
2/2021

MEDIÁLNÍ STUDIA
MEDIA STUDIES
JOURNAL FOR CRITICAL MEDIA INQUIRY

Encountering algorithms in the urban space:  
a matter of knowledge. An enactive ethnography of riders’ work
Francesco Bonifacio 

To cite this article:  
Bonifacio, F. (2021). Encountering algorithms in the urban space: a matter of 
knowledge. An enactive ethnography of riders’ work. Mediální studia, 15(2), 85–103.

ISSN 2464-4846  
Journal website: https://www.medialnistudia.fsv.cuni.cz/

2/2021



85

Francesco Bonifacio Studie | Study

ENCOUNTERING ALGORITHMS IN THE 
URBAN SPACE: A MATTER OF KNOWLEDGE. 
AN ENACTIVE ETHNOGRAPHY OF RIDERS’ WORK
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ABSTRACT

In the academic debate, an increasing number of studies has addressed the disciplining 
function of the algorithmic management upon food-delivery workers. The technologi-
cal infrastructure has been understood as a tool in the hands of the management, against 
which workers can only resist or succumb insofar as they comply (or not) with algorith-
mic prescriptions. Less attention has been given to what the interaction with algorithms is 
made of. By adopting riders’ point of view, this article explores the meanings and compe-
tences attached to such interaction, which shapes workers’ spatial and temporal experience. 
Framing the everyday encounters with algorithms as a “site of knowing” (Nicolini 2011), the 
paper shows the emergence of a professional vision within (a part of) riders’ community. 
The research draws on six-months Milan-based observant participation during which the 
author worked as a part-time rider, integrated with 21 in-depth interviews and a small-
sized survey (n=130) with workers.

Keywords: food-delivery work ■ platform economy ■ algorithms ■ urban space ■ 
practice theories ■ ethnography

 

1.	 INTRODUCTION: ADDRESSING THE SPECIFICITY OF A NEW 			 
	 OCCUPATION

Among the increasing number of platform labours, food-delivery couriers – the 
so-called riders – have achieved the greatest public visibility. In the academic debate, 
a growing interdisciplinary literature – ranging from labour law to economic soci-
ology – has addressed this work in reference to broader socioeconomic processes 
related to the platformisation of society (Van Dijck et al. 2018, p. 2). Riders have been 
understood alternatively as the labour function in the process of capital accumulation 
(van Doorn & Badger 2020), as the symbol of contractual and wage precarity charac-
terizing platform capitalism (Goods et al. 2019), or as the protagonists of a new stage 
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of class struggle led by the emerging informal unions (Marrone 2021; Tassinari & 
Maccarone 2020). Moreover, the research tends addressing food-delivery work as a 
generic labour within the platform economy examining cross-cutting organisational 
issues, such as the so-called algorithmic management (Stark & Pais 2020). Griesbach 
and colleagues, for example, have framed food-delivery as a "rapidly expanding sec-
tor of platform work" (2019, p. 2) comparing it to the "companies such as Uber, Lyft, 
Instacart, TaskRabbit, Mechanical Turk, Care.com that use cloud-based technology 
to bring workers and consumers together" (ibid., p.1). Similarly, Veen et al. have dia-
logued with empirical studies carried out in several different working environments, 
identifying the algorithmic management as a distinct feature of the "app-based plat-
form-work" (Veen et al. 2020, p. 2). This homogenizing trend finds a theoretical legit-
imacy in contributions that advanced the adoption of normative frameworks rooted 
in critical theories for the study of the gig economy as a whole (Gandini 2019; Wood-
cock & Graham 2019). In particular, Gandini has recommended using the Marxist 
approach of labour process theory to study "what is unique about the gig economy, as 
a way of working through (and for) a digital platform' (Gandini 2019, p. 1040), fram-
ing the platform as the “point of production: intended as the ‘place’ where the labour 
process is enacted upon workers” (ibid.). Focusing on the consequences carried by 
the algorithms intermediation of the labour process, these studies have undeniably 
refined our understanding of the platform as a new economic model. On the con-
trary, by disregarding the specificity of such occupation, less attention has been 
given to what the interaction with algorithms is actually made of. In this regard, rid-
ers have been understood as (more or less) resistant in relation to the algorithmic 
management, insofar as they comply (or not) with algorithmic prescriptions. This 
article argues that by adopting the riders’ point of view, we can shed lights on the 
meanings and competences attached to such interaction, shaping workers’ spatial 
and temporal experience. Framing the everyday encounters with algorithms as a site 
of knowing (Nicolini 2011) of the work-practice, I will show the emergence of a pro-
fessional vision (Goodwin, 1994) within (a part of) riders’ community. 

The paper proceeds as follow. First, I will start by reviewing the literature on algo-
rithmic management. Then, I will briefly illustrate the theoretical framework of the 
research, addressing the epistemological and methodological challenges related to 
the study of algorithms in use. This theoretical reflection will set the stage for discuss-
ing empirical results in the last sections, where I will try to illustrate riders’ spatial 
and temporal experience resulting from how they practically understand algorithms.

2.	 THE LITERATURE ON ALGORITHMIC MANAGEMENT

To situate our argument, consistently with the tendency to address food-delivery 
work as a generic labour within the platform economy, this paragraph presents 
a  synthesis of the literature on algorithmic management related to different plat-
form labours. Mostly rooted in critical theories, these studies share a common 
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perspective on the role of algorithms at work, conceiving technology as an element 
determining the organizational structure, hiding the hand of the management (Gan-
dini 2019) – yet, without eliminating it. Overall, this literature advances an under-
standing of algorithms as opaque codes carrying out informative asymmetries 
between managers and workers, which are reported to strengthen the structure of 
power between capital and labour in favour of the former. Accordingly, Vallas and 
Schor have proposed the image of the "digital cage" (2020, p. 278), paraphrasing the 
famous metaphor of the "iron cage" used by Weber to describe modern processes 
of bureaucratization. Through an extensive literature review, Kellog, Valentine, and 
Christin (2020) have identified six ways in which algorithms can be employed for 
control purposes: by "limiting" available courses of action; by "recommending" some 
choices instead of others; by "recording" job performances and "evaluating" workers; 
and by disciplining workers, "rewarding" or "replacing" them with others. An early 
influential research in the field of algorithmic management is the one conducted 
by Rosenblat and Stark (2016) on Uber drivers, in the American context. Drawing 
on drivers discussions on the web, the authors illustrated several algorithm-medi-
ated techniques through which the platform exerts an indirect control over drivers, 
reducing their autonomy. Techniques such as surge pricing and reputational systems 
are seen as a  form of "soft control" (ibid., p. 3768), where the middle management 
is being replaced by customers. Rosenblat and Stark's research has inspired many 
of the studies produced subsequently, both on the experience of Uber drivers (Chan 
& Humphreys 2018; Rosenblat 2018), and on other platform workers. In the case of 
riders, similar conclusions are reached by Shapiro’s ethnographic study (2018) in the 
US, as well as by Barratt et al. (2020) and Veen et al. (2020) in the Australian context. 
In addition, several authors have stressed the presence of platforms’ gamified incli-
nations (Gerber & Krzywdzinski 2019; van Doorn 2017) aimed at stimulating work-
ers' performances. In food-delivery work, the emergence of gamified affordances has 
been observed by van Doorn (2018), in the transition from a stable pay system (hourly 
or piece-based) to a dynamic one (built on variable pay and bonuses).

Despite the risk that algorithmic management may reduce workers’ ability “to 
resist, elude, or challenge the rules and expectations that firms establish as conditions 
of participation” (Vallas & Schor 2020), several studies have showcased the workers’ 
agency in regaining control over the labour process. Drawing on a literature review, 
Graham and Ferrari identified three strategies – manipulation, subversion, disrup-
tion – through which workers attack the so-called "fissures" of the algorithmic power, 
understood as the "moments in which algorithms do not govern as intended" (2021, 
p.2). For example, Rahman (2019) observed how UpWork's freelancers elaborated 
a way to circumvent the platform's reputational metrics by forming personal alliances 
with customers to keep the level of their own ratings. In a similar case study, Jarrahi 
and Sutherland have described workers’ agency as a "meaning-making strategy to 
open the black box" and to "circumvent or manipulate algorithms to their own advan-
tage" (2019, p. 585). Such strategies have been described in terms of "algorithmic 
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competence" (Cheng & Foley 2019; Kaine & Josserand 2019), "work games" (Manriquez 
2019) or "tactical quantifications" (Irani & Silberman 2013). In relation to food-deliv-
ery work, several authors have emphasized riders’ ability to resist algorithmic control 
on an individual level (Griesbach et al. 2019; Newlands 2021; Shapiro 2018; Veen et al. 
2020), remarking the difficulty of translating it into a collective plan. 

Nevertheless, despite observing a higher or lower capacity to circumvent the algo-
rithmic control, I argue that the meaning of riders’ interaction with algorithms can-
not be automatically understood in terms of resistance. On the contrary, it must be 
empirically questioned with reference to the practice wherein it is situated. If we 
want to understand how algorithms work in terms of “constituting and being con-
stituted in and through practice” (Bucher 2018), the riders’ work-practice needs to 
become the empirical focus. Therefore, a precise notion of practice is needed.

3.	 WORKING AS A RIDER, USING AN ALGORITHM

Despite disagreeing about the identification of its constitutive elements, practice 
theories share a common perspective in the way they reject traditional dualisms 
in sociological thinking such as body/mind, individual/structure, social/material 
(Reckwitz 2002). Reckwitz has provided an extensive definition of a practice, as 
“a routinized type of behaviour, which consists of several elements interconnected 
to one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their 
use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of 
emotion and motivational knowledge” (Reckwitz, 2002, p.249). Accordingly, a prac-
tice is socially recognisable only as the result of how these elements provisionally 
– while quite stably – interweave one another. In this case, riders’ work results from 
the interconnection between a body, the platform mediating the work, a certain 
type of urban knowledge, means of transport, urban materiality, rules, discourses 
and representations. As such, riding is recognised and represented differently from 
other similar practices, such as cycling for recreational or commuting purposes. 
Notwithstanding their internal differences, practice theories share a relational per-
spective on materiality (Gherardi 2016; Schatzki 2010; Shove 2016), that is particu-
larly beneficial to discuss the interaction between riders and algorithms. In short, 
it implies to question the role and the meaning played by materiality in relation to 
specific practices, moving from the study of technology as such to the technology in 
use. Given their ubiquitous character, the role played by algorithms fundamentally 
depends on how we delimit the boundaries of our research object. As for instance, 
Richardson suggests to focus on the delicate coordination of different social agents 
– restaurants, riders and customers – in space and time to realise the delivered meal 
(2020). For that purpose, algorithms are best understood as things working in the 
background, as infrastructures. Conversely, being focused on what riders do during 
their everyday work-experience as we were in this research, algorithms are more 
conveniently understood as material resources used by riders, as “something that 
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is used or transformed radically in the course of the practice” (Shove, 2016, p.156). 
Nonetheless, this analytical shift does not solve the epistemological and methodo-
logical issues on what it means to use algorithms. More precisely, it does not clarify 
what are we supposed to look at when we address the interaction between riders and 
algorithms.

4.	 EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES ABOUT 		
	 ENCOUNTERING ALGORITHMS

Technically, an algorithm can be defined as "a set of coded procedures to transform 
an input into the desired type of output" (Gillespie 2014). More specifically, as noted 
by Giardullo, "an algorithm works through input data, that must be organized in the 
way they can be handled according to the operations envisioned by the algorithm 
itself" (Giardullo 2020, p. 217 trans. by me). At an early stage, the theoretical reflec-
tion on algorithms has mainly focused on their discriminatory functions, highlight-
ing the lack of neutrality in the automated decision-making process (Diakopoulos 
2014; Pasquale 2015). This perspective has emphasized the opaque nature of algo-
rithms, representing them as poorly intelligible entities with a high social power 
(Beer 2017). Gradually, this approach has been complemented by the reflection that 
arose at the intersection between media studies and science and technology stud-
ies, which expressed a greater sensitivity towards the performative nature of algo-
rithms, returning attention to the users’ agency (Velkova & Kaun 2021). As I  briefly 
mentioned at the end of the last section, this new interpretive strand has suggested 
shifting the focus from the effects of algorithms as such to how they are used (Arag-
ona et al. 2020) as part of social practices (Bucher 2018). 

Now, it is not obvious to understand what it does mean to use an algorithm, given 
its opaque and invisible character. From this standpoint, I share Gillespie’s posi-
tion, according to whom the best way to understand how algorithms matter to social 
phenomena concerns with the “insertion of procedure into human knowledge and 
social experience” (Gillespie 2016). Accordingly, Gillespie has advocated using the 
term ‘algorithm’ as an adjective rather than as a noun (ibid.). The notion of 'algorith-
mic imaginary' (Bucher, 2018) is a pivotal example of such adjectival use1, relating 
the interaction with algorithms to a matter of knowledge, to the extent that users 
“perception and knowledge [of how algorithms work] affect their use of social media 
platforms” (Bucher 2018, p,17). Consistently with Bucher’s perspective, algorithms 
may be understood as a "site of knowing" (Nicolini 2011) of the riders' practice: rid-
ers learn how to proficiently use algorithms by making sense of their opaque opera-
tion, trying to infer the inputs they compute in the process of decision making. And 
this knowledge, recursively, shapes the practice itself. In this vein, it’s worth not-
ing that by no means does the notion of algorithmic imaginary imply a free-floating 

1	 others being “algorithmic culture” (Striphas 2015) or “algorithmic identity” (Cheney-Lippold 2011)
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perception of the technology. Rather, Bucher associates the imaginary of algorithms 
to a kind of practical knowledge – that is, knowing “in order to engage meaningfully 
with and find [the] way around an algorithmically mediated world” (Bucher 2018, 
p.98) – that echoes concepts such as practical understanding (Schatzki 2001) or prac-
tical logic (Bourdieu 1990). 

In order to explore how an algorithmic imaginary operates, a methodological 
tactic advocated by Bucher is to scrutinize the “phenomenological encounters with 
unknown knows” (Bucher 2018, p.61) when riders make sense of the algorithms func-
tioning. Focusing on such encounters allows us to grasp what other sources of know-
how are interwoven with an algorithmic imaginary, and it enables us to observe 
how the work-experience “takes shape […] through encounters with algorithms” 
(ibid., p.62). It is not easy to Isolating these encounters since algorithms permeate 
the entire work practice, pre-mediating (Jansson 2013) riders’ spatial and temporal 
experience. However, it is possible to identify a few circumstances where the rele-
vance of algorithms is tangibly evident – in Bucher terms, when an algorithm "comes 
to matter" – related to the occasions when riders have to make decisions: where to 
wait for a delivery, when to close and to pick up the order and, most of all, whether to 
accept or reject it. Focusing on such circumstances, in what follows, I will show the 
everyday encounters between riders and algorithms. Before, a brief methodological 
account of the research is needed.

5.	 METHODOLOGY: AN ENACTIVE ETHNOGRAPHY

This paper draws on six-months observant participation between January and July 
2020, during which I have worked as a Glovo2 part-time rider. The study took place 
in Milan, which is a remarkable context given the high penetration of food-delivery 
platforms. The choice to work for Glovo was partly dictated by convenience. I applied 
to all the platforms many times. Glovo provided me with an account in less than 24 
hours, as did Uber Eats. Deliveroo and Just Eat never accepted my application. Hir-
ing strategies are one of the many elements of differentiation between food delivery 
platforms, which riders themselves commonly acknowledge3. Exploring how dif-
ferent platform affordances prefigure the work-practice exceeds the scope of this 
paper, although it is definitely an aspect of interest. During my fieldwork, I had con-
tacts with different groups of workers, also joining them in their off-work activi-
ties. Moreover, I integrated my ethnographical observations with 21 interviews with 
workers and few interviews with restaurant managers. Also, a survey was personally 
administered in the physical space to a small, statistically unrepresentative sample 

2	 Glovo is a Spanish food-delivery platform operates in Milan together with an increasing number of platforms, 
the biggest being Uber Eats, Deliveroo and Just Eat.

3	 As instance, Uber Eats is often portrayed as the sub-Saharan riders’ app, while Deliveroo is widely acknowledged 
as the app of professional riders. The accusation of illegal hiring of immigrants against Uber Eats provides more 
than a proof in this sense.
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of workers (n=130). The primary goal of the survey was to improve the recruitment 
of the most informative cases for in-depth interviews. Secondly, drawing on a pre-
liminary analysis of ethnographic observations, the survey meant to collect infor-
mation about the most salient aspects of the work-practice (e.g. deliveries rejection, 
the work vehicle, workers’ sociality with other colleagues, etc.) to explore any pos-
sible associations. An in-depth discussion of the survey construction and analysis 
exceeds the scope of this paper. Here, survey data will be used to triangulate qual-
itative information related to a specific aspect – riders’ interaction with algorithms 
– to strengthen our main argument. In particular, to show the emergence of a pro-
fessional vision (Goodwin 1994) that, while referred to many aspects of the work, is 
particularly evident when it comes to the interaction with algorithms. 

Methodologically, working as a rider brought opportunistic and epistemic advan-
tages. From the first point of view, approaching riders with a backpack on my 
shoulders has certainly helped to contain their potential mistrust towards my role 
as a  researcher, exposing me first-hand to the social dynamics I wanted to study. 
A further opportunistic advantage was the possibility to interact personally with the 
platform, taking screenshots of the app’s graphical interface. Epistemic advantages 
concern the chance of addressing my work practice and its transformation over time 
as a specific object of inquiry. In this vein, I have followed Loic Wacquant famous 
“enactive ethnography”4 of the boxing gym in the black ghetto of Chicago (Wacquant 
2015). Wacquant has emphasized the importance of "entering into the theatre of 
action in some ordinary capacity" (2015, p. 6) to investigate the way the sociologist 
appropriates "the cognitive, ethical, aesthetic and conative patterns that engage in 
the everyday those who inhabit it" (Wacquant 2002, p. 7). By identifying my initia-
tion into the occupation as a specific analytical object, I was able to reconstruct the 
formation of my dispositions towards the work practice. Recursively, I could also 
detect the forms of knowledge required by practice in order to participate  diligently, 
for its analytical reconstruction. In addition, in-depth interviews with other workers 
allowed me to provide a polyphonic picture of the riders' experience. In the following 
discussion, I will try to combine notes from my own learning journey together with 
fragments of interviews with workers. 

6.	 THE ALGORITHMIC-MEDIATED PRODUCTION OF SPACE

As briefly mentioned, riders are usually paid variably for each delivery they fulfil 
during the hourly slots when they are registered to work. In the case of Glovo, the 
price of each delivery is contingently calculated by adding a fixed component to a var-
iable one. The latter is the sum of the distance – calculated by Google Maps – between 

4	 According to Wacquant, the notion of enactive ethnography emphasizes that, like any participant, also the 
researcher enters the field of enquiry from his or her own social and incarnate position, which must be reflex-
ively objectified in order to corroborate the validity of the scientific claims produced.
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the rider and the restaurant, and the distance which separates the restaurant and the 
customer. To optimize the amount of money gained by delivering within a limited 
time, one of the most crucial competencies concerns the orders’ evaluation. Discrim-
inating between good and bad gigs informs the decision about what orders should be 
accepted or re-assigned.  

“[…] It’s 8.30 pm, and I get a new order: the restaurant is near, but the deliv-
ery address is very far, approximately in Vigentino. I don’t know that area 
at all. […] I need to think about it: if I accept this order, it will take me really 
far: what will the streets be like? Wide, busy, more dangerous? For sure, it is 
paid more than the average: 7 euros and something. But is it worth getting 
that far for 7 euros? What if I refuse this order and wait for others to arrive? 
If I accept this, and then I make another one, I could reach 11, 12 euro. If 
I refuse this, instead, I could maybe make three deliveries till 10 p.m. […] 
Partly out of laziness, I click on the red button, and I get this screenshot 
that pushes me to reconsider my decision. What I am sure about is that I 
am wasting time. So I decide to accept the gig, and I start pedalling towards 
the restaurant […] I deliver the food. I close the order, and I check the map: 
I am almost out of the active area. I did not see many restaurants along the 
road. I guess that in order to receive new gigs, I must go back. And quickly, 
because it is 9.15 p.m. and my work hours end at 10 p.m. I pedal for 10 min-
utes, and when I reach viale Isonzo, I stop at the traffic light, and I realise 
that I got an order.”

(Fieldnote, 28/1/2018)

 
Figure 1. Active area to receive orders. Screenshot produced on the 10/2/2020
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As the novice that I am in this episode, I show a very poor algorithmic imaginary. 
I assume that if I re-assign this gig, I may receive a better one, but I do not disclose 
any other criteria to properly evaluate the delivery I am assigned to. Only after I have 
delivered the meal to the customer, I realise I am almost out of the area where orders 
can be assigned – the one highlighted in green in the app (Figure 1). I don't even con-
sider the scarcity of restaurants that I will find in the customer area, which represents 
another fundamental node of a rider's mental map (Lynch 1960), influencing the fur-
ther probability of receiving new orders. Indeed, such seemingly trivial evaluation 
criteria are the product of a gradual learning journey with the job. As Giovanni states: 

"At the beginning, I used to accept everything they sent me…crazy far desti-
nations...Now I don't do those things anymore, because...how to say, because 
I can choose the deliveries I want to do. After a while you learn to manage 
them...you learn that it is not convenient to do those deliveries where there 
are no more pickups, because then you will add the return route where you 
will be unloaded of orders, right? You will pedal for free…then, it’s very 
important that where you’re going there’s something else." 

(Giovanni, 46, M) 

As Giovanni points out, it is not only important how much the delivery is paid. It is 
essential that "where you're going there's something else" to avoid making what he 
calls the “unloaded routes”: driving without orders in charge, and therefore with-
out being paid. Accordingly, days poor of “unloaded trips” and “big tubs”5 are those 
where, as Dolores notes, the algorithm made you run well.

"Last Monday in 7 hours I made 80 euros, only going back and forth between 
Corso Garibaldi and Chinatown, all day long... they are super easy deliver-
ies, and at the end of the day you say "I'm not even tired". There is also the 
algorithm that made you run well, then there are also bad days, like today... 
they wanted to send me from here to pick up in Corso Garibaldi and then to 
Via Tortona... but guys, it's one thing if between one delivery and the other 
I arrive from here to via Tortona... you send me from here to Buonarroti, 
from there to Washington - and so...so the algorithm makes you run well, 
but when it wants you to do 7 km in one go...you say: "but why?"

(Dolores, 30, F)

As these instances show, riders become “algorithmically recognizable” (Gilles-
pie, 2014, p.184) by virtue of their geo-localization which, recursively, constitutes 
a main dimension upon which they can articulate the algorithm in the practice. By 
distinguishing between good and bad orders, good and bad city areas, riders enact 

5	 Big tubs are those long routes with no possibility of taking shortcuts.
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a practical understanding of the functioning of the algorithms entangled with a prac-
tice-referred knowledge of the city. With the latter, I mean a way to conceive the 
urban space that is oriented by the goal of the practice or, in Schatzki’s terms (2001), 
by its teleological structure: to optimize the amount of money gained by delivering 
within a limited time. By conceiving the urban space, a rider pays attention mainly 
to what matters for that specific practice – e.g. the concentration of restaurants and 
offices – while ignoring other nodes of the city – e.g. the concentration of clubs. The 
analytical distinction between a knowledge of algorithms and a knowledge of the 
city makes the difference insofar as they do not rely on the same source of learn-
ing. Basically, one could be an algorithmic-competent rider while knowing very little 
about the geography of the city, and vice versa6. Also, it clarifies that an algorithmic 
imaginary hardly operates in isolation while it is interwoven with other competen-
cies relevant to the practice. In this case, mobilizing a practice-referred knowledge 
of the city, a rider can make the informed decision of accepting or rejecting a deliv-
ery with criteria other than the mere price of the gig, as I did in the opening fieldnote 
(“for sure, it is paid more than the average”). Elaborating a practice-referred mental 
map (Lynch 1960), a rider can distinguish the areas where to work more proficiently, 
evaluating each gig in relation to its spatial coordinates. In such evaluative process, 
the urban "material arrangement" (Schatzki 2010) is assigned of a practice-referred 
meaning consistent with the algorithmic logic of the orders allocation. For bicycle 
riders, for example, working in mainly pedestrian areas increases the possibility of 
higher fees because the platform sets the rate of each delivery on the basis of the 
route calculated by Google Maps according to the modality of transportation by car, 
without considering the route actually travelled to fulfil the delivery. Therefore, 
working in pedestrian areas enables one to make shorter trips than those recom-
mended by the app, gaining the same amount of money. As Santiago said:

“the further away you go from downtown Milan, the closest you get to… 
to do the routes like a car… for example… you go north, to Bicocca, those 
places… you get offered 6 euros… you can trust you are going to cycle like 
crazy, you are going to do at least 6 km or 6,5 km… why? Because, you know, 
in that area… it’s only streets, wide streets, so if you get paid that amount 
of money in the north part of Milan, be prepared to pedal… because you 
are going to follow almost the same route as a car, pretty much the same, 
the same… it’s a completely different world up there… but downtown that’s 
when it gets beneficial for us, for people on bikes…”

(Santiago, 30, M)

6	 As instance, this is what happens to an expert rider whereas he decides to work in another city, confirming that 
“the nature of knowledge depends upon the practice at hand and the site-ness within it”, and that “shifting sites 
necessarily implies some shifting in the knowing” (Nicolini 2011. p.605)
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This is thoroughly illustrated by Antonio, a rider working with an electric bike, in the 
following episode:

I'm chilling out with Antonio in Lambrate […] Several riders on motorbikes 
are hanging on waiting to pick up their delivery in the restaurant next to us. 
He says: “you see here, wide streets, long orders, the prevalence of motor-
bikes, too much speed to be competitive with my e-bike. I'm competitive 
downtown, in pedestrian areas, because there you’re competitive with bicy-
cles. […] The delivery from downtown... by downtown restaurants, about 
a three km long... that’s mine, that’s an e-bike one because a regular bicycle 
is too slow for that distance and a motorcycle would be slow because you 
would have to park it and then walk the remaining distance… so that deliv-
ery is mine, for those who have e-bikes, or those who can handle working 
many hours on bikes”

(Fieldnote, 13/6/2020)

Santiago and Antonio's mental maps are strictly referred to the work-practice at 
stake. What I want to stress is that their ability to discriminate between different 
areas of a city is the result of a learning journey with the job, which reflects the 
entanglement of different sources of knowledge (algorithms-related or not). Expe-
riencing an algorithm-mediated space, then, means also learning the spatial coordi-
nates relevant for the work-practice: what the roads to reach the places look like (e.g. 
if there are pedestrian areas). Many riders even remember what the buildings where 
the orders are addressed look like: if they have an elevator, if it is possible to leave 
the vehicle inside, or if the delivery comes from regular customers who are inclined 
to give tips. These seemingly trivial details are fundamental for recognizing a good 
delivery. 

7.	 THE ALGORITHMIC-MEDIATED PRODUCTION OF TIME

Besides its spatial arrangement, riders’ work practice is defined by a specific tem-
poral structure. Time-related issues are crucial to riders, who must literally fight 
against their limited amount of time to optimize their incomes. As Santiago argues:

“the longer we wait, the more we lose, it’s some kind of battle against time, 
the more you deliver, the more you win, so you need to save as much as 
possible when it comes to time…save time…save time…so when it comes 
to waiting time, that’s our worst enemy, because this is just where we lose 
money.”

(Santiago, 30, M)

Aside from driving faster through the city and other work tricks, saving time has 
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much to do with the accurate selection of orders – e.g. rejecting those coming from 
restaurants that make couriers wait for a long time – calling into question the classi-
ficatory issue related to evaluating a gig. That is, again, a matter of knowledge.

At the beginning, I couldn't choose anything because I didn't know anything; 
I used to go everywhere... now, if a delivery takes 20 minutes and they give 
me 3 euros, I don't take it, because it's not profitable for me... either because 
it's far away, or I know that the restaurant takes too long, or that the cus-
tomer will make me wait... that’s how you choose a delivery: you have to eval-
uate all these things that  above all affect the time it takes to complete it and 
how much money they give you...if I know that it takes me half an hour to 
make a delivery but they give me 6.50 euros for it I'll do it gladly, because in 
any case in the other half-hour I'll make 3, 4 euros, and I'd have easily made 
10 euros in a hour. Then, it's not a matter of speed, it's a matter of head.

(Valentino, 36, M)

Time issues also concern the temporal organisation of the work within the day and 
the week. As Southerton observes, temporalities are organised collectively (2003). For 
instance, the temporality of food-delivery work arises from how different practices – 
food-consumption practices and food-production practices above all – are connected 
(Blue 2019; Shove et al. 2012). Obviously, deliveries are more concentrated at lunch 
and dinner times, especially at weekends. In order to boost riders to work during the 
so-called “high-demand hours”, platforms as Glovo and Deliveroo penalize those who 
do not attend them by reducing their rating, thus impacting on further possibilities 
to book work hours. In the case of Glovo, this modality is even more perverse: the 
platform registers the number of deliveries made each night of the weekend, and it 
compares them with those made 28 days before. If a rider worsens his performance, 
his rating loses as many points as the number of deliveries missed. Such algorith-
mic prescriptions constraint the temporal organisation of the practice by virtue of 
weaving its rhythms in terms of calm and rush times, creating what Southerton calls 
the "hot spots" (2003, p. 20), those moments when “the sense of feeling harassed and 
constantly worried about ‘time’” (ibid.) is concentrated. On those occasions, as the 
following ethnographic note shows, a great part of the riders’ ability to “gain control 
over the temporal rhythms” (Southerton 2003) lies on their algorithmic imaginary.

Today is a diamond7 day, but few orders are coming in. Giovanni is quite des-
perate because last month he delivered 10 orders, and if he doesn't confirm 
this number tonight, he will lose as many points on his rating as the number 
of deliveries missed. […] From the height of his experience, Andrea tells 
him that a rider should never ever get to “make 10 diamonds” on a Saturday, 

7	 Graphically, the Glovo’s app marks with a diamond those slots corresponding to high-demand hours. 
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in May, because “summer months are around the corner, ready to bite into 
your rating". Giovanni answers that Glovo does not allow refusing deliveries 
over a certain amount. And Andrea replies: "But it's not just about refusing 
deliveries...this is where the real mischief comes in...picking up an order 
late or delivering it voluntarily late...for example, if you have made 3 orders 
and you would have to do 4 orders to balance what you did 28 days ago...
you are half an hour away from the end of your shift and you receive one...
you accept that one, but you take it veeeeery calmly, you may pedal as you 
do when you are in holiday…otherwise, you may close the order later, and 
if Glovo calls you say: "oops, sorry, I didn't notice". In that way you don't get 
any more orders, and you don't have to re-assign anything.

(Fieldnote, 16/6/2020)

This episode shows that learning how to “manage time”, to “save time” or to “have 
a certain rhythm” is strictly related to the interaction with algorithms. An ultimate 
example of the sort is the idea of “working for the rating”, which expresses a differ-
ent way to work on the weekends compared to weekdays:

“during the weekend, I almost don’t care about money, I work for the rating, I 
care about the numbers of deliveries that I make, and so I accept only short 
ones even if they are paid badly […] But this also means you shouldn’t do 
too many deliveries. If you do 9,10,11 deliveries on Saturday night, then, the 
next month you will need to make at least the same number of orders, and 
maybe it’s summer already, the overall demand is less, and your rating will 
easily fuck up”

(Dolores, 30, F)

Deciding to gain less today to grant future income in a stable way entails an ability to 
discriminate between good and bad gigs that stems from a certain algorithmic imag-
inary. Working for the rating expresses a specific way in which algorithms are prac-
tically understood, a way of using algorithms that shapes the practice wherein they 
are situated. In this vein, it is worth observing that selecting orders is also associated 
with a higher income. Drawing on the ethnographic findings, the orders’ rejection 
was employed in the survey as a proxy variable of riders’ algorithmic imaginary8. 
The following graph (Figure 2) shows a difference of income between riders who 
refuse at least one orders’ per day (the curve in red) and those who never reassign 
orders (the curve in blue). On average, the former earns 187,50 €9 more than riders 
who do not refuse orders.

8	 As we observed, rejecting orders lies on the competence to evaluate each delivery
9	 For all the interviewees, the income was collected for the month of May 2020, in order to neutralise possible dis-

tortions linked to seasonality or occasional events. Data were elaborated by means of a regression model where: 
number of working hours, the platform, length of employment, place of residence (inside or outside Milan) and 
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 Figure 2 Association between income and daily orders' rejection. Graph elaborated with Stata by the author

This graph, we argue, confirms the heuristic benefit of conceiving the interaction 
with algorithms as a “site of knowing” (Nicolini 2011). As a source of practical knowl-
edge, the algorithmic imaginary also affects the immediate consequences of the 
work-practice wherein it operates namely, riders’ remuneration.

8.	 CONCLUSION

In this paper, I have focused on the everyday experience of food-delivery workers to 
illustrate how a certain algorithm imaginary operates. I understood the algorithmic 
imaginary as a form of practical knowledge, and I stressed that, far from operating 
alone, it is interconnected with other competencies germane to the practice. In the last 
two sections, I discussed the phenomenology of such encounters, focusing on the spa-
tial and temporal experience of the work. While many of the instances discussed in 
this paper constitute a form of negotiation of the algorithm power, I am more reluctant 
to label them as practices of resistance, as it is quite common in the literature. First, 
rather than the purposive intention to resist something, Andrea and the other riders 
express a professional orientation towards the work, resulting from articulating the 
algorithms procedures into the work experience (Gillespie 2016). Second, if under-
stood as a form of resistance against the management control, Andrea and Dolores 

vehicle (normal bicycle/e-bike or motor vehicle) were used as regression variables of control. The regression 
enables to exclude that such association is spurious. Also, it shows its statistical significance (p<0.05). Despite 
the high variability of the values distribution of the second curve (certainly accentuated by the small sample 
size), if compared with a rider average monthly income calculated with the same dataset (m=1041€), a difference 
of 187.85€ (18%) is noteworthy.
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tactics remain confined within the perimeter of the "opportunities built in the labour 
process itself " (Ferrari & Graham 2021, p.10) and little is known about their efficacy. 
As Massimo observed in his ethnography of Amazon distribution centres (2020), devi-
ations from algorithmic prescriptions can still comply with the underlying organisa-
tion of the work. Thus, riders will likely end up normalising the mechanism of labour 
control rather than subverting the logic behind the technological infrastructure (ibid). 
Finally, if we look at the relationship with technology in a narrow sense, the category 
of resistance is inconsistent with the theoretical framework of this study. Represent-
ing riders as more or less resistant to the power of algorithms lies on a vision of the 
technology as a tool in the hands of the management, against which workers can only 
resist or succumb. On the contrary, I advanced an understanding of the meaning of 
such interaction from the riders’ point of view, the social agents who enact and classify 
it in terms of greater or lower experience often as a claim of professionalism. Thus, this 
article argues that riders are more than workers subjected by technologically mediated 
control. Most of all, it invites to see them as (more or less) competent workers: people 
who have learnt to do this job, contributing to define the canon of an occupation with 
a very weak standard both on a legal and praxeological point of view. 

In conclusion, two final remarks about the limits and the potential developments of 
this study. First, focusing on the phenomenological encounters between algorithms and 
riders, I mostly addressed how an algorithmic imaginary operates, rather than how it 
is constructed over time through experience and learning. As the first field note shows, 
part of this learning occurs on an individual level, resulting from what Shove, drawing 
on Giddens (1992), defines as the reflexive self-monitoring of the practice-as-perfor-
mance. Conceived as integral to the practice, these moments provide “practitioners 
with feedback on [their] outcomes and qualities” (Shove et al. 2012), enabling them 
to determine what it means to do well – i.e. what it means for a delivery to be a good 
one. Recursively, self-monitoring informs the way how the practice evolves. Moreover, 
algorithmic imaginaries are collectively constructed in different micro-aggregations 
of workers that spontaneously gather in the city or in social media and group chats. 
Frequently, these micro-communities of workers display collective folk theories of 
algorithms (Ytre-Arne & Moe 2020) that are integral to the daily sharing of the work 
experience. Exploring how this knowledge is socially produced, and how it changes in 
different micro-communities of workers, is definitely destined to further contributes. 

Second, as the graph reported above shows, the algorithmic imaginary I tried to 
illustrate here does not belong to all the riders that I had the chance to meet. Maybe, 
not even to most of them. I would even argue that assuming everyone to be aware of the 
computational functioning of algorithms is anything but obvious. A certain algorith-
mic imaginary is the result of a learning journey by means of participation in a practice 
that, as Lave and Wenger point out, “is performed in a number of social places, each of 
which entails different power and influence” (1991, p.81). To question what standard 
this occupation will take, further studies should consider more accurately the hetero-
geneity of social positions from which this work is practiced and represented.
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