely general terms. The details are indispensable. For 
example, this article shows how the Foodsters meticulously adapted social 
charting to their gig economy conditions. Aside from the high turnover in 
the traditional sense, their platform employer could deactivate and reactivate 
their co-workers’ accounts at will, or launch hiring sprees without needing to 
guarantee much work. This widened the gap between those who deem this 
work their main gig or just a side gig.

There is another reason for the details I offer here. Those who study gig 
workers and their organizing often do so because they sympathize with their 
struggles. For this reason, these accounts, like sympathetic portrayals of the 
labour movement in general, are often celebratory. Scholars outside of these 
campaigns are impressed by the obstacles that gig workers must overcome, 
and insiders are personally invested in their campaigns. While there is much 
to celebrate, it is also important to discuss the messy process of trial and error 
found in every campaign, including this one. Foodsters United made some mis-
takes and much was learned along the way. If I dwell on a few of the things they 
wish they had known from the beginning, it is so that gig workers elsewhere 
can anticipate those things as they begin organizing their own workplaces.

This article draws from semi-structured interviews with eleven Foodora 
couriers, one union staff organizer, and one campaign lawyer. Recruited 
through snowball sampling, interviewees were chosen because they were some 
of the main organizers of the campaign, had joined throughout its various 
phases, and were from different work groups and social groups.24 This article 
is organized thematically according to classic workplace organizing methods, 
including organizing conversations, mapping, charting, leader identification, 
issue identification, and the creation of democratic organizations. It explores 
the creative ways in which Foodsters United applied these classic methods to 
their gig economy workplace.

Union Drive,” Rabble.ca, 19 May 2020, https://rabble.ca/news/2020/05/anatomy-gig-worker-
union-drive; Marianne Garneau, “Writing the Manual on Gig Worker Organizing,” Organizing 
Work, 9 September 2019, https://organizing.work/2019/09/writing-the-manual-on-gig-worker-
organizing/. I was inspired to write this article after speaking with Alex Kurth, one of the 
organizers with Foodsters United. See Jordan House & Paul Christopher Gray, “Gig Workers, 
Unite! Inside the Foodora Union Drive,” Rankandfile.ca, 16 January 2021, rankandfile.ca/
gig-workers-unite/.

24. Interviewees could choose to use their real names or remain anonymous. I use their real 
names in this article unless otherwise stated. The interviews were conducted in accordance 
with the clearance granted by the Brock University Research Ethics Board. The article’s title 
quotes Chris Williams, interview by author, 4 June 2021.
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Organizing Conversations

The most successful organizing was based entirely on the one-on-one conversations. That 
proved, in some ways, this workplace is not exceptional at all. 
     —Chris Williams

It all began in May 2018 when eight Foodora couriers met one evening 
in Christie Pits Park in downtown Toronto. They discussed their declin-
ing working conditions, their decreasing pay, and the more rigid scheduling 
Foodora had introduced.25 “It’s just shitty drug dealer logic,” notes Thomas 
McKechnie. “They’ll give you a year of good treatment and once you’re locked 
in, they’ll take the bottom out of it.”26 Only one of them had done any union 
organizing. Matt Gailitis, formerly with the Services Employees International 
Union, thought that the couriers could successfully challenge their classifica-
tion as independent contractors.27 Matt had organized with personal support 
workers and believed a union drive was possible in the couriers’ decentralized 
workplace. These eight couriers agreed to continue meeting every Monday 
night. The campaign that would soon become Foodsters United was born.

Early on, these conversations were unwieldy. Nevertheless, they soon 
refined their techniques, especially after an “Organizing 101” workshop with 
the Industrial Workers of the World (iww), who had members working for 
Foodora. The couriers learned the importance of one-on-one organizing con-
versations with co-workers. They began contacting known and potentially 
sympathetic co-workers, and while working, they initiated conversations with 
couriers they spotted wearing Foodora’s bright pink bags and gear. After these 
conversations, they invited co-workers to the Christie Pits meetings, where 
the organizers used the classic aeiou model: Agitate, Educate, Inoculate, 
Organize, Unionize.28

Every Monday night, the organizers would begin the conversation with agi-
tating by asking open-ended questions about their workplace, which shows 
co-workers that they care about issues and want them to change. Then they 
turned to educating by laying the blame on Foodora, which had the power to 
address these issues but would only do so if couriers applied collective pres-
sure. They then began inoculating by giving their co-workers a dose of the 
anticipated criticisms of their collective efforts, because if they heard them 
first from fellow couriers, they would know how to respond later when exposed 

25. App-based companies initially provide decent conditions to attract users, but once they 
have achieved “network effects,” they often change the terms. Flanagan, “Theorising the Gig 
Economy,” 63.

26. Thomas McKechnie, interview by author, 3 June 2021.

27. Matt Gailitis, interview by author, 1 June 2021.

28. Industrial Workers of the World (iww), “Organizing 101: Build the Committee: 
Participant’s Manual,” n.d., 19–23. The author took this course in 2014. I cite from the course 
materials.
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to them from the company. Foodora would likely argue, for example, that the 
union would turn courier work into a standard 9-to-5 job, targeting couri-
ers who wanted more independence and flexible schedules. Eliot Rossi notes 
that the campaign countered this criticism by persuading the couriers that it 
was Foodora that was gradually eroding their independence.29 The organizers 
would then emphasize the importance of organizing – of each courier commit-
ting both to collective activity and to specific tasks, say, by initiating similar 
organizing conversations with three of their co-workers. It was only then, after 
gauging the mood of the meeting, that the organizers would discuss the need 
for unionizing. In those early meetings, though some attendees had reserva-
tions, none were hostile, and 90 per cent agreed to sign union cards.30

As the campaign expanded, some couriers deemed the traditional organiz-
ing principles ill suited to a workplace that stretched across a metropolis. The 
prospect of in-person conversations was daunting when they had no idea how 
many couriers worked for Foodora. Some thought social media would be the 
superior outreach tool, but they realized its limits as the campaign developed. 
A group chat with hundreds of couriers impedes organizing if only five to ten 
couriers participate consistently.31 If co-workers gave their Facebook account 
as contact information, they often remained disengaged, but a phone number 
usually meant meaningful commitment. Ultimately, the Foodsters decided 
to prioritize street outreach and one-on-one conversations. They found that 
although social media can promote events to co-workers who are already 
active, it will not activate them: “No one ever joined a union because of a 
Trump meme.”32

As Foodsters United grew, they contacted several unions. One of the few to 
respond was the one most of the couriers were hoping to work with anyway.33 
On 7 January 2019, Foodsters United voted unanimously to join cupw. On 27 
March 2019, cupw organized an all-day training, where Liisa Schofield, a staff 
organizer, discussed some organizing methods and asked the couriers to apply 
them to the workplace they knew better than anyone.34 One advantage of this 
decentralized workplace is that couriers can have organizing conversations 
during work, because management is not looking directly over their shoul-
ders. Nevertheless, the pressures to deliver as fast as possible constrained the 

29. Eliot Rossi, interview by author, 20 May 2021.

30. Alex Kurth, interview by author, 10 June 2021.

31. Williams, interview. Wells, Attoh, and Cullen come to similar conclusions in their study of 
Uber drivers in Washington, DC. Wells, Attoh & Cullen, “‘Just-in-Place’ Labour,” 323–324.

32. Williams, interview.

33. Kurth, interview, 10 June 2021.

34. Liisa Schofield, interview by author, 10 June 2021. They used various training materials at 
these workshops, including those from Labor Notes, collected in Alexandra Bradbury, Mark 
Benner & Jane Slaughter, Secrets of a Successful Organizer (New York: Labor Notes, 2016).

https://doi.org/10.52975/llt.2022v90.003



“the same tools work everywhere” / 51

traditional organizing conversation. At the training, the couriers developed 
the stoplight conversation, a ten-second chat they could have with co-work-
ers at intersections. As Iván Ostos demonstrates, they would pull up beside a 
courier and say something like,

“Hi, I’m Iván. How do you find this work?”
“Yeah, this shift sucks, I’m not making a lot of money.”
“Can I get your contact info so we can talk about it later?”

“You have that and you move on,” Iván continues, “because they’re hustling 
too.”35 The couriers also created the ride-along conversation.36 If a co-worker 
was rushing to a delivery, organizers would ask to ride beside them to discuss 
working for Foodora. Car couriers were particularly receptive, because having 
a passenger during their delivery meant they avoided paying for parking.

Through these organizing conversations, the Foodsters discovered the 
issues that mattered most to their co-workers.37 They eventually arranged 
these issues into three categories: compensation, health and safety, and 
dignity. The issue of compensation included low wages and few benefits, espe-
cially because as independent contractors they lacked minimum standards 
and entitlements.38 Furthermore, providing and maintaining most of their 
own equipment is costly, particularly for car couriers, who must also pay for 
regular parking tickets.39 In terms of health and safety, courier work is dan-
gerous.40 When gig workers are independent contractors, their employers are 
not liable for workplace injuries; workers bear the expenses and lost wages.41 
Unlike most gig companies, Foodora did pay into the Workplace Safety and 
Insurance Board (WSIB), but because Ontario’s employment laws are based on 
standard employment with more regular hours, when a workplace injury pre-
vented Iván from working for months, he received only $210 per week, barely 

35. Iván Ostos, interview by author, 1 June 2021.

36. Schofield, interview.

37. A recent study found that globally, since 2015, there have been more than 300 gig worker 
protests. Joyce et al., “Global Struggle,” 3–4. The most common issue is low wages, especially in 
the United States, United Kingdom, India, and Pakistan. In Latin America, the issue tends to 
be working conditions, and in continental Europe, in addition to these reasons, classification, 
union representation, and regulatory issues are most common.

38. A survey of American and European gig workers found that their wages are, on average, 
lower than minimum wages. Forde et al., “Social Protection of Workers,” 11.

39. Houston Gonsalves, interview by author, 25 May 2021. App companies’ claims about gig 
workers’ income do not usually factor in the costs of providing their own equipment. Kirven, 
“Whose Gig Is It,” 264.

40. Gregory, “My Life Is More Valuable,” 320–323.

41. De Stefano, “Just-in-Time Workforce,” 480.
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enough for rent.42 The third category, dignity, addressed issues like the workers’ 
misclassification. In addition, the Foodora app relied not only on algorithms 
but also on human dispatchers, who could assign orders to particular couriers, 
temporarily suspend a shift, sign them out of the app altogether, and record 
couriers in a “strike log,” which could result in penalties and punishments.43 
Indeed, Foodora could arbitrarily deactivate a courier’s account without any 
formal appeals process.44

Organizers are taught to ask open-ended questions and to listen more 
than they speak so that they can discover the issues that matter most to the 
diverse groups of co-workers they are trying to bring into a majority participa-
tion campaign. As the Foodsters’ outreach expanded and the primarily male 
couriers spoke to more women and trans co-workers, they learned about gen-
dered discrimination in their workplace. Since the app used personal phone 
numbers, women couriers in particular faced harassment when, for example, 
customers called them after deliveries to ask for dates. Alex Kurth notes that 
this issue, and the Foodsters’ demand that Foodora implement veiled phone 
numbers, “would never have occurred to me, but once that came up it became 
a really big issue that we got a lot of traction around.”45

The couriers also developed their inoculation techniques. The organizers 
met regularly after outreach, discussed tough questions asked by co-work-
ers, and developed informed responses. Nevertheless, this did not always go 
smoothly. One question in particular proved very tough, especially in ret-
rospect: What if unionizing causes Foodora to leave the country? This was 
on the mind of many couriers, because Foodora had closed all operations in 
Australia in August 2018. The Foodsters developed their response: Foodora 
had left Australia not because of a union drive but because the tax bureau 
ruled that the company owed $8,000,000 in back taxes and unpaid wages.46 
Furthermore, though Foodora had never been profitable in Australia, it was 
expanding rapidly throughout Canada.

Since Foodora did ultimately leave Canada, however, some couriers later 
expressed regret for this response. “It was bad organizing,” says one courier, 
because organizing training teaches you that when speaking to co-workers 
about unionizing, “if someone asks, ‘Can they fire you?’ you always say, ‘Yes, 

42. Ostos, interview.

43. Dylan Boyko, interview by author, 2 June 2021.

44. This is a common problem for gig workers. Kirven, “Whose Gig Is It,” 252–253. For some 
solutions, see De Stefano, “Just-in-Time Workforce,” 500.

45. Quoted in House & Gray, “Gig Workers, Unite”; see also Milkman et al., “Gender, Class, 
and the Gig Economy,” 369.

46. This, along with answers to other tough questions, was in the campaign’s online newsletter, 
“FU May News,” 8 May 2019.

https://doi.org/10.52975/llt.2022v90.003



“the same tools work everywhere” / 53

they can.’ Because it can happen, even though it’s illegal.”47 This courier felt 
that, though most of the organizers thought Foodora would never leave 
Canada, they should not have spoken with such certainty. Even if this makes 
it harder to persuade co-workers to commit to the campaign, “With things 
you’re unsure about, you just have to be honest with people.”48 The organiz-
ers are better able to address this issue since Foodsters United became Gig 
Workers United, which, as a community-based workers’ organization, is orga-
nizing not just in one company but across the industry.49 Nevertheless, there 
was still much to be built before that transition became possible.

By April 2019, Foodsters United decided they had exhausted their covert 
outreach strategies. It was time to go public. In Ontario, triggering a union 
certification vote requires 40 per cent of the workers in a proposed bargain-
ing unit to sign union cards. Typically, a union drive will wait until they have 
exceeded this threshold to apply for certification. In a workplace that is so 
large and decentralized, however, the Foodsters needed to go public much 
earlier so that they could uncover the rest of the fleet. “We made a best guess 
of how many people worked for the company,” Liisa notes, “because we can’t 
count people coming in and out of the factory gates.”50 They had 120 union 
cards signed and estimated that there were around 800 couriers, which meant 
they would need at least 200 more cards to achieve the 40 per cent threshold.51 
Foodsters United decided to go public on 1 May 2019.

Between a morning press conference and the May Day parade, around 
60 Foodsters announced themselves directly with a collective bike ride to 
Foodora’s King Street headquarters. Dylan Boyko, who worked as a dispatcher 
and a courier, recalls dispatching in the office that day.52 Suddenly, people from 
the various departments rushed to the windows to see a commotion down 
below. In the parking lot, a bright pink horde was chanting:

Gig economy,
Same old crap!
Exploitation,
In an app!

47. Anonymous, interview by author, 19 May 2021.

48. Anonymous, interview.

49. Gig Workers United homepage, accessed 8 December 2021, http://gigworkersunited.ca; 
Simon Black, “Community Unionism and the Canadian Labour Movement,” in Stephanie 
Ross & Larry Savage, eds., Rethinking the Politics of Labour in Canada (Winnipeg & Halifax: 
Fernwood, 2012), 155.

50. Schofield, interview.

51. Scott Shelley, interview by author, 26 May 2021.

52. Boyko, interview.

Gray

http://gigworkersunited.ca


54 / labour/le travail 90

The nervous Foodora staff, management, and executives were now confronted 
by the people “on the other side of the screen.”53 Dylan notes, “In the office, 
we’re sitting at a computer, and you often forget there are real people out there 
doing all the work.”54

The day after Foodsters United went public, Iván initiated an organizing 
conversation with another courier while they waited for their orders at a res-
taurant.55 The other courier said he was not interested in a union because this 
was only a side gig. This poses significant challenges for workplace organiz-
ing, because gig workers who depend more on the platforms for their main 
income tend to experience greater precarity, job dissatisfaction, and affinity 
with unionizing, while those who use the platforms to supplement their main 
income tend to feel more autonomy, satisfaction, and sympathy for the com-
pany.56 Iván was unable to persuade his co-worker, who, when his delivery was 
ready, left the restaurant looking slightly annoyed. An Uber driver waiting at 
the intersection saw the bright pink Foodora bag and shouted to the baffled 
courier, “Aren’t you excited?! Can I join the union too?!”

Mapping

Finding our co-workers was 90 per cent of our strategizing. Everything we did after that 
was comparatively easy.
     —Alex Kurth

An important part of workplace organizing is social mapping.57 
Workers are encouraged to draw large maps of their workplace and to locate 
the different work groups and social groups, as well as to assess their relations 
to one another and to management. Mapping also illustrates which groups are 
not yet participating sufficiently in the campaign. Furthermore, by mapping 
how work is conducted, including the different tasks and lines of motion, 
workers can identify bottlenecks. When these bottlenecks are made the 
target of actions, such as work stoppages, they can become chokepoints that 
increase workers’ disruptive capacity and their leverage against the employer. 
Nevertheless, in the gig economy, how can workers map a workplace that is the 
size of a metropolis and has no central brick-and-mortar worksite?

Before Foodsters United could pursue organizing methods like leader 
identification and issue identification, they first needed to develop their co-
worker identification. This required extensive social mapping. They had some 

53. Valerio De Stefano discusses how the impersonal character of app-mediated relations can 
render gig workers invisible. De Stefano, “Just-in-Time Workforce,” 477.

54. Boyko, interview.

55. Ostos, interview.

56. Lee, “Global Platform Leaves”; Schor et al., “Dependence and Precarity.”

57. Bradbury, Benner & Slaughter, Secrets, 96–103; iww, “Organizing 101,” 9–11.
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advantages in this respect, because couriers are cartographers: “Delivering in 
the city is also mapping the city. You’re constantly looking at maps, keeping 
lists of restaurants, knowing where the hubs are.”58

Workers are already organized
Workers never need to organize from scratch. Even if there has been no formal 
organizing at a workplace, co-workers might carpool together, attend the same 
house of worship, or belong to the same migrant community. If an organizer 
can identify these organic groups, reaching one member might be a way to 
reach the rest.

The first group the Foodsters identified was the downtown courier com-
munity. Although it had emerged among bike messengers decades prior, 
many of them were now also working for food delivery apps like Foodora. The 
messenger community – or “Mess Life” – is a fully developed subculture.59 
Messengers see themselves as “cowboys of the streets” who would rather make 
less money if it means keeping their independence.60 “There’s a genuine dignity 
to that,” Chris notes, “the way you hold weather and the elements in contempt. 
I don’t think it’s just machismo.”61 The best example of this is Toronto’s major 
contribution to global courier culture: the alley cat race.

An alley cat is an unsanctioned street race created by Toronto bike mes-
sengers in 1989. There is no set course. At the start, participants are given 
a list of checkpoints around the city that they must visit before crossing the 
finish line. Carefully planning the route is as important as riding fast and navi-
gating traffic. By knowing the best roads, busy spots, and shortcuts, racers 
demonstrate the skills that make them good messengers.62 Alley cats became 
so popular around the world that every year a different city hosts the Cycle 
Messenger World Championships. Leah Hollinsworth, a veteran Toronto 
bike messenger, describes it as “a family reunion where everybody is the weird 
uncle.”63

Early in the campaign, the Foodsters encouraged their co-workers to partic-
ipate in this courier culture, including the mutual aid networks for recovering 
stolen bikes, the weekly gatherings at Trinity Bellwoods Park, and, of course, 
the alley cats. “I had to convince them,” Alex notes, “it’s not about the race, it’s 

58. Williams, interview.

59. Ben Fincham, “Generally Speaking People Are in It for the Cycling and the Beer’: Bicycle 
Couriers, Subculture and Enjoyment,” Sociological Review 55, 2 (2007): 189–202.

60. Williams, interview.

61. Williams, interview.

62. Alex Kurth, interview by author, 27 May 2021.

63. First Cats, documentary, directed by Greg Pistol (Toronto, 2019), https://www.gregpistol.
com/documentary.
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not about how you place, it’s about the community.”64 It was a natural place to 
begin organizing conversations.

As the campaign progressed, however, the Foodsters learned that they had 
overestimated the importance of this community: “There was an initial sense 
that they were an essential plurality within the organization, when in fact they 
were just the people who we knew the most.”65 After the union drive went 
public, Thomas notes, “We realized we were meeting hundreds of people and 
none of them were beardy old couriers.”66 Instead, they were migrants, stu-
dents, parents, and suburbanites. The Foodsters recognized that if Foodora’s 
business model extended far beyond the messenger world, so must their 
organizing.67 The campaign expanded its social mapping by developing one 
organizing technique in particular: identifying chokepoints.

Chokepoints
Since organizers cannot be everywhere at once, it is important to identify 
chokepoints, namely “a lot of people streaming into a small area.”68 Using 
their knowledge as workers, they identified the busiest intersections, such as 
Spadina and Richmond, where there is a popular restaurant on every corner, 
dedicated bike lanes on both streets, and traffic lights that change every 45 
seconds – plenty of time for stoplight conversations. The intersection even 
has a recognizable landmark: a statue of a giant thimble commemorating the 
International Lady Garment Workers’ Union, which in 1931 went on strike 
against the sweatshop conditions in the historic Garment District that sur-
rounds the intersection.69

The Foodsters decided to have couriers at the thimble every day with an 
outreach tent, water, bike lights, and union cards. When the campaign was 
still covert, a great night meant speaking to 20 couriers and getting 5 to sign 
cards.70 At these intersection chokepoints, however, in a four-hour shift the 
Foodsters could see 200 couriers bike through, meet 20 to 30 of them, and 
get 10 to 15 to sign. After each organizing conversation, they put laminated 
cards in the courier’s spokes so they knew to whom they had already spoken. 
They borrowed this idea, “a part of the language of downtown couriers,” from 
the spoke cards given to racers in the alley cats.71 Since the couriers lacked 

64. Kurth, interview, 27 May 2021.

65. McKechnie, interview.

66. McKechnie, interview.

67. Ostos, interview.

68. McKechnie, interview.

69. This is according to a nearby City of Toronto plaque.

70. Williams, interview.

71. McKechnie, interview.
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a central workplace, when the Foodsters created these permanent sites, if a 
courier could not talk in the middle of their delivery, they could circle back 
later, or go there just to socialize with their co-workers.

One of the most important chokepoints was Union Station, the central 
transit hub for downtown Toronto. The organizers noticed that many co-
workers, especially South Asian couriers, were riding electronic bikes, or 
“e-bikes,” in the area. The Foodsters soon realized that these couriers often 
lived in the outer Toronto suburbs, or even other cities in the gta, and com-
muted by train into the more lucrative downtown core. They often kept their 
e-bikes overnight at Union in a particularly secure locking station. Ahmad J., 
a migrant courier who commutes from Whitby, estimates that 80 per cent of 
the bikes locked there belong to couriers.72 Since recent migrants to Canada 
face substantial barriers to employment that matches their education and 
skills, many turn to gig work.73 Indeed, Ahmad, a Syrian refugee, has a degree 
in electrical engineering.74 The Foodsters did frequent outreach at the Union 
Station chokepoint so that they could have more organizing conversations 
with migrant couriers.

These chokepoints helped identify the couriers working in the downtown 
zone but not those in the four other zones, ranging from Mississauga in the 
west to The Beaches in the east and extending up from Midtown to North 
York. These zones had fewer couriers dispersed across larger spaces. They were 
more likely to be worked by car couriers, who were harder to identify than the 
bike couriers with their bright pink backpacks. Furthermore, there were fewer 
organic groups among car couriers. Houston Gonsalves, a car courier, had 
never met another courier while working until Alex Kurth initiated an orga-
nizing conversation.75 The Foodsters identified particularly busy streets and 
restaurants for car couriers and did stoplight conversations.76 They also trans-
lated campaign posters into Punjabi, Hindi, Spanish, Chinese, and Urdu and 
placed them at the popular gas stations and car washes they had identified.77

In one of their most inspired strategies, the Foodsters reached these cou-
riers by “flipping everything on its head.”78 As Thomas notes, “If you don’t 

72. Ahmad J., interview with author, 8 June 2021.

73. Lam & Triandafyllidou, “Unlikely Stepping Stone,” 17; Lee, “Global Platform Leaves,” 7.

74. Ahmad J., interview; Jeon, Liu & Ostrovsky, “Measuring the Gig Economy,” 20.

75. Gonsalves, interview. Wells, Attoh, and Cullen report that, in their initial interviews with 
Uber drivers in Washington, DC, 45 per cent had begun the job without knowing a current 
or former Uber driver, 43 per cent knew only one current or former driver, and, in the course 
of their work, 78 per cent had never had a meal or a drink with another driver. Wells, Attoh & 
Cullen, “‘Just-in-Place’ Labour,” 322.

76. Liisa Schofield, in Garneau, “Writing the Manual.”

77. House & Gray, “Gig Workers, Unite.”

78. McKechnie, interview.
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know where people are, bring them to you.” In places where they had difficulty 
finding new couriers, they ordered food from Foodora and had organizing 
conversations with whomever arrived for the delivery. They also expanded 
this tactic with “order-in days.”79 cupw trained allies to do organizing con-
versations; these allies would then, en masse, order food from Foodora, talk 
about the union to whomever showed up, and try to get their contact infor-
mation so that the Foodsters could start a fuller conversation. The Foodsters 
also brought their co-workers to them by hosting well-attended workshops on 
topics such as filing taxes as an independent contractor and fighting parking 
tickets.

Charting

I can say this to anyone trying to unionize a decentralized workplace – if there’s any way 
that you can get an employee list, do everything you can to get it because it’s so difficult 
doing it without. It’s not impossible, but if there’s any way you can get someone on the 
inside to get you an employee list, it will save you so much trouble. 
     —Alex Kurth

A crucial part of workplace organizing is social charting.80 A chart is a 
list of all known co-workers and any information necessary to assess their rela-
tions to their work, to one another, and to the campaign. In the gig economy, 
however, how can workers do social charting when they do not know how 
many co-workers they have, let alone who they are?81 In companies where it 
is even more difficult to get an employee list – such as Uber Eats, where the 
greater reliance on algorithms reduces potential connections between workers 
on the ground and in company offices – social charting becomes even more 
important.

Much of the information recorded by the Foodsters is typically found in 
workplace charting. They recorded the “contact,” the person who has a con-
nection with a co-worker or who had made one. They also had a committee of 
stewards they assigned to co-workers based on availability and best fit, such 
as shared interests. In their notes on each co-worker, they recorded their main 
issues and assessed what they thought about the union drive. This assessment 

79. Schofield, interview.

80. Bradbury, Benner & Slaughter, Secrets, 104–105; iww, “Organizing 101,” 9, 15.

81. Estimating the size and composition of the gig workforce is difficult because of a lack 
of common definitions; gig companies withholding information; labour statistics being 
insufficient for non-standard employment; and the unclear extent to which gig workers report 
their activities. Bajwa et al., Towards an Understanding, 10; Forde et al., “Social Protection of 
Workers,” 10; De Stefano, “Just-in-Time Workforce,” 472. One study of app-based gig work in 
the gta found that 9 per cent of residents had engaged in gig work; 51 per cent identified as 
men, 48 per cent as women, and 1 per cent as transgender; 54 per cent are racialized; 69 per 
cent were born in Canada; over 70 per cent are 45 years old or younger; and 51 per cent have 
children under 18. Block & Hennessy, “Sharing Economy,” 8–11.
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card 
signed

name date 
signed

contact steward notes contact: phone, 
email, home 
address

√ Jaqueline 
Sommers

January 
10, 2019

Ian Jessica Met on Queen St., centre zone. 
Working Foodora for 1 month. 
Likes it better than Uber, but 
doesn’t like tipping system. - 
Ian, 01/10/19. Agreed to come 
to a meeting, but might leave 
Foodora in the summer.  
- Jessica, 03/02/19. 

123-456-7891 
courier1@email.com 
1 home street,  
M1M 2M3

√ Dave 
Cantor

January 
11, 2019

James Craig Met near the Beaches. 
Primarily works eastern zone. 
Main complaint is waiting for 
orders at restaurants. Very 
busy, working while going to 
school. Happy to sign card, but 
not sure about committing 
beyond that. - James, 01/11/19. 
Thinks Foodora is getting 
worse, but still unsure 
about committing to attend 
meetings. - Craig, 02/21/19.

234-567-8910 
courier2@email.com 
2 home street,  
M1M 2M3

√ Will Fang January 
13, 2019

Kelly Kelly Works another 9-5, does 
Foodora in evenings. Gave 
good info about driving in 
northern zone. Knows a few 
other Chinese couriers. Biggest 
issue is travel times between 
orders.- Kelly, 01/13/19. Has 
agreed to come to the next 
Monday meeting, but might be 
late. - Kelly, 02/04/19.

345-678-9101 
courier3@email.com 
3 home street,  
M1M 2M3

√ Yousef Ali January 
13, 2019

Craig Ian Commutes from suburbs. 
Working a lot trying to pay 
international student tuition 
fees. Hates waiting for 
customers in condo towers. 
Wants to meet other couriers, 
especially e-bike couriers. 
Will try to come to a Monday 
meeting in next few weeks. - 
Craig, 01/13/19. Still interested, 
just needs to find the right 
Monday.  - Ian, 01/27/10.

456-789-1012 
courier4@email.com 
4 home street,  
M1M 2M3

wants to 
sign

name date 
signed

contact steward notes contact: phone, 
email, home 
address

Paramjot 
Dhillon

Craig Kelly Got contact info from Jaspreet 
Singh. Says we need a union. 
Can meet at Union Station, 
Front St. entrance, 10 am any 
day this week. - Craig, 01/15/19.

567-891-0123 
courier5@email.com 
5 home street,  
M1M 2M3

Figure 1. The main social chart, part 1. 
Note: The author has seen a sample of the social charts from which all personal information had been 
redacted. In Figure 1, as with all other charts in this essay, I provide representative reproductions,  
but all names and personal information have been invented by the author.
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is particularly important because of the often contrasting experiences between 
those who deem gig work their main hustle and those who consider it a side 
hustle. Foodora couriers who depended on gig work for their main income 
were much more likely to agree with, and participate in, the union drive.82 
Through this assessment, the Foodsters categorized co-workers according to 
who had signed a card, who wanted to, who had been approached but was 
unsure, who was against the union, and who was unresponsive (Figure 1).

Along with other important information, the Foodsters also recorded 
engagement, including who had opened the latest campaign newsletter (√) and 
who had read it (√√), responses to emails or personal messages, and meeting 
attendance. They also tracked who was actively working, or, if not, the date of 
their last shift worked (Figure 2). As we will see, this is hugely important for 
charting gig work with such high turnover.

The Foodsters knew from the outset that their co-workers were primar-
ily male and that bike couriers tended to be younger than car couriers. 
Nevertheless, their charting gradually revealed a fuller picture of the work-
force. Many of the couriers, especially those living in the outer suburbs and 
other cities in the gta, were racialized and migrant workers.83Foodora, unlike 
most other app companies, did not check the immigration status of couriers, 
which likely meant a higher proportion of undocumented workers.84Besides 
the “white” couriers more likely to live downtown, major demographic groups 
included South Asian (especially Punjabi students), Middle Eastern, Chinese, 
and East African.85

Charting and mapping informed each other when, for example, the 
Foodsters realized that many couriers working in the downtown core were 
Punjabi students commuting from the Peel region.86 In addition to making 
Union Station an important chokepoint for outreach, the Foodsters’ charting 
helped them develop other strategies to reach these couriers. Foodsters United 
advertised the campaign on the relevant trains and concentrated their poster 
and flyer distribution in places like Sheridan College where Punjabi students 
are most likely to attend.87 In one of the more fascinating developments in this 
campaign, cupw staff discovered that they needed to map and chart their 

82. Lee, “Global Platform Leaves,” 10.

83. McKechnie, interview.

84. Ahmad J., interview.

85. Schofield, interview; McKechnie, interview.

86. Nash, “Anatomy.”

87. Schofield, interview. Lam and Triandafyllidou note that gig work is often conceived as 
“super-individualized employment,” but ethnic networks help recent migrants find jobs. 
Nevertheless, this can also trap them in low-skill niches: “Platforms benefit from being 
well known to migrants and hence feeling familiar in an unfamiliar environment.” Lam & 
Triandafyllidou, “Unlikely Stepping Stone,” 19.
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own membership, because casual or temporary postal workers were also doing 
gig work, particularly South Asian members in the Peel region.88

Stacking the list
When a union applies to certify, employers must give the Ontario Labour 
Relations Board (olrb) a list of the employees who would be in the prospective 
bargaining unit, though they sometimes “stack the list” with names that do 
not belong. If the union does not identify and challenge these ineligible names, 
they can pass by unnoticed. This falsely inflates the number of employees and 
makes it harder for the union to get 40 per cent of their prospective members 
to sign union cards. The gig economy relies so heavily on casual work that it 
is much easier for gig companies to stack the list.89 Foodsters United prepared 
for this possibility by developing new elements of what was already rigorous 
charting. This was a crucial feature of their co-worker identification.

If the olrb overturned their misclassification, the Foodsters did not know 
who the labour board would deem an active worker and thereby a member 

88. Schofield, interview.

89. Alison Braley-Rattai & Larry Savage, “Despite Foodora Ruling, App-Based Workers 
Face Uphill Union Battle,” The Conversation, 15 March 2020, https://theconversation.com/
despite-foodora-ruling-app-based-workers-face-uphill-union-battle-132744.
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Figure 2. The main social chart, part 2. 
Note: This continues the chart in Figure 1 but shows only the information for those who signed cards, 
which is sufficient for illustration purposes.

Gray



62 / labour/le travail 90

of the prospective bargaining unit. Foodora would likely claim that an active 
worker is anyone who had created a courier account, even if they had never 
worked a shift, because this would make the employee list as large as possible. 
Ryan White and the rest of cupw’s legal team would argue that it should be 
anyone who had worked a shift within four weeks of the application to certi-
fy.90 This met the legal criterion of an active worker – those workers most tied 
to the particular workplace – because the contract stipulated that Foodora 
could deactivate anyone who had not worked a shift in four weeks. In the 
Foodsters’ charting, however, they had to assume that it could be either of 
these or anything in between.

In these conditions, the ideal chart would include the total number of cou-
riers (1) with courier accounts (the largest possible number of people who 
Foodora could claim are active workers); (2) who had worked at least one 
shift (the next largest number); and (3) who had worked a shift within certain 
periods of time, say, in the last (a) year, (b) eleven months, (c) ten months, 
and so on. Each of the totals of active workers would show the Foodsters how 
many signed cards were needed to reach the 40 per cent threshold, whatever 
the olrb decided.

The Foodsters attempted to get as close to this ideal chart as possible.91 
During organizing conversations, they tried to identify not only when the 
courier had started working but if they intended to work into the foreseeable 
future. They regularly followed up with couriers and charted those who said 
they had not worked in a while or did not intend to work again. When someone 
said their account had been deactivated, they charted this in a separate “deac-
tivated list” (Figure 3), so they had the names of the likely candidates with 
which Foodora might stack the list. In all of these cases, they tried to chart the 
date of the last shift worked.

Tracking co-workers’ levels of engagement in the campaign is important 
for any charting, but in these circumstances, if a courier had not attended a 
meeting in a while, this might also mean they no longer worked for Foodora.92 
The Foodsters would prioritize them in their follow-up. They also made sure 
to call couriers, not just email them, because if their number was no longer in 
service, they had likely left Foodora, since the account was tied to the phone 
number.93

The campaign acquired this information in various ways. Much of it came 
through organizing conversations and regular follow-up. The Foodsters also 
scoured any Foodora-related social media groups and chats and took advan-
tage of the company’s mistakes. For example, in one of the newsletters the 

90. Ryan White, interview by author, 17 June 2021.

91. Scott Shelley, interview by author, 11 June 2021.

92. Ostos, interview.

93. Shelley, interview, 26 May 2021.

Deacti- 
vated

name date 
signed

contact steward notes contact: phone, 
email, home 
address

√ Clayton 
Garvey

January 19, 
2019

Jessica Ian Met him at Spadina and 
Richmond. Hates the 
scheduling system. He can’t 
get the shift he usually 
wants. Works centre zone 
only. - Jessica, 01/20/2019. 
Texted, “I’m no longer 
working at Foodora. Haven’t 
worked for Foodora in a 
month.” - Ian, 05/15/19.

789-101-2345 
courier7@email.com 
7 home street, M1M 
2M3

√ David 
Lethem

February 
10, 2019

Craig Craig Spoke in front of Burrito 
Boyz. Has been a courier for 
a couple of months. Doesn’t 
like waiting for orders at 
restaurants. Might be willing 
to attend a Monday meeting. 
- Craig, 02/10/2019. Might 
come to a demands meeting. 
- Craig, 04/06/19. Called. 
Female voice answered, 
“There’s no David at this 
number.” - Craig, 05/18/19

891-012-3456 
courier8@email.com 
8 home street, M1M 
2M3

√ Upinder 
Choudhary

January 
29, 2019

Kelly James Spadina and Richmond. 
Works centre and western 
zones, lives in Mississauga. 
International student. A few 
friends also doing Foodora. 
Wishes tips were better. 
Signed a card. Likes the idea 
of a union. Interested in 
attending a meeting.- Kelly, 
01/29/19. Texted. Said he 
was deactivated three weeks 
ago and not interested in 
challenging it. Will work 
Uber instead. - James, 
05/20/19

"910-123-4567 
courier9@email.com 
9 home street, M1M 
2M3"
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company periodically emailed to couriers, Foodora accidentally put over 500 
couriers’ email addresses in the carbon copy section instead of blind carbon 
copy, essentially handing these email addresses to the Foodsters.

The Foodsters’ extensive, almost obsessive, mapping and charting might 
appear a bit like Borges’ peculiar Cartographers Guild, in which “the Art 
of Cartography attained such Perfection that the map of a single Province 
occupied the entirety of a City, and the map of the Empire, the entirety of a 
Province.”94 But it proved indispensable for the most dramatic month of the 
entire campaign.

94. Jorge Luis Borges, “On Exactitude in Science,” in Collected Fictions, trans. Andrew Hurley 
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Figure 3. The deactivated list.
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July 2019
The Foodsters had originally planned to apply for certification in August 
2019, because in September, with the influx of college and university students, 
courier turnover would be high. In May, the Foodsters had estimated that 
there were 800 Foodora couriers. By July, however, they had acquired a critical 
mass of courier names and contact information. They now estimated that the 
number of people with active courier accounts, including those who had not 
worked in several months, was more than 1,000.95

In early July, Foodsters United launched a phone-banking, card-signing blitz 
– “probably the single biggest undertaking of the campaign.”96 cupw booked 
off members who spoke the languages the Foodsters had identified in their 
mapping and charting, including Punjabi, Hindi, Arabic, and Spanish. Thomas 
remembers particularly well a call with a West African courier, because they 
were struggling to understand each other.97 Thomas tried explaining the 
union but could tell the courier wanted to hang up. Thinking quickly, when 
Thomas asked if the conversation would work better in another language, 
the courier replied, “French.” As Thomas recounts, “My buddy Richard, who 
speaks French, was sitting right beside me. He was about to dial a new call, but 
I put my hand on his and said, ‘One second, brother.’ I passed the phone over 
to Richard and there was this rapid conversation in French, but after a few 
seconds, I could hear, ‘Oui! Oui! Un syndicat! Un syndicat!’” When someone 
agreed to sign a card, the Foodsters dispatched a courier to ride or drive to 
them wherever they were in the city – an advantage of this kind of workforce. 
Nevertheless, Foodora staged a counterattack.

In mid-July, bright pink billboards began appearing all over the city: 
Foodora had launched a massive hiring spree. Although they had told couriers 
they would wait until September, when demand would increase again, they 
started hiring sooner, which would increase the employee list. This is much 
easier in the gig economy, where, given the reliance on casual labour, compa-
nies can hire people without guaranteeing them many shifts. The Foodsters, 
caught off guard, regrouped quickly and announced a new chokepoint. On 
23 July, they set up outside of Foodora’s King Street office so that they could 
have organizing conversations with newly hired couriers arriving for their ori-
entation. Whether the Foodsters caught them entering or exiting the office, 
most of them signed cards right then and there, many of them before they had 
attended their orientation.

Foodora, however, was not done yet. On 26 July, the Foodsters discovered 
that Foodora would be reactivating hundreds of deactivated courier accounts, 

(New York: Penguin, 1998), 325.

95. Scott Shelley, email to author, 28 May 2021.

96. House & Gray, “Gig Workers, Unite.”

97. McKechnie, interview.
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further inflating its employee list. “They probably set a line for themselves, 
‘Well, we can’t invent people, but we can bring couriers back from the dead.’”98 
Foodora had sent an email to numerous deactivated couriers, informing them 
that they would be reactivated on 5 August. The Foodsters were unsure how 
many would be reactivated. They contacted the people on their deactivated list 
to find out how many had received the surprise reactivation email. They asked 
those who would be reactivated to either delete the app or sign a union card, 
which many of them did.

At this point, Foodsters United was confronted with a major decision. 
Typically, when a union applies to certify, they want to exceed by a comfort-
able margin the 40 per cent threshold for signed union cards. Although they 
had signed more cards in July than any other month, Foodora had also hired 
extensively. The Foodsters estimated that their 452 signed cards still repre-
sented only 35 per cent to 40 per cent of all the couriers with an active Foodora 
account. Even if they signed dozens of cards in the coming weeks, they were 
not sure they could keep pace with Foodora’s hiring spree. In the gig economy, 
especially, it is much easier to hire many people than it is to find them and 
persuade them to sign union cards. Furthermore, there loomed the mass reac-
tivations on 5 August.

The Foodsters thought that if they could argue successfully to the olrb 
that an active worker was a courier who had worked within a certain cutoff 
date, then the battle would become one of percentages. If the olrb ruled that 
the cutoff was within the year, Foodora would have to remove some of the 
older names from its employee list, but the Foodsters would also lose some 
of the older cards they had signed. The more recent the cutoff date, the fewer 
the names either side could claim. “It sucks,” Scott Shelley notes, “because 
we bled for those cards.”99 Even if, as things stood, they only had around 35 
to 40 per cent of cards signed, they calculated that Foodora was likely to lose 
more names than the Foodsters would cards, and as the number of names on 
Foodora’s employee list dropped faster than the number of cards, that figure 
would inch closer to 40 per cent and eventually surpass it. Based on their exten-
sive charting, the Foodsters could estimate the respective percentages for each 
cutoff date down to the month. If the olrb deemed as active workers anyone 
who had worked a shift within six months of their application to certify, the 
Foodsters had enough union cards to meet the 40 per cent threshold.100

The Foodsters were not certain as to what the olrb would decide, but they 
thought this was the closest they could get before the mass reactivations 
in August and the major turnover in September. With nervous excitement, 
Foodsters United applied to certify on 31 July 2019. Then, around fifteen 
Foodsters made their most important delivery yet. Jubilantly, they handed 

98. Shelley, interview, 26 May 2021.

99. Shelley, interview, 26 May 2021.

100. Shelley, interview, 26 May 2021.
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the application to David Albert, the stunned managing director of Foodora 
Canada.101

The union vote
Foodora challenged the application to certify, claiming that the couriers, 
as independent contractors, had no right to unionize. The olrb ruled that 
because of the decentralized workplace, the union vote would take place 
online from 9 to 13 August 2019, but that the ballots would remain sealed 
pending two other rulings. The labour board would hold hearings to decide 
the classification of Foodora couriers, and if it was determined that they are 
employees with the right to unionize, then there would be status dispute hear-
ings to determine who would be considered active workers. Based on that 
ruling, the olrb would count the union cards signed by active workers, and 
if the Foodsters met the 40 per cent threshold, the board would unseal and 
count the ballots of active workers for the union vote.

In the meantime, Foodsters United began planning actions for the upcom-
ing classification hearings and continued their outreach, mapping, and 
charting. Nevertheless, the end of the all-consuming card-signing phase of 
the campaign gave the Foodsters more time to reflect on what they were doing 
well and what they needed to improve. This included organizing strategies like 
leader identification, issue identification, and the structure of the campaign 
itself.

Leader Identification

We were always saying, “There’s too much work and not enough people to do it. We need 
to identify new leaders, bring them in, and build them up.” The problem is, that is also 
work. Sometimes the stuff that was right in front of us would take precedence, so we were 
always playing catch up. We all recognized that, but long after we should have. 
     —Alex Kurth

At the beginning of an alley cat race, each participant is given a “manifest,” 
the map of all the checkpoints they must visit before finishing the race. Alex 
notes that novice racers often make the mistake of starting the race before 
they have carefully planned their route: “People will have a moment of panic 
and say, ‘Oh! We need to go! We need to go!’”102 Union drives can be like this, 
especially with one organizing method in particular: leadership identification. 
“That was one of our biggest weaknesses,” Iván notes.103 Although they did not 
explicitly state this at the time, “As the campaign got rolling, we were going 
places without having done much leadership identification, which made it less 

101. Kurth, interview, 27 May 2021.

102. Kurth, interview, 27 May 2021.

103. Ostos, interview.
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of a priority, because we thought, ‘We’re still going somewhere, we don’t want 
to stop or go backwards in a campaign.’”104 When there are so many tasks and 
so little time, sometimes the initial organizers start doing them immediately, 
not strategically. Instead of taking time to identify and develop others who can 
also do these tasks, the tasks get done by those who already know how. In the 
end, instead of saving time, you lose it – as well as a great many other things. 
With respect to this parallel between alley cats and union drives, Iván notes, 
“It’s a brain thing, not a legs thing. That’s what I always said to those guys who 
just book it. ‘No, no, no, it’s not a legs day today.’”105

Leader identification is crucial for workplace organizing.106 Every workplace 
has leaders. They are not necessarily the workers with formal positions. They 
usually do not speak first or loudest. But when they do speak, others listen. 
What they say about the union drive can make it or break it. Leadership iden-
tification is a method for understanding the qualities of these organic leaders 
and determining who has them. A small group of organizers can try speaking 
one-on-one with every single co-worker, but this makes for an inefficient race, 
especially in a large workplace. If the organizers identify the leaders in each of 
the organic groups, however, they can speak to these leaders, who can then not 
only speak to everyone in their respective groups but do so more persuasively 
than the organizers. Numerous core organizers felt they had learned this too 
far into the race, but they improved as they went along.107

Early in the campaign, the Foodsters’ idea of a leader was the veteran bike 
messengers who were influential in the downtown courier community. They 
did have some of the qualities of a leader. They were very good at their jobs 
and could bring people together by organizing alley cats and volunteering at 
the checkpoints. Most importantly, however, besides Foodora itself, they were 
the most anti-union group.108 It was not that all, or even most, of these veteran 
couriers opposed the union, but those who did were unified and vocal. Some 
deemed unions incompatible with the independence that pervades the mes-
senger ethos.109 Some of the older messengers had also experienced cupw’s 
prior failed attempt to unionize. Toronto bike couriers had certified federally 
as cupw Local 104 in 2011, but then the federal court ruled they should be 

104. Ostos, interview.

105. Ostos, interview.

106. Bradbury, Benner & Slaughter, Secrets, 76–89.

107. Kurth, interview, 27 May 2021; Ostos, interview; McKechnie, interview; Williams, 
interview.

108. Ostos, interview.

109. Williams, interview. This is an enduring challenge for courier organizing. Norene Pupo 
& Andrea M. Noack, “Organizing Local Messengers: Working Conditions and Barriers to 
Unionization,” Canadian Journal of Sociology 39, 3 (2014): 348–351.
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regulated provincially.110 Their third attempt at certification in Ontario was 
successful in 2012, but these couriers, working for Quick Messenger Service, 
failed to achieve a first contract. After significant turnover, a group of new 
couriers with less connection to the union voted to decertify in 2015.111

The Foodsters attempted to either persuade or neutralize these veteran 
messengers by workshopping answers to their arguments.112 They honed their 
answers to tough questions by following the classic framework of affirming, 
answering, and redirecting. For example, the Foodsters might respond that 
they understand how, for an experienced courier, app-based food deliveries 
can pay better than more traditional paper deliveries (affirm), but the pay is 
declining (answer), and even if it were not, there is nothing wrong with fight-
ing for better pay, which a union can help to do (redirect). By persuading some 
of these veteran couriers while shifting some of the most hostile toward indif-
ference, the Foodsters were able to increase their support in the downtown 
courier community.113

The Foodsters soon realized, however, that they had overestimated the 
influence of these veteran messengers as much as that of the messenger com-
munity.114 As the Foodsters expanded their outreach to the broader Foodora 
workforce, they found it difficult to identify co-workers, let alone leaders. 
When they found out that Chinese and Brazilian couriers had each set up 
group chats, the Foodsters got one or two people from each to sign cards but 
did not reach either group as a whole.115 The campaign was not yet able to train 
these individuals, their sole points of contact for these groups, to do their own 
leader identification.

The campaign began developing these skills more concertedly in the fall 
of 2019, when cupw staff organizer Liisa Schofield brought a group of couri-
ers to weekly trainings by the influential organizer and writer Jane McAlevey. 
McAlevey’s revival of industrial organizing methods has achieved significant 
victories. For example, her campaigns with Nevada nurses used “big represen-
tative bargaining,” in which 100 rank-and-file nurses routinely participated in 
contract negotiations. This reinvigorated the union and won their demands 
on wages, employer-paid family health benefits, and nurse-patient ratios.116 
McAlevey argues that the labour movement has suffered major defeats 

110. Todd Aalgaard, “Sweatshop on Wheels,” now Magazine, 12 September 2013, 22.
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because it prioritizes two approaches.117 The first is advocacy, which is done by 
a small minority of people – representatives, lawyers, researchers – on behalf 
of the majority. The second is mobilizing, which encourages larger numbers 
of people to act on their own behalf, but they tend to be the activists who are 
already committed to the cause, and their participation is limited to one-time 
events, not the overall strategizing and planning. McAlevey attributes the rare 
successes of a few recent campaigns to a third approach, deep organizing, 
which replaces backroom deals with mass negotiations: “Ordinary people help 
make the power analysis, design the strategy, and achieve the outcome. They 
are essential and they know it.”118

McAlevey’s organizing trainings included leadership identification. “That 
became important,” Thomas notes, “looking for folks whose words matter.”119 
For example, a few organizers discovered when speaking with Filipino couri-
ers that they would often say, “I have to ask Jacob first.”120 Jacob was a migrant 
worker who spoke Tagalog and English and had been a courier for a few years. 
Indeed, he had many of the qualities that organizers learn to identify in a 
leader. For example, co-workers would ask Jacob the questions they were too 
embarrassed to ask anyone else.

The Foodsters made an effort to connect with Jacob. Thomas notes, “I came 
to him and said, ‘Jacob, I don’t know if you know this, but a number of people 
really respect your opinion.’” Jacob downplayed his influence: “He said, ‘I just 
try to answer questions for people. I come from the Philippines, so I try to 
help other people from the Philippines.’” Nevertheless, Thomas continues, “He 
was someone people trusted to guide them through various situations.”121 A 
question Jacob often received from Filipino newcomers was “Can I trust these 
people?” Once he was persuaded that the union was a good idea, Jacob could 
say yes to co-workers in a way that made them feel safe.

Even here, though, the results were mixed. Although Jacob signed a union 
card and persuaded other Filipino couriers to do so, he did not get more deeply 
involved: “He was always a little bit aloof from us.” As Thomas notes, “One of 
the problems that McAlevey identifies is that often leaders aren’t interested 
in the union because they don’t need the union.” Jacob rode an e-bike and 
had bought two batteries so that he could switch them mid-delivery. He was 
getting shifts. He also had a network of people who looked up to him as a 
natural leader. “You add onto that the valences of migration status, overwork, 
and distrust of certain communities,” Thomas continues, “there’s a lot of 
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reasons that leaders are going to stay peripheral to the work.”122 Indeed, Jacob 
lived in Scarborough, commuted to the downtown core, and worked 60 hours 
a week.

While the Foodsters could apply traditional leadership identification in 
cases like these, they also had to adapt it to a workforce that was very large, 
decentralized, and subject to rapid turnover. Liisa refers to questions the cou-
riers discussed while attending McAlevey’s trainings: “How do you use these 
kinds of tools when your list of workers changes every 30 days?”123 They found 
they needed to embrace some of the community organizing methods that 
McAlevey criticizes.

For McAlevey, organizing is “structure based” when it occurs in bounded 
spaces – such as workplaces or churches, which have specific numbers of 
people – so the organizers know how many supporters are required to get 
supermajorities over 90 per cent.124 This requires organizers to reach everyone 
in this space, not just those who already agree with them. Even if a small group 
of organizers could do this alone, they could not do it effectively, so they must 
identify pre-existing leaders. Since these leaders might not agree with them, 
organizers must learn how to persuade them through organizing conversa-
tions that show how their interests are tied to those of the collectivity. For 
example, as individuals, they might get better shifts but not a pension.125

When organizing is not structure based, there is less pressure to reach 
everyone, because who this is, and what would count as a supermajority, is 
less clear.126 Organizers will tend to speak to people with whom they already 
agree. This can foster groups of “self-selecting” activists who join because of 
pre-existing interests or commitments but not supermajority organizations 
comprising many people who had never considered themselves activists before. 
McAlevey thinks that self-selecting groups exist throughout various kinds of 
movements, including the labour movement, but it is especially prominent 
in community organizing. These groups often speak of leader development 
rather than leader identification, because they try to develop leaders among 
the non-leaders whom they already know and agree with. They do not identify 
existing leaders, which requires going beyond their comfortable group and 
persuading people who might currently disagree with them.

Liisa contends, however, that decentralized workforces subject to immense 
turnover, such as gig workers, need to combine leader identification with a 
kind of leader development.127 A significant number of couriers did not know 
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any other couriers, which stifled the development of organic communities and 
leaders.128 The Foodsters found that for the most isolated couriers, before they 
could identify leaders they first had to create the conditions in which leaders 
could emerge. When they introduced a courier to the campaign, they would 
train them to do organizing conversations. “Then you go into the field with 
them,” Liisa notes, “and see how they do, debrief with them, see how they do 
again, debrief again, and keep going until you see some really brilliant people 
emerge.”129 By giving workers various responsibilities and seeing who reso-
nates with people in an unusual way, you not only identify the leaders whose 
words matter but develop and identify the workers whose words will matter.

Issue Identification

To be honest, those demands meetings didn’t accomplish much, except to reinforce the 
issues we had already come up with. We spent a lot of time fishing for as many problems 
as we could, rather than having some discussions on what was actually achievable. 
     —Eliot Rossi

The Foodsters had discovered the many different issues that most 
concerned their co-workers through organizing conversations and their 
well-attended “demands meetings.” Nevertheless, the campaign had not yet 
identified their main issues. Prior to the classification hearings, which began 
in September 2019, organizers had joined couriers in the Foodora office to 
resolve issues like arbitrary deactivations or had submitted demands to man-
agement after a few cases of workplace harassment.130 But the campaign had 
not yet identified a majority issue and made a formal demand to Foodora. 
Without this, it can be hard for a campaign to claim credit for improvements 
achieved by their activities.

After Foodsters United went public, Foodora improved its app.131 For 
example, the button to decline orders suddenly began working. This was a 
direct result of the union drive, but achieving such improvements is only half 
the battle. A campaign also has to “name it and claim it,” which means framing 
what has been achieved and who is responsible. Otherwise, the employer will 
do so. For much of the workforce, the broader public, and posterity, it will 
be not a functional improvement to working conditions provoked by workers’ 
collective pressure but an initiative of the company undertaken in consulta-
tion with its independent contractors. It is easier to name it and claim it when 
it has resulted from an issue that has been identified and turned into a formal 
demand. “We weren’t good at that,” Iván notes. “That change only happened in 
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the heat of the union drive. We should have said, ‘You think that change hap-
pened coincidentally?’”132

Foodora also introduced such changes because of the impending classifica-
tion hearings. An app that gave more control to couriers supported Foodora’s 
argument that they are independent contractors. The Foodsters knew that 
legal proceedings undertaken by small teams of representatives can disengage 
rank-and-file workers. They encouraged couriers to attend the hearings by, for 
example, creating custom-made bingo cards, which brought both levity and 
inoculation into the often tedious proceedings (Figure 4).

At each of the hearings they held rallies, served coffee and food, and, for the 
December hearing, sang holiday carols outside of the Foodora office before 
delivering a box of coal.133 These efforts were quite successful: “The Ontario 
Labour Relations Board said they had never seen so many workers show up for 
a hearing before.”134 Nevertheless, the Foodsters needed an action that could 
inspire majority participation during this legal phase of the campaign. This 
required identifying an issue and a demand that inspired widespread enthusi-
asm. The right issue is not necessarily the employer’s most egregious activities, 
nor even the most illegal; rather, the right issue is widely felt, deeply felt, and 
winnable.135 Winnability is particularly important early in a campaign and 
among workers without much organizing experience, because getting an early 
victory, even a small one, builds confidence to aspire for more.

For some couriers, their treatment by the dispatchers was deeply felt – they 
resented it intensely. But it was not widely felt, because other couriers appre-
ciated the human element of Foodora’s dispatch system, in contrast to the 
impersonal Uber Eats app based entirely on algorithms.136 Conversely, tips 
were a widely felt issue. Foodora’s tipping system allowed customers to tip 
when they ordered food but not after it had been delivered.137 Nevertheless, 
since this provoked annoyance, even exasperation, but not indignation, it was 
not deeply felt. The inadequate urban infrastructures and traffic congestion 
are felt deeply and widely but are not winnable, because they yield no demands 
the employer can easily meet. There was one issue, however, that was widely 
and deeply felt and could be addressed with relatively simple changes to the 
app’s coding: “automatic compensation.” The Foodsters had identified their 
issue.

According to Foodora’s contract, whenever couriers had to wait more 
than twenty minutes at a restaurant for their order, they were entitled to 
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compensation of five dollars. Nevertheless, this had to be requested manu-
ally and Foodora was not informing new hires about this part of the contract, 
so most of them did not know it existed. “You can call it wage-theft by 
negligence.”138 The Foodsters formulated their demand: they wanted auto-
matic compensation, or “auto-comp,” a timer built into the app that began 
when they arrived at a restaurant. If the timer exceeded twenty minutes, they 
would automatically receive the five dollars stipulated in the contract.

They had formulated their issue into a demand easily understood by every-
one. It was a majority demand, because every courier with whom they spoke 
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wanted it when they heard about it. It was relatively easy for Foodora to give, 
because it required only basic changes to the software and would not set a 
new precedent like a wage increase. “How could they refuse to give couriers 
what they promised already in the contract?”139 They also identified the appro-
priate target, the people with the authority to meet the demand. They would 
issue this demand to David Albert, managing director of Foodora Canada. If 
he refused, the couriers could use that for further agitation and would esca-
late their tactics. If he met the demand, it proved that couriers could provoke 
improvements to their working conditions, which opens the door to further 
demands. If they used the smaller victories to move gradually toward bigger 
victories, it would make the conversations about much more ambitious 
demands, like improving bike infrastructure, more plausible.140

The Foodsters now had their issue, demand, and target. What they did with 
them would be their most ambitious endeavour since the card-signing blitz in 
July.

The petition drive
In February 2019, the Foodsters decided to turn the auto-comp demand into 
a majority petition. They would do both street and phone outreach with cou-
riers, but it was a physical petition that had to be signed manually by pen.141 
This made it more difficult to get signatures than it would be with an online 
petition, but getting signatures was only a means. It meant that couriers could 
only sign the petition after having one-on-one conversations with organizers.

The Foodsters’ goal was to encourage majority participation during the legal 
phase, because the auto-comp demand was more tangible than the misclas-
sification issue and the petition was more exciting than the hearings.142 They 
wanted 90 per cent of Foodora couriers to sign, but because of the hiring spree 
and turnover since July, they did not know the size of the fleet. Therefore, they 
wanted not only to reconnect with the couriers they had met during the card-
signing phase but also to bring into the campaign all of the new hires who 
would benefit most from auto-comp.143 They would focus petition outreach 
where Foodora had recently expanded, such as in Mississauga and Brampton, 
where the Foodsters had few connections. It allowed the Foodsters to con-
tinue their extensive mapping and charting of who among those with Foodora 
accounts was actively working: “It was good for us to establish who is actually 
going to be in this local.”144
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They created a dispatch system. Each organizer had a tablet, and when a 
courier agreed to sign the petition, the organizer used an “Alert Team Lead” 
button to immediately send the relevant information to their dispatchers.145 
The alert would include the courier’s name, their location, and when they were 
available to sign. The dispatcher could then send someone by bike or car to 
deliver the petition.

The Foodsters had an additional goal for the petition. For the couriers who 
attended the McAlevey workshops, the idea of “structure tests” resonated even 
more than leader identification.146 These are a series of actions that gradually 
escalate in terms of commitment, risk, and ability to pressure the employer, 
by which organizers can assess their organization as they build it.147 The 
campaign begins with an action requiring lower risk and commitment, like 
signing a petition, and if a supermajority signs, the organizers can pass to the 
next structure test. If not, they assess where to improve. For example, if some 
of the workers identified as leaders were unable to get most of their work group 
to sign, more leader identification is needed before trying this structure test 
again. Organizing is, in many ways, a series of structure tests that culminates 
in the ultimate such test: a strike that can halt production. The Foodsters 
began with a petition to confirm the leaders they had identified and to provide 
opportunities for new leaders to emerge.

The organizers also had an outline of how they would deliver the petitions.148 
They would photocopy the originals and combine them into a large board.149 
They would then deliver the board to Albert at the Foodora office in a “march 
on the boss” action. This would fulfill the essential parts of a direct action. 
Along with their issue, demand, and target, the action – however nerve-
wracking for the participants – would also be fun and visible, because the 
more couriers who participated, the better. A few couriers could be prepared 
to give brief testimonials to their boss about the importance of this demand. If 
they are not the better-known organizers of the campaign, that is better, and if 
they are good workers respected by management, better still, because it dem-
onstrates that this is a majority demand that is widely and deeply felt. A few of 
the other participants could act as moderators, interjecting only when the boss 
tries to interrupt or dissemble, and reopen the space for the testimonials. The 
demand would then be made formally and “issued on a timeline,” the deadline 
by which the boss must meet the demand. Against the boss’s likely attempts 
to defer indefinitely, this would give the workers a date by which they would 
know whether or not they have won. In this petition drive, Foodora would be 
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given one month. If the demand is not met by the deadline, they should already 
have a plan to escalate with actions that increase the pressure on their boss.

As the petition drive began, the campaign was further bolstered on 25 
February 2020, when the olrb ruled that Foodora couriers are dependent 
contractors, a form of employee with the right to unionize. According to the 
ruling, “The courier is a cog in the economic wheel – an integrated compo-
nent to the financial transaction. This is a relationship that is more often seen 
with employees rather than independent contractors.”150 Now there would be 
hearings to determine who would be considered an active worker and whether 
the Foodsters had sufficient union cards and votes to certify. With the wind 
at their backs, the Foodsters rode into the petition drive. Most of the couriers 
with whom they spoke were signing the petition.151 In the first two weeks, they 
got more than 500 signatures. They seemed to be passing the structure test. 
But then, the covid-19 pandemic hit. The majority petition would soon be put 
on hold as Foodsters United went into crisis mode.

The COVID-19 pandemic
As the pandemic spread across the world, the first lockdown measures in 
Toronto began in March 2020. Suddenly, the demand for food delivery was 
much higher.152 The pay and tips were better than usual, but there was also 
much uncertainty about the virus and how it spread.

When Foodora ignored demands to provide personal protective equipment 
and a no-contact delivery option, the Foodsters organized members with 
sewing machines to craft fabric masks. They delivered these masks through 
their newly formed covid-19 Care Committee. This was one of a few commit-
tees they created during the pandemic, including a resources and education 
committee, which collected and distributed information useful for front-line 
workers; an outreach committee, which connected and met with workers to 
discuss their concerns; and, an action committee, which coordinated actions 
to gain public attention and pressure the company and government. The latter, 
as part of a broader cupw pressure campaign on the federal government, likely 
helped to make the Canada Emergency Response Benefit more accessible to 
gig workers.153 Nevertheless, responding to the pandemic required immense 
effort, which interrupted not only the petition drive but also the Foodsters’ 
plans to introduce more formal structures in the campaign.
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Structure

You would think that, organically, people that wanted to organize with us would come 
to us. We found out that wasn’t the case. For whatever reason, the psychology inherent 
in this kind of thing, if you’re not in there from the beginning, people have this idea that 
things are already taken care of, every slot is already filled … It was a constant struggle to 
find more people and elevate them to leadership positions. 
     —Scott Shelley

Foodsters United was more democratic and participatory than most 
union drives. Nevertheless, though the core organizers agreed on the need 
for democratic structures, there were substantive debates and disagreements 
about what that meant in these challenging circumstances.154 The campaign 
had introduced voting procedures and minute-taking, but in retrospect, what-
ever their other disagreements, there is consensus that more formal structures 
should have been implemented earlier, including bylaws and elections.155 As 
Chris notes, “We kind of had an Occupy Wall Street issue.”156

These structural problems were exacerbated by the challenges of organiz-
ing in the gig economy. Gig workers face a lengthy period between the start 
of the campaign and certification, especially when they have to challenge 
their misclassification.157 The core group of organizers, the inside committee, 
cannot rely on impending certification to establish bylaws and hold elections. 
Keeping this inside committee accountable not only to one another but to 
their co-workers, the future members of the union, requires formal structures 
and procedures to be in place long before certification. This is also crucial for 
sustaining widespread interest and participation in the drive amid so much 
turnover.

Another challenge is establishing democratic structures in so large and 
decentralized a workplace. A union drive can try to increase access by holding 
meetings in different neighbourhoods and cities or by creating a delegate 
system, but doing so requires immense effort. Otherwise, the drive must 
settle for participation primarily by people living in the downtown core and 
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ensuring regular contact with co-workers in other communities so that their 
issues are known and represented. In a city like Toronto, with higher concen-
trations of racialized and migrant workers in the suburbs, this can reproduce 
systemic barriers to participation.158

Moreover, it is often more difficult for gig workers to keep the union’s activi-
ties and information secure from the company. Since they often have to go 
public several months before applying for certification, the employer will be 
aware of the union drive for much longer than is typical. This requires more 
of a security culture and even more assessment of supportive co-workers to 
determine who can be trusted to join the inside committee.

Even in less challenging circumstances, union drives are often led primar-
ily by union staff, not by the workers in the inside committee.159 Foodsters 
United, however, was led primarily by the inside committee, and they aspired 
to majority participation among their co-workers. They responded to these 
challenges by creating “the union before the union.”

The union before the union
For the core organizers, certification felt like a nominal goal, but the project 
was much broader, especially because of how long it would take to achieve 
the first collective agreement.160 Instead of waiting for the olrb to rule on 
their classification, the Foodsters began treating the campaign like a union 
itself. They created a committee of stewards who would do outreach with new 
members and maintain contact throughout the campaign. They also created a 
grievance committee, which would join workers when they confronted man-
agement in the Foodora office. As of March 2020, just before the covid-19 
pandemic hit, they also had a health and safety committee, a drivers commit-
tee for car couriers, a women and trans committee, and a bylaw committee, 
which was developing more rules and procedures for making decisions, elect-
ing local officers, and handling the finances.

The two committees that were most important for overall decision-mak-
ing were the Strategy Committee (sc) and the General Members’ Meetings 
(gmms). After going public, the core organizers began holding gmms to 
encourage participation in the campaign by all of the supportive couriers. The 
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gmms were supposed to become the highest decision-making body. Parallel 
to the gmms, the original inside committee gradually transformed into the 
“Strategy Committee” or “Strategy Meeting.” In theory, the sc would fulfill 
two roles: first, the sc would figure out how to execute the decisions made by 
the gmms; and second, the sc would be the space for the sensitive decisions 
and information that, since it must be kept secure from Foodora, could not 
occur in the more open gmms.

In practice, however, the sc’s activities extended beyond strictly security-
related matters like keeping the list of union supporters safe. They included 
things that would not be detrimental to the campaign if the company found 
out, such as making popular restaurants new chokepoints.161 Despite the orig-
inal intentions of the core organizers in the sc, it tended to engage in the 
overall strategizing more consistently than the gmms.162 The gmms instead 
became the place where the core organizers presented the various aspects of 
the campaign and its progress since the last meeting, framed the decisions on 
which their co-workers should vote, and asked for volunteers for tasks.163

In the debates among the core organizers about the relation between the sc 
and gmms, some thought that the sc should be dissolved: “It’s like the Board 
of Directors. You know what I’m saying? They do things democratically, but 
who put them in charge?”164 A new committee of vetted organizers should be 
restricted to decisions that could not be public immediately, but the overall 
strategizing and decision-making should shift to the gmms.165 Others thought 
that the sc should maintain its current scope but be made more representa-
tive through a more concerted effort to bring more gmm attendees into the 
sc.166 At different points in the campaign, they tried both but had difficulties 
in achieving either.

The Foodsters got many supportive couriers to attend the gmms but found 
it difficult to inspire a commitment to participation sufficient to make the 
gmms the main decision-making body. As Thomas notes, “There is a kind 
of bystander vibe to it. If you are speaking broadly, ‘I need someone to do 
this,’ it’s easy for everyone to say, ‘Well, my name isn’t “someone.”’”167 The 
problem was not a lack of voting or information. Indeed, there was voting 
fatigue. Co-workers would sometimes express that they were wasting their 
time attending meetings and voting on so many proposals that they already 
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supported.168 Furthermore, some couriers also found it difficult to follow all of 
the information presented at the gmms.169

The Foodsters also had some success bringing new couriers into the inside 
committee, particularly around the times they joined cupw and went public. 
Some of these newer organizers became among the most important in the 
campaign. Later on, however, despite their concerted efforts, they had limited 
success transforming union supporters from the gmms into union organiz-
ers in the sc: “If you look at the list of people in the beginning and the list 
of people at the end, more than half of us were people who were there from 
the very beginning.”170 After both efforts, the sc found itself in roughly the 
same proportion to the rest of their co-workers, and continuing much of the 
strategizing and decision-making, rather than executing the strategies and 
decisions made in the gmms.

Overlaying this was another debate about the role of paid worker organiz-
ers. The core organizers were dedicating many hours to the campaign instead 
of working more courier shifts.171 cupw prefers to identify inside workers who 
can be paid for organizing rather than expanding the staff of external orga-
nizers.172 This worker-organizer model rejects the false dichotomy between 
staff “organizers” and worker “leaders,” which obscures how often the former 
also lead in a campaign, and which prevents the workers identified as leaders 
from becoming genuinely such by training them in all the knowledge held by 
organizers.173 Nevertheless, the worker-organizer model can also provoke its 
own tensions.174

Some of the organizers in the sc wanted a larger number of organizers doing 
fewer hours in a more rotating and ad hoc way. Others thought that a smaller 
number of organizers should do more hours on a more predictable schedule. 
In the former group, some worried that if fewer organizers did more hours, 
they would acquire more informal authority in the campaign.175 Some thought 
it devalued the efforts of the other core organizers.176 In the latter group, some 
thought that too many people were sharing too many responsibilities, which 
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meant many important tasks remained undone.177 Some also thought that 
fewer organizers doing more paid hours would more accurately reflect the 
uneven amounts of time being contributed to the campaign. This provoked 
disagreements not only between the organizers but also between the former 
group and cupw, which agreed with the latter group.

This debate overlapped the other structural debate. Those in the former 
group also tended to be the ones who wanted to maintain the sc’s current 
scope, because they saw it as a counterweight to the potential increase of 
informal authority among the smaller group of paid worker organizers.178 
Numerous organizers in the sc also fell somewhere between these two posi-
tions, while some held one position and then changed their minds over time.179

In many ways, the sc had adopted the functions of a union executive. 
Furthermore, to the extent that important tasks remained undone, it seems 
the cause was not the number of paid organizers or the scope of their activities 
but the lack of formal positions with clearly defined responsibilities. This exac-
erbated the challenges of expanding the core group of organizers: “Because 
everyone was trying to do everything, it probably gave the impression that 
everything was getting done, when in reality it was not.”180

It is often the case that, among the original organizers of a new campaign, 
before they establish formal structures, they want far greater participation 
among the broader constituency, especially among groups who tend to be 
systemically excluded from these structures. The early organizers, a small 
minority of the broader constituency, often worry that newer participants will 
feel little commitment to pre-existing structures they did not help to create. 
But the problem is that if the structures are not established early on, they tend 
to be deferred for way too long.

If establishing the structure depends on broader participation, since this 
could almost always be broader than it currently is, the proper threshold is 
unclear. Furthermore, as the campaign develops, conflicts with the employer 
intensify and legally imposed deadlines loom. The daily activities and deci-
sions, usually much more tangible than the broader structural issues, tend 
to take priority. In this case, “every week there were pressing issues and deci-
sions to be made.”181 Conversely, already established structures can achieve 
legitimacy among new participants in a campaign if those structures include 
formal procedures by which the structures can be changed. Even if members 
never feel the need to change the structure, the ability to do so confers control 
over it, including for the newest members.
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Foodsters United had created a bylaw committee to address some of these 
issues. They were also holding well-attended meetings about elections. The 
plan was to hold elections in May 2020 and then to have another election 
once they were certified. As with the petition drive, however, these plans 
were delayed by the covid-19 pandemic and then by an even more profound 
interruption.

Foodsters United becomes Gig Workers United
As the pandemic lockdowns began, so did the olrb teleconference hearings 
on who would be considered an active worker. But then, on 27 April 2020, 
Foodora filed for bankruptcy and announced it would close all Canadian 
operations. The Foodsters, though devastated, nonetheless persevered. They 
collaborated with Foodshare Toronto to deliver 100 boxes of fresh produce 
to couriers in need every week for three months. They also established an 
emergency relief fund that raised $20,000 from donations, particularly from 
other cupw locals.182 cupw filed an unfair labour practice complaint against 
Foodora, arguing that its exit was not from lack of profitability, especially 
given increasing demand during the pandemic, but rather because the couri-
ers had won the right to unionize. In the meantime, these couriers continued 
organizing. Indeed, since many were already working for multiple apps, they 
continued courier work beyond 11 May 2020, the day Foodora exited Canada.

As Foodsters United and cupw discussed what would become of the cam-
paign, on 12 June, the labour board determined that an active worker would 
be anyone who had worked a shift in the four months prior to the application 
to certify.183 Because of the Foodsters’ rigorous charting, they were able to 
challenge almost 250 names from Foodora’s attempts to stack the list.184 The 
Foodsters achieved the 40 per cent threshold of signed union cards necessary 
to unseal the ballots in the union vote. On 15 June 2020, the olrb announced 
that the Foodora couriers had voted 88.8 per cent in favour of forming a union. 
On 25 August 2020, cupw’s unfair labour practice complaint culminated in 
a settlement with Foodora’s parent company, Delivery Hero, which agreed 
to pay $3.46 million to laid-off couriers, with each receiving up to $6,800.185 
Foodsters United’s persistent organizing and important precedents fostered 
the transition, on 23 February 2021, to Gig Workers United.186
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Conclusion

There is a set of principles that you have to follow no matter what kind of workplace you 
have. At the end of the day, the differences are superficial, despite what all these compa-
nies say about revolutionizing work and using flexibility. It’s still work. 
      —Eliot Rossi

Gig workers confront major challenges, but if the gig economy features 
significant historical continuities, so will workplace organizing. The Foodsters 
United campaign shows that the classic organizing methods remain relevant. 
The ingenuity of these couriers resides in how they applied these methods to 
their gig economy workplace. One of their most impressive achievements was 
finding and speaking with so many of their co-workers. This is an enduring 
problem for gig workers. Their workplaces often extend across a metropo-
lis, or, in the case of online gig workers who work remotely, across the world. 
Furthermore, when gig workers begin organizing, they rarely know how many 
co-workers they have.

This problem has provoked substantial concessions from some gig workers. 
For example, the Independent Drivers Guild (idg) in New York City, which 
is affiliated with the International Association of Machinists and Aerospace 
Workers, has agreed to a five-year neutrality deal with Uber.187 The company 
has committed to meeting regularly with idg members and allowing appeals 
processes when drivers’ Uber accounts are deactivated. Furthermore, Uber 
has given the idg the contact information for all of its drivers in New York 
City and pays the Guild an undisclosed amount of money. In return, the idg 
relinquishes collective bargaining and any challenges to the independent con-
tractor status of Uber drivers. The executive director of the idg, Ryan Price, 
states that since organizing a dispersed workforce is so difficult, this agree-
ment gives the idg access to gig workers.188 But critics contend that the idg has 
sacrificed too much for this access, with some calling it a company union.189

The United Food and Commercial Workers (ufcw), after years of attempt-
ing to unionize Uber Black drivers in Toronto, has now signed a similar 
agreement with Uber.190 The ufcw provides voluntary dispute resolution, 
but these drivers will not become union members or elect this representation. 
Furthermore, ufcw’s independence from Uber is undermined because both 
parties share the costs of this representation.

187. Johnston & Land-Kazlauskas, “Organizing On-Demand,” 6–7.

188. Johnston & Land-Kazlauskas, 6–7.

189. Noam Scheiber, “Uber Has a Union of Sorts, but Faces Doubts on Its Autonomy,” New 
York Times, 12 May 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/12/business/economy/uber-
drivers-union.html.

190. Tara Deschamps, “Uber, Union Reach Settlement in Ontario Unionization Case: ufcw 
Canada,” Toronto Star, 6 May 2022, https://www.thestar.com/business/2022/05/06/uber-union-
reach-settlement-in-ontario-unionization-case-ufcw-canada.html.

Gray



84 / labour/le travail 90

Foodsters United shows, however, that gig workers can gain access to their 
co-workers without sacrificing their independence from platform companies. 
By adapting classic organizing methods like social mapping, charting, and 
chokepoints, they were able to have enough organizing conversations to per-
suade over 40 per cent of their co-workers to sign union cards.

The extent to which these organizing methods can be used across the gig 
economy remains an open question. Given couriers’ workplace positions in pro-
duction and distribution processes, they will usually have less disruptive power 
than gig workers in the transport and logistics sectors but more than gig workers 
doing in-person services in private settings or online work remotely.191 There 
is some evidence, however, that even in the case of low-skilled, online “crowd-
workers,” the classic organizing methods can be adapted. Take, for example, 
the use of chokepoints. When Foodora launched a hiring spree in July 2019, 
the Foodsters quickly identified the company’s office building as a new choke-
point. They stood near all of the entrances, had organizing conversations with 
any new hires arriving for their orientations, and signed numerous union cards. 
A similar chokepoint exists for online gig workers. Prospective workers often 
search internet forums where they can ask more experienced workers about the 
job, which platforms provide the best conditions, and which clients to avoid.192 
This is a natural place to begin organizing conversations. Indeed, this choke-
point is more important for online gig workers because their work is even more 
dispersed than that of gig workers providing in-person services.

Foodsters United is an important model because gig workers everywhere 
should be wary of the widespread claims, often promoted by the platform com-
panies themselves, that the gig economy is unprecedented. Gig workers must 
overcome significant obstacles, but they can draw from traditions of workplace 
organizing that have been developed and tested by workers over centuries of 
capitalism. Early in the Foodsters United campaign, Eliot notes, they some-
times overestimated their differences with traditional workplaces.193 Indeed, 
they may have tried too much to rewrite the book on gig worker organizing. But 
as the campaign progressed, their considerable successes came from learning 
classic industrial organizing methods, such as mapping, charting, and leader-
ship identification, and applying them, in often ingenious ways, to their gig 
economy workplace: “In a lot of ways, the book ends up being the same as it has 
ever been. We didn’t so much write the book as adapt it to our circumstances.”194
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