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The rise of the platform economy has had enormous influence on the world of work
in the recent decade. Despite its often relatively small size in the overall labour market,
its paradigms have served as inspiration or laboratories of experimentation for the trans-
formation of workplaces and management in various industries. It is therefore import-
ant to describe and contextualize the logics of platform labour, and the ways workers
deal with these circumstances®. To provide a thorough account of this phenomenon, it
is essential to interrogate both the technological and political features that permit it. On
the one hand, the labour arrangements of platforms like Uber or Helpling have been
made possible by new algorithmic technologies. On the other hand, they have been
enabled by broader economic and social transformations on a global level in the wake
of the crisis of Fordism and the rise of Post-Fordist regimes of labour and accumulation.

Amongst other things, these turbulent crises and transformations have brought
about a loosening of the worker rights and labour market regulations that had been

5  Research has employed different terms for work on digital platforms, among them ‘crowdwork’ (Ross et al. 2010; Berg
etal. 2019), digital labour’ (Scholz 2012) or ‘gig-work’ (Crouch 2019; Gandini 2019). However, the explanatory power
of these terms appears limited as they only describe specific aspects of platform-mediated work. We therefore employ
the term platform labour in order to capture the full range of activities possible through these business models.
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established in the post-war period in Europe and North America. The period between
1945 and 1973 was marked by a ,normative model” of labour in which most occupa-
tions were defined as full-time, permanent and backed up by access to social security
systems. While this normative model has always been a reality only for a certain seg-
ment of the working class (stratified by vectors such as gender and race), it served as
a ,powerful aspiration” for workers and a normative model for the understanding of
labour in Western societies (Huws, 2016). The rise of platform labour has to be located
in the demise of this normative model through the multiple crises shaking the global
economy since the 1970s up to the economic and financial crises that became visible in
2007. These crises and the consequent reconfiguration of labour relations are the con-
text in which we observe both a rise of multiple forms of contingent work and the use
of new technologies in order to re-organize and intensify the labour process resulting
in profound and global processes of the re-composition of class. Platform labour and
its specificities have to be discussed accordingly in the context of these re-composition
including both the rise of new technologies (as many of its characteristics rely on digital
technology) and fiercely contested the decade-long reconfiguration of labour relations.
While the global economic and financial crises after 2007 plays a crucial role in the rise
of platform labour it is important to also situate it in the long history of contingent la-
bour, which is, to a great extent, also a history of migrant and female labour.

A crucial characteristic of platform labour is the implementation of digital tech-
nologies to organize, supervise and automate control over the labour process in the
combination with flexible and contingent contractual arrangements. The latter is not
only a tool employed by companies to keep labour costs and risks low, but is also cru-
cial for the everyday management of its workers. An analysis of the labour process in
digital platforms must accordingly look not only at the ways digital technology is used
to manage labour, but also at the crucial function of flexible contractual arrangements.
Arguably, it is only this very combination that makes platform labour possible and efhi-
cient (Altenried, 2017).

Technology and the Labour Process
This section concentrates on the labour process in digital platforms with a focus on

Uber, Deliveroo, Helpling and, to a lesser extent, Airbnb. Many of the arguments can,
however, be extended to other labour platforms (both offline and online) and other
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forms of contingent work. The analysis is oriented on the framework of Labour Process
Theory (LPT), which aims to describe the interplay of labour, technology and manage-
ment within and beyond the capitalist workplace (Thompson, 1990). Main issues from
this angle are the function of labour at the point of production, the role of worker’s skills
in this process, managerial control mechanisms and the relations between capital and
labour. The section starts with the role of digital technologies, moves on to argue how
these can only enact themselves in combination with flexible forms of employment and
closes with a short view at the conflicts that have arisen around the specific features of
platform labour.

The use of digital technology to organize the labour process and control workers is
a crucial feature of practically all platform companies. Digital technology allows for the
systematic registration, ordering, and aggregation of large quantities of data and the al-
most automatic incentivizing and directing of workers via the apps they use to connect
to the platforms (Schreyer and Schrape, 2018). It also streamlines the transaction process
between users of the platforms and workers. The software architectures employed by the
platforms allow for the organization of the labour process increasingly with little or no di-
rect oversight of human managers, a form of automated management often referred to as
“algorithmic management” (Lee et al., 2015). This term strives to describe algorithms that
take on “managerial functions” In the case of food delivery, Ivanova et al. (2018) analyze
“application-based management” in order to underline the importance of the applications
that platform companies provide their workers, who need to have access to them on their
personal smartphones. From the perspective of Labour Process Theory, it can be argued
that the point of production in platform labour resides, at least partly, in the app itself,
translates consumer demand into orders for the worker, organizes the execution of tasks
and oversees a worker’s performance and often determines the amount of payment (Gan-
dini, 2018, p. 7) —see also (Veen, Barratt and Good, 2019)—.

While human management is still important in many cases and the extent and pre-
cision to which the singular working steps are organized by digital technology vary
greatly across different platforms, it has to be underlined that the role of software archi-
tectures in organizing, managing and controlling labour is absolutely crucial to most
digital platforms (Ivanova et al., 2018, Rosenblat, 2018, Schreyer and Schrape, 2018).
Software allows for a great number of things, from (automated) shift planning and
communications to the tracking, tracing and rating of workers. These new methods
of organizing, monitoring, and measuring labour allow for tight control of platform
workers across, even if their workplace is out of the direct sight of management. In this
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way, digital technology allows for the extension of forms and practices of organization
and control into urban spaces hitherto only conceivable in the disciplinary spaces of
factories (Altenried, 2019).

As the software organizing the labour process is controlled by the platforms, both
workers and customers can at best only partially understand its workings, as the soft-
ware remains “black-boxed” (Rossiter, 2016). For example, as Rosenblat and Stark
(2016) show in the case of Uber, information asymmetries are normally inscribed in
the software architectures of digital platforms and serve as an important tool for the
control of labour. Information about routes, payment or rating systems are kept from
platform workers in order to shape workers’ behavior across different platforms (Waters
and Woodcock, 2017; Veen, Barratt and Good, 2019). Moreover, platforms can change
algorithms at will (which happens regularly in many platforms) without informing
workers, allowing for swift and unexpected implementation of the platform providers’
wishes without worker consent or input (Degner and Kocher, 2018). These information
asymmetries also allow for forms of incentives or nudging, which can be understood as
“soft control”. For example, Uber’s algorithms will at times generate ,,surge price” zones
based on the supply and demand of a particular area, where fares for drivers are higher
(Guda and Subramanian, 2019; Rosenblat and Stark, 2016). The app thus directs drivers
toward this area via algorithmic management in order to fill the lack of supply to meet
customer demand. However, drivers do not necessarily benefit from this surge pricing
for a variety of reasons, such as subsequent oversupply of drivers in a particular area, or
from traveling long distances to reach a surge area only to discover that the surge has
since ended. Thus, Uber can dynamically manipulate and redirect its labour pool via
algorithms.

Surge pricing constitutes a part of what Rosenblat and Stark (2016) deem “soft
control”. Other methods of soft control include heat maps, incentives, and frequent
messaging. These incentives and frequent messaging, generated via algorithms, in-
clude predictions of possible surge pricing and nudging drivers to stay online via
the Uber app itself, in the event that surge pricing does occur in a driver’s vicinity.
Deliveroo employs similar tactics in the management of their workers. As with Uber,
the nexus of these managerial tactics lies within the Deliveroo app itself. The mana-
gerial options and software used varies according to country and time, as Deliveroo is
experimenting with different forms of payment, incentives and control. Most impor-
tantly, access to shifts and therefore to further possibilities to earn money is based on
performance metrics thus serving as a powerful tool of soft control. In some places,
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Deliveroo riders have received personalized monthly assessments on their average
‘time to accept orders), ‘travel time to restaurant, ‘travel time to customer) ‘time at cus-
tomer, ,late orders’ and ‘unassigned orders. Deliveroo also responds to unsatisfactory
performance, which, because it is algorithmically determined, is often inaccessible to
the workers themselves (Gandini, 2018).

Another method that platforms use is discussed as “gamification” (Woodcock and

Johnson, 2018). In the context of digital platforms, gamification operates through algo-
rithmic collection and synthesis of the data of workers (Sun, 2019; Schmidt, 2017). In
this method, platform algorithms track ranking and rate workers, for example on public
leader boards or reward workers with “virtual credit points’, which in turn motivates
workers to improve their performance in a competitive, yet playful, manner (Schmidt,
2017). The purpose of gamification in work therefore lies in the attribution of game-like
qualities to work tasks, which is thought to increase productivity (Koivisto and Hamari,
2015). By transforming platform labour into a “game,” platform providers add an intrinsic
motivational component to this labour, which could increase worker productivity (Sun,
2019). Moreover, it makes workers more competitive amongst themselves by increasing
workers’ awareness of their peers’ performances (Schreyer and Schrape, 2018).
In many cases, customer feedback is another tool used to manage and discipline plat-
form labour. In the case of Helpling, where the labour process is much less dependent
on digital technology, the customer rating system is a crucial tool to discipline workers.
As customer rating is often crucial to secure access to further jobs, workers need to be
able to ensure their customers are content with their labour (Bor, 2018). The rating sys-
tem serves a similarly critical function in the case of Uber (Rosenblat, 2018). The role
of Airbnb home renters differs somewhat from Uber, Deliveroo, and Helpling workers
in that the former does not constitute a clear labour relation. Airbnb does, however,
employ similar forms of algorithmic management to ensure that home renters abide by
Airbnb’s standards without directly surveying or managing them. For example, Airbnb
hosts must respond within 24 hours to requests from a potential guest, or they risk
the deactivation of their account (Ravenelle, 2017). This is similar to the mechanism
by which Uber drivers’ accounts are deactivated if they do not accept at least 80% of
rides (Ravenelle, 2017). In addition to these parameters, ranking plays a large role in
the economic outcomes for Airbnb hosts, who must maintain a high rating in order for
Airbnb’s algorithms to display their listings before others (Celata et al, 2020).

Tied to the importance of ratings and rankings in the performance of platform la-
borers is the issue of emotional labour, understood as the self-management of worker’s

259



Soft Power o Volumen 7,1. Enero-Junio, 2020

emotional expressions towards a customer or boss (Hochschild, 1983). Airbnb hosts
exert emotional energy in order to maintain positive feedback and ratings from their
customers. Hosts report that they often have to “suppress their feelings” in order to
please their guests and maintain a good rating (Nemer, Spangler and Dye, 2018, p. 247).
Hosts also understand that Airbnb’s algorithms rank their properties in some way when
displaying them to potential guests, which in turn exerts a constant pressure on hosts
to maintain their listing’s top position in the platform’s search engine (Jhaver, Karpfen
and Antin, 2018). By accumulating good ratings and hosting experiences, hosts acquire
a degree of prestige capital, which can eventually translate to economic capital for the
host (O’'Regan and Choe, 2017). Hosts are aware that the more positive ratings, and
thereby prestige capital, that they accumulate, the higher they can price their listings
(Ikkala and Lampinen, 2014). Hosts recognize the role of their performance in their
future economic prospects, and thus constantly strive to maintain their precarious po-
sition in Airbnb’s platform. Similar questions arise in the cases of Uber and Helpling,
where customer feedback plays an important role managing workers by determining

their access to further jobs.

The Role of Self-employment and Emerging Platform Struggles

While the possibilities of digital technology organising and distributing workers are
one important aspect of platform labour, the way in which it is formally regulated rep-
resent another significant facet to the platform labour process. Many platforms, such
as Uber or Deliveroo, consider their workers as “independent contractors,” which in
turn deprives them of the protection of standard employment, including those of their
position (Poon, 2019, Schmidt, 2017). The independent contractor legal status is closely
bound up with a digital renaissance of a seemingly outdated wage relation: the piece
wage, once described by Karl Marx (1990) as “the form of wage most appropriate to the
capitalist mode of production” (p. 698). Payment by the piece is a common system in
platform labour, for example, workers from Uber and Deliveroo are normally paid by
singular “drops” or “rides”. These constructs are not only a means of creating a flexible
and scalable workforce, but also crucial tools in organising and disciplining living
labour (Altenried, 2017). This form of contract and wage is not only functional by
providing flexibility for employers, but also as a method to organize labour process
in the absence of managerial oversight. Duration and intensity of labour are directly
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reflected in the amount of income a worker is able to generate, which serves as an
incentive for workers and pushes costs for downtime, insurance, and work equipment
onto the workers themselves. As there is no basic cost for their workers, platforms, on
the other hand, often accept more workers than necessary, which often leads to harsh
competition for shifts and serves as another tool to discipline labour and make it more
efficient (Ivanova et al., 2018, Altenried 2019).

The result is a form of contingent labour pushing most of the entrepreneurial and
social risks onto the platform workers. These forms of precarity are precisely what have
been challenged by numerous struggles of platform workers in Europe and around the
globe, the different conditions for struggles faced by casualized workers notwithstand-
ing. The paradigms of platform work described above render collective resistance of
platforms more difficult than in most conventional industries. Three forms of worker’s
fragmentation appear to be combined: organizational, technological and spatial. The
prevalence of self-employment excludes workers from integration into the corporation
and also from entitlements to social and legal security, including the right to organize
in many jurisdictions. The ubiquity of algorithmic management through the digital
tracking, rating and ‘soft control’ technologies laid out above leads to the atomization
of workers, who are pitted against each other on the platform’s market infrastructure.
With the ability of algorithmic management to assess and discipline worker’s beyond
geographical limits, platforms can command tight control of their workplace by main-
taining workers spatially separated from each other. For many workers, this means they
lack the physical co-presence that factory and service workers usually share, and have
only little or no ties to each other when conflicts arise.

Nonetheless, various forms of resistance have emerged. Both forms of individual
strategies of resistance and refusal (Sun, 2019, Veen, Barratt and Good, 2019) as well
as forms of collective action (Marrone and Finotto, 2019; Degner and Kocher, 2018;
Woodcock, 2016; Animento, Di Cesare and Sica, 2017) have emerged. Platform com-
panies have reacted in various ways to the protests of its workers. Some have simply
tried to ignore them, as was the case with Berlin’s Deliver union, which has received
little public acknowledgment from Deliveroo. On the other hand, there are many
successful protests and strikes such as in 2016 in the UK when Deliveroo withdrew
its intended changes to compensation in London after Deliveroo riders held a strike
in protest (Waters and Woodcock, 2017). Other platforms, like Uber, have also faced
protests, strikes, and lawsuits from workers. The protest, especially carried by food
delivery riders, but also other platform workers, have been going on for several years
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and entered into a new phase in the context of the global Covid-19 crisis. During
the contagion emergency, both risks and precarity, as well as the often-crucial social
functions of platform workers and infrastructures, became evident. Even before the
pandemic, platform labour was in an early, experimental and increasingly contested
stage, and its future will accordingly be tied up more than ever with the outcome of
these new labour and social conflicts.
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