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a compound annual growth rate of 17.4% 
until the end of 2023. Now, these trends 
have been accelerated and expanded. For 
instance, the Covid-19 induced economic 
shock has increased incentives for workers 
to supplement their incomes by taking gig 
work. Nium is seeing growth in demand for 
gigs not just in established markets such 
as Southeast Asia, but a shift in scale and 
scope across regions from Eastern Europe 
and Turkey to India, Latin America  
and Africa.

But those who want to seize the 
moment need to be prepared for the 
practical challenges. Working across 
borders, currencies and cultures brings 
many complications, as well as huge 
opportunities. The messy reality involves 
navigating a planetary mosaic of intricate 
regulation and divergent cultural 
expectations. Competition for workers takes 
place against a backdrop of shifting trends 
and legislation that never stands still. 

This guide is a brief introduction to where  
we see the gig economy heading in the years 
ahead – and how to make the most of its 
ever-expanding opportunities.

In just eighteen months, Covid-19 has 
brought about a titanic shift in mindset 
relating to how people work, all over the 
world. Enabled by the latest technology, 
opportunities for gig workers are now bigger 
and better than ever. And even as some 
offices gingerly reopen their doors, the 
changes show no sign of going into reverse. 
Far from it. If you thought the gig economy 
was already expanding fast, prepare to think 
even bigger in the new, post-Covid world.

Rapid pace of technological adoption 
enabled this shift in mindset: the 
increasing number of users with access 
to the internet, widespread ownership of 
powerful smartphones, tablets and personal 
computers, and businesses becoming 
comfortable transitioning towards cloud-
based solutions. The emergence of new-
age collaboration platforms such as Slack, 
Dropbox, Zoom and others further enhanced 
productivity and employee experience.

Riding on the crest of that long-standing 
wave of technological adoption was 
the gig economy: in which an individual 
with nothing but a smartphone can be 
empowered to become an entrepreneur, 
accepting jobs from an employer who may 
be based on the other side of the world. The 
gig economy promises talent availability at 
scale: with rapid technology adoption, the 
entire world is becoming both a marketplace 
and a potential workforce. Well before the 
pandemic, the gig economy’s growth was 
already startling, and set to endure. In 2019, 
Mastercard projected1 the gross volume 
of the global gig economy would grow at 

Remote Working 
Transformed Amid  
the Pandemic

The gig economy 
will grow by 17.4% 
annually until the 
end of 2023.

1 Source: Mastercard

https://newsroom.mastercard.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Gig-Economy-White-Paper-May-2019.pdf
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Unpredictable payments is one of the  
most common reasons for independent 
workers to switch employers. Gig workers  
on average earn about 58% less than full-
time employees2, and often struggle with  
cash flow problems. 

Around two thirds need to use their  
savings to meet expenses on time, while 
many also often find themselves in 
need of temporary loans to cover their 
financial commitments. According to an 
International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
survey, 29% of  
gig workers in driving and delivery took a  
loan from friends, family or neighbours, 
13% from a bank and 4% from their 
employers3. Late payments, as well as high 
costs from foreign exchange conversion, 
commissions or transaction fees add 
significantly to the cost of doing business 
for many gig workers.

Where is my Money? 
The Challenge of a 
Global Workforce
A global workforce offers extraordinary depth of talent, but  
earning its loyalty with seamless, intuitive payments is anything 
but straightforward. “Where’s my money?” is the question every 
gig employer must be able to answer above all else to stand out 
as the sector grows. It’s a simple inquiry, but answering it well 
requires deep expertise.

2 Source: Fortunly
3 Source: International Labour Organisation

https://fortunly.com/statistics/gig-economy-statistics/#gref
https://fortunly.com/statistics/gig-economy-statistics/#gref
https://fortunly.com/statistics/gig-economy-statistics/#gref
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
https://fortunly.com/statistics/gig-economy-statistics/#gref
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_771749.pdf
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unbanked can vary widely from country to 
country: In the UK, 98.9% of the population 
has a bank account. In Germany, the figure 
is 98.8%. In Mexico, however, just 37% of 
workers have a bank account4. Working with 
gig workers in different territories requires 
flexible payment solutions, as well as speed 
and low fees.

Such cultural differences are sharpened by 
the variation in regulatory environments. 
As the world adjusts to the reality of the gig 
economy, different territories are exploring 
different approaches to its taxation. More 
important still, the employment regulations 
that apply to gig workers are now shifting 
underneath the industry’s feet.

Prompt payment is always a plus, but 
depending on where gig workers are based, 
they may have different expectations in 
terms of how they get paid, and be entitled 
to different employment rights. With the 
situation still in flux, any gig employer or gig 
platform provider needs to stay ahead of the 
latest trends. 

37%

66%

70%

98.9%

98.8%

Percentage of  
Banked Population

4 Source: Nium

Every employer of remote workers
expanding into new territories, or any
platform connecting remote employers and 
employees, is in a continual arms race for 
talent acquisition. Since the first concern of 
any gig worker is to be paid promptly and 
with no hidden fees, seamless transactions 
offer the biggest possible competitive
advantage. But arranging prompt, flexible 
and efficient payment to anywhere in the 
world is far from straightforward.

While in-person transactions can be settled 
with cash or the touch of a card, transactions 
in the gig economy that cross international 
borders are highly complex. Their settlement 
may require bank transfers, international 
payment processors and remittance
companies, or partnerships with an array of 
more agile, nimble fintechs for each part of 
the process.

Take international bank transfers. The
traditional network for sending money
between bank accounts is SWIFT (Society 
for Worldwide Interbank Financial
Telecommunication). While SWIFT
certainly works, it is slow, and expensive for 
both payer and payee. Transaction fees can 
mean that when the money finally arrives, 
there are heavy deductions for gig workers 
on receipt and a higher cost of doing
business for employers. This is particularly 
an issue where the individual sums for each 
transaction are small.

When serving workers in so many countries, 
gig employers need to cope with varying 
cultures, each with different expectations 
and requirements. Countries with large 
unbanked populations, for instance, will 
require payments to be made direct to card, 
or into digital wallets.The proportions of the 

https://www.nium.com/knowledge-base/how-to-propel-the-gig-economy-with-faster-payments/
https://www.nium.com/knowledge-base/how-to-propel-the-gig-economy-with-faster-payments/
https://www.nium.com/knowledge-base/how-to-propel-the-gig-economy-with-faster-payments/
https://www.nium.com/knowledge-base/how-to-propel-the-gig-economy-with-faster-payments/
https://www.nium.com/knowledge-base/how-to-propel-the-gig-economy-with-faster-payments/
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Four Gig Economy  
Trends To Watch Out For

83% of freelancers would actually pay a fee to receive their  
payments in real-time if they had an emergency, and three quarters  

would pay extra for real-time payments, in any case.

5 Source: PYMNTS
6 Source: Visa

The gig economy is rapidly growing and 
changing. National regulators are rushing 
to catch up with the pace of change, 
and the gig workers’ own requirements 
are constantly evolving. Everyone in the 
sector needs to stay informed to avoid 
being blindsided by an unexpected shift. 
This section covers four gig economy 
developments that you need to know about.

        On-demand payments
Faster payments attract more workers and 
retain them longer with a better experience. 
When the ride-hailing platform Grab, which 
operates in 10 countries across Southeast 
Asia, brought in real-time payment
acceptance for its drivers, it found this
improved their overall financial wellbeing 
and also encouraged its largely unbanked 
workforce to open accounts for the first 
time. Even the overall quality of work may 
improve from such measures – most gig 
workers say they would perform better if 
they were paid faster5.

Because of the financial pressures that 
many gig workers are under, on-demand 
payments, arriving in or near real-time, 
are increasingly a need rather than an 

Trend I

expectation, especially with the added 
economic uncertainties due to the 
pandemic. A survey by Visa Insight6 found 
that 83% of freelancers would actually pay a 
fee to receive their payments in real-time if 
they had an emergency, and three quarters 
would pay extra for real-time payments, in 
any case.

The age of many gig workers also plays a part 
in this trend. A significant proportion hail 
from younger, millennial and generation Z 
demographics. These new generations have 
grown up as digital natives. That makes them 
not just tech savvy, but far more used to the 
speed and convenience of a mobile-first, 
app- enabled world. They then bring these 
higher expectations with them to work. A 
gig employer who wants to avoid losing 
young talent to rival platforms needs to find 
a way to keep up with the standards they
expect. In practice that means faster
payment cycles, as well as conveniences
like self-service payroll.

          New rights for gig workers
The gig economy is developing rapidly, 
and so are the employment regulations 
that cover this new kind of work. That 

Trend II

https://www.pymnts.com/gig-economy/2019/why-liquidity-as-a-service-is-a-gig-thing/
https://africa.visa.com/dam/VCOM/global/run-your-business/documents/visa-direct-gig-research-infographic.pdf
https://www.pymnts.com/gig-economy/2019/why-liquidity-as-a-service-is-a-gig-thing/
https://www.pymnts.com/gig-economy/2019/why-liquidity-as-a-service-is-a-gig-thing/
https://www.pymnts.com/gig-economy/2019/why-liquidity-as-a-service-is-a-gig-thing/
https://africa.visa.com/dam/VCOM/global/run-your-business/documents/visa-direct-gig-research-infographic.pdf


complicates payment terms from one 
territory to another, and it is vital to keep 
on top of the latest changes. Some nations, 
especially in developed economies, are 
seeking to treat gig workers more like 
traditional employees, granting them more 
rights and putting greater onus on the 
platform through which they find work. This 
issue has raised its head repeatedly in 2021, 
and is under debate across a number of 
global territories.

For instance, In early 2021 the Supreme 
Court in the UK7 ruled that Uber drivers 
in the country were not independent 
contractors but workers for the ride-hailing 
giant. That entitles them to additional 
worker rights, including paid annual leave 
and a minimum wage.

In April, the US Labor Secretary, Marty 
Walsh8 seemed to support this approach 
by stating that most US gig workers should 
be reclassified as employees. However, an 
alliance of gig companies, including Uber, 
Lyft, DoorDash and Instacart, are lobbying to 
retain the workers’ independent contractor 
status in combination with a package of 
stronger benefits and protections. These 
would include minimum pay standards, 
healthcare subsidies and accident 
insurance.

In May, Spain’s government brought in 
the Rider law9, a bold move that classified 
gig delivery drivers as full employees, 
although with a three month period before 
it comes into force. With Italy and India both 
considering their own intermediate status 
for gig workers, others will surely follow.

As the definition of gig workers (and their 
employment rights) change, platforms will 
increasingly need to transfer money and 
benefits in real-time to align with the prefer-
ences of their workers.

Sources: 7 The Guardian;  8 NBC News;  9 El Pais

6

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/feb/19/uber-drivers-workers-uk-supreme-court-rules-rights
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/feb/19/uber-drivers-workers-uk-supreme-court-rules-rights
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/us-labor-secretary-says-gig-workers-classified-employees-rcna800
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/us-labor-secretary-says-gig-workers-classified-employees-rcna800
https://english.elpais.com/economy_and_business/2021-05-12/spain-approves-landmark-law-recognizing-food-delivery-riders-as-employees.html
https://english.elpais.com/economy_and_business/2021-05-12/spain-approves-landmark-law-recognizing-food-delivery-riders-as-employees.html
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/feb/19/uber-drivers-workers-uk-supreme-court-rules-rights
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/us-labor-secretary-says-gig-workers-classified-employees-rcna800
https://english.elpais.com/economy_and_business/2021-05-12/spain-approves-landmark-law-recognizing-food-delivery-riders-as-employees.html
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        Direct-to-bank payments
To serve the needs of gig workers in 
different countries, including those who 
are unbanked, access to a range of payment 
options is still key – from wallets to virtual 
debit cards. However, increasingly the one 
solution that gig and freelance workers 
prefer above all others is to have their money 
transferred directly into a bank account.

Direct-to-bank payments may be 
increasingly popular, but they come with 
significant challenges. Banking regulations 
are strict and complex, and it is vital to 
work with a partner who is a licensed 
electronic money issuer (EMI)10 or the 
local equivalent, who can hold client funds 
securely and ensure the necessary anti-
money-laundering standards are met for 
international transfers, with Know Your 
Customer (KYC) and Know Your Business 
(KYB) information in place.

In addition to these regulatory requirements, 
bank transfers across borders bring in 
several other challenges. 

Transfers through SWIFT network

are often slow, and incur fees that

eat away at gig workers’ earnings 

and employer’s profits.  

Without expert support, servicing the trend 
toward real-time payment at the same time 
as the trend toward direct-to-bank payment 
could seem impossible.

Trend III         Making payments rewarding
For example, ahead of Deliveroo’s IPO11, it 
announced that its busiest riders would 
receive a series of tiered reward payments 
to celebrate the achievement, with the value 
of the bonuses reaching up to $14,000 
(£10,000) or local currency equivalent. 
Anyone who had been a gig delivery 
driver on the platform for at least a year 
and completed 2,000 trips received the 
equivalent of $277 (£200).

For all sides, though, the most

rewarding way to improve payments

is to make them faster and more

consistent. 

Faster payments help businesses save 
money on interest payments by reducing the 
lag between payment release and payment 
credit. They also help gig workers honour 
their financial obligations on time, avoiding 
unnecessary late payment penalties and 
charges. In turn, this helps elevate gig 
workers’ credit ratings, improving their 
access to loans on better terms. Consistent, 
regular payments help workers plan their 
finances and life milestones better by giving 
them clarity on their cashflow.

In the increasingly competitive world of 
the gig economy, employers must earn 
your workers’ loyalty – and improve their 
own bottom line – by making payments as 
rewarding as possible.

Trend IV

10 Source: worldoffshorebanks.com
11 Source: CNN business

https://www.worldoffshorebanks.com/uk-electronic-money-institution-license.php#
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/03/08/investing/deliveroo-ipo-london/index.html
https://www.worldoffshorebanks.com/uk-electronic-money-institution-license.php#
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/03/08/investing/deliveroo-ipo-london/index.html
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How Nium Can Help
As the gig economy continues to grow and 
change, it is essential to have a payments 
partner that’s not only attuned to all the 
latest trends and regulatory developments, 
but ready to support the needs of both gig 
workers and their employers anywhere in the 
world. Nium’s unique blend of local
connections with global coverage gives
simplicity, speed and scale all at once,
integrating the world’s payment
infrastructure into a single API.

Nium brings robust simplification for anyone 
managing a global flow of funds, and the 
benefit to gig economy intermediaries is 
significant. Achieving global payments 
coverage could otherwise involve stitching 
together relationships with four or five 
different partners. The administrative 
burden, complexity and number of failure 
points all multiply rapidly with such complex 
integrations. With licences in over 40 
markets and integrations that can be set up 
in as little as four weeks, Nium cuts through 

the confusion with no sacrifice in local 
understanding. By taking care of all payment 
challenges across so many geographies, we 
replace the roadblocks in our partners’ way 
with the element of “Go”.

Naturally, that includes access to flexible 
methods of payment. Nium’s offer includes 
the electronic wallets that are popular in 
many fast-growth regions, including China 
and Africa, as well as payments to virtual 
debit cards, which can be almost instant 
through a service such as Visa Direct.

Understanding the increasing centrality of 
direct-to-bank payments, however, Nium 
has also built a local network of direct 
banking partnerships to cover the last mile 
of payment transfers by this essential route. 
This local ACH delivery network allows 
cheap, real-time or near real-time delivery 
from, for example, an account in Europe to 
another in Malaysia.
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We also understand the importance 
of avoiding high and hidden foreign 
exchange rates for gig workers and clients. 
Nium provides our clients with localised 
settlement, increasing speed, decreasing 
costs and making the whole experience 
more intuitive for everyone. We also give full 
transparency on currency exchange with 
Volopay’s real-time FX rates. These rates do 
not include any markup or profit margin, and 
Nium bears the risks associated with foreign 
exchange movements.

Our vision at Nium is to make payment 
invisible. That’s why we’ve built a modular 
platform that is flexible and intuitive, and 
not just powerful. Everything we offer is 

designed to take care of regulatory issues 
and payment delivery seamlessly behind the 
scenes, setting providers free to innovate.

Finally, with a network of local relationships 
that stretches across the globe, Nium is 
ideally placed to monitor developing trends 
and regulatory challenges, keeping you up to 
date on this fast-evolving sector, and solving 
problems for our clients before they even 
arise.

As the gig economy develops even further 
and faster in the years ahead, we’re ready to 
power a new generation of fintech solutions.

Our vision at Nium is to make 
payment invisible. That’s why we’ve 
built a modular platform that is 
flexible and intuitive, and not just 
powerful. Everything we offer is 
designed to take care of regulatory 
issues and payment delivery 
seamlessly behind the scenes, 
setting providers free to innovate.



10

Nium enables simple a payout process  
with instant global disbursements in 
whatever method your gig workers 
choose: card, bank account, or in store 
cash.

• Issue Cards to 40+ countries across  
the globe

• Pay Out to 100+ countries in 60+ 
currencies with capabilities in cards,  
bank accounts, e-wallets and cash

• Licensed to hold funds in 11 
jurisdictions

• Real-time delivery to 65+ countries
• End-to-end encryption and PCI DSS 

compliant credit card processing

Learn more about Nium and  
schedule a conversation.

CONTACT US


