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7

•

The tourism sector in Sri Lanka is key to economic growth and employment generation,
contributing to 5.3 percent of GDP in 2017 and employing 11 per cent of the country’s
workforce. The sector is projected to grow steadily in the coming years and the
introduction of technological interventions to the tourism sector is likely to create market
efficiencies.

•

Onlines travel agencies, accommodation sharing, and ride hailing platforms will cause
significant disruption and restructuring in the tourism sector. Digital platforms will
facilitate the entry of small and local businesses and provide competition to larger
established enterprises, which could address some of the current shortcomings in the
sector.

•

Platforms in the tourism sector will cause a restructuring of the labour market. The entry
of smaller enterprises is likely to precipitate a shift of workers to non-standard forms of
employment.

•

While platforms will facilitate access to new markets and opportunities, and lower
barriers to entry, gains will be unequally distributed. However, digital platforms have the
potential to improve some issues like low female labour force participation, high youth
unemployment, and enabling access to newer markets.

•

In order to ensure that digital technologies are integrated into the tourism sector in
an inclusive and sustainable way, Sri Lanka will need to create regulatory frameworks,
certifications and standards, and labour protection policies taking examples from global
practices and the nuances of local socio-economic context.

Tandem Research

1. Introduction
In 2018, there was a 6 percent increase in global tourism with 1.4 billion international tourist
arrivals worldwide.1 The tourism sector has grown at an unprecedented pace, having surpassed
earlier predictions, which estimated that the 1.4 billion mark would be reached in 2020.2 Travel
and tourism are vital for job creation - in 2018, employment in the sector3 directly accounted
for 3.8 percent of total employment on a global scale. These numbers are expected to increase
steadily over the next ten years.4 Travel and tourism contribute to direct employment in the
hospitality industry, and create employment opportunities in allied sectors like transport, and
food and beverage.5 Travel and tourism is a pivotal sector driving global GDP, accelerating
allied industries, and creating employment, especially in developing countries.
The World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) categorises each step of the tourism process as
“dreaming”, “researching”, “booking”, “experiencing”, and “sharing”.6 Digital platforms and
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have come to play a significant role in
each step of the process. The relative ease and speed at which tourism-related services can be
accessed through ICTs has brought considerable change to international and local tourism.7
Consumers are increasingly using digital technologies at each step of the tourism process.
Media advertising, social networking sites, information platforms and user-generated content
websites enable the “dreaming” and “researching” phases. Online booking platforms for flights,
transport, and accommodation facilitate the “booking” phase. Digital technologies enable
travellers to identify home-stays or ‘authentic’ tourism experiences that encourage travellers to
experiment with activities that are off the beaten path, thereby influencing the ‘experiencing’
phase. Finally, social media is used in the “sharing” phase - users share their experiences
on social networking sites. This creates a feedback loop - the experiences shared on social
networking sites and information sharing platforms prompt the “dreaming” and “researching”
phases for others.
For tourism service providers, digital technologies offer access to new markets, lowered
barriers to entry, and cost-efficient avenues for marketing and advertising. Integrating
effectively with digital technologies will benefit tourism enterprises and service providers
and in turn, the local economy. Tourism benefits local economies in a number of ways.8 First,
foreign exchange earnings from tourism generates income in the host country and stimulates
consumer spending and investment in other sectors of the economy. Second, tourism
contributes to tax revenue. Tax receipts from tourism are directly generated from incomes
earned by businesses and workers, and indirectly generated through duties levied on goods
and services purchased by tourists. Third, the sector generates business opportunities for local
entrepreneurs. This is especially pertinent in the age of the digital economy since business
opportunities for small and medium size enterprises (SMEs) and local industries are expected
to increase due to the affordances of digital technologies. Finally, tourism and allied sectors
are pivotal to employment generation. Travel and tourism accounts for about 11 percent of the
global workforce, making it one of the larger employment generators globally. When tourism is
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well integrated into the economy, job creation prospects are improved.9
While these benefits are accrued by tourism in any region, the economies of island nations
are often the most highly dependent on tourism.10 Island nations often attract tourists due
to their unique biodiversity and cultural richness brought on by mainland isolation, as well as
a maritime environment. However their small size and remoteness also leads to significant
pressure on resources making it difficult to establish industries because of the high costs
involved in setting up infrastructure. In the absence of other industries citizens must rely on
tourism to generate GDP in these regions.11
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2. Research Enquiry
This paper considers the impacts that digital platforms12 are likely to have on the tourism
sector in Sri Lanka. In particular, it examines three sets of questions. First, how will
platformization restructure the tourism industry; second, what impact will this have on labor
markets - on employment and employment conditions?; and third, how are expected benefits
likely to be distributed across social groups? Through this enquiry, we seek to identify the
policy pathways through which digital platforms can contribute to a sustainable and inclusive
growth within the tourism sector.
With many changes resulting from the platformization of work still at an emergent stage,
and little primary or secondary material on the subject, this paper is meant to be exploratory;
aimed at generating a set of initial insights, rather than an in-depth treatment of the subject.
Because of the limited research on the subject in the Sri Lanka context, we draw from global
trends on the impacts of platformization in the tourism sector, and Tandem Research’s previous
work on the Future of Work in Sri Lanka13 to extrapolate potential risks and opportunities in
the Sri Lankan context. We present our findings in terms of a set of propositions about the
likely impacts of digital platforms on the structure of the tourism market; employment and
employment conditions; and the distribution of technology gains. Importantly, propositions
are statements of likelihood, not predictions, but can nonetheless help anticipate future policy
needs. We believe that digital technologies can be leveraged to drive growth and employment
in Sri Lanka’s tourism sector. However, barriers like inadequate infrastructure, skilled workers,
and the costs of technology adoption will need to be addressed to enable an equitable and
sustainable distribution of technology gains.14
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3. Tourism in Sri Lanka
Tourism is the third largest export earner in Sri Lanka, and has seen a huge increase in the
number of tourist arrivals in the past five years.15 In 2018, Lanka received over 2.3 million
international visits, generating a revenue of approximately 4.3 million US dollars.16 Travel and
tourism contributed to 4.9 percent of the total GDP in 201817 and is expected to increase in
the coming years. In 2018, it contributed 12.8 million rupees to public sector revenue.18 As of
2017, the tourism sector of Sri Lanka contributes 11 percent to total employment, and this is
projected to grow sustainably per annum.19 A number of factors have helped drive increased
demand in the tourism industry of Sri Lanka. The end of the civil war in 2009 and the ensuing
political stability prompted increased investments in the sector. The country has also diversified
its visitor markets, investing in infrastructure to attract business travellers, health and wellness
hobbyists, and wildlife enthusiasts. The boom in Sri Lanka’s tourism sector is still at a nascent
stage and is likely to expand in years to come. Infrastructure is still under-developed and the
potential of the tourism industry remains to be fully harnessed. Even so, Sri Lanka has been
acknowledged globally as a top tourist destination.20 The country’s Digital Economy Strategy21
and the Tourism Strategy Plan 2017-202022 both highlight the importance of channelling digital
technologies to help the tourism sector flourish.
The tourism sector in Sri Lanka could drive the growth and diversification of the economy and
economic participation among the population while aiding conservation efforts. However, the
sector could be developed further to leverage its full potential. Currently, registered tourism
establishments like accommodation, restaurants and tour providers are concentrated in
certain corridors like the capital city, the south-western coast, Yala National Park, and the hills
in the central part of the country. The Ministry of Economic Development and the Tourism
Department have initiated a homestay programme to enable the economic participation of
local communities while allowing tourists to experience authentic Sri Lankan culture firsthand. Through this programme, home-owners can register their home stays, bungalows or
apartments and houses to rent to tourists. These initiatives that include the community are
crucial to building the sector and setting higher standards.
While the majority of tourists who travel to Sri Lanka are those who travel for leisure, the sector
has also diversified in recent years. The number of business travellers, while still small, is rising.
Services catering to wildlife and nature enthusiasts also stand to profit from better pricing
strategies and improvements in infrastructure and facilities. Other niche categories are also
currently being promoted - the wellness industry for one is one that shows promise with Sri
Lanka’s expertise in Ayurveda and the growing awareness among international travellers.
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4. Digital Platforms in the Tourism Sector
Platforms at the most basic level can be defined as a digital infrastructure that enables
interaction between two or more parties.23 For the purpose of this study, we define platforms
as a digital infrastructure that enables interactions and transactions between tourism service
providers and tourists, and between various stakeholders within the tourism industry, for
example, hotels and job matching platforms that can assist with recruitment, or government
tourism departments co-ordinating efforts with private service providers. Among the digital
technologies prevalently used in the tourism sector, digital platforms have been a key driver of
change. These digital platforms play a significant role in the “Smart Tourism” narrative.24 “Smart
tourism”, much like ‘’smart cities’, refers to the application of information and communication
technologies to improve tourism. In many parts of Asia, smart tourism has been adopted to
develop technological infrastructure for tourists that is sustainable and accessible.25 Emergent
technologies like Cloud Computing, End-User Internet Service Systems, the Internet of Things,
and other technological advancements that involve the integration of the digital with the
physical world are used to build these infrastructures.26 This is a significant step forward from
“E-tourism” which refers to the facilitation of tourism through ICT technologies. Smart tourism
is a more advanced stage of tourism informatization. It leverages digital, intelligent, and virtual
technology to provide highly integrated and updated information relevant to tourist activities,
product consumption and social resources and in the process improves user experience.
Keeping in mind the growing centrality of technology to the tourism sector, and the
importance of this sector to the economy, digital platforms are a focal point of analysis
for labour markets. There has been a steady increase in the adoption of platforms, like
accommodation sharing platforms and Online Travel Agencies (OTAs), in more developed
tourism destinations. As consumer preferences change, these platforms could gain popularity
and generate employment opportunities in SMEs that are likely to use these platforms.
Certain segments of the tourism sector, like transport and service staff- cleaners, cooks
and waiting staff, are largely driven by informal enterprises, and part-time or independent
providers.27 Digital platforms have made it easier for independent and informal providers to
enter the sector in the last five years. Platforms for accommodation sharing or ride hailing have
lower barriers to entry and the capital investment required to enter are fairly low compared to
traditional tourism enterprises. They are now at a juncture where they provide stiff competition
to large-scale, established tourism services.28 Erstwhile “idling assets” in the form of unused
real estate space and cars are utilised through digital platforms and the collaborative economy,
thereby promoting sustainability and enabling smaller scale entrepreneurs, by lowering
the barriers to entry.29 Research suggests that tourists prefer booking on platforms for two
primary reasons - cost-effectiveness, and a desire for authentic experiences.30 Price-matching
and discounts offered by digital platforms are a major motivating factor for tourists to opt for
booking through avenues. There is also a growing tendency to choose ecologically sustainable
and authentic accommodation options, which can be located through digital platforms. 31
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However, in many locations, locals have expressed resentment against the prioritisation
of tourist activities over quality of resources for residents, and the sustainability of local
ecosystems. It also has a direct correlation to increased prices for all services and amenities,
including transport, food, and real estate.32 In the tourism sector, where the platform economy
is rapidly increasing in size, avoidance of local laws and taxation, and imposition of costs are
also emerging causes of concern for local governments.33 Across the world, digital platforms
have come under scrutiny for the disruptive effect they have had on local economies. Platform
workers have protested against falling wages and weakening social protection. Residents in
popular tourist locations like Barcelona and Amsterdam have spoken against home sharing
platforms which they claim have exacerbated existing issues around rising rent and the lack of
quality housing. The inadequacy of existing regulatory frameworks to address new business
models results in such platforms functioning in what can be termed as an “institutional void”.
Existing regulations do not have the capacity to address the high uncertainty around platforms
and governmental bodies are unable to immediately comprehend, accommodate or oversee
actions required.34 This leads to a complex interaction between the platform and various
actors - where actions and external events prompt platform providers to develop adaptive
strategies, as well as governments to experiment with alternative instruments to cope with
new changes.35
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5. Sri Lanka - Labour Market Context
Sri Lanka has a population of around 21 million, of which a little over 16 million people are of
working age and in 2018 the country had a labour force participation rate of 51.8 percent.36
The labour force participation rate for women was significantly lower at 33.6 percent compared
to men’s 73 percent.37 In 2017, the unemployment rate for those aged 18 and above was at
4.4 percent.38 Around 25.5 percent are employed in agriculture, 27.9 percent in industries, and
the largest chunk - 46.6 percent are employed in the service sector.39 The tourism sector of
Sri Lanka reportedly provided employment to over 488,000 jobs, directly and indirectly40. The
sector contributed to 11 percent of total employment. This is projected to grow by 1.6 percent
per annum, reaching 1,037,000 by 2028.41 With the tourism sector projected to grow steadily in
the coming years, its importance to employment generation is significant.
Sri Lanka has achieved significant gender equality in terms of the sex ratio, access to education,
and access to public health.42 However, data from the Department of Census and Statistics
reports that in 2018, only 33.6 percent of women were part of the labour market.43 Despite
high education levels, especially for the South Asian region, women have faced significant
barriers in access employment.44 These include occupational segregation, income inequality,
discrimination in employment, differences in the quality of jobs available to women, and a lack
of entrepreneurship opportunities for women.45 In addition, marriage and paid and unpaid
care work also factor as reasons that hinder women’s access to employment.46
Besides this, youth unemployment is a significant concern for the country. Youth
unemployment is currently at 21.6 percent which is over four times the national unemployment
rate.47 This is an especially crucial issue in the face of Sri Lanka’s changing demographic
structure and rapidly ageing population. By 2030, over 20% of the country’s population will
comprise of people aged 60 and above, leading to further slow-down in the labour force.48
Even though Sri Lanka has a very high literacy rate of 92 percent as well as a high enrolment
rate of 97 percent, the country’s education and vocational systems have not been adequately
leveraged to address development issues..49 For example, there is a lack of appropriate facilities
for technical training, and a consequent lack of people available to meet the demands for
technical skills.50 There are labour shortages in various key sectors such as the IT sector and
healthcare, especially in high-skilled professions. Owing to the fact that Sri Lanka’s economic
growth has been concentrated in urban areas, there are several regional disparities in labour
market access, unemployment, and education levels.51
A report by the Private Sector Tourism Skills Committee52 estimates that Sri Lanka will have
to produce 25,000-30,000 trained employees and 20,720 registered rooms to meet projected
demand by 2020. However, current initiatives have not been able to generate sufficient
employees who meet industry standards. The report states that the inclusion of women and
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young people to the tourism industry will be crucial to improve their participation in the labour
force and to meet rising demand.
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6. Digital Platforms and Sri Lanka’s Tourism Sector
Sri Lanka has gone through a significant degree of platformization - while comprehensive
numbers are unavailable to describe the actual penetration of platforms, e-commerce, ridehailing applications like Uber and its Sri Lankan alternative PickMe, and accommodation
sharing platforms like Airbnb and Yoho Bed show that platforms have grown in popularity
among locals and tourists alike. Currently, Uber has a little over 25,000 drivers53 and PickMe
which has expanded into food delivery and parcel delivery reportedly has 90,000 drivers54. The
diversification of services also allude to its expansion in other regions such as Negombo in the
north, Kalutara in the South and Kaduwela in the East.55 Yoho Bed, with over 500 beds in Sri
Lanka has become the largest online hotel network in Sri Lanka.56 These services are currently
limited to some of the urban hubs of the country, but are rapidly expanding operations.57
However, even as location-based digital platforms expand across Sri Lanka, the scalability of
their operations in remote regions and those located in the North and East is challenged by low
demand and supply, as well as infrastructural constraints.
Based on a study of technology and work trajectories in Sri Lanka, and a review of digital
platforms and tourism globally, this section presents three propositions pertaining to the likely
impact of digital platforms for the tourism sector; employment and employment conditions;
and the distribution of technology gains. This focuses on room sharing, ride sharing, and tour
providers and not on online travel agencies due to the availability of data.
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Proposition 1: A more efficient and sustainable tourism sector, but with risks for smaller
players
Four key points are worth highlighting with regard to the impact on the tourism sector. First,
digital platforms can help address long standing challenges in the tourism sector around
coordination and resource inefficiency. Second, digital platforms can promote more sustainable
and environmentally conscious tourism. Third, the data gathered on digital platforms has the
potential to improve urban governance, if made available for public use. Fourth, while digital
platforms can create new access to market opportunities, they also risk crowding out smaller
businesses.
The Sri Lanka Tourism Strategic Plan 2017-2020 identified four major failures that have
impacted the ability of the country’s tourism sector to flourish - coordination, institutional,
resource, and market failures. Coordination failures and poor communication between
government ministries, tourism-related institutions, and stakeholders in relation to planning,
management, and monitoring have adversely impacted the sector. New technology and
algorithmic match making can provide a platform for certain essential tourism services
that directly connect providers with consumers, making the process far easier and more
convenient. For example, the government could set up a platform that allows tourists to book
activities and tours. Data collected can then be used to monitor tourist movement for future
planning. However, tourism services should be regulated to prevent over tourism.
The report identifies institutional failures like deficient and politicized leadership and
management at all levels of government; lack of awareness and participation in tourism
by local communities; and inadequate attention to cultural heritage and natural habitat
preservation as challenges plaguing the tourism sector. In this respect, digital platforms, which
provide access and technological solutions could allow local communities to participate with
fewer bureaucratic restrictions. Inputs from the community can be crowdsourced through
social media and integrated into decision making processes. Digital platforms could also
promote sustainability by allowing under-used assets to be utilised efficiently without the need
for new infrastructure.58
The report cites the limited emphasis on human capital development in both public and private
sectors, lack of comprehensive data collection and research, and lack of access to investment
and finance, particularly in relation to SMEs and women as key resource failures. SMEs and
women can be encouraged to use digital platforms which offer easier access to markets to
participate. Comprehensive data collection on platforms can address the lack of reliable data to
improve the situation and address the needs of SMEs and marginalised communities.
Market failures including the limited attention paid to product differentiation and destination
development, and lack of effective mechanism to manage, standardize and enforce best
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The four key points on the impact on the tourism sector
are:
1. Digital platforms can help address long standing challenges in the tourism sector around coordination and resource
inefficiency.
2. Digital platforms can promote more sustainable and environmentally conscious tourism.
3. The data gathered on digital platforms has the potential
to improve urban governance, if made available for public
use.
4. While digital platforms can create new access to market
opportunities, they also risk crowding out smaller businesses.
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practices and market distortions have been reported as failures. Digital platforms like Yoho
Bed are attempting to standardise and enforce best practices in the industry. Digital platforms
also offer a huge range of choice not available in markets by aggregating several individual
offerings.
The tourism sector has seen a sharp increase in the number of travellers seeking out
sustainable experiences.59 This has been leveraged by Sri Lanka, which is offering more
ecologically sustainable opportunities.60 The Tourism Strategy Plan 2017-2020 has made the
development of ecotourism a priority area for Sri Lanka. This is especially relevant for Sri
Lanka, which has an abundance of natural assets that require conservation and preservation,
and is also at high risk of ecological damage caused by climate change events.61 A number of
websites offer ecotourism experiences. Apart from rooms, AirBnB also offers ‘Experiences’ activities curated and conducted by locals which can include daylong excursions, walking tours,
cooking classes etc.
The platform economy allows for the use of “idling assets” - such as unused or underused real
estate space, vehicles, and so on, thereby making it a prime choice for sustainable travel.62
AirBnB and Couchsurf - a platform that allows travellers to stay with locals with extra space cater to this. Besides this, it also caters to the need for ecologically sustainable accommodation
that is coming to be preferred over luxury accommodation and traditional hotels.63
One of the purported advantages of digital platforms is their ability to gather data on a large
scale.64 This can be leveraged in developing countries that may have difficulty accessing this
kind of data through traditional means.65 Tourism, being an information intensive sector, can
benefit greatly from large scale data collection so that emerging trends are identified and
catered to making the sector more agile..66
For example, big data in tourism has been used to predict tourist demand, enable better
decision-making, manage knowledge flows and interaction with customers and provide better
service in more efficient and effective ways. 67
In Sri Lanka, the Tourism Strategic Plan 2017-2020 identified a lack of data as a key challenge
for the tourism sector.68 Thus, Sri Lanka could leverage digital platforms in the tourism sector
to provide these gaps in data and further augment the tourism sector. However, this will lead
to significant privacy concerns. A robust data protection framework will need to be put in place
to ensure that basic human rights are protected.
Price-matching accommodation aggregating digital platforms have been established with the
goal of providing a range of accommodation options, from budget to luxury homes. YohoBed
in Sri Lanka has made attempts to expand its operations to include small-scale, independent
establishments, and regulate and standardise their quality so as to bring more business to
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them.69 However, the trajectory of Oyo Beds in India, which was established with more or less
the same vision, shows that budget hotels have complained against the lack of clarity in the
contract, high commission prices, and discounts offered by the platform that are not lucrative
to them.70 Smaller businesses may feel obliged to stay on the platform for the visibility it
offers. With a large number of consumers moving to platforms, it becomes difficult for smaller
businesses with limited resources to gain visibility and business. While platforms may offer
new opportunities they also risk crowding out smaller businesses.
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Proposition 2: New employment opportunities will be created, but many will be in the
informal sector
The tourism sector is a huge employer - employment in hotels and the hospitality sector
accounts for a large proportion of formal employment in the tourism sector, especially for
women.71 These include cleaning and housekeeping services, cooking services, as well as frontdesk duties. The hospitality sector is a huge formal employer of a largely informal industry,
especially in developing countries. In Sri Lanka, the hotel industry accounts for about 82
percent of employment in the tourism sector.72
However, with the rise of digital platforms, it is likely that these services are either going to
be done away with, or they will be delegated to informal employees and third-party service
providers.73 Thus, there could be an increasing informalisation of work opportunities in this
sector, and even a decrease in available jobs in the formal sector. For example, most workers
employed in large hotels are in standard forms of employment. The shift to platforms, where
workers are classified as ‘contractors’ or ‘freelancers’, will force them to work in non-standard
employment, in the absence of social protection, and forced to take on increasing risks. This
will happen for a range of workers - from mid-level managers to domestic workers, cleaners,
cooks, and even drivers. While some segments of the tourism sector, especially those in low
wage work, is largely populated by informal workers, the shift to platforms is likely to increase
these numbers. In Sri Lanka, there are a large number of people (especially women) employed
informally in the domestic work sector.74 There is likely to be a shift to more employment as
informal workers, and a decrease in those formally employed in the hospitality industry.
Those in non-standard employment are more susceptible to exploitative conditions set
by platforms and reports of protests by workers have increased. Workers have protested
against falling wages forcing them to take on longer working hours often at the risk of their
own safety. The rating system is often unfair. Low ratings put workers at risk of deactivation
from the platform and they have little recourse to grievance redressal mechanisms. PickMe
- the local Sri Lankan counterpart to Uber - was established with the aim of disrupting the
mobility industry of the country.75 Although it provides a major challenge to Uber, and is also
supported by the government due to it being a local platform (Uber is taxed as it is a foreign
company76), news reports show that PickMe drivers protest alongside Uber drivers against
the unfair practices of ride-hailing for workers.77 Besides, constant competition leads to prices
plummeting on each platform, further disadvantaging workers, forcing them to pay the price.78
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There could be an increasing informalisation of work opportunities in this sector, and even a decrease in available jobs in
the formal sector.
The shift to platforms, where workers are classified as ‘contractors’ or ‘freelancers’, will force them to work in non-standard employment, in the absence of social protection, and
forced to take on increasing risks.
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Propositions 3: Distribution of technology gains will depend on access, infrastructure,
and socio-cultural norms
Two major characteristics of Sri Lanka’s labour market are a lack of female labour force
participation and large scale youth unemployment. Globally, the tourism sector has been
known to provide employment on a large scale to women and youth.79
Women make up about 70 percent of the workforce of the tourism industry across the world.80
However, in Sri Lanka there are several barriers to women’s participation in the tourism sector
- which is also one of the most lucrative sectors for employment.81 While there are a large
number of female graduates in the country, very few women specialise in tourism-related
industries. Major barriers to their participation include the social and cultural stigma associated
with working in the tourism industry, sexual harassment, discrimination in employment, and
irregular working hours.82 The Sri Lanka Tourism Strategic Plan 2017-2020 also identifies the
improved participation of women in the tourism sector as an important goal.83
Digital platforms could enable the participation of women in the industry as they provide
opportunities for flexible working hours, and lower barriers to entry84 - thus, women who
have not pursued higher education in tourism may still be able to participate. Since most
opportunities offered by digital platforms are self-employment opportunities, gender
discrimination in recruitment is less likely to be a barrier to access to women. However,
structural inequities like socio-cultural norms, unequal access to education, the digital divide in
equal opportunity.
Digital platforms will also provide opportunities to youth in the tourism sector - who are
currently under represented in Sri Lanka’s tourism sector as well and form just 10 percent of
the workforce.85 This will mitigate the problem of youth unemployment as well, as the tourism
sector is highly aspirational for this section of the population.86 Several initiatives are currently
underway in order to bridge the digital skills divide, especially for the youth - thus ensuring
that they can take advantage of opportunities offered by digital platforms, for which basic
digital skills are a prerequisite.87
The ability for locals to take advantage of digital platforms will depend primarily on three
factors - the availability of enabling infrastructure, a market for demand, and the level
of digital skills among the population. In Sri Lanka, internet access is limited - the rate of
penetration across the country is at 34.1 percent.88 Internet penetration in non-urban areas
is significantly lower. Besides this, major regional disparities exist in digital literacy levels
among the population. As of 2017, Colombo had the largest number of internet users at 28.1
percent, while the province of Nuwara Eliya had only 4.4 percent internet users.89 General
trends suggest that the Northern and Central parts of Sri Lanka remain infrastructurally under
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The ability for locals to take advantage of digital platforms
will depend primarily on three factors - the availability of enabling infrastructure, a market for demand, and the level of
digital skills among the population.
However, to avail of other digital platforms that require individuals to set themselves up on their own (like AirBnB, Uber)
will be difficult in areas with low internet penetration, and
those with a lack of digital skills
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served.90 Thus, these regional disparities would indicate that the proliferation of platforms as
well as their ability to advance economies will be regionally unequal.
Platforms like YohoBed, however, are keen to reach out to small scale and budget
establishments in remote locations.91 It aims to bring them to higher quality levels and
standardisation, and provides assistance for the same. They provide the requisite skills training
and assistance to these establishments and help them set up, thus also making them visible
on digital platforms and increasing their business.92 However, to avail of other digital platforms
that require individuals to set themselves up on their own (like AirBnB, Uber) will be difficult in
areas with low internet penetration, and those with a lack of digital skills - as both consumers
and providers need to have digital skills to avail of platform benefits.
With youth unemployment as high as it is in Sri Lanka, it is likely that even middle to high
skilled workers will turn to the platform economy for work opportunities leading to a shortage
of opportunities for low skilled workers. Additionally, the platform economy offers little by
way of career aspirations. Workers are expected to enter with a certain level of skill and the
platform offers few opportunities to move up the ladder. In a traditional workplace, a worker
would have the opportunity to learn new skills from colleagues and work their way up to
higher wages and more opportunities. Platform workers, on the other hand, must depend on
their own entrepreneurial skills to leverage the opportunities provided on the platform.
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7. Ways forward
Policies for inclusive development of tourism platforms in Sri Lanka
The platform economy in the tourism sector and allied industries has demonstrated the
potential to provide new employment opportunities, boost productivity and drive economic
growth in other parts of the world. It has done so by lowering the barriers to entry, allowing
more people to participate and compete with more established players in the field. While the
platform economy may not be perfect as it currently exists, it is part of the longer trajectory of
transformations in the world of work. The platform economy may be at its nascent stage in Sri
Lanka but neighbouring countries in South Asia and South-East Asia can provide examples of
the shape it may take. For example, in India which is grappling with severe underemployment
and stunted job growth, the platform economy has created opportunities for work, giving
respite to workers who may have otherwise remained without a source of income. Ride-hailing
apps, food delivery services, home services, home-sharing platforms, and online work currently
provide employment to over 15 million Indians. Sri Lankan workers in the tourism sector and
the platform economy stand to benefit from learning from countries where the platform
economy is at a more developed stage. The current moment is an opportune time for Sri Lanka
to shape the platform economy into an opportunity for equitably labour force participation.
Regulation of platforms
Sri Lanka could do well to take examples from global cases in order to craft a regulatory
framework within which platforms in the country should operate and comply with local laws.
The platform economy may offer a number of opportunities for the people of Sri Lanka but
unchecked growth can weaken existing institutions, and lead to the deterioration of worker
rights, social protection, threats to privacy and consumer choice if unmitigated platform
growth leads to monopolisation. The pushback from platform workers around the globe in
recent years against poor working conditions and precarity have received significant attention.
Ride-hailing drivers in the United Kingdom, South Africa, the United States, and India among
others have taken platforms to court with varying results. In California , the recently passed
Assembly Bill 5 (AB5) legislation was a crucial win for platform workers who must now be paid
a minimum wage and provided with benefits like health insurance and paid sick days. 93 Uber
lost its license to operate in the United Kingdom in 2017 due to the what the courts termed its
lack of corporate responsibility.94 With respect to accommodation or home-sharing platforms,
pushback from residents and community members have had a number of positive results to
check unmitigated growth - Amsterdam, Barcelona, Berlin and New York City have put limits on
the neighbourhoods and areas where AirBnB can operate, and put in place stricter conditions
for operation. These actions came after a long period of dissatisfaction among stakeholders,
protests, and lengthy court cases.
Additionally, a robust data protection framework will be critical to ensure personal data is
protected against misuse and cyberattacks. The data protection framework will need to
address data sharing practices as well and provide guidelines for ethical data sharing and data
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use. Having regulation in place at an early stage can help mitigate some of the risks of platform
work to ensure a multitude of people can participate in it under fair conditions.
Framework for platform accountability
One way of ensuring that platforms comply is by setting standards and having a body for
certification. The Fairwork Foundation, in its effort to improve conditions on the platform
economy, compiles a list of platforms ranking them on 5 principles - fair contracts, fair pay, fair
conditions, fair management and fair representation.95 Platforms all over the world have been
ranked on these principles and given a score based on the company’s policies and interviews
with workers on the platform. The Fairwork Foundation’s aim is to create a certification of
digital work platforms in order to highlight best and worst practices in the platform economy.
A ranking like this helps to create standards that can hold platforms accountable even if in a
limited sense, aid consumer awareness, and maintain standards. A similar exercise among
platform operators in the country could help establish standards for fair jobs across platforms.
Market Regulation
A handful platforms have become global behemoths. Backed by vast capital investments and
a first mover advantage, they have started operations in Sri Lanka. They have the potential to
usurp market share in the country at the expense of home-grown start-ups and innovations.
Taxation laws on global platforms are unclear at best and in most cases profits remain with the
companies with little contribution to local economies. National governments across the world
have faced difficulty getting these global giants to comply with local laws. It is crucial that
domestic start-ups are nurtured so that the market is not captured by global platforms. Market
regulation, competition law, and investment in local infrastructure will play an important role in
ensuring that there is a level playing field.
Labour Protection
Strengthening worker protections will be an especially pertinent issue as platform workers
around the world face increasing precarity and little to no bargaining power. Workers who
were previously working in the traditional hospitality industry may transition to non-standard
forms of employment should they choose to take up platform work. National policies for social
protections and benefits will need to be rethought to include this section of workers. However,
such policies will have to recognise that different platforms operate differently and exert
differential control over workers or ‘micro entrepreneurs’ on the platforms and expectations on
platforms to provide social security benefits may have to be designed accordingly.
Workers with different levels of skill do not accrue benefits of the platform economy in the
same way, with high skill workers able to leverage more benefits and in many cases higher
wages. Risks posed by the platform to workers economy like deteriorating worker well-being,
weakened social protections, falling wages, and growing precarity have been observed in most
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countries. Emerging evidence of worker conditions on platforms may not be ideal, however, it
does provide users with opportunities that were previously unavailable and access to markets
that were previously inaccessible. Timely and careful policy steering will be required to ensure
that gains are distributed equally.
Equitable access to digital technologies and infrastructure
Access to a platform for any worker or small business depends on access to internet
connectivity and a certain level of digital skills to navigate the platform and the online space in
general. The platform economy provides workers, entrepreneurs and small businesses access
to markets that were previously unavailable to them. Equitable access to internet connectivity
and digital tools should be ensured if access is to be inclusive and equitable. To navigate the
platform economy effectively, the understanding of digital skills or digital literacy needs to be
expanded to include security and privacy issues, data sharing, and financial management.

21

Platformization of the Tourism Sector in Sri Lanka

Endnotes
1. “International Tourist Arrivals Reach 1.4 billion Two Years Ahead of Forecasts”, UNWTO,
January 21, 2019.
2. Ibid.
3. This includes employment by hotels, travel agents, airlines and other passenger
transportation services.
4. World Travel & Tourism Council, “Travel & Tourism Economic Impact 2019”, 2019.
5. Eurostat, “Tourism industries – employment”, 2018.; Sintayehu Aynalem, Kassegn Birhanu
and Sewent Tesefay, “Employment Opportunities and Challenges in Tourism and Hospitality
Sectors”. Journal of Tourism and Hospitality, Volume 5, Issue 6, 2016.
6. UNWTO, “Technology in tourism”, Volume 1, 2011.
7. Ibid.
8. Samira Borouji Hojeghan and Alireza Nazari Esfangareh, “Digital economy and tourism
impacts, influences and challenges”, Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, Volume 19,
2011.
9. Ibid.
10. Stefan Gössling, C. Michael Hall and Daniel Scott, “The Challenges of Tourism as a
Development Strategy in an Era of Global Climate Change”, In Rethinking Development in a
Carbon-Constrained World. Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, 2009.
11. “Tourism and Small Islands Developing States (SIDS)”, UNWTO.; Statement by Admiral
Thisara Samarasinghe, High Commissioner of Sri Lanka in Australia, Third International
Conference on Small Island Developing States, 2014.
12. Broadly, “platforms are digital infrastructures that enable two or more groups to interact.”
They are intermediaries that enable the interaction of different users in order to provide
services, objects, and other assets. (Nick Srnicek, “Platform Capitalism”, John Wiley & Sons, New
Jersey, 2017).
13. ILO, “Future of Work in Sri Lanka: Shaping technology transitions for a brighter future”,
2019.
14. Samira Borouji Hojeghan and Alireza Nazari Esfangareh, “Digital economy and tourism
impacts, influences and challenges”, Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, Volume 19,
2011.
15. Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, “Strategic Plan 2017-2020”, 2017.
16. Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority (2018) “Annual Statistical Report 2018,”
17. ibid.
18. ibid.
19. Lasika Madhawa Munasinghe, Terans Gunawardhana and Ranthilaka Gedara Ariyawansa,
“Sri Lankan Travel & Tourism Industry: Recent Trends and Future Outlook towards Real Estate
Development”, International Conference on Business Innovation, Colombo, 2018.
20. Ibid.
21. Department of Government Information, “Sri Lanka’s Digital Economy Strategy”, January 7,
2018.
22. Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, “Strategic Plan 2017-2020”, 2017.
23. Srnicek, N (2017) Platform Capitalism. Cambridge, UK: Polity

22

Tandem Research

24. A. K. Tripathy, P. K. Tripathy, N. K. Ray and S. P. Mohanty, “iTour: The Future of Smart
Tourism: An IoT Framework for the Independent Mobility of Tourists in Smart Cities,” in IEEE
Consumer Electronics Magazine, vol. 7, no. 3, pp. 32-37, 2018.
25. Ulrike Gretzel, Marianna Sigala, Zheng Xiang and Chulmo Koo, “Smart Tourism: Foundations
and Developments”, Electronic Markets, Volume 25, Issue 3, 2015.
26. Ibid.
27. OECD, “OECD Tourism Trends and Policies 2016”, 2016.
28. Ibid
29. Dianne Dredge and Szilvia Gyimóthy, “The collaborative economy and tourism: Critical
perspectives, questionable claims and silenced voices”, Tourism Recreation Research, 40(3),
286–302, 2015.
30. Ibid.
31. Trekksoft, “Travel Trends Report 2019”, 2019.
32. Jose María Martín‐Martín, María S. Ostos‐Rey and Jose A. Salinas‐Fernández, “Why
Regulation Is Needed in Emerging Markets in the Tourism Sector”, The American Journal of
Economics and Sociology, 78:1, pp. 225-254, 2019.
33. Ibid.
34. M.B.C. Kramer, “Regulating peer-to-peer sharing economy platforms in institutional voids”,
TU Delft Technology, Policy and Management, 2019.
35. Ibid.
36. Department of Census and Statistics, Government of Sri Lanka, “Sri Lanka Labour Force
Survey: Annual Report – 2018”, 2018.
37. Ibid.
38. Ibid.
39. Ibid.
40. Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority (2018) “Annual Statistical Report 2018.”
41. Lasika Madhawa Munasinghe, Terans Gunawardhana and Ranthilaka Gedara Ariyawansa,
“Sri Lankan Travel & Tourism Industry: Recent Trends and Future Outlook towards Real Estate
Development”, International Conference on Business Innovation, Colombo, 2018.
42. Asian Development Bank, “Sri Lanka: Country Gender Assessment Sri Lanka: An Update”,
2015.
43. Department of Census and Statistics, Government of Sri Lanka, “Sri Lanka Labour Force
Survey: Annual Report – 2017”, 2017.
44. ILO, “Factors Affecting Women’s Labour Force Participation in Sri Lanka”, 2016.
45. Ibid.
46. S. J. M. N. G Samarakoon and Geetha Mayadunne, “An exploratory study on low labour force
participation of women in Sri Lanka”, Sri Lanka Journal of Social Sciences, 41:2, pp. 137-151,
2018.
47. Trading Economics, “Sri Lanka Youth Unemployment Rate” Accessed November 26, 2019.
https://tradingeconomics.com/sri-lanka/youth-unemployment-rate.
48. K. A. P. Siddhisena, “Ageing population and elderly care in Sri Lanka”, Australian National
University, 2014; ILO, “Future of Work in Sri Lanka: Shaping technology transitions for a

23

Platformization of the Tourism Sector in Sri Lanka

brighter future”, 2019.
49. ILO, “Future of Work in Sri Lanka: Shaping technology transitions for a brighter future”,
2019.
50. Daily FT, “2030 Development Agenda for Sri Lanka”, September 13, 2018.
51. Ibid.
52. Private Sector Tourism Skills Committee (2018). “Sri Lanka Tourism and Hospitality
Workforce Competitiveness Roadmap 2018-2023: A Private Sector Approach”
53. Daily Mirror Online, “Uber introduces security measures to ensure driver safety in Sri
Lanka”, April 11, 2019.
54. Sri Lanka Mirror, “Drivers reveal PickMe Mafia” March 21, 2019.).
55. PickMe, “About PickMe”, Accessed November 28, 2019. https:/ pickme.lk/about-pickme.
56. Daily FT, “Yoho Bed becomes Sri Lanka’s largest ‘online hotel network’”, June 5, 2018.
57. ILO, “Future of Work in Sri Lanka: Shaping technology transitions for a brighter future”,
2019.
58. Dianne Dredge and Szilvia Gyimóthy, “The collaborative economy and tourism: Critical
perspectives, questionable claims and silenced voices”, Tourism Recreation Research, 40(3),
286–302, 2015.
59. Trekksoft, “Travel Trends Report 2019”, 2019.
60. Sri Lanka Ecotourism Foundation, “Sri Lanka Ecotourism Foundation”, Accessed November
26, 2019. http://www.srilankaecotourism.org.
61. David Eckstein, Marie-Lena Hutfils and Maik Winges, “Global Climate Risk Index 2019”,
GermanWatch, 2018.
62. Dianne Dredge and Szilvia Gyimóthy, “The collaborative economy and tourism: Critical
perspectives, questionable claims and silenced voices”, Tourism Recreation Research, 40(3),
286–302, 2015.
63. Ibid.
64. Synechron Inc., “Privacy & GDPR for Digital Platforms”, 2018.
65. The World Bank, “Digital Platforms and the Future of Tourism: A World Tourism Day
Celebration”, September 26, 2018.
66. Samira Borouji Hojeghan and Alireza Nazari Esfangareh, “Digital economy and tourism
impacts, influences and challenges”, Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, Volume 19,
2011.
67. Lorenzo Ardito, Roberto Cerchione, Pasquale Del Vecchio and Elisabetta Raguseo, “Big data
in smart tourism: challenges, issues and opportunities”, Current Issues in Tourism, 22:15, 18051809, 2019.
68. Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, “Strategic Plan 2017-2020”, 2017.
69. Economy Next, “Yoho Bed boosts quality and revenues at Sri Lanka’s small hotels” June 5,
2018.
70. The News Minute, “Oyo faces criticism over plan to share real-time guest data with
government”, January 17, 2019.; Inc42, “Another Hotel Lobby Rails Against OYO, Threatens
Boycott”, January 9, 2019.; Economic Times, “Budget Hotels teaming up to take legal route
against Oyo”, December 1, 2018.

24

Tandem Research

71. UNWTO, “Tourism: An Engine for Employment Creation”, The Fifth UNWTO International
Conference on Tourism Statistics, 2009.
72. Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, “2017 Annual Statistical Report”, 2017.
73. Economic Policy Institute, “The economic costs and benefits of AirBnB”, January 30, 2019.
74. Lakshman Dissanayake, S.P. Premaratne and Pavithra Kailasapathy, “Women in Informal
Sector in Sri Lanka: A Policy Framework”, IHRA Journal, 6:1, pp. 129-163, 2019.
75. PickMe, “About PickMe”, Accessed November 28, 2019. https:/ pickme.lk/about-pickme.
76. Economy Next, “Sri Lanka cabinet clears tax to protect local e-commerce firms”, August 14,
2019.
77. Medium, “Uber is destroying the taxi market in Sri Lanka”, October 11, 2017.; Daily News,
“Uber, Pick Me drivers protest”, October 23, 2018.
78. Ibid.
79. World Travel & Tourism Council, “Travel & Tourism Economic Impact 2019”, 2019.
80. D.A.C. Suranga Silva and B.A.K.M. Mendis, “Women in Tourism Industry - Sri Lanka”, Journal
of Tourism, Hospitality and Sports, 25, 2017; The Private Sector Tourism Skills Committee, “Sri
Lanka Tourism and Hospitality Workforce Competitiveness Roadmap 2018-2023”, 2018.
81. Ibid.
82. Ibid.
83. Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, “Strategic Plan 2017-2020”, 2017.
84. OECD, “Going Digital: The Future of Work for Women”, 2017.
85. The Private Sector Tourism Skills Committee, “Sri Lanka Tourism and Hospitality Workforce
Competitiveness Roadmap 2018-2023”, 2018.
86. ILO, “Future of Work in Sri Lanka: Shaping technology transitions for a brighter future”,
2019.
87. The World Bank, “In Sri Lanka, Youth Learn New Skills and Bridge the Digital Divide”, August
12, 2016.; ITU, “Digital Skills Toolkit”, 2018.
88. Miniwatts Marketing Group, “Internet World Stats: Asia.”, Accessed November 28, 2019.
https://www.internetworldstats.com/asia.htm.
89. Department of Census and Statistics, “Sri Lanka Computer Literacy Statistics - 2017”, 2017.
90. ILO, “Future of Work in Sri Lanka: Shaping technology transitions for a brighter future”,
2019.
91. Economy Next, “Yoho Bed boosts quality and revenues at Sri Lanka’s small hotels”, June 5,
2018.
92. Ibid.
93. Fortune, “All Eyes Are on California as Uber and Lyft Fight Labor Leaders to Determine the
Future of the Gig Economy”, November 8, 2019.
94. The Guardian, “Uber stripped of London licence due to lack of corporate responsibility”,
September 23, 2017.
95. Oxford Internet Institute, “Fairwork”, 2019.

25

Platformization of the Tourism Sector in Sri Lanka

26

Tandem Research

27

