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Abstract 

The rapid expansion of the gig economy has transformed conventional 

understandings of employment, work autonomy, and organizational control. Digital 

labour platforms increasingly connect workers with customers through short-term, 

task-based and project-based arrangements. Flexibility, autonomy, and the ability to 

determine when and where work is undertaken are among the defining 

characteristics of gig work. However, the same autonomy that provides workers with 

freedom may also increase the requirement for self-regulation. In the absence of 

fixed working hours, continuous supervisory oversight, and conventional 

organizational routines, gig workers must independently initiate, prioritize, monitor, 

and complete work activities. This creates a potentially important behavioural 

challenge: procrastination. Procrastination is generally understood as the 

unnecessary delay of an intended action despite anticipating that the delay may have 

negative consequences. Although procrastination has been extensively examined in 

educational and individual contexts, its relevance to contemporary flexible work and 

the gig economy remains comparatively underexplored. Recent research on 

workplace procrastination emphasizes the importance of self-regulation, motivation, 

task characteristics, and contextual conditions, while contemporary gig-economy 

research highlights autonomy, algorithmic management, work uncertainty, and the 

changing nature of organizational control. This chapter integrates these streams of 

literature to develop a conceptual framework explaining how characteristics of gig 

work may influence procrastination through self-regulation, task motivation, digital 

distraction, and perceived work pressure. The chapter proposes that job autonomy 

and flexibility are not inherently associated with procrastination; rather, their 

consequences depend on the worker's capacity for self-regulation and the structure 

of the platform environment. Algorithmic management may simultaneously reduce 

and increase procrastination by creating external performance cues while also 

introducing monitoring, uncertainty, and digital interruptions. Eight hypotheses are 

proposed for future empirical testing. The chapter concludes with implications for gig 
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workers, platform organizations, human resource professionals, and policymakers 

and identifies directions for future research. 
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Introduction 

 The organization of work has undergone substantial transformation as a 

consequence of digitalization, platform technologies, changing consumer 

preferences, and the emergence of alternative employment arrangements. One of 

the most significant developments has been the growth of the gig economy, in which 

individuals undertake temporary, short-term, project-based, or task-based work, 

frequently through digital platforms. 

 Digital labour platforms connect workers and customers in two broad forms: 

online work, where tasks can be completed remotely, and location-based work, where 

services are delivered at a particular physical location. The International Labour 

Organization (ILO, 2021) identifies both forms as important components of the 

changing world of work. Its global analysis of digital labour platforms, based on surveys 

and interviews involving approximately 12,000 workers and representatives of 85 

businesses, demonstrates the diversity of platform-mediated work and its implications 

for working time, earnings, autonomy, social protection, and occupational conditions. 

The attractiveness of gig work is strongly associated with flexibility. Workers may be 

able to determine when they work, which assignments they accept, and, in some 

cases, which clients or platforms they serve. Recent research continues to identify 

autonomy as a central characteristic of gig work, although the actual degree of 

autonomy varies considerably across occupations and platforms (Wan et al., 2024). 

Flexibility, however, introduces an important behavioural paradox. In conventional 

employment, organizational structures provide workers with externally imposed 

schedules, supervisors, meetings, deadlines, routines, and social expectations. Gig 

workers frequently operate with fewer such structures. Consequently, responsibility for 

initiating and regulating work shifts toward the individual. 

 This raises an important question: 

• When workers have greater control over when and how they work, what 

happens when their ability to regulate their own behaviour is 

insufficient? 

One possible outcome is procrastination. 

 Procrastination involves delaying an intended course of action even though the 

individual anticipates that postponement may create undesirable consequences. 

Research increasingly conceptualizes procrastination as a self-regulation problem 

rather than simply a time-management deficiency (Elizondo et al., 2024). Workplace 
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research similarly suggests that procrastination is influenced by both individual and 

contextual factors, including motivation, self-regulatory capacity, task characteristics, 

and the nature of deadlines (Steel et al., 2022; Zhong & Wang, 2022). The connection 

between these two literatures is particularly relevant to the gig economy. Gig workers 

frequently operate under conditions in which external structures are limited, deadlines 

may be negotiable, tasks may vary considerably in complexity and attractiveness, and 

digital technologies simultaneously facilitate work and generate distractions. 

This chapter therefore develops a conceptual perspective on the relationship 

between gig work and procrastination. Rather than assuming that gig work causes 

procrastination, it argues that the consequences of flexible work depend on the 

interaction between work design, individual self-regulation, motivation, and the 

digital/platform environment. 

The Gig Economy: Concept and Characteristics 

• Concept of the Gig Economy 

 The gig economy represents a labour-market arrangement in which work is 

frequently organized around individual tasks, short-term engagements, projects, or 

independent contracts rather than conventional long-term employment relationships. 

 The term encompasses a heterogeneous range of occupations, including: 

Service-Based Gigs Digital/Creative Gigs Platform-Based Gigs 

Consulting Freelance Writing Ride-Hailing 

Online Tutoring Graphic & Web Design Food Delivery 

Translation Software Development Parcel Delivery 

Professional Freelancing Digital Marketing Online Micro-Tasking  
Content Creation 

 

 

 This heterogeneity is important because the behavioural experience of a 

freelance software developer may differ substantially from that of a food-delivery 

worker. Consequently, gig work should not be treated as a single homogeneous 

employment category. 

• Major Characteristics 
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Understanding Procrastination 

• Definition 

 Procrastination can be conceptualized as the voluntary postponement of an 

intended action despite awareness that the delay may have undesirable 

consequences. 

 The critical distinction is between procrastination and strategic delay. 

 For example, a freelancer who postpones a low-priority task because an 

urgent client assignment has a closer deadline is prioritizing. In contrast, a freelancer 

who repeatedly avoids a high-priority assignment because it is difficult or unpleasant 

is engaging in procrastination. 

 Thus, delay becomes problematic when it is: 

▪ unnecessary; 

▪ inconsistent with the individual's intention; 

▪ accompanied by awareness of possible negative consequences; and 

▪ detrimental to goal attainment. 

• Procrastination as Self-Regulation Failure 

 Recent research conceptualizes procrastination as a failure of self-regulation. 

Elizondo et al. (2024), for example, emphasize the role of goal setting, decision 

making, perseverance, and learning from mistakes in understanding procrastination. 

Workplace research also demonstrates the importance of self-regulation when 

deadlines are flexible or "slippery." Steel et al. (2022) found that procrastination and 

self-regulatory characteristics were relevant to observed work delays in an applied 

professional setting. This perspective is particularly applicable to gig workers 

because flexible work environments require individuals to establish many of their own 

behavioural boundaries. 

Theoretical Foundations 

• Self-Regulation Theory: Self-Regulation Theory serves as the core 

framework for understanding procrastination in gig work. At its center, self-

regulation is the cognitive capacity to set goals, track progress, maintain 

focus, regulate emotions, ignore distractions, and sustain effort toward long-

term objectives. While traditional employment relies on external structures—

such as fixed schedules, direct supervision, and manager-enforced 

deadlines—gig work transfers this entire responsibility onto the individual. 

Lacking preset corporate guardrails, gig workers must independently govern 

key operational decisions across scheduling, task selection, workload limits, 

and client boundaries. Consequently, as external oversight diminishes and 

decision-making autonomy increases, strong self-regulation becomes the 

primary determinant of work performance and task completion. 
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• Temporal Motivation Perspective: Digital platforms present gig workers 

with a constant friction between instant gratification and delayed reward. 

Because work devices are also gateways to social media, entertainment, and 

leisure, the immediate appeal of taking a break frequently outweighs the 

distant payoff of getting paid or advancing professionally. When short-term 

temptation wins out over long-term benefit, task initiation gets delayed. 

• Job Demands–Resources Perspective: The Job Demands–Resources 

(JD-R) framework highlights the dual nature of gig work. On one hand, gig 

platforms offer key resources like flexible hours, autonomous decision-

making, choice of tasks, and earning potential. On the other, they impose 

significant demands, including unpredictable income, unstable workloads, 

algorithmic oversight, client pressure, and the expectation to stay constantly 

connected. When resources outweigh demands, workers thrive with high 

motivation and productivity. However, when demands become overwhelming, 

it leads to stress, exhaustion, and work avoidance. Thus, procrastination may 

sometimes emerge from an interaction between individual self-regulation and 

demanding work conditions. 

Gig Economy and Procrastination: The Conceptual Link 

 The conceptual link between the gig economy and procrastination operates 

through four interconnected mechanisms: expansive autonomy, reduced external 

structure, a distraction-prone digital environment, and negative task characteristics. 

While high autonomy grants workers complete behavioural freedom, it 

simultaneously shifts the entire burden of self-discipline onto the individual. The 

absence of fixed working hours and direct managerial oversight create continuous 

opportunities for delay, while performing work on digital devices exposes workers to 

constant, competing online temptations. Furthermore, when tasks are complex, 

ambiguous, monotonous, or low-paying, workers experience heightened cognitive 

resistance that favours immediate gratification over long-term payoffs. Ultimately, this 

creates a behavioural pipeline where flexible work grants greater discretion, 

heightening the requirement for self-regulation; when self-regulation is effective, it 

leads to timely task completion, but when self-regulation falls short, procrastination 

becomes the default outcome. 

• Job Autonomy and Procrastination: Job autonomy stands out as a 

defining feature of gig work, with recent empirical research highlighting its 

strong potential to enhance workplace well-being. However, autonomy alone 

does not ensure effective performance or timely execution. While autonomy 

grants complete freedom over decisions like setting work schedules, that 

very freedom demands continuous self-management leaving workers 

vulnerable to hesitation or task avoidance when facing difficult assignments. 
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Consequently, job autonomy does not simply reduce delay in a linear 

fashion; rather, it exhibits a complex, conditional, or nonlinear relationship 

with procrastination that depends heavily on an individual's capacity for self-

regulation. 

• Flexibility and Self-Regulation: While schedule flexibility allows gig workers 

to seamlessly integrate professional obligations with personal commitments, 

it can also act as a catalyst for repeated work postponement. For example, a 

freelancer intending to begin at 9:00 a.m. may defer the start time to 10:00 

a.m. in the absence of external oversight—a cycle that often repeats after 

lunch, ultimately compressing the entire day's workload into high-stress 

evening hours. This common pattern highlights the crucial distinction 

between flexibility as empowering freedom and flexibility lacking behavioral 

structure. Ultimately, the performance benefits of flexible work depend 

heavily on an individual's capacity to establish and maintain disciplined 

personal routines. 

• Self-Regulation as a Mediating Mechanism: Self-regulation serves as the 

central mechanism explaining performance outcomes in flexible 

environments, with growing empirical evidence confirming its direct link to 

reduced procrastination. For instance, Ragusa et al. (2023) demonstrated 

through a structural equation model of 991 participants that self-regulation 

negatively predicted procrastination; although situated in an educational 

context, this foundational behavioural mechanism applies directly to any 

goal-directed domain. Building on this, Elizondo et al. (2024) emphasize that 

effective self-regulation relies on key components such as goal setting, 

deliberate decision-making, sustained perseverance, and adaptive learning 

from mistakes. The gig economy offers a uniquely relevant setting for this 

framework, as high work autonomy increases the demand for self-regulation, 

which in turn determines whether procrastination rises or falls. Ultimately, a 

gig worker's ability to set clear goals, monitor progress, and resist 

distractions dictates whether structural freedom functions as a resource for 

enhanced productivity or as a catalyst for delay. 

• Digital Distraction as a Contextual Factor: Digitalization forms the 

structural foundation of the gig economy, relying on smartphones, mobile 

apps, websites, messaging platforms, and online interfaces to connect 

workers with assignments. However, this reliance introduces a distinct digital 

paradox: the very device essential for earning a living simultaneously 

functions as an omnipresent source of distraction. A freelancer might switch 

to social media immediately after reviewing a client notification, a delivery 

worker may browse entertainment content while awaiting their next dispatch, 

or a writer might break their focus to respond to non-urgent messages. By 
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embedding continuous temptation into the workspace itself, digital distraction 

continually undermines both task initiation and sustained task persistence. 

• Task Characteristics and Procrastination: Workplace research 

consistently demonstrates that a task's inherent characteristics and context 

strongly dictate whether it will be executed or delayed (Steel et al., 2022; 

Zhong & Wang, 2022). Tasks vary significantly across dimensions such as 

complexity, difficulty, attractiveness, ambiguity, perceived importance, 

financial reward, duration, and emotional demands. In the gig economy, 

workers are far more prone to postpone assignments that are complex, 

uncertain, poorly defined, or psychologically taxing. For instance, a freelance 

designer might immediately complete a straightforward social media graphic 

with clear boundaries, yet repeatedly defer a complex branding project that 

demands extensive client consultation and high cognitive effort. 

• Algorithmic Management and Procrastination: Algorithmic management 

has emerged as a central feature of platform work, as highlighted by 

Kadolkar et al. (2025) in their systematic review detailing dimensions such as 

algorithmic monitoring, information and power asymmetries, algorithmic 

control, and automated pricing strategies—demonstrating how digital 

systems increasingly replace human supervisors. However, algorithmic 

management carries two opposing implications for worker procrastination. 

On one hand, it can reduce delay by providing structured external cues like 

real-time notifications, strict deadlines, performance feedback, ratings, 

progress tracking, and targeted earnings incentives that prompt action. On 

the other hand, it can actively increase procrastination by subjecting workers 

to continuous notification overload, frequent task switching, heightened 

uncertainty, perceived surveillance, and unrelenting pressure to remain 

constantly available online. Ultimately, algorithmic management cannot be 

viewed merely as a direct control mechanism; its actual impact on 

procrastination depends entirely on how workers perceive, navigate, and 

interact with the platform. 

• Work Motivation as a Mediating Mechanism: Motivation serves as a vital 

psychological pathway in governing task initiation and delaying 

procrastination among gig workers. When an assignment is perceived as 

meaningful, financially rewarding, or directly aligned with broader career 

goals, workers experience stronger intrinsic and extrinsic drive to begin work 

immediately; conversely, tasks seen as tedious, underpaid, or irrelevant to 

professional advancement are significantly more vulnerable to 

postponement. Highlighting these dynamics, Zhong and Wang (2022) identify 

perceived task motivation alongside self-regulation as two primary 

psychological mechanisms underlying workplace procrastination. Expanding 
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on this in the platform economy, Van Fossen et al. (2025) proposed a goal-

oriented self-regulation model studying gig drivers, demonstrating how linking 

overarching career-success goals to concrete, immediate task goals 

establish the necessary structural framework for workers to effectively 

regulate their daily behaviour. 

Integrated Conceptual Framework 

 The proposed conceptual framework integrates the relationship between gig 

economy environments and procrastination through a structured, multi-tiered 

process. At the core of this pathway, structural gig work characteristics such as high 

job autonomy, work flexibility, varied task characteristics, workload variability, and 

income uncertainty directly shape worker experiences by operating through key 

psychological mechanisms. Mediating factors like self-regulation capacity, work 

motivation, task aversion, and perceived stress dictate how workers process these 

job features. When self-regulation or motivation falters, it manifests as specific 

procrastination behaviours, including delays in task initiation, deadline completion, 

client responses, and operational decision-making. These behavioural delays 

ultimately govern broader work outcomes, directly impacting worker productivity, 

overall earnings, work quality, customer satisfaction, and individual well-being. 

Throughout this entire sequence, overarching contextual factors such as digital 

distraction, algorithmic management, platform interface design, financial 

dependence, and prior gig-work experience exert crucial moderating influences that 

either mitigate or exacerbate procrastination dynamics. 

Managerial Implications 

 Although gig workers operate outside traditional organizational structures, 

platforms and organizations can implement intentional structural interventions to 

foster timely, self-regulated work behaviours. First, supporting self-management 

through embedded platform tools—such as personal scheduling features, automated 

task prioritization, progress tracking, deadline reminders, and real-time performance 

feedback—helps workers structure their daily workflows effectively. Second, 

platforms can actively minimize unnecessary digital distractions by separating critical 

operational alerts from non-essential promotional messages and granting workers 

granular control over notification settings. Third, improving task clarity through 

precise, well-defined project descriptions directly reduces ambiguity, lowering the 

cognitive barrier to initiating complex assignments. Fourth, establishing realistic 

deadlines balances urgency and flexibility; structured, achievable timeframes prevent 

both the stress-induced avoidance triggered by unrealistic demands and the 

procrastination invited by overly loose schedules. Finally, platforms can strengthen 

goal alignment by clearly linking specific tasks to immediate earnings targets and 

broader career trajectory milestones, providing the motivational clarity necessary to 

sustain long-term engagement. 
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Implications for Gig Workers 

 Individual gig workers can proactively manage procrastination by 

implementing strategic, self-directed behavioural controls. First, establishing personal 

working hours creates a essential daily routine, ensuring that schedule flexibility does 

not degenerate into a complete lack of structure. Workers can further enhance 

accountability by setting self-imposed deadlines that fall comfortably ahead of official 

platform due dates, providing a built-in temporal buffer. To make intimidating 

assignments manageable, complex tasks should be broken down into smaller, 

measurable micro-activities. Effective prioritization requires evaluating assignments 

based on urgency, long-term importance, financial payoff, and client expectations. 

Furthermore, workers can minimize digital distractions by scheduling dedicated, 

focus-work periods with non-essential notifications disabled. To gain realistic 

performance feedback, tracking actual work time helps bridge the gap between 

intended and actual productive hours. Finally, formulating specific implementation 

intentions such as deciding in advance, "I will begin the assignment at 9:00 a.m. and 

work uninterrupted for 45 minutes" eliminates cognitive ambiguity and significantly 

streamlines task initiation. 

Policy and Social Implications 

 The procrastination discussion should not be interpreted as placing all 

responsibility on individual workers. 

 Platform workers may face structural conditions such as: 

• unpredictable earnings; 

• high workload; 

• limited social protection; 

• algorithmic control; 

• customer pressure; 

• uncertain demand; and 

• weak bargaining power. 

 The ILO (2021) emphasizes that platform work creates both opportunities 

and challenges concerning earnings, working time, social protection, occupational 

safety, and algorithmic management. Consequently, interventions aimed at 

productivity should not simply encourage workers to exercise greater self-discipline. 

Platform design and working conditions also matter. The challenge is to develop an 

environment in which flexibility and worker autonomy coexist with adequate 

information, fair compensation, reasonable workload expectations, and mechanisms 

that support sustainable work. 
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Conclusion 

The gig economy represents more than a change in employment contracts; it 

represents a transformation in how work is organized, monitored, experienced, and 

regulated. Flexibility and autonomy can provide workers with meaningful control over 

their working lives. However, autonomy also transfers part of the responsibility for 

organizing work from the organization to the individual. This makes self-regulation 

particularly important. 

 Procrastination represents one behavioural consequence that deserves 

greater attention in this context. Workers may postpone tasks because of low 

motivation, task aversion, digital distractions, uncertain priorities, weak personal 

routines, or insufficient self-regulation. At the same time, procrastination should not 

automatically be interpreted as an individual deficiency. Workload, platform design, 

algorithmic management, income uncertainty, and working conditions can influence 

the behavioural environment in which procrastination occurs. The central proposition 

of this chapter is therefore that gig work does not inherently produce procrastination. 

Rather, flexible and digitally mediated work changes the balance between external 

structure and individual self-regulation. The outcome depends upon the interaction 

between worker characteristics and the work environment. The proposed conceptual 

model places self-regulation and work motivation at the centre of the relationship 

between gig-work characteristics and procrastination, while recognizing the roles of 

digital distraction, task characteristics, and algorithmic management. For 

researchers, this framework provides an opportunity to integrate two important but 

relatively separate streams of literature: the psychology of procrastination and the 

organizational study of gig work. For practitioners and platform designers, it 

emphasizes the importance of creating systems that support rather than undermine 

effective self-management. For policymakers, it highlights the need to consider 

behavioural outcomes alongside broader questions of working conditions and worker 

protection. Ultimately, the sustainability of gig work depends not only on technological 

innovation and platform efficiency but also on the capacity of workers to manage 

attention, time, motivation, and goals in an increasingly flexible and digitally mediated 

labour market. 
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