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Abstract 

 

In the online gig economy, work can be organised through websites and smartphone apps. 

People can drive for Uber or Deliveroo, sell items on eBay or Etsy, or rent their properties on 

Airbnb. The landscape of platform work, as it is also known, is highly diverse, as are opinions 

about its role and benefits. Sometimes it is seen as a solution to unemployment, offering 

unprecedented choice to individuals. It is also criticised for being highly insecure and 

contributing to wider problems of increasing precarity. Young people make up the largest 

group of participants in platform work, but at the time of writing, little is known about their 

opinions of and expectations about it. 

This research examines the views of young people between the ages of 16 and 19 in the 

United Kingdom to see whether they knew about the online gig economy, whether they 

were using it already to earn money, and whether they expected to use it for their careers. 

It discovered also careers professionals’ levels of knowledge and ability (and desire) to 

include the gig economy in their professional practice. 

Data were collected in two phases: an initial survey of careers professionals gauged their 

level of exposure to, and knowledge about, the gig economy. The second phase consisted of 

group interviews with students in schools and colleges, one-to-one or interviews in pairs 

with staff, and a survey distributed among the students more widely.  

Students were often using retail platforms, usually to earn a little spending money from 

selling unwanted possessions. They were rarely using them regularly and hardly seemed to 

be using labour platforms at all. While they could see its usefulness in principle, participants 

found platform work to be missing qualities that were key to their sense of suitable work for 

career. A psychological schema construct was used to visualise the themes from the data 

and develop a reasoning model to describe students’ thinking. I argue that key motivators 

are missing from platform work, and that platform work was incompatible with participants’ 

self-image and their definitions of career, which excluded it from their career thinking, 

consistent with theories of circumscription and careership. 
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This research contributes to the body of knowledge addressing people’s motivations to use 

(or in this case, not use) gig economy platforms for work. It does so within the 16-19 age 

bracket, which is a smaller subset of the young people measured in larger scale studies. The 

study contributes to discussions about what constitutes decent work, and whether it can be 

found within the online gig economy. The research finds a gap in labour market information 

among careers practitioners, and points to ways in which careers practice could include 

platform work as a means of extending young people’s knowledge about alternative forms 

of work. This study also makes a theoretical contribution to literature, bringing together 

elements of careership, cognitive schema theory, and motivational theory and psychology of 

working theory, in a novel combination, to explain how young people were thinking about 

platform work in the context of their careers. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Work your way – Fiverr, 2022 

 

Work that fits around your life – Deliveroo, 2022 

 

Your schedule, your priorities, your destination – Uber, 2022 

 

1.1 Overview 

 

In 2016, the online gig economy was considered by some to be the future of work – even to 

herald the beginning of the end of employment (Sundararajan, 2016). In the United 

Kingdom, Uber1 was becoming well-established in urban areas. Demand for Deliveroo food 

deliveries was increasing. Airbnb lettings were spreading across popular holiday 

destinations, offering cheap stays and a way for people to earn money from rooms in their 

own homes. All these different activities were made possible by web- or smartphone-based 

“platforms” - online services that provide the infrastructure for peer-to-peer, real-time 

transactions to take place. These can be hourly rates for work, flat rates for deliveries, or 

retail and rental transactions. Since then, the number of apps and online services has grown 

considerably. This project explores the patterns of online platform work among young 

people in the last two years of school and college education. It aims to discover the 

perceived relevance of platform work to their future careers. 

Platform work has many names. It has been called the “gig economy”, “platform economy”, 

“platform work”, “collaborative consumption”, “crowdwork”, “platform capitalism”, 

“sharing economy”, each with different resonances (Belk, 2014; Görög, 2018; Huws et al., 

2017; Srnicek, 2017; Woodcock & Graham, 2019). The term “platform work” has sometimes 

been used specifically to describe online labour platforms such as Uber or Deliveroo but is 

also an umbrella term for all online earning, and sometimes even more widely to describe a 

milieu of short-term, insecure work (Morgan & Nelligan, 2018; MacDonald & Giazitzoglu, 

2019). The multi-faceted character of platform work – and its position as a new mode of 

 
1 Platforms are listed with short descriptions and web links in Appendix A. 
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working rather than an identifiable sector – complicates research on the subject. Though it 

is referred to in the press and in some research as a single entity, it is made up of a host of 

work activities and relationship configurations. Consequently, the experiences of people in 

platform work are highly diverse (Kalleberg & Dunn, 2016; Wood, 2019). In this study, I have 

used the term “platform work” and the “gig economy” interchangeably to describe any 

activity of earning through a digital platform, including retail, labour, and access platforms. 

This broader definition aims to capture an overall snapshot of earning activity among 

research participants. 

The rhetoric around the gig economy is vocal and divisive. Some view platform organisations 

as offering an emancipatory power by democratising work, while others have voiced strong 

concerns about the potential for exploitation, comparing platform labour to modern slavery 

(Scholz & Schneider, 2016; Srnicek, 2017; Sundararajan, 2016). Some see the gig economy 

as perpetuating a technocentric ideology, where power continues to be concentrated in the 

hands of large companies who use the language of sharing, freedom, and flexibility to cloak 

predatory employment practices (Scholz & Schneider, 2016; Srnicek, 2017). Even now, after 

a decade of settling dust, questions remain about the gig economy’s role, its potential 

longevity, the power relationships that platforms have with their workers, and the quality 

and desirability of platform work. 

The ambiguities that surround the definition of the gig economy are troublesome because 

they can omit critical differences between types of platform work. The consequences of 

those differences only have become fully apparent now that the process has gained a 

foothold in the labour market. Sundararajan (2016), an early commentator on this 

phenomenon, conceptualised the gig economy as a way to earn money through “monetising 

spare resources” – which, for Sundararajan (an economist), includes time. This is an 

important development because once time is framed as a resource, the labour process is 

bundled into the transactional relationships that have thus far governed commerce, not 

labour. The platform economy then becomes not just a technological or economic 

phenomenon. It becomes a work matter that encompasses all the topics and concerns that 

accompany the labour process, including working conditions and quality, worker rights, 

careers, work psychology, and so on. It can (and sometimes must) be contextualised within 

career. 
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At the start of this project in 2016, research on the platform economy was still emergent. 

Only a small amount of empirical research existed, mainly in the form of large-scale studies 

that measured broad patterns in alternative forms of work or online work (for example, 

PWC, 2015). Now, the platform economy is attaining more definition. There is more 

information about the anatomy and demography of the gig economy, and a growing body of 

knowledge that documents the experiences of individuals on specific platforms or platform 

types. There have been more large-scale surveys that have brought a general understanding 

of the trends of platform work use, including segmentation by population age, and small-

scale analyses of experiences of people on specific platforms. 

Young people between 16 and 24 are the largest group of workers doing labour platform 

work (Huws et al., 2019a). The age categories in large-scale studies are usually between six 

and twelve years in range (for example, Huws et al., 2019a). Even in a six-year age band, the 

lived experiences of 16-18-year-olds and those of 22-24-year-olds (for example) are very 

different, with different circumstantial – and potentially emotional and psychological – 

needs as well. This could significantly impact the proportion of users at different points in 

the age bracket, and their orientation towards (or away from) platform work. Furthermore, 

large scale studies provide valuable data on patterns of platform work but do not explore 

experiential aspects or orientations towards platform work. Where studies explore such 

experiences and perceptions, they are usually smaller and focused on one platform or 

platform type rather than the mode of platform work as a whole. Research also tends to 

explore the perceptions of people who are in the gig economy already, while the views of 

the wider population are rarely if ever presented. 

Though data collection for this study took place before both Covid-19 and Brexit, the 

contextual difficulties that young people face in the labour market are persistent. Young 

people are a disadvantaged group in the labour market, subject to punitive social welfare 

practices, discrimination by employers, and particular vulnerability to recessions (Furlong et 

al., 2018). This has been borne out by the disproportionate effect of Covid-19 on young 

people in the labour market, where young people under 25 accounted for the greatest 

portion of job losses (ONS, 2022b).  
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Careers professionals in schools and colleges face a particular challenge now because the 

labour market in which they operate is changing rapidly owing to new technologies. 

Consequently, it can be challenging to keep up with all areas of labour market change, 

including new career opportunities that are becoming available – either in technology 

development or because of it, and new modes of delivering careers education and guidance 

(Hooley, 2012; Hooley & Staunton, 2021).  

As a trained careers adviser, my aims in this study were both practical and theoretical. One 

aim has been to discover where there might be a practical need among students for support 

and resources from careers professionals in this new area of work. A further aim has been 

to see how young people felt about the work, particularly in relation to their careers, to see 

how desirable it would be in the long term. This was explored partly to see how their views 

about platform work fit with narratives about the platform economy being the future of 

work. The 16-19-year-old group represent the next generation of young people to enter the 

labour market. It seemed relevant to find out from them personally whether they expect to 

be in platform work in the future, and to see how their views of platform work compare 

with how the gig economy is presented in academic literature and other representations. 

One question has been whether young people see platform work as a way to enter an 

otherwise hostile labour market, or as a solution to unemployment, or even whether they 

are aware of platform work at all.  

 

1.2 The research 

 

As this study was highly exploratory, I decided to cast a wide net with data collection and 

aimed to give a rounded picture of young people’s activities. I used a multi-method 

approach that combined dominant qualitative elements with some quantitative elements to 

answer the following research questions: 

RQ1: Are young people using platforms to earn money? 

RQ2: What do they think about platform work, and do they expect to use it for their 

careers? 
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RQ3: Are careers advisers prepared to help them if necessary? 

I chose questions that would cover several aspects of platform work to give a more 

complete picture of students’ participation and attitudes towards platform work. Four 

datasets were collected to answer the research questions, in two phases. The first phase 

consisted of a small survey of careers professionals working with students in the final years 

of schools and colleges. Information was collected to gauge careers professionals’ 

knowledge of platform work and to see if they were encountering it in their practice with 

their students. The second phase consisted of group interviews with students in schools and 

colleges, a student questionnaire distributed more widely among the student population in 

those institutions, and interviews with careers professionals and staff members who worked 

with them.  

 

1.3 The researcher 

 

I started this PhD after finishing a postgraduate diploma (PgDip) and Qualification in Career 

Guidance (QCG). Having grown up during the expansion of the Internet in the 1990s, I have 

a long-held interest in technology. Combined with my careers training, this has led me to 

consider how technology affects careers. I am particularly interested in how people’s 

careers and career thinking are changed by the new access and tools offered by networked 

technologies. I also have a particular interest in young people and their empowerment 

within their school environments, and consequently wished to put their voices at the centre 

of this research, following as closely as I could their articulation of their thoughts.  

Before my careers training, I completed a Masters in Classics, with focus on literature and 

reception of literature, including 20th century literary theory – particularly reception and 

hermeneutics. I was interested in the cognitive psychological elements of how texts were 

understood in different times and contexts in Ancient Greece and the Roman Empire. This 

grounding in theory led me to consider the subjective elements of careers among students 

in this project, and those that might have been reflexive or shaped by their contexts. 

I have also worked in a helping profession prior to becoming interested in careers. I worked 

as a sports therapist in an acupuncture clinic alongside practitioners of Traditional Chinese 
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Medicine and have practised tai chi for some years. I was exposed to non-dualist philosophy 

and spirituality from a young age. 

This combination of education, professional, and personal history influenced the research 

process. It shaped my theoretical and philosophical frameworks, and the analysis used in 

this thesis. See Section 4.8 for a deeper exploration of researcher positionality. 
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1.4 The thesis 

 

This thesis is structured into nine chapters, including this introduction.  

Chapter 2 gives an overview of the literature on the gig economy and platform work. It also 

grounds the study in relevant careers literature, as well as providing some background 

about the age group in the study. The theoretical frameworks that are used in the discussion 

are also presented there. 

Chapter 3 outlines the main theoretical frameworks that I have combined in this thesis: 

Careership; schemas and social cognitive theory; motivational theory; and psychology of 

working (POW) theory. I also describe the philosophical framework underpinning this 

project, non-dualism, which shaped the methodology and research approach. 

Chapter 4 situates the project in a pragmatist paradigm and outlines the ontological and 

epistemological foundations of the research (and researcher). It describes the 

methodological approach and presents the research instruments. I also provide the ethical 

foundations for the research and researcher positionality, and study limitations. 

Chapters 5 through 8 present the findings from survey and interview data and are split for 

manageability, as there were four data sets. Chapter 5 presents the analysis of the student 

survey data, followed by the qualitative findings from interviews in Chapter 6, which have 

been organised by students’ thoughts on platforms, positive and negative attributes, and 

their thoughts on platform work’s relationship with career. Then the findings from the staff 

data are presented. Chapter 7 contains the results from the survey of careers professionals, 

including their exposure to students using platforms to earn money, their comfort with 

advising on platform work in their practice, and their perception of platform organisations’ 

responsibilities. Chapter 8 presents the results from interviews with careers professionals, 

leadership staff, and teaching staff, who were all working in the case schools and colleges 

that were visited. The chapter shows how staff typically engaged with platform work with 

students, and explores staff perceptions of platform work, including concerns about and 

benefits they saw in it.  

Chapter 9 presents a discussion of the findings. The chapter compares participation levels 

with other large-scale studies. A reasoning model is presented to illustrate part of the 
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process of students’ thinking about platform work and compared it with other career 

theories. The next part of the discussion revolves around the careers element, arguing that 

the qualities of platform work did not conform to participants’ notions of career-worthy 

work or to their self-concepts, relegating the work to a purely functional status. Finally, it is 

argued that platform work, while it did not present as a career option among young people, 

did show some potential as an ancillary activity to career, as a means of generating extra 

income for study, or experience. 

Chapter 10 concludes the thesis, summarising the original contribution of my research. I 

offer some implications for practice and further research, and present some final 

reflections.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

This chapter gives an overview of literature on platform work, careers, and provides some 

background on the 16–19-year-old age group in this study. The first sections have a strong 

technological focus as it is important to form a foundation of understanding of what 

platform work is, and its evolving technological context. It is particularly important because 

there are many discussions around the apparent novelty of platform work and claims about 

the transformative power of technology in the labour market. 

As there is a lack of detailed research into the activities in the gig economy of 16–19-year-

olds, it has been necessary to expand the search into related, more general literature on 

adult activity in the gig economy, and adult attitudes and decisions about their careers. I 

have also included literature on older teenagers and career to position this study. The 

literature review is divided into three parts to explore these three strands of literature.  

Section 2.1 will position the gig economy in its context, including problems of definition, 

empirical research, key areas of discussion within the field, and current policy surrounding 

platform work. 

Section 2.2 will explore the literature that concerns issues surrounding 16-19-year-olds, 

including career aspirations, and attitudes towards (and behaviour on) technology. 

Section 2.3 will discuss relevant career literature. First, I describe the challenges of defining 

career, and then briefly outline some of the main strands of literature and theory that 

surround career development. I identify the main theory that is relevant to this thesis: 

careership. I then explore careership in more detail in the Theoretical Framework in Chapter 

3.  
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2.1 Platform work and the gig economy 

 

2.1.1 Technological context 

 

Platform work must be viewed in the context of widening communication and increased 

connectivity afforded by new technologies. Over time, communication has evolved to 

increase its scale and its range. From the earliest forms of oral performative poetry to the 

printing press to television, people have transmitted important information, cultural 

knowledge, and creative work over increasingly large geographical areas to increasing 

numbers of people (Gleick, 2011). In the last half century, however, the advances of digital 

technology have enabled audiences to talk back and cease being passive recipients (Shirky, 

2009). 

While earlier forms of communication could accommodate a certain level of interaction 

between creators and audiences (through television show ratings and phone-ins, for 

example), central structures created and distributed information and remained in charge of 

when, how, and what audiences received (Shirky, 2009). Over time, technology has allowed 

society to move from relatively static, unidirectional transmission of information to a more 

dynamic, interactive one. Some characterise the move as a transformation from web 1.0 to 

web 2.0: asynchronous, single-directional content presentation by creators to audiences to 

synchronous, multi-way interaction between peers (O’Reilly, 2009). There has been a vast 

increase in the number and scale of activities afforded by new, interactive technologies, 

which have provided new access to information, relationships, and services (Larabie, 2011; 

O’Reilly, 2009; Shirky, 2009).  

Internet platforms have developed as sites of communication and content production. The 

term “platform” can cover different phenomena, including virtually any digital infrastructure 

that supplies a service for individuals to use independently (Hands, 2013). Information 

production and dissemination, once rarefied and accessible by only those with the right 

education or access to resources, has become available to anyone with access to a 

smartphone, laptop, or desktop computer – which by now is nearly everyone. Figures from 

the Office for National Statistics show that in 2020, 96% of households had internet access 
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(ONS, 2020a). In 2019, 84% of people had used the internet on a smartphone outside the 

house, and smartphones were the most popular way to access the internet (ONS, 2019). 

On social media, the new interactivity afforded by platform technology and the 

development of smartphone apps have reduced the time and effort required to 

communicate, and broadened the range of communicative formats (Jenkins, 2006). This has 

given rise to the emergence of a wide variety of collaborative activities emerging, with social 

media having reduced what has been described as the “transaction costs” of 

communicating, which are the resources (time, material resources, and effort) required to 

do something (Shirky, 2009). Shirky argues that social media has enabled people to act in 

concert with each other to achieve goals that have so far been much more difficult (such as 

finding a stolen mobile phone and its thief by sharing information on social networks). This 

echoes Castells’ (2011) view that technology can decentralise the locus of power for content 

production. While it is contested whether power is truly decentralised (Fuchs, 2014; Scholz, 

2008), it remains that digital platforms have allowed exchanges to take place between peers 

rather than just between individuals and organisations. This can be information, but it can 

also be material goods (as on Freecycle), space (as on Couchsurfing), or time (such as on 

time-banking sites). These free exchange habits are sometimes thought of as the “sharing 

economy”, though the term is often used to describe monetised exchanges as well (Görög, 

2018). Such forms of exchange formed some of the roots of platform work that followed. 

Using peer-to-peer connectivity, the combination of smartphones and platform technology 

has afforded a new way to organise work. However, rather than being an entirely new 

phenomenon, the gig economy blends new platform technologies with old needs, labour 

markets, and economic and social systems (van Doorn, 2017; Woodcock & Graham, 2019). 

Perez (2010) suggests that innovations emerge not as individual phenomena but in 

“clusters” that emerge concurrently within each wave of a “techno-economic paradigm” (in 

this case, the “age of information and telecommunication”) (pp. 6-9). This can explain how 

social media, sharing economy, and gig economy organisations all emerged at around the 

same time. 

There is a polarisation in the literature on new technologies. Some argue for the 

constructive, collaborative, and democratic power afforded by the internet (Benkler, 2006; 

Jenkins, 2006; Shirky, 2009), while other writers retain a more cynical attitude towards the 
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internet and its capacity for exploitation and corruption (Fuchs, 2021; Scholz, 2008). Boyd 

(2014), exploring how social media use among young people has been demonised by older 

generations, critiques essentialist perspectives on technology, arguing that use of 

technology is contextual and cannot be reduced to a good or bad dichotomy. The same 

polarisation has made its way into the literature on platform work, which has provided 

another canvas on which to express the fears and hopes that circle technological advances 

(Vallas and Schor, 2020). 

Many authors attempt to predict what technological changes will mean for the labour 

market (Wajcman, 2017). However, it is not clear how quickly changes will take place, as it is 

uncertain how quickly automation is eliminating jobs, which jobs may be affected, what 

kinds of new jobs could arise instead – or even whether automation is causing a decrease in 

employment at all. Some authors challenge the inevitability (and significance) of 

technological change. Brynjolffson and McAfee (2014) propose that the technology itself has 

many limitations that can prevent it from advancing as quickly as we think. They point to 

globalisation as another factor that has caused large-scale labour market shifts (though this 

is also a consequence of technology – albeit an indirect one). Technology can provide new 

areas of work just as it eliminates or transforms others (Aloisi & De Stefano, 2022). It is 

important not to overlook the continuities in the labour market, as well; the development of 

new technology does not necessarily mean fast or fundamental change (Hooley, 2019).  

 

2.1.2 What is the gig economy? 

  

The term “gig economy” is thought to have been coined by Tina Brown in a 2009 news 

article, in which she noted that short-term “gig” jobs were becoming more common among 

graduates, not just among people with lower incomes or educational attainment (Brown, T., 

2009). At that time, there were few online platforms to organise this labour, and her 

comments described what she perceived as an increasing precarity in the labour market. 

Since then, the proliferation of smart-phone technology has enabled start-up companies to 

start organising short-term gig work through phone apps. The term “gig economy” has 

increasingly been used more specifically to describe this online version of temporary work 

(Stewart & Stanford, 2017). Balaram et al. (2017) use it to refer to “the trend of using online 

platforms to find small jobs, sometimes completed immediately after request” (p. 10). 
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Pesole et al. (2019) found that literature on the gig economy uses a variety of terms, 

including “collaborative economy, sharing economy, gig economy, crowdworking, 

crowdsourcing, online outsourcing, platform work and on-demand workers” (pp. 4-5). In a 

systematic review of academic and grey literature, Görög (2018) uses 15 variations of 

“sharing economy” to identify differences between the terms. She proposes that the gig 

economy sits within the digital economy, separate from sharing platforms owing to the 

commercial nature of transactions (as opposed to free exchange). Woodcock and Graham 

(2019) use “platform work” to mean work mediated by digital platforms, distinct from the 

broader economic phenomenon of the gig economy. This thesis, however, uses platform 

work and gig economy interchangeably to mean platform-mediated earning activity 

(including labour, retail, and access platforms – see Table 2.1). Although platform work may 

be more accurate, the term “gig economy” was used during data collection, and so it 

appears often in the findings chapters. 

Definitions of the gig economy can vary according to academic context, purpose of empirical 

research, or ideological differences. Sundararajan (2016) has called it “crowd-based 

capitalism” and “the sharing economy”, even though the latter term is usually used to 

describe systems in which transactions are based around trading and sharing resources, not 

monetised exchanges, as described in Section 2.1.1. Sundararajan’s (2016) emphasis is on 

the socio-economic effects of sharing (or renting) existing resources and how that can 

increase income opportunities for individuals. For Sundararajan, time is a resource or 

commodity that can be bought and sold (or “shared”) in the same way as an item on a retail 

platform. Srnicek (2017), by contrast, commenting from a Marxist perspective, objects to 

precisely this commodification, arguing that the language of sharing has been co-opted by 

platform organisations to occlude the real power relationships between them, calling the 

phenomenon instead “platform capitalism”. Even these two examples reveal the ways in 

which the terminology changes according to emphasis and often act as signallers for 

political or ideological positions. These authors are representative, too, of an early 

polarisation in views on whether platform work is good or bad. Such interpretations are 

valuable because they highlight the opportunities and dangers inherent in platform work – 

but increasingly, the growing body of research is revealing complexities and variations 
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within the gig economy that preclude universal conclusions about its benefits or destructive 

properties (Vallas & Schor, 2020). 

Owing to the ambiguities around the definition of the gig economy, there is no consensus 

on what kinds of work should fall under its umbrella. In research literature, definitions and 

taxonomies vary. For example, De Stefano (2015) divides gig economy work into two kinds 

of work: “crowd-work”, which signifies remote work such as Amazon Mechanical Turk, and 

“work on-demand via apps”, which signifies in-person work such as ridesharing or cleaning 

apps. Duggan et al. (2021) add to this “capital platform work” that permits access to or sale 

of assets such as properties. Yet although these broad categories exist, the work performed 

within each one can be highly variable. Labour platforms, for example, can involve high-skill 

or low-skill work; they can be largely autonomous or tightly managed by the app; they can 

involve large parts of projects or “microtasking” – performing short, piecemeal work (Pesole 

et al., 2019). Huws et al. (2017) initially used “crowdwork” and divides platforms into four 

categories: online high-skilled work; offline manual high skilled work; offline web-mediated 

driving work; offline web-mediated other manual work. However, later research that built 

on that study updated the term to “platform work” for clarity and revised the categories to 

include retail work (Huws et al., 2019a and Huws et al., 2019b). Vallas and Schor (2020) 

include a further layer of gig economy work: those involved in app design, development, 

and related occupations, which is not strictly gig work but exists on the operational, “meta” 

level of the gig economy. 

The multiplicity of definitions can pose challenges in estimating numbers, as can be seen in 

the variations between studies outlined in Section 2.1.3. Putting all types of digital earning 

into one category can elide important distinctions between types of work and make it 

harder to evaluate or identify key problems and solutions. From a theoretical perspective, I 

have chosen to include all kinds of platform-mediated online earning activity in the gig 

economy. Table 2.1 shows different types of platform work that combines most kinds of 

app-mediated earning: 
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Table 2.1: Types of gig economy platforms 

Type of work Platform examples 

Labour (in-person, synchronous) Uber, Deliveroo 

Labour (in-person, asynchronous) Taskrabbit, Bubble  

Labour (remote, asynchronous, low skill/short 

tasks)2 
PeoplePerHour, Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) 

Labour (remote, asynchronous, high skill) Freelancer, PeoplePerHour, Upwork 

Retail 
eBay, Etsy, Depop, Shpock, Vinted, facebook 

marketplace, Amazon Marketplace 

Access to goods (property or high value goods 

rental) 
Airbnb, Fatllama 

Monetised content / sponsorship 
YouTube, Twitch, Instagram, some types of 

blogging 

 

Labour platforms are divided into four categories because the operational differences 

between them are relevant to worker rights and platform control (see Section 2.1.4). 

Synchronous activities are those in which activity is managed in real-time by the app for 

practical reasons. For example, the Uber app must coordinate the movement of drivers to 

and from locations, calculate prices, and take payment in a short period of time, because 

the service is available on-demand and window of transaction is short. By contrast, there is 

less immediate need for control in tasks where the window of work is more flexible, such as 

on Taskrabbit. Consequently, on such platforms the mechanism of coordination can be 

asynchronous. Retail platforms, platforms that offer access to goods or property, and 

monetised content have been included because the gig economy is often described in terms 

of self-employment and entrepreneurship, and these activities are in line with that 

terminology (Sundararajan, 2016). Furthermore, retail and access platforms involve labour 

that is not translated into a task or hourly rate – but labour is still present in the processes 

 
2 So far, I have not encountered any synchronous remote services. 
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behind the transaction, such as through the purchase, management, and curation of goods 

or assets.   

For the purposes of empirical data collection, I reduced the focus to two general categories: 

1. Labour platforms, where people can sell their time and labour, such as Uber, 

Taskrabbit, and Upwork. 

2. Retail platforms, where people can sell new or used items, such as eBay, Etsy, or 

Sphock 

Labour platforms encompass all kinds of platforms on which work can take place, including 

synchronous, asynchronous, geographically situated, or remote work described in Table 2.1. 

“Access” or “loan” platforms (where people can sell access to their unused resources such 

as to a room in their house on Airbnb) have not been included in the study because young 

people in schools and FE colleges usually have not had enough time to accumulate such 

high-value items.  

 

2.1.3 Patterns of gig economy work: Who, how, and why? 

 

Initially, research that aimed to discover platform work participation cast a wide net. 

Manyika et al.’s (2016) survey research, for example, focused on self-employment and 

independent work patterns. As more gig economy platforms have emerged and assumed a 

distinct place within the labour market, more research has started to focus specifically on 

platform work, such as large-scale studies of participation (for example Pesole et al., 2018; 

Huws et al., 2019a; Huws et al., 2019b). There has also been a large increase in empirical 

studies that focus on the experiences of workers on a single platform such as Uber. Some 

studies examine single aspects of platform work such as community development, 

geography, or experiences of specific groups such as women, immigrants, or marginalised 

groups.  
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Size of the gig economy 

 

It is a challenge to estimate how many people are doing platform work because of the 

problems in defining and categorising it. This is further complicated by the need to establish 

what frequency of performing the work counts as working on platforms (Pesole et al., 2019, 

Huws et al, 2017). Many studies also focus only on one or a limited number of platforms 

(Huws et al., 2017). Most also tend to include only labour platforms. The argument against 

including retail work is that the relationships between individuals and platforms is different 

on retail platforms, where the work might more accurately defined as entrepreneurship 

(Huws et al., 2019a). This can exclude instances of digital earning; however, focusing 

specifically on labour platforms can help to determine patterns in the gig economy, and 

despite the challenges created by platform work’s definitional ambiguities, some analysis of 

the platform economy has been possible. 

The main sources of data for participation in the gig economy are from a study 

commissioned by the Department for Business, Energy and Industry Strategy and from the 

University of Hertfordshire, where several studies took place between 2016 and 2019 to 

research platform work in the United Kingdom and Europe (for example Lepanjuuri et al, 

2018; Huws et al., 2017; Huws et al., 2019a; Huws et al., 2019b). One study of “crowd-

workers” in Europe found that in 2016 an estimated 4.7% of the U.K. population were 

performing work on labour platforms at least weekly, derived from a survey of 2238 adults 

between 16 and 75 (Huws et al., 2017). That study also measured how many people had 

participated in the broader online economy, which included any kind of online earning 

activity and showed highest participation on retail platforms, with 31% of people earning 

money by reselling products, and 54% of reselling their own possessions (Huws et al., 2017). 

Research commissioned by the Department for Business, Energy and Industry Strategy 

(BEIS) has provided data on labour platform users only and, using survey data from 2184 

people, estimated that 4.4% of people were earning money in this way at the time 

(Lepanjuuri et al., 2018).  

Worldwide, studies demonstrate similar challenges and approaches to trying to measure 

participation in platform work. In the United States, in 2015 and 2016 some private sector 

surveys indicated that about 1% of the population were using platforms to make money at 
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any given time, but these general studies do not give an accurate indication of who could be 

using it as a main contributor to their income (Price Waterhouse Cooper, 2015; Farrell & 

Greig, 2016). Some studies attempt to extrapolate participation by using data from Google 

searches to follow trends or anonymised account data from customers receiving income 

from labour platforms; however, these are only indicators of numbers and offer little depth 

to the data (Harris & Krueger, 2015; Farrell & Greig, 2016). In Europe, Huws et al. (2019b) 

compare figures from the U.K. with those from 12 European countries, and while it appears 

that participation is higher than many, survey data collected from some of these countries is 

variable, some preceding the U.K. data by several years (Huws et al., 2019b). In the United 

Kingdom, weekly participation has significantly increased since that time, and therefore the 

comparison to seven of these countries is weak as the data from those places need to be 

updated. However, more recent data from 2018 and 2019 included in that study show 

slightly lower participation than the U.K. in Finland and Estonia, and much higher 

participation in Spain, Slovenia, and Czechia (Huws et al., 2019b).  

The average number of people who made over 50% of their income from platform work in 

2019 was roughly the same as in 2016-17, though more were solely reliant on it than before 

(Huws et al., 2019a). Among people who were looking for platform work, many often failed 

to find it on a weekly or even monthly basis, with many more seeking work than finding it 

(Huws et al., 2019a.). Most workers are supplementing sufficient income or accounting for 

shortfall (Huws et al., 2019a). One survey finds that the most widely used platforms are 

Uber, Peopleperhour, Deliveroo, and Fiverr, but a high number selected “none of these” 

from a list of 11, which the authors took to mean that they were using many other 

platforms that were unknown to the researchers (Lepanjuuri et al., 2018). However, it is also 

possible that respondents might have had a different definition of gig economy work and 

were including retail platforms in their thinking.  

The platform economy is growing. A survey of almost 8000 people commissioned by the 

Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce (RSA) found that 

a large number of people would consider moving into platform work in the future (Balaram 

et al., 2017). By 2019, the number of people performing platform work in the U.K. (renamed 

from “crowd-work”) on a weekly basis had doubled to 9.6%, and 2.9% were generating at 

least 50% of their income from platform work (Huws et al., 2019a). While significant 
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numbers have started to use platforms. However, these numbers are still far from platforms 

taking over a significant portion of the labour market. Woodcock and Graham (2019) outline 

the qualities necessary to atomise and automate the coordination of jobs, observing that 

tasks of greater complexity are much harder to automate owing to greater coordination 

needs. This suggests that until/unless much more sophisticated systems become available 

that can coordinate more complex projects, there may be a limit on the level to which work 

can shift to platform technology. Nevertheless, the redistribution of some work to platforms 

is an important one, given that there may be some work that is possible to move to 

platforms that has not yet migrated there. Such opportunities are being mined by startups 

as experimentation continues to see which platforms may be successful.  

The recent Covid-19 epidemic has had an impact on employment and working patterns, 

including platform work. Some platform workers suffered, owing to the reduction in 

mobility which has affected employment and working patterns. For example, Airbnb hosting 

has been reduced by the reduction in tourism, with many owners forced to sell their 

properties (Huws, 2020). Ridesharing work all but disappeared during lockdowns. Other 

kinds of app work increased, such as food and goods delivery (Huws, 2020). However, many 

of the effects of Coronavirus may be temporary as consumer demand returns to normal and 

travel resumes. Research indicates that not only is demand for travel accommodation 

recovering, but more people may be seeking private accommodation for their trips 

(Deloitte, 2022). There may be broader, more lasting changes to the labour market as well. 

The cost-of-living crisis may force more people into the position of needing to take platform 

work to supplement income. It may also cause more people to rely on the work and be in a 

position where they are subject to unfavourable power relationships (see Section 2.1.4).  

Empirical research suggests that the largest proportion (around 60%) of labour platform 

workers are in the 16-35 age bracket (Balaram et al., 2017; Pesole et al., 2018; Lepanjuuri et 

al., 2018; Huws et al., 2019a). Many platform workers are educated to degree level or 

above, and many younger workers are students (Huws, 2019; Pesole et al., 2018). Of those 

in the 16-24 age bracket, 29.4% reported that they were students (Huws et al., 2019a). 

There is a wide variety of qualifications belonging to those who work in the gig economy, 

but there are broad patterns that suggest that people may be doing all kinds of work – not 

just that which is appropriate to their skill level. While those with lower qualifications seem 
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to stay in low-skilled platform work, those with higher qualifications take on both low- and 

high-skilled platform work rather than keeping to high-skilled work (Broughton et al., 2018). 

 

Gender 

 

The figures and details of how gender affects gig economy participation, experience and 

behaviour vary. Hunt and Samman (2019) provide figures gathered by four U.K. studies, 

which indicate that women make up between 31% and 55% of the gig economy workforce. 

Two studies have found that 46% of labour platform workers were women (Lepanjuuri et 

al., 2018; Huws et al., 2019a). There are no other gender categories in the reports. One 

study in the United States found that on Upwork, on which workers can set their own rates, 

women tend to undervalue their time compared with men, setting their rates at 74% of 

men’s hourly rates (Foong et al., 2018). Women seem more likely to leave the gig economy 

than men and are less likely to work regularly in it (Balaram et al., 2017). Gender differences 

emerge in usage across platform types: women are more likely to perform cleaning jobs 

while men are more likely to provide transport and delivery services (Balaram et al., 2017). 

Hunt and Samman (2019) suggest that differences reflect the weighting that exists in the 

labour market more widely – but urge caution in doing intersectional analysis on relatively 

small sample sizes of existing surveys. There is also evidence to suggest that women are 

more likely to experience precarity in the platform economy than men, owing to a higher 

prevalence of part-time, flexible needs (Gerber, 2022). This may be because more women 

need to work from home while they balance caring and domestic responsibilities, whereas 

men are more likely to use platform work alongside a main job (Gerber, 2022). 

 

How and where do people work? 

 

The evidence from multiple large-scale studies seems to point to a largely subsidiary use 

among workers, using platform work as a supplement to existing income, but with a 

significant minority relying on platform work as full-time income (Huws et al., 2019a). 
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Research also suggests that the experiences of individuals in platform work often depends 

on the starting socio-economic position of the worker; their level of dependence on the 

work; and on who defines the terms of platform work’s flexibility – and why (Spreitzer et al., 

2017). 

There have been some studies that researched broad patterns of platform work earning. 

Huws et al. (2019) combined 12 kinds of labour platform work into four main categories: 

 

Table 2.2: Percentages of working age adults by type of platform work  

Type of work % of working age adults in this work 

Online (low and high skill) 

(such as freelancing websites and clickwork 

sites such as AMT) 

7.8% 

Work in people’s homes 

(e.g. Taskrabbit) 

5.4% 

Driving and delivery 

(e.g. Uber and Deliveroo) 

5.1% 

Running errands 3.5% 

Huws et al., 2019a 

Table 2.2 shows the largest segments of labour platform work in the United Kingdom (Huws 

et al., 2019a). 

The most popular kind of labour platform work is remote work, performed at home on 

computers. Low skill online work often involves small, atomised, rote tasks (Poblet & 

Fitzpatrick, 2016). High skill online work can involve design work and software development 

(Kässi & Lehdonvirta, 2016). Work in people’s homes is performed in person, often involving 

DIY work, such as on Taskrabbit. Driving and delivery are similarly performed in person.  

In the United Kingdom, there seem to be significant regional differences in platform work 

participation. Using labour force survey data, Johnes (2019) estimates that by far the highest 

concentration of gig work takes place in London, and suggests that it should not be taken as 

representative of the rest of the country. This is supported by other research data that 

examines broad geographical patterns of platform work (Lepanjuuri, 2018a; Huws et al., 

2019a). Johnes’ (2019) analysis is not fully representative of online platform work because it 

conflates most self-employed work. Consequently, participation figures may be lower than 

suggested. However, it still provides some helpful insights, suggesting that the high numbers 
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of young people and people in the IT sector may account for higher figures in London 

(Johnes, 2019). Demand for (and supply of) delivery and driving services also tends to be 

higher in urban areas. 

 

Satisfaction, motivation, and experiences 

 

In terms of experiences of the gig economy and work satisfaction, Lepanjuuri et al. (2018) 

found that around half of labour platform workers were very or somewhat satisfied in their 

work. Independence and flexibility were sources of satisfaction, but respondents were less 

satisfied with benefits and income. Many felt that their situations would stay the same or 

improve, and the most popular potential improvement was “more regularity and 

predictability of work” (Lepanjuuri et al., 2018, p. 39). Empirical research is showing that 

dependency is a strong factor in the quality of people’s experiences of platform work. Those 

who rely on the work as their main source of income are more likely to suffer from its 

precarity and lack of organisational (and wider institutional) support mechanisms, while 

those who use it to supplement income tend not to see it as a problem (Broughton et al., 

2018; Vallas & Schor, 2020; Wood, 2019). Some research also suggests that socio-economic 

backgrounds influence what kind of earning activities people do. People already in work are 

more likely to use retail platforms, while those working exclusively on labour platforms are 

more likely to come from disadvantaged backgrounds, potentially widening income gaps 

(Hoang et al., 2020). 

Motivations for working on labour platforms in the gig economy include promoting their 

own freelance careers, supplementing existing income, or funding unrelated ventures 

(Broughton et al., 2018; Farrell et al., 2019; Huws et al., 2019a). Many are drawn to the 

flexibility of platform work for a variety of circumstantial reasons, including being a student, 

poor health, and caring responsibilities (Broughton et al., 2018). Results from an analysis of 

the labour force survey in Denmark show that young people beginning their careers are 

likely to prefer labour platforms over other kinds of digital income and may be using it as a 

way to enter the labour market (Nielsen et al., 2019). While most studies that explore 

motivations to use the gig economy are qualitative or specific to a particular platform, a few 
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draw conclusions from the analysis of large-scale, anonymised quantitative data such as 

from banks or money-management apps (Farrell et al., 2019; Koustas; 2019). Koustas (2019, 

p. 371) finds that in the United States, households where platform work was being 

performed tended to experience “declines in income and a significant running down of 

assets”. One interpretation of this could be that some people who are in financial distress 

are taking on gig economy work as a solution (Koustas, 2019) – or cannot take on enough 

platform work to sustain their lifestyle. 

There are many studies that concern specific platforms, sometimes on a local level, or 

specific types of work. It is beyond the scope of this review to list them all. Some research 

has studied a particular aspect of gig economy work, such as how workers experience and 

cope with precarity, such as Wood et al. (2019), who find that workers often feel vulnerable 

owing to the financial insecurity of platform work. Much research seems to find issues that 

circle around trade-offs between freedom and precarity. Alvarez de la Vega et al. (2021), 

focusing on people who do high-skilled freelance work on platforms, have found that they 

enjoy the freedom and autonomy that freelancing offers, but often experience precarity, 

reduced income, and loss of control to the platform. These are some of the most explored 

aspects of gig economy work because they represent urgent concerns over quality and 

inequality. They also reflect a broader environment of precarity (see Section 2.1.4: Growing 

insecurity). The next section expands the review to examine the context of platform work 

within the labour market. 

 

2.1.4 Labour market and policy context 

 

The initial surge in popularity of labour platforms caused some to feel that the nature of 

work itself would, for better or worse, be changed forever (for example, Sundararajan, 

2016). However, a closer look at how the gig economy is situated in the labour market today 

reveals that while some things are different, a decade later the impact – while significant – 

is not as transformative as was initially forecast, both in its positive and negative effects. 

Vallas and Schor (2020) outline a taxonomy of views on the gig economy in academic 

literature, finding that many occupy essentialist positions such as utopian visions of 

platforms as “incubators of entrepreneurship”, or dystopian “digital cages” that oppress 
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workers, or “accelerants of precarity” (pp. 277-283). They emphasise that people’s 

experiences on platforms reflect the influence of institutional structures in their 

environments - but that platform work still embodies characteristics that endure across 

contexts (Vallas & Schor, 2020). This section will position platform work in the labour 

market in the United Kingdom so that the views of the participants in this study can be 

understood in context. 

 

Growing insecurity 

 

Precarious work itself has always existed in some form, but recent years have seen an 

increase of insecure work, of which platform work can be seen as the latest development 

(Woodcock and Graham, 2019; Dolber et al., 2021). There are many contributors to the 

formation of precarious work and the gig economy, including labour market changes and 

shifts towards neoliberal free market policies, deregulation of financial services, and the 

erosion of trade union powers (Blustein et al., 2016; Chadderton, 2020; Woodcock & 

Graham, 2019). Van Doorn (2017) proposes the role of the recession in 2007-8 as a 

precondition for exploitative platform work to emerge in the United States, but also points 

to Reagan-era economic policy and a labour market already characterised by increasing 

temporary and contingent work. Shildrick et al. (2012) have shown that many working-class 

people in the United Kingdom experience lack of work security and poverty, suggesting that 

the decrease in manufacturing jobs and the increase of women in the labour market have 

led to a lowering of wages and an increase in precarious and part-time work.  

There has been a rise in zero-hours contracts in the United Kingdom and in Europe more 

widely, which do not require employers to provide a guarantee of paid work hours to 

employees (Broughton et al., 2016). Results from the Labour Force Survey and a survey of 

business owners indicate that there were between 1.4 and 1.8 million zero hours contracts 

in 2017 (ONS, 2018). More up to date figures are not available from the ONS because the 

series on zero hours contracts has been discontinued. Such figures also may not reflect the 

full reality of insecurity, because they refer only to formal contracts that do not guarantee 

numbers of hours. They do not necessarily include people who are misclassified as self-

employed while their experience more closely resembles an employment relationship. The 
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emergence of such contracts and misclassification of workers as self-employed predated 

platform work but contributed to the foundations of the wider phenomenon of the gig 

economy as it is today: a varied ecology of non-standard employment, including zero-hours 

contracts, contingent work, and digital platform work. Relationships between employers 

and workers have shifted from traditional models of secure, supported employment 

(MacDonald & Giazitzoglu, 2019). Many have commented on the changes in these 

relationships, proposing that they have resulted from a decline in collective bargaining 

power and trade union action in the last decades (Koumenta & Williams, 2019; Woodcock & 

Graham, 2019). Platform work is often thought to contribute to (or even amplify) the 

broader phenomenon of precarious work (Vallas & Schor, 2020). 

Some authors suggest that these modern working practices and digital technologies are 

creating a new class of precarious worker, or “precariat” (Standing, 2011; 2014). Some 

authors critique the notion that there is a new, distinct underclass of precarious workers on 

the basis that they are more heterogenous than one label can suitably describe (Furlong et 

al., 2011). The category of the precariat also ignores many kinds of insecure labour that 

predate the emergence of platform work and, more importantly, fails to appreciate the 

experiences of marginalised groups within (and sometimes outside) the workforce such as 

ethnic minorities, women, and homeless people, who may have been working in precarious 

situations before platform work emerged (Woodcock & Graham, 2019; Dolber et al., 2021). 

Short-term, precarious gig work has been normal in many sectors, such as in the creative 

industries (Morgan & Nelligan, 2018). However, insecurity has expanded to kinds of work 

that were historically considered secure (Blustein et al., 2016; Kalleberg, 2009; Quinlan, 

2012). 

The work offered by some digital labour platforms is sometimes seen as a solution to 

unemployment (Fu, 2019). However, platform work runs the risk of contributing to 

problems of underemployment work and self-perpetuating poverty. MacDonald and 

Giazitzoglu (2019) argue that young people take part in the wider gig economy because they 

have few alternatives. Platform work could become another medium that reproduces the 

same precarity that exists in other parts of the labour market. Some authors question 

whether platform work has truly created an increase in precarious work at all, reiterating 

the argument that the digital medium has simply created a new way to mediate work, and 
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that on balance, platform work has had a positive effect on the European labour market 

(Schwellnus et al., 2019). However, as Shildrick et al. (2012) point out, the people who work 

at the bottom of the labour market are often invisible, and their poverty often mythologised 

as a deficiency of character and commitment rather than a product of the labour market in 

which they must compete. Even if the gig economy is not actually increasing insecure work, 

just perpetuating it, that is worth knowing about because the problem of precarious work 

itself merits consideration. A related question, and one more specific to this project, is 

whether young people think that the work is insecure, and whether they think that is a 

problem. There appears to be no discernible data specific to young people’s perceptions of 

insecurity in platform work, only among mixed age groups (as in Lepanjuuri et al., 2018). 

 

Decent work 

 

Security is considered to be an essential feature of many definitions of decent work, or good 

work. However, work quality can be hard to approach owing to the subjective nature of 

experiences in work, and owing to the vast variety of work types, conditions, and situations. 

While there are many discussions about work quality in research and policy, there is no 

consensus about what defines good quality work (Green, 2019). In recent decades, attempts 

have been made globally to improve the consistency of work quality. The term “decent 

work” was formulated by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) to establish a common 

basic standard of work (ILO, 1999). Its principles originally included promotion of human 

rights at work such as security, the right to collective bargaining, and elimination of forced 

labour and discrimination (ILO, 1999). In 2008, the definition was expanded to include ten 

Decent Work Indicators (ILO, n.d.). However, the ILO’s definition has been critiqued for 

being theoretically imprecise, making it hard measure between countries (Burchell, 2014). 

Furthermore, the Decent Work Indicators still focus on the terms of the work, and little 

attention is paid to the conditions that are experienced by workers.  

Some authors suggest that the ILO’s focus on the terms and conditions of work is too 

limited, and that the definition should be expanded to include experiential and 

psychological features, and should take into account the nature of the relationship between 
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individual and employer (Deranty & MacMillan, 2012, p. 386). Blustein (2006; 2013) and 

Duffy et al. (2016) have proposed that decent work must include the capacity to fulfil not 

only basic material needs, but also be able to provide an individual with meaning or dignity 

and fulfil social and emotional needs of belonging and self-respect. Stuart et al. (2016) 

include the tangible, practical characteristics commonly cited in literature of pay, terms and 

conditions, and health and safety – but also more subjective and specific factors of work-life 

balance and the features of the work itself (which could include skill development, support 

at work, task autonomy, meaningfulness, and so on).  

In the United Kingdom, there have been connected (but still somewhat distinct) discussions 

of work or job quality (Brill, 2021). The Taylor Review of Working Practices uses the term 

“good work”, which included more abstract and qualitative aspects of employment quality 

(such as progression and training opportunities) (Taylor et al., 2017) – but it falls short of 

creating a clear definition (Green, 2019). Furthermore, its principles are not legally 

protected (Hughes et al., 2021), and its advances in defining quality work are diluted by 

assumptions that people have the power to adjust their work according to their preferences 

or needs within the choices offered by the labour market (Bales et al., 2018). In the Review, 

the onus is on the individual to turn it into quality work by their own standards by making 

“trade-offs”, ignoring structural and power-relational factors (Bales et al., 2018). For Taylor 

et al. (2017), the emphasis is on choice: that the labour market should be as flexible as 

possible to give organisations and people maximum freedom to choose what suits them. 

Yet, as Gerber (2022, p. 213) points out, “economic precarity is shaped by the availability of 

alternatives”. Some research indicates that some people on platforms would prefer to work 

in fixed contracts instead (for example, Berger, 2019), but availability for more secure work 

is limited. There must be other suitable options for there to be a valid choice. The scarcity of 

other options combined with reduced bargaining power of people in platform work, and in 

the labour market more widely, means that in practice, flexibility mainly benefits 

organisations, not individuals (Standing, 2014). 

Duffy et al. (2016) produced the Psychology of Working Theory (PWT) as a way of thinking 

about which needs are fulfilled by decent work. The PWT model posits three main 

categories of need fulfilment in decent work: the need for survival and power; the need for 

social connection; and the need for self-determination (see also Section 2.2.5 on 
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Motivational theory and work). These were subsequently used by Duffy et al. (2017) to 

produce the Decent Work Scale, for which five elements were identified as indicators of 

work quality: 

- Physically and interpersonally safe working conditions 

- Access to health care 

- Adequate compensation 

- Hours that allow for free time and rest 

- Organizational values that complement family and social values 

(Duffy et al., 2017) 

These indicators were derived from and validated in their research. Testing the scale in the 

United Kingdom, Dodd et al. (2019) find that the scale is a valid measure for the U.K. 

(though they suggest that health care may be less relevant as there is a free health care 

system in the United Kingdom). They propose that the scale could act as a reflective tool to 

use in career interventions.  

Platform work has been considered in light of decent work as well. The Fairwork framework 

was designed to analyse platforms against a set of decent work standards, including fairness 

of pay, working conditions, contracts, management, and representation (Graham & 

Woodcock, 2018; Graham et al., 2020). Heeks et al. (2021) have evaluated the framework 

against decent work elements from the ILO’s decent work standards, finding that there 

were some qualities missing from the framework, but that it could nevertheless be effective 

in assessing the quality of platform work. They additionally found that most platforms were 

not fulfilling many of the features within the framework (Heeks et al., 2021). 

 

Rising self-employment 

 

In the United Kingdom, platform work has developed in a context where there has been a 

rise in self-employment from 3.2 million in 2000 to 5 million in 2019 (ONS, 2020b). Most are 

“working for themselves”, while one in five self-employed people are running their own 

business, and about one in eight are doing “freelance work” – though it is unclear from the 

report what the difference is between freelancers and those who work for themselves (ONS, 
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2020b). In particular, “solo self-employment” has increased across the United Kingdom and 

other European countries (Boeri et al. 2020). This makes up part of the wider gig economy 

described in this chapter. Boeri et al. (2020) find that people who are solo self-employed 

tend to experience less security and are more likely to be underemployed. However, there is 

also evidence to suggest that people who move from employment into “solo self-

employment” experience increased satisfaction even when earnings are lower (Cribb & Xu, 

2020). This suggests that there may be a positive a trade-off between security and 

happiness.  

One question is how many more people are moving from full time employment to full time 

self-employment, because a shift could reflect the impact of the gig economy in creating 

new opportunities for full-time earning. The Office for National Statistics in December 2022 

estimated that 75.6% of the population in the United Kingdom was employed (ONS, 2022). 

However, as MacDonald and Giazitzoglu (2019) observe, while employment levels seem to 

be at record highs, the U.K. Government’s definition of employment includes all self-

employed; those on government-supported training programmes; and anyone working at 

least one hour of paid work each week (ONS, 2020c). This means that anyone who is using 

platform work on a relatively casual or minimal basis could count towards employment 

figures. 

Empirical research on the gig economy finds that most people are using platforms part-time 

to supplement their income (Huws et al., 2019a). In the United States, a study of tax return 

data has shown that while many more people are taking on some self-employed work, full-

time self-employment has not grown much between 2005 and 2016, suggesting that 

platform work is not necessarily supplanting traditional employment in labour markets 

(Collins et al., 2019). In the United Kingdom, a report commissioned by the Institute for 

Fiscal Studies found that while self-employment figures were growing, the labour market is 

“changing, but not fundamentally (yet)”, but that gig economy work could be “hard to spot 

in the data” (Adam et al., 2017, p. 1). 

Platform work can offer new opportunities to carry out self-employed work, but some 

disagreement exists around whether it is truly self-employment, exploitative labour, or 

something in between that needs a new classification – a topic of much discussion in gig 

economy literature. Srnicek (2017, p. 48) observes that labour platforms are a “new type of 
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firm” that sometimes act (or claim to act) as a mediator of work. However, it is impossible to 

make universal claims about platform exploitation because there are key differences 

between platforms in terms of the relationships they have with their workers. The levels of 

worker control, wages, and worker dependency on platforms can define work quality and 

exploitation in platform work (Kalleberg & Dunn, 2016; Wood, 2019). Low wages combined 

with low autonomy for workers (such as on transportation platforms such as Uber) can form 

the conditions for exploitation, particularly when they involve “punitive participation 

requirements” (Kalleberg & Dunn, 2016, p. 13). But other platforms, such as retail platforms 

or those that manage skilled online work, offer greater autonomy and sometimes better 

income. To deal with the multiplicity of platforms, researchers have proposed a variety of 

ways of evaluating the real relationship between platforms and users. Johnes (2019, p. 206) 

proposes evaluating how well the platforms’ operational model conforms to a “market 

structure” where free exchange and competition can take place, or alternatively whether 

there is an equitable trade-off between uncertainty, flexibility and other benefits of self-

directed work. 

Research is showing that those who work on labour platforms full time seem to have even 

less flexibility than those who work as employees (National Employment Law Project, 2016). 

This research supports earlier empirical findings that the experiences of many people in 

alternative work arrangements (such as temps, freelancers, and contractors) contradict 

popular positive perceptions of independent work (Petriglieri et al., 2019). The imbalance in 

the trade-off on some platforms, and the level of control exerted on workers, suggests that 

some people are being mis-classified as self-employed (Pinsof, 2015; Wood, 2019). 

Misclassification is not a new phenomenon; classifying workers as self-employed while 

offering little flexibility has been standard practice for some time across many sectors, such 

as in the wellness sector (where health centres hire so-called self-employed trainers to do 

shift work) (Harvey et al., 2017), or in the construction industry (Erlich, 2021). The platform 

economy has simply changed the scale of the issue, and ambiguity has been created by the 

heterogeneity of the work, some of which can reasonably be called self-employment, and 

some of which seems more like an employment relationship. 
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A pro-innovation and pro-entrepreneurship milieu 

 

The problem of worker classification (both in platform work and in the labour market more 

widely) is emblematic of a deeper structural issue in the United Kingdom. A strong pro-

entrepreneurship attitude pervades the political and economic environment; enterprise is 

seen as intrinsically good and as a solution to unemployment, even where there is no 

empirical basis for the perception (MacDonald & Giazitzoglu, 2019). Similarly, innovation is 

seen as a main driver of the economy, with language that portrays it in a positive way and to 

be encouraged as much as possible (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016). 

Start-up companies that change business paradigms are called “disruptors” or producing 

“disruptive technologies” – causing lasting change that not only affects business and 

economics, but social realities too (Millar et al., 2018). Online companies that achieve 

sudden, high success (defined by high company value but not necessarily profit) are called 

“unicorns” (Kenney & Zysman, 2019), indicating value and rarity. Facebook founder Mark 

Zuckerberg’s (former) motto of “move fast and break things” exemplifies how highly 

disruption has been valued (Taplin, 2017). These terms – “disruptive innovation”, “move 

fast and break things”, and “unicorns” – are part of a discourse that has originated in the 

United States, in which the sequence of innovation and disruption of existing paradigms by 

new actors has come to be seen as a fundamental feature of modern economic progress 

(Christensen et al., 2018). Some commentators and researchers are questioning the benefits 

of disruption – or indeed the empirical basis for its validity as an explanation for market 

changes (for example Lepore, 2014) - nevertheless prevailing attitudes about innovation 

places platform companies in a favourable position.  

Platform work, too, has often been promoted in the language of individual 

entrepreneurship, with some news articles calling people “micro-entrepreneurs”, often 

without fully defining the term (MacDonald & Giazitzoglu, 2019). People who work on 

labour platforms are called “partners” or “users”, or platform-specific words like “Taskers” 

or “Turkers” (DeStefano, 2016). The “sharing economy” (as described in Section 2.2.1) refers 

to the monetisation of spare or unused resources, including space, goods, or time (the latter 

of which in reality is commodified labour - Srnicek, 2017). But Belk (2014) points out that 

while some platforms facilitate genuine sharing, some labour platforms use the language of 
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sharing to promote more conventional economic activity, or “pseudo-sharing”. Indeed, 

Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012) have found from a study of users of a car sharing app, that while 

users ostensibly “share” resources, it is attractive for reasons that have nothing to do with 

sharing (usually efficiency and cost). Van Doorn (2017, p. 907) refers to rhetoric around the 

sharing (or gig) economy as a language of “market efficiency and technological solutionism” 

that occludes asymmetrical power relationships and reproduction of workforce inequalities. 

The language of entrepreneurship implies a relationship that is not employment, which can 

contribute to the illusion that labour platforms only act as facilitators. This is reinforced by 

the language of flexibility and autonomy that is used to promote platform work by its 

enthusiasts (including platforms themselves and governments). Shibata (2020, p. 536) calls 

this a “discourse of autonomy”, which glosses over potential problems such as insecurity 

and exploitation, and masks true power relations.  

 

 

Platforms and power 

 

In 1946, UNESCO’s Program of Mass Communication commented on the ascending power of 

mass media, stating that “the consequences that flow from [...] inventions are not inherent 

in the inventions themselves. They are the result of the uses to which they are put by the 

persons who control them” (UNESCO, 1946, p. 520). Although this was released in an era 

when mass media were produced and distributed by a few central organisations, this 

statement is equally relevant now – perhaps even more so, because there is an illusion that 

power is decentralised on platform technology through the ways in which people can share 

knowledge and resources. Benkler (2006), commenting on the new participatory power of 

the internet, celebrated the transfer of the act of production and distribution from large 

institutions to individuals. But as Fuchs (2013) points out, the apparent democracy of 

production can occlude the ways in which power still belongs to organisations. Some 

suggest that while initially new technologies can provide freedom from control, large 

organisations that profit under free market economic conditions often soon establish their 

own brand of control (Lessig, 1999; Srnicek, 2017). Padovani and Santaniello (2018) make 

the argument that the openness of the internet was compromised at an early stage by 
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policies created by the US government, which allowed the internet to be privatised 

(Padovani & Santaniello, 2018). In a critique of the power of corporate giants over the 

internet, Taplin (2017) supports that view, calling their dominance a “libertarian 

counterinsurgency”. In other words, the shift from mass media to participatory culture has 

led to another kind of centralisation, one that is less clear because the peer-to-peer 

technology gives the illusion of decentralisation and autonomy. Platforms control 

relationships and activities through their technological infrastructure, resulting in power 

asymmetries. For example, there is little to no input from users on design; back-end 

processes such as the algorithms that manage pricing are opaque to everyday users; and 

until recently, there has been a significant lack of regulation around privacy and the sale of 

data to third parties without consent (Canon, 2020; Fan, 2016; Zuboff, 2019).  

The relationship between platforms and workers is governed by the terms and conditions 

that workers agree to when they sign up, which gives platform organisations the power to 

terminate or suspend accounts with little (or no) warning (Aloisi, 2016; Prassl, 2018). 

Platforms style themselves as facilitators, not employers, but in some cases the level of 

control exerted by the platform is more like employer behaviour (De Stefano, 2016). For 

example, there is a difference between labour platforms that allow workers to set their own 

rates or “bid” against each other, and platforms that set pay rates automatically without 

negotiation. Kost et al. (2019) propose that the latter absence of collaborative agreement 

can indicate exploitation, particularly when demand for work is high.  

The control held by platforms is defined by a restrictive automated infrastructure. Users 

cannot affect how apps are designed, nor can they give input on changes that are made to 

them later (Rosenblat & Stark, 2017; Greber & Krzywdzinski, 2019). Algorithms – the 

automated processes that manage the transactions and sometimes the work itself – are 

designed and controlled by the platform, often with no transparency to users. This has 

sometimes been termed “algorithmic management”, in which a traditional management 

structure has been automated (Rosenblat & Stark, 2017). Platforms exert control through 

their interface and are particularly active in doing so on platforms that need to coordinate 

work in real-time, such as ridesharing platforms (Rosenblat & Stark, 2017). 

On some platforms, workers have no control over (or even advance knowledge of) their pay 

rates; on Uber, for example, distances and fare calculations on Uber are not disclosed to 
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drivers before they accept customers (van Doorn, 2017). However, control can be more 

subtly exerted. On retail platforms, algorithms determine the order of search results, which 

has a direct influence on earning capacity (Mukhopadhyay & Chatwin, 2020). The structure 

of apps can also reproduce inequalities online, such as rating systems that reproduce racial 

biases (Rosenblat et al., 2017. The counterargument to this is that reviews can go both 

ways, but as De Stefano (2016) points out, poor reviews from customers have a greater 

impact on workers than the other way round. 

Some commentators have voiced concerns that some labour platforms apply a combination 

of neo-Taylorist and Fordist approaches to manpower, arguing that the app’s algorithms can 

optimise work patterns in an efficient but unforgiving way (O'Connor, 2016). Platform 

couriers in Italy and the United Kingdom have described, among others, problems related to 

a lack of transparency of information, unclear pricing, and experiences of insecurity imposed 

by the “flexibility” of the work and potential “unilateral disconnection” (that is, account 

termination or suspension) by the platform (Tassinari & Maccarrone, 2020). Even on 

freelancing platforms, Alvarez de la Vega et al. (2021) have found that freelancers felt 

restricted by the management structures of platform apps, which “disrupt control over work 

availability, client relationships, and reputation”, leaving them less able to pursue fully self-

employed work (Section 6, para. 2). Indeed, research has shown that platform work can 

sometimes provide even less flexibility than employed work (National Employment Law 

Project, 2016). Finally, the design of some labour apps also restricts behaviour by offering 

no contact between workers, and sometimes by placing them in competition with each 

other (Garben, 2017). In a more conventional work setting, employees could gather to share 

grievances and potentially mobilise to improve their position, for example through 

unionisation or strike action. Working on apps, workers must (and do) find other ways to 

gather and communicate about their work situations and discontents (Garben, 2017; 

Tassinari & Maccarone, 2020; Woodcock & Graham, 2019). 

While it may be that those who do not rely on the work as their main income can refuse the 

work and may not mind the terms, the research summarised in Section 2.3.1 shows a 

significant number of people who do rely on the work either as a main income or important 

supplementary income, and who may be compelled to accept them. Action that takes place 

now in relation to platform work will shape relationships between platforms, users, and 
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workers in the future. The migration to digitally mediated work may be further accelerating 

because of the changes in work patterns and labour market shifts caused by Covid-19 

(Huws, 2021), which means that soon people may have even fewer alternatives to 

precarious work.  

 

Regulation and policy 

 

Many are concerned about the unregulated position of platform work and its potential to 

lead to worker exploitation (Friedman, 2014; Petriglieri et al., 2019; Zietlow, 2020). A large 

body of research concerns the problem of regulation of platform work (for example Fabo et 

al., 2017; Thelen, 2018). The heterogeneity of the work and the variations in intensity with 

which people work on platforms (with some only occasionally logging on, and others 

working effectively full time) means that there are no straightforward solutions to 

regulating it (De Stefano, 2016). Often it is the responsibility of individual groups on specific 

platforms to lodge complaints, but even positive rulings do not necessarily have a large 

impact on platform behaviour, such as in the case of Uber in the United Kingdom. In 2016, a 

tribunal ruled that it was unreasonable to think of Uber as a “mosaic of 30,000 small 

businesses linked by a common ‘platform’” and in theory, Uber stopped being able to 

classify its drivers as self-employed (Hickey, 2016; Osborne, 2016). In a more recent 

development, courts have ruled that Uber drivers must be classified as “workers” and not 

“self-employed” based on a lack of written agreement and upon analysis of the employment 

relationship based on behaviour (British and Irish Legal Information Institute, 2021). The 

GMB trade union struck an agreement with Uber in 2021 (GMB, 2021), entitling workers to 

paid holiday, rest breaks, protection from discrimination and from reprisals for 

whistleblowing. It offers no protection from unfair dismissal – which is a particular problem 

on driving apps where a few poor ratings can trigger suspension or termination (Aloisi, 

2016). However, app-based drivers now have specialised union representation in the form 

of the All Drivers and Couriers Union (ADCU). By contrast, in California, the passing of 

Proposition 22 has all but permanently classed Uber drivers as “independent contractors”, 

which leaves them with no security or employment benefits, showing how responses can 

vary significantly across countries (O’Connell, 2023). On the other end of the spectrum, in 
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Sweden, where collective bargaining is more prevalent, there are more instances of 

dialogue between platform organisations and trade union representation (Söderqvist & 

Bernhardtz, 2019). There, it is sometimes seen as being in the platform organisations’ 

interests to cooperate (Söderqvist & Bernhardtz, 2019). This could point to some solutions 

to problems of worker rights in the gig economy. Other proposed solutions include 

nationalising platforms or moving to cooperatives (Bates & Kirman, 2019; Scholz & 

Schneider, 2016; Schor, 2020; Woodcock & Graham, 2019). Indeed, some cooperatives have 

already emerged in response to the platform economy (Woodcock & Graham, 2019), but 

have yet to provide a credible challenge to the largest platform giants. 

The heterogeneity of platform work makes it difficult to create unilateral solutions, and at 

present the regulatory landscape remains somewhat piecemeal. On a policy level in the 

United Kingdom, there has been little inclination to create a coherent approach to 

regulating platform work as a whole. The government’s response to a consultation on digital 

platforms in 2016 emphasised the importance of leaving platforms free to innovate, 

discouraging any policy development that might inhibit this action (Department for 

Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016). The Taylor Review in 2017, which ostensibly aimed to 

inform the improvement of labour relations in the United Kingdom in light of technological 

advances, failed to provoke meaningful change (Taylor et al., 2017; Page-Tickell & Yerby, 

2020). Policymakers have been criticised for rejecting the recommendation from the Review 

that would allow “dependent contractors” – those who depend on one platform for their 

main income – to earn the minimum wage (Varghese, 2018). Furthermore, the aims set out 

by the government’s Good Work Plan, released in 2018 in response to the Taylor Review 

and attempting to address some of the wider labour market precarity, have been neglected 

over time. Late in 2022, long-awaited plans for a “workers watchdog”, which would have 

protected workers’ rights, were abandoned (Institute of Employment Rights, 2022). 

Biber et al. (2017) suggest thinking about the regulatory problem not as a lasting problem 

but as a potentially temporary gap between the novelty of app-based work and labour 

policies, arguing that regulatory mechanisms just need time to respond. Indeed, some ways 

have been have proposed in which labour law can be (and is being) adjusted to 

accommodate platform work, including creating new classifications or repurposing old 

classifications for workers (Nadler, 2018). Fabo et al. (2017) call for a minimum wage on 
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labour platforms; for “insurance for workers who are actually looking for longer-term work”; 

and for platform workers to self-unionise. However, it is unclear how the latter two could be 

carried out by governments. Garben (2017), writing for the European Agency for Safety and 

Health at Work, outlines several possible approaches that could be taken, including using 

existing labour laws to handle platform work, but points out that the variety of platforms 

would entail a “case-by-case determination”, which could be hard to enforce. Also proposed 

is approaching the matter through occupational health and safety risk, which would 

decouple regulation from employment law; a new worker classification (as above); or 

specifically providing protections for platform workers regardless of employment status 

(Garben, 2017). Graham et al. (2020) propose a framework for ensuring fair work in 

platform work, which includes assessment of five dimensions of the work: Pay, conditions, 

contracts, management, and representation. A report by the International Labour 

Organisation (2019) has called for an “international governance system” to regulate 

platforms to conform to a “Universal Labour Guarantee”, but the report does not provide 

any concrete proposals for doing this. 

At present, the United Kingdom continues to operate on a case-by-case basis and does not 

seem to have a clear strategy going forward. Some progress is being made by trade unions, 

some of whom now deal exclusively with the gig economy (Page-Tickell & Ritchie, 2020). Yet 

platform work as a whole in the United Kingdom remains insecure, and protection for 

workers remains weak. The Coronavirus epidemic exposed the gaps in social protections as 

well: people who were working on platforms qualified for little government support (Huws, 

2021). 

 

2.2 Young people, careers, and technology 

 

Young people’s work and learning transitions are only part of young people’s experiences at 

the end of school as they move into young adulthood. They take place in a context of 

personal changes such as of identity, relationships, and living situations, and in the midst of 

wider social and economic contexts (Coleman & Hendry, 1999; Furlong, 2011; Schoon & 

Silbereisen, 2009). This makes the subject of work, transitions, and career an 

interdisciplinary one, spanning youth studies, career development, economics, and social 
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science.  Schoon and Silbereisen (2009) have observed that fields of research each tend to 

focus on transitions in a particular way; for example, approaches in psychology often 

concentrate on individual adaptation, or sociology’s focus on structural and socio-historical 

factors. They advocate for a more integrated approach that could help to understand how 

different fields of influence affect each other (Schoon and Silbereisen, 2009). Other career 

theorists have taken this view, observing the complexities of interaction between people’s 

contexts, relationships, and their individual career decisions (Law, 1981; Patton & 

McMahon, 2006a; Hodkinson, 2009). This section of the literature review includes young 

people’s work transitions, how careers literature has engaged with decisions that take place 

around and during those transitions, and contextual factors that can influence those 

decisions. 

 

2.2.1 Youth transitions 

 

Young people’s career decisions are contextualised in their transitions into work or higher 

education. Research shows that such transitions are becoming longer, with less likelihood of 

secure work as an outcome, and can result in a stop-start cycle of unemployment and low-

quality work - particularly for those from disadvantaged backgrounds and in local labour 

markets that are depressed or in decline (MacDonald, 2009; Roberts, 1997; Stephen & 

Squires, 2010). This has been attributed to changes in the labour market, some of which 

have been outlined in Section 2.1.4: less job security, more alternative work in the form of 

zero-hour contracts and temporary or part-time work, fewer lower skilled jobs as a 

consequence of deindustrialisation, more competition for graduate jobs, and qualification 

inflation owing to the increased number of graduates (Furlong, 2011). Transitions have also 

been lengthened by increased focus on education, such as raising the participation age and 

drives to increase university attendance (Barham et al., 2009; Furlong, 2011). Young people 

are more likely to be unemployed than older segments of the population, especially during 

recessions, and relative pay for young people has declined in the United Kingdom (Barham 

et al., 2009; MacDonald, 2011). In the early part of 2021, during the height of the Covid-19 

pandemic, 13.5% of 18-25-year-olds were unemployed compared with 4.8% of the adult 

population (Powell & Francis-Devine, 2021). 
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Over time, research has identified a number of factors that help (or hinder) young people’s 

transitions into work. Some of these are internal, such as motivation, aspirations, 

knowledge of careers, while others are external factors, such as the kind of support they get 

from schools and colleges, input (and expectations) from their families and peer groups, or 

information and opportunities that they can access from their social network. These are also 

mediated by socio-economic factors such as class and gender, and by ethnic background 

(Willis, 1977; Siann & Knox, 1992). 

 

Transferable skills 

 

Some authors have criticised what they perceive as an overemphasis on employability skills. 

MacDonald (2011) points out that upskilling has often been seen as a solution to 

unemployment, and that this position is based on a view of the unemployment problem as 

belonging to the supply side of labour rather than the demand side (that is, jobseekers are 

considered lacking, rather than the availability of jobs). Responsibility is therefore placed on 

young people to “solve” the problem by becoming more employable instead of considering 

how labour market opportunities, patterns of disadvantage, or lack of social security policies 

could be limiting their progression (MacDonald & Giazitzoglu, 2019; Furlong, 2011; Roberts, 

2015; Crisp & Powell, 2017).  

Many employers perceive young people as not having the necessary skills to satisfy the 

demands of their work (Furlong, 2011; Elias et al., 2017). Recent research has shown a 

partial mismatch between what employers look for in recruiting new employees and what 

HE students and graduates think are important. More employers felt that resilience, 

learning agility, and self-awareness were important, for instance (Institute of Student 

Employers & SRS Recruitment & Employability Experts, 2021). Research based on a series of 

qualitative and quantitative studies in the U.K. found that while many employers seemed to 

feel that potential young recruits did not have sufficient skills or are not “work ready”, and 

that few felt responsibility to cultivate those skills themselves in the workplace – rather 

feeling that recruits should have them already (Elias et al., 2017, p. 9). 
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Some schools choose to adopt an enterprise culture to improve employability, but this can 

be problematic in its application. An ethnographic study of an academy that adopted an 

award system to demonstrate employability has highlighted the ways in which political pro-

entrepreneurship ideology can permeate the school environment, and reproduce inequality 

as well (Morrin, 2018). Furthermore, the tendency of governments to promote 

entrepreneurship as a cure-all for unemployment is another manifestation of the weighting 

of responsibility towards individuals – the evidence for which is weak (MacDonald & 

Giazitzoglu, 2019). The emphasis on individual adaptability can be amplified by what is 

sometimes called “survivorship bias”: success stories are often highlighted in the media and 

in literature while failures are not, giving a skewed picture of the likelihood of success 

(Taleb, 2001). So, while employability can be a helpful term to think about the skills and 

characteristics necessary for an easier transition, it is also a laden one, perpetuating the 

assumption that young people need to make themselves more employable while the labour 

market (especially in recession) remains a challenging place for their transitions.  

Furthermore, young people’s aspirations are (de)limited by their socio-economic positions, 

influenced by their parents, school, and peer groups (Hodkinson, 2009; Moore et al., 2021). 

Drawing on data from the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), 

Mann et al. (2020) show that the range of career expectations of young people is narrow, 

which they suggest may be a consequence of a lack of awareness of the true possibilities 

afforded by the labour market. They also show that many students are interested in jobs 

that may dwindle or disappear entirely because of automation (but that there are also 

popular jobs in the “human-centred” sectors that are more likely to remain) (Mann et al., 

2020, p. 24). Career interventions have been cited as an effective means of changing this by 

helping young people to broaden their range of career ideas while also helping them to 

understand the realities of how to achieve their goals (such as accurate awareness of 

qualifications they need) (Hughes et al., 2021). 

 

Careers education and guidance 

 

While it can be challenging to prove a direct link between career outcomes and career 

guidance, there is evidence that career guidance and careers education can help young 
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people in transitions (Dodd et al., 2022; Hughes & Smith, 2020). Interventions can increase 

the success of transitions into work and can improve longer term outcomes such as wages 

(Mann & Percy, 2013; Hughes & Smith, 2020). Contact with employers has been shown to 

increase earnings later (Kashefpakdel & Percy, 2016; Mann & Percy, 2013), and also 

decrease the likelihood of young people becoming NEET (Percy & Mann, 2014). Career 

interventions (including experience of employers and workplaces, and career counselling) 

can help to correct any misalignments between young people’s career aspirations and their 

expectations of the training they will need to achieve them (Mann et al., 2020). 

Some research has studied what young people think is most helpful in career interventions. 

While much career guidance practice and theory are oriented towards the counselling 

aspect of careers, young people’s priorities and expectations can be somewhat different. A 

qualitative study of young people showed that they usually pointed to practical advice 

about jobs and the processes of application as the most desirable features of guidance 

provided by schools and colleges (Mann et al., 2017). 

An aim of this project has been to discover whether platform work is addressed in formal 

careers practice, either in one-to-one guidance sessions or in wider careers education. 

Currently, the responsibility for careers education rests with schools, FE colleges, and sixth 

form colleges (Department for Education, 2017). There is no formal curriculum for career 

learning across schools, although the Gatsby benchmarks are recommended in the 

Department for Education’s (DfE) statutory guidance for the development of careers 

programmes in schools and colleges (DfE, 2022). The eight benchmarks provide a framework 

that encompasses individual guidance and wider career learning (Gatsby Foundation, 2014). 

Recently Ofsted has begun to scrutinise more closely the careers provision in schools and 

colleges as part of the inspection process. Inspectors “assess the quality of CEIAG provision 

and how well it benefits pupils in choosing and deciding on their next steps” (Ofsted, 2022, 

Section 308). Inspections include the quality of guidance, exposure to education/training 

providers and employers, use of the Gatsby Benchmarks, and whether the school has 

published its careers offer (Ofsted, 2022, Section 308). Consequently, improvements in 

school provision are starting to take place. More schools and colleges are achieving more 

benchmarks (The Careers and Enterprise Company, 2022). However, the application of the 

benchmarks is still uneven. The benchmarks also foreground traditional employment routes 
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(The Gatsby Foundation, 2014). Similarly, the Government’s Careers strategy document, 

while it acknowledges labour market change that includes more self-employment, makes no 

further mention of self-employment, rather emphasising routes to conventional 

employment and training (DfE, 2017). 

 

Career capital 

 

Some authors have framed the collection of skills, network resources, and experience as 

career – or human – capital, a concept that includes not just the skills that people bring to 

their careers, but also other resources such as social connections and experience: “Knowing 

what” and “knowing whom” (Arthur et al., 1999; DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994). Young people 

can use the connections and knowledge that they can access in the network of people they 

know. These can be through formal channels such as careers advisers and school or college 

staff, or informal ones such as family or friends. Brown et al. (2020) refine the notion of 

career capital by adding a higher order “Knowing how”: the knowledge of how to make use 

of their information and connections. 

While it is a useful way of conceptualising the resources that people can marshal to 

approach their careers, the notion of career capital is not unproblematic. One critique is its 

theoretical weakness as a “single, universal lens” through which to see more complex 

matters of work and career (Marginson, 2019, p. 291). Another problem is its potential to 

contribute to a milieu of precarity. Fleming (2017) characterises human capital theory as 

“radical responsibilisation” of the workforce, and proposes that rather than improving 

people’s socio-economic wellbeing it perpetuates the rhetoric of individual adaptability and 

in fact contributes to insecurity (or the “state of insecurity” – Chadderton, 2020). In 

Hodkinson et al.’s (1996) terminology, human capital theory represents a technical 

rationality that can overlook the nuances of people’s movements, choices, and limitations 

within the labour market. 

In the platform economy, there are hurdles to accumulating career capital, as well. 

Communities need to form independently from the platform environment, because the app 

technology isolates workers, so they need to contact each other through other means 

(Woodcock & Graham, 2019). Thus, it can be harder to accrue the same capital as in a 
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traditional organisational environment, where there would be access to people higher up in 

the management structure, and where more training opportunities (can) exist. Furthermore, 

a study of workers on Upwork reveals divisions among workers that can undermine self-

organised collaboration, and therefore the accumulation of network capital (Schou & 

Bucher, 2022). At the most basic level, there is currently no reputation portability across 

different platforms, so skills, qualifications, and experience cannot be transferred easily. 

Even if such a reputation system were implemented, there are already power relational 

problems to do with automated reputation systems, for example that negative ratings affect 

workers more than customers (De Stefano, 2016). 

For young people, career capital can be developed in careers programmes, both in abstract 

skill development and by extending their contact with employers. In evaluating what works 

in career programmes, Mann and Percy (2013) suggest that the benefits associated with 

increased employer engagement is partly related to social network development. Employer 

engagement is considered to increase human, social, and cultural capital (Hughes & Smith, 

2020). It is a central feature of career development practice and is expressed in the Gatsby 

benchmarks (The Gatsby Foundation, 2014).  

 

 

Engagement with employers and work 

 

Young people’s transitions are thought to be helped by good connections with the world of 

work, including employer engagement, awareness of self-employment and 

entrepreneurship, and career management skills (Hughes & Smith, 2020). This is supported 

by empirical research, which shows that experiences of employers during school time 

reduces young people’s likelihood of becoming NEET and is associated with higher salaries 

later (Mann & Percy, 2013; Percy & Mann, 2014). 

Saturday jobs are a way for young people to accumulate experience and exposure to 

employers in a real-life setting. However, while young people still often work alongside their 

studies, participation in Saturday jobs has halved in the last decade (Hughes et al., 2021). 

Other researchers caution that work experiences need to be of sufficient quality or 

relevance to have a positive impact (Kashefpakdel & Percy, 2016). Skills learned in work 
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experiences can also be mismatched with employers’ expectations (Pastore, 2019). 

Research shows that young people perceive a range of barriers to gaining internships, 

including a lack of financial capital to support themselves through an unpaid internship, or 

absence of social connections to find a placement (Roberts, 2015). This could explain the 

weighting towards older applicants in internships and points to the self-perpetuating nature 

of youth inexperience and lack of resources, both material and social.  

There has also been a drive to encourage entrepreneurship as a solution to youth 

unemployment. As I have touched upon in 2.1.4: A pro-innovation and pro-

entrepreneurship milieu, such claims do not necessarily have an empirical basis. MacDonald 

and Giazitzoglu (2019) describe how efforts to promote and fund entrepreneurial 

endeavours among young people have had mixed results at best, often remain unevaluated, 

and often end up being counterproductive. Contrary to narratives of heroic 

entrepreneurialism, young people struggle with new businesses that are not profitable, 

trapped in positions of financial insecurity and emotional distress (MacDonald, 1991; 2017). 

While there is undoubtedly a transitional moment when young people leave school or 

college, the notion of transition itself is not unproblematic. Not only are transitions 

becoming longer, but young people as a group are not homogeneous. It is hard to make 

generalisations about them; what might help them to succeed; or indeed what success 

might mean for them. Youth studies and careers necessarily bring up issues of gender, race, 

class, and intersections between all of these, which all influence transitions (Furlong et al., 

2012).  

 

2.2.2 Young people and technology  

 

So far, this section has focused on past and present structural issues in labour market 

conditions, and the responsibility placed on young people to take up its burdens by 

becoming more employable and more adaptable. The preoccupation with adaptability may 

be a response to speculation (and fears) about a labour market that always seems to be at 

the cusp of changing. Facer (2019) proposes that education is often seen as a means for 

young people to cope with an unpredictable and threatening future, one in which 

technology is seen as a major determinant. This may be especially true of careers education 
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and guidance, with which careers professionals try to equip young people as well as they 

can for the challenges that lie ahead. But careers professionals themselves experience a 

range of challenges associated with the use of ICT in career services, including limited access 

to ICT resources, information, and inadequate skills (Kettunen & Sampson, 2019). 

A common assumption of young people is that they are more adept with technology than 

older generations. In the nascent stages of the internet, Prensky coined the terms “digital 

immigrants” and “digital natives” to articulate a difference between people who did not 

grow up with the internet and have had to adapt to technological changes, and those who 

have always experienced network technologies as part of their lives (Prensky, 2001). While 

the use of the term “natives” is sometimes used nebulously in grey literature, Helsper and 

Eynon (2009) define digital native as: 

 

… someone who multi-tasks, has access to a range of new technologies, is confident 

in their use of technologies, uses the Internet as a first port of call for information 

and – given the educational focus of this article - uses the Internet for learning as 

well as other activities. 

Helsper & Eynon, 2009, p. 5 

 

The native/immigrant division has been criticised for overlooking the difference between 

access and literacy, proposing that digital inclusion relies on more than just access 

(Hargittai, 2003). In policy, attention has usually been given to addressing divisions based on 

access, but it has been argued that there is a second level digital divide based on levels of 

digital literacy, arguing that the situation is much more nuanced than simply “haves” and 

“have nots” (Hargittai, 2003). Helsper (2008), too, questions the wisdom of this attitude in 

an earlier paper, cautioning against essentialist readings and suggesting that labels that cast 

young people as digital experts may be counterproductive. This is because it can lead to 

young people failing to ask for help when they encounter situations that are challenging – 

technically, or to do with safety or emotional wellbeing (Helsper, 2008). It can also be 

misleading to characterise this as a generational divide; Helsper and Eynon (2009) found 

that generation alone was not sufficient to make someone a digital native, and that other 
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factors such as media richness in a household, gender, education, experience, and the 

degree of immersion in digital environments (or the breadth of activities that people are 

involved in) all contribute to the adoption of digital native behaviour as defined above. The 

evidence points to the possibility that while young people are exposed to digital 

technologies at a younger age, with seven in ten 12-15-year-olds having owned their own 

smart phone in 2015 (Ofcom, 2015), they do not necessarily develop the skills to use it to 

the full range of capacity. The blanket digital native characterisation could miss important 

intragenerational differences in skills, which Livingstone & Bober (2004) frame as the quality 

of use, and also differences in patterns and preferences. 

Differences among young people’s digital skills may also mean variations in their capacity to 

access career resources online and access work through digital routes, including through 

platform apps. Young people's early exposure to smartphone apps may mean that while 

they have the technical skills to operate a platform app, this does not ensure that they have 

the other digital career skills or risk awareness to make the most of the technology, evaluate 

its policies, or use it safely. This falls into a type of career skill that Hooley (2012, p. 5) has 

described as “digital career literacy”. This includes proficiency in using digital technologies 

to form social and professional relationships and find information (Reid, 2016), but it also 

can mean being critically aware of the origins, significance, and validity of information. 

Hooley (2012, p. 6) highlights the opportunities that digital technologies offer for career 

development and proposes a framework of “seven key skills of digital career management” 

that can help people to navigate and make the most out of the internet for their careers: 

Changing, Collecting, Critiquing, Connecting, Communicating, Creating, and Curating. The 

Seven Cs could provide a starting point for considering technologically mediated forms of 

work like platform work. For example, it could prompt thinking through what kind of 

support they could gain from communicating with other workers in communities 

(Connecting and Communicating). Thinking about content for different platforms as creative 

professionals could fall under Creating. Comparing the ethos and fairness of different 

platforms might be considered Critiquing. This latter is perhaps the most important, as 

Staunton (2018) proposes that thinking of technology as neutral tools, and not as socially 

constructed environments, can inadvertently limit people’s career thinking and overlook 

context. This is especially true on platforms, which critics have suggested can encode their 
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politics, ideologies, and self-interest into their technological structures (Fuchs, 2021; 

Srnicek, 2017). These may not be immediately evident to users. Furthermore, platforms can 

have different meanings for people depending on their personal circumstances and 

contexts. As I have discussed earlier in this chapter, there are risks involved such as 

insecurity and poverty traps, which can be amplified for disadvantaged groups. 

A part of this project concerns careers professionals and their experience in dealing with or 

capacity to engage with the gig economy in their practice with young people. The 

expectation for careers professionals to engage with technology is growing (Bimrose et al., 

2015). Hooley’s (2012) 7Cs model has been proposed as a way for careers professionals to 

incorporate digital technologies into their practice as a form of careers education. Yet the 

capacity and even appetite among careers professionals for including the cultivation of 

digital career literacy and adopting new technologies into their work can be uneven (Law, 

2012; Kettunen, 2017; Kettunen & Sampson, 2019). It will become increasingly difficult for 

practitioners to deliver effective careers education and guidance without also developing 

their own digital careers literacy (Hooley, 2012).  

 

2.2.3 Young people and platform work 

 

Section 2.1 has described young people’s position in a labour market characterised by 

growing insecurity and underemployment. However, there appears to be scant literature 

that focuses specifically on young people’s participation in platform work. Balaram et al. 

(2017) find that one in four 16 to 30-year-olds would consider “some form” of platform 

work in the future, but this is part of general research into the gig economy and not 

specifically aimed at young people. Similarly, Huws et al. (2016) and Huws et al. (2019) 

found that young people under the age of 24 were somewhat more likely to use platform 

work than other age groups. However, such age brackets can encompass very different 

experiences in different environments, including being at school, entering higher education, 

vocational training, or work. Therefore, the experiences and motivations of someone at age 

16 to 18 might be different from those of someone at university or entering the workforce 

later in young adulthood.  
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Most empirical research either encompasses larger general sample, or when concentrated 

on young people, involves an age group over 20 years of age. This could be because while 

young people are considered a crucial group, researchers may prefer to concentrate on 

those who are already active in or just entering the labour market. One study of Italian 

students measures the awareness and perceptions of the sharing economy among 

university students, finding that students were familiar with sites such as Couchsurfing and 

car and bike swapping services – but also mentioned sites that were closer to peer-to-peer 

commerce rather than sharing, such as Airbnb, Depop, and Deliveroo (Mortara & Roberti, 

2019). That study overlaps with work in the gig economy because some earning types in the 

study can be considered platform work. The motivations for using such sites included 

“sharing, innovation, renting, and economic advantage” (Mortara & Roberti, 2019, p. 199). 

However, the framing of these types of exchange as belonging to the sharing economy, and 

the effect that such an interpretation could have on the research tools, may mean that the 

motivations for using such sites and apps could be somewhat different from platform work 

as conceived in this project. 

Another study focuses on atypical work among young people, based on 14 interviews with 

21- to 30-year-olds in Nordic countries (Nielsen et al., 2019). It showcases a wide range of 

digital work activities, some of which include online and app-mediated work. The stories 

explored by Nielsen et al.’s (2019) research sometimes represent deliberate work choices – 

and at other times precarity and insecurity. Some work was organised by temp-style 

agencies, others were app based. Some young people were in precarious employment 

situations with one employer, and still others had put together a bricolage of various 

earning types. While the research is not representative, it does display a wide variety of 

atypical work, and gives real examples of how digital work can exist in radically different 

configurations depending on life circumstances. It also shows how differently the work can 

be experienced, where choice (or lack thereof) can have direct effects on precarity and 

stress (Nielsen et al., 2019). Some participants felt that the lack of mutual commitment and 

flexibility were helpful and desirable, while others would have liked to have more stability. 

The features of the work on digital platforms included long hours, lack of support, health 

problems, flexibility, and constant availability and boundarylessness between work and 

private life.  
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Both these studies of young people illustrate the challenges associated with studying digital 

platforms and forms of earning. Each highlight aspects of digital participation that is 

reshaping the landscape of work, but with a different emphasis. Furthermore, while they 

study some of the younger people in the platform economy, they do not include students 

who are still in school or college. From large scale research on platform work patterns in the 

United Kingdom, most people’s motivations to use platforms seem to be as a supplement to 

income, stopgap between jobs, or to make up shortfall in income. One question is whether 

young people’s motivations for doing (or not doing) platform work would be the same as 

those of adults, or whether they have more of an orientation towards digitally mediated 

work. 

 

2.3 Careers 

 

In this section, I describe how career has been defined in academic literature. I point to 

challenges in definition owing to the subjectively experienced nature of careers and its 

variability according to context. Then I explore some of the main strands of thought in 

career development in academic literature. I propose that many theories, often developed 

as a response to specific challenges in the labour market, only address one aspect of career. 

I point to some career theories that are more integrated, including careership, which forms 

the basis of the theoretical approach of this project. 

 

2.3.1 What is career? 

 

Career can be a difficult concept to define as it carries different meanings across cultures 

and contexts (Reid, 2016; Arulmani et al., 2014). Careers professionals may think of careers 

differently from people who are considering them from the perspective of their own 

careers. Some people have no notion of career at all (Arulmani et al., 2014). In careers 

literature, career is thought of as a social and cultural process of individuals finding their 

way in labour markets and organisational environments (Reid, 2016). It is also an 
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individually experienced process, consisting of the actions, intentions and decisions made by 

an individual to direct their own lives (Reid, 2016). Watts (2015) proposes that career as a 

concept helps to structure people’s thinking about their working life, “helps to shape and 

sustain social identity … linked to a faith in the future and a future self” (p. 241). In other 

words, career takes place over time and is constructed between people and their social 

environments. This reflexive, reciprocal nature means that the meaning of the term ‘career’ 

is not fixed, but experienced and defined by people differently. Observing the decline in 

industrial-era hierarchical careers, Watts (2015) further suggests that it is appropriate to 

redefine career more broadly as “a lifelong progression in learning and in work” (p. 243), as 

it is no longer restricted to paid work experiences, but retains a sense of movement. The 

temporality of career is emphasised in many definitions; Arthur et al. (1989) propose that 

career can be thought of as “the evolving sequence of a person's work experiences over 

time” (p. 7). In careers literature, definitions of career can encompass a variety of concepts 

in order to account for contextual and structural realities that surround career. However, as 

Arnold (2011) points out, it is rarer to encounter what “real” people mean when they think 

of career – that is, people who are not careers professionals or researchers. 

As for how young people see career, Barnes et al. (2011) suggest that it can be a difficult 

concept for them because they have little concrete experience of the world, so the idea of 

long-term work progression is an abstract one. The definition of career is consequently 

often narrower than the wider notion of career conceived by the careers profession as a 

“pathway through life” (Barnes et al., 2011, p. 11). Barnes and colleagues perceive a more 

pragmatic view of careers among young people, arguing that money is a major motivator. 

(Though some studies of young people’s motivations find that money is less of a motivator 

than less tangible attributes such as social contacts and actualising of potential, for example 

as found by Schoon & Silbereisen, 2009). Not only could it be challenging for young people 

to conceptualise career, but the wider, more totalising definition of career as understood by 

careers practitioners could even feel worrisome or irrelevant to some young people. Results 

from a small qualitative study on how young people talk about career suggest that the word 

“career” evokes some ambivalence, with some seeing it as a “teacher word”, and found that 

they often preferred to speak in more general terms such as talking about “the future” or 

after they leave education (Moore & Hooley, 2012, p. 2). 
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Career, therefore, is an experiential, subjective phenomenon, existing in discourse with 

personal and contextual factors. Its changeability and subjectivism are reflected in the range 

of metaphors sometimes used to describe careers. Inkson and Amundson (2002) identify a 

range of metaphors that characterise careers: as a journey, growth, story, network, and as 

relationships, among others. Rather than trying to identify a single, unified definition of 

career, it may therefore be more useful to think of career as a dynamic, continuous process 

– how it unfolds over the course of a life (as Arthur et al., 1989, propose); how people make 

decisions about work; and how it interacts with different areas of their lives including their 

relationships and inner value systems. In other words, focusing on process and context 

rather than definitive characteristics. The next section will explore how career development 

has been theorised in academic literature. 

 

2.3.2 Career development 

 

Researchers have worked to understand how people make career decisions in a variety of 

disciplines, because career spans a range of human activities and processes that are not just 

related to paid work (McCash et al., 2021). Early career theory aimed to help people by 

identifying skills and interests and matching them to occupations, forming what is 

sometimes known as “trait and factor” or “person-environment fit" theories (Arulmani et 

al., 2014; Barnes et al., 2011; McCash et al., 2021). Holland’s (1997) theory of occupational 

personality, for example, consists of empirically generated categories for people’s 

psychological traits which can be matched to occupation. 

Matching approaches form the foundations of many contemporary tools such as 

psychometric testing (Barnes et al., 2011). Yet they are sometimes critiqued for ascribing 

too much agency and conscious thought to individuals’ decision making. Hodkinson (2009) 

has observed that government policy around work and transitions is often based around 

such rationalistic notions of decision-making, presuming an ideal and rational way of making 

decisions that is too simplistic. Such “technical” rationality, Hodkinson argues, assumes that 

most decision-making processes are conscious and logical, and where there is a ‘good’ 

outcome if the ‘right’ decisions are made – a positivistic view of identity, thought and 
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action. Theories have moved beyond matching to look at contextual, structural, or social 

factors (Roberts, 1977; 1997; 2009; Law, 1981). Other authors have focused on chance 

factors and how they can be turned into opportunities (Mitchell et al., 1999; Krumboltz & 

Levin, 2011).  

However, many theories often seem to account for only part of how career decisions are 

made as they usually look at single aspects of the process. To deal with this, researchers 

have started to integrate the different influences on career decisions into single 

frameworks. They examine complex interactions between influences on people’s decisions 

on multiple levels. Patton and McMahon’s (2006a) systems theory, for example, has 

articulated a dynamic process of decision-making that takes place in a context, which shapes 

the individual and influences decisions (such as social influences like family and peer 

groups), but within which the individual still acts with agency within their available choices. 

Bassot (2012) presents the bridge model, incorporating both internal decision processes 

such as social learning and psychology, and external influences such as macro institutional 

factors. Hodkinson, working with colleagues on the basis of an empirical qualitative study of 

young people, has developed the notion of “careership” as a middle ground between 

structural and agentic influences (Hodkinson et al., 1996; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; 

Hodkinson, 2009). 

One question is how platform work features within a career, or what kind of career can be 

constructed from it. In principle, people can adapt their platform use to their needs by using 

multiple platforms to do the same kind of work; cobble together several types of work; or 

concentrate on a single platform. People can also use platforms to act instrumentally or in 

addition to their main business, as in the case of freelancers (Alvarez de la Vega et al., 2021). 

Many platforms decouple work from a geographical location, such as online freelancing 

platforms, potentially changing work patterns even further. Vallas and Schor (2020, p. 274) 

point out that “platform-like work situations” are emerging also within traditional firms, 

changing employment relationships. In addition to the specific phenomenon of digital 

platform work, there is also a widespread technological shift that is reconfiguring 

relationships within and between organisations (Vallas and Schor, 2020). Yet while there are 

increasing numbers of studies about people’s experiences on platforms, there are few that 

consider the overarching notion of careers and how they might play out on platforms.  
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Even prior to the emergence of platform work, there have been earlier attempts in careers 

literature to account for apparent relational shifts between people and organisations. 

Changes in organisational structures have prompted consideration of alternative career 

types that do not conform to linear, hierarchical progression. The notions of protean (Hall, 

2004) and boundaryless careers (Arthur, 1994; Arthur & Rousseau, 1996) centralise human 

agency, describing more movement in an individual’s career and a less rigidly defined 

relationship with organisations. For Hall (2004), the protean career is one that a person can 

assemble like a mosaic, with a high level of self-direction in making career moves. Hall 

(2004) sees the protean career as having developed as a response to “organisational 

restructuring, decentralization, and globalization” (p. 2), which (he argues) people negotiate 

by becoming more adaptable and self-driven. For Arthur and Rousseau (1996), the 

boundaryless career is one in which people can transcend conventional roles in 

organisations (again as a response to organisational change); instead of an employee, they 

are acting in a series of contractor roles. In theory, this decouples the individual career from 

the context of the organisation and makes it the individual's to direct and develop. This self-

contained, flexible approach to careers is partly addressed in other career theories such as 

concepts of career adaptability and life design (Savickas, 1997; Savickas et al., 2009), and 

portfolio careers (Handy, 2002; Mallon, 1998). 

Such versions of new, flexible careers challenge the linear career model – not just 

hierarchical linearity of moving up a traditional career ladder, but linearity of sequence and 

accumulation of experience or career capital within an organisational context. But such 

theories are not without problems. Some authors point out that theories of career that 

overemphasise human agency can ignore important structural factors that influence (and 

often restrict) career decisions (Roberts, 1977; 2005; 2009; Arnold, 2011). Boundaryless or 

flexible careers can also cause stresses on individuals owing to their uncertainty, frequent 

transitions, and potential for exploitation by organisations (Baruch & Vardi, 2015).  Yerby 

(2020) warns that protean careers are sometimes only feasible for those who are already 

privileged, where that privilege can shield them from the effects of uncertainty. 

The same problems can persist in platform work as well, or even be amplified by the 

platform model and technical infrastructure. For example, workers’ socio-economic position 

can affect their experiences. Research suggests that platform workers who are privileged or 



54 
 

highly skilled can more easily navigate the uncertainties of gig work than those who are 

performing unskilled labour, or do not have a financial cushion to absorb any decline in 

earnings (Kost et al., 2019; Hoang et al., 2020). The lack of dialogue with platforms means 

that in fact while platforms can offer a great deal of autonomy in work patterns, the 

relationship itself is not at all boundaryless. Instead, it can be highly bounded by the terms 

and conditions – and in such a way as to limit the accumulation of career capital usually 

offered by traditional organisational relationships (Kost et al., 2019). The development of 

network resources and career capital can be limited by the absence of relationship with the 

organisation, or in some cases actively hindered by their technological infrastructure 

(Alvarez de la Vega et al., 2021). The apparent freedom and choice offered by platforms, 

therefore, can be more limited than a traditional employment relationship or an off-

platform freelance career. 

The evolution of career development theories and counselling models can partly be 

explained by the changing academic environment; new waves of (post-)structuralism, 

subjectivism, and constructivism, and concurrent trends in cultural and social theory that 

became prevalent in the twentieth century can be seen in the foundations of many career 

theories (McCash et al., 2021). But (r)evolutions in career development theory also emerge 

as responses to specific problems. Holland’s (1997) model of self-assessment according to 

personality and interests, for instance, was developed in response to what he perceived as 

an over-reliance on professionals, seeking to create a tool that anyone could use to make 

better career decisions. Roberts (1977; 1997) perceived the approach to careers in the 

United Kingdom as failing to account for contextual influences on career decisions, wanting 

to remedy what he perceived as an excessive culture of individualism that was blind to 

power structures and external limitations of people’s horizons. Boundaryless careers were 

conceived as a way to account for the changes in organisational relationships perceived by 

authors (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). Each of the theories presented so far have shaped 

subsequent contributions to career theory and practice. Yet they often grasp only one part 

of the puzzle of how people navigate their careers, respond to their environments, and 

make choices (Patton & McMahon, 2006a). In Chapter 3, I explore one of the most relevant 

career theories, which accounts for the variety of factors that influence people’s career 
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decisions, and which forms one of the theoretical cornerstones of this project: careership 

(Hodkinson et al., 1996). 

 

2.4 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has explored three strands of literature to provide context for this study. First, I 

have framed platform work as a technological phenomenon. I have outlined its origins in 

mass communication and increasingly interactive, peer-to-peer technologies. I have 

presented the core empirical research that has been conducted, particularly in the United 

Kingdom, which has found mostly supplementary use of platform work, weighted towards 

younger age groups. I have explored some of the main debates around platform work 

through different dimensions of its labour market context, following the logic that platform 

work takes the shape given to it by that context, as Vallas and Schor (2020) argue. I find that 

platform work in the United Kingdom has emerged as a small but growing part of the labour 

market, shaped by a loose regulatory environment, rising insecurity, and weak worker 

representation. It is the subject of many debates about precarity and work quality. 

Then I explored young people’s transitions. In the last two years of school and college, 

students are close to a significant transition into work or higher education. The online gig 

economy is an important new feature in the landscape of work, which young people are 

about to enter. I have described how young people use technology and outlined the debate 

on young people’s adeptness at navigating the digital world, arguing that they may not all 

be as uniformly proficient in digital technologies as one might suppose (Helsper, 2008). I 

have described the literature on young people’s use of platform work. I have found an 

apparent gap in the literature, as there seems to be scant information on the activities of 

younger age groups earning on digital platforms. 

Finally, I have outlined some definitions of career. I have identified a key temporal feature 

of careers that is present throughout much careers literature. I have described some of the 

main theories about careers, finding that many only address one part of careers, apart from 

a few more recent integrated approaches such as Systems Theory (Patton & McMahon, 

2006a; 2006b). I conclude that for the purposes of this project, careership is the most 
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suitable lens as it accounts for the fluctuations and subjective factors that influence career 

decisions within people’s complex lives (Hodkinson et al., 1996). Careership also contains 

the theoretical approaches that I consider appropriate for this project: Hermeneutics and 

Bourdieusian fields (Hodkinson et al., 1996; Hodkinson, 1998). The next chapter provides a 

detailed description of the theoretical frameworks I have used: careership, cognitive 

approaches to careers, motivational theory, psychology of working, and the non-dualist 

philosophical underpinnings of this project.  
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

This chapter focuses on the theoretical foundations of this thesis. My findings resonated 

with aspects of several career-related theories, in particular Hodkinson et al.’s (1996) 

careership theory. The discussion in Chapter 9 brings careership together with three other 

theoretical strands in a novel combination.  

First, I describe careership theory as an integrated approach to careers (Hodkinson et al., 

1996). It acknowledges the role of structured career decisions, but also the interplay 

between people’s subjective values; the role of chance and experience; and people’s 

physical and social contexts. 

In Section 3.2, I explore schema theory, proposing that knowledge and process schemas are 

an essential component of how people’s career thinking is structured. I argue that schemas 

are created in a reciprocal relationship with people’s social contexts. While Hodkinson et al. 

(1996) touch upon schemas in careership theory, they do not elaborate extensively, rather 

focusing on hermeneutics and fields. I propose that schemas are a fundamental component 

of careers, because they structure notions of career and self. 

In Section 3.3, I describe motivational theory of Maslow (1954) and Herzberg et al. 

(1959/2017), suggesting that the decisions made during the individual’s career are heavily 

influenced by the fulfilment (or lack of fulfilment) of critical needs. Based on empirical 

research, Blustein (2013) has revised the need categories and cast them as key indicators of 

work quality, identifying them as essential components of decent work. Blustein’s need 

categories and Maslow’s (1954) and Herzberg et al’s (1959) motivating factors are revisited 

in the discussion in Chapter 9 to explain the reasons behind young people’s responses to 

platform work, and I link theory and results to discussions about decent work. In the 

discussion, I also propose that decisions made during the careership process can be closely 

linked to absent and present career motivators and need fulfilment.  

The chapter concludes with the philosophical framework that fundamentally shaped the 

research process, laying the foundations for the methodology. 
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3.1 Careership 

 

The complexity of career development over time and across different aspects of life is 

captured by Hodkinson et al.’s (1996) careership model. Careership is used in the discussion 

in Chapter 9 to explain young people’s reasoning about platform work. Drawing on empirical 

research about young people’s decisions about training options, Hodkinson et al. (1996) 

propose that young people’s decisions are based on “pragmatic rationality”. These are 

decisions that make rational sense - but within their internal frames of reference and their 

interaction with the outside world. External influences can include a variety of factors 

including life circumstances, values, social pressures, and wider institutions in which they 

operate (Hodkinson et al., 1996; Hodkinson, 2009). The theory of careership integrates 

several theoretical concepts. Hodkinson et al. (1996; Hodkinson, 1998; 2009) use Gadamer’s 

(1979) hermeneutics and Bourdieu’s (1977; 1990) notion of fields to address both the inner 

personal and the outer social, cultural dimensions of decision making – and their 

interactions. 

Gadamer’s (1979) hermeneutic theory concerns the delimiting structure of cultural and 

historical positioning on a person’s understanding – the personal horizon, or vantage point. 

This vantage point is malleable, changing with new information or experiences. The 

individual is also in a reflexive relationship with a multitude of structures operating at 

different levels of society (Bourdieu, 1977; 1990). These influence the individual by creating 

their frame of reference – the habitus, or their horizon (Bourdieu, 1977; Gadamer, 1979). 

Hodkinson et al. (1996) combine these strands of thought to describe how people make 

subjectively rational career decisions. They extend the notion of horizon as something that 

mediates action as well as understanding, proposing that the horizons of the young people 

in their study bounded and defined their career transitions. Those horizons in turn were 

shaped by the fields in which their participants were operating (Hodkinson et al., 1996). 

Another contribution of careership theory is the idea that careers are defined by “turning 

points” or the moment of transition – but also by their routines, which are the periods of 

time between decisions (Hodkinson et al., 1996). The authors observe that the routinised 

aspects of careers are often overlooked in literature in favour of turning points, and that 
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turning points themselves can be protracted. Young people inevitably approach a turning 

point as they reach the end of their school experiences (Hodkinson et al., 1996). During this 

turning point, there are decisions such as participating in higher education or training, or 

moving into work. 

These features of careership are useful for this thesis because they articulate the turning 

point that young people were approaching and provide the concepts to discuss the 

decisions (and non-decisions) that were made by participants. The analysis and the 

reasoning model presented in Chapter 9 deepen understanding of the hermeneutic horizon 

for action within the context of careers, and contribute to theories of social psychological 

aspects of career decision making.  

 

3.2 Schemas and social cognition 

 

The analysis and discussion of the qualitative findings in Chapters 6 and 9 are grounded in 

theories belonging to cognitive psychology. I have used schema theory and social cognition 

to explain how the participants in this study thought about platform work, describing a 

reasoning model based on a proposed representational process structuring participants’ 

understanding of platform work. 

Social cognition has appeared in career theory, because people’s social contexts 

fundamentally shape how they think about careers (Arulmani, 2014). Social cognitive 

theories show the influence of other people and institutions on behaviour (for example, 

Bandura, 1986). Career theorists have created cognitive models to account for different 

aspects of career learning or decisions. Social cognitive career theory (SCCT), developed by 

Lent et al. (2002), posits that there is an inferential relationship between people’s emergent 

interests and external influences, resources, and contexts. That is, people’s interests and 

choices are shaped by external forces, and gravitate towards positive learning experiences 

that take place within their contexts. SCCT therefore demonstrates the interaction between 

aspects of agency and environmental and structural factors (Lent et al., 1999). Cognitive 

information processing (CIP) theory proposes that people carry information domains of self-

knowledge and occupational knowledge in long-term memory and follow a decision cycle 
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based on those domains to make career decisions (Peterson et al., 2002). These domains of 

information can be thought of as schemas. 

 

3.2.1 What are schemas? 

 

Schemas (or schemata) are knowledge structures that develop throughout childhood, and 

carry sets of meanings and relationships against which inferences can be made to interact 

with the world and respond to a variety of situations (Bandura, 1986; Peterson, 2002; 

Piaget, 1971). They are mechanisms that organise information about the world to become 

more manageable. The APA dictionary defines a schema as “a cognitive structure 

representing a person’s knowledge about some entity or situation, including its qualities and 

the relationships between these. Schemas are usually abstractions that simplify a person’s 

world” (American Psychological Association dictionary, n.d., para 2). 

There are different kinds of schema structures that are thought to operate in people’s 

representations of the world. Knowledge schemas are sets of information that surround 

objective phenomena in people’s minds, such as general qualities of similar objects such as 

chairs (knowing that chairs typically have four legs, for example), or categories of objects 

such as furniture (Piaget, 1971). Structural schemas are sets of processes that develop to 

handle types of situations for maximum cognitive efficiency.  Schemas can be false if they 

are based on inaccurate information. They can also be considered negative schemas, for 

example if they involve unhelpful assumptions about the self. Malle et al. (1995), for 

example, describe how negative self-schemas can damage psychological wellbeing. In career 

coaching practice, these could be considered “dysfunctional myths” that can prevent people 

from considering types of career that they feel are beyond them (as described by Yates, 

2013, e-book Chapter 7, paragraph 4). Stereotyping is also based on schemas of other 

people. 

Schemas are used intuitively rather than as part of a conscious analytical process. 

Kahneman (2003; 2013) proposes that fast, intuitive thinking takes place automatically 

without engagement of the conscious rational mind, for example stereotyping someone by 

their appearance. Kahneman calls this System 1 reasoning, while System 2 reasoning is 
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slower, more controlled, and takes more effort. Similarly, Mercier and Sperber (2011) argue 

that beliefs are often developed intuitively about the world without being aware of why 

those beliefs are held – that is, they are not developed and utilised consciously.  

Schemas inform action because they include rules and routines that apply to types of 

circumstances. The filtering mechanism of the schema structure – that is, the exclusion of 

irrelevant information – means that most actions are automatically ruled out. During a 

theatre performance, one does not spend time considering whether to blow a whistle or 

ride a bicycle through the room. Our schemas of theatres and public behaviour limit our 

actions to what is appropriate to the context. This limiting mechanism forms Bourdieu’s 

(1990) habitus, the “principles which generate and organize practice and representations ... 

without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends” (p. 53). A vast array of possibilities is 

therefore ruled out by the individual’s schema, leaving only a narrow range of possibilities. 

The example above illustrates Bandura’s (1986) and Bourdieu’s (1990) point that schemas 

are developed within cultures and in discourse with others, and are socio-cultural 

constructions as well as cognitive mechanisms. These change according to context; 

appropriate verbal or physical greetings, for example, vary between countries.  

 

3.2.2 Schemas and careers 

 

Career values, too, differ depending on the context – and the schemas that are built around 

them also function differently. Kaše et al. (2020) map the structural differences between 

shared schemas of career success across different cultures, focusing not on the qualities of 

career success itself (such as salary, status, or satisfaction) but on the schema qualities such 

as whether they are tightly shared within a country or how complex schemas are. 

As schemas contribute to people’s mental model of how the world works, people 

necessarily develop knowledge schemas about work, careers, and about specific jobs and 

sectors. They also develop structural schemas that routinise the ways in which they think 

about careers and make decisions (Cassie & Robinson, 1982). Cassie and Robinson (1982) 

propose that career decision making schemas can be altered to be more efficient and 

brought into consciousness for a greater level of control over decisions. They make the case 
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that testing and developing career decision making skills through careers education could be 

a valuable way to access and alter these schemas. While conceptualising the complexities 

can be useful for helping people to be more conscious about how they make decisions, the 

model is built around a rationalistic assumption: the idea that there is an objectively ‘best’ 

choice and that it can be procured if the process is optimised. Hodkinson et al.’s (1996) work 

shows that there are external, relational factors that are central to decision making, which 

are not accounted for in structural career schema theory. 

 

3.2.3 Schemas in careership 

 

In qualitative research, thematic data analysis could be considered a mapping of the schema 

of a subject group for a phenomenon or interconnected phenomena. The application of 

schemas or mental models to social science is not a new concept; Carley and Palmquist 

(1992) point out that content analysis is often used in social research, describing a textual 

approach to mapping mental models. In qualitative analysis, the transcript data can act as 

the ‘text’ from which a mental model can be built. The grouping of concepts in thematic 

analysis, however, is performed by the researcher, whereas in schema mapping the clusters 

are often created by analysing the relational elements of statements, which can be broken 

down to a semantic level (Carley & Palmquist, 1992), or sometimes by the participants 

themselves by performing card sorting exercises (such as in Kaše et al., 2020). 

Schemas are central to Hodkinson and Sparkes’ (1996) and Hodkinson et al.’s (1996) 

careership model, although this is mainly articulated through hermeneutics and fields. They 

propose that schemas fundamentally shape career decision-making by defining what is (and 

is not) possible and appropriate – their “horizons for action” (p. 34). They also suggest that 

people automatically rule out certain career choices because it does not fit with their 

schemas about themselves (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1996.; Hodkinson, 2009). Plimmer 

(2012) refers to self-schemas that shape people’s view of possible future selves, suggesting 

that the schemas define how they see themselves (or do not see themselves) in the future. 

In career theory, Gottfredson’s theory of circumscription articulates how the self-concept 

defines what a person considers appropriate or inappropriate for career (Gottfredson, 2002; 
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2005). Career decisions are therefore shaped by the schemas people have of themselves. 

These are closely linked, too, with self-efficacy beliefs because part of the self-schema is an 

evaluation of what one is capable of (Bandura, 1986; Lent et al., 2002). 

In this project, I utilise the schema construct in two ways. I use it to organise and visualise 

the themes derived from the qualitative data in Chapter 6. I create a representation of a 

possible schema for platform work among the student interviewees (Figure 6.1). The 

schema is later integrated into a reasoning model presented in Section 9.2. It forms a main 

structural component of the reasoning model, along with career schemas and self-schemas 

(Figure 9.1). The model illustrates interactions between schema representations of self, 

career, and platform work to arrive at conclusions about suitability. 

 

3.3 Motivational theory and work 

 

Motivational theories are sometimes used as a basis for career theories because work and 

career represent the fulfilment of critical material, psychological, and social needs. Such 

theories also help to explain career decisions and are used in Chapter 9 to help explain the 

decisions and views of young people regarding platform work. 

 

3.3.1 Maslow’s hierarchy 

 

Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs positions safety and shelter needs as fundamental 

requirements that need to be satisfied before people can consider more abstract needs and 

preferences. The lower layers of the hierarchy (physiological, safety, belonging and love, and 

esteem needs) are characterised by Maslow as “deficiency needs”, without which the 

individual is expected to suffer and feel anxious (Maslow, 1954). The upper layers of the 

hierarchy (cognitive, aesthetic, self-actualisation, and transcendence) are characterised as 

“growth needs”, which Maslow supposed that people pursued once the other needs were 

met (Maslow, 1954; 1971). 
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The division between growth and deficiency needs is reflected in Herzberg et al.’s (1959) 

work on work on workplace motivation. Herzberg and colleagues’ two factor theory, which 

draws from Maslow’s hierarchy (Jones, T. L., 2011), proposes that experiential elements in 

the workplace can be categorised into two kinds of factors. Some factors actively cause 

satisfaction and motivation (growth factors), while other factors are not necessarily active 

motivators, but their absence causes dissatisfaction (hygiene factors) (Herzberg et al., 1959). 

For example, features like personal recognition or having satisfying work act as growth 

factors. In Herzberg’s model, having insufficient income to survive or poor relationships at 

work act as hygiene factors because their absence causes a problem, but their presence 

does not necessarily actively motivate. Thus, they could be considered ‘must-haves’ in work. 

While empirical research seems broadly to support the existence of the elements of 

Maslow’s hierarchy, research also suggests that the prioritisation of elements within the 

hierarchy can differ between cultures, genders, and contexts (Betz, 1982; Gambrel & Cianci, 

2003; Hofstede; 1984). Contemporary career theory supports the malleability of the 

hierarchy, as career is increasingly acknowledged to be socially constructed and subject to 

cultural and structural influences (Arulmani et al., 2014; McCash et al., 2021). Maslow’s 

hierarchy and Herzberg’s two factor theories are based on a type of the technical rationality 

described by Hodkinson et al. (1996): the assumption that people will progress logically 

from the base needs to the top needs. As I have discussed in 2.3.2 and 3.1, people do not 

necessarily make decisions on the basis of technical rationality; as Hodkinson et al. (1996) 

have observed, decisions are influenced by a host of other contextual factors. There may be 

careers in which growth (or so-called ‘higher’) needs could outweigh deficiency needs. For 

example, qualitative research by Woolley and Christie (2021) finds that musicians value 

“dignity” and “meaningfulness” over financial concerns. However, though it has limitations, 

motivational theories are valuable because they map important categories of needs, even if 

they do not always conform precisely to the hierarchical order envisioned by Maslow (1954; 

1971). 

 

3.3.2 Psychology of working theory 
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Motivational theory forms the basis of more recent research, such as psychology of working 

theory and subsequently the POW framework (Blustein, 2013; Duffy et al., 2016). Blustein 

(2013) resolves the needs from Maslow’s hierarchy into three main need categories, 

outlined in Section 2.1.4, and argues that they form the cornerstones of decent work. These 

are: Need for survival and power; need for social connection and contribution; need for self-

determination. 

The need for survival and power encompasses physiological needs and safety and security 

needs, but also incorporate an agentic component that is missing from Maslow – the need 

to have a degree of power over one’s own situation. 

The need for social connection and contribution incorporates Maslow’s concept of love and 

belonging, esteem, and possibly self-transcendence, which Maslow (1971) conceived as a 

sense of purpose or being part of something larger). Blustein (2013) articulates a deep 

connectedness and contextual embeddedness to people’s work lives, seeing work as 

inextricably linked with the people in their lives and with larger social spheres.  

The need for self-determination concerns meaning-making in Blustein’s (2013) theory. It 

may incorporate aspects of self-actualisation in Maslow, which concerns fulfilling one’s 

potential through work. Blustein defines self-determination as the finding of purpose in 

work. The work does not necessarily have to stretch the capacity of the individual or even 

be enjoyable – but the individual needs to be able find their own meaning in the work. This 

could be, for example, finding meaning in providing for one’s family. Contextualised thus, 

low-skill, low-status work could constitute decent work, if there are sufficient conditions of 

security and/or social connection and contribution that accompany it. 

In Blustein’s (2013) estimation, work cannot be considered decent without fulfilment of at 

least some of these need categories. This carries some implications for platform work, which 

could be considered deficient in multiple categories. The lack of security and personal 

hazards experienced by some workers threatens base survival needs, for example. The 

argument, as I have suggested in Section 2.1.4, is that workers gain autonomy and flexibility 

in exchange. However, some labour platforms exert a level of control over their workers 

that can undermine the quality of the trade, or fail to provide other staples of decent work 

(Heeks et al., 2021; Wood, 2019). In this thesis, I will discuss the qualitative results using 
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these motivational theories to help understand the views and behaviours of students on 

platforms.  

The theories described so far are combined in the analysis and discussion later in this thesis.  

First, in Chapter 6, I establish a schema for young people’s understanding of platform work. 

In Chapter 9, I build the schema into a reasoning model, showing how it could interact with 

other schemas for self and career and act as a filtering mechanism (as it has been defined in 

Sectio 3.2.1). I propose that schemas define students’ horizons for action in careership, 

because the schema elements match up (or fail to match up) to definitions of self and 

career. I also suggest that schema elements can be motivating or demotivating qualities. I 

use POW theory to illustrate how these can have direct impacts on perceptions of work 

quality and desirability. These theories, combined in a novel way, help to explain more fully 

why students were discounting platform work as an option for themselves. 

 

3.4 Philosophical framework 

 

In addition to the specific theoretical frameworks outlined in the previous sections, it is 

useful to outline the philosophy underpinning this project. The researcher’s ontological 

position can have a direct impact on how the researcher construes their field-specific reality 

(their theoretical perspective) and the ways it can be studied (their epistemology) (Waring, 

2017). It is important because it positions the researcher, justifies the methods used, and 

clarifies what can be claimed from the research (Coe et al., 2021). How people define reality 

– not just social, but more generally – shapes how and why they do research (Crotty, 1998). 

This section describes my philosophical ontology of non-dualism, as it had a significant 

impact on how the study was designed and executed. 

 

3.4.1 Non-dualist philosophy 

 

I came to this project from a non-dualist perspective. I learned Transcendental Meditation 

when I was 14 years old. I worked for over 6 years alongside acupuncturists and 
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practitioners of Chinese medicine, and have practised tai chi for almost a decade among 

people who followed similar Buddhist, Daoist, and other non-dualist belief structures.  

Non-dualism is a metaphysical belief system, existing primarily in Eastern philosophical 

traditions, most prominently in Hinduism, Daoism, and Buddhism, though it has made 

appearances in Western philosophy as well in the writings of Heidegger, in the proliferation 

of non-dualist traditions among Western cultures, and transpersonal psychology (Heidegger, 

1927/1962; Loy, 2019; Wilber 2000). The central tenet of non-dualism is that while the 

world exists as a world of separate forms, phenomena are fundamentally the same (Loy, 

2012). Individual, separate, subjective experience is considered to be illusory, and 

consciousness is thought to exist beyond the mind in a universal field that is mediated by 

the individual conditioned mind and body (Loy, 2019). The meditation practices of many 

non-dualist traditions are intended to bring the individual consciousness back to the state of 

universality by leaving aside the mind and experiencing directly the universal consciousness, 

or (as in Zen Buddhism) reality in an unfiltered way (for example, Suzuki, 2011). Though my 

philosophy draws from multiple traditions, its predominant influences are Daoism and 

Buddhism. 

 

3.4.2 What is the Dao? 

 

This concept shaped what was possible during the research process because it is an 

ontological position, structuring my understanding of reality. Thus, a brief explanation of the 

central concept of Daoist non-dualism is necessary here. 

The notion of Dao has challenged translators and researchers for hundreds of years. 

Western scholars have interpreted it as “the way”; “principles”; “truth” – but these have 

been critiqued for being misguided or incomplete (Zheng, 2020). The Dao contains an 

essential indeterminacy. The Dao is at once one thing, and its inverse or complementary 

thing at the same time (Shields, 1994/2013). The Dao can only be approached through what 

it is not - because what it is not is an essential component of what it is. Rather like the 

concept of zero, it is defined by negation as well as by existence; it is formless (or 
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emptiness) but also form (Zheng, 2020). Reality in non-dualism, therefore, is both absolute 

and relative. 

Lao Tzu points towards this indeterminacy in the opening of the Dao De Ching, “The Dao 

cannot be spoken. Anything that can be named is not the Dao” (Shields, 1994/2013). 

Indeterminacy and inclusion of oppositions are the fundamental structuring principles – and 

paradox – of non-dualist metaphysics. Non-dualism, or “not-two”, rejects the validity of 

binary opposition of existence – mainly, that the self is separate from the rest of reality / the 

universal field.  As a consequence of its inclusion of opposites (rather than polarisation), one 

of the tenets of many non-dualist philosophies is non-judgment, particularly in Buddhism 

(Bentz & Shapiro, 1998). Furthermore, in non-dualist philosophy, the individual is 

fundamentally integrated with nature, not just conditioned to act within it (Kohn, 2019; 

Rosenthal, 1997).  

Non-dualist meditative practice is used to access direct experience by (as far as possible) 

moving beyond ordinary thinking state, which mediates experience, to a state of silence or 

emptiness (Suzuki, 2011). Thus, the Dao can be experienced, but not identified or thought 

about.  

Although this may seem an abstraction, non-dualism shaped my research in several 

concrete ways, guiding: the method selection; the weighting of the data types; the 

sequencing; and the theoretical framework.  

 

3.4.3 Indeterminacy and methodology 

 

The quality of indeterminacy in the Dao partly guided the method selection described in 

Chapter 4. Returning to Lao Tzu’s statement that the Dao cannot be spoken, this research 

starts from the position that an absolute reality cannot be attained by research. Any 

statement may be true, but it can never be the whole truth. It reflects the quandary of 

contemporary scholars in finding the truth in research. For example, Smith (2000) argues 

that knowledge is provisional. This shaped my choices in two ways. First, it excludes most 

(fully) quantitative research as a main method, because many quantitative methods require 
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an alignment with an objective reality that can be measured using quantitative tools and 

analytic methods. While this study has some quantitative data in it, they are primarily used 

to provide context for and to converge with the qualitative findings (see Section 4.2).  

Secondly, although the truth can “never be spoken”, it can be pointed towards. I have 

chosen a multi-method study to point towards the truth from multiple directions. An 

analogy can be drawn between this approach and a traditional Chinese acupuncture 

technique known as “surrounding the dragon” (Godley, 2020). In this treatment approach, a 

localised area of pain is not treated directly, but through a series of acupuncture needles 

aimed in a circular pattern around the area (Godley, 2020). This indirect approach reflects 

the route that I have taken to contend with the seeming paradox of doing research from a 

non-dualist perspective. Quantitative and qualitative methods each point to part of the 

form of the phenomenon, capturing the ‘Dao’ of the students from a different direction, 

casting light on different aspects of reality. 

A feature of non-dualist indeterminacy is a constant subjection to change. Non-dual reality 

is a dance between emptiness and form, and between stillness and movement (Loy, 2019; 

Suzuki, 2011). This contributes to the challenge of identifying truth or reality in the non-

dualist model. Consequently, the findings are not taken to be generalisable but rather 

considered to be a snapshot capturing one moment of the Dao. 

 

3.4.4 Non-judgment and beginner’s mind 

 

The sequencing of the project was designed from the principle of moving away from 

preconceptions and experiencing directly, and from the Buddhist principle of non-judgment. 

The Zen concept of “beginner’s mind” suggests that a mind full of preconceptions is unable 

to take in new knowledge, and that it is preferable to approach the world with an empty 

mind (Suzuki, 2011). The notion of subjective mind conditioning is expressed in 

contemporary cognitive psychology, where it has been argued that the mind is an interface 

that is conditioned by evolution and individual developmental processes to cope with their 

environment (Sperber, 2000). Social psychological and cognitive theory expands on this by 
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proposing that the individual is conditioned by the social world, as I have outlined in Section 

3.1 (Mercier & Sperber, 2011; Bourdieu, 1977; 1990; Gadamer, 1979).  

It seemed desirable to use a ‘beginners mind’ approach to avoid imposing too many 

preconceived judgments on the process or on the interview participants. Therefore, the 

literature review was also limited prior to data collection and a primarily abductive 

approach was used (see Chapter 4). For the same reason, the theoretical lenses used in the 

discussion were chosen based on what was found in the data, not in advance of data 

collection. Furthermore, as I have touched upon in Section 3.4.2, non-dualist meditative 

practices aim towards achieving states of emptiness and absence of preconception or 

judgment. I engaged in these practices prior to interviewing, aiming for a stance of 

neutrality and non-judgment. 

 

3.5 Theoretical convergences 

 

Other researchers have developed social science methodology from a non-dualist 

orientation. For example, Bentz and Shapiro (1998) developed “mindful inquiry” from a 

Buddhist perspective. The authors favour the combination of hermeneutics, 

phenomenology, and the practices of critical social science, fulfilling the main needs in their 

research. In their framework, phenomenology helps to understand the individual 

experience, hermeneutics to understand context, and critical social science to perceive 

structures of oppression that operate across those experiences and contexts (Bentz & 

Shapiro, 1998.). They merge these with Buddhist principles of service, non-judgment, 

reflexivity and ethics to form mindful inquiry. 

This study utilises aspects of mindful inquiry and the theoretical components outlined in 

Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) model – sharing practical elements such as the meditative 

practice outlined above, and theoretical foundations as well. In particular, the hermeneutic 

theoretical element is a shared feature, because as many career theorists have proposed, 

career is experienced in (and constructed against) context (Bassot, 2012; Law, 1981; Patton 

& McMahon, 2006a). Careership specifically is founded on hermeneutics and Bourdieusian 

field theory (Hodkinson et al., 1996; Hodkinson, 1998).  
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Mindful inquiry is also particularly suited to careers research. Bentz and Shapiro (1998) 

highlight the Buddhist notion of service as a key feature of mindful inquiry, which I share. 

The idea of being of service seems congruent with the careers sector, as it is a helping 

profession. All these elements of mindful inquiry are well-suited to the path of non-dualist 

research, accounting for both the personal and social dimensions of the findings. Though 

Bentz and Shapiro’s model was not taken wholesale as a theoretical framework, many 

aspects are shared by my approach, and their work demonstrates how a research 

methodology can merge several dimensions of a non-dualist philosophical position. To 

reiterate: service to others; the absence of an objective truth; and the hermeneutic 

conditioning of mind that results from a contextual existence.  

 

3.6 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have described the theoretical and philosophical frameworks that have 

shaped this study. The theoretical frameworks of schemas, careership and motivational 

theory structure the discussion. Schema theory helps to map out the elements of young 

people’s definitions of platform work. This allowed me to develop a reasoning model in 

young people’s cognitive process when thinking about platform work. Combining the 

schema representation and reasoning model with careership and the notion of the horizon 

for action helps to understand how careers could be ruled in or out, through sets of 

interacting schemas for careers and self. Theories of motivation helps to understand what 

qualities of the schema could be contributing to these conclusions, while POW theory is 

used to explore the motivating (or demotivating factors) more deeply. Together, these 

theories provide a thorough explanation for why students excluded platform work from 

their career thinking, offering a depth and complexity that each on its own could not have 

offered. There appear to be few instances of such theoretical combinations in literature, 

where careership even on its own has received comparatively little recognition, despite  

The philosophical framework has structured my thinking about the methodology and 

defined my research process. The latter philosophical discussion has provided context 

within which the research philosophy can be understood. The next chapter describes in 
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detail the practical methodology, data collection, and analytical choices I have made during 

this study.  
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter will describe the methodological approach of this research project. This study 

aimed to discover the extent of young people’s use of platform work; their views on the gig 

economy; and whether they expected to use it for their careers. It also aimed to find out 

whether careers practitioners were prepared to advise them if necessary. While it sits 

between multiple disciplines, this research is primarily situated within social and education 

research, as it concerns young people in schools and colleges, and careers professionals who 

are working in those settings. 

In the previous chapter, I have already described the ontology and philosophical framework, 

as the researcher’s view of reality influences the theoretical perspective and methodological 

choices (Waring, 2017; Coe et al., 2021). In this chapter, I identify pragmatism as a research 

paradigm that is consistent with that philosophy, and with the practical demands of the 

project and its field of research. Then I describe the research design and tools I have used 

for this study. Finally, I reflect on the methodology, including research ethics, positionality, 

and study limitations. 

 

4.1 Pragmatist research 

 

Researchers and theorists have tried to account for the different approaches and traditions 

that scientists have taken to scientific inquiry, sometimes known as paradigms. Kuhn (2012) 

defines paradigms as shared “concrete models” that form “coherent traditions of scientific 

research” (p. 11). Such paradigms can be applied rigidly and are sometimes unhelpfully 

polarised (Pring, 2000). Yet Coe (2021) points out that the notion of paradigm was meant to 

be liberating rather than constraining, and that it is possible to reconcile even those that 

historically have been considered exclusive of each other. (This reading is especially relevant 

for a non-dualist position, which is fundamentally an inclusive, pluralist philosophical stance 

rather than an exclusive one.) Traditions and paradigms are constructs themselves and 

therefore if taken as totalising methodologies, they can be limited in perspective. 
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Pragmatism points to a way out of polarised ontologies and epistemologies – as a “challenge 

to the whole notion of paradigms” (Coe, 2017, Chapter 2, p. 12). Dewey’s pragmatism is 

based on a reconciliation of contradictory beliefs to achieve greater unity of beliefs, which 

allows room for a plurality of philosophical positions rather than one totalising one (Dewey, 

1929; 2018; Pring, 2014). For Dewey, pragmatism contextualises belief in action and 

cooperation, where knowledge and action are reciprocal rather than science becoming an 

end in itself, or unidirectionally applied (Biesta, 2010; Dewey, 1929).  

Consequently, the future potential for action and cooperation changes the order of the 

research design process. The theoretical position and methodological decisions are directed 

by the research questions (Morgan, 2007; Biesta, 2010; Ostland et al., 2011). Rather than 

engaging with ontology and epistemology as abstract exercises, pragmatism applies an 

approach of choosing what is suitable to address problems or create solutions in a practical 

way (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Although to a degree this is how most research could 

be described, pragmatism finds a middle ground between philosophical positions, focusing 

more on the potential future outcomes of research (Badley, 2003; McHugh, 2015; Pring, 

2000). Pragmatism’s rejection of the idea that there are “firm, unchangeable foundations to 

knowledge” (Baert, 2005, p. 147), its reversal of the research process, and its pluralistic (and 

unifying) approach to thinking, contexts, and tools also make it ideal for inquiry from a non-

dualist perspective. Indeed, Rosenthal (1997) even makes the case that Buddhism and 

Dewey’s pragmatism are suited to each other because they both conceive of people being 

interrelated with nature, and because both consider the usefulness of action through its 

outcomes.  

Pragmatism, therefore, is particularly suited to the needs of education research. Dewey’s 

pragmatism is actively engaged with education, inquiry, and belief, conveying them as a 

constant, reciprocal process of transformation (Dewey, 2018). It is also considered suited to 

social science research because of that pluralism. Baert (2005) argues that pragmatism 

creates opportunity for the field of social science by accommodating different kinds of 

empiricism. As such, pragmatism is also considered to be well matched to mixed- (or multi-) 

methods research (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004), which in this case seemed necessary to 

answer the range of research questions posed by this study. 
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4.2 Multi-method research 

 

Pragmatism is often matched with multiple data collection methods (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 

2009), where researchers can switch between numerical and thematic data (Onwuegbuzie 

& Teddlie, 2003). In this project, several sets of data were collected: interview data with 

students and staff, and questionnaire data with careers professionals and students. These 

elements together constituted a multi-method design, where the qualitative element is 

dominant and supported by the quantitative methods (Morgan & Hoffman, 2020).  

In methodology literature, there can be ambiguity around how to express the combining of 

different research tools and strategies. Bryman (2006) identifies several terms in literature 

that describe using more than one tool in the research process, including “multi-strategy”, 

“multi-methods”, “multi-strand”, “mixed methods”, and “mixed methodology” (p. 98), 

pointing out that while categorisations are largely theoretical, it can be helpful for the 

research process to clarify which type of research is being performed. As Coe (2017) 

observes, mixing can occur at different levels of the research – for example, during data 

collection or analysis. Here I have chosen to avoid using “mixed methods” because the 

dominant mode of data collection and analysis is qualitative, with the quantitative survey 

element taking a supplementary role. The analytic processes were kept largely separate. The 

questionnaires contained some qualitative elements, but answers were not “qualitised”; nor 

were the qualitative data “quantised” (Morgan & Hoffman, 2020). Only instances of themes 

were counted in the student interviews, and while some qualitative reflections were 

collected in open-ended questions in the survey, they were not coded along with the 

interview data. 

The selection of multiple research tools and strategies in this project has been guided by the 

aim of this research to explore a relatively unstudied area in education. The multi-method 

strategy was selected also because there were at the outset three different (but 

overlapping) research questions. They were: 

RQ1: Are young people using gig economy platforms to earn money, and to what extent? 

RQ2: What do they think about platforms, and do they expect to use them for their careers? 

RQ3: Are careers professionals prepared to help them if necessary? 
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Blaikie and Priest (2019) propose that there is only a small number of question types in 

research: What, How, and Why. The kinds of questions that the research poses, they 

suggest, determine the sort of approach to be taken. The research questions in this project 

constitute several types of question; RQ1 and RQ3 are ‘what’ questions, which were 

necessary to establish a foundation for RQ2, which is a ‘how’ question (and on an analytic 

level, a ‘why’ question, designed to find out why participants were acting and thinking as 

they were). Cresswell and Plano-Clark (2018) suggest that there are some research 

problems that explicitly call for the mixing of research strategies and tools, such as where a 

single data source may not be enough to answer the research question(s). For example, the 

lack of data on the usage patterns of platform work in this age category meant that some 

quantitative data seemed necessary to answer the question of how widespread the practice 

is, providing a foundation from which to then collect data on RQ2. The ‘how’ and ‘why’ 

questions of RQ2, however, demanded more depth than the survey could offer, and so 

qualitative methods were used to delve more deeply into the reasons behind students’ 

actions. 

Collecting several sets of data can help to create “convergence”, confirming results between 

datasets by measuring the same aspects of the phenomenon, or “complementarity”, in 

which the datasets measure different aspects of the phenomenon (Morgan, 1998). This is 

sometimes known as “triangulation” (such as in Greene et al., 1989), but the term has come 

to have “multiple meanings” (Morgan, 1998, p. 365), so to avoid confusion, convergence or 

confirmation have been used here. Some of the data collected for this project were 

convergent, evaluating the extent of platform work use among young people by measuring 

how often it came up among careers professionals in the first questionnaire, and in the 

second questionnaire for young people by measuring how often the students themselves 

were reporting using platforms. However, other aspects of study sought complementarity. 

For example, the interviews aimed to gather information about how young people saw 

platform work in the context of their career thinking, an aspect that was not addressed 

deeply in the questionnaire. 
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4.3 Research design 

 

As this project concerns participants’ own knowledge and opinions of platform work and the 

gig economy, it was necessary to collect primary (first-hand) information (Rea & Parker, 

2014). Interviews and questionnaires were selected as data collection strategies. Eight 

schools and colleges were visited. Nine group interviews were conducted with students 

aged 16-19 and nine interviews with careers professionals in schools and colleges. A further 

four interviews were conducted with five other staff members at some of the same schools 

and colleges, who did not belong to the main groups whose interests are addressed by the 

research questions. However, these interviews were added to add contextual information 

gathered at the schools and colleges and gain a sense of the orientation of staff towards 

platform work. (See Section 4.4.1 and 4.4.2 on recruitment and sampling methods for data 

collection in case schools and colleges.) 

To complement the qualitative data, a questionnaire was filled in by careers professionals 

working with young people aged 16-19 (107 responses), and another questionnaire was 

completed by students aged 16-19 (696 responses) to discover broad patterns in platform 

work use.  

 

4.3.1 Design structure 

 

In designing multi-method research, there are sequencing decisions that need to be made. It 

is necessary first to consider the sequence in which concepts are to be formulated during 

the research process, which Blaikie and Priest (2017) call the “logic of enquiry”. Saunders et 

al. (2012) propose that approaches can be deductive, where hypotheses are formulated and 

tested in advance, or inductive, where conclusions are drawn after data analysis without 

pre-formulation. Blaikie and Priest (2017) include also abductive research, which seeks to 

describe social reality from data, and retroductive research, which seeks to find and test 

existing theory. Morgan (2020), discussing the difference between inductive and abductive 

reasoning, observes that they are often confused with one another – but that theory 

generation derived from data is a form of abductive research. From there, the sequencing of 

data collection needs to be determined, which is a slightly different set of decisions because 
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they are partially practically influenced – for example, whether some of the data collected 

should impact the design of other data collection instruments.  

In this study, an abductive design was used that collected data first after only a brief 

literature review. There were several reasons for this decision. One is the dearth of existing 

data on the 16-19 age group and because the aim of the project is primarily descriptive. As 

this was an exploratory study, its aim was not to produce a fully generalisable theory of 

behaviour. The comparative lack of existing data seemed to demand such an approach to 

avoid influencing the results with preconceptions, and so data were gathered having 

performed only a brief literature review. No analysis took place before all phases of data 

were collected and no hypotheses were generated before data collection. Many views of 

social science now acknowledge that is impossible for the researcher to be entirely 

objective, suggesting that all research contains the preconceptions of the researcher - 

including the formulation of research questions and study design (Smith, 2000; Oliver, 

2010). The reverse order of the study design was an attempt to minimise this effect (rather 

than eradicate it). 

This project consisted of two consecutive phases of data collection: an initial questionnaire 

distributed among careers professionals, followed by visits to schools and colleges where 

interviews took place with students and staff, and a questionnaire was distributed among 

students: 
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Figure 4.1: Data collection sequence 

 

(See also Figure 4.2 for the project timeline.) 

Morgan (1998) proposes that in designing a multi-strategy study, two decisions need to be 

made: the priority of each method, and the order in which they should be performed. One 

of the research questions is to find out what young people think about platform work in 

relation to their careers. Given the unknowns of how they understand and define platform 

work, and given the depth required by that question, a dominant qualitative aspect seemed 

appropriate. Furthermore, some quantitative work has already been done concerning the 

demography of platform work in the U.K., such as Huws et al. (2019a). The sequence and 

priority used in this study have sometimes been depicted as a “quant + QUAL” design in 

methodology literature, where one element is dominant (in this case, the qualitative 

element) (Morgan & Hoffman, 2020). Some elements of data collection took place 
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sequentially, and the quantitative and qualitative elements took place independently of 

each other (Morgan & Hoffman, 2020; Cresswell & Plano-Clarke, 2018).  

Morgan (1998, p. 368) also suggests that putting a quantitative element first can “guide 

purposive sampling” and “establish preliminary results to pursue in depth”. The survey of 

careers professionals acted as a recruitment tool for the second phase of the study while 

also providing data to answer RQ3 (‘Are careers professionals prepared to help young 

people with gig economy work if necessary?’). Careers professionals were invited through 

the questionnaire to volunteer to host further research, ensuring an easier route to access 

schools and colleges for the next phase of the study. This survey also gathered data that 

would later complement the information gathered from the student survey and interviews, 

and staff interviews. However, it did not influence the design of the later survey with 

students. The rest of the data collection of student survey and student and staff interviews 

was performed in parallel; the student interview phase did not inform staff data collection, 

and the student survey did not inform any interviews (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).  
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4.3.2 Timeline 

Figure 4.2: Project timeline 
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4.3.3 Case schools and colleges 

 

As part of the initial careers practitioner survey, participants were invited to host further 

research at their school or college and provide their contact details. Case visits, which 

included group interviews with students, the student survey, and interviews with staff, were 

all performed through the schools and colleges that were recruited from that initial survey 

of careers professionals. Volunteers who responded “Yes” (19 respondents) or participants 

who selected “Not sure – please tell me more” (26 respondents) to the question “Would 

you be willing to host further research” were grouped according to type of institution and 

type of area. They were selectively contacted to achieve variety. Purposeful sampling (also 

known as purposive or non-probability sampling – Patton, 2014) was used in the selection of 

institutions and included three types: state-run schools or academies, independent schools, 

and FE colleges, which were selected to achieve variation in the interview groups and 

student surveys. They were assessed for type of institution (state run school / academy, 

independent school, or FE college) and rough population density (categorised as 

“rural/small town”, “town” and “city”). Areas with varying population densities were visited 

because patterns of platform work can vary according to local demand and infrastructure. 

Table 4.1 illustrates the range of schools and colleges visited: 
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Table 4.1: Case schools and colleges 

School or college 

full identifier 

Description Shorthand in 

text 

State 

school/academy 1 

Academy that is part of an academy group in inner 

city London.  

SA1 

State 

school/academy 2 

State secondary school in a small town in the East 

Midlands. 

SA2 

State 

school/academy 3 

Academy in a small town in Southwest England. SA3 

State 

school/academy 4 

Academy in a suburban area of London. SA4 

Independent 

school 1 

Independent school in a rural area in Southwest 

England. 

IS1 

Independent 

school 2 

Independent school in a London suburban area.  IS2 

Further education 

college 1 

FE college belonging to a college group and based in 

a town in the West Midlands. 

FE1 

Further education 

college 2 

FE college belonging to a college group and based in 

a city in the Northeast of England. 

FE2 

 

The anonymised shorthand institution identifiers accompany quotations throughout the 

findings chapters. 

As there was a limited number of schools and colleges visited, comparisons could not be 

generalisable. However, the breadth of contexts contributed to what Patton (2014, p. 428) 

calls “heterogeneity” or “maximum variation” sampling to find potential commonalities that 

exist across contexts, and to find some differences. Though Patton does not entirely define 

what can be considered “maximum variation”, this was a guiding principle in selecting cases 

where interviews and surveys would take place.  

Observations and field notes were made of the surroundings, paying particular attention to 

the level of careers information available in general areas; the accessibility of the careers 

office to the general student population; and the availability and accessibility of technology 

in the institution. This type of observational data helped me to become familiar with the 
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institutions’ general “feel”; however, it was not conducted extensively or in a standardised 

way, as this is not a case study (or multiple case study) design that makes in-depth 

comparisons between institutions, for example as described by Yin (2018). 

 

4.3.4 Pilot phase 

 

Pilot studies can be useful for detecting a variety of issues within data collection, such as in 

recruitment, testing the suitability of research tools, collecting preliminary data, and 

increasing confidence (Williams-McBean, 2019). A pilot case visit (including a group 

interview with students) and survey were trialled before main data collection began. 

The pilot case visit was conducted to gain experience and test the study design: one school 

was recruited through the online questionnaire distributed to careers professionals. The 

contact at the school was among the first to volunteer and did so while the first survey 

questionnaire was still in its early phase. The pilot was used as an opportunity to trial some 

interview techniques; gain experience of what it was like to visit an educational institution; 

and discover any problems in the process. Recruitment for the pilot took place early, owing 

to the structure of the academic year. It was close to the end of the summer term, and it 

seemed wise to gather information about how to recruit and organise effectively, as well as 

make any adjustments to visit protocols in advance of the autumn term. 

The school visit included a group interview with 15 students randomly assigned from a 

single year group during a career learning day. The encounter involved a word-association 

exercise and then a semi-structured interview. Before the interview, information and 

consent forms were distributed to each student. They kept the information forms and 

returned the signed consent forms. During the interview, the students were asked to 

complete an initial activity: they were shown images of the most commonly used work and 

retail platforms in the United Kingdom at the time (eBay, Uber, Deliveroo, Etsy, and 

Taskrabbit, and Etsy). They were asked to write down three words that they associated with 

those platforms. When this was complete, these provided a springboard for brief discussion 

afterwards and the whiteboard was used to write down some of their ideas. After this, a 
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semi-structured interview took place, using the discussion as a starting point. Following the 

visit, some actions were taken to adjust the visit protocol and handle any weaknesses I 

perceived in the process (see Appendix B for examples of problems identified and how they 

were addressed.) 

It is advisable for researchers to test surveys before final distribution (Saris & Gallhofer, 

2014). One recommended test is a pilot. In this study, a questionnaire was piloted with 20 

students at a college (a different institution from where the interview had been piloted). 

The pilot was conducted at the college in person, where a group of students filled in the 

survey in the same location (Denscombe, 2017). This was a helpful approach to pilot the 

student survey as I was available to make clarifications and answer questions that arose. I 

marked up any questions that were unclear or had been queried during the process and 

revised them. It was also helpful because it enabled me to observe any technical problems 

on the online survey. For example, there was a settings error on one of the matrix questions 

that had not been evident on printed surveys. Overall, the pilots were helpful because they 

allowed me to reflect on the experiences and improve the research instruments. 

 

4.4 Research instruments 

 

This project used several data collection methods to account for all the research questions. 

The qualitative and quantitative strands were designed to complement each other (see 

Section 4.2 on Multi-method research). The following will describe the data collection 

methods used of questionnaires and semi-structured group interviews. 

 

4.4.1 Interviews 

 

Interviews were chosen to provide the qualitative data in this study; as Byers and Wilcox 

(1988) observe, the best way to discover the reasons behind people’s action is to ask them 

directly. Group interviews were chosen with students because it was anticipated that the 
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themes interpreted from the data would provide answers to why and how young people 

made their decisions about platform work.  

There are different definitions of focus groups and group interviews in research literature. 

According to Gibbs (2017), the terms “group interview” and “focus group” are often used 

interchangeably but are sometimes considered to be identifiable by their level of 

interactivity between participants, with group interviews featuring a more “didactic” 

relationship between researcher and interviewees, while focus groups are characterised by 

more inter-participant discussion. In this project, this definition is not very useful because 

the groups were different from each other in terms of inter-participant interactivity, and 

because the idea was not to come to universally agreed notion of platform work among 

students. Crabtree et al. (1993) observe that consensus might be a product of group 

dynamics, not necessarily representative of true agreement between group members. Some 

groups seemed to feel more comfortable with the structured format – the so-called didactic 

relationship – while others enjoyed conversing equally with each other. It was preferable to 

let the groups evolve naturally; it seemed ethically questionable to guide students not to 

discuss amongst themselves. By contrast, Byers and Wilcox (1998) use a more general 

definition of focus group as “a discussion group that concentrates on a particular topic or 

topics” where “the group is facilitated by a moderator who follows a relatively unstructured 

interview guide” (p. 5).  For clarity, the term “group interview” is used to describe these 

interviews. 

Interviews were selected because there were nuances that would have been hard to 

capture in a survey. It seemed more suitable to conduct interviews in groups because it 

allowed for a broader spectrum of opinions than single interviews. Group interviews can 

collect a large amount of information in a short time (Vaughn et al., 1996). They can provide 

“meanings” and “normative understandings” underpinning the views of participants (Bloor 

et al., 2001). The interview format was also advantageous because it allowed for 

clarification, for example when a definition of the gig economy was needed by participants 

before they were able to discuss the topic. It also allowed for exploration of unexpected 

new topics raised by group members, such as other ways in which they were earning money 

that did not fit neatly into the category of platform work. Some disadvantages of group 
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interviews were considered, including the potential for some participants to speak more 

than or over others, and the influence of the researcher on the interview (see Section 4.9: 

Ethical considerations for more detail). 

Interview questions started with simple, closed questions such as “How did you hear about 

the gig economy?” and “What do your parents think?”. As interviews progressed, questions 

became broader and more open, such as “What do you think of it?” and “What would 

encourage you to use platforms?”. The student interview question guide can be found in 

Appendix H. However, as interviews were semi-structured, sometimes there was 

exploration that was not on the interview schedule, and not every question was always 

asked. 

Staff interviews were conducted one at a time or two at a time with the careers 

professionals and staff who were working in the schools and colleges with student 

interviewees. These interviews were designed to give context to the student interviews and 

add another data point to determine how much platform work was being done by students. 

Questions included whether careers professionals had encountered it in their practice, but 

also invited their personal opinions about platform work. A similar but slightly adjusted 

version was used for staff members who were not careers professionals. See Appendix I for 

staff interview questions. 

 

Sampling and recruitment 

 

Recruitment of schools and colleges was done with the help of contacts gathered from the 

survey of careers professionals. These were a purposeful (sometimes known as purposive) 

sample of group interviews to gather data on young people’s views on platforms work 

(Patton, 2014). Interviews were arranged either by the careers professionals recruited in the 

first survey, or members of school/college staff. The school/college environments were 

highly variable in their flexibility; some were able to offer sessions with randomly selected 

groups of students or those in general classes such as PSHE, while others preferred to hold 

interviews in classes where the staff felt it would benefit the students, such as in Business 



88 
 
 

Studies lessons or Computing classes. Others invited students to volunteer from general 

classes. The three institutions that used a purely volunteer process rather than recruiting 

entire classes had lower participation rates. Three and four participants volunteered 

independently in these institutions, compared with >6 who were able to take part in their 

classes. (Although the other groups were recruited as whole classes by being scheduled into 

lesson times, students were not compelled to participate – see Section 4.9 on Ethical 

Considerations). This meant that despite attempts to create an even spread between 

institutions, there was a high variation between group sizes and demographics. 

A trade-off had to be made in light of the limited timeframe and I accepted smaller groups 

or less general groups in schools that had already given permission to visit. Toner (2009) 

defends the use of small numbers of participants in focus groups (for example when they 

occur owing to adverse circumstances), proposing that while small sample sizes often 

generate different data, they do not necessarily compromise the integrity of the study. 

Some of the benefits can be that ideas are explored in more depth, with more full 

participation from each group member, as opposed to more superficial or only partial 

participation from some group members in larger groups, where shy or reluctant 

participants could fade into the background (Toner, 2009). Consequently, while initially the 

small group sizes were a concern, the data were found to be equally valuable. 

In qualitative methodology, some authors suggest that the sample size (in this case, the 

number of groups) is to be guided by “saturation” (the stage of qualitative data analysis in 

which no new themes can be coded in the data) and propose a variety of factors that can 

influence the saturation point (Mason, 2010). However, Dey (1999) questions the usefulness 

of saturation as a determinant of sample size, arguing that larger sample sizes can obstruct 

the process by providing too much data, and that there is a potentially endless supply of 

new concepts that could disrupt the analytic process. Consequently, nine student interviews 

were considered sufficient, as well as interviews with careers coordinators and some staff. 

Table 4.2 describes the samples for interviews. 
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Table 4.2:  Interview participant samples 

 

A careers lead was interviewed in every institution, and where possible, one tutor and/or 

one member of the senior leadership team (in total, 12 interviews with 13 participants). 

Interviews with careers leads were almost all with the initial contacts made from the first 

survey of careers professionals, except for in one independent school, where the initial 

contact was not available but was able to introduce me to another member of the career 

leadership team. Introductions to relevant school or college staff were made by the careers 

lead and interviews took place on site. Some staff interviews were arranged by telephone as 

staff were often busy and unable to speak on the day. This was helpful because they usually 

offered times that were convenient and were able to speak at greater length. I attempted to 

invite Business and Computing teaching staff to interview as well because I anticipated that 

they would have expertise in alternative work formats and digital platforms respectively and 

School / 

college 

identifier 

Type of 

institution 

Staff interviewed Student 

groups 

interviewed 

Number of 

student 

interview 

participants 

Student 

interviewee 

type 

SA1 State-run / 

academy 

Careers Coordinator; 

Head of 6th form 

1 4 General – 

volunteers from 

PSHE class 

SA4 State-run / 

academy 

Careers Coordinator 1 16 Business Studies 

SA2 State-run / 

academy 

Careers Coordinator; 

Business Studies 

Tutor with I.T. 

teacher 

1 6 Business Studies 

SA3 State-run / 

academy 

Careers Coordinator; 

I.T. teacher 

1 12 Computing 

IS2 Independent Careers Coordinator 1 3 General 

volunteers 

IS1 Independent Careers 

administrator 

1 8 Business Studies 

FE1 FE college Careers coordinator 2 15; 20 Business Studies 

FE2 FE college Student 

Development 

manager; careers 

coordinator 

1 4 General 

volunteers 
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could add insights about their students. However, often they were hard to access after 

visits. Given the centrality of students, not staff, to the project, staff interviews were not 

pursued far beyond the visit. Consequently, while there are fewer interviews with staff than 

initially hoped, these were deemed sufficient given that the staff data were considered 

supplementary to the main study of young people. Furthermore, there was already some 

relevant data from careers professionals gathered from the initial survey. 

 

4.4.2 Questionnaires 

 

Questionnaires were chosen to gather descriptive information about the exposure of 

careers professionals and young people to platform work and their views on it in relatively 

short, superficial form to complement the deeper descriptive power of interviews. Creswell 

and Plano Clark (2018) define the purpose of survey research as that which “provides a 

quantitative description of trends, attitudes, and opinions of a population” (p. 207). The use 

of web-based questionnaires has been growing in popularity over the last decades owing to 

their ease of accessing research populations (Cowles & Nelson, 2018). Both surveys used an 

internet questionnaire as a data collection tool, SurveyMonkey, which was the service used 

at that time by the university department. This was selected because support was available, 

as colleagues had expertise in this and were able to provide guidance. The online 

questionnaire format had several advantages: it saved time as no travel, postage, or face-to-

face recruitment were necessary; it allowed for recruitment through e-mailing lists of 

professional organisations; and the survey software could export the data into a format in 

which data analysis could easily be performed (Denscombe, 2017; Theuri & Turner, 2002).  

Although both samples were non-representative, both sets of questionnaires extended the 

range of the study beyond the individuals who took part in interviews. Braun et al. (2021) 

suggest that qualitative (open-ended) surveys can be helpful in qualitative research 

methods. However, in this case questionnaires were chosen because the design of the 

project already contained strong qualitative elements in interviews. The questionnaires 

were mostly designed with closed questions in order to collect larger scale quantitative data 

about the subject groups, contributing to the breadth of the study. The disadvantages of the 
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questionnaire method of data collection can include a reluctance to respond, which seemed 

to be the case among careers practitioners (Dillman et al., 2014).  

 

Sampling and recruitment 

 

Survey participants were recruited using purposeful (or non-probability) sampling for both 

surveys. Requests to participate containing the link to the online survey were sent to careers 

professionals through professional organisations such as the Career Development Institute 

and adviser networks and employers. Originally a sample of 300 respondents was sought to 

provide a sufficient dataset; however, recruitment took a longer time than expected, and 

recruitment stopped at 200 responses to allow for the next phases of recruitment and data 

collection to begin. This was considered sufficient because this survey did not concern the 

student participant group that is the main focus of this study, and because it seemed to 

provide sufficient avenues for recruitment. After cleaning, there were 107 responses that 

provided more than just demographic information. 

Respondents for the survey of young people were accessed from schools and colleges that 

had been recruited for visits. The student survey was mostly restricted to these institutions, 

but notably included two institutions that were not among the cases. These extra survey 

distributions belonged to case visits in which it was not possible to perform other parts of 

the data collection, and the extra survey data were used because they expanded the 

dataset. However, expanding the survey to more groups was not considered necessary as 

the survey data acts as a support to the qualitative interview data, confirming or providing a 

contrast to what the students reported in interviews, and so did not aim to be 

representative. 

Questionnaires were sometimes distributed in person during the school visit, or sometimes 

organised subsequently by staff at the school (for example by the careers advisor or head of 

sixth form). Uptake was variable, and usually resulted in around 30 responses. However, at 

one college the head of progression was able to recruit several hundred responses. In the 

survey, students between 16-19 were asked to fill in an online questionnaire that included a 
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variety of types of question, including multiple choice questions, matrix questions, and open 

questions.  

Paper copies were used where there was no immediate internet access, or where the survey 

was distributed in hard copy after the interview day and returned by post (as happened in 

one school). Paper copies were manually entered into the software after they were 

received. Circa 60 paper copies and 700 electronic surveys were completed. The online 

survey resource was expedient because it allowed staff at host institutions to distribute 

surveys asynchronously. This had drawbacks and benefits; the power to have surveys 

completed lay entirely with contacts at the schools and colleges, trusting that they would be 

able or willing to do the work of distributing the survey without immediate intervention, 

removing the advantages of an in-person delivery of a group questionnaire (Denscombe, 

2017). However, it also meant that if it was impossible to collect questionnaire responses 

during the visit, it could be done afterwards, and might offer access to a larger group of 

respondents than might be accessed on the day. 

Although Braun et al. (2021) make a case for qualitative questionnaires consisting of open-

ended questions, in this project both questionnaires were designed to provide primarily 

numerical data because the purpose of these datasets were to complement the group 

interviews, which provided a lot of qualitative data already. Questionnaires were designed 

with mostly closed-ended multiple choice and scale questions. They include both nominal 

data (where data are ordered into categories) and ordinal data (where data are ranked 

(Denscombe, 2017).  

 

Student survey 

 

Cowles & Nelson (2018) highlight the need keep the research question(s) at the forefront of 

questionnaire design. The student survey was designed to answer RQ1 and 2 regarding the 

extent of young people’s use of platforms to earn and their opinions about it as a prospect 

for future careers. Some demographic information (age, institution, gender, and ethnic 

background) was also collected to provide the opportunity to make comparisons. A range of 
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questions was asked to gauge knowledge of and participation in platform work, using a list 

of the most commonly used platforms at the time (using an internet search for online 

literature on platforms, number of hits on Google, and the empirical research by Huws et 

al., 2017) and some of the largest non-geographically located platforms such as Upwork and 

Freelancer. Other questions aimed to find out students’ opinions about platform work, how 

they thought about the relationship between platforms and workers, and also what other 

kinds of online earning or creative activities they were doing. (See Appendix J for a full list of 

questions.) 

An invitation for students to volunteer for one-to-one interviews was included at the end of 

the survey to recruit individuals who were regular earners on platforms, but while several 

people volunteered, none were using platforms on a regular basis. Data gathered from 

group interviews were deemed sufficient to understand the views of those who were not 

using platforms regularly or not using them at all.  

 

 

Careers professionals survey 

 

To answer RQ3, the survey of careers professionals was designed collect information about 

their exposure to, knowledge of, and orientation towards platform work in their practice. It 

consisted of a questionnaire containing 21 questions, including some quantitative questions 

(multiple choice, scale, and tick-box), and some qualitative open questions. Some questions 

were similar to the ones that appeared on the student survey for comparison, and some 

were complementary. As has been described in Section 4.2 on multi-method research, these 

answers also aimed to converge on the data regarding the extent young people’s usage of 

platforms. With the careers professionals, too, there was a range of questions to determine 

use and opinion of platform work, and their exposure to students using platforms to earn. 

There were also some open-ended questions to gather more detailed opinions to add to the 

interview data. (See Appendix K for a full list of questions.) 
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Challenges included a low success rate with careers professionals survey. Recruitment was 

challenging, as mail shots and newsletters did not gather many responses. Some 

recruitment was attempted in person at a variety of professional events. However, owing to 

the specific target group (careers professionals working exclusively with one age group in 

schools and colleges), this too had a low success rate. 

 

4.5 Data analysis 

 

Qualitative research requires a way of synthesising the information gathered in a way that 

perceives patterns and generates new meaning. As a multi-method study, quantitative and 

qualitative elements require different kinds of data analysis. As such, they are presented 

separately in the two sections that follow. 

 

4.5.1 Interviews  

 

A detailed coding approach and Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) were used to analyse 

interview data (Braun & Clarke, 2021). I considered RTA to be suitable for the pragmatist 

paradigm, as it does not overstate the claims made based on the qualitative data and takes 

into account the effect of researcher subjectivity. It also involves an inductive, detailed 

coding approach (suitable also for abductive research), in contrast to forms of qualitative 

analysis that involve assigning codes to relatively large sections of speech or text, or use 

“coding reliability and codebook approaches” to develop themes first and match codes to 

those themes (Braun & Clarke, 2019a; Braun & Clarke, 2021). Consequently, the inductive 

approach to data analysis used in this project generates themes from the data rather than 

trying to fit the data into preconceived themes (Braun & Clarke, 2021). A more detailed, line 

by line coding method was required, similar to that employed by (but not restricted to) 

Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Braun and Clarke (2019b) 

propose that in Reflexive Thematic Analysis, codes are always left open to change and 

reconceptualization, and so saturation is an unhelpful concept in RTA. They suggest that 

“codes are conceptual tools in the developing analysis and should not be reified into 
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ontologically real things” (Braun & Clarke, 2019b, p. 7). Consequently, as has been outlined 

earlier in this chapter, saturation was not an objective in data collection or analysis.  

Codes were organised into themes using a subcoding method, which involves different 

levels of coding, not a flat structure split into main themes from the start (Saldaña, 2021). In 

this coding structure, I arrived at a maximum of three levels of codes. The smallest units 

(third level coding) were coded first, using a short descriptor of what was said and/or an “in 

vivo” code, which are direct quotations used as codes (Saldaña, 2021; Charmaz, 2006). 

These were kept very close to the data without attempting analysis or interpretation 

(Charmaz, 2006). The units were then grouped into second level concepts developed from 

the descriptor, and finally resolved into an overarching theme or categorisation. There were 

sometimes two or more codes assigned to the same passage using simultaneous coding if 

there were several important ideas contained in it (Saldaña, 2021).  

Neil: It’s not bad. But I don’t think you 

should do it forever. You should find a 

proper job at the end. You could start by 

just earning a bit of money, then make it a 

company and everything. But I think you 

should find a proper job instead of working 

online, just online.  

Codes: 

- Temporary / short term work 

- Platform work being distinct from a 

“proper” job 

- Could be a stepping stone 

 

NVIVO coding software was used to save and organise codes into a coding structure. 

Opinion is divided as to whether the benefits of coding software outweigh potential 

drawbacks. Some, particularly those working on Grounded Theory, feel that software coding 

can influence the data analysis (Soliman & Kan, 2004). However, the software can also make 

the codes more visible, making the whole analytic process more straightforward. There was 

a large amount of interview data, and the detailed coding method produced many codes. 

Software made it easier to organise and rearrange to examine in other configurations and 

made it easier to count the frequency of concepts to present in the findings chapter. 
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4.5.2 Questionnaire data 

 

Questionnaire data were analysed using descriptive statistics performed in Excel. 

Denscombe (2017) suggests that care should be taken with small datasets not to overstate 

the claims made on the basis of the data. In this case, the number of complete 

questionnaires gathered from careers practitioners was low (107) and over half of those 

gathered from the students were collected in one college (560 responses). As such, the data 

are non-representative, and no definitive claims are made on the basis of the data; they are 

used only to give indications and support the qualitative data. 

Data were prepared and cleaned in Excel. Entries that were from the wrong subject groups 

were excluded (such as careers professionals who were not working with 16–19-year-olds or 

were working in other countries). Entries that contained no data beyond the demographic 

information were also excluded, for example where careers professionals stopped 

answering after describing their qualifications and type of institution (and had not answered 

any questions about the gig economy). Data about ethnic backgrounds were collected 

originally in high detail, but some detail was combined for ease of analysis as there were 

comparatively few young people from ethnic minorities. For example, all white backgrounds 

were combined as there were few white Other or white Irish respondents. 

The main kinds of data analysis used for surveys were to calculate percentages of 

respondents selecting each category in multiple choice questions. For example, in 

demographic questions this included ages or age categories, so that charts could be made to 

represent demographics. In other multiple-choice questions, this included percentages of 

respondents selecting categories describing the employment relationship between 

individuals and platform companies (Employees / Self-employed / Not sure). Excel’s COUNT 

function was also used to analyse several questions to be able to compare the numbers of 

(for example) platforms of which respondents were aware. 

On Likert scale questions, the mean response to each question was calculated on a scale of -

2 to 2. Occasionally some demographic data were used to examine results such as platform 

awareness; for example, to see if older students had greater awareness of platforms, or to 
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see if the results differed between ethnic backgrounds or types of institution. This was 

performed using the calculations available in Excel.  

In qualitative answers, where there was enough data, qualitative answers were 

standardised into categories, for example, careers professionals’ experiences with students 

about platform work was resolved into four categories: “Talked with students about gig 

economy platforms”; “Talked with student(s) who is/are using platforms to earn money 

themselves”; “Both”; “No detail”. This was the only way in which qualitative data were 

quantised in the questionnaire data. 

 

4.6 Data exposition 

 

This section will discuss the rationale behind the presentation of the findings and discussion 

chapters. This includes sequencing decisions and prioritisation of data types. I have chosen 

to present the findings by research question, prioritising the student data. I have structured 

the discussion to follow the argument presented about young people’s patterns and 

motivations.  

 

4.6.1 Findings sequencing  

 

The findings and discussion chapters are presented separately to preserve the clarity of the 

different data types and avoid repetition. The findings chapters are divided by dataset, as 

combining them all would have made a very long findings chapter. Furthermore, presenting 

each dataset separately allows the discussion to refer easily and clearly back to the 

appropriate dataset, and helps to understand clearly how the different datasets support 

each other in the discussion. I make observations within the findings chapters, pointing out 

some instances where the data converge or complement each other (Coe, 2021b). As I 

describe in Section 4.7, such complementarity and convergence adds to the integrity of the 

study. This presentation maintains transparency by separating the results from 
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interpretation in the discussion. The structure was chosen in line with a parallel design, 

where the analysis was not mixed but performed separately to answer different research 

questions (Morgan, 2008; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). 

The findings chapters are sequenced by research questions., foregrounding the student 

data, as the views and experiences of students were the primary focus of the study. The 

findings chapters begin with the student survey data in Chapter 5 to give a broad view of 

platform use (RQ1), and students’ general views and orientation towards platform work 

(RQ2). This aims to provide context for the qualitative findings from group interviews in 

Chapter 6, which answers RQ2 in more detail. The findings from careers practitioners and 

school staff are presented in the same order (survey, then interviews). The findings from the 

careers practitioners and staff provide depth and answering the practical RQ3 (whether 

careers practitioners are prepared to advise on platform work). The findings from the 

careers professionals do not, however, act as the main focus of the analysis in the discussion 

chapter, which largely revolves around the qualitative group interview data among 

students. 

 

4.6.2 Discussion structure 

 

The discussion (Chapter 9) is structured to follow the logic of the argument of this thesis, as 

follows: 

1. Young people were not often using platforms to earn money (supported mainly by 

the survey data, and in a secondary way by the qualitative interview data) 

2. This was caused by absences in platform work that conflicted with their definitions 

of careers and their self-concepts (supported by the qualitative interview data)  

3. This did not prevent them from using platform work in other ways (supported by 

both student survey and interview data) 

Section 9.1 provides the context by discussing the survey data from students and some 

practical reasons why the students might not have been working on platforms. That is, it 



99 
 
 

addresses the concrete aspects of the study. Then Section 9.2 establishes a conceptual 

model and makes explicit the inferences drawn from the data (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009), 

then makes a theoretical contribution, proposing why students were not eager to work on 

platforms in their careers using careership, motivational theory, and POW theory. Finally, I 

return to a practical conclusion – that while the reasoning model suggests that platform 

work was disqualified from students’ thinking, there are nevertheless some uses for it, 

mostly as a supplementary or subsidiary activity. (This points to a way forward for careers 

professionals, addressed in the conclusion of Chapter 10, in Section 10.3.3). Thus, the 

structure is sequenced as follows: concrete – conceptual/theoretical – concrete. 

As in the findings, data from careers professionals and staff are used to support the main 

argument but are not used to create a main portion of the discussion. RQ3 regarding career 

professionals’ readiness to provide support around platforms provides valuable insights but 

is considered mainly from a practical perspective rather than an analytical or interpretive 

one. As I have observed in the previous section, the involvement of the staff data is 

secondary to the student data because the primary focus of this thesis is the experiences 

and views of students. 

 

4.7 Rigour and integrity 

 

The trustworthiness and validity of qualitative research can be challenging to establish. 

Notions of validity and reliability have usually been applied to quantitative research, which 

operates on such a different set of processes that it is hard to use the same measures to 

determine accuracy and validity in qualitative research. Newby (2014) observes that other 

words have sometimes been used to talk about validity in qualitative research: “credibility”, 

“dependability”, or “confirmability” as opposed to “validity”, “reliability”, and “objectivity” 

(p. 129). But Newby (2014) also points out that new qualitative terminology, even though it 

tries to separate itself from quantitative language, is not so clear either.  

Qualitative research can still be rigorous if the methods of data collection and analysis are 

transparent, and steps can be taken to improve the accuracy of data collection and analysis. 
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For example, the diverse data sets of this multi-method research, which as I have argued 

earlier brought a mixture of convergence and complementarity to the project, also reinforce 

the integrity of the study by allowing cross-comparison of data (Coe, 2017). 

Coe (2017) identifies some potential threats to the validity of data analysis, including 

unreliable data elements (in this case, for example survey answers that do not necessarily 

reflect true opinions), incorrect analysis (such as improper coding), and incorrect data 

elements (such as deception). The detailed, line-by-line coding using many small codes 

mitigates the risk of mis-coding large portions of interview data. Answers in the survey that 

appeared to compromise data integrity (for example, qualitative answers that were 

identified as jokes) were cleaned out of the data. 

 

4.8 Researcher positionality 

To acknowledge the role and influence of the researcher in the research process is an 

essential part of academic rigour. This is sometimes known as “positionality” or “reflexivity” 

(Massoud, 2022). The position of the researcher influences how they relate to the subject of 

the research, and even how the research is carried out (Crotty, 1998; Blaikie & Priest, 2019). 

The researcher’s position can include educational background, cultural and socio-economic 

position, their personal history, emotional responses, and a wide range of other influences, 

many of which can impact the research process.  

From a non-dualist perspective, aspects of identity are challenging because they are 

considered illusory, and generally it is not encouraged to pay too much attention to the 

movements of thoughts and emotions (Suzuki, 2011). Furthermore, I am bilingual in English 

and Hungarian, and bicultural, raised in London and Budapest. I have always felt that I do 

not identify with (or belong in) a particular culture or subculture. Navracsics (2016) points 

out that as a consequence of their biculturalism, some people find it difficult to identify 

themselves. Subjectively, I have found that this lack of identification makes it hard to 

achieve a sense of belonging, but also affords a great deal of flexibility and openness in 

understanding the points of view of others. It may also be a reason why I have been drawn 
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to non-dualism, which – as I have described in Section 3.4 – has strongly influenced this 

study. The paradox of non-dualism is that there is an apparent self, but the self is unreal 

(Loy, 2019). For practical purposes in research, however, it is important for the sake of 

transparency to acknowledge the effect of the identity on the research process. In this 

section, I will present the characteristics of my person and background that had the greatest 

impact on my project, and outline how they affected my motivations for this research and 

their effects. 

 

4.8.1 A background in careers 

I started my research after completing a postgraduate diploma in Career Guidance. The 

diploma course gave me a foundational knowledge in career theory, making me more 

inclined to view the findings of this study through a career-focused theoretical lens. The 

short research assignment in the course also gave me a basic grounding in survey design and 

analysis and one-to-one interview technique, which helped me to develop the research 

instruments. 

The training in career counselling also influenced my interview style as it trained me in open 

questioning and listening, augmenting skills developed during an occupation in sports 

therapy influenced. Parry and Brown (2009) propose that communication is an essential 

part of the therapeutic relationship with physiotherapists, and I found that having a history 

in therapeutic sports massage contributed to my interview style. My training and experience 

in another helping profession has prepared me to engage with a wide range of people in a 

neutral fashion, utilising methods of open listening and non-judgment that are similar to 

counselling techniques found in, for example, Egan (2013). At times there could have been a 

danger of slipping into a therapeutic dynamic and problem-solving with the students. 

However, my training as a careers adviser mitigated this, owing to some training in group 

session development and group management skills, and practical experience as part of my 

assessment in the training course. This valuable classroom experience provided me with the 

tools to keep the pace of the sessions and helped to avoid problem solving, rather 



102 
 
 

remaining focused on the discussion. My careers training also helped with reflexivity, as self-

reflection was a large component of the career guidance course. 

My positioning as a research student in a research centre focused on guidance also gave me 

access to knowledge about how to recruit research participants, and access to a wider group 

of participants through existing connections in the department. I was also familiar with the 

culture of careers advisers from my training, and this allowed me to communicate 

effectively with some of the “gatekeepers” (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2018, p. 212). 

Consequently, study recruitment was made easier by the many advantages accrued during 

my initial training, and through my subsequent positioning in the International Centre for 

Guidance Studies. 

 

4.8.2 Outsider-novice 

Although my background in careers made it easier to recruit and conduct the research, 

nevertheless I was not situated in the schools and colleges where I was conducting the 

research, so I could be considered an “outsider”. At its extreme, an “outsider” researcher 

can embody a detached or top-down position (Blaikie & Priest, 2017). Here, however, being 

an outsider simply means not operating directly in the context of the research (as for 

example a researcher might if they were doing a case study in their own environment).  

Although my knowledge of platform work exceeded that of most participants, I also tried to 

avoid presenting myself as an “outsider expert”. Indeed, as I have explained in Section 3.4, I 

attempted to come to the research topic from a “beginners mind” (Suzuki, 2011). This 

extended to how I conducted myself among the research participants: As an outsider 

novice. Instead of being the “expert”, I tried to create an atmosphere of peers, in which I 

could encourage the students to relate as adults rather than children. Aware that my accent 

reflects my predominantly British education and my socio-economic status, which may have 

influenced interactions with students, I strove to use language and a manner that 

encouraged a peer-to-peer relations rather than top-down authoritarian relationship – that 
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is, as a “reflective partner” rather than a “disengaged observer” (Blaikie and Priest, 2019, e-

book Section 3.7, para. 6). 

 

4.8.3 Supporting young people 

My approach to working with young people in this study came from several strands in my 

past. I chose to study the age group of 16–19-year-olds because I grew up around 

technology and quickly picked up computer skills at a young age. In early secondary school, I 

encountered a few students doing entrepreneurial activities online, such as starting 

websites. These experiences led me to consider whether students were at the forefront of a 

novel mode of working such as platform work.  

My choices may have partly been influenced by troubled experiences of my own in 

secondary school. I found the school environment to be both coercive and unsupportive, 

leaving me sensitive to the needs of students and their power relationships within the 

education system. Consequently, I partly chose to work with this age group because I felt 

that they were disempowered, both by the compulsory education system and by the 

rhetoric surrounding young people as being particularly dynamic, flexible, and 

entrepreneurial in the labour market. In other words, they are often perceived to be 

generally suited to structural conditions of insecurity (MacDonald and Giazitzoglu, 2019 – 

see Section 2.2.1).  

Conceptually and ethically, I find the power dynamics in schools to be problematic. I practice 

peaceful parenting, and try to pay particular attention to the rights of young people. My 

position is that most schools are fundamentally coercive systems that can contribute to 

conformity to a narrow range of societal norms (Gramsci, 1971; Romero, 2018). The power 

dynamics within schools can often reinforce an authoritarian relationship, where the 

coercive environment is perpetuated through the use of punitive measures such as 

detention, and establishment of rules without the input of students (Horner & McKintosh, 

2016). Some exceptions exist such as in some democratic and Waldorf systems, or in relaxed 
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homeschooling environments, but these are alternative and far from conventional. My 

approach to the students, therefore, was to try to avoid appearing as part of the 

authoritarian structures in which they were situated, through empathy, appropriate 

language, and deep listening as described in the previous section. I will explore more 

thoroughly how I addressed the ethical challenges of working with young people in Section 

4.9. 

The inclination to empathise and empower is consistent with an approach of being a 

“reflective partner” (Blaikie & Priest, 2019). My aim is, as far as possible, to have power 

‘with’ rather than ‘over’, following Egan’s (2013) client-centred principles and following 

principles of peaceful parenting, which I strive to do with my own child. Peaceful parenting 

is based on choice theory, which argues that external control psychology in relationships is 

destructive (Glasser, 1999). Peaceful approaches dovetail with reflective partnership in 

research, which is oriented towards empowering and contributing to freedom from 

oppressive structures (Blaikie & Priest, 2019).  

This section has provided an outline of some of the issues arising from my context and 

position as a researcher. Although some of these factors are consciously knowable through 

self-reflection, there are doubtless others that are part of subconscious conditioning, and 

therefore unavailable to conscious reflection. However, it is helpful as far as possible to 

identify the dominant factors in researcher positionality for the sake of transparency. In the 

next section I describe the concrete steps I took to preserve the autonomy and protect the 

interests of participants. 

 

4.9 Ethical considerations 

 

Social science inquiry can involve complex relational processes between researcher and 

participants, with the potential to cause harm or violate privacy. Therefore, it is essential to 

make explicit the ethical position and steps taken in the research to protect and promote 

the rights of the research participants. Alderson and Morrow (2020) summarise the purpose 
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of research ethics, which is “concerned with respecting research participants throughout 

each research study, partly by using agreed standards” (Introduction, Research Ethics 

section, para. 1). The process of research, especially with young people, must balance the 

needs of the researcher and responsibilities to their participants (Etherington, 2007). 

Bowles et al. (2006) propose that the researcher’s own person shapes the ethical 

foundations of the research. My grounding in career guidance practice brought a person-

centred approach to the research. The Career Development Institute’s code of ethics 

foregrounds the responsibility of the practitioner to “act in the interests of society and at all 

times exercise integrity, honesty and diligence” (CDI, 2018). This includes observing the duty 

of care not only to individuals but also to organisations; transparency; trustworthiness; and 

accountability on the part of the practitioner (CDI, 2018). The CDI Code of Ethics also 

emphasises the importance and requirement to respect the rights of the individual to 

privacy and confidentiality.  

Many authors on research ethics articulate similar concerns. Blaikie and Priest (2019) 

outline a useful set of ethical principles, including: consent and voluntary participation; the 

right to privacy and right to withdraw from the study; and protection from harm. These 

were addressed during each stage of the research design process and data collection. Ethical 

considerations were further taken into account using the British Education Research 

Association (BERA) guidelines, and ethical approval gained from the university prior to data 

collection with reference to the university ethical code (BERA, 2019; University of Derby, 

n.d.). These emphasise particularly the responsibilities to participants that include consent; 

transparency; the right to withdraw; preventing harm arising from participation; privacy and 

data storage; and disclosure (BERA, 2019). The ethics form can be found in Appendix C. 

Scholars have highlighted the need for a more rigorous approach the ethics of research with 

children and young people (for example, Etherington, 2007; Warin, 2011). Alderson and 

Morrow (2020) observe that until recently, children and young people have been assumed 

to possess less than adult competence, which has influenced the way that research has 

been conducted with them. Research is often done “to” rather than “with” them. Alderson 
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and Morrow (2020) propose that it is worth thinking about whom the research is for, and 

whose perspective the researcher is considering when conducting the research.  

Although the university’s ethical guidelines consider young people to be able to give 

informed consent over the age of 16, there are still challenges that are particular to working 

with young people, especially in educational settings. These include a power differential 

that is usually weighted more towards institutional actors and an increased vulnerability of 

participants to exploitation (Warin, 2011). Alderson and Morrow (2020) propose that ethics 

must be built into the project throughout the planning and execution of research, not just 

applied for at the start. Throughout this research, I have endeavoured to maintain ethical 

mindfulness and practise reflexivity as the process progressed (Etherington, 2007; Warin, 

2011), taking care to reflect on each interview after it took place. I undertook meditation 

practices, following the logic that mindfulness practice helps to create the conditions for 

reflexivity. I found this useful because the awareness of the self and positionality are 

essential in social research, both practically and ethically (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998).  

 

4.9.1 Consent and information 

 

A further complexity exists in the extent to which young people can give consent in 

educational institutions, where they are sometimes given directives and have expectations 

placed upon them that are more stringent than in adult environments. This carries some 

ethical implications for research because the researcher’s negotiation with the students is 

partly indirect. That is, the researcher does not have full control over the process of inviting 

participation, and little way of knowing whether recruitment processes are coercive or not.  

Some interview groups were comprised of volunteers, while others were full classes that 

were requested to participate by the careers contact at the school or college as they were 

groups that the staff felt would benefit from the discussion. In the latter case, students had 

little control over the session content. I felt that this somewhat compromised the ethics of 

data collection, and so I made efforts to mitigate this by emphasising that they were not 

required to participate and could leave or not take part. Following Lindsay’s (2000) proposal 



107 
 
 

that the withholding of consent can be non-verbal, I was also cautious to gauge whether 

non-participation was a consequence of reluctance to take part, or simply lack of 

opportunity. So, while I invited the opinions of all the students and sometimes gently 

prompted, I took care not to press when any seemed unwilling to speak, particularly in 

whole class settings. 

In terms of formal consent procedures in group interviews, a verbal introduction was given 

to the students explaining what the research was for, how their data would be used, and 

assuring them of anonymity and the right to withdraw. I also explained to the students that 

they were under no obligation to participate and could leave or simply not take part. 

Information and consent forms were distributed at the start of each interview (see 

Appendix D and E). Students were given some time to review the information and sign the 

consent form. They were able to keep the information sheets, which contained the e mail 

that they would be able to use to withdraw. I requested consent to record the session, both 

in the consent form and verbally before starting the recording. I was prepared to proceed 

using only field notes should anyone have objected to being recorded. I ended recording 

promptly at the end of each session so as not to capture any personal conversations after 

the interview. The same procedures were followed with staff and careers professionals 

during interviews. 

For both sets of questionnaire data collection (careers professionals and students), a 

consent form and information sheet were included at the start of the online questionnaires 

and included with print copies (see Appendices F and G). The consent form contained 

information about the study and provided a way to withdraw from the survey by e mail if 

they were personally identifiable. It was explained that all answers would be treated 

confidentially and that respondents would be anonymous in the report. It was not possible 

to proceed with the electronic form if the consent checkbox had not been ticked. Some 

forms were distributed on paper, which were collected by hand. Any that did not have a 

signature were not included in the data and destroyed.  
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4.9.2 Anonymity and data protection 

 

To protect the participating individuals and organisations, schools, colleges, and all 

individual participants have remained anonymous. Schools and colleges were kept 

organised by initials during drafting, but in the final draft of this thesis are distinguishable 

only through identifiers that denote type of institution and a number – for example, the 

independent schools are identified as IS1 and IS2 (see Table 4.1 for the complete list of 

identifiers and shorthand codes). Pseudonyms are used for each student. They were 

substituted with names that reflected the ethnic diversity of the sample; however, students 

did not answer questions at the start to determine country of origin, so these are indicative 

only. 

Data were secured on a password protected computer in line with General Data Protection 

Regulations (Brammer, 2015). 

 

4.10 Limitations 

 

There are a few key limitations to this study. I took a broad approach and included all types 

of earning platforms in the survey (labour, retail, and access platforms such as Airbnb) to 

gain a general understanding of young people’s awareness of all aspects of the gig economy. 

I included labour and retail platforms in interviews to save time, and to allow for a range of 

different earning activities. However, the difference in relationships on labour and retail 

platforms is significant; retail platforms cannot be considered an employer. Consequently, 

this may have caused some confusion among participants as to the definition of the gig 

economy, particularly in the survey where there were no opportunities to clarify. It also 

diluted the interview process somewhat. At times the discussion tended to weigh more 

heavily towards labour platforms but included little discussion of retail platforms, or vice 

versa. Further research could concentrate on one type of earning activity – either labour 

platforms or retail platforms – for more focused data collection. However, an advantage of 

the inclusive approach was that activity was revealed among participants that might 
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otherwise have been undetected, such as the common use of retail platforms and gaming 

monetisation. 

Owing to time limitations and challenges in gaining cooperation from leadership in schools 

and colleges, I was able to recruit only two independent schools and two FE colleges where I 

had intended to recruit three. In hindsight, less focus on specific institutions or geographical 

factors might have yielded more cases more quickly, resulting in a larger dataset and 

potentially more variety.  

One of the questions outside the scope of this project was the level of student interest in 

self-employed careers more generally, and how extensively that is treated in career 

development practice in schools. Many of the challenges associated with platform work are 

equally pressing in self-employment or entrepreneurial careers. Insecurity, for example, is a 

concern for self-employed people, as are the potential for isolation and the need to build 

one’s own communities of support. Consequently, it would be useful to investigate more 

deeply the attitudes among students towards self-employment and entrepreneurship – 

particularly because the careers profession is highly focused towards traditional 

employment relationships. This study was highly focused on digital earning routes. 

 

4.11 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has demonstrated the consideration given to theoretical and practical choices 

in the study design and execution. I have situated the study within a pragmatist paradigm, 

arguing that pragmatism and a multi-method approach are most suitable to answer the 

research questions that I set out for this project (and are well-suited to each other as well). I 

have described the data collection and analytic choices, using a combination of surveys and 

group interviews with student participants, careers practitioners, and some school staff 

members. I have evaluated different methods of data analysis and concluded that RTA and 

line-by-line coding methods were most suitable to provide a deep understanding of young 

people’s thoughts, and to remain true to what they said. 
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In hindsight, some aspects of the study could be improved upon, but these do not 

compromise the usefulness of the research and its outcomes. I have described what makes 

this study trustworthy, and discussed its limitations, suggesting that some of the unexplored 

avenues could benefit from further research at another time. I have also demonstrated the 

steps taken toward maintaining ethical integrity, and the implications of being a researcher 

working from a particular perspective in a particular socio-economic position. The next 

chapters present the findings from the data collection phases described in this chapter.   
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS FROM STUDENT SURVEY 
 

The following four chapters describe the findings from each dataset. These are presented in 

order of the research questions (see Section 4.6 for sequencing decisions). While the data 

from the survey of careers professionals were collected before the other phases, this study 

is primarily focused on young people, and results from their data are presented first. 

This chapter presents the data from the student survey, which aimed to answer RQ1: Are 

young people using platforms to earn money, and how? There were 696 valid responses to 

the survey data after cleaning. Not all respondents answered every question fully and so the 

respondent number is slightly variable throughout. These findings mainly answered 

concrete questions about the extent to which students were using platforms to earn money. 

I found that while many students knew about some of the most commonly used platforms 

in the United Kingdom, they were not aware of many beyond those, and few were aware of 

the term “gig economy”. There were a host of other ways of earning money, but most were 

casual and associated with existing activities such as gaming. There was an ambivalence 

around the desirability of platform work in students’ future work lives, and around their 

perceptions of the relationships between individuals and platforms. 

 

5.1 Demographic information 

 

The largest proportion of respondents were 16-17, making up 78.5% of the students 

surveyed. Only 20 students were aged 19. Most (75%) were from FE colleges and the others 

equally split between state schools/academies and independent schools. One FE college in 

particular contributed 64% of total respondents.  

Out of 657 respondents who answered the question about gender, the results were evenly 

split between males and females, with a few more female respondents than males (49% 

female/44% male, and 4% responding in the “Other” category. 4% preferred not to say). 



112 
 
 

Most students (83%) were white British or other white ethnic background. 9% identified as 

Asian, 5% identified as black British, black African, or other black background; 2% belonged 

to multiple ethnic groups, and 1% reported belonging to Other ethnic groups (n=655). 

 

5.1.1 Access to and behaviour on electronic devices 

 

Students reported spending a lot of time on electronic devices, with a high level of digital 

access. More respondents had their own phone than their own computers or tablets: 97% 

of respondents reported having their own phone, compared with 75% reporting that they 

had their own computer, and 52% reporting having their own tablet (where n=696). Most 

students (87%) reported having between 2 and 4 devices available to them in total. No 

respondents left any options blank, and even those who reported having access to shared 

devices always had access to their own computer, tablet, or phone. 5% reported having a 

game console in the “Other” category.  

A significant minority (14%) of students did not own or share a computer at home and were 

only able to access a public computer (though these respondents always had access to 

phones or tablets at home). Most of these were from FE colleges – 94%, compared with 3% 

from independent schools and 3% from state schools/academies. Gender seemed to make 

no difference to how many devices students were able to access. 

Students reported spending a lot of time online with their devices. 63% of respondents 

(n=690) reported spending over 4 hours of their time on laptops, tablets, or phones each 

day, with only 7% reporting that they spent less than 2 hours using a device per day. 71% of 

respondents (n=684) reported using their phone the most, followed by 19% who used their 

computers the most. A new category was created to accommodate 5% of respondents who 

reported using their game console(s) the most, which usually have internet connectivity to 

various extents. The high level of phone activity suggests a significant span of leisure time 

spent online in addition to school activities done on computers. 

In terms of their activities online, 51% of respondents (n=654) reported having a website, 

blog, or Instagram site (or similar), with personal social media page use and educational 
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blogging (to show work relating to their college courses) being the two main uses among 

respondents. When asked whether they produced anything else creative online, 21% of 657 

respondents said yes, mainly posting art, videos, creative writing, and online broadcasting of 

gameplay. 

Overall, the results show a high level of engagement with and access to electronic devices, 

especially on social media platforms.  

  

5.2 Awareness and use of the gig economy 

 

There was little awareness of the term “gig economy”, though most students were aware of 

some platforms. When asked whether they had heard the term “the gig economy”, 90% of 

respondents said no (n=665). There appeared to be no relationship between the level of 

technology use and awareness of the term; those with access to more devices were no 

more familiar with it than those with less access.  

Fewer respondents knew about the gig economy in FE colleges than in both independent 

and state schools. There could be different explanations for this related to the sampling, 

such as geography.  

 

Table 5.1: Awareness of the term “gig economy” by institution type 

Type of institution No Yes 
FE College 93% 7% 
Independent 77% 23% 
State/Academy 78% 20% 

 

Among the whole sample, the average number of platforms that students had heard of out 

of a selection of 15 platforms was 5.3. Those who were aware of the term “gig economy” on 

average were aware of a higher number of platforms (6.5) than those who were not (5.2). 

Among the platforms listed, eBay, Uber, Deliveroo, Depop, and Airbnb were the most well-

known.  However, while there was some knowledge about labour platforms, it was mostly 

retail platforms that were used to earn money – particularly eBay and Depop. While 
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Deliveroo and Uber were extremely well-known, only around 1% of respondents reported 

earning on each.  

(n ≈ 694, with 17 respondents not having ticked any boxes, which could mean that they had 

heard of no platforms at all, or simple had decided not to fill in this section of the survey. 

They all responded to later questions, however, and so I have chosen to count them here.) 

 

Figure 5.1: Platform awareness and use among student survey respondents 

 

 

In a later question, respondents were asked, “Have you ever earned money from any online 

activities (e.g. selling things on eBay or bonuses on World of Warcraft)?” 29% of 

respondents ticked “Yes” and 71% ticked “No” (n=658). Of those who responded in the 

positive (191 respondents), most were involve in retail or did not specify how they were 

earning. 
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Figure 5.2: Students’ online earning activity 

  

(n=191) 

 

There did not seem to be much effect of ethnic background on platform knowledge. Most 

knew between 0 and 5 platforms out of the list provided. Young people from black British, 

African, or other black backgrounds tended to be aware of fewer platforms, though not by 

much. However, young people from minority ethnic backgrounds were more likely to report 

earning on a platform than those from white backgrounds. 

 

Figure 5.3: Earning by ethnic background 
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Single instances in which only one person reported the activity in their qualitative answers 

were:  

• Working on a labour platform (Fiverr) 

• Online gambling 

• Combining retail and social media to earn money (without further elaboration) 

• Having their own online business (not specified whether it was platform-based) 

• Earning money through a trading platform 

• Monetising videos 

A further two respondents reported earning bonuses on a rewards app, but this does not 

necessarily translate into earning currency. 

This distribution reflects the qualitative interview data, in that most respondents reported 

using retail and gaming platforms in their spare time as a side activity. Out of those who 

reported engaging in retail activity (n=97), two reported selling high-value or limited-edition 

items, and three reported selling things that they had made themselves. However, many 

reports of using retail platforms were non-specific, and it is possible that more focused 

efforts on retail platforms existed. 

 

5.3 Perceptions of the gig economy 

 

5.3.1 Desirability 

 

Students seemed unsure about whether it would be desirable to work on an app. When 

asked whether they would like to work for the apps that had been mentioned in the survey, 

50% responded no, while 11% responded yes, and 39% maybe (n=688). 

Of those who responded Yes or Maybe, 43 offered qualitative responses. Of these, 13 

specifically mentioned labour platforms (though in some cases it was unclear whether they 

were expressing that the work was desirable or whether they were already doing it), and 18 

mentioned retail platforms. 
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17 out of these 43 made general commentaries on their perceptions without specifying 

which kind of work they were referring to. Comments revolved around earning, selling 

unwanted items, and usually positioned the work as a spare time activity that can take place 

alongside study. Three people mentioned getting experience through online platforms, 

while two people expressed an interest that was conditional on the stability or income from 

the work. 

People from ethnic minorities were also more likely to think of platform work as desirable, 

with people from black backgrounds thinking of it most positively. When they were asked 

“Would you like to earn on a platform?” proportionally three times as many students from 

black backgrounds gave a definite positive answer, and fewer gave a definite negative: 

 

Table 5.2: Platform desirability and ethnic background 

Ethnic background Yes Maybe No 
Black 31% 54% 14% 
Mixed / Multiple ethnic 
groups 19% 31% 50% 
Asian 14% 41% 45% 
White 10% 37% 53% 
Other ethnic group 0% 83% 17% 

(n=652) 

However, ethnic background seemed to make little difference to whether young people felt 

they understood what platform apps were, whether they thought they were a good way to 

earn money, feelings about exploitation, or whether they felt they would like a careers 

adviser to advise them on it. 

Women were equally likely to say that they wanted to work on apps in the future as men. 

However, 10% more women than men responded that they would not like to work on apps, 

and fewer were undecided. 

 

5.3.2 Perceptions of platform work 
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Respondents were asked to use a 5-point scale to describe their views on 13 statements 

(see Figure 5.4). The responses were largely neutral, with the mean score on a -2 to 2 scale 

never dropping below -0.66 or reaching over 0.38. The results of this question indicate an 

uncertainty around the value, desirability, and risks of platform work. 
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Figure 5.4: Students' perceptions of platform work 
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Table 5.3: Strength of students’ perceptions of platform work 

Statement Average on -2 to 2 scale 

01. I understand what gig economy platforms/apps are -0.53 

02. Gig economy platforms/apps are a good way to earn money 0.16 

03. I see myself working through a phone app in the future -0.57 

04. Work on platforms/apps can be exploitative -0.001 

05. Work on platforms/apps could be useful to help me fund study or 

jobhunting 0.38 

06. Gig economy apps aren't important to me 0.05 

07. I would enjoy working through a gig economy platform/app -0.23 

08. The thought of working through online technology makes me 

uncomfortable -0.66 

09. I don't need to know much about gig economy platforms/apps -0.11 

10. There are some useful opportunities on gig economy 

platforms/apps 0.25 

11. I feel that work on gig economy platforms could be unsafe 0.07 

12. This kind of work could be good for my CV 0.25 

13. I would like my careers adviser to be able to advise me about 

working on apps and how I could earn money from them 0.08 
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5.3.3 Knowledge of and desire for platform work 

 

Respondents felt that they had little knowledge about what the gig economy was, reflected 

by the largest incident of disagreement over statement 1: “I understand what gig economy 

apps are”. The mean score on a -2 to 2 point scale was -0.53, with 48% disagreeing or 

strongly disagreeing with the statement. Only 4% felt strongly that they knew what 

platforms were. 

Respondents also responded with disagreement with the statement “I see myself working 

on a phone app in the future” (mean: -0.57), supporting the theme from qualitative 

interviews that app-based work was not something they considered as a long-term option 

(see Section 5.3). This may be related to their perception of whether they would enjoy the 

work. Very few felt strongly that they would enjoy the work (2%), whereas many more 

strongly disagreed (17%). 

There were some concerns about safety and exploitation through apps, although many 

were unsure. Slightly more people agreed than disagreed with the statement “Platform 

work could be unsafe” (29% / 21%), and more people agreed with the statement “Work on 

platforms can be exploitative” than disagreed (32% / 26%). 

While the results are evenly spread with few strong feelings in either direction, the results 

show that there is a significant minority of students who feel that they might be interested 

in doing platform work in the future and that it could be helpful to have information 

available through a careers adviser. 

 

5.3.4 The usefulness of platform work 

 

Although there were few strong feelings either way about most aspects of platform work 

among respondents, the three statements that garnered the most positive responses were 

statements 5, 10, and 12, which concerned the usefulness of the gig economy (but did not 

refer to career or long-term work). 
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Statement 5: Work on platforms/apps could be useful to help me fund study or 

jobhunting (mean: 0.38) 

Statement 10: There are some useful opportunities on platforms / apps (mean: 0.25) 

Statement 12: This kind of work could be good for my CV (mean: 0.25) 

Statements 5 and 12 are practical uses for the gig economy, which also supports the theme 

in the qualitative interview data of the gig economy being of practical use for earning money 

on the side, and its function as a supporting tool for career activity (see Sections 6.4.1 and 

6.5.3). 

Many respondents also seemed to feel comfortable with the idea of working online, with 

the highest level of disagreement referring to statement 8: “The thought of working on 

online technology makes me uncomfortable” (mean: -0.66), indicating that it may not be the 

internet-based quality of the work that is necessarily off-putting, but rather other factors. 

This complements the qualitative data, in that the online nature of the work was rarely 

mentioned as a reason for not thinking of the gig economy for career (a notable exception 

being an FE college group, FE2, several of whom felt strongly put off by the technology-

based nature of the work). 

 

5.3.5 The need for information? 

 

Finally, in terms of the guidance that young people wanted, more people agreed than 

disagreed with statement 13: “I would like my careers adviser to be able to advise me about 

working on apps and how I could earn money from them” (33% / 21%). 

More people agreed than disagreed with statement 6: “Gig economy apps aren’t important 

to me”, but not by much: 27% / 24%. However, more disagreed than agreed with statement 

9: “I don’t need to know much about gig economy platforms”: 31% / 25%.  

Once again, the ambiguity of participants’ views on the need for information is consistent 

with the data from interviews, in which participants rarely expressed strong positive feelings 
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about having guidance from a careers adviser, but felt that it could sometimes be helpful, 

with many feeling that it was not relevant to them personally. 

 

5.3.6 Worker-platform relationship 

 

Students seemed uncertain about employer relationships in platform work. Many felt that it 

could vary depending on the platform. Respondents were asked three questions about the 

relationship between the individual and the platform organisation, and what they thought 

the responsibilities of the platform organisation should be. First, they were asked “Are 

people who work on these platforms (tick one):” 

 

Table 5.4: Perceptions of worker status among students 

Worker status % of respondents 

Employees 11% 

Self-employed 16% 

It depends on the 

platform 33% 

Not sure 39% 

Other (please specify) <1% 

(n=669) 

 

Then they were asked “Are platform organisations (the companies that run apps like Uber 

and Etsy) (tick one):” 

Table 5.5: Perceptions of platform role in employer relations 

Platform status % of respondents 

Employers 22% 

Just provide the technology for people to 

use 14% 

It depends on the platform 23% 

Not sure 41% 

Other (please specify) <1% 

(n=666) 
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There appears to have been significant uncertainty on both questions, with the largest 

percentage of respondents ticking “not sure”. 

Finally, respondents were asked “Do you think these companies should give people who 

work on them (tick any that apply):” 

Table 5.6: Work benefits that platforms should offer 

Platforms should offer % of respondents 

A secure contract 51% 

Guaranteed basic income 48% 

Guaranteed number of 

hours 40% 

Sick pay 33% 

A pension 29% 

Holiday pay 27% 

Not sure 29% 

None of the above 6% 

Other <1% 

(n=665) 

From these results it seems evident that there was a lack of certainty about the relationship 

between platform organisations and individuals. This may be owed to a general lack of 

clarity about this relationship – perhaps because of a general lack of knowledge, or because 

of an ambiguity around such classifications in the gig economy. Despite a variety of 

responses about whether platforms are employers or facilitators, most respondents felt that 

companies had a responsibility to provide at least some benefits to their workers. The most 

popular choices were a secure contract, and guaranteed income or hours. This supports the 

interview data, where participants often highlighted a lack of security and certainty of 

income as a significant concern when thinking about the suitability of platform work for 

them. 

 

5.3.7 Demographic differences 

 

Respondents’ knowledge of platforms increased marginally with age, with 16-year-olds 

being aware of 5.2 platforms on average (from a list of 15 named platforms), 17-year-olds 
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being aware of 5.4 platforms, and 18-year-olds aware of 5.7 platforms. Platform knowledge 

among the 19-year-olds surveyed was only 4.4 – however, the sample size was only 20, 

most of whom were from FE colleges, and there could be other reasons why these 19-year-

olds might not know about platforms – learning difficulties or disengagement, for example, 

which could cause them to be included among younger age groups. 

Platform knowledge was higher among those who found platform work more desirable. 

Those who answered “Yes” to the question “Would you like to work on a platform” were 

aware of 2.3 more platforms on average than those who answered “No”. 

Women were equally likely to say that they wanted to work on apps in the future. However, 

more women than men responded that they would not like to work on apps, and fewer 

were undecided. There also appeared to be no significant differences between genders in 

whether they felt they understood what apps were, or whether they were earning money 

on platforms. 

Effect of institution type on how desirable participants found platform work seemed to be 

minimal.  Answering directly whether they would like to work on an app, results were 

similar. Most students across all kinds of institutions seemed not to be sure, or disagreed. 

When asked whether they had a blog, website, Instagram account or similar, students in 

state schools or academies were somewhat less likely to have their own means of social 

creative production. 

Students felt similarly to each other about platform work’s usefulness for CVs, with many 

uncertain but some feeling that it could be helpful. However, more students from 

independent schools felt that platform work would not be good for their CV than from other 

types of institutions. 

Students across genders had highly similar views on whether platforms were unsafe – that 

is, they did not appear to be very concerned about safety. 

 

5.4 Conclusion 
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The survey results overall reflect a lack of knowledge about the online gig economy and very 

little earning activity on labour platforms. This was the case even though digital access did 

not seem to be a problem, and there were plenty of other kinds of digital activity taking 

place. The survey revealed a host of online activities, including retail but also miscellaneous 

activities such as gaming or trading platforms, and creative endeavours such as making 

videos or blogging. This may mean that students had little exposure to sources of 

information about platform work. 

Opinions about platform work and its desirability were neutral. Although some felt that 

platform work could be helpful for earning money or to help them in their careers, there 

was uncertainty about its role, with few strong opinions about the role or usefulness of 

platform work. Some could see uses for platforms as tool for career, but appetite seemed 

limited for using it in a more concentrated way. It is not clear from the survey data whether 

this is owed to a lack of knowledge or a lack of interest. However, the interview data added 

detail to this. When students were given an opportunity to reflect on platform work more 

deeply in interviews, they were able to articulate clear opinions about it. They reflected 

some of the ambivalence that seemed to be expressed here, and it was possible to explore 

the reasons for it. 
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS FROM STUDENT INTERVIEWS 
 

This section will present findings from nine group interviews (88 participants in total). 

Section 6.1 describes how students reported knowing about platform work through their 

own activities, awareness, or input from people around them at home or at school. Section 

6.2 describes how participants were using platforms themselves to earn money, either by 

regular or (more usually) occasional use. Finally, Section 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5 describe and 

provide evidence of the views of participants on platform work, regardless of whether they 

were using it themselves to earn money. It should be noted that, as in the student survey, 

very few interviewees had heard of the term “gig economy”, though all had heard of at least 

one platform, and understood what was meant by the gig economy after a brief 

explanation. Some quotations are used more than once because they have multiple codes 

attached to them as they evidence different aspects of students’ awareness and opinions 

about platform work.  

 

 

6.1 Context and exposure to the gig economy 

 

 

Participants' awareness of the gig economy varied greatly among students, even within 

groups. They reported a number of ways that they had become aware of platforms. 

 

6.1.1 Through their own activity 

 

A few participants had used platforms to earn money already (which is reflected in the 

survey data presented in Section 5.2), but much of their experience came from other 

sources. One frequent source of participants' awareness was their own experiences as a 

customer on platforms. Many had used eBay to buy items, taken an Uber (or been aware 

that Uber was unavailable to use as a customer in the area), or ordered food on Deliveroo. 

Participants often related their negative experiences on some of these sites as customers, 
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such as feeling unsafe in an Uber (“When I go in an Uber by myself, I get scared” – Isa, SA1). 

Some participants confirmed that poor experiences as customers might influence their 

likelihood of considering platform work as a means to earn money; one participant said, “It 

does ruin your view on it. Because you've had a bad experience” (Terri, IS2). 

 

6.1.2 Seeing the gig economy in the environment 

 

Some participants described ways in which the gig economy had become part of their 

awareness through their environment. Some reported knowing about the gig economy 

through advertising: “You'll just see it around outside takeaways that you can get it through 

Deliveroo” (Claire, FE2). One participant said that they had heard of the gig economy 

through seeing Uber in “popular culture” such as on tv shows (Ella, FE2). Several participants 

described a non-specific awareness of the gig economy, where they were not sure how they 

had heard of platform work but were conscious of it being in the environment: “I couldn’t 

tell you where [I heard about it]” (Claire, FE2). A few students showed an awareness of 

platforms but were not sure what they were for or had forgotten. 

 

 

6.1.3 Friends and family 

 

While participants only occasionally reported using platforms themselves, every group 

contained at least one participant who knew someone earning money on a sales or labour 

platform. Many students were aware of friends and family using platforms to make money. 

Among students’ families, it was often parents who were using platforms, usually to sell 

unwanted items, but sometimes as a business. One participant said that her mother and 

mother's partner would pick out valuable items from car boot sales and sell them, while her 

father was reconditioning cars, such as Rona in SA2. This participant regularly made money 

herself from buying vintage items and selling them at a higher price. 
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Some felt that their parents felt negatively about platform work, such as in the case of Lucy, 

FE1a, who felt that her parents resisted her brother's plans to work for UberEats. Other 

participants said that they thought their parents would not trust this kind of work (Terri, 

IS2), while another said that her “dad hates eBay” after a poor experience trying to sell 

something (Keira, IS2). One participant cited age as a factor, saying “My parents are quite 

old so they're very sceptical about selling stuff online [...] Cos they don't really know how 

technology works. That's more down to me and my siblings' area” (Jacob, SA3). 

Fewer parents were reported to have positive or neutral attitudes towards online work, 

with only one explicit mention of a parent feeling positively about platform work (Hannah, 

FE1a), and one mention of a parent preferring their child to use one platform over another, 

for reasons that were not clear to the participant (Terri, IS2). Other family members were 

occasionally mentioned; one student reported a sibling's intent to work for UberEats, but 

eventually did not because of parental pressure (Lucy, FE1a), while another reported that 

her uncle was working for Uber (Jamila, SA1). 

Participants frequently reported their friends earning money on a wide variety of platforms. 

The following means of earning were reported. These included Deliveroo, Amazon Flex, 

casual and regular earning on retail platforms, making clothes and selling them on 

Instagram, and earning money from YouTube videos. Friends' activity or recommendations 

were sometimes cited as attractors to platforms. One student said, “Everyone uses it to sell, 

so it's going to be your first go to sell something... If I know that Jamila is selling something 

on eBay and it's free to sell, I'm gonna go sell it on there as well” (Sia, SA1). Another said, 

“You kind of hear through friends and stuff” (Mel, IS2). Some participants reported peers 

using other means to earn money online, for example on trading platforms (Kevin, FE1a) or 

surveys (Bob, IS2). See Section 6.2.3 for more detail on other online earning activity. 

 

 

6.1.4 School learning 

 

A small number of students recalled learning about the gig economy in Business or 

Economics lessons, and one chose Uber as the subject of a project for Business Studies. 
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FE1b, a group of Business students, had encountered some associated subjects about 

building online businesses and LinkedIn, but they were only peripherally connected to 

platform work. 

When asked, none of the participants could remember discussing the gig economy in a 

careers context, either with a careers adviser or addressed in their careers programmes 

(explicitly stated in FE2 and SA2). Some participants, however, could remember a general 

approach of the school or college towards promoting digital safety. SA3 in particular 

revealed that they felt prepared by the school in terms of digital safety, stating that they 

knew how to tell when something was a scam (see Section 6.3.3 on Safety concerns). This is 

reflected in the staff interviews, where no staff mentioned the gig economy being 

addressed directly in contact time with the students, but did describe detailed digital safety 

measures. A few staff survey responses suggest that some careers advisers or other staff 

may be discussing the gig economy in class time or with individual students – but in reaction 

to it being raised independently, not in a structured way. 
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6.2 Participation on platforms 

 

This section will focus on participants' experiences using platforms (RQ1), and their views on 

the gig economy (RQ2) – regardless of whether they had used a platform or not. As 

described in Section 6.1, all interview participants had heard of some gig economy 

platforms, many had heard of peers or family members using them, and some had used 

platforms themselves to earn money. Most personal experiences of earning that were 

reported by participants occurred on retail platforms (such as eBay, Depop, and Vinted), 

selling unwanted items (usually clothing) when they did not need them anymore. A few 

participants engaged in more directed activities to make money on sales platforms by 

regularly reselling new items for a profit. No one in the focus groups had used a labour 

platform; however, a few survey respondents reported doing so. 

 

 

6.2.1 Retail 

 

Group interview participants reported a range of ways in which they or their peers were 

selling items. Some were selling unwanted items from home in what I have termed “Casual 

use” while others were selling new or rare items at a mark-up or items that they had made 

in what I have termed “Regular selling”. They reported selling through Vinted, Shpock, eBay, 

Etsy, and Depop. 

 

Casual use 

 

Most participants who reported selling items on retail sites were doing so only occasionally, 

selling unused or unwanted items on specialised fashion sites such as Depop or Shpock, “I 

just sell old clothes on it [Depop] that I don't want anymore” (Nick, FE1a), or more generic 

sites such as eBay. eBay and Depop were the most commonly used platforms among 

interview participants, and also among survey respondents (see Figure 5.1), perhaps 
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because of its specialisation of second-hand clothing, which most young people would have 

on hand to sell. 

Some students had sold items on social media such as Instagram or Snapchat by simply 

taking pictures of clothes, festival tickets, and other unwanted items and posting them 

publicly, inviting direct messages from potential buyers from their friends list: 

 

Rod: I've used Instagram once to sell a pair of trainers. [...] I put a picture of the 

shoes up on my story and put a price, and put if anyone's interested, DM me. A 

friend messaged me and said they wanted them, so I sold them. 

Charlie: Snapchat's quite good for selling stuff as well. 

IS1 

 

Others would use a retail listing service belonging to a larger social media platform such as 

Facebook Marketplace to sell items in their local area:  

 

I go to items for sale in [Town X] and items for sale in [Town Y] and those areas. 

There are like 10,000 members on there and people are always scrolling through 

stuff. And it's easy 'cos they come and pick it up, and it's cash and collection, which I 

guess could be a bit dodgy, if it was someone... but it works. 

Jacqueline, FE1a 

The prevalence of casual retail activity suggests that much retail activity may have been 

done because it was convenient. This was the sense conveyed by many participants: that it 

was easy and quick. 

 

Regular selling 

 

A substantially smaller number of students reported earning money regularly on these sites 

and other specialist ones. This included reselling on platforms such as eBay, Facebook 
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Marketplace, Instagram, Shpock, Vinted (for vintage clothes), Depop. It also occasionally 

included regularly selling original creations that they have made themselves. 

 

Among those who were making more money re-selling, one student reported that he would 

buy limited edition clothing and sell them at a higher price: 

 

I've bought luxury trainers and sold them for a resale. I've done it multiple times. ... 

I'll try and buy them for the retail price and I always try and resell them and try to 

make a bit of money off it. 

Henry, SA3 

Henry revealed a process of careful consideration of which sites to use, sifting through the 

functions of the retail sites until he found one suitable for his purposes. In this case, the 

important factors to Henry were its facility for multiple pictures, so that he could prove 

authenticity of his products. 

Another participant would seek out vintage clothes and sell those on at a mark-up: “I use 

Depop to sell vintage clothes. I buy them second hand and then I charge twice the price and 

sell them on” (Rona, SA2). 

Only one student reported that she was using a retail platform to sell her own creations, 

revealing that she had made illustrated greeting cards on Etsy. First-hand reports were rare. 

There were, however, some second-hand reports of others earning money regularly. One 

participant, Hannah in FE1a, reported that a relative had made clothing and posted it on 

Instagram to sell. Others were aware of peers selling casually or regularly: 

 

It's not usually consistent but most people around me have sold something before. 

Some people do it consistently for profit. [...] Usually [they're using] stuff like eBay, 

Amazon, different websites like that. Just places where they can sell stuff. 

Ali, SA4 
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I've got a mate that uses it to make quite a lot of money. 'Cause of resales. Resell like 

designer clothing on Depop, and he resells 5, 6, 7 things a month, just casually. Like 

really expensive stuff. 

Kevin, FE1a 

 

In one group, there was some puzzlement over how one could maintain a business selling 

on a retail platform, with little sense that re-selling or creating items to sell could be 

worthwhile: 

 

Joy: You know with like eBay and things, where do you find the things to sell? Like do 

you just go in your wardrobe and think, I'm going to sell that and make money, but 

then... 

Claire: I think probably just see what you've got in your house that you don't need 

anymore, probably... 

Ella: Like a car boot sale. 

Joy: But then wouldn't that run out, though? Wouldn't you run out of things to sell? 

How would you still earn money if you haven't got anything to sell... 

FE2 

This group, FE2, showed the least knowledge of how retail (and other) platforms operated. 

This lack of knowledge seemed – at least in this case – to limit their ability to imagine other 

scenarios, perhaps compounded by the feeling that they would not use platforms like this. 

One student said, “I don't think I'd ever use it, personally. I don't think anything would 

encourage us to do it. I don't think it's something I would ever do” (Joy, FE2). The image of 

online retail was poor among some of these students, with one feeling that it was a “cop 

out” (Ella, FE2). This lack of seriousness in their perception may have combined with the 

clarity they seemed to show about their career focuses:  
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I: Keira, do you want to weigh in on what would hold you back from making money 

online? 

 

Keira: Probably the career focus, because I want to be a doctor and doctors really just 

don't have time for the outside things. It's like, it's not going to work.  

FE2 

 

Overall, the students showed participation of casual and regular use, but while many had 

sold a few items occasionally, regular use was uncommon and tended to be expressed as 

hearsay about other people’s activities. Sometimes that retail activity involved sophisticated 

thinking about the best platforms, listing items, or strategy in locating the right kinds of 

items to sell. 

 

6.2.2 Labour platforms 

 

None of the focus group respondents had worked for labour platforms, though a number 

knew of those who were working on them, both within and outside their age bracket. As 

well as there being low numbers of people using labour platforms, interest in labour 

platforms among participants was low, even though some students may have been 

interested in finding weekend or after-school jobs. This could reflect a lack of knowledge of 

these platforms; one student expressed interest in finding suitable work online alongside his 

schoolwork, such as babysitting, or tutoring other students, but was unaware of what was 

available / unsuccessful in discovering a suitable platform, saying that “I've known [work-

from-home platforms] existed, but when I've looked, I haven't been very successful in 

finding them. … [I'd be interested in] anything that's like editing... or maybe like tutoring 

people online” (Bob, IS2). 

 

This supports the findings from the quantitative data from both staff and students: that the 

gig economy is not addressed in the careers programme or in one-to-one sessions. One 

student said, “I feel like they [careers programmes] don't even mention it at all” (Rona, 

SA2). As will become clear from the interview data presented in Section 6.5.4, students did 

not usually expect the gig economy to be addressed by an adviser.  
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6.2.3 Other ways of earning money 

 

Participants mentioned a range of earning activities that did not fit easily into the definition 

of platform work in this project. Some were being performed by participants themselves, 

such as earning on social media platforms, while others were hearsay, such as hearing about 

others earning through trading platforms or selling high value items on retail platforms. 

 

Social media 

 

Some participants reported selling items through the social media platforms that they were 

using already. In addition to this, they showed an awareness of other ways in social media 

platforms can generate income, but none of the interviewed participants mentioned 

earning in this way themselves, only second-hand knowledge. One cited the app 21 Buttons 

as a way of earning money through network capital. 

Another participant reported knowing someone who was earning significant amounts of 

money from YouTube: “I have a friend in this college who's a YouTuber. She's got like 

180,000 subs and she works solely off YouTube” (Kevin, FE1a). In the same group, another 

interviewee showed an awareness that someone would need to build up sufficient numbers 

of contacts to be able to monetise use of YouTube, but felt that once the critical mass had 

been achieved, would be easy to maintain: “I think you have to have quite a large following 

to be able to do that. But once you do have a reasonable amount, it's quite easy to make 

money” (Georgina, FE1a). Some students in FE1b also expressed this idea of needing to put 

a lot of effort in to become successful on YouTube because they felt that the market was 

“oversaturated” (Alan, FE1b). 

 

Gaming systems 

 

Two different ways of making money in games were discussed in group interviews. One was 

playing games that contain prizes, cash prizes, and discounts. In SA3, participants discussed 
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receiving rewards by playing games. This type of activity seemed incidental to the students' 

existing activities; they were playing games already. And while the prizes were attractive to 

the participants, they did not seem to approach the game with the explicit aim of earning 

money. One participant explained that he stopped earning because he lost interest in the 

game (see below). 

 

The other main way that participants were earning through gaming systems was by selling, 

trading, and gambling bonuses and skins collected on the Steam games platform 

(sometimes high monetary value). This requires the player to play the game multiple times, 

often performing repetitive tasks to collect bonuses. These can be sold for real currency: 

“There's this gaming thing called Steam, and I play a game called CS:GO, and I sell my guns 

for money” (Isa, SA1). One student described selling but stopped when he lost interest, 

saying: “Yeah, it was a bit boring for me and this game was not interesting anymore for me” 

(Andrej, FE1b). This could mean that the use in some cases is incidental rather than based 

on a need – that is, making use of an opportunity rather than seeking out ways to earn 

money. 

No student reported gambling with game items personally, though one of the students 

showed an awareness that this posed a problem of regulation. This could form part of a 

“hidden” side of online earning, alongside other taboo activities, as there may be other 

activities not reported by interview participants or survey respondents. 

 

Sugar baby apps 

 

Another potentially taboo activity was reported by two participants in one group interview. 

They described Sugar Baby apps, which are profile sites similar to dating apps that link users 

who wish to enter into a transactional relationship exchanging contact for money 

('allowances') and gifts. Although there was only one interaction in which this arose, and it 

did not appear in the student survey, there is a chance that it is being underreported (along 

with other taboo or potentially illegal activities), and so I have chosen to keep the 

interaction here as an example of this. 
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Many types of contact exist, including simply talking, online chat, exchanging pictures, going 

on shopping dates or dinners, and sometimes (though by no means always) sexual contact: 

Hannah: Not that I would know about this myself, but there are apps and things 

online where basically you can be a sugar baby and there are sugar daddies… 

Jacqueline: ... Daddies that employ you. 

Hannah: Yeah, they sort of just wanna have a chat, or they wanna meet you, take 

you to a meal. 

Jacqueline: Take you shopping… 

FE1a 

 

While these participants were cautious to describe their “friends” as using these sites, the 

level of detail of their knowledge and their tone implied personal experience. The 

participants explained that it could be “a lot of responsibility” (Hannah, FE1a) if the other 

person wants a lot of contact time, even if just in the form of chat or phone calls, so this 

activity has the potential to be time-consuming. The word “client” or “customer” was never 

used; however, in the above the word “employ” was used, which implies an awareness of 

commercial relationship. 

 

Saturday jobs 

 

Some students reported working in Saturday jobs alongside their studies, usually retail. One 

student (Kevin, FE1a) reported working for his family in a social media marketing role. 

Others in SA4 reported working part-time in retail, as did another student in FE1b. While 

these emerged during unstructured parts of three interviews, there may have been more 

part-time work in other groups.   
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6.3 Perceived characteristics of platform work 

 

Participants expressed a range of opinions about the qualities and uses for platform work. 

There appeared to be two levels to their thinking: perceived qualities, and then conclusions 

about its suitability. I define these as inferential levels. Level 1 inferences are the perceived 

qualities of platform work (such as flexibility or insecurity). These seemed to be inferred by 

students from what they knew about platforms. Level 2 inferences are conclusions that are 

therefore drawn about platform work’s suitability for themselves and for career. The 

schema diagram in Figure 6.1 represents the qualities of platform work without grouping by 

positive or negative feature, but by inferential levels. 

Sections 6.3.1, 2, 3, and 4 present the first level inferences about the qualities of platform 

work. These are arranged for ease by positive and negative characteristics, views on earning 

potential, and views on platform-worker relationship. Then, Sections 6.4 and 6.5 present the 

second inferential level: the assessment of the suitability of the work for self and career 

based on those first level inferences.  
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Figure 6.1: A schema of platform work among students 

FIRST LEVEL INFERENCES SECOND LEVEL INFERENCES 
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6.3.1 Attractive features 

 

Participants could see many positive features of platform work, some of which were 

interrelated, and were usually afforded by the specific characteristics of platform 

technology such as access, immediacy, and capacity for self-directed action. 

 

Table 6.1: Incidence of positive features in student interviews 

Feature Incidence 

Accessible 19 (13 positive, 6 negative) 

Flexible 16 

Autonomous, no commitment 14 

Quick, extra money 10 

 

 

Accessible 

 

Students articulated the notion of easy access to platform work, which encompassed several 

different visions of accessibility. One was the ease of which participants felt that they could 

pick up the work when they needed it: “If they want a part-time job and a bit of extra 

money, it’s something you can pick up” (Colin, SA3). 

Others felt that it required few skills or qualifications to be able to earn money, which made 

the work easy to access: 

 

I think it’s easy to apply as well. All you need is a bike... and permission to work. So 

all you need to do is learn how to ride. Or if you already know how to ride a bike... So 

it’s simple. 

Isa, SA1 

 

Because anyone can do it; if I wanted to just go on Depop now and sell something, I 

can; it’s not like I need a specific skill to do that... And same with Uber drivers; as 
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long as you’ve got a driver’s licence, and you been driving for a certain amount of 

years, you could do it. 

Bee, SA4 

The accessibility was sometimes seen as suitable for disadvantaged groups such as homeless 

people: “For the homeless […] that’s the big problem, isn’t it? They can’t get jobs” (Kevin, 

FE1a). Another participant saw the value for their own age group, saying that “A lot of 

[other] jobs you need to be over 18, like nearly all the jobs, so you have to do part time until 

you’re over 18” (Mel, IS2). 

However, accessibility was not always seen as a good thing. A few students associated the 

accessibility with a saturated market and higher competition for work or sales; one student 

said “It’s more competitive. It’s easy to get into” (Hazel, IS1). One student seemed to 

associate the accessibility of online retail work with low status, explaining that “Anyone can 

do that. You don’t need any skills whatsoever” (Ella, FE2).  

 

Quick money 

 

Participants often cited “quick money” as a main reason for using (or feeling positive about 

using) the gig economy. This appeared to have a link with its accessibility; the low effort 

involved in signing up to platforms affords a quick and easy way to earn money. This was 

mentioned in relation to both labour and retail platforms. 

When speaking of the potential for working on labour platforms, the promise of quick 

money was sometimes raised when participants were commenting on circumstances in 

which they personally might consider working for a platform: “[I’d work for somewhere like 

Taskrabbit] if I needed quick money” (Isa, SA1). In other cases, it was mentioned when 

commenting more generally on positive aspects of gig economy work. As one student said, 

“It's just a really quick way to make money without having a big commitment like a job. I 

think that's why it's successful, mostly” (Kevin, FE1a). 
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Some participants also saw the value in selling unwanted items (the most common type of 

platform use among participants) quickly. One reported about her own activity, “... When I 

just used to sell stuff on Depop, it was just easy money very quickly” (Mel, IS2). 

Several participants felt that in selling, they could make the most out of items they already 

had. On participant said, “If you just need a bit of money quickly and you can sell something 

you're not wearing anymore, you can just sell it straight away. [...] It's just easy money if 

something's just sat there” (May, FE1a). Another said, “I can sell it and then - well, it's not 

free money, but I'm making money that I wouldn't otherwise make if I just threw it away” 

(Sam, IS1).  

The concern with selling items did not seem to be linked to a preference for recycling or 

regard for the environment; rather, participants seemed to prefer to avoid wasting 

resources that could be turned into cash. 

 

Flexible 

 

Flexibility was a prominent attractive feature for many participants, who were taking into 

consideration their school commitments: 

You can probably be part time or full time, depending on how much work you were 

looking to do. 

Jacob, SA3 

 

Probably the flexibility. Choosing how many hours you want to work, when you want 

to do it, that sort of thing. That's the most appealing. 

Bob, IS2 

This was consistent with students’ view of platform work as a way of working that could be 

done alongside other activities, or part-time, or fitting around family or school 

commitments. 
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No commitment 

 

Some interviewees liked the idea of not having to commit to a job but still being able to 

work, for instance to avoid letting an employer down if they needed to change their work 

patterns. This linked to concepts of flexibility and autonomy. These three were among the 

most favoured features in the gig economy among participants, and seemed to form an 

essential part of maintaining their freedom to choose how they filled their spare time, while 

also being able to earn money: 

I think it's the commitment that isn't there. So it's just a really quick way to make 

money without having a big commitment like a job. 

Kevin, FE1a 

 

You can commit to a job on the weekend but you can find that throughout the week, 

your work piles up and when you get to the weekend, you're like... I can't do this. 

Terri, IS2 (contrasting platform work with traditional employment) 

 

It's a bit less intimidating than having a full-time job, because you're not tied down; 

it's flexible, so if I want to work this amount of hours, then I can do that. 

Bob, IS2 

In some cases, the commitment was less related to time constraints and more to the type of 

work, or even psychological commitment. For one participant, the idea of having no 

overheads or need to perform extra work-related tasks was attractive, in the case of retail 

platform work: 

And if it's selling clothes I already have, you don't actually have to buy anything or 

sell it on, you can just sell stuff you've already got, then you don't have any 

expenses, you're just bringing in money for yourself. 
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Jeff, FE1a 

Another participant suggested that it could be preferable to some that the work was being 

managed by the platform, feeling that it could be less effort than trying to earn money on a 

retail platform:  

I think that with Deliveroo and Uber, the people who are actually employed there 

[…] don't have to do much of the work, 'cause Uber kind of tell someone when, 

where... whereas if you're doing it on eBay or Depop, you have to kind of market 

yourself a little bit and might do more work. 

Rona, SA1 

 

Along similar lines, another participant suggested that the undemanding nature of work 

using a sales platform could be attractive: “Also the work can be quite simple [...] if you 

don't wanna do something that intense” (Mel, IS2). 

 

Autonomy  

 

Independence and autonomy were another key positive feature of the gig economy, often 

accompanying discussions about flexibility. Some participants liked the idea of having 

control over when and how they worked: “You're the boss. You're in control of what you're 

doing” (Henry, IS1). I have made a distinction between autonomy and flexibility, as the 

language surrounding autonomy usually seemed to centre around running a business on a 

retail platform rather than simply working for a labour platform. In addition to the practical 

element of flexibility, the sense of being the “boss” afforded by autonomy could link to a 

sense of identity.  

Some students made a distinction between labour and sales platforms in terms of the 

freedom that they offered in controlling one's own work patterns. One student said, “You 

get to pick when you want to work. That's helpful [...] There's uncertainty in the job [like 

Deliveroo], but if it's something like eBay, you decide when you want to work or when you 
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want to sell something” (Sia, SA1). Here, Sia felt strongly that the uncertainty in platform 

work was off-putting, but that there could be different trade-offs of time and flexibility, or 

by having a stable job alongside.  

This may partially explain why participants gravitated towards retail platforms. Aside from 

the aforementioned point that their own wardrobes are their main potential sources of 

income, it may be that in a calculation of drawbacks and benefits, uncertainty needs to be 

compensated for somehow – such as with the greater autonomy offered by a retail 

platform. By comparison, a labour platform that offers only uncertainty and insufficient 

autonomy may be less desirable; Uber's lack of popularity among participants fits into this 

schema. 

For other interviewees, autonomy came from independence, or a lack of dependence on 

others in earning their money. One student said, “If you want to sell something, you're more 

able to sell it than to rely on others to get it out” (Steve, SA2). Another commented, “You 

can make a business earning money while you're independent. [...] So it's like open. It's an 

open platform for everyone” (Asher, SA4). 

This sense of self-reliance appears to be centred around retail platforms. While flexibility 

was cited as a positive feature of most platform work, the independence/self-reliance 

language was reserved for retail platforms. This was reflected in the participants' attitudes 

about worker-platform relationships: some felt that the control that labour platforms had 

over workers meant that the contractual/legal relationship should change to employment, 

whereas this was never suggested with retail platforms. One student said, “I think it should 

be employment, personally. […] Essentially Uber is just a taxi firm, so they should employ 

the people who are working for them” (James, SA1). 

 

 

6.3.2 Undesirable features 

 

There were more criticisms of the gig economy than praise; participants perceived many 

weaknesses that they found off-putting.  
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Table 6.2: Incidence of undesirable features in student interviews 

Feature Number of mentions 

Insecurity / financial uncertainty 46 

Low quality or status 24 

Lack of safety 18 

Isolated / unsupported 16 

High resource cost (time, effort, or time) 10 

Not lucrative enough 7 

 

 

Insecurity / financial uncertainty 

 

Participants felt that one of the main weaknesses of platform work was the lack of stable 

income, sometimes expressed as lack of a guaranteed number of hours of work. This 

uncertainty, often felt to be a natural consequence of an unstable medium, was one of the 

most commonly cited reasons why students would avoid relying on the gig economy as their 

primary work. 

Jared: Yeah some days you're doing nothing for multiple days in a row and then 

sometimes you'll get 4-5 jobs in one day. 

Colin: It doesn't feel like a reliable source of income, more a ‘fill your spare time with 

stuff’. You can use a service like that to fill up your spare time to get some extra 

money rather than make a career out of it. 

SA3 

 

Lack of guaranteed income meant that some participants felt that it could be difficult to 

plan for the future: “You can't plan ahead because you don't know how much money you're 

going to make. With a normal job, you have a set annual income” (Colin, SA3). 

Uncertainty was sometimes linked to fluctuating demands: 
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It might not be a stable income from it. You might not be getting – depending on 

what you're selling or what your services are, you might not be getting a lot of 

money. And there's not always demand for things. 

Beth, SA4 

 

There was also uncertainty around the future of this medium of work. One participant felt 

that consumer demands or changing technology could threaten the existence of platform 

work: 

People's demands change, and something like Uber, if there's self-driving cars, then 

obviously that's gonna change. Whereas with a job, obviously technology might 

replace you, but that's quite unlikely that if you get a job, that's going to change 

within 5 years – or maybe 3 years. 

Mel, IS2 

 

Another saw the potential for closure by government action (as in the case of Uber's loss of 

its licence to operate in London):  

It's like putting thousands of people at risk, so if someone was to... if the government 

was to say they can't operate in X, that's like a lot of people losing their jobs here. 

There's an uncertainty in the job. 

Sia, SA1 

The risk inherent in uncertainty was compounded by a perceived lack of support 

mechanisms from organisations such as sick pay, holiday pay, or support when resources 

such as cars break down: “It's high risk because if you're an Uber driver and your car's 

broken, then you're out of work until it's fixed or if you're sick you get no sick pay. You get 

no holiday pay either” (Jacob, SA3). No help was seen to exist in case of changing 

circumstances. 

Another factor in uncertainty was increasing competition, which could reduce earning 

capacity and raise the bar for joining platform work. One participant mentioned this 
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phenomenon occurring in Uber, explaining that “[The Uber driver was] saying how there's a 

lot – it's more competitive because there's so many people doing it” (Hannah, IS1). 

Others suggested that the multitudes of video makers on YouTube could prevent individual 

success, mirroring job market competition and saturation. For example, Ella in FE2 observed 

that “lots of people are going to put their video out there but there might only be one or 

two out there that actually are successful”. Students in FE1b felt similarly, expressing that 

success was uncertain and that it could be a lot of effort. The sense of heightened 

competition was expressed around retail sites as well. One participant said that it could be 

hard to “hit your target audience and if you've made something, you don't know if it's going 

to sell” (Joy, FE2). Linked to this uncertainty of whether or not one will hit their target 

market, another participant perceived a risk of laying out money for supplies and marketing 

but not getting it back, stating that “You're out of pocket, if anything, so it's made you worse 

off”. 

In this case, Ella and Joy were raising similar challenges to those inherent in starting a 

business, reflecting again an apparent division in opinions between labour and retail 

platforms. This time, the risk involved in trying to earn money on a retail platform was seen 

as too great. The language here and in the preceding quotation (“making a profit”, “hit your 

target audience”) was that of entrepreneurship, but for them, the autonomy was not worth 

the risk. 

When questioned about what could encourage them to use gig economy platforms, several 

suggested changing the platform-worker relationship to compensate for this uncertainty by 

guaranteeing hours or employing people with a traditional contract: 

 

But also it's gotta increase its … attractiveness by offering these things we've 

discussed. Flexible working hours are already achieved but they've got to offer these 

cementing factors – permanent employment, permanent hours, permanent wage, 

you know, you're gonna be paid 25 thousand, you're gonna drive for us these days of 

the week, and that's it.  

John, SA2 
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Low quality and status 

 

Some participants considered the work to be low-quality or boring: “Yeah I'd be bored [...] I 

think it's alright for people who don't really have a job; it's better than nothing but for me 

it's like, I'd be so... it's so tedious.” (Ella, FE2)  

Others saw the work as low status: 

I think the gig economy personally, forgive me here, is more aimed at the lower end, 

working class people that are more wanting to just get in the job, just wanna get the 

money because they want to see ends meet. They don't necessarily want it for any 

other reason than make ends meet, the working-class people [...] Whereas us 

coming out of A levels, we've got higher prospects, we've got higher dreams than 

just making ends meet.  

John, SA2 

 

This student made a clear class distinction; contrary to demographic data in research 

literature, he perceived gig economy work as being suitable for “working class” people and 

therefore not desirable. The “higher prospects” of which he spoke could have meant the 

quality of the work, and/or opportunities to progress. He also indirectly illustrates the idea 

of the gig economy as being distinct from career, a view reflected among several students 

(see Section 6.5.2). One saw online retail work more as a “hobby” (Joy, FE2) or something to 

do alongside a “proper job” (Carole, FE2).  

 

I wouldn't do it for my actual job but if you can do it from home it's easy, especially 

whilst I'm at school, it's quicker to do it at home. Obviously not in the future; for my 

actual job I wouldn't do it. 

Bea, SA4 
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The uncertainty of getting money when I need it [would put me off]. I'd rather do a 

proper job to know I'm going to earn money every week. 

Tom, SA3 

 

This distinction between platform work and “proper” or “actual” jobs is a significant one, 

perhaps explaining why participants often did not feel it necessary for their careers advisers 

to know about or advise on the gig economy (see Section 6.5.4).  

Some platforms were sometimes seen as higher status than others. In FE2, the participants 

seemed to feel negatively about selling in general; one participant seemed to link retail 

platforms with selling only second-hand items. To her, second hand items were perceived as 

low status, and as most retail platforms were associated in her mind with second hand 

items, sites such as eBay were perceived as low status by association. 

 

Ella: I just feel as though it's like... Sitting at your computer just selling stuff to people 

just seems like a cop out. 

Joy: Anyone could do that. You don't need any skills whatsoever. 

FE2 

 

Poor platform reputation 

 

Some aspects of status overlapped with conversations around platform reputation, which 

sometimes affected whether or not they would consider work in the gig economy to be 

viable.  

One participant felt strongly that she would avoid using eBay to buy anything because of 

bad experiences reported by a family member: “We were saying about eBay; now, I 

wouldn't wanna buy anything off eBay. I'd go somewhere else instead of going there” (Terri, 

IS2). In this case, word of mouth had had a direct impact on her desire to use the platform. 

While the participant was describing a decision to act as a customer, it would be reasonable 
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to suppose that this could extend to using the platform as a seller, as she later confirmed: 

“I've bought two things off there once and both of them never came. [...] I got my money 

back, but it does ruin your view on it. Because you've had a bad experience” (Terri, IS2). 

Another participant explicitly made the link between platform reputation and the potential 

effect on her interest in the company, saying, “If as a consumer I've had a bad experience, if 

I was there as a worker, what would happen to me if I was to be working for them? That's 

the question that I have to ask” (Sia, SA1). 

Another participant felt that a reputation for instability could impact people’s desire to work 

on platforms, saying “I think as a society we've got to change our opinion of it. Because like 

if these jobs are so unstable, people might think of them as not such great jobs to have” 

(John, SA1). 

In this case, John was speaking in generalities, highlighting his perception of the image of 

platform work in the wider world. However, it became apparent later that he himself felt 

that the work was not suitable for him, to which platform reputation may have contributed. 

Another aspect of poor reputation was safety. One participant believed that there was a 

general perception of lack of safety in Uber, which impacted the reputation of the 

organisation: 

But also with a taxi company, people are more comfortable going with them than 

with Uber because they know they're employed, whereas Uber have been tarnished 

because their background checks haven't been as extensive as needs be. People are 

kind of more threatened by Uber drivers. 

Rona, SA2 

 

The evidence from interviews shows a range of factors that can affect platform reputation. 

These may have influenced the perceptions of work quality and status described in the 

previous section. 
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Safety concerns 

 

Participants often considered safety to be a risk when thinking about gig economy work, not 

just in terms of the platforms’ reputation but in their own assessment of the possible 

dangers. This theme arose across most student interviews. Most participants focused on 

risks to their personal safety, feeling that strangers might not be trustworthy. Some were 

wary of the idea of driving for Uber: “You gotta think about it as well if you're picking up 

drunk people, they're not very predictable are they? So they've [Uber] got to work on the 

safety thing as well” (Rona, SA2). Another highlighted personal safety concerns more 

generally on labour platforms: “I think that's quite unsafe because you don't know who 

you're gonna get” (Joy, FE2). The concern over meeting strangers was mirrored in another 

group; another participant in SA1 felt that she would not feel comfortable entering a 

stranger’s home. 

 

Problems with safety were highlighted in all aspects of gig economy work. Selling any items 

for collection was considered dangerous by one student: 

 

It is quite dangerous, though, if someone comes to your house [...] because if you 

sell to just, like, a random man, and say “Come to my house and collect what you 

want and give me money,” then they come to the house and see that “you're a little 

bit, you know, my type”, and then they'll come back. What if?? You don't know. Or 

they could go to your house and see that you've got loads of nice things in your 

house... you don't know what's going to happen. 

Hannah, FE1a 

One participant raised another dimension of safety: that there could be a risk of false 

accusations being levelled against workers in rideshare companies such as Uber, feeling that 

identity checks were inferior than in traditional organisations: “... if you worked for City 

Taxis or Station Taxis or something, then at least you know that they've had the checks and 

that, but for you to go there [to Uber], you could be accused of anything as the worker” 
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(Joy, FE2). This concern with identity checks was reflected in SA1, where interviewees 

reported feeling suspicious of workers who might come through a labour platform such as 

Taskrabbit: “... unless you're smart and you ask them for, like, their credentials but anyone 

can be like “OK I can do your boiler, I can do anything.” They just might be lying” (Jamila, 

SA1). This exemplifies a general feeling of mistrust in this group, often informed by personal 

experiences as a customer; several (female) participants reported feeling unsafe in an Uber 

as a customer when they were alone with the driver:  

 

Sia: It's always like... it's always about safety. I don't... it's not that I don't trust people. 

I trust people, but it's... 

 

Isa & Jamila: Strangers, yeah. 

 

SA1 

 

These participants also reported a concern with delivery drivers bringing packages into the 

house. One said, “I don't know, the house can be empty, I've never met you in my life and 

you're entering my house... like there's even certain friends you don't allow into your 

house” Sia, SA1 

The above statement reflects this group's overall views on safety; these inner-city academy 

students were the most vocal about safety. The fact that “certain friends” were not allowed 

into the house could indicate a heightened level of risk associated with the location of the 

school and residences of the students, particularly given the students' references to gangs 

and crime in this interview: “Like... this area's not the best area, so people resort to like 

gangs and stuff...” (Sia, SA1). 

 

Safety concerns were not universal. SA3 – IT students in a relatively sparsely-populated area 

– mostly seemed to feel that they were adequately prepared by the school in matters of 

digital safety and as IT students, and therefore anticipated no risks to their safety: 

I: Is anyone concerned about safety in general when thinking about online money-

making activities like the gig economy? 
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Jared: Not really… 

Jacob: as long as you know the signs and what to look out for  

[…] 

Colin: We’ve been taught how to look out for stuff. 

SA3 

 

Strikingly in interviews, it was overwhelmingly female participants who raised safety as a 

concern, and they usually did so independently of questioning. No male participants 

reported feeling at risk. 

 

In FE1a, discussions of safety in platform work led to reports of feelings that the online 

environment more generally was unsafe and highly visible. There were differing opinions 

about whether it would be possible to keep one's identity hidden, or whether people could 

find information about one's identity easily, but there was a shared feeling that their online 

lives were becoming more transparent with the use of more networking apps and websites. 

There was disagreement about whether digital life was becoming more dangerous or not 

over time and whether the risk was acceptable. Three participants seemed to think that it 

was not more dangerous than previously, with one saying that “It’s just part of the risk” 

(Hannah, FE1a), while others remained unconvinced. 

It also seems clear that while schools and colleges usually have a digital safety programme 

in place that addresses some aspects of social media safety, they may not necessarily 

address all aspects, or all the mechanisms that the students are using, such as online 

marketplaces to organise exchanges of goods to be collected in person (which sometimes 

involves giving an address to an unknown person). 

 

 

Isolation and lack of support 
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The other side of autonomy was a sense of lack of support and connection with 

organisations and peers. This usually related to formal employment benefits such as sick 

pay, but also sometimes to ownership of the resources, the responsibility for which – at 

least in the case of Uber – rests solely on the worker. One group discussed a range of issues 

to do with being responsible for oneself: 

 

Jared: Yeah, I think if you do crash your car or something, get into something, it is 

your fault, or the other person's fault; it's not the person who's doing the service. 

Colin: it's potentially more risk but potential more reward. 

Henry: And you'd have to have some money put aside if you're self-employed 

because you don't have an employer, so they won't fix something if it comes under a 

certain policy 

Jacob: it's high risk because if you're an Uber driver and your car's broken, then 

you're out of work until it's fixed or if you're sick you get no sick pay. You get no 

holiday pay either. 

I: How do you feel about those kinds of disadvantages? 

Jared: They're quite bad because there's no one protecting you; it's down to you to 

protect yourself. 

SA3 

 

In this group, while this was acknowledged as undesirable, it was nevertheless not seen as 

the responsibility of the platform organisation to take care of the worker. In other groups, 

however, the reverse was expressed: that platforms should offer employment benefits to 

workers. One participant made a distinction between workers who are relying on the work 

as a full income and those who are not:  

 

I feel like with eBay it's a different thing because you can't really employ 

them cause it's kind of like people use it as a onetime thing, but I think with 
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Uber and Deliveroo it's a bit like that; if the people are relying on it as an 

income they should definitely be employed and have, like, those benefits. 

Rona, SA2 

 

 

Limited progression opportunities 

 

One feature of low-quality and low-status work appeared to be the idea of few 

opportunities for progression; participants perceived limited potential to move upwards 

within organisations: “[There's] no room for promotion, really; working for Uber as a taxi 

driver, there's no room for motion and moving up in the chain.” (Henry, SA3). One 

participant suggested that companies should “allow people to see that they can move 

through the hierarchy” (John, SA2) as a way of improving platform image. 

Another participant suggested that in addition to the lack of progression, working for Uber 

could get in the way of finding other work: 

So an Uber driver you can't really go on from there. It's hard to get noticed by a 

company because you're not working under surveillance. Really you're just driving 

around in the day; there's no chance that you could be a VIP chauffeur for 

celebrities. You'd be stuck just driving around every day; could take years to make 

anything more out of yourself and what you're doing. 

Joshua, SA3 

Some interviewees saw value in starting one's own business and promoting it through 

platforms such as Etsy or eBay, where progression was seen as more under the control of 

the individual, and related to commitment of time and energy. Again, the language here was 

of entrepreneurship: 

 

For a casual person you'd have to be selling stuff you have. But if it's in terms of 

making big money, then obviously you have to put the research into it. You have to 
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know what you're doing. You'd have to know what kind of markets to target. Even if 

you're just by yourself, you'd have to act like a business in terms of finding 

customers. 

Abel, SA4 

 

Even here, however, the emphasis is not on career progression, but on earning capacity. 

When progression was mentioned as being present, this was always related to retail activity, 

and never related to labour platforms, even ones such as Taskrabbit, which could 

conceivably be used as part of a business (gardening or interior decorating, for instance). 

Participants made no mention of combining earning activities, or creating a portfolio of 

online work. 

 

Overall, students did not seem to see the gig economy as a legitimate form of long-term 

work. Some contrasted it with a “proper” or “actual” job and saw it more as something to 

coexist alongside their “main” job or fund leisure activities (see Section 6.5). 

 

6.3.3 Varied views on earning potential 

 

Perceptions of earning potential in the gig economy were varied. Some saw platform work 

as highly lucrative, with great potential in high margin sales on online retail platforms (such 

Trevor, FE1b who could see himself making a business on retail platforms). One saw the 

potential to make a stable income through online trading: “You could make more money 

from it if you know how to use it” (Zack, FE1). 

Others, however, saw limited earning potential: “You're never going to make millions” XM1, 

IS1); that work in the gig economy was only “making ends meet” (John, SA2); and that 

workers would still “live in poverty” (Ella, FE2), or that one “could ever get enough income 

solely doing online things” (Claire, FE2). 

There was sometimes a perception of earning potential being linked to demand on 

platforms. Participants anticipated that demand for services or products could be erratic, 
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affecting the stability of their income; as one interviewee said, “Depending on what you're 

selling or what your services are, you might not be getting a lot of money. And there's not 

always demand for things” (Beth, SA4). 

Some thought of the gig economy in terms of a calculation of cost in effort, time, and risk 

against financial reward; one participant said, “[It's] potentially more risk but potentially 

more reward” (Colin, SA3), while another felt the trade-off of effort was not worthwhile: 

“You don't really get that much money from it, and it's a lot of effort, isn't it?” (Hannah, 

FE1). 

Participants described factors that could affect earning potential. In discussing Uber as a 

way of earning money, one participant suggested that “people would rather ring the taxi 

companies that are local” (Ella, FE2) rather than riding with Uber, while another recognised 

that geography played a part, “depending on where you're based; there might not be as 

much work as in big cities” (Colin, SA3). 

Some recognised the importance of reaching the right audience or market on sales 

platforms, which seemed to be part of the time and effort calculation described above; 

participants realised that it would take a large following on Instagram, for example, to be 

able to earn money “I think you have to have quite a large following to be able to do that” 

(Georgina, FE1a), or that being able to make and list something on Etsy would not guarantee 

success in the marketplace: “You don't know if you're going to hit your target audience. If 

you've made something you don't know if it's going to sell” (Joy, FE2). Another participant 

recognised that there could be market saturation on social media, making it less likely for 

people to get enough exposure to earn any money: “lots of people are going to put their 

video out there but there might only be one or two out there that actually are successful” 

(Ella, FE2). 

There was sometimes a sense sometimes that the work was not worth the time and energy 

cost of platform work. The concept of low return on effort was expressed on several 

occasions: “I feel like it's not really worth it in the end” (Martin, SA4). Another participant 

commented, “It seemed a bit of a nightmare; you don't really get that much money from it, 
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and it's a lot of effort, isn't it?” (Hannah, SA4). The former participant was in an affluent 

boarding school, while the second was in an FE college.  

 

6.3.4 Platform-worker relationship 

 

Participant perceived platform-worker relationship in a variety of ways. Some felt that 

platforms do not offer workers much support, perceiving more support from traditional 

employers (“There's definitely more support from companies who fully employ people, who 

are on contracts” [Bob, IS2]). Most felt that the employment status of workers was self-

employed; however, opinion was divided as to whether or not this was acceptable. In SA3, 

participants seemed to agree that companies like Uber “just provide the technology”. They 

felt that this was simply the cost of doing business in the gig economy, and that it was the 

individual's own choice to accept the lack of benefits: 

 

Colin: It's your choice to do the job; it's not up to the developing companies to get 

you to do it. 

Joshua: You sign the contract, you sign the terms and conditions. 

SA3 

 

Others felt that platforms should do more to support workers, that self-employed status is 

“not right”, and workers should be employed (John, SA2). One interviewee distinguished 

between retail and labour platforms, and added that “if people are relying on it as an 

income, they should definitely be employed and receive full benefits” (Rona, SA2). Another 

participant suggested that he might be more likely to work on a platform if the organisation 

were to change their agreements with workers: “I would want a solid contract that would 

be more like employment” (Andy, SA2). 

Another participant also demonstrated a suspicion of Deliveroo's recruitment tactics, which 

she felt were targeted at young people precisely with a view to making the most of cheap 

labour: 
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They direct their jobs more to people who are under 25 – Deliveroo... that's why 

they give people such low prices, because they're targeting people our age because 

we'll take anything at this age for money and to make it legally, that's actually quite 

good. […] They target their, like, jobs towards people who are under 25, which is like 

manipulating us to do a job at a lower price. 

Sia, SA1 

 

6.4 Conclusions about suitability 

 

In addition to perceiving specific characteristics of platform work, the students also 

expressed conclusions about the uses for platform work, and for whom it could be useful. 

They felt that while it could be good for casual earning and for other groups, they did not 

see any long-term potential for themselves.   

 

6.4.1 Casual work on the side 

 

Among student participants, platform work was predominantly seen as something to be 

done on the side of a main activity, such as working in stable employment or alongside 

studying. They felt that platform work was temporary, short-term, and part-time– in other 

words, everything but full-time career employment. The casual nature of the work seemed 

to be present in the qualities they observed in it, but also seemed to be the conclusion they 

drew as to its suitability from those qualities. There were frequent references to the work as 

an activity that could be done in spare time, for example students in one group discussed 

platform work in the following way: 

Mel: Maybe if you're in between jobs. 
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Bob: Yeah. 

Mel: Or if you're not earning as much as you want, you might do extra. But I 

wouldn't think of it as a main... 

Terri: Or something to do to fill free time. Not free time necessarily but... if you're 

retired you have so much time and you don't want to have a full-time job, I feel like 

having the option of being an Uber driver where you can log in when you want to get 

paid to go where they want you to go is a handy thing to do. 

IS2 

Some felt that it could be good to work in a stable job to offset the uncertainty of platform 

work. One participant felt that one could use retail platforms and “still make income, like 

still get a basic salary on the side from a different job” (Sia, SA1). 

 

6.4.2 Good for other people 

 

Participants could see uses for the gig economy for various circumstances and groups, 

including their own age group, but rarely considered it suitable for themselves personally. 

The groups they described were sometimes those who were in less favourable positions 

than participants, for example homeless people or those with fewer skills. Other groups 

were those with different needs, such as greater financial need at university or between 

jobs. 
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Table 6.3: Groups for whom platform work was considered suitable 

Group Quotation 

Those with few skills or 

qualifications 

It depends on who you are. It could be beneficial to someone 

who hasn't got a lot of qualifications ... So I think people who 

are less academic, they could do that as their full-time job, and 

it's easy for them, and they'll still be earning an income. - Bee, 

SA4 

The working class I think the gig economy personally [...] is more aimed at the 

lower end, working class people - James, SA2 

 

Students at university Say if someone's maybe at university and they're driving [...] 

and they want a bit of extra cash, because they can choose the 

hours they want – well, depending on what's available. – 

Henry, SA3. 

 

People with a physical 

or mental disability, or 

otherwise unable to 

leave home 

Could it be for people with a disability? Like if you're not 

mobile it could be hard to get the train to go up to London to 

go to work, but if you could do something from home in your 

own comfort, then you could make money from it, and that's 

perfect; that suits your lifestyle. – Lila, SA4 

Those who preferred 

more casual / low 

intensity work 

Also, the work can be quite simple, if you're just selling clothes 

or delivering food, […] if you don’t wanna do something that 

intense. – Mel, IS2 

 

Retirees I'd say something like Uber is good for someone like maybe 

just retired and looking for a bit of extra backbone money. – 

Henry, SA3 

 

Homeless people Homeless people, maybe. [...] Maybe you give someone an 

easy job. – Kevin, FE1. 

 

Young people at risk of 

turning to crime in 

gangs 

My friend, he's been arrested twice and then he started 

working for Deliveroo and it took him off the streets, so I feel 

like they're providing that kind of services or jobs for certain 

people. – Sia, SA1 

 

 

These groups demonstrate a range of people perceived by students as a good fit for 

platform work. They saw platform work as suiting different lifestyles and needs, but did not 
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expect that they would need to use it. Even when they thought about it as helpful for 

university students, it was rare for them to associate this with themselves. They did not 

seem to expect to be unemployed later and may have expected to leave with (or move on 

to achieve) qualifications to gain better work.  

 

6.4.3 Not for them 

 

While participants acknowledged the suitability of platform work for others, for the most 

part they did not feel that they would engage in platform work. Views on whether they 

would use the gig economy themselves to earn money included “It's not of interest” (John, 

SA2); “I don't think I'd use it, personally. [...] It's not something I would ever do” (Joy, FE2); “I 

can't see any advantages to it. I don't see it as sustainable” (Steve, SA2), and sometimes 

aversion to specific types of platform work.  

Hannah: [It] seemed a bit of a nightmare; you don't really get that much money from 

it, and it's a lot of effort, isn't it? 

I: Would you do it? 

Hannah: Absolutely not. I don't think I even know how to ride a bike.  

FE1a 

One participant suggested that they might use it casually: “if I had something I didn't need, I 

might use it once or twice, but I wouldn't use it regularly” (Sophia, SA4), or if they could see 

that others were successful in making money: “If I see that other people are making decent 

money then I'd ask them if it's good, and if they show me that they're actually making good 

money, then yeah, I'd do it” (Zoe, SA4). 

Participants in IS2 seemed the most likely to consider platform work for themselves; all 

three participants in this group could see possibilities in the gig economy, and one had tried 

to find work for himself: “[I'd be interested in] anything that's like editing... or maybe like 

tutoring people online” (Bob, IS2). This was a rarity, however. Few participants in the group 
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interviews saw the potential for themselves personally in platform work, focusing instead on 

other groups of people. 

 

 

6.5 Suitability for career 

 

 

The final portion of group interviews was aimed towards discovering whether participants 

felt that platform work as going to be part of their careers in the future, and how they saw 

the involvement (or not) of their careers advisers. When questioned in interviews, students 

seemed to feel that platform work was not part of a career, perhaps as a consequence of 

the work's lack of progression, organisational support, and inherent uncertainty (as 

described in Section 6.3.2). As a corollary to this, participants often felt that they did not 

want their careers adviser to talk to them about the gig economy – though responses to this 

idea were mixed; some saw the benefit to information being available should someone 

need it (usually someone else, not them). 

 

6.5.1 Limited potential for career 

 

Participants were invited to reflect on whether they could imagine the gig economy as a full 

career, either with one type of work or putting together multiple types of work. The answer 

was generally no, and where it was considered possible, never applied to them – always 

others, or as a hypothetical. The perception of gig economy work was chiefly as part-time, 

spare-time, or extra work, and this sense pervaded most of the group interviews. Many of 

the disadvantages of platform work that had been expressed during earlier parts of the 

interview re-emerged as part of participants' reasoning in discounting the work as a full-

time option. For example, one participant felt strongly that there was limited earning 

potential in working for Uber, expressing that she felt that it was “not worth it. You don't 

have a life just so you can make money. And you don't even get to spend the money cause 

you're wasting your time making the money” (Isa, SA1).  
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In a similar vein, another participant cited the unreliability of the work, which reduced its 

suitability as a long-term prospect: 

It doesn't feel like a reliable source of income, more a fill your spare time with stuff. 

You can use a service like that to fill up your spare time to get some extra money 

rather than make a career out of it. 

Colin, SA3 

  

There was not always consensus within groups over whether the gig economy could provide 

work over a lifetime, such as in this interaction: 

 

Terri: I'd say it's good for part-time but it's not something I'd want to spend the rest 

of my life working for Deliveroo or on one platform. 

[...] 

Bob: I think you can say that about yourself but I'm sure that there are people who... 

Deliveroo who provide jobs for life. 

IS2 

 

Here, Terri discounted working on one platform for herself (though did not comment on the 

portfolio approach), preferring to think of the work as part-time; however, Bob imagined 

potential for other people to find long-term work there. He did not articulate fully who 

those people were, but this dovetails with the concept of “othering” that has emerged at 

different points in interviews: Bob's words demonstrate an inclusive approach of imagining 

circumstances for other people – but like most of the others who commented on this topic, 

places himself into a different category by not applying this idea to himself. Though he did, 

later in this interview, show interest in finding babysitting work on gig economy platforms, 

the idea of turning the work into a career did not feature in his thinking about it. 

Another participant made distinctions between platforms, contrasting Deliveroo and Uber 

as potential career options: 
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I guess it depends what it is. Like Deliveroo [slightly disdainfully], you can't work for 

Deliveroo your whole life, but I guess stuff like Uber, if you're driving for them 

regularly all the time then I guess you can make a career out of it. So I think it 

depends on what kind of thing it is. 

Jeff, FE1a 

It was not clear why Jeff made a distinction between Deliveroo and Uber, but considering 

the tone of voice with which he referred to Deliveroo, he may have perceived Deliveroo as 

lower status than Uber. 

One participant even felt that working on platforms could prevent one from finding more 

suitable work, expressing a concern that it could limit the time available for job-searching: 

 

I'd say because you're working all day, doing Uber services and jobs, you can't go find 

a stable job where you'd definitely have work, sick pay, holiday pay and other stuff, it 

kind of limits what you're able to do during your spare time. 

Jamie, SA3 

 

The concern of this participant with sick pay and holiday pay also suggests that a more 

desirable kind of career work would be one that carried such benefits. This appears to be set 

up as an opposition in his mind to the labour platform model. Furthermore, the notion of 

the “stable job” implies again a distinction between platform work and reliable longer-term 

work. 

Throughout the group interviews, it became clear that few students saw platform work as a 

viable option as a main job or suitable for longer term work. This was summarised by one 

student who said: “if I think of career, it's long-term and stable, and [platform work] is not 

necessarily stable or long-term” (Zoe, SA4). Another said, “I guess it’s cool for money on the 

side. As a long-term thing it wouldn’t really work” (Jeff, FE1a). 
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6.5.2 The gig economy as separate from career 

 

Participants expressed a variety of thoughts and perceptions that indicated that they were 

thinking of gig economy work as separate from their careers. Some were explicit in their 

articulation; one interviewee said, “It's not a career” (Kevin, FE1a). This participant 

expressed no antipathy towards online work during the interview – indeed, he revealed that 

he was performing regular, paid, primarily web-based work helping the family business. In 

his case, the online aspect was not a problem – in fact, he could see many benefits to gig 

economy work, but simply did not consider it to be part of a career. 

For others, the separation between career and the gig economy revealed itself in the 

language they used. A significant number of participants expressed a distinction between 

gig economy work and an “actual” or “proper” job: 

 

... I'd rather do a proper job to know I'm going to earn money every week. […] For 

anyone who wants to make extra money it would be good but... it's flexible I guess, 

for people who have – can't do certain days because of their actual job, they can do 

any day they want to. 

Tom, SA3 

Another participant described the gig economy as suitable for her while she was a student 

but not later: 

Maybe as a student like carrying on being a student at university, but once you've 

got your proper job... For me money on the side... Like I said, Depop I can just sell 

some stuff when I'm 18, but I couldn't see myself doing it when I'm 30 and I've got 

kids; I'd have a job and a sufficient income.  

May, FE1a 

 

This interviewee articulated a perception that several others had also expressed: the idea of 

the gig economy's suitability for extra money or as money on the side. Here, the need for a 

side-gig disappeared in an imagined time in the future when she pictured herself as no 
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longer needing the extra money. Another student echoed this distinction between now and 

later: “... if you can do it from home, it's easy, especially whilst I'm at school [...] Obviously 

not in the future; for my actual job I wouldn't do it” (Beth, SA4).   

 

The idea of a “proper” or “actual” job sometimes seemed not only to describe a distinction 

between the gig economy and career work, but a hierarchy based on legitimacy. One 

participant described a distinction that she perceived between starting a business selling 

items on eBay and starting what seemed to be in her eyes a more legitimate company: 

I think when you're doing it on eBay, I always think it's a bit cheap and on the side. 

Where I think, as you say, if you're gonna start a company off, you're gonna start 

properly and go to a bank, set it up correctly. I think with eBay you're just gonna buy 

anything and sell it on. 

Ella, FE2 

Ella’s words seem to describe a sense of eBay being unprofessional; for Ella, “starting 

properly” seemed to include specific steps that she associated with a more legitimate 

business, perhaps existing in a wider concept of entrepreneurship. This participant did not 

seem to feel that selling on a retail platform could be expanded. Her definition of retail 

platform work seemed limited to selling unwanted items, and did not appear to encompass 

more expanded retail activities as described by other participants: 

 

Like if you're just logging on and going “Oh I've got this collection of CDs” or 

something, I'm going to sell each and every one of them, then it doesn't feel as 

though that's an actual way of making money compared to “I'm going to put myself 

out there and I'll design your logos for you or do this job for you”, and it feels like it's 

something more productive 

Ella, FE2 

 

This demonstrates a distinction between retail and labour platforms; for Ella, selling 

unwanted items was a “cop out”, while working on a labour platform to provide a service 
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was “productive” because “you're putting yourself out there” (Ella, FE2). However, Ella also 

saw labour platform work as “working for yourself”, which seemed to devalue the status of 

the work somewhat: “It's more professional to work for an actual company” (Ella, FE2). 

In considering retail platforms, there was some difference in opinion as to whether they 

could be viable as long-term businesses. One participant expressed uncertainty about 

success, but felt that they could be suitable as a launchpad for people wanting to start a 

business, but that one would move on from that: “I think if you were [selling clothes], you 

would do that for a while and then you'd just create your own business or something but 

I'm not really sure it would be really successful” (Jeff, FE1a). Another felt that working 

through apps could be “better than creating a business [...] Using the apps gets a better 

market to sell stuff...” (Chris, FE1a). 

When participants spoke about why they would not (or might, though more rarely) think of 

gig economy work as part of their careers, sometimes they returned to their reflections on 

the advantages and disadvantages to support their thinking. One participant articulated why 

she saw a distinction between career and gig economy work by saying: 

If I think of career, it's long-term and stable, and that [platform work] is not 

necessarily stable or long-term. [...] Say you start getting really into, say, trading, or 

things like that, those are careers, but in terms of just once in a while you're just 

selling stuff on Depop, it's not really a career. 

Zoe, SA4 

 

This participant's definition of career seemed to include long-term work and stability, both 

of which were often stated to be lacking in gig economy work (as described in Section 6.3.2). 

Another participant said: “I see it as being an employment thing that I could give the rest of 

my life; I don't see it as... As I said, it's just gonna supplement it, so it's not going to help” 

(John, SA2). For John, career seemed to be lifelong. The role of platform work seemed more 

for “supplementing” - insufficient for him to consider it as a longer-term prospect. This 

coupled with his earlier words of “aiming higher” than gig economy work indicated that he 

was looking for other qualities of work for his career - much like the others in the group 
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interviews, though sometimes with differing metrics for what could be considered good 

work. Some participants cited a lack of career progression as a reason for perceiving a lack 

of potential for gig economy work in career: “It's not really a career path. Cos with Deliveroo 

or Uber there's no clear progression. It's just a set job that you do” (Nyandak, FE1a). 

 

 

6.5.3 Gig economy as instrumental to career 

 

Although participants saw gig economy work as separate from their careers, nevertheless 

they could occasionally see potential career uses for it. These included funding study, value 

on the CV, and acting as a stepping stone or launchpad. While each of these was only 

mentioned occasionally, together they provide a small but significant collection of ways that 

the gig economy was sometimes seen as useful in an instrumental capacity. 

One participant felt that the gig economy could help people's careers by offering work 

experiences that they could list on their CVs, or develop skills and experience that they 

could take forward to the career that they were actively seeking. She also made a distinction 

between casual and more regular work, and also between different types of output, 

showing a sensitivity to the applicability of skills and creative work in different contexts and 

fields: 

Claire: I think it depends, because it's like one way is to use it to sell stuff that you 

don't need anymore, and I wouldn't see that as a job, but maybe the ones where 

you've gotta give out your skills and that... Cos you could use the stuff you've done 

on that, cos you could class that as some kind of experience for if you're going for a 

proper job. So if you set up your skills and you want to be a graphic designer and you 

want to use Fiverr or something, then you could use that as some examples for when 

you're applying for jobs, which could help you. 

I: So do you mean that it's something you can put on your CV? You can show a thing: 

I've done this...? 
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Claire: I think it depends what kind of thing it is. If you've done quite a while on using 

Taskrabbit or something, you could put on your CV the different things you'd have 

done. But if it was more one of the art-oriented ones, like Fiverr and doing graphic 

design, you could use then as examples when you go on to apply for a graphic design 

job. 

Joy: As like a stepping stone. 

Claire: Yeah, kind of. It could help you go on to other things. 

FE2 

 

In this interaction, both participants saw the gig economy work as a potential facilitator for 

their future careers. Claire, in addition to distinguishing between occasional use of platforms 

to earn and regular work, saw different ways of mobilising the work for a CV, seeming to 

reflexively make a division between labour and retail platforms in their outputs: experience 

on labour platforms, and concrete examples of talent on retail platforms. (Before the 

recording had begun, this participant revealed that she herself was occasionally selling 

hand-illustrated cards on Etsy, which may have influenced her thinking about the gig 

economy; as she was more inclined to think positively about the gig economy than the 

others in this group, who had expressed doubts throughout the interview.) The concept of 

the “stepping stone” and the “going on to other things” implies movement, where – in a 

linear model – the gig economy could be a waystation on the route to other (presumably 

better) work. This calls to mind the assertion of John in Section 6.3.2 that the students were 

“aiming higher”, and that the gig economy was unsuitable as a more permanent type of 

work, a statement reinforced across interview groups. No participants suggested that they 

could stay with platform work – though when questioned directly, could see hypothetical 

scenarios for this for other people – but sometimes saw the potential for supporting their 

progress (or making extra money for leisure). 

Not all participants were convinced of the value of having platform work on their CVs. In an 

independent school, both regular labour platform work and casual selling were cited as 

inappropriate for their CV: 
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Benjy: No, I don't think it is. It doesn't give you any qualifications, or experience 

really while you're doing it. You can't go for a future job saying you've been at Uber. 

Martin: And you can't put it on your CV. That you've sold stuff on Depop. 

IS1 

 

These views may have been influenced by their context; this school was a selective, 

independent boarding school. The Business BTEC students that comprised this group were 

unreceptive to the concept of the gig economy and could see little value in the gig economy, 

or future applicability to themselves. Later, their tutor revealed during an interview that he 

felt that the students were not engaged because their parents were providing them with 

money, and because they were expecting to go into higher-paying and secure employment. 

This cannot be taken as representative of all independent schools, however; interviewees at 

the other independent school in the sample (IS2) were considerably more receptive and saw 

more potential in gig economy work. However, it may be linked to the theme described 

earlier of the students seeing platform work as something instrumental (see Section 6.5.3). 

The IS1 students, who being in an independent boarding school arguably have the least 

need to use the gig economy, seemed among the least inclined to use platform work or see 

uses for it. 

Other participants sometimes saw the gig economy as helpful in funding future study. One 

interviewee suggested that it could help in accumulating savings in advance of studying, for 

a better quality of life as a student: 

 

Obviously not everyone's thinking about it, but if you are going to go to uni... there's 

the whole thing, the “being broke at uni” idea, and the idea of if you work now, then 

you are able to have money later, if you're able to save it.  

Terri, IS2 
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Another participant felt that the gig economy could be useful later on, to earn while at 

university: “If I was in full time education and just kind of needed to pay uni fees, but I don't 

think it would be for a full income” (Rona, SA2). These both reflect an instrumental role for 

gig economy work as helping to support the activity that would eventually yield career 

capital (in this case, study). No participants mentioned funding internships. 

Occasionally participants would articulate a view of gig economy platforms as a launchpad 

for a business; one student said: “I don't think you'd stay on sites like Depop. I think if you 

were doing that, you would do that for a while and then you'd just create your own business 

or something” (Jeff, FE1a). This participant expressed reservations about the success of this, 

though it is unclear whether this was on account of his self-admitted lack of knowledge in 

the area or because of a more fundamental doubt regarding its viability. Another 

participant, however, described a peer who had succeeded in making this transition from 

earning money from selling vintage clothes on a sales platform to starting their own website 

for their business (Hannah, FE1a). These ideas, while not explicitly discussing career, 

articulated a role for sales platforms as an entry-point into entrepreneurial ventures (but 

never as an endpoint). Consequently, these views can be seen as another way in which gig 

economy platforms were sometimes perceived as instrumental to their other career 

activities, not central – often as a transitional element or, as Joy (FE1a) had articulated, “a 

stepping stone”. 

Although participants could see uses for their own age group now, this did not necessarily 

mean that they were personally interested in using the gig economy. They could perceive 

some benefits to working in the gig economy and felt that it would be appropriate for 

careers advisers to know about it (see Section 6.5.4), but they rarely saw themselves in that 

role. Platform work, therefore, was often thought of as adjacent to career, but never 

central. 
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6.5.4 Support from advisers on the gig economy 

 

When asked what (if any) support they would like from their advisers around the gig 

economy or digital work, opinions were highly varied; some felt positively about having the 

careers adviser address this type of work, while others felt that it should be discouraged or 

not addressed. (This ambivalence is also reflected in the survey data, where responses to 

the matrix option “I would like my careers adviser to be able to advise on the gig economy” 

were similarly diverse.) A few participants indicated that they felt that the gig economy was 

not appropriate to discuss within the role of the careers adviser. 

 

 

Positive views of advisers addressing the gig economy 

 

Among those who felt positively about having a careers adviser be able to advise on 

platform work, one participant suggested that it could be useful to know “how would it suit 

around our school lives, like how would it benefit, and how would it benefit us in the future 

with different jobs, like what skills can we take” (Sia, SA1). Several participants felt that the 

information should generally be available, but without indicating that it applied to them 

personally, reflecting once again the theme described in Section 5.5.2 of the gig economy 

being good for other people. This view seemed to inform how some participants thought 

about the potential involvement of their careers adviser: to know about the gig economy 

and be able to advise on it - when relevant. One participant, when asked whether it should 

be addressed by an adviser, said: 

 

Well, not for me personally but for someone out there who wants to do something 

that field of work, then yeah. To have more knowledge about it. But personally for 

me, it wouldn't bother me. [...] I still think the information should still be available 

for people who would consider that. 

Joy, FE2 



176 
 
 

 

Another participant in this group clarified, 

 

I think it's good for other people, because obviously you do need to be educated 

about your options. But I think it would be best in a careers advice setting to bring it 

up once they kind of know the route that you're going down. 

Keira, FE2 

Participants rarely indicated that they felt that the careers adviser should bring the subject 

up independently, rather expressing that it could be brought up if deemed appropriate. A 

few participants felt that the information could be made available through more general 

educational (or careers educational) channels. One suggested that it could be presented in 

“an assembly where they just explain” (Mel, IS2). 

 

Negative views of advisers addressing the gig economy 

 

Negative views occurred across different groups; one student in an FE college and one in an 

inner-city state school both suggested that advisers should discourage them from pursuing 

gig economy work. These were more prevalent in groups in which the overall attitude 

towards gig economy work was less favourable (with higher incidences of criticism). One 

student said, “I would like them to tell me not to do it”, preferring more traditional kinds of 

part-time work if they needed a “quick job” (Isa, SA1). Another participant felt that sales 

work was not desirable and that more outside engagement was more appropriate: 

Probably [they should] just steer you away from doing it. I just like... it's no. I think 

they should just push you into doing something a bit more practical, a bit more out 

there, socialising with people.  

Ella, FE2 

 

Some participants felt that the advisers themselves would not be inclined to give advice on 

the gig economy: 
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Joy: I think they'd – not laugh at you, but wouldn't take you seriously. Like if I said I 

wanted to work on eBay... 

Ella: They'd ask, “Are you sure you want to be doing that?” 

Joy: I don't think they'd take you seriously about it. 

FE2 

Participants may have been responding from their own perceptions of the status of platform 

work and (lack of) suitability of gig economy jobs for themselves, feeling that they should be 

advised on more appropriate work. Another interviewee made this link in a different group: 

“A careers adviser I don't think is going to want to advise it to someone of our ilk who are 

looking; because we've done A Levels, we're wanting the better jobs” (John, SA2).  

 

 

The careers adviser's role 

 

Participants' ambivalence around support that a careers adviser could give them around the 

gig economy seemed to be related to how they saw the role of the careers adviser more 

generally – and indeed the concept of career itself. Some participants felt that the gig 

economy was not appropriate for discussion with the careers adviser because the work was 

temporary. One interviewee said: “... If I think of career, it's long-term and stable, and that 

(the gig economy) is not necessarily stable or long-term, so there's nothing really they can 

advise you on how you can make temporary work happen” (Zoe, SA4). Participants in IS2 

seemed to agree that the gig economy did not fit within the topics that would be covered by 

the adviser, saying: 

Terri: It doesn't seem the kind of work that they'd suggest we go into.  

Mel: Just because it's not really long-term work. Well, I think of it like that. 

IS2 
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Interviewees in this group had shown interest in working on gig economy platforms as part-

time or spare-time work, but it was not seen as part of career. 

Participants' definitions of career were not explored as topics in their own right in this study 

as time was limited. However, as interviewees discussed the topic of the gig economy, 

frequently their ideas about what a career was became evident, as qualities that were 

lacking in the gig economy (such as long-term potential, as Mel expressed above) were cited 

as reasons for not considering it suitable for career work.  

 

6.6 Conclusion 

 

The students in interviews showed a range of opinions about platform work. Their 

knowledge was mainly derived from informal sources such as family and friends, and their 

conclusions largely derived from deductive (and, I would argue, inferential) reasoning based 

that limited knowledge. The range of platforms known to them was also limited, 

demonstrating a lack of awareness of platforms organising high skill work as opposed to low 

skill or manual work platforms. Nevertheless, participants seemed to have a reasonably 

accurate sense of platform qualities, such as increased autonomy and choice, but also 

insecurity and potential safety issues. The undesirable characteristics of platform work 

seemed to outweigh the desirable ones when considering platform work for career, with 

particular concerns over the work’s capacity to provide long-term, stable employment. 

Consequently, it seemed to be rejected as a career option. Some also felt that platform 

work was outside the remit of careers advisers to advise, although this was not universally 

the case. 

While platform work was not considered suitable for career, it was still considered suitable 

for casual uses, for example as work that could be done to earn extra money alongside their 

main job or perhaps as a student. It was telling, also, that they considered platform work as 

useful for other groups of people, but not for themselves. In Chapter 9, this distinction will 

be explored, as well as other aspects of students’ reasoning about platform work, such as its 

relationship with identity and notions of career. First, however, the analysis of the data 
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collected from careers professionals and other staff in the institutions visited will be 

presented in the next two chapters. 
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CHAPTER 7: FINDINGS FROM SURVEY OF CAREERS PROFESSIONALS 
 

This chapter presents findings from the online questionnaire filled in by careers 

practitioners, who were working with 16–19-year-olds in schools and colleges. They were 

asked a range of questions about their context and role, and then asked about their 

knowledge of and views on the gig economy. There were 107 valid responses. Section 7.1 

describes the demographic makeup of the group. Section 7.2 describes their exposure to 

students using platform work to earn money. Section 7.3 describes their perceptions of 

platform work based on a matrix question and multiple-choice questions about the 

relationship between platforms and individuals, and the responsibilities they felt that 

platforms ought to have towards workers. Some comparisons are presented between the 

staff and student data. Finally, the careers professionals’ qualitative reflections are 

presented. 

 

7.1 Demographic information 

 

The group surveyed were somewhat homogenous. Most respondents were white British 

females over 35. Most were working in only one institution, but a few respondents selected 

multiple locations, perhaps because they were working as independent consultants or in 

multiple part time roles, or because their institution sat across categories. Many 

respondents were working in state-funded organisations; academies and local authority-

maintained schools were proportionally the largest category. 
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Most respondents were careers advisers and careers leaders, with some overlaps between 

roles (usually careers coordinators working as advisers), and some who were working in 

multiple roles across more than one location.  

Most survey respondents had a careers-related qualification of Level 6 or above (71%), with 

significantly fewer at level 4 or below (in total, 22% including those without careers 

qualifications). A few had had training that was unaccredited. 

 

7.2 Exposure to students using platforms to earn money 

 

About one in five careers professionals reported that the gig economy had come up with a 

client. Seven respondents had discussed incidents of actual use with one or more clients, 

and 13 had discussed the gig economy more generally in class time or with clients, while 

one reported doing both. (Two gave no details about the nature of their engagement with 

the gig economy.) 

More than twice as many practitioners (49%) reported that they were aware of students in 

their schools or colleges using platforms to earn money, even if they had not discussed it 

directly with them. Most of these reported that students were earning from eBay, Etsy, and 

Deliveroo, and there were single mentions of Depop, and Uber. One respondent mentioned 

that they knew of student using “some specialist websites for niche items”. 

About one third reported that students were earning online in a variety of other ways, 

including through online entrepreneurial ventures (including but not restricted to retail), 

web or software development, YouTube, video streaming, writing and other creative 

endeavours, proof reading, and game-testing and competitive play.  
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7.3 Perceptions of the gig economy 

 

Respondents were asked to use a 5-point scale (Strongly disagree, Somewhat disagree, 

Neither agree nor disagree, Somewhat agree, and Strongly agree) to describe their views on 

16 statements (see Table 7.1, where n=105). The results reflect stronger opinions than those 

from the student survey, with fewer results clustered around the “neither agree nor 

disagree” mark - perhaps on account of respondents’ greater knowledge of the gig economy 

gathered from the media or from their professional lives. The chart data in Figure 7.1 and 

mean calculations presented in Table 7.1 are discussed in Sections 7.3.1 and 7.3.2. 
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Figure 7.1: Careers practitioners' perceptions of platform work 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 120%

16 I would like to be able to advise clients on the gig economy

15 It would be useful for training on the online gig economy to exist for…

14 The online gig economy could make it easier for disadvantaged people to…

13 I have no interest in including the online gig economy in my practice

12 The online gig economy should be addressed in career development

11 The online gig economy could increase social inequality

10 The online gig economy is a passing fashion

09 The online gig economy can trap people in insecure labour

08 I would be comfortable advising clients about working in the online gig…

07 The online gig economy could increase social mobility

06 The online gig economy is exploitative of workers

05 The online gig economy can play a positive role in someone's career

04 The online gig economy is expanding

03 I am familiar with the term “online gig economy”

02 I use the web in guidance work

01 I am comfortable using technology in my practice

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree nor disagree Somewhat agree Strongly agree
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Table 7.1: Careers practitioners’ perceptions platform work 

 

 

 

 

Statement 
Mean on a 

scale of -2 to 
2 

01. I am comfortable using technology in my practice 1.5 

02. I use the web in guidance work 1.7 

03. I am familiar with the term “online gig economy” 0.6 

04. The online gig economy is expanding 1.2 

05. The online gig economy can play a positive role in someone's 
career 0.7 

06. The online gig economy is exploitative of workers 0.4 

07. The online gig economy could increase social mobility 0.3 

08. I would be comfortable advising clients about working in the 
online gig economy -0.2 

09. The online gig economy can trap people in insecure labour 0.3 

10. The online gig economy is a passing fashion -0.7 

11. The online gig economy could increase social inequality 0.3 

12. The online gig economy should be addressed in career 
development 1.0 

13. I have no interest in including the online gig economy in my 
practice -1.0 

14. The online gig economy could make it easier for 
disadvantaged people to enter the job market 0.5 

15. It would be useful for training on the online gig economy to 
exist for practitioners 1.3 

16. I would like to be able to advise clients on the gig economy 1.2 
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7.3.1 The gig economy in the labour market 

 

Many respondents knew the term “gig economy” (68%) but far fewer felt that they could 

give advice about it (31%). This suggests that while respondents knew about it as a 

phenomenon, the depth of their knowledge could be limited. 

Most felt that the gig economy is growing (80%), generating a mean score of 1.2 on a scale 

of -2 to 2, and 67% disagreed that it is a passing fashion, with a mean score of 0.7.  

The following statements were aimed at finding out respondents’ views on the potential 

individual and social benefits (or the reverse) of the gig economy: 

Statement 5: The online gig economy can play a positive role in someone’s career 

Statement 6: The online gig economy is exploitative of workers 

Statement 7: The online gig economy could increase social mobility 

Statement 9: The online gig economy can trap people in insecure labour 

Statement 11: The online gig economy could increase social inequality 

Statement 14: The online gig economy could make it easier for disadvantaged people to 

enter the job market 

The results indicate uncertainty around the effects of the gig economy, with few strong 

feelings either way. While many participants felt that the gig economy could play a positive 

role, few felt strongly that this was the case. This suggests some uncertainty or perhaps a 

limit to how much they felt it could help. 

The responses to the rest of these statements were even more marginal. More people 

agreed than disagreed on the disadvantages of the gig economy: that the online gig 

economy is exploitative, it could trap people in insecure labour, and it could increase social 

inequality. Similarly, more people agreed than disagreed about the advantages: that it could 

increase social mobility and could make it easier for disadvantaged people to enter the job 

market. However, on all counts the mean score was 0.5 or less. This may mean that they did 
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not feel knowledgeable enough to comment with any certainty, or perhaps indicates 

ambivalence, having been exposed to contrasting media opinions. 

 

7.3.2 The gig economy and career development work 

 

Respondents’ uncertainty may have had little to do with their self-perceived technical 

ability. Almost all respondents felt that they were comfortable using technology in their 

practice (96%), and most used the web in guidance work (97%).  

The following statements were designed to discover what role respondents felt the gig 

economy could have in career development practice: 

Statement 12: The online gig economy should be addressed in career development 

Statement 13: I have no interest in including the online gig economy in my practice 

Statement 15: It would be useful for training on the online gig economy to exist for 

practitioners 

Statement 16: I would like to be able to advise clients on the gig economy 

Statements 12 and 13 generated a mean of +1.0 and -1.0, indicating that many respondents 

felt that there was at least some kind of place for talking about the gig economy in career 

development practice.  Even more felt that training would be useful (mean= 1.3) and would 

like to be able to advise on it (mean= 1.2). 

 

7.3.3 Awareness of platforms 

 

As in the student survey, careers practitioners were asked to tick any platforms from a list 

that they had heard of, used as a customer, or earned money from. The list was longer than 

that given to the students; however, I have chosen to exclude the results from platforms 

that were not on the student survey for a more straightforward comparison. 
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Table 7.2: Platform awareness and use among careers practitioners 

 

Heard of 
% 

Used as a 
customer % 

Earned 
money 
from % 

eBay 100% 72% 30% 

Airbnb 90% 42% 2% 

Uber 88% 33% 0% 

Deliveroo 82% 19% 0% 

Etsy 69% 35% 2% 

Taskrabbit 27% 1% 0% 

Amazon Flex 26% 6% 0% 

Fiverr 13% 3% 0% 

Jobtoday 13% 2% 0% 

AMT 12% 1% 0% 

Freelancer 12% 0% 0% 

Crowdflower 10% 0% 0% 

Upwork 9% 2% 0% 

Tailster 6% 1% 0% 

 

All platforms were known to some respondents. The five most well-known platforms 

correspond to the top five in the student survey, though in a slightly different order (Figure 

7.2 and 7.3 below). Awareness of the most well-known platforms tended to be higher 

among practitioners, and the less well-known platforms appeared to be slightly more well-

known among the students – but not by much, and this disparity could be eliminated by 

error margins.  
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Figure 7.2: Comparison of platform awareness between careers practitioners and students 

  

 

The careers professionals were somewhat more aware of platforms than the students; 

however, in a few cases the young people were more knowledgeable. More careers 

professionals also reported earning on eBay, Etsy, and Airbnb. However, there were a few 

more student respondents who reported earning on other platforms that were not being 

used by careers professionals: 
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Figure 7.3: Comparison of platform earning between careers professionals and students 

  

 

7.3.4 Platform-worker relationship 

 

The majority of respondents (n=105) felt that the relationship between gig economy 

workers and platforms remained on a self-employment basis, though this does not 

necessarily reflect their opinions on whether this was appropriate or not. Indeed, the 

qualitative responses indicated that some, at least, felt that the relationship was unfair or 

should be otherwise. 

59% of respondents felt that workers in the gig economy were self-employed, while 27.6% 

felt that they were employees. 13.3% (or 14 respondents) ticked “Other”, with various 

responses reflecting the ambiguity around worker status in the gig economy: Three felt 

“unsure”. Among those who tried to classify workers, two said that they were contractors. 

One more respondent stated zero-hour contracts, and another said “temp work”. One 

respondent suggested that they were “users”, while several others acknowledged the 

complexities of the legal ambiguity around worker status.  

When asked what role the platform had, answers were consistent with the previous 

question: 57.1% of respondents felt that platforms were “facilitators/providers of the 
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technology”, while 33.3% felt that they were employers. 9.5% (10 respondents) selected 

“Other”: five “unsure”, two feeling that it was dependent on the platform, two who were 

sceptical about the ethics of the platform model, and one who saw it as a form of 

subcontracting. 

In terms of the obligations that respondents felt that platforms should have towards their 

workers, usually more careers practitioners than their younger counterparts felt that 

platforms should offer their workers certain securities, except in the case of guaranteed 

income, which was slightly more favoured by students. There are apparent differences in 

how these groups prioritised as well; security of position and income was more important to 

the students, whereas the careers practitioners – in addition to guaranteeing the number of 

hours worked – showed more interest than students on benefit systems such as sick pay, 

holiday pay, and paying into a pension. The least popular option was “none of the above” 

with 17.3% of practitioners feeling that this was the case (though still almost three times the 

number of the students). 

 

Figure 7.4: Comparison of work benefits expected by students and careers professionals 
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7.3.5 Careers professionals’ reflections on platform work 

 

Careers professionals were invited to raise any issues to do with platform work that they 

thought were important. 46 survey respondents gave qualitative comments on this. Seven 

respondents expressed that they did not know enough about platform work, with some 

feeling that they were not qualified to comment given their lack of knowledge. One stated, 

“At the moment I don't think I know enough about it, but this survey has highlighted the 

need for me to research it further”.  Eight expressed wanting to know more or feeling that 

there should be more information available for careers practitioners. 

18 respondents highlighted the potential risks in platform work, including low pay, 

insecurity, and the potential for exploitation of workers. Three respondents expressed 

safety concerns for young people, while three respondents highlighted the potential 

challenge to participation caused by unequal digital access to technology. 

Some participants felt that students needed to be educated on matters to do with platform 

work. One responded that students should be helped to “understand how they could 

benefit, and how to look out for bad practice and how to weigh up it up with their other 

options”. This balanced perspective of weighing up risk and opportunity was mirrored by 

another respondent, who felt that “there isn't enough being talked about regarding 

worker's rights and comparing the different types of work available - permanent, 

temporary. Important issues may include understanding how the gig economy has 

developed and what young people should look for as potential opportunities”. 

There was awareness about the potential for exploitation and relational issues between 

platforms and individuals. Some mentions worker rights, while others specifically mentioned 

exploitation as a concern. 

Some respondents felt that students needed more information about contextual and 

practical matters, which are peripherally linked to platform work and the gig economy. One 

respondent felt that students should be educated about financial issues such as “tax, 

budgeting and employee rights, a good understanding of which is central to them 
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participating in the gig economy”. Another expressed that “financial literacy is needed far 

earlier and in far more detail. Budgeting for a flat just does not cut it anymore”. 

 

7.4 Conclusion 

 

The survey of careers professionals shows some direct exposure to young people using 

some kind of online platform to earn money, and some more second-hand awareness of 

earning activity going on in their schools and colleges. There seemed to be relatively limited 

knowledge about platform work amongst the respondents themselves. There was an 

appetite to learn more, with most feeling that they wanted more information, and some 

suggesting formal avenues for information to be distributed. 

Perhaps owing to their lack of knowledge, respondents seemed uncertain or ambivalent 

about what platform work could mean for careers. While they were somewhat less unsure 

than the students, there were still few strong feelings amongst careers professionals about 

whether platform work could be useful or harmful. They seemed to expect more from 

platforms than students in terms of benefits and worker protections. Their qualitative 

answers revealed a combination of concerns over security, safety and exploitation, but also 

some optimistic feelings about the opportunities in platform work. This combination of 

concerns and sense of opportunity, along with a lack of information about platform work 

among careers professionals, was reflected in the interview data as well, which is presented 

in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 8: FINDINGS FROM STAFF INTERVIEWS 
 

14 staff interviews were conducted either in person or on the telephone (see Table 4.2 for 

adult participant roles). These were a mixture of interviews with careers professionals who 

were working in the environments where the student interviews were taking place, and 

sometimes other staff. 

Interviews reported some (rare) first-hand experiences speaking to students about the gig 

economy or, more usually, hearing about gig economy use from other staff or advisers. The 

results are presented in three sections: In 8.1, I present how staff were exposed to 

knowledge about the students using platform work, either through direct conversation or 

through hearsay. Participants’ perceptions of platform work generally are presented in 

Section 8.2. Finally, participants’ reflections of platform work in relation to their professional 

practice are described in Section 8.3. 

 

8.1 Exposure to students earning online 

 

Interview participants reported hearing about students' activities in a variety of ways. 

Occasionally, they would hear about their experiences directly; sometimes careers 

professionals would discuss online activities in guidance sessions, but more usually it was 

the teachers who were discussing the gig economy either as part of learning or in less 

formal discussions, such as in casual conversation about what the students were doing 

outside school. More often, the information that staff discussed in interviews was 

anecdotal: hearing of students from other staff or students. 

 

 

8.1.1 Hearing about students' experiences 

 

Few of the staff had spoken directly with a student about earning online, and some had only 

heard second-hand information filtering through from advisers or a general awareness of 

what was going on in the student body. This may be because in some cases, the careers 
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professionals in the schools whom I interviewed were not always directly involved in 

guidance sessions with students. However, the data from the survey of careers professionals 

also reflects the lack of encounters with students using platforms. 

In one state school, the careers coordinator was aware of a range of creative endeavours 

that were taking place online, such as creating make-up tutorials or rap music to broadcast 

on YouTube, but had never heard of students working for labour platforms (Careers 

coordinator, SA4). Some of the activity that she and other teachers were describing could 

loosely fit into the gig economy, for example if the YouTube videos were monetised, or the 

students were selling their creative content through a platform – but interviewees' 

knowledge did not usually include whether they were earning money, simply that these 

activities were happening. 

One careers coordinator had heard of a group of students “doing Uber driving in the 

evenings”, collecting people from clubs. She said that she had found this concerning 

because they were “not concentrating on their studies” (Careers coordinator, SA4). One 

teacher said that “students have mentioned where they bought or sold things online, some 

apps, the platforms they’ve used”, going on to say that eBay was the most common 

platform, which is consistent with findings from student interviews and survey data. No staff 

mentioned Depop, however, with several staff not having heard of it at all. 

Anecdotal data were common among careers professionals and teaching staff. There was a 

sense that staff were peripherally aware of activities that students were doing online here 

and there, hearing many reports of students selling items through social media such as on 

Facebook, or on listing sites such as Gumtree. In interviews, several staff had heard of 

students starting businesses that operated online (such as careers coordinators in FE1 and 

SA4). One careers professional stated that she knew of students “doing programming 

online” (Careers coordinator, SA4), but did not know whether this was paid, or indeed 

whether they had found the work through a platform. This sense that earning was 

happening in their environments reflects the survey data, where half of the careers 

professionals surveyed had heard about students earning in their institutions. 
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8.1.2 Discussing the gig economy in class time 

 

The I.T. teachers and Business teachers had all discussed gig economy platforms during 

lessons, either in an informal way while having discussions with students, or as part of the 

BTEC or A Level Business syllabus. Sometimes this emerged in informal discussions; one 

teacher said, “It has come up as a topic of discussion. Students have mentioned where they 

bought or sold things online, some apps, platforms that they've used” (I.T. teacher, SA3). At 

other times, platforms were used as examples to illustrate topics that were being covered in 

the syllabus, such as describing the economics of the gig economy in Economics lessons 

(Head of Aspirations, SA1, also teaching Economics), or discussing eBay as an example of e-

commerce with Year 11 Business Studies students (Business teacher, SA2). One teacher 

described speaking on a more abstract level with students in class, discussing how new 

technologies sometimes cause “paradigm shifts” in business (Business teacher, IS1). 

 

 

8.1.3 Discussing the gig economy in careers work 

 

Some of the careers professionals interviewed had heard of students talking about online 

platforms during guidance sessions with other advisers but never themselves, and one had 

discussed the gig economy very generally, but not as a practical reality (Guidance team 

manager, FE1). Some had discussed tangentially relevant topics, such as “starting an online 

business” (Careers coordinator, SA4) or zero-hour contracts (Careers coordinator, FE1). 

There were two careers professionals who, while they had not had personal experience of 

their students using the gig economy, nevertheless had a sense that it was taking place. One 

said that she felt that it was “happening behind the scenes, but perhaps in a not totally 

legitimate way” (Careers administrator, IS1), while the other said that she was sure that the 

gig economy had come up in guidance, but that she had “never been approached in practice 

for guidance on gig economy platforms” (Guidance team manager, FE1). 
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8.2 Perceptions of the gig economy 

 

The views of teachers/careers staff on the gig economy were similar to those of their 

students. The themes that I found in the interviews fit into broadly the same categories as 

those that I had coded for the student group interviews. The same positive features were 

highlighted, such as flexibility, usefulness for part-time work or extra income. Negative 

features were similar, but not identical. 

 

 

8.2.1 Positive features 

 

The teachers/careers staff’s opinions of the gig economy were more often positive than 

those of the students, offering fewer criticisms and seeing more opportunity – but still 

perceived it largely as part-time work on the side, offering the chance to earn extra money 

to fund study or other activities. The potential for long-term career use was mentioned only 

once. 

 

Accessibility 

 

Several interviewees mentioned the gig economy's accessibility as a positive feature. One 

careers coordinator could see the benefits of the gig economy's accessibility both locally and 

elsewhere, saying that students could be able to “access the gig economy from home” but 

also that they “can spread their wings a bit and see outside the comfort zone of where they 

live” (Careers coordinator, SA3). However, one interviewee felt that there could be a 

negative trade-off for this ease of access, saying that young people “might not be able to get 

more sustainable jobs” once they were doing platform work (Careers coordinator, FE2). 

 

Supplementing with side-gigs 

 

The potential for the gig economy to be used to earn extra money – a common thread in the 

student interviews – was often mentioned by careers professionals and other staff. One 
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careers professional felt that it could be used as a “stop-gap” to earn “extra money in their 

spare time” while studying (Careers coordinator, FE1). A number of other interviewees 

echoed this idea that students could fit the work around study. Some participants expressed 

the idea that the gig economy could provide their students with opportunities for work, 

praising its flexibility and convenience. One suggested that it could be a way of 

counteracting the increasing challenge that young people face in entering the labour 

market, saying “Our young people are still looking for part time jobs which are now filled by 

older people, older students ... It could enable them to access more opportunities.” One 

teacher highlighted the gig economy’s suitability for part-time work but did not feel that it 

offered career prospects: “… it's a part-time thing, and it's good for them, but I don't see it 

as being a long-term, stable employment for someone” (Business teacher, SA2). 

 

Career benefits 

 

A few interviewees felt that working in the gig economy could offer some benefits to young 

people’s careers, either by offering material solutions to challenges or as a boost when 

applying for jobs. Two participants suggested that earning through gig economy work could 

enable students to fund unpaid internships or volunteer work. One said that they could 

“fund themselves while doing unpaid work, for example to become better skilled in an 

industry” (Careers coordinator, FE1). One participant felt that the gig economy could 

provide experience and that young people could “put [it] on CVs and getting skills” (but not 

longer-term career work). An interviewee offered a caution on this point, however, 

suggesting that sometimes platform work could impact poorly on an applicant, saying, “if 

they don't reflect it in the right way, employers might wonder what they have been doing all 

this time” (Careers coordinator, SA2). As in the student interviews, these benefits were 

strictly as a support to their main career activity and never as a main career.  
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8.2.2 Concerns 

 

Careers professionals and teachers expressed a range of concerns that overlapped with 

those of the students but were not identical. Like the students, the teachers/careers staff 

felt that there was uncertainty in the gig economy but were also concerned about the 

impact it could have on students’ studies. Staff mentioned exploitation and lack of social 

interaction as well, which did not feature in the student interviews; one teacher mentioned 

progression only once, and lack of organisational support was not spoken of at all. 

 

 

Instability and lack of sustainability 

 

The teachers/careers professionals were, like the student participants, concerned with the 

instability of gig economy work, perceiving it to be an uncertain prospect. One participant 

said, “It's not going to be something that people will think, ‘That’s going to be my full-time 

job’, because there's not enough money to be made; it's not sustainable” (Business teacher, 

SA2). One interviewee felt that it was especially important in areas of socio-economic 

deprivation to pay attention to stability, saying that one would “need to make sure that it is 

a sustainable income source” (Careers coordinator, FE2). This seemed to mirror the 

concerns expressed in the survey about lack of security (see Section 7.3.5). 

 

Exploitation and lack of worker protection 

 

The teachers/careers staff were more concerned than the students about the power 

dynamics between platform and worker, using terms such as “zero-hour contracts” and 

“exploitation” (Careers coordinator, FE1). Students had rather been voicing their concerns 

around the practical effects of uncertainty and lack of guaranteed income. By contrast, the 

staff interviews revealed concerns about the effects of low regulation and lack of 

protections for workers. One interviewee said, “There's very little safeguards for them in 

terms of employment role” (Business teacher, SA2), while another felt that the gig economy 

is “not well regulated enough to protect anybody involved” (Business teacher, IS1). A 
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careers professional said, “I worry about the lack of trade union support” (Careers 

coordinator, SA1). 

While exploitation had arisen as a topic occasionally in student interviews, there was more 

focus on it among the staff participants. This difference in orientation may have been 

created by the adults’ greater awareness of media discussions around the gig economy and 

more experience of an increasingly precarious labour market. However, another factor 

could be that the students were more inclined to think of the practicalities as part of an 

exercise in imagining the work for themselves, while the staff were asked to think of the 

work for their charges –and could be following an inclination to take safeguarding and 

similar issues more seriously. 

 

Safety 

 

There were several references to safety concerns in gig economy work among the staff 

interviewees. All schools and colleges appeared to address extensively matters of digital 

safety, and one teacher felt an awareness of their own responsibility and accountability as a 

teacher, feeling that they “need to be careful what of online activity they encourage their 

students to learn about” (I.T. teacher, SA3). Two interviewees mentioned the potential 

danger of online-based work where students could be interacting with strangers. Echoing 

the concern around trusting people expressed in some of the student group interviews, one 

careers coordinator said, “If someone is coming round to your house, do you know who 

they are?” (Careers coordinator, SA3). 

 

Lack of social interaction 

 

Three careers professionals mentioned the potential lack of social interaction as a concern 

in gig economy; one suggested it could lead to a worsening of students’ “soft skills” if they 

did too much of the work (Careers coordinator, SA4). This participant went on to suggest 

that “remote work is harder” because it is not “emotive”. Another interviewee seemed to 
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express a concern about the mental health of the students, saying that it could be 

“isolating” to work in the gig economy (Careers coordinator, FE2). 

Two members of staff raised the potential for lack of social interaction as a concern, one of 

whom stressed that it was important for students to have face-to-face experience going 

forward in their careers, saying that students need to interact with “people of different 

walks of life” (Careers coordinator, SA4). 

 

Negative impact on studies 

 

Two interviewees mentioned the potential for a negative impact on studies (which was not 

mentioned at all among the student participants) if gig economy work was taking too much 

of their time. One example was provided by a careers professional, who explained that a 

group of construction students were routinely driving partygoers home using the Uber 

platform in the evenings, which proved a distraction from their studies. A further concern 

with a staff teacher in another school was the possibility that earning money might diminish 

students' commitment to their learning as they might feel “they're all right because they're 

earning money”. 

 

8.3 The gig economy and careers practice 

 

Staff interviewees were invited to give their own thoughts on the gig economy, careers for 

young people, and the appearance of the gig economy in their work. I observed three main 

themes in their words: wanting to find out and deliver more information about the gig 

economy in their institutions; feeling unprepared to address the gig economy in their work; 

and feeling constrained by the limitations of the school or college systems (and wider 

education system) in which they operated. There was also a notable absence of feelings 

expressed that platform work could feature as a staple of career for young people. 
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8.3.1 Absence of references to careers in the gig economy 

 

Few of the staff expressed feeling that young people would make a career out of the work. 

This question was not asked directly, but the absence of this idea is noticeable and 

outnumbered by the concerns outlined in the previous section. Most articulated the gig 

economy's usefulness in terms of part-time work, extra money, or income while studying – 

much the same as their students. One interviewee suggested that it could provide a 

“healthy freelance lifestyle”, but it was balanced with reservations about “the lack of trade 

union support” (Head of Sixth Form, SA1). One teacher stated that the gig economy was 

“not sustainable for an individual” as a full-time job, or that he did not see it as being “a long 

term, stable employment for someone”, going on to say that “it doesn’t have any career 

prospects” (Business teacher, SA2).  

 

 

8.3.2 Wanting to be better informed 

 

Most of the interviewees expressed that they would like to be able to inform students about 

the gig economy. One participant said that the gig economy “will be massive in the future” 

and that she felt that it was an “area of development” for her (Careers coordinator, SA3). 

Some practitioners expressed a feeling that they did not feel informed enough to discuss the 

gig economy, with one saying, “I don’t fully understand myself what it is” (Careers 

coordinator, FE2). This is supported by the survey data (see Section 7.3.5), in which some 

careers professionals said that they did not feel informed enough to comment on some of 

the questions to do with platform work. Several of the practitioners who were interviewed 

felt that they wanted to know more – either to pass on awareness of this aspect of the 

labour market, or having the knowledge to give guidance on the gig economy.  

It became clear, too, that the level of digital competence was not the same across careers 

professionals. In two state schools, the careers coordinators expressed that they felt 

uncertain about their digital skills. One said that she does not feel “savvy” enough with 

technology to teach digital career skills in detail, although she sometimes discusses it with 

them individually (Careers coordinator, SA2), while another said that she is “self-taught in 
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technology”, or that when necessary, the “kids show [her]” how to use it (Careers 

coordinator, SA4). This contrasts with the survey data, in which 96% of respondents at least 

somewhat agreed that they felt comfortable using technology, and used it in careers work. 

This could mean that the interviewees were exceptions, or that the line of questioning itself 

generated uncertainty around their own skills. Furthermore, two staff members who were 

interviewed in a state school (IT and Business teachers, BE) expressed feeling that there was 

a gap between their own knowledge about new technologies (particularly platforms) and 

that of their students. One commented, “sometimes feel that they're a little bit ahead of 

you. [You’re] playing catch up” (I.T. teacher, SA2). 

 

 

8.3.3 Feeling constrained by the curriculum 

 

There were a number of ways in which staff participants felt constrained in the school 

context, feeling that this impacted on potential learning about the gig economy among 

students. Some staff felt that they wanted to include platform work as a topic in some way 

as part of a careers programme or as part of the curriculum, but there were factors that 

they felt inhibited this. One theme seemed to be the limitations imposed by the school 

curriculum. One careers coordinator felt that there was insufficient time in the curriculum to 

include digital skills (SA2). She also felt concerned that teachers were not equipped to 

deliver careers in the curriculum, and “hear[s] teachers giving opinions” rather than being 

impartial (Careers coordinator, SA2). Though this is a tangential point, it illustrates the lack 

of buy-in from other staff members that can impact the scope for delivering information 

about the gig economy, either through the careers practitioner’s programme or through 

curriculum teaching.  

Among leadership or teaching staff, the age and content of the curriculum were mentioned 

as concerns by four participants in three different organisations. A head of sixth form 

working in an academy said that the curriculum itself “is vintage” (Head of Sixth Form, SA1). 

This was echoed by two subject teachers in another state school, stating that particularly 

their subjects (IT and Business Studies) change quickly, and “there needs to be a review 

probably every couple of years” (I.T. teacher, SA2). This participant went on to explain that 
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this problem was being amplified by a Computer Science programme that has replaced 

practical IT skills with specific programming knowledge. Another participant strongly felt 

that this would leave many students without the necessary digital skills to navigate the 

modern working world or perform “standard jobs” (I.T. teacher, SA3). To these 

interviewees, it seemed that the curriculum is unable to keep up with rapid new 

technological developments more generally, but which include platform work.  

 

8.4 Conclusion 

 

The interviews with staff and careers professionals supported the survey data from both 

students and careers professionals, showing that there were few encounters with young 

people using platforms to earn money. Their knowledge seemed mainly anecdotal about 

students’ use. As in the survey, interviewees seemed to want to know more about the gig 

economy. While there was some enthusiasm for platform work as a new mode of working, 

as with the students it was usually expressed as a side activity and rarely as a central feature 

of career. When asked about their opinions regarding platform work, the interviewees 

revealed reservations that were similar to those of young people, mainly related to security 

and safety. There were a few concerns specific to careers professionals and/or staff; there 

were occasionally concerns about platform work’s potential to disrupt school focus. 

Additionally, careers professionals articulated feeling unprepared and underinformed to 

address this part of the labour market with their students. 

These chapters have presented the four datasets collected through student and staff 

questionnaires and interviews. In all cases, concrete knowledge about platforms was 

limited, and there were similar sets of concerns about platform work across groups. Though 

there were some variations, there was much uncertainty and ambivalence regarding the gig 

economy and its potential role in careers. People in all groups expressed concerns about 

security and safety (though sometimes there was a different emphasis with staff and 

careers professionals), and rarely thought about platform work in terms of long-term 

careers. Students and careers professionals alike mainly considered platform work to be 

more a form of casual work to earn extra money alongside more stable work. 
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The next chapter will explore the students’ thinking more deeply, describing the reasoning 

process behind their conclusions and linking it to wider discussions about the gig economy, 

careers literature, work quality, and vocational psychology.  
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CHAPTER 9: DISCUSSION 
 

The findings in this study show a complex range of concerns regarding platform work among 

both young people and staff. Although some of the student interview data has been 

presented in a binary opposition of “good” and “bad” qualities, the situation seemed more 

nuanced than simply weighing up the pros and cons. The schematic diagram presented in 

Figure 6.1 was organised to reflect this, showing a mixture of qualities that existed 

sometimes in tension with each other – such as flexibility and insecurity. The inferential 

layers that I derived from the interview data imply a deep level of (partly subconscious) 

reasoning that involved other schemas. This points to an interaction between multiple 

factors for the students, which I attempt to model in this chapter.  

First, I examine the findings in comparison with other empirical work on platform work 

participation, to contextualise the findings. I argue that the students seemed not using 

platforms much compared with the rest of the population, and that this could be because 

they did not know about it, but also because at this stage in their careers, many may not 

have urgent need to earn money. 

Then I propose that students’ disqualification of platform was reflexive, or part of an 

intuitive, subconscious process that was guided by their socially constructed schemas for 

careers, and by their self-concepts or identities. I argue that this follows Hodkinson et al.’s 

(1996) model of careership, which shows a complex interaction between personal, social, 

and circumstantial factors.  

The qualities that students perceived to be undesirable or missing from platform work, such 

as security and connection and support, are considered in the literature to be key 

motivators of work (for example, Blustein, 2013; Duffy et al., 2016). These missing qualities 

have been addressed in detail in academic literature on the gig economy (see Section 2.1.4). 

Students were able to intuit and articulate these problems, it seemed without any prior 

thinking about platform work. I propose that platform work in their eyes did not fulfil 

expectations of work quality, owing to these key absences. I conclude that it was therefore 

relegated to a supplemental, or ancillary use – good for extra money or between jobs, or 
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even tangential career uses such as gaining experience for the CV – but not for a main 

career. 
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9.1 Use of platform work 

 

A primary aim of this research was to add detail to knowledge about the use of platforms in 

the 16-19 age group, as existing research groups young people into 16-24 or 18-24 age 

categories (for example, Pesole et al., 2018; Huws et al., 2019b). It was important to focus 

on a smaller age range while still in the context of school to see whether there existed a 

need for more guidance or labour market information (LMI) about the gig economy, and 

whether the careers professionals were meeting (or had the capacity to meet) that need. 

The results from the survey and interviews suggested that students were using platforms to 

earn a little extra money, but not thinking of it as a serious endeavour.  

 

9.1.1 Limited platform use 

 

The survey revealed that use of platforms among students was low. A significant minority 

were using retail platforms to sell items, but less than the general population. 11% were 

selling on eBay and 6% on Depop (see Section 5.1.2), compared with 55.1% reported in 

Huws et al. (2019a) among the whole population of the United Kingdom. Labour platform 

use was even less common among students at <1% (see Section 5.1.2). This figure is 

significantly lower than participation in the general population; Huws et al. (2019a) reported 

that 9.6% of the whole population were using labour platforms to earn money at least once 

a week in 2019. The figure found in this study is also lower than participation shown in 

younger age brackets in large scale studies. Huws et al. (2019a) reported that almost a third 

of all platform workers were between 16 and 24, yet hardly any of the age group of mostly 

16- to 18-year-olds in this study were using labour platforms. Although this study is not 

representative of the whole population, the scarcity of platform work among this age group 

suggests that most of the labour platform earners in the 16 - 24 age category are actually 

more likely to be between 19 and 24. The survey of careers professionals confirms the low 

incidence of platform work reported among the students. While the gig economy had come 

up sometimes as a topic in class time and guidance sessions, there were very few incidences 
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of careers professionals encountering students using platforms to earn money themselves 

(see Sections 7.2 and 8.1).  

There may be a number of reasons for the low participation on labour platforms and higher 

rate of retail platform use. Some are explored from 9.2 onwards in a deeper discussion of 

the interview data, as the themes point to inherent qualities in platform work that were 

unattractive to students. It could also be because they did not know about it (see next 

section) or because they did not need it or had other priorities (see Section 9.1.3). 

 

9.1.2 Not knowing about platform work 

 

Students in the survey and interviews did not know very much about platform work. This 

may be a consequence of its absence in the careers programme and lack of knowledge 

among careers advisers (both of which were reported to be the case by careers practitioners 

in the survey and interviews). Only 10.5% of respondents were aware of the term “gig 

economy” (see Section 5.2). The lack of awareness of the term could mean that respondents 

were not thinking about platform work as a discrete category of work, even if they knew 

about some platforms. Respondents were rarely familiar with more than a few platforms, 

and only eBay, Uber, and Deliveroo were known by more than 50% of respondents. Very 

few survey respondents reported earning money through labour platforms of any kind. The 

lack of engagement with platform work among students is reflected in the survey of careers 

professionals, which showed that respondents had rarely discussed the gig economy with 

students in guidance sessions or in class time (see Section 7.2.5). As most other research 

focuses on patterns among platform users, not perceptions among the general population, 

it is unclear how their level of knowledge compares with that of the general population 

over-18s, or a wider sample from this age category. 

Students’ lack of knowledge could also be owed to a combination of lack of engagement 

with current affairs (which is where the term “gig economy” was coined and persists), a lack 

of information gained from school, and/or lack of discussion with careers professionals. The 

latter two possibilities are supported by results from this study. Among interviewees, none 

had spoken about platforms with their careers advisers, and only business students spoke 
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about discussing platform work in class time (see Section 6.1.4), but there was little 

discussion reported among students in other groups. This, together with the careers 

professionals’ reports that they had rarely engaged students in discussion about platform 

work, indicates that while there may be some discussion about platform work in Business 

classes, there is little formal teaching about it in careers programmes. Indeed, many careers 

professionals in the survey reported that they knew little about platform work and felt the 

need to be better informed (see Section 7.3.5). 

The scarcity of knowledge about platform work among students and staff may be seen as 

part of a wider labour market information (LMI) challenge. Labour market information 

(knowing what is “out there”) and knowing how to sift through, interpret, and apply such 

information to one’s own life circumstances can significantly impact career choices (Kumar 

& Arulmani, 2014). The question of what LMI is and the dynamics of sharing it with clients is 

not a straightforward one. Staunton and Rogosic (2021) propose that contrary to many 

popular assumptions about LMI, its acquisition involves “constructing personally situated 

knowledge about a subject which is politically and ideologically contested”. This is 

particularly true of platform work, which – as I have discussed in Chapter 2 – sits in a wider 

context of insecurity and underemployment. It is also highly heterogenous, with some 

definitional complexities (Vallas & Schor, 2020). Owing to these factors and to rapid change 

in the landscape of platform work, it could be difficult for careers professionals and 

individuals exploring their careers to define, find out, and make decisions about platform 

work. It could also be tricky for careers professionals to decide whether it is ethical to 

mention platform work, given the concerns expressed by some around security and safety. 

Watts (1981/2015) points out that the informal economies can be hard to identify and 

include in careers education and LMI provision. Platform work could fall into the “black”, 

“hidden”, or “underground” economy (Watts, 1981, p. 27) because some people do not 

declare their income. It may also fall into the self-employed part of the formal economy. 

The latter can be similarly hard to address in traditional forms of LMI in formal educational 

settings because schools often follow a linear route of progression and prioritise traditional 

qualifications. Watts (1981/2015) observes that self-employment has often been 

overlooked in careers education programmes. More recently, enterprise activity has gained 



210 
 
 

 

some traction, but self-employment may fall between categories of careers and enterprise 

education. Jones and Iredale (2010) observe that there is a lack of clarity around what 

enterprise education is, which could contribute to the problem of platform work’s lack of 

inclusion in formal curricula. 

Another complicating factor is the relatively restricted nature of teachers’ and career 

development professionals’ influence on the syllabus and the timetable. A theme in 

interviews with careers and staff was the sense of feeling constrained by institutional 

factors (see Section 8.3.3). This may be arising from the relatively limited scope of many 

careers programmes, which schools have needed to incorporate without much support or 

any additional funding. Additionally, research has found numerous challenges associated 

with career learning in a wider sense in schools and colleges (the Educational component of 

CEIAG), and LMI can be uncoordinated across subjects in schools (Chadderton & Edmonds, 

2014). While in principle, integration of learning about different modes of work, including 

platform work, could be approached jointly with Business teachers and careers staff, this 

may rarely be possible. These complexities around LMI and CEIAG delivery could contribute 

to the absence of knowledge about platform work among student participants.  

Instead, students’ exposure to platforms usually came about through friends and family, or 

by seeing its presence in their environments (see Section 6.1). These kinds of LMI sources 

are useful because they extend the range of young people’s knowledge beyond the 

curriculum, and can be “more compelling than formal academic learning” as it may feel 

more relevant (Barnes et al., 2011, p. 79). LMI literature suggests that informal sources such 

as home environments or peer groups can often be significant (for example, Greenbank & 

Hepworth, 2008). They can also be imperfect because of the limited knowledge of such 

sources, inaccuracies, biases, and possibly limited critical skills to evaluate them among its 

recipients (Greenbank & Hepworth, 2008). Exposure through peers and family seems 

unlikely to contribute to a broad range of knowledge about platform work; instead, it might 

result in irregular knowledge about a few specific platforms. 

Students’ interest in platform work may have been affected by a predominance of 

knowledge about low-skill platforms, with little awareness of the full range of platform work 

available. The heterogeneity of gig work means that there is a wide range of platform work 
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of varying quality and skill-levels (Kalleberg & Dunn, 2016). Students were mostly unaware 

of high-skill platforms that have, for example, better trade-offs between security and 

autonomy. They mostly knew about Uber and Deliveroo, which are often unfavourably 

presented in the press and are low skill with a high degree of control over workers. 

Students’ views of platforms may have been less favourable as a result. 

From a theoretical perspective, the incompleteness of their knowledge may have 

contributed to a limit on the horizon of action of young people. Hodkinson et al. (1996) 

propose that the horizon of action is created partly by ideas about what is widely acceptable 

within a set of culturally derived possibilities. They also argue that other contextual factors 

can play a part, such as their environment and the people in young people’s lives. Students, 

who knew other people earning through retail platforms and occasionally on labour 

platforms, never mentioned knowing friends or family who were working on online, non-

physically located platforms such as freelancing platforms. Without this key piece of 

information, which might have somewhat raised the status of the work in their eyes, 

platform work may have clashed all the more sharply with their self-image (see Section 9.4). 

 

9.1.3 Not needing platforms or having other priorities 

 

A further reason why students were not using labour platforms could be because at this age, 

the need to earn money is not as urgent (for most) while they are still living at home. Young 

people at school and FE college still usually live with caregivers, without many of the 

financial responsibilities that arise later, when they pursue higher education or training, or 

leave home and start work. For many students, there may not be a need to earn extra 

money, depending on the willingness (and capacity) of parents to buy new clothes, pay for 

mobile phones, and provide an allowance. In research conducted by UKCES, Conlon et al. 

(2015) found that some students expressed that they had no need to take on work because 

they had adequate financial support from their parents. In interviews in this study, platform 

work was mainly seen as a practical tool, something to be used when it was needed. While 

students identified a number of groups of people for whom platform work might be useful – 

groups who might be needful of such work, such as homeless people, unemployed, or 
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people whose life patterns would not suit conventional employment – they did not put 

themselves in the category of people who might need it (see Sections 6.4.2 and 6.4.3). 

The lack of participation could also reflect the broader decline in young people’s 

participation in Saturday jobs. Figures from the Office for National Statistics show that the 

number of students who have never had a job has grown since 2008, while analysis of the 

Labour Force Survey shows that the number of 16-24-year-olds who have never worked has 

almost doubled since 1999 (Gardiner, 2020). This contrasts with findings by Foster et al., 

(2020) that half of the over 16 age group is working in paid employment alongside studies. 

The higher rate could be explained by variations in the smaller sample in that study. 

By comparison, the low-effort activity of casual retail platform use could provide students 

with a means to find a small income that was unavailable before, but without the time and 

energy cost of working – and with additional flexibility. One of the most cited benefits of 

platform work in interviews was its ease and convenience (see Section 6.3.1). It may be that 

selling unwanted items is replacing the Saturday job for some young people in bringing extra 

spending money. 

These results may reflect the increased pressure on young people in their final years of 

school or college education. Conlon et al. (2015) show that by far the most common reason 

for not taking on work among 16- and 17-year-olds is to concentrate on studies. It may also 

be a consequence of the increased pressures in education. Research indicates that the 

impact on stress levels and motivation among young people may have increased in the last 

decade owing to increased pressure on schools to meet accountability requirements. Stubbs 

(2022) suggests the (re)introduction of linear testing as one cause for the rising stress 

among young people in school. Emotional wellbeing and motivation are severely impacted 

by an increasingly target-driven school curriculum and examination system (Hutchings, 

2015). This may explain the wider decline in interest in working while studying at school or 

college. Educational institutions also often discourage working and limit the number of 

hours that students can spend working (Conlon et al., 2015). In this study, a few of the adult 

interview participants expressed a concern that excessive platform work could distract from 

students’ studies (see Sections 8.2.2). 
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Despite the overall decline in Saturday jobs, some student interviewees in one group 

mentioned that they were working in addition to studying – but not on platforms (see 

Section 6.2.3). While the evidence for this is limited as this was mentioned in passing, the 

presence of two students in one interview group who were doing termtime work, combined 

with the absence of any labour platform work in interviews, could indicate a lack of interest 

in labour platforms compared with part-time employment. The following sections will 

explore why that might be. Evidence from interviews with students shows a distinct set of 

characteristics of platform work that students found unattractive, with positive 

characteristics that were insufficiently attractive to make up for them. 

 

 

9.2 Disqualifying platform work: a reasoning model 

 

My analysis of the qualitative data showed a number of ways in which platform work did 

not satisfy the requirements of students’ definitions of career, nor for acceptable work for 

themselves. The schema diagram in Chapter 6 (Figure 6.1) shows students’ perceived 

characteristics and conclusions about platform work. Schemas are considered to be a 

feature of cognitive reasoning. They help to make sense of the world by producing 

representational models of qualities of and relationships between phenomena (see Section 

2.2.3). Figure 6.1 represents students’ schema for platform work derived from the themes 

from interviews. However, it also represents two levels of inferences, which I propose are 

part of a process of reasoning about platform work. The first level of inferences concerns 

the concrete characteristics of platform work drawn from their knowledge schemas of 

platform work, such as its short-term nature, convenience, and insecurity. I identified a 

second level of inferences which were made as part of an evaluative process. Second level 

inferences represent students’ conclusions about the suitability of platform work for career 

and for self.  Figure 9.1 shows this reasoning process. 
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Figure 9.1: Model of students’ evaluation of suitability of platform work 

 

Figure 9.1 represents how the perceived qualities of platform work were filtered through 

other schemas in young people’s thought processes, arriving at the second level inferences 

about its suitability for themselves and for their careers. Each structural element in the 

model (Perceived qualities of platform work; Definition of career; and Self-concept) 

represents a distinct schema. The second-level inferences – conclusions of unsuitability – 

suggest that schemas for platform work did not match students’ definitions of work that 

was appropriate for long-term careers, or match their self-image. 

This unconscious ruling-out action and the themes derived from interviews suggests that 

there were two sets of incompatible rule sets – or schematic incompatibilities. Self and 
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career schemas seemed to be at odds with platform work (at least in terms of considering it 

as a main occupation). These are explored in more detail in sections 9.3 and 9.4. In terms of 

process, however, there are some implications for how occupational choices are 

formulated. 

 

9.2.1 Socially constructed schemas 

 

Although I have not explicitly mapped the social, contextual elements on to the process, 

they are still necessarily present because schemas are partly social. They are produced in 

response to environments (Bandura, 1986) and within fields (Bourdieu, 1990). Patton and 

McMahon (2006a), in their systems theory, illustrate this interactivity and permeability, 

which they term “recursiveness”. This echoes Hodkinson et al.’s (1996) notion of reflexivity 

– the position of the individual as both influenced by and co-creator of fields. In this project, 

similarly to Hodkinson et al.’s (1996) young people and consistently with Patton and 

McMahon’s (2006a; 2006b) framework, the students demonstrated a complex interaction 

between personal and external, social factors. The interaction between schemas in this 

project that I derived from interview data demonstrate that recursiveness, or reflexivity.  

Bourdieu’s (1990) notion of fields seems most prominent in the interviews when students 

were thinking of how their careers advisers might react if the students were to consider 

platform work. The students were not considering platform work themselves, and some 

even felt that a careers adviser would not take it seriously. This illustrates how the status of 

platform work is perceived in the Bourdieusian career “field”, contributing to the horizon of 

action. Additionally, students’ sense that it could be good for other groups but not 

themselves illustrated a comparison and awareness of themselves within fields. Status in 

occupations, while not often explicitly mentioned in interviews, was implicit in that 

exclusion but qualified acceptance for others. Status can be thought of as a set of social 

rules about what is and is not acceptable work relative to a person’s socio-economic 

position. In the reasoning model, status may be considered a component of the self-schema 

and contribute to defining what is career-suitable work. Students’ reports of parents’ and 
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peers’ opinions about platform work, status-related notions about platform work, and their 

suppositions about how they might expect a careers adviser to respond to requests for 

platform information all point to a socially constructed schema for platform work and career 

definition.  

 

9.2.2 Outside the horizon for action 

 

The reasoning process illustrated in Figure 9.1 demonstrates a process that is at once 

internal, referring to a sense of self and students’ own ideas about suitable careers, and 

external. It is socially and culturally derived, because their self and career schemas are 

developed within their contexts and in discourse with people, institutions, and 

environments. Concepts of career, as I have discussed in Chapter 2, are culturally and 

situated and derived (McCash et al., 2021). The model demonstrates Hodkinson et al.’s 

(1996) careership theory, in that students’ reasoning was not just based on outcomes but 

demonstrated a host of factors, many of which were subconscious such as self-concepts. 

Hodkinson et al. (1996) recognise the presence of schemas as structural components of 

consciousness. They make a vital point that is rarely articulated in careers literature but (as I 

have touched upon in Section 2.2.3) is prominent in cognitive science: that much decision-

making is not conscious. Many decisions are made intuitively (Kahneman, 2003; 2013). This 

follows Giddens’ (1984) distinction between practical and discursive consciousness: 

subconscious knowledge, and that which it is possible to articulate, respectively. Although 

the interview format brought the topic of platform work into discursive consciousness, the 

practically conscious aspects of students’ thinking became evident through some of the 

associated themes, such as their thinking that platform work could be good for other 

people. This information revealed a distinction related to self-concept that might not have 

emerged through direct questioning. Students’ schemas for work, career, and self resulted 

in a categorical organisation of platform work as “not-career” work, but suitable for certain 

ancillary purposes such as extra money. When considered as a career, it was organised as 

“not-for-self”, but possibly “others”. The apparent absence of prior consideration of 
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platform work for themselves, but an existing awareness of specific platforms, implies a 

disqualification of the work before it became a conscious option. In careership terms, it was 

simply not part of their horizon for action (Hodkinson et al., 1996; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 

1997; Hodkinson, 2009).  

The rhetoric of the gig economy follows the type of technically rational, individualistic, skills-

oriented logic critiqued by Hodkinson et al. (1996) and others, such as Roberts (1997) and 

MacDonald (2011). The empowerment language of choice and autonomy both within the 

platform economy and by subsequent policy echoes that which surrounded the youth 

training credits scheme that was the focus of Hodkinson et al.’s (1996) study. The youth 

training scheme, they argue, was based on the assumption that the artificial creation of a 

market for training would result in more and better qualifications, and therefore solve 

problems of youth transitions. Yet as their research shows, it was not enough simply to 

create the market and assume that there would be a straightforward, predictable outcome, 

because the young people had their own interests and motivations, interacted with 

different stakeholders, and experienced unexpected turns of circumstance that interfered 

with the apparent logic of the programme (Hodkinson et al., 1996). In this study, the 

students showed similar reasoning, in that there were multiple factors at work such as 

incompatibilities with identity and social factors that made the work unappealing – as well 

as reasonable concerns about work quality. 

 

9.3 Unsuitable for career 

 

Students in interviews rarely thought that anyone could make a career out of platform 

work, and never expressed feeling that they could do so themselves. While there were some 

peripheral uses that they could see for it for themselves, or ways in which it could be 

instrumental to career (see Section 6.5.3 and 9.5), they did not consider it suitable for work 

that could be central to career (see Section 6.5). There was consequently a lack of 

enthusiasm in some participants to have a careers adviser address platform work in their 

practice, because some saw platform work as being separate from career and therefore 

outside the role of the careers adviser to discuss (see Section 6.5.4). Some mentioned 
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reasons why it was not suitable for career, such as not being long term. At times they made 

an explicit distinction between platform work and a “proper” or “actual” work (see Section 

6.5.2).  

This distinction suggests that students’ schemas for platform work were incompatible with 

careers. The opinion of some participants that platform work was separate from career and 

from “actual” or “proper” work, and the sense that it was somehow outside the domain of 

the careers adviser, shows a clear delimitation around career. The results support the 

proposition that people rule out careers based on schemas for appropriate work, and that 

they do so automatically (Hodkinson, 1995; Hodkinson et al., 1996; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 

1997). Many interview participants in this study had not been exposed to much information 

around platform work or encountered it in class time (except some of the Business 

students). However, they were able to articulate opinions about platform work, coming to 

conclusions by drawing on their knowledge schemas from their limited exposure; from 

experiences as customers; and from discussions about the basic functioning of platform 

work at the start of interviews.  

 

9.3.1 Incompatibility with career schema 

 

It was possible to see participants’ career definitions and aspirations reflected in their 

rejection of platform work. The undesirable qualities that students found in platform work, 

and their rejection of it for their careers, can help to understand what students did consider 

suitable for career. Platform work was disqualified from their career considerations for 

being short term, financially unstable, and limited in scope, variation, and status. Those 

qualities, therefore, could be considered important features of career as their absence (to 

varying degrees) was important in their rejection of platform work. The diagram below 

shows a schema for features of work that is suitable for career, based on the absent 

features of platform work. 
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Figure 9.2: An extrapolation of students’ schemas for career-suitable work 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The schema in Figure 9.2, put together by extrapolating from the negative features of 

platform work in the eyes of interviewees, helps to understand how young people define 

career. This schema is speculative as it is the inverse of the qualitative themes that related 

to platform work, and the definition of career was not addressed directly with students. 

More research would be necessary to test the definition of career-suitable work. 

As I have suggested in the literature review, it can be challenging to approach the concept of 

career with young people directly, partly because some have expressed an aversion to the 

term “career”, which is considered a “teacher” term, and partly because their lack of 

experience in the workplace may mean that their ideas about career are still developing 

(Barnes et al., 2011; Moore & Hooley, 2012). Furthermore, it may be difficult for people to 

access their notions of career because they are based on a set of interrelated schemas. 

Career thinking is therefore partially automated, hidden in “practical consciousness”, while 

other aspects are explicit in “discursive consciousness” (Giddens, 1984; Hodkinson et al., 

1996). That is, some aspects of decisions are possible to express, while other aspects are 

influenced by subconscious reasoning and are tacit. This research managed to approach the 

tacit career definitions of young people by negation – illuminating what was desirable by 

providing an example of something that was undesirable. Defining career by negation could 

prove a useful tool for career development practice. 

 

Career-worthy work 

schema 

Long term 

Organisational support 

Progression opportunities Contact with others  

Appropriate status 

Financially stable 
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9.3.2 Determining schema by negation 

 

The negation exercise can be traced back to early methods of philosophical inquiry. 

Refutation has been used as a means of testing assumptions and beliefs, such as in Plato’s 

Socratic dialogues (Fink, 2012). The figure of Socrates refutes the other speaker’s false 

beliefs, often by eliminating inaccurate statements about a topic (Dutilh Novaes, 2022). In 

Vedic philosophical inquiry, the “neti-neti” approach is a form of philosophical and 

metaphysical inquiry, literally translated as “not this, not that” (Dasgupta, 1997, p. 368). Just 

as in some of the refutation techniques in Socratic dialogues, realisation of truth is arrived at 

through negation by discounting all possibilities and definitions of that which is not reality. 

Both techniques employ logical processes that frequently use the negative to identify the 

positive or real (or sometimes, in the case of Socratic dialogues, the limits of knowledge) 

(Scott, 2002). They offer ways to approach concepts that are intangible, abstract, and hard 

to define. In Vedic tradition, the dialectic process approaches the notion of reality itself; in 

Platonic discourse, concepts such as morality and justice. In cognitive psychology, these 

could be considered ways of accessing subconscious definitions by comparing and 

discarding that which is not congruent with the schema for a phenomenon. 

The negation approach could be equally useful for exploring career, which is a challenging 

concept to define as it is multifaceted, highly subjective, and culturally situated. In-depth 

exploration of careers can lead to more knowledge about desired careers, but so can 

identifying the undesirable qualities of specific work to arrive at what they find desirable. 

This is sometimes enacted in career counselling, in which the undesirable elements of an 

unsatisfactory work situation can be used to highlight wished-for career characteristics. 

Walker (2019) observes that it is easier for some clients to articulate the unwanted 

characteristics of their situation than to express what they do want at the start of career 

interventions. In this study, students may have developed clearer ideas about what a career 

is and what they wanted through the process of discounting a career in platform work.  
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9.3.3 Not onwards or upwards 

 

One question that arises from the students' career schema is how it compares with other 

career definitions. As Arnold (2011) has pointed out, there are comparatively few examples 

of how people define careers. However, as I have explored in Section 2.2.1, the definition of 

career in literature often has a progressive or temporal quality: careers unfold over time. 

One aspect of platform work highlighted by interview participants was its short-term, 

bounded nature. They saw it as part-time and temporary, and one interviewee excluded 

platform work from being in the remit of a careers adviser to discuss precisely because it 

was “not long term” (see Section 6.5.2). Another perceived shortcoming related to the 

temporality of career was the limited potential for progression. The idea of progression can 

be partly linked to organisational relationships and is explored more deeply in the next 

section.  

The sense expressed by participants of the work not “lead[ing] anywhere” shows an 

absence of what is often considered part of the essence of career: a progressive quality of 

career, which is often presented in careers literature as moving forward in life or through 

time (Reid, 2016; Arthur et al., 1989; Arnold, 2011; Watts, 1999/2015). Inkson and 

Amundson’s (2002) collection of career metaphors often emphasise the same sense of 

movement and progress. They find that career is often conceptualised as moving up ladders; 

moving forward on journeys; as stories (which are temporal, with a beginning and an end); 

or as growth. Yet as Hodkinson et al. (1996) observe in a critique of the concept of linear 

careers and career trajectories, oftentimes careers are not so linear. They are prone to 

chance, or changes of mind, or change owing to new experiences. Students seemed to 

subscribe to at least a version of the progressive definition of career, perhaps as Watts 

(1981) points out because the careers profession is geared towards presenting conventional 

employment routes. The linear career model is challenged by platform work. The flat, 

piecemeal format of many labour platforms and retail platforms means that the scope for 

movement can be curtailed, for a variety of reasons. As my analysis of the interview data 

shows, this was sensed by some participants, who felt that there was nowhere for them to 

go in platform work (see Section 6.3.2). 
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Furthermore, students’ view was mainly of retail and low-skill labour platforms because 

their exposure seemed to be limited to those kinds of work. This was primarily through their 

use as customers or awareness through their environments. Low-skill platforms are more 

limited in scope and offer fewer progression opportunities compared with high-skill 

freelancing platforms (Alvarez de la Vega et al., 2021; Wood, 2019). Students expressed that 

they might use platform work when they need it, but did not suggest that they would 

depend on it for the future, relegating platform work to a practical function (see Section 

6.4.1). They felt that it could be useful for university students and disadvantaged groups or 

those with differing needs, but hardly ever as a staple form of employment – usually it was 

for short-term, ad hoc work. This echoes the “short-term orientation” towards platform 

work found in Newlands’ (2022) study of migrant food delivery platforms workers in 

Norway, who saw platform work as an interim activity or stepping-stone before they 

achieved more stable, better-quality work. Consequently, one of the key features of career 

as it is often conceptualised – that sense of movement and progression – is often missing 

from platform work (see Section 9.3.2: Connection and support). This may have contributed 

to students’ lack of enthusiasm for platform work as a career option.   

 

9.3.4 Absence of career motivators 

 

Students’ lack of enthusiasm for long-term career work on platforms suggests that the 

relative freedom and flexibility offered by platform work was not attractive enough to 

tempt them away from the security, predictability, and supportive environment found in 

conventional work relationships. Motivational theories offer frameworks to understand how 

and why people make decisions, and are often applied to careers research and vocational 

psychology to form the foundations of guidance and counselling theory (Blustein, 2006; 

2013; Lent & Brown, 2013). This discussion uses categories formulated by Blustein (2013) 

and Blustein et al. (2016); Maslow’s (1954; 1971) hierarchy of needs; and Herzberg et al.’s 

(1959) two-factor theory to explain why platform work did not measure up to students’ 

notions of career-worthy work. As Lent and Brown (2013) suggest, I do not engage 

extensively with hierarchical aspects of Maslow’s work. Instead, it is more helpful to 
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consider the participants’ concerns against the categories in themselves without necessarily 

prioritising some needs over others. I argue that the concerns expressed by participants 

about platform work reveal absences of qualities that are critical to desirable work, thereby 

rendering the work unsuitable for long-term career in their eyes.  

Compared against Maslow’s hierarchy, and in students’ perceptions, platform work does not 

fulfil many needs and exhibits considerable deficiencies, according to the Psychology of 

Working Framework and Psychology of Working Theory (Blustein, 2006; Duffy et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, the needs that students anticipated would be fulfilled (such as autonomy) 

seemed to be of less importance than the ones that were not (such as security). Blustein et 

al. (2016) make an explicit link between work psychology, motivational theory, and decent 

work, proposing that the core needs articulated by earlier theorists are central to decent 

work. Decent work and its relationship to platform work are addressed in 9.3.3. This section 

explores some of the relevant needs articulated in motivational theory in relation to 

students’ views of platform work, because such features are central to work quality. These 

absences may have led them to discount platform work career because of their impact on 

quality. 

 

Mapping platform features against needs 

 

There are significant needs that platform work failed to offer in the eyes of students, which 

can be compared with the needs articulated in motivational and career theories. Table 9.1 

maps the negative characteristics of platform work perceived by students against the 

relevant needs articulated by Maslow (1954), Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two factors, and 

Blustein’s psychology of working theory (2006; 2013).  
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Table 9.1: Lack of need fulfilment in platform work 

Negative 

characteristics of 

platform work 

Need 

(Maslow, 1954) 

Need 

(Herzberg et al., 

1959) 

Need 

(Blustein, 2006; 2013) 

Financial insecurity Physiological; safety Hygiene Survival 

Lack of organisational 

support 

Belonging; esteem Hygiene Social connection and 

contribution 

Lack of progression Esteem; cognitive; 

self-actualisation 

Growth Self determination 

Low status Esteem Growth Contribution; self-

determination 

Threat to physical 

safety (sometimes) 

Safety Hygiene Survival 

 

Table 9.1 shows that the negative or missing characteristics of platform work fail to fulfil 

critical needs articulated by Maslow (1954), Herzberg et al. (1959), and Blustein (2006; 

2013). Although Lent and Brown (2013) suggest that Maslow’s theorised needs need not be 

thought about in a hierarchical way, it may be that the most basic survival and safety needs 

must be met before the more abstract career needs such as progression and status can be 

pursued. Furthermore, several perceived negative characteristics of platform work fall into 

Herzberg’s deficiency categories, meaning that some of the main absent features could 

actively contribute to dissatisfaction in work. 

By contrast, the positive features of platform work seem to fulfil less urgent need 

categories, and do not always provide the growth factors theorised by Herzberg et al. 

(1959). Table 9.2 maps the positive features that students found to be in platform work 

against the relevant needs. 
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Table 9.2: Need fulfilment in platform work 

Positive characteristics 

of platform work 

Need 

(Maslow, 1954) 

Need 

(Herzberg et al., 

1959) 

Need 

(Blustein, 2013) 

Autonomy Esteem; cognitive; 

self-actualisation 

Growth Self-determination 

Flexibility [physiological in some 

circumstances] 

[Hygiene in some 

circumstances] 

Self-determination 

Accessibility [physiological in some 

circumstances] 

[Hygiene in some 

circumstances] 

[Survival in some 

circumstances] 

 

Table 9.2 shows that the main existing features of platform work expressed by student 

participants address only a few key need categories, whereas there are some critical need 

categories that are not fulfilled by platform work. Most importantly, provision for basic 

needs relating to material security (which satisfies physiological needs such as shelter and 

food) and social needs (such as belonging and esteem) is missing from student participants’ 

perceptions of platform work. This absence in several need groups could explain why 

participants were not considering platform work as a long-term option, and furthermore 

why most people seem to use platforms on a casual, stop-gap, or supplementary basis, as 

has emerged from large scale empirical research (Huws et al., 2019a). The following sections 

discuss the main two categories that were the most prominent in interviews: Security and 

safety, and connection and support. I argue that these are critical to notions of quality work, 

contributing to the case made in academic literature to expand the notion of decent work to 

include both material and psychological needs (Blustein et al., 2016; Duffy et al., 2016). 

 

Security and safety 

 

Motivational theory acknowledges the core importance of work security for health and 

happiness. Maslow’s (1954; 1971) hierarchy of needs positions safety and shelter needs as 

requirements that must be satisfied before people can consider more abstract needs and 

preferences in life. The foundational layers of needs are presented as “deficiency” factors, 
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while the upper layers are presented as "growth” factors (Maslow, 1971). While as Lent and 

Brown (2013) point out that the hierarchical aspects of Maslow’s theory are not necessarily 

always applicable, survival needs are fundamentally present in the search for acceptable 

work. Building on Maslow’s work, Herzberg et al. (1959) build on Maslow’s work to produce 

“hygiene” and “motivating” factors. Both fundamentally cast some factors as being 

indispensable to wellbeing. Blustein (2019), in a more recent construction, uses “survival 

and power” as a main need category based on qualitative research about people’s work 

experiences and orientation. The findings from this study are consistent with the idea that 

survival needs are often critical to the search for suitable work. Survey data showed that the 

most desirable feature that platforms could offer was guaranteed income or hours. Coupled 

with the recurrent theme of uncertainty in interviews, this indicates that there was a 

survival and security concern about platform work for the students – not just whether they 

would earn enough, but also associated concerns such as predictability and consistency. 

Overwhelmingly, the most cited theme in interviews with students was the lack of financial 

security (described in Section 6.3.2). This supports other literature on the subject of suitable 

quality work. Williams et al. (2020), using large-scale survey data of working adults, 

observed that job security is among the most important features of good work among 

respondents. Evidence also points to the harmful health effects of the lack of security, 

finding links between experiences of precarious work and problems in mental and physical 

wellbeing (Underhill & Quinlan, 2011; Quinlan, 2016). The uncertainty in platform work may 

therefore have an impact on motivation to do it. Avram (2020) has shown in an 

experimental study that people are less likely to work when there is uncertainty about the 

availability of work. In light of this, the inherent instability in platform work could be a 

fundamentally demotivating feature. The preoccupation with stability among participants in 

this project seems to support this interpretation. 

These findings also support existing research on young people’s preferences for work. 

Research by the UWS-Oxfam partnership revealed that security was one of the most highly 

valued qualities in work among focus groups of 13- to 17-year-olds in Scotland (Simpson et 

al., 2016). One question is whether the concern over security may be particularly acute for 

young people. Barnes et al. (2011) suggest that young people’s notion of career is often 
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financially focused because they are just starting to think about their futures and have little 

awareness of other work characteristics yet. They propose that attention to other factors 

develops as they mature. While participants in this study were concerned with the material 

aspect of platform work, they primarily seemed to be concerned about the reliability and 

predictability of the income rather than the quantity (see Section 6.3.2). This is reflected in 

some research on adolescents’ definitions of career success. Wealth accumulation for its 

own sake is sometimes associated with success (for example Wilhsson et al., 2017) – but not 

always. Other studies find that themes about money were more to do with financial 

independence, a comfortable life, and security (Hoskins & Barker, 2017; Joos, 2003). 

In this study, while some students expressed that one would be unlikely to earn much 

money on platforms, the main focus was on the consequences, not the absolute earning 

capacity. Some were quick to point out that without certainty about how much work would 

be available on a platform, they could not rely on the income. One student felt that the 

unreliability of income would leave her unable to plan. Some also felt that they might be left 

waiting for a job with nothing to do in the meantime, and not earning money while they 

were waiting. This has been shown to be an accurate perception in most cases of platform 

work. Uber drivers, for example, spend time waiting between fares, and are not 

compensated for that time (Jacobs & Reich, 2020; The App Drivers and Couriers Union, n.d.). 

The lack of certainty of demand is also a challenge of work on retail platforms. The retail 

model was sometimes seen as a more helpful way to earn money because there was less 

time and effort involved – but as some students pointed out, there was still no guarantee 

that items would sell. Overall, participants’ financial focus was less on the limited earning 

potential or low wages (though this was occasionally mentioned), and more on the 

unreliability of the work. The rejection of uncertainty may be a pragmatic response to work 

that could not be relied upon to satisfy critical survival needs. 

It was unclear whether students were equally put off by self-employment or the idea of 

entrepreneurship. The lack of compensation during work time, insecurity, and potentially 

low wages are present in self-employment as well. Hamilton (2000), in a comparison 

between self-employed and employed wages observes that the earnings of self-employed 

entrepreneurs appear significantly lower than their capacity to earn in standard 
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employment, noting a “willingness to sacrifice substantial earnings in exchange for 

nonpecuniary benefits” (p. 629). Among student participants in this study, however, 

uncertainty of income seemed to be a gamble that many participants were not willing to 

take, even in exchange for the flexibility that is leveraged as a motivator by many platform 

organisations. 

Platforms present flexibility in exchange for security, as apps can be used (or not) at any 

time. Student interviewees liked the idea of flexibility and having control over their own 

working hours, feeling that it was convenient and that it could be picked up when they liked 

(see Section 6.3.1). They perceived platform work to fit around study or other activities and 

sometimes appreciated the lack of pressure to commit to the work. However, among 

interviewees in this study, the need for flexibility still did not seem to be as critical as the 

need for stability (or other features of traditional employment, such as progression and 

support). They were not eager to think of platform work as a long-term option, despite its 

flexibility and convenience – rather, they limited its role to earning on the side (see Section 

6.4.1). This analysis supports conjecture by Simpson et al. (2016) that young workers value 

work flexibility because they need to balance work with study; they do not necessarily 

intrinsically value flexibility. Indeed, one of the main uses that interviewees could see for 

platform work was to earn money as a student. Other uses were theoretically possible, but 

the side-gig while studying was the closest that students ever came to claiming platform 

work for themselves. Otherwise, its flexibility seemed insufficient to compensate for the 

other shortcomings. 

Taylor (2017) proposes that work ought to be kept as flexible as possible to suit different 

needs. However, platforms may offer a poor trade-off between security and flexibility, 

particularly when compared with ordinary self-employment. There is mounting empirical 

evidence to show that many people lack the choice that flexible work contexts are meant to 

supply. Many would prefer more stability or more hours than is available. For example, 

using a comparison of large-scale from surveys of alternative work arrangements, Boeri et 

al. (2020) find that many people choose such platform work because they want flexibility – 

but they are also more likely to want more hours than people who are in conventional self-

employment. The most common reason for not working more hours was lack of availability 
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of work (Boeri et al., 2020). (This could indicate that on some platforms - and/or some 

geographical locations - there may not be enough demand to provide work for the entire 

population of workers, or potentially high competition between workers). Research 

suggests that flexibility does seem to be a desirable quality among young people who 

choose to take platform work, but lack of security remains a consistent challenge among 

those in alternative work arrangements even among those who choose that lifestyle. 

Research commissioned by the Nordic Council of Ministers, studying the results from 

interviews with young people in alternative work arrangements, shows that “the 

relationship between individual freedom and individual insecurity seems to be a challenging 

balancing act for many of the solo self-employed” (Nielsen et al., 2019, p. 12). 

From a motivational perspective, flexibility could fulfil needs such as autonomy or even 

basic physiological/security needs where people have specific requirements for flexibility. It 

was evident from interviews that students perceived this because they appreciated the 

control that flexibility could give them, and they also mentioned a range of groups for whom 

flexibility might be useful. Indeed empirical evidence seems to point to positive effects of 

flexibility on wellbeing in some circumstances (Costa et al., 2006; Moen et al., 2016). But 

flexibility is not necessarily beneficial in all circumstances, particularly when it is a mask for 

insecurity. Researchers have found significant differences in experiences between people 

who live with voluntary and involuntary flexibility in their work, with higher levels of stress 

and burnout among those who are forced to accept flexibility, for example “just-in-time” 

workers (Benach & Muntaner, 2007; Kaduk et al., 2019), which is how the platform 

economy is sometimes characterised. Flexibility, therefore, can be another type of precarity.  

Even in a self-employed career that does not take place in the platform economy, the 

individual experiences a trade-off between flexibility and security. However, the trade-offs 

can be less favourable on some digital platforms. Kalleberg and Dunn’s (2016) analysis of 

worker control on platforms suggests that the central factor in the trade-off is relational, 

determined by the level of control exerted by platforms on worker behaviour, work 

patterns, networks. This control is often more than if workers are engaged in offline self-

employed work (see Section 2.1.4), offering a poor return for insecurity, particularly in 

physically located, low skill work (such as on ridesharing or food delivery platforms). The 
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relationship between platform and individual and participants’ opinions about the role of 

the platform are explored in the next section.  

The issue of the legitimacy of flexibility and potential for precarious work form some of the 

key challenges in the gig economy, and at the heart of discussions about work quality. These 

will be explored more thoroughly in Section 9.3.3. However, considered against 

motivational frameworks, flexibility could be considered, for many, a less important need 

than financial security. This order of priority is supported by the responses of student 

interviewees and the importance placed on income security in the survey (see Sections 5.3.6 

and 6.3.2). Interviewees in this study felt that the flexibility was desirable – but as they 

ultimately concluded that platform work was not suitable for them, it was evidently not 

attractive enough to outweigh the other missing characteristics of platform work, such as 

security. The conclusion drawn by many participants was that they wanted more traditional, 

secure forms of employment with a “solid contract” (see Section 6.3.4). 

Interestingly, while authors have observed a growing precariousness in the labour market, 

particularly for young people (for example, MacDonald, 2009; MacDonald & Giazitzoglu, 

2019), no student articulated a fear that conventional, secure employment might not be 

available. There seemed to be an unspoken assumption that they would be able to find 

stable work. The people for whom they considered platform work suitable as a main income 

were nearly always other people in different circumstances from themselves, with different 

needs (see Section 6.5.2 and 6.5.3). None expressed that they might have to turn to 

platform work to supplement their income as a necessity. This may be because the 16-18 

age group is shielded from the insecurities of the labour market while still at home and in 

post-16 education, and the approach taken by many careers programmes is to direct 

students through traditional educational and training routes towards full-time employment 

(Watts, 1981). 

A further set of concerns expressed among many interviewees concerned the possible 

dangers to their physical safety (see Section 6.3.2). Sometimes this emerged in conversation 

when asked about the desirability of platform work for themselves, but also was expressed 

among students when thinking about their use of platforms as customers. Staff also seemed 

to be aware of the risk, and raised it as a safeguarding issue both in interviews and in the 
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careers professionals’ survey (see Sections 6.3.5 and 7.2.2). Some research has shown that 

awareness of risk is reflected among the views of older young people. Participants in a study 

of university students in the sharing economy3 expressed concern over not knowing the 

person with whom the transaction was taking place (Mortara & Roberti, 2019). They also at 

times described a similar sense of lack of support, for example in car sharing services, some 

participants felt that there would be no help from the company if things went wrong. This 

echoes the words of a respondent in this study, who emphasised that workers were 

responsible for themselves, even if something should go wrong. Perceptions of risk, too, 

were similar to the concerns of school and college students in this project; there were safety 

concerns, especially among female participants in Mortara and Roberti’s (2019) study.  

In platform work literature, the issue of physical safety has been explored from a range of 

angles. Some have highlighted the potential impact on health of insecurity (as I have 

discussed earlier in this section), but there are other ways in which safety can be 

threatened. Some authors highlight the same sorts of issues raised by students about safety 

and harassment. For example, Kasliwal (2020) highlights the problem that some aspects of 

safety disproportionately affect women, and that safety checks are more stringent for 

workers than for users, which can place workers at greater risk. However, there are other 

potential risks that students did not specifically mention (perhaps being unaware of them) – 

physical risks from work environments, and psychological ones such as work pressure, 

isolation, competition, and cognitive load (Ropponen et al, 2020). Regardless of the type of 

risk, however, these can represent a threat to critical career motivators – the need for 

material, physiological, and psychological safety. 

 

Connection and support 

 

Other key motivators that students found to be missing from platform work are relational 

ones to do with contact and support (whether that was with peers or organisations). These 

can be articulated as belonging needs (Maslow, 1954) or “social connection and 

 
3 Free digital exchange systems as opposed to monetised ones – see Section 2.1.1. 
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contribution” (Blustein, 2013). Some students expressed this as isolation, while others 

perceived organisational support mechanisms to be absent, such as help when something 

goes wrong or absence of career progression. This was reflected in the staff interviews as 

well – though they showed more sense of risk of exploitation and also some broader sense 

of harm to students’ career skills. Some staff felt that students’ social skills (at least where 

they were career related) might be underdeveloped owing to a lack of contact with the 

organisation (see Section 8.2.3). The lack of connection with platform organisations was not 

always felt by students to be undesirable. Some expressed an appreciation of the lack of 

commitment to a company, feeling that it offered more freedom to take the work when it 

suited them. However, this was also usually in the context of talking about casual work, not 

considering it for their career. 

It may be that connection and support were important factors for them when considering 

the desirability of the work as a long-term prospect. These themes of connection and 

support feature strongly in work motivation theory. In Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy, work 

relationships satisfy ‘belonging’ needs. They potentially also satisfy ‘safety and security’ 

needs as well, since a supportive relationship with an organisation can provide material and 

psychological resources to its employees. In Blustein’s (2019) framework, such relationships 

may be considered in the context of ‘social connection and contribution’ needs and can be 

critical to positive experiences of work. Conventional employment relationships involve a 

host of elements – processes, interactions, environments, peer support, and formal and 

informal agreements and expectations between parties – that are unavailable in platform 

work (see Section 2.1.4). The absence of organisational support could also be considered a 

different dimension of insecurity owing to the absence of support mechanisms such as sick 

pay. 

 

Structural lack of support 

 

Like the dyad of security and flexibility explored in the previous section, autonomy and lack 

of relationships are both structural features of platform work created by the automated app 
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design and algorithmic management. There is, therefore, inbuilt trade-off between 

autonomy and supportive work relationships. As in self-employment, platform workers give 

up the support offered by organisations in exchange for control over their own work 

patterns and tasks. In platform recruitment advertising, freedom, autonomy, and flexibility 

are highlighted to attract new workers (Ravenelle, 2019). However, the platform-worker 

relationship is often unbalanced. On some labour platforms, autonomy can be reduced, and 

worker behaviour controlled in a way that more resembles an employment relationship – 

but without offering the benefits or managerial support that usually accompany that level of 

control (Wood et al., 2019). Furthermore, there are scant means of communications with 

peers, which makes it harder to form work relationships and communities of support. The 

absence of organisational and peer support is experienced in a variety of ways. Workers on 

some labour platforms can experience isolation, frustrations in trying to access support and 

help when something goes wrong, and difficulties unionising (Tassinari & Maccarone, 2017; 

Walker et al., 2021). These are all consequences of the key supportive needs that are 

unfulfilled by the organisation, and by prevention of peer support.  

While comparatively few participants mentioned specifically the lack of relationship with 

organisation, the undesirable elements that they mentioned can all be traced back to this 

shifting of organisational accountability. Financial insecurity, lack of employment benefits, 

physical safety concerns, lack of contact, and lack of progression can be linked to the 

absence of a supportive, secure relationship with an employer, and are erased or altered by 

the reframing of the organisation’s role from employment to brokerage (Schor et al., 2020). 

The employment relationship can be critical to the fulfilment of the need for connection and 

support cited by interview participants, and may only be given up for clear beneficial trade-

offs for autonomy. However, researchers question whether autonomy, which is supposedly 

offered in trade for security and support, can truly exist on labour platforms as they exert 

forms of control over workers through the design of the app software such as by setting 

rates (Rosenblat & Stark, 2017; Tassinari & Maccarone, 2020; Shanahan & Smith, 2021). 

Sometimes the high level of algorithmic control can result in platform work more closely 

resembling employer behaviour, but without many of the benefits of an employment 

relationship. Student interviewees appreciated the freedom of choice over work patterns 
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offered by platforms but perceived a variety of problems associated with relational 

absences. Some of the absent benefits were tangible forms of support. Student 

interviewees sometimes mentioned, for example, of the lack of help offered by platforms if 

a worker were to become ill or injured (see Section 6.3.2). Some students felt that there 

were few opportunities for career progression. Other concerns were related to less tangible 

forms of support, such as co-worker relationships and contact with the organisation, 

potentially leading to a sense that no one was “looking after” them.  

These are well-founded concerns that are increasingly confirmed by research about the 

experiences of platform workers. There are shown to be significant negative effects of 

isolation among labour platform workers (for example, Eurofound, 2019; Glavin et al., 2021; 

Seetharaman et al., 2021). This, it can be argued, confirms the need for connection and 

support. In Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor model, they can be considered as deficiency 

needs, where their absence actively causes dissatisfaction in work. Results from this study 

are also consistent with Blustein’s (2006; 2013; 2019) proposal that social connection lies at 

the heart of decent work. Platform workers can be cut off both from the organisation and 

from their peers by the features of platform designs. This inhibits the development of 

relationships – but also meaning. In platform work, the atomisation of tasks breaks down 

another form of connection: the meaning that is created by continuity and sustained 

collaboration. Blustein (2013) characterises this as a sense of contribution, which he frames 

a key social need, and which helps to develop a sense of personal value and self-esteem. In 

platform work, this sense of collaborative meaning-making is absent because there is no 

connection with the organisation, and because on many platforms the work is very short 

term. Blustein (2013) points out that people can develop their own sense of meaning about 

work that may not appear very engaging or meaningful to others, transferring meaning to 

other aspects of work (or work identities) such as providing for a family. However, students 

in this study did not comment on any kind of meaning that could be found in platform work, 

intrinsically or otherwise.  

 

Absent psychological contracts 
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Students’ concerns about isolation (and the corresponding evidence from research) 

represent some of the psycho-social components of employment relationships. Many are 

unwritten and constitute the “psychological contract”, which Rousseau (1998) defines as a 

person’s “beliefs regarding the terms of his or her exchange relationship with another” (p. 

668). Empirical research has demonstrated the importance of psychological contracts, 

showing that violations can adversely impact job satisfaction and organisational 

commitment (Zhao et al., 2007). Rousseau (1995) also proposes that psychological contracts 

can fall along a continuum of transactional and relational contracts, where transactional 

contracts are more explicit and bounded, while relational contracts are less bounded and 

more emotional in nature, with more implicit commitments.  

In platform work, the psychological contract could be regarded as an almost entirely 

transactional one owing to its automated infrastructure. Costa (2021, p. 119) suggests that 

the algorithmic control exerted on platform workers’ behaviour is “not part (at least in 

principle) of the work arrangement”. In this study, the role in which student participants 

cast platform work was consistent with a transactional view. They disqualified the work for 

long-term career work but appreciated it as a useful tool. Their attitudes suggest that the 

lack of connection failed to fulfil key support needs for them and to offer a suitable 

psychological contract for long-term, and consequently the work was categorised as a non-

career type of work. Its merits were therefore appreciated on those terms, not on career 

terms: as a way of earning extra money or experience, its convenience, and so on. They 

appreciated the lack of need to commit, mirroring the lack of commitment from the 

organisation and reducing its role to a practical one. 

The absence of connection and of features such as the psychological contract is an 

important one in discussions about how careers and work relationships might be changing. 

As I have discussed in the literature review, the changing relationships between individual 

and organisation in recent decades has sometimes been characterised as a diminishment of 

boundaries to form a “boundaryless” career (Arthur, 1994; Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). 

However, as Kost et al. (2019) point out, platform work limits individuals in shaping their 

own careers because the relationship between people and platforms is in fact highly 

bounded, but without the support structures, access to networks, and progression 



236 
 
 

 

opportunities that usually support people’s career advancement. Progression opportunities 

can be self-directed in a self-employment context or offered within organisations, but as 

Kost et al. (2019) argue, the format of platform work not only fails to provide the benefits of 

an organisation, but also inhibits the self-directed accumulation of career capital (knowing 

how, knowing whom, and knowing why – Arthur et al., 1999; DeFillippi & Arthur, 1996). 

These were details that did not emerge in great detail among student interviewees – but 

they were still aware of potential pitfalls of the lack of support from organisations. Instead 

of appreciating the potential for a boundaryless relationship with the organisation, such a 

state seemed undesirable to them from a career perspective. 

 

Lack of organisational holding environment 

 

The concern over lack of support and contact may be particularly applicable to this age 

group because they are close to a major transition from secure home and educational 

environments. These are both constraining and supportive. They are defined by sets of 

rules, routines, and expectations, but also provide a source of security and guidance. 

Winnicott (1965) theorises that the parental role is to create a stable environment of 

support in which the child feels safe enough to venture out and explore but has a safe place 

available that provides a structure in (and against) which the child can develop their identity 

or “true self”. Traditional models of employment can be thought of as holding 

environments, often fulfilling material, social, psychological needs and, at times, 

development and career support needs (Kahn, 2001). However, platforms fail to provide the 

same supportive environment (Petriglieri et al., 2018). Some independent workers 

nevertheless create their own “holding environments” in which to develop their 

professional identities, and research has found that communities of mutual support are 

emerging in the gig economy in spite of the strictures of app designs that keep people 

isolated (Petriglieri et al., 2018.; Schmidt, 2015; Tassinari & Maccarrone, 2020).  

The lack of organisational holding environment could explain why participants in this study 

found the work undesirable. For those in the 16–19-year-old age group, the idea of moving 
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from the safety, security, and clear expectations of their school or college and home holding 

environments into platform work could feel daunting. Their lack of enthusiasm for platform 

work as a career could reflect a need for familiar relationships and routines, closer to what 

they are used to. Such a need may be partly life-stage and age-related. The needs of adults 

are thought to change over time to require more autonomy (Schein, 1996). In this study, the 

staff interviewees seemed to see more opportunities for freelancing on platform, and 

expressed more positive perceptions than student participants (though they also perceived 

more potential for exploitation and more safety risks) (see Section 8.2.1 and 8.2.2). They 

may have had a different perspective on autonomy, given the age and life-stage differences 

between student and adult groups.  

 

9.3.5 Not decent work 

 

Students rarely spoke explicitly about work quality. However, in the previous sections, I 

have discussed the ways in which the qualities that students perceived to be missing from 

the work (security, progression, organisational support) were critical to their needs in – and 

perhaps definition of – work that was suitable for career. In this study, indicators of the 

perceived low quality of the work included: the prevailing attitude that they were not 

interested in the work (particularly for career); the sense that the work was mostly suitable 

to do on the side or as extra money; and the distinction they made between platform work 

and “proper” or “actual” work. This distinction suggests that student participants’ schemas 

of platform work do not conform to their schemas for desirable work (or career, as I have 

argued in Section 9.3.2). 

The characteristics of students’ schema for platform work and its lack of desirability among 

interviewees indicates that the work was not considered sufficient quality to make it 

worthwhile. Despite limited exposure to platform work, students had a reasonably accurate 

idea about the potential problems in platform work quality. While students did not mention 

the term “decent work”, the absent qualities discussed so far are also those that have been 

highlighted as being critical to some definitions of decent work. For example, their concerns 

about financial security and personal safety are reflected in most definitions of good or 
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decent work (for example, Blustein, 2013; Irvine et al., 2018; Stuart et al., 2016). Purcell and 

Garcia (2021) observe mounting evidence that a significant minority of people doing 

platform work experience problems attaining the most basic dimensions of decent work, 

earning below minimum wage and experiencing income insecurity. They point to key areas 

of decent work that are often missing from platform work, including suitable wages; 

security; autonomy and control (beyond the choice of when to work); and absence of or 

limited representation. Some of these were evident to student participants and careers 

professionals (and other staff) alike. But students also perceived other potential pitfalls 

which were less material, such as the absence of relationship and progression opportunities.  

As I have argued in Section 9.3.2, the psycho-social aspects of work are profoundly 

important to work motivation as well. Students’ feeling that the work should be appropriate 

to their skill level or status, or the concern of not having contact with anyone, or having 

opportunities to progress, point to a more experiential dimension of decent work. They do 

not conform to the ILO’s (mostly externally measurable) characteristics – pay, employee 

status, and so on (ILO, 1999; 2001; 2015). The experiential features are, however, now 

signposted by researchers as being important to definitions of decent work (Blustein et al., 

2016; Blustein, 2019; Duffy et al., 2018).  

Participants’ concern with such experiential aspects of employment adds to the growing 

body of work that supports updating and refining the definition of decent work. In Zammitti 

et al.’s (2021) study of adolescents’ perceptions of decent work, interview participants 

seemed to assign the most importance to the financial aspect of work, but also highlight 

respect and personal well-being as being very important in work conditions. In this project, 

when asked what platforms could do to improve, interviewees would usually say more 

security or reliability. Some survey respondents focused on contracts, but more chose the 

option of guaranteed income or hours when asked what obligations they thought platforms 

should have to their workers. Graham et al. (2020) propose a model for evaluating and 

improving platform work, focusing on (among others) strengthening security, and increasing 

collective bargaining power of workers. This may make platform work a more attractive 

option to young people in the future.  
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Other improvements could include the strengthening of the social safety net and improving 

wider problems of precarity. Attention needs to be drawn to the underlying reasons why 

some people might need to be supplementing their income. Casilli et al. (2019) observe the 

pressures experienced by people who are working multiple jobs out of necessity, not choice, 

with accompanying poor emotional and health consequences. The absent features of 

platform work are not necessarily intrinsically ‘bad’, despite the various polemics against it. 

Student interviewees expressed plenty of positive feelings about the potential in platform 

work as a convenient way of earning extra money, and about the lack of need for 

commitment to an employer. Staff, too, expressed positive feelings about platform work – 

but in the context of choice, when it was not taken on by necessity. Rather, problems arise 

with the segment of the population who are earning below the minimum wage (Casilli et al., 

2019), and who are dependent on platform work and have no choice (Benach & Muntaner, 

2007; Kaduk et al., 2019; Wood, 2019). So, in addition to improving working conditions, the 

wider context of precarity needs to be addressed so that people are not forced into a 

position of taking work that fails to fulfil so many of the criteria of decent work. Platform 

work could then fulfil the role that platform organisations claim to in their marketing 

strategies: as casual, flexible work that can be done at the convenience of the individual 

(and as was conceived to be the main role for platform work among students). In such cases 

where necessity still exists, platforms would need to be held accountable, and held to the 

standards proposed by Graham et al. (2020). 

 

9.4 Lack of congruence with self-concept 

 

The assessment of whether work is suitable for career is closely linked to notions of the self. 

Vondracek et al. (2011) note that adolescence is a critical time for the development of 

vocational identity development and vocational self-concept. Gottfredson (2002; 2004) 

proposes that young people pass through multiple stages of “circumscription” as they 

mature – a progressive process of sifting through and drawing the boundaries of acceptable 

occupational choices. At 14 and over, young people begin to apply their evaluations of 

careers that are acceptable to their unique sense of identity, excluding those that they do 



240 
 
 

 

not consider suitable (Gottfredson, 2004). In other words, careers are compared with self-

schemas, and accepted or ruled out (Hodkinson, 2009).  

 

9.4.1 Subconscious ruling out 

 

My analysis of results from interviews in this study suggests that such a process was taking 

place among student participants, and excluded platform work from their long-term career 

choices. Earlier in this chapter, I have described other reasons why platform work may have 

been excluded from participants’ thinking, including a lack of knowledge and lack of 

compatibility with their ideas of careers. Therefore, a single reason for this cannot 

necessarily be pointed to. However, it was evident that few participants had considered 

platform work before discussing it in interviews. This suggests a disqualification of the work 

that lies deeper than conscious thought. This may be partly owed to an incompatibility with 

vocational self-concepts. Hodkinson et al. (1996) propose that identity is a critical part of 

people’s career decisions, suggesting that their horizons of action are delimited partly by 

their ideas of themselves. They identify how the young people in their research made 

decisions that were guided in part by their self-concepts – their ideas about who they were, 

and what was therefore suitable for them – which in turn was influenced by their 

contextual, social positions. The self-concept can be thought of as partly residing in 

“practical consciousness” (Giddens, 1984) – knowledge that is not explicitly discussed or 

consciously thought about, but which nonetheless forms the basis for action. People rarely 

make decisions by actively considering whether it dovetails with their idea of themselves. In 

this study, the idea that platform work was not suitable for them, but could be suitable for 

those in less favourable circumstances, shows that participants found platform work 

incompatible with their sense of themselves and the possibilities open to them. It was not, 

however, considered totally inappropriate – it was thought of as helpful in a casual role. This 

points to distinct identities, where the vocational identity excluded platform work, but other 

identities could accommodate it, such as the self in leisure, or when they were in other roles 

such as students. 
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9.4.2 Expecting a better future self 

 

The construct of the “possible self” is helpful to understand the exclusion of platform work 

from participants’ career thinking (Markus and Nurius, 1986; Plimmer, 2012). Possible selves 

are the “schematic cognitive representations of what people expect, hope, or fear that they 

may become, and thus are guided strongly by expectancies about outcomes” (Plimmer, 

2012, p. 54). Yates (2017) applies the notion of possible self to career, proposing that people 

develop positive, negative, and neutral projections of future possible selves when making 

career choices and developing vocational identities. When asked whether they could see 

themselves working for a platform in the future, participants were imagining a future 

version of themselves, or a possible self. School age young people have little experience of 

the labour market, and so any projection of a future self may be idealised because there is 

limited comparison. No participants seemed to imagine a possible self that was doing 

platform work for their main income, presumably expecting to be in a better financial 

situation in which it would not be necessary to do so. Interviewees, when thinking about the 

possibilities of platform work, mainly saw it for other people, or as a helpful way to earn at 

university – but not beyond (Sections 6.4.1 and 6.5.3). 

Participants' lack of enthusiasm for taking on platform work in the future exemplifies the 

link between desirable future careers and the self-schema, or possible future self. They did 

not expect to be (or become) the sort of person who would need to work on platforms as a 

main occupation. This conclusion is evident from their ideas about the “other people” for 

whom they considered platform work suitable, who often occupied marginalised positions: 

unemployed people, homeless people, people with disabilities and so on (see Section 6.4.2). 

Implicit in their ‘othering’ of potential platform workers is the expectation that they 

themselves did not expect to be in a position of need or fall into a marginalised group. As 

Meijerink et al. (2021) point out:  

The independence, empowerment and direct access to income opportunities 

promised by platform companies speaks directly to the needs of marginalized 

workers and especially those who are (systematically) excluded by the insider-

dominated traditional labour markets. 
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Meijerink et al., 2021, p. 9 

Participants instinctively seemed to feel that platform work was for people whose choices 

were limited – but this did not include them. Young people expect to be insiders – that is, 

not marginalised. They are primed by their school structures to think of themselves as 

insiders (unless they are at risk of being Not in Education, Employment, or Training [NEET]), 

and by the careers process. Most are channelled through mainstream education systems 

and apprenticeships, and into (it is hoped) full-time employment (Watts, 1981).  

Participants’ anticipation of their educational outcomes likely influenced their views on 

whether they would belong to a group that would need to do platform work. Simpson et 

al.’s (2016) study of young people and decent work shows that Scottish young people 

expect to move into decent work when they leave education, where decent work “allows 

them to live comfortably and be financially independent” (p. 1). Participants in this study 

had concerns about the quality of the work and its capacity to provide a stable income, 

disqualifying it as a candidate for their careers. If they had expectations of being able to 

attain decent work upon leaving school, by default they would not be in circumstances that 

would require them to consider full time platform work. This could indicate an expectation 

among students that they would conform to a defined set of life-roles: that while they are 

studying, it is acceptable to do platform work, but that they ought not be doing gig economy 

work in the future (see Section 6.4.2). It may be that for students, it would constitute a 

failure to be engaged in platform work at a later date when they might expect to be 

established in a career. This is consistent with developmental theories of career. People 

progress through different stages of growth, exploration, and establishment in their life 

courses, with different career needs accompanying each stage (Super, 1980; 1990; Super et 

al., 1996).  

One defining feature of the expected possible career self at this age could be being 

established in a career. This could be considered a type of age-related circumscription 

(Gottfredson, 2005), excluding that which is not expected to be appropriate long term. 

While transitions for young people are becoming longer (Furlong et al., 2018), there were 

nevertheless indications among participants that platform work could be appropriate for a 

particular stage of career. In one case, a participant expressed that she might use retail 
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platforms while at university, but only until she got a “proper job” and that she “wouldn’t 

want to be doing this when [she is] thirty” (see Section 6.4.2). This, together with the lack of 

interest among other participants beyond casual use at university, suggests that the 

circumscription process can apply to future career choices, based on judgments about the 

appropriateness of some careers for specific age groups and time periods. It also represents 

the participant’s feared possible self (Markus & Nurius, 1986): the thirty-year-old who is still 

doing platform work when they should have a better career.  

 

9.4.3 Circumscribing by status 

 

In this study, participants’ exclusion of platform work may also have partly been related to 

status. Students rarely spoke about status explicitly - though one student articulated that 

the work was for the “lower-end, working class” and that they were “aiming higher” (see 

Section 6.3.2). But its very exclusion from career-appropriate work, and sometimes the 

aversion to having a careers adviser address it with them, is suggestive of its status. 

Furthermore, the sense among some participants that platform work might not be 

appropriate to put on the CV may signal that the status of platform work is considered low, 

since it indicates a sense that an employer would not value it. Gottfredson (2005) proposes 

that between the ages of 9 and 13, young people develop their sense of occupational 

prestige, where low-skill work is ordered as lower in status than high-skill work. Since 

participants in this study were mainly aware of low-skill platforms, this may have caused 

them to categorise platform work more generally as low-skill (and therefore low in status). 

Students’ lack of knowledge, and the way it can interact with notions of self, shows the 

complexity of career decision making. Incomplete or false schemas can limit action 

unnecessarily, whether those schemas are limited knowledge about an external world, or 

unhelpful self-schemas that inhibit motivation. 

Students’ rejection of platform work could represent an incompatibility with their career 

identities, owing to its status and participants’ self-concepts as people who are likely to be 

eligible for better quality and higher status work. This is supported by research on 
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adolescents’ definitions of success, which highlights the ways in which status is closely 

linked to (or possibly reliant on) other qualities of work, such as recognition of achievement 

(Wilhsson et al., 2017); “upward social mobility”, power and autonomy (Hoskins & Barker, 

2017, p. 62); and wealth (Wilhsson et al., 2017). In this study, while participants appreciated 

the autonomy offered by some platforms (the idea of being “your own boss”), they also 

noted the absence of many of the components that contribute to status: not expecting to 

become wealthy through platforms; the work not leading anywhere; and disconnection. 

These may have been differently weighted across groups depending on socio-economic 

status and social class. 

It is now increasingly acknowledged that the vocational self develops within a cultural and 

social context and that these contexts impact career (Leong et al., 2011). These can involve 

immediate family and friends, social environments such as schools and workplaces, social 

class, and national contexts (Oyserman & Markus, 1993). As Blustein et al. (2011) observe, a 

person’s material, social, and cultural resources shapes (and often limits) the ways in which 

they pursue (and perhaps even conceptualise) their careers. Status is a relative quality 

judged against the positions of others, and a relational one, refracted through the gaze of 

other members of the community. This is linked with Bourdieu’s (1990) field theory; status 

can be thought of as the awareness of one’s positions within social and institutional fields. 

When students were evaluating platform work for themselves and discounting it, one of the 

factors may have been a subconscious assessment of its suitability for their field positions. 

As Hodkinson et al. (1996) demonstrate, horizons for action are limited by social factors and 

their relationship with self. These are more complex than simple outcome-related decision 

making and are inherently culturally and socially situated. This is partially demonstrated by 

students’ rejection of platform based on incompatibility with identity. 

The automated, socially disconnected nature of platform work inhibits status advancement 

through work because there is no community to recognise the person’s achievements, and 

no one to measure those achievements against. So, while there was little explicit discussion 

of status among participants, the lack of contact (and other problems of quality in platform 

work) may have contributed to a sense of low status, clashing with their sense of their own 
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status and identity. This is further suggested by their perception of platform work as being 

suitable for “other people” who usually had limited choices.  

 

9.4.4 Clashing with a future reality? 

 

Participants’ expectations that they would not need to use platforms in the future, or that 

their education might protect them from having to do so, may clash with the reality of work 

in the UK. Research has found that people who work on platforms have attained a higher 

level of education than the average population (Urzì Brancati et al., 2019; Pesole et al., 

2018). The average level is even higher among those who work full time for platforms (Urzì 

Brancati et al., 2019). This suggests that there may be workers who are educated but are 

still forced by circumstances to take on platform work. It could also mean that people’s 

priorities change over time so that they prefer to take on more insecure work in trade-off 

for autonomy, as Woodcock and Graham (2019) have suggested, which may point to a shift 

in occupational identity needs as one becomes older. So, while participants in this study 

may not have expected to use platforms as a full-time job now, circumstances could lead 

them to do so later in life.  

Hodkinson et al. (1996) point out that schemas are hard to change – but can shift when they 

encounter new information little by little, or sometimes even by single impactful 

experiences (also Haugaard, 1992). They also observe that the traditional career guidance 

and education models, and careers policy, often favour the linear career pattern – a pattern 

which sees the transition from school to work as a definitive one. However, such 

approaches do not account for the changeability and lack of predictability of circumstance 

and indeed individual experiences. The young people in this study had little experience of 

paid work that they would need to rely on. It may be that their first experience in the labour 

market during their first turning point would considerably shift their schemas of available 

work, and their self-concepts relative to those schemas. In other words, the realisation that 

traditional, linear employment routes are less common than they might think might 

reorganise their view of what they can achieve. 
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That is not to say that young people should be encouraged into insecure work or insist that 

they become gig economy self-starters. Chadderton (2020) describes the mechanisms by 

which the individualistic rhetoric of neoliberal ideology – which as I have argued in Chapter 

2 permeates the language around platform work as well – creates and recreates structural 

precarity. However, it may be useful to widen the focus from conventional employment 

within CEIAG practice, on the basis that too much focus on idealised linear career paths can 

be harmful. It could also be useful to focus on how platform work can be useful in the way 

that students did find acceptable to their identities – in an ancillary, or peripheral role. 

 

9.5 Peripheral uses for platform work 

 

So far, I have discussed the ways in which platform work was excluded from participants’ 

career thinking, arguing that platform work lacked the qualities that would have made it 

suitable for long-term future work, and that it did not conform to students’ views of their 

present and future selves. However, participants did not entirely discount platform work 

from their thinking. They could see certain practical, peripheral uses for it that were 

connected but not central to career. Schor et al. (2020) observe that the problems in quality 

and worker experiences emerge when people have no choice but to work and are 

dependent on the platform. Student interviewees in this study saw a place for platform 

work that was consistent with a non-dependent relationship. Their conclusions are reflected 

in the schema diagram, which shows that platform work was seen as part-time, useful for 

extra money, accessible, and convenient. This is consistent with research that shows that 

most platform work is done on a part-time, casual, or occasional basis (such as Huws et al., 

2019a). In other words, the work was no more attractive to these young people than to the 

rest of the population, and its perceived uses were roughly the same: in a practical, 

instrumental role to generate extra income, and as an accessory to career – but not its 

mainstay. Practical uses for career included earning money to fund study or achieve a better 

quality of life while studying; a way of entering the labour market; experience; and possibly 

something to put on one’s CV (though some students were unsure about its value). These 

are all contributors to achieving career goals, materially or otherwise.  
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9.5.1 Funding study 

 

Several students suggested platform work as a way of funding study; it was felt that it could 

fit easily around other activities. No one, however, reported a careers adviser raising it as a 

way of financing study. Research shows that in the United Kingdom, many young people 

need to work alongside their studies, particularly with university fees having increased 

significantly in the last decade (Freeman, 2023). While platform work can provide new ways 

for some students to fund study who might otherwise not have been able to afford it 

before, this can distract from the financial burden placed on students with increasing fees 

and living costs, and the inequalities in how those burdens are experienced by different 

socio-economic groups. Crockford et al. (2015) point out that the need to work part-time 

during university is uneven across different socio-economic circumstances, and that the 

positive and negative effects of having to work are similarly unequally distributed. Using 

both survey and longitudinal qualitative data, they find that needing to work part-time 

during university can impact the extracurricular aspects of the learning experience – self-

directed learning, social experiences, and so on, which can impact grades or other less 

tangible forms of career capital. Students in this study did not mention such potential, with 

a few students instead expressing that it could help to earn money while studying. However, 

one staff interviewee expressed a concern that even at school, platform work could distract 

from their studies (see Section 6.3.5). 

Furthermore, the uncertainty of income perceived by many students could introduce an 

extra stressor or distraction into the student experience at university. This is not restricted 

to platform work but reflects a potential challenge for students working in other insecure 

conditions, such as zero hours contracts or shift work, which could cause students to live 

under the threat of not being able to continue their studies compared with a secure part-

time job. Platform work, however, places an extra burden on the individual to manage 

piecemeal work. As Ropponen et al. (2019) point out, the emotional stress of uncertainty 

and the increased cognitive load of managing distributed work on one or multiple platforms 

(rather than going to the same place every day to do the same job) can add to job demands. 

This could outweigh the convenience and flexibility of gig economy work, potentially 

exacerbating the problem of negatively affecting students’ academic experiences. 
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Crockford et al. (2015) also found that the poorest students who were unable to rely on 

family support were the most likely to need part-time work, meaning that their academic 

experience and performance would be disproportionately affected. This could be equally 

true of other unpaid learning experiences in the labour market that theoretically provide 

career benefits, such as the unpaid internships (as mentioned by one staff interviewee – 

Section 8.2.1). However, this could be seen as an example of young people needing to 

accommodate the demands of employers to provide free labour in exchange for career 

capital. A source of income such as platform work might be helpful to get an internship, 

potentially narrowing the privilege gap, but then such people must work two jobs at once, 

potentially reducing the career capital accumulated from networking out of hours and 

increasing stress. 

 

9.5.2 Career currency 

 

Other, less tangible benefits that interviewees perceived were related to employability: 

experience, contributing to the CV, and as a launchpad for or stage before their desired 

careers (see Section 6.5.1). These perceptions were not universal, however. Some students 

felt that platform work would not present appropriate experience on the CV or were 

unsure. The question of what can be put on a CV is one that transcends the mode of work, 

relating more to what is and is not valuable on a CV. The ambivalence or scepticism of some 

respondents may have reflected their perceptions of the status or skill level of the work (as I 

have explored in Section 9.4), and less to do with the form of platform work as a whole. For 

example, one participant felt that Deliveroo would have no value on a CV, but that Uber 

might be more suitable as there may be more potential to build a career on that platform. 

Another participant saw platform work as a “stepping stone” to more traditional forms of 

work. These opinions seem to show that students are able to evaluate work experiences 

(even in the abstract) in terms of the career capital as described by Arthur et al. (1999) and 

Brown et al. (2020).  

As I have explored in the literature review, career movement on platforms has been 

addressed by a few authors. Kittur et al. (2013) have proposed creating career ladders 
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within crowd work platforms, ultimately leading to more secure, paid employment. Kost et 

al. (2019) suggest that movement between platforms is relatively straightforward – not 

because the experience is transferable, but because of the low bar to entry. However, it is 

rare for research to address the transferability of skills from platform work to outside 

employment – even though many people expect to transition out of platform work and do 

not expect to continue working on them for their careers, particularly on low-skill labour 

platforms (as demonstrated by Newlands, 2022 and Peticca-Harris et al., 2020). Pouliakas 

and Ranieri (2022) explore how some platform work can be a way to start an 

entrepreneurial career, finding that combining platform work and traditional work 

experiences can sometimes lead to more engagement with entrepreneurial ventures and 

act as a “stepping stone” - though this outcome is dependent on circumstances. Kost et al. 

(2019) propose that it is difficult for people to move from platform work to more traditional 

kinds of employment because the development of crucial career capital - such as networks 

and career competencies - is inhibited. 

There is variation in levels of portability of skills from different types of platforms. Careers 

on higher skill platforms could be more portable than those on low-skill platforms, as their 

skills are more transferable (such as Graham et al., 2017). Kost et al. (2019) suggest that this 

impacts people’s ability to move between organisations. This reflects the ambiguity created 

by the variations in platform work and the gap between low- and high-skill platforms. 

People who work on high-skill platforms enjoy more autonomy because they are typically 

not geographically tethered. The platforms that offer the lowest pay and the tightest control 

are those that are physically located (Kalleberg & Dunn, 2016, Wood et al., 2019). They 

often offer the least portable skillsets as they are usually considered low skill with little 

training. There is also a reduced chance of gaining references outside the reputation system 

of a platform app, owing to a common lack of unmediated communication between worker 

and customers (or temporary employers) and no contact with the platform organisation. For 

example, a high-skill worker on an online or offline freelance app could request a reference 

from a client via direct message or, on a creative app, use their profile as portfolio 

development and display. A Deliveroo driver cannot approach Deliveroo management for a 

reference (Deliveroo website, 2022). Skill portability and network resources are elements of 
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career capital that can therefore be hard to develop in platform work (Kost et al., 2019). The 

ambivalence of students about its value may reflect an awareness of the effects of platform 

work isolation. 

The extent to which employers value platform work is not extensively researched, though a 

survey by Adermon and Hensvik (2022) finds that platform work on a CV increased the call-

back rate from employers by 11% compared with unemployment – but increased it only half 

as much as having traditional work on the CV. (They also caution that those results are 

tentative, as only the difference between unemployment and traditional experience is 

statistically significant.) Kasunic et al.’s (2019) study of Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) 

workers reflects the ambivalence of interviewees in this study regarding its worth on a CV. 

They find that a large proportion of interviewees would hesitate to put AMT work on their 

CVs because they felt it was too trivial or might not be valued (or even understood) by an 

employer. However, some also felt that their platform work was helping them to achieve 

their main career goals, with some expressing that they could build their skills on the 

platform. Kasunic et al.’s (2019) results mirror the uncertainty among students in this 

project about the value of platform work on the CV but also their awareness that skills and 

experience could be gained. Research shows that it is possible to promote skill development 

in platform work, but that it can depend on the type of platform. Margaryan (2019), in a 

comparison of skills development between microworkers and online freelancers, found that 

both groups learned from other workers and accessed training, but online freelancers were 

more likely to use online courses and seek feedback on their tasks.  

The teaching of general skills to present work on a CV falls within the scope of the careers 

profession. However, careers advisers in this study were not knowledgeable about platform 

work and might not feel qualified to teach about it. Staff participants in both interviews and 

the survey often expressed the need to know more about the gig economy, and one even 

felt concerned that gig economy work could reflect poorly on the young person if not 

presented well to employers. Many websites now give advice on how to present platform 

work on a CV, such as by grouping types of work together to demonstrate skills rather than 

listing each individual platform (for example, Alvarez, 2020). There are ways also to 

showcase creative content – however, considering personal creativity in terms of career 
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capital could contribute to a sense that nothing is private, or even valuable unless it can be 

mobilised for career or monetised. A qualitative study of young people in Glasgow finds that 

in recent years, young people’s leisure time has dwindled as they take on activities meant to 

give them more career capital and, in many cases, leisure time itself is co-opted to gain 

employability skills, such as taking on hobbies that might be helpful for career advancement 

or doing creative work for nothing (Batchelor et al., 2020). This illustrates the penetration of 

employability-speak into the consciousness and social lives of young people. Free time for 

young people is no longer entirely free but intruded upon by the awareness of precarity and 

the need to shore up career capital to compete for jobs in the present or in the future 

(Batchelor et al., 2020).  

 

9.5.3 A smattering of alternative earning 

 

The results from surveys and interviews indicate that there was a host of earning activities 

that did not always easily fit into a distinct category of platform work. There were few 

students doing each kind of earning, but together they comprised a significant number of 

activities. Some were earning through trading, gaming, and selling of items on retail 

platforms such as Vinted or Depop. These results suggest that the range may be a result of 

happenstance, or exposure based on existing user or customer experiences. Several 

interviewees discussed their experiences as customers using retail or labour platforms as 

services. Some described friends using trading platforms as a way of earning money – 

potentially a lot of it – but only two survey respondents reported doing it themselves and no 

one reported doing it in interviews. There appeared to be no career thread running through 

these ideas. The idea of quick, extra money expressed by several participants rather fits into 

a practical or functional role that happens almost organically as part of their lives. 

The predominant use of eBay was to make a little money selling what participants already 

owned, not build a business (see Section 6.2.3). Similarly on games, acquiring bonuses and 

skins to sell on the marketplace could be seen as a natural extension of existing gameplay 

activity among students. Yamamoto & McArthur (2015) describe practices on the Steam 

gaming platform where game items from Counter Strike: Global Offensive (CS:GO) can be 
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sold on with relative ease for real currency on a third-party trading platform. One 

interviewee reported taking part in this practice, and several survey respondents wrote 

CS:GO in a question asking for details of any other web earning activity that they were 

undertaking. While some effort needs to be exerted to create accounts on third-party 

platforms to sell virtual items, the accumulation of such assets is a consequence of playing a 

game which they were already involved in. But there was no evidence that students felt that 

this was a career activity; rather it seemed a by-product of their existing activities. One 

participant expressed that they stopped selling game items when they got bored of the 

game, for example. This may reflect the broader trends on retail sites such as Depop. Bearne 

(2017), in an article in The Guardian, describes the phenomenon of young people using 

retail sites such as Depop and eBay to resell their old clothes and higher value items such as 

limited-edition clothing, sometimes earning hundreds or sometimes even thousands of 

pounds in the process. (These are the success stories and may not represent the average 

success rate, however.) Depop’s aesthetic and set of functions are similar to social sharing 

platforms, particularly Instagram, which seem to attract a younger user base (Heilingloh, 

2021). Depop’s published figures for participation are over 26 million users, of which 90% 

are under the age of 26 (Depop Newsroom, n.d.). The familiarity (and similarity) of the 

interfaces and the ability to cross-post items for sale across social and retail platforms may 

explain why students gravitate towards such ways of earning money. They may require less 

effort than spending hours in a low-paid Saturday job. 

Rather than considering their casual activity as work or career-related, it could perhaps fit 

more comfortably in Shirky’s (2009) notion of digital platforms as lowering the Coasean 

floor – the transaction cost of organising. Previously, the time and effort cost of selling 

personal items was relatively high. One had to find a place to sell the items, go there, spend 

time in the location, potentially pay for the space, and hope that someone would buy them. 

Now one can list clothes on retail sites and post them. The students remarked upon how 

easy it was, and how convenient it was that they could keep items listed on eBay and do 

other things while their items were up for sale. The platforms that students described also 

seemed to remain within their control rather than being controlled by them. That is, the 

dependency relationship described by Kaduk et al. (2019) that characterises exploitative 
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employment relationship was not present; students were participating in the most self-

directed and convenient forms of platform commerce. 

The findings from this study also support the supposition that there are different types of 

informal economies (Watts, 1981). The extra money earned from the sale of items is 

unlikely to be declared as an income by student participants, and it was considered very 

casual for the most part. But other earning activities were hinted at during interviews that 

point to other kinds of informal or “black” economies. Gambling was mentioned, as well as 

the reference to the “sugar daddy” app, which overlaps with sex work. While these probably 

make up a very small slice of activity among students, nevertheless the taboo nature of 

some of these activities may make it somewhat underreported. They are important to 

mention because they can represent a kind of earning that could amplify problems with 

safety and lack of security. Sex work is hard to protect, both as a form of work and in terms 

of safety, because its illegality has historically made it ineligible for the types of safety net 

(financial and physical) that are available for legal forms of work (Lepp et al., 2019). The use 

of the internet also opens up a host of new concerns associated with the isolation created 

by app-based work (Jones, A., 2015). 

As the eclectic range of activities described in this section does not fit easily into traditional 

labour market participation, the skills and experience gained could also be challenging to 

tease out in careers sessions, even though (with the likely exception of taboo activities) they 

could contribute to career capital. This challenge is evident from the confusion (or 

reluctance) among some of the students about the value of presenting platform 

participation on a CV or having a careers adviser address platform work in a session.  

 

9.6 Conclusion to Discussion 

 

The findings from this study have shown that there was little regular use of platform work 

among students, and they were unwilling to consider it as a career choice. They could see 

ancillary uses for it that were practical – a spare time activity to earn extra money to fund 

study, or as experience for the CV. The lack of activity and the reasons why, however, 
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revealed much about students’ career values and career thinking. It became evident that for 

many, platform work (at least as a long-term activity) was beyond their horizon of action 

(Hodkinson et al., 1996). The platform work schema derived from the interview themes 

suggests an incompatibility with other schemas for work and self, and revealed concerns 

about work quality that made it difficult for students to imagine working on platforms full 

time.  

The themes derived from interviews with students fell into categories that are considered 

critical to many definitions of decent work (Blustein et al., 2013), which may explain why 

they were so reluctant to think of it in a long-term capacity. The side-uses for platform work 

such as extra money mirror platform use among the rest of the population, and potentially 

show promise for facilitating career activity in the rest of students’ lives. However, an 

environment of increasing precarity and recession mean that some young people may be 

forced by circumstance to take such insecure work in the future, forcing some into 

unfavourable power relationships with platform organisations. Any approach by careers 

practitioners in the future would need to take a nuanced approach that can account for the 

variety of experiences within platform work, the precarious context, and also be mindful of 

the schemas (or, more simply, definitions of self and career) that structure young people’s 

career thinking.  
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CHAPTER 10: CONCLUSION 
 

Platform work is still a relatively new phenomenon in the labour market, though research 

has expanded significantly to describe it and the patterns of work among its users. Although 

there are studies on the broad patterns and motivations among platform workers, and some 

qualitative research is emerging about the experiences of people using specific platforms, 

there has been little focus on specific age categories, and there is a scarcity of research on 

platform work from a careers perspective, with some notable exceptions (e.g. Yerby, 2020; 

Kost et al., 2019).  

The data collection that forms the basis of this thesis took place before the Covid-19 

pandemic. However, although current heightened external conditions may alter young 

people’s perceptions of future needs, the themes I derived from the data such as concerns 

over security, progression, and support (and consequent suitability for career) are based on 

their observations about structural characteristics of platform work that persist today. If 

anything, the pressurised economic conditions have intensified many of the issues that 

circle the gig economy (Ustek-Spilda et al., 2020; MacDonald et al., 2022). 

My intention with this project was to find out about young people’s knowledge of and 

activities in platform economy (RQ1), their views on platform work, and their expectations 

surrounding it in the future (RQ2). Originating from a pragmatist research philosophy, the 

purpose was practical: to gauge their level of knowledge and discover whether students 

needed support from careers advisers. Therefore, this project also aimed to find out 

knowledge of platform work among careers advisers as well, to see their level of 

preparedness to address such questions if necessary (RQ3). 

Although there were few instances of uses of platform work among the students, their 

opinions about it revealed much about their expectations about work later on, their career 

values, and to some degree the fields in which they were operating. The results revealed 

both internal and external factors, supporting modern theories of career such as systems 

theory (Patton & McMahon, 2006a; 2006b) and careership theory (Hodkinson et al., 1996). 



256 
 
 

 

 

 

10.1 Summary of findings 

 

Students knew little about the gig economy, and were using it in a limited capacity (RQ1). 

Their exposure was casual, mostly limited to their experiences as customers or hearing 

about family and friends using some platforms. In terms of their participation, the evidence 

points to an incidental, casual use of platforms among students – at least at the time of 

interviewing and survey data collection. Their views may have changed in light of recent 

events such as the effects of Covid-19 and Brexit on the labour market, work patterns, and 

wider socio-economic environment. However, my analysis shows that many of the qualities 

that they considered undesirable in platform work are likely to be persistent challenges to 

its desirability for the foreseeable future. These include insecurity, which was by far the 

most urgent concern among student participants, but also the social, supportive 

connections that are associated with work (RQ2).  

These observations likely caused the lack of enthusiasm they expressed in platforms as a 

long-term career prospect (RQ2). The picture that emerged from interviews with students 

was that platform work was not seen as intrinsically bad or unfair, but that it simply did not 

fit with what they considered to be careers. The longitudinal aspect of career work was 

missing from their perceptions of platform work, and there was little sense of alternative 

free-lance models because their main understanding of platforms was limited to low-skill, 

flat structures with little room for upward or onward movement. And while they 

appreciated the freedom to choose their work patterns, the idea of entrepreneurship was 

also largely absent. 

The undesirable qualities of platform work have also highlighted what students found 

important in career, which helps to understand of what young people consider to be a 

career, and to understand which qualities young people look for when they are thinking 

about work: long-term, secure work in a supportive, connected environment. I have argued 

that students unconsciously identified features that have been proposed in policy and 
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vocational literature as qualities of decent work (ILO, 2008; Blustein, 2013; Blustein et al., 

2016).  

Students’ reflex of rejecting platform work also hinted at automatic processes of career 

choice. These, I have argued, are owed to platform work being outside the students 

“horizons for action” (Hodkinson et al., 1996). Based on students’ own assessment of the 

work as being good for others but not themselves, and not good for career but possibly for 

other uses, indicated this. The reason for its exclusion appeared to be because the schema 

for platform work was not sufficiently compatible with schemas for career and self. The 

habitus of the students did not allow for the acceptance of platform work into their career 

choices. 

I have also used motivational theory to examine platform work from the perspective of the 

students. I have proposed that their lack of interest is a consequence of key psychological 

and material needs expected to be unfulfilled by platform work, as well as a perception of 

low-quality overall. I have argued that their ages contributed to their view as well; that 

young people may require more structure and support, and less autonomy than older 

groups. My analysis shows that the students were looking for more traditional, secure 

employment relationships. Despite the shortcomings of platform work, I also observe that 

the qualities of convenience, autonomy, and flexibility were nevertheless somewhat 

attractive, and that students felt that there was possibly a peripheral role for platform work 

as CV currency, a means of funding study, or entry to the labour market (RQ2). These uses 

were largely functional, a “means to an end”, which effectively characterises their view of 

platform work as a whole. 

The survey of careers professionals and interviews with staff reflected a perception of 

similar roles for platform work. They, too, seemed to expect more for their students. While 

there was marginally more knowledge about platform work and associated issues among 

staff and careers professionals, many felt that they needed to be better informed and that 

they would welcome more information through formal channels (RQ3). Staff opinions in 

interviews reflected more sense of opportunities but also a greater awareness of the risks. 
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10.2 Contributions of the research 

 

10.2.1 Empirical contribution 

This project has made several contributions to empirical and theoretical literature. In terms 

of empirical contribution, this research has extended knowledge about platform work 

participation among 16–19-year-olds, which is a narrower band compared with large scale 

surveys of platform work in the general population (for example, Lepanjuuri et al., 2018; 

Huws et al. 2019a). In large scale surveys, the age brackets are wide enough that when it is 

stated that most platform work is performed by young people, it can be hard to tell which 

young people participate the most. Young people are not a homogeneous group; even the 

16-24 age bracket contains a wide variety of life circumstances and needs. This research 

shows that platform work participation of 16- to 18-year-olds is probably very limited (RQ1), 

though there may be locations of higher use in metropolitan areas that this study was 

unable to detect, as was reported by one careers adviser in the survey of careers 

professionals. This research also extended knowledge about careers professionals’ 

awareness of platforms and perceptions of their capacity to offer advice on it.  

This research supports larger scale studies that reflect motivations as well in the wider 

population. Large scale surveys suggests that platform workers mainly use platforms to 

supplement their income or to help them through periods of unemployment, and platforms 

are used particularly by younger age brackets, which include university age groups (for 

example Huws et al., 2019a). Student participants’ view of the circumstances in which it 

might be applicable showed a range of opinions about its role that was consistent with how 

people have been shown to use it in the labour market: extra money, or helpful if one was 

unemployed or a student. 

In careers literature, there is a scarcity of literature on platform work knowledge among 

careers professionals. My analysis of staff survey and interviews showed limited knowledge 

of platform work and the gig economy among careers professionals and other staff 

participants through both the survey and interviews. This is a novel finding and points to 

avenues for developing training and practice (see Section 10.3.3). 
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10.2.2 Theoretical contribution 

 

This research has also contributed to career theory, drawing together elements of 

careership, cognitive and social psychology, and motivational theory in a novel combination. 

I have used schema theory to build a definition of platform work among students based on 

the themes I derived from the interview data. In addition to providing information about the 

patterns and preferences of young people regarding the specific case of platforms, the 

schema model provides a tool for organising and understanding qualitative data, particularly 

using the layered inferential model used in this thesis. This method could be used to analyse 

other kinds of work in specific populations and help to illuminate people’s career values and 

definitions.  

This thesis also merges cognitive theory and careership, extending Hodkinson et al.’s (1996) 

careership theory through the reasoning model developed in Chapter 9. I have proposed 

that students’ conclusions about the suitability of specific occupations are created by 

comparing the schema for a given type of work against schemas for the definition of career, 

and against self-schemas. This adds depth to the mechanics of careership theory, providing 

deeper insights into how and why people sometimes turn away from occupations. 

Hodkinson et al. (1996) discuss, for example, the sense of appropriateness of certain actions 

or occupations within a person’s subjective framework, but they do not specifically address 

an occupation’s compatibility with the very definition of career within that perspective. My 

analysis also supports the circumscription model proposed by Gottfredson (2005), which 

supposes that some careers are excluded from consideration because they are incompatible 

with self-concepts. 

My findings contribute to psychology of working theory, through the students’ 

understanding of desirable work as more than a transactional relationship reliant on pay or 

security. Student’ views demonstrate the importance of material, psychological, and 

experiential properties of work on perceptions of work quality, building upon the other 

research on the psychology of work (such as Blustein, 2013; Blustein et al., 2016). Young 
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people were concerned about the lack of financial security, which supports the theoretical 

literature that focuses on precarious work. Another key concern was around the absent 

relationships in platform work: never talking to anyone, not having opportunities to 

progress, and absence of support. This, too, supports existing theoretical discussions around 

absent psychological contracts and organisational holding environments, and missing 

support and representation in platform work (Shanahan & Smith, 2021; Purcell & Garcia, 

2021). It shows a desire for more information, perhaps through training or information 

through professional bodies, which could be fulfilled at least partly by the dissemination 

strategy. 
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10.3 Implications of the research 

 

10.3.1 Research 

 

This project points to several avenues for further research, some related to content and 

others related to methods, and possibilities that emerged from the interview process itself. 

In terms of content, the literature review builds on literature on careers in the gig economy. 

More research could discover how platform work is contextualised within careers (or 

sometimes against it, as in the case of the Canadian study of platform drivers – Peticca-

Harris, 2020) or explore the career identities of different types of platform workers. While 

there is some exploration of freelance careers in platform work, much labour platform 

research (especially the theoretical work) concentrates on low skill, geographically located 

kinds of work (Duggan et al., 2021). This places a large amount of attention on the most 

tightly controlled kinds of work, on so-called “bad” gigs (Kalleberg & Dunn, 2016). There 

may be more perceived legitimacy in more skilled kinds of platform work. As this was an 

exploratory study, it was beyond the scope of my research to determine a link between 

opinions about worker-platform relationship and assessment of legitimacy. However, this 

would be an interesting avenue to explore in other research: whether people who feel that 

gig economy work is free-lance also feel that it is less legitimate or professional, and 

whether this applies to free-lance work in general, not just platform work. 

The literature review also revealed a scarcity of information about how employers value 

platform work as previous experience on the CV. In this project, some students thought that 

it could be useful on the CV, while others were unsure. Some research has explored the 

effect of having done platform work as a main source of income on the callback rate from 

employers when applying for jobs (Aldermon & Hensvik, 2022). More research would be 

helpful to discover the value of platform work as work experience from an employer’s 

perspective. Conversely, I have already remarked upon the relative lack of interest in what 

workers want and expect from their employers compared with the focus on what employers 

want from their employers. Discourses often centre on the labour supply and how young 

people can become more ‘employable’ for employers. Consequently, it would also be 
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valuable to explore in more detail what young people would like from their employers when 

they enter the labour market. 

The results from (and limitations of) this study suggest several possibilities for research. The 

survey of young people was limited to certain geographical areas, so there is scope for more 

research on this age category in the wider population. A small number of students reported 

friends using platforms to earn money, for example, and one careers adviser in the survey 

reported that working for Deliveroo was a distraction from study for some students. This 

suggests that there may be activity beyond that which was indicated by the survey. 

Furthermore, many students proposed earning at university. The United Kingdom has a 

comparatively high rate of participation by comparison to other countries. However, there 

appear to be few studies that focus directly on young people’s activities. Research could 

follow in the footsteps of Nielsen et al. (2019), exploring the narratives of young people as 

they move through platform work – perhaps taking a longitudinal approach to see how their 

experiences and identities change over time. 

This research revealed other methods used by students to earn money, for example earning 

rewards or money on gaming platforms, streaming, or using stock market trading platforms. 

This suggests a host of disparate activities that does not necessarily fit directly into platform 

work but could be widespread without being visible to careers professionals in schools and 

colleges. Some may represent opportunities or, conversely, risk considerations such as 

personal safety or market volatility. There could be an opening for further research to 

discover how many students are using these methods to earn, how often, and how it is 

contextualised in their social, school, and potentially work lives. For example, is stock 

market trading performed only by students who are aiming for a career in business, finance, 

or economics, or is there wider experimentation? How many students feel that they can 

earn a living by becoming an influencer on social media or producing video content? 

On a methodological level, the cognitive model presented in this thesis is provisional and 

requires further testing. This thesis presented two dimensions of the cognitive process: the 

schema structure and the layered inferential model that uses phases of inferences 

interacting with self-concepts to identify suitability. The schema was used to visualise the 

thematic analysis and could be used for other research to visualise other kinds of careers or 
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sectoral definitions. The inferential process model showed the circumscription action and 

interaction between platform work schemas, self-concepts, and career definition schemas. 

It could be tested by using known sectors that have relatively well-defined schematic 

representations among participants already. 

For careers education practice, this research suggests that there may be value in discussing 

broad elements of the labour market such as platform work or the wider gig economy. 

During interviews, I observed that when asked to discuss this topic, which was relatively 

unknown to participants, they were able to engage in complex discussions about security, 

employer-employee relationships, matters of justice and policy, and many other aspects of 

work. This is supported by the diversity of opinions observed in the qualitative data. 

However, as this was an exploratory study, no evaluation tool was designed to test 

participants’ knowledge and opinions of platform work before and after interviews. Further 

research (for example action research or intervention-testing) could evaluate the effects of 

more abstract discussion about different types and modes of working within the careers 

education programme. This would serve to complement the individual employer 

experiences or workplace visits that are the cornerstones of official frameworks (such as the 

Career Development Institute’s Guidance Framework (2021a; 2021b), and the DfE’s (2021) 

statutory guidance by helping students to conceptualise the world of work (and what work 

can mean to them and others) on a more abstract level. Such experiences are usually 

embedded into a traditional work context, and it has been shown that “alternative work 

arrangements” are growing – which may be amplified by the fallout from Covid-19. The level 

of detail afforded by the group discussion and sharing of knowledge and opinion allowed 

students to assess a new mode of working and its strengths and weaknesses (and personal 

applicability or desirability). This could be helpful to aid understanding of the labour market 

as a whole, and also considering associated issues as part of an overall career education. An 

important line of questioning is how prepared the career development profession is to 

articulate and advise on alternative work types. It would be helpful to determine whether 

there is, in fact, a gap between entrepreneurship education and careers education and 

guidance practice where solo self-employment should be. 

 



264 
 
 

 

10.3.2 Decent work 

 

One of the main characteristics of platform work that young people found concerning about 

platform work was its insecurity and other material and experiential features. Supporting 

other research into the lived experiences of platform workers, these features can point to 

ways that the terms of the platform-worker relationships could be improved. While student 

participants did not foresee needing to work on platforms in the future, there is a sizeable 

minority of people who are using platforms to earn full time. Zero hours contracts and 

platforms offer less secure forms of work that are also shown to contribute to 

underemployment, and many have observed a growing environment of precarious work 

(Standing, 2011; Furlong et al., 2018). Though zero hours contracts are supposed to offer a 

desirable flexibility in work, results from this study suggest that the prevailing preference for 

young people entering the labour market may be for more security than is currently 

available. The concern of participants with security, support, and work quality is an 

important finding not just in the context of platform work and its direct suitability for young 

people. It carries implications for how young people are (or ought to be) treated as entrants 

into the labour market. They are typically the most vulnerable group and are the first to 

experience the burdens of increased unemployment during recessions (Furlong et al., 2018). 

My analysis of both the qualitative data suggests that student participants above all wanted 

more security, both in terms of income and other support and benefits associated with 

traditional employment relationships. These are qualities that are increasingly missing from 

early labour market experiences (Furlong et al., 2018). Consequently, policy around 

temporary work and zero hours contracts ought to be reconsidered in this light, as well as 

the platform economy, as the flexibility they offer may be less desirable than is sometimes 

supposed by policymakers and policy advisers (for example by Taylor, 2017).  

A further policy implication from this study could be to expand the definition of decent work 

to include more experiential factors. Blustein et al. (2016) point out that the ILO’s definition 

mainly focuses on “macro-economic indicators”: security, employment levels, measurable 

union representation and so on. However, this project has drawn more clearly the 

connection between the experiential aspects of work and perceptions of work quality, at 

least for this group of young people. When thinking about the desirability of platform work, 
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participants did consider factors that conform the ILO’s definition of decent work such as 

pay and security, but psychological factors such as perceived status, a sense of progression 

on their career paths, and relationships with their employers were clearly also important in 

their consideration. Therefore, policy language could adapt to include more psychological  

or experiential aspects to define decent work. In the platform economy more specifically, 

more notice should be taken among policymakers that many kinds of platform work fail to 

satisfy even some of the basic conditions of decent work (Heeks et al. 2021).  

 

10.3.3 Practice 

 

A main aim of this study was a practical one: to discover incidence of gig economy work 

among young people and identify any careers education or guidance needs in this area. The 

findings support several ways forward for the career development profession, both in terms 

of resource development and application. Rather than producing materials about the gig 

economy for dissemination among careers professionals in a ‘top down’, canonical approach 

(potentially reinforcing problematic power dynamics between staff and students), I wanted 

first to find out if young people felt that LMI about platform work was needed or desirable.  

While the results clearly show that careers professionals wanted more information about 

platforms so that they could become better informed, it does not necessarily follow from 

the results of this study that the students all need more information about platforms 

delivered to them. Given the low incidence of use among participants, it seems that while it 

would be helpful for careers professionals to know about this emergent part of the labour 

market, at present the need to know about it for their everyday practice is low. They do not 

need to know how to advise how sign-up processes work on every platform, for example, 

because no students were considering it as a career option. Some even felt that it would be 

inappropriate for a careers adviser to bring it up with them. This could change in time if 

more of the labour market moves to platforms, or if platforms change their practices 

sufficiently to be more attractive to students. 

However, the possible uses that were perceived by student participants suggest an 

instrumental role for platform work to facilitate career moves – such as funding study or 
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gathering experience for a CV. It could be helpful for careers professionals to have a general 

knowledge of platform work to help solve practical challenges (both with young people and 

adults, as such challenges are universal). Careers professionals could also develop their 

knowledge of how platform work can complement freelance or entrepreneurial careers for 

those students who might be considering such work. 

A further consideration for practice could be to evaluate how resources are presented and 

see how platform work might fit into labour market information resources. Informal career 

elements can be hard to fit into careers programmes, as most LMI resources are centred 

around traditional employment (Watts, 1981). Entrepreneurship and self-employment are 

presented almost as a unified topic (for example, in the CDI’s guidance framework, 2021). 

Furthermore, the survey of careers professionals indicates some had a desire to provide a 

more inclusive programme to students that includes important life skills. Some expressed 

wanting to make students aware of worker rights, for example. This suggests a way in which 

the careers programme could be merged more deeply with PSHE programmes to provide a 

more comprehensive life education, including in the world of work.  

This research suggests also that there can be value in discussing different modes of work as 

part of a careers education programme. While the students did not appear to have thought 

about platform work as a discrete category of work, they were prepared to engage with the 

subject and were able to form evaluations about it based on those discussions. This 

potentially developed their labour market knowledge and self-knowledge during discussion 

of platform work. That is, the discussion process gave participants opportunities to practise 

career skills articulated in theoretical careers literature, such as Law’s SeSiFU and DOTS 

models (Law, 2001).  

Discussing the desirability of specific careers in an abstract way (that is, not related to an 

employer visit or structured event) could help to develop self-awareness for career. Plimmer 

(2012) suggests that exploring possible selves can be a helpful way to approach career 

development in personal guidance settings, with the potential to increase motivation and 

overcome barriers. Savickas (2002) proposes that a critical element of a person’s capacity to 

make decisions is the degree to which their knowledge of their own career values is 

“crystallised” (or consciously defined by the individual). Students might need more 
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experience and/or exploration with careers professionals to identify more clearly their 

career values. I propose that the exploration of careers in platform work could be applied 

with young people in wider careers education contexts as a way of exploring career values, 

such as in group sessions. Using a possible self that is related to a specific career (or mode of 

working, as in the case of platform work) could be helpful to examine career values among 

young people who (with limited experience of the workplace) might otherwise find it 

difficult to crystallise them.   

A connected implication is the value of discussing work that is considered to be undesirable 

as a way of accessing what is desirable. Many coaching resources focus on positive 

interviewing – finding what is desirable and setting goals for those (for example, Hambly & 

Bomford, 2019; Reid, 2016; Yates, 2013). Yet few articulate the value of focusing directly on 

the undesirable. Finding out the qualities that make a specific kind of work undesirable for a 

client could allow the career coach to bring out the qualities that are desired as part of the 

exploration process.  

 

10.4 Final reflections 

 

The concept of platform work has provided a useful test case to explore young people’s 

career thinking. Although there were fewer instances of uses of platform work among the 

students than I had expected, this was far from disappointing as their opinions about it 

revealed much about their expectations about work later on, their career values, and to 

some degree the fields in which they were operating. In addition to the “discursively 

conscious” views that they expressed, the thematic analysis of the data allowed exploration 

of the “practical consciousness” underlying their views (Giddens, 1984). In other words, 

there was a great deal of subconscious thinking, processing, evaluation that was taking 

place beneath the surface. 

Students’ thinking was shaped by a host of factors, which reinforces modern theories of 

career that account for their complexities. The rejection of platform work illuminated 

schemas of work and self that might not have become evident through analysis of a more 

popular form of work. Through exploring the undesirable example of platform work, young 
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people’s career values became evident, like looking at a photographic negative. And though 

they had not considered the gig economy as a whole, and no formal post-session evaluation 

took place, it is my belief that students emerged from discussions with more nuanced 

knowledge of work types, and perhaps more self-knowledge as well, as they were given 

time to reflect on what their personal preferences were. It may be helpful for career 

development practitioners to use discussion of platform work as a heuristic to stimulate 

new thinking among young people about work and career, to deepen their understanding of 

the world of work and self. 

The results also confirmed many of the concerns about security and work quality that circle 

the gig economy. These persistent worries mean that platform work is unlikely to supplant 

more secure employment as a preferred career choice. However, rising insecurity and the 

weakening of employment rights in the United Kingdom may also mean that the 

conventional employment and training routes favoured by the career development 

profession are becoming less conventional. There may, therefore, be room in the careers 

profession for better and quicker ways to stay up to date with evolving (sometimes very 

rapidly changing) technologies – particularly as artificial intelligence, Web 3 technologies 

such as blockchain, and other novel technologies emerge. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix A: List of platforms 

 

Table 10.1: List of online gig economy platforms 

Airbnb Access platform where people 
can rent their spare rooms or 
holiday properties 

https://www.airbnb.co.uk/  

Amazon 
Marketplace 

Retail platform associated with 
the Amazon company for the sale 
of goods by individuals and 
organisations 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/marke
tplace-uk/s?k=marketplace+uk  

Amazon 
Mechanical Turk 
(AMT) 

Microtasking labour platform https://www.mturk.com/  

Bubble Babysitting labour platform https://bubble.io/  

Couchsurfing Free exchange / sharing economy 
system: people share their extra 
space without charge 
 

https://www.couchsurfing.com/  

Deliveroo Labour app coordinating the 
delivery of food 

https://deliveroo.co.uk/  

Depop Fashion retail site 
 

https://www.depop.com/  

eBay Retail and auction site https://www.ebay.co.uk/  

Etsy Retail site to sell hand made 
items 

https://www.etsy.com/  

facebook 
marketplace 

Retail site for the sale of items by 
individuals 

https://www.facebook.com/marke
tplace  

Fatllama Access platform: rental of high 
value items such as electronics 

https://fatllama.com/  

Fiverr Labour platform coordinating 
high and low skill online tasks 

https://www.fiverr.com/  

Freecycle Sharing platform where 
unwanted items are listed and 
given without charge to others 

https://www.freecycle.org/  

https://www.airbnb.co.uk/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/marketplace-uk/s?k=marketplace+uk
https://www.amazon.co.uk/marketplace-uk/s?k=marketplace+uk
https://www.mturk.com/
https://bubble.io/
https://www.couchsurfing.com/
https://deliveroo.co.uk/
https://www.depop.com/
https://www.ebay.co.uk/
https://www.etsy.com/
https://www.facebook.com/marketplace
https://www.facebook.com/marketplace
https://fatllama.com/
https://www.fiverr.com/
https://www.freecycle.org/
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Freelancer Labour platform organising  high 
skill freelance work between 
individuals and organisations (or 
other individuals) 

https://www.freelancer.com/  

Instagram Social media site for images https://www.instagram.com/  

PeoplePerHour Labour platform organising high 
skill freelance work  

https://www.peopleperhour.com/  

Shpock Retail site for the sale of fashion 
and home items 

https://www.peopleperhour.com/  

Taskrabbit Labour platform organising 
synchronous, geographically 
tethered work (usually in people’s 
homes) 

https://www.taskrabbit.com/  

Tailster Labour platform coordinating dog 
walking 

https://www.tailster.com/ 

Twitch Game streaming platform https://www.twitch.tv/  

Uber Labour platform for 
ridesharing/taxi services – 

https://www.uber.com/gb/en/ 

Upwork High skill freelancing platform https://www.taskrabbit.com/  

Vinted Fashion retail platform https://www.vinted.com/  

YouTube Social media site sharing videos 
and monetised video content – 

https://www.youtube.com/  

 

Zipcar Commercial short-term car rental 
organisation 

https://www.zipcar.com/ 

  

https://www.freelancer.com/
https://www.instagram.com/
https://www.peopleperhour.com/
https://www.peopleperhour.com/
https://www.taskrabbit.com/
https://www.tailster.com/
https://www.twitch.tv/
https://www.uber.com/gb/en/
https://www.taskrabbit.com/
https://www.vinted.com/
https://www.youtube.com/
https://www.zipcar.com/
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Appendix B: Examples of pilot actions and revisions 

 

Following the pilot interview, I wrote a reflection on the interview. Table B shows the 

conclusions and actions that followed from those conclusions. 

 

Table 10.2: Revisions to instrument design after pilot 

Challenge / point of 

failure 

Reason Action 

   

I ran out of time to 

adequately conclude the 

interview 

The initial exercise was too time 

consuming, especially as the 

students needed some time to 

think about their words, and 

not everyone was able to think 

of three. 

 

I removed the starting exercise and 

discussion, and instead kept to the semi-

structured interview format. 

 

I tried to improve my awareness of time 

during interviews. 

 

Some aspects of the study 

did not take place, for 

example staff interviews. 

I did not have a fully developed 

case visit schedule, and there 

was a lack of clarity in 

communicating with staff for 

the visit as to my needs and 

their capacity to fulfil them. 

 

I wrote down a detailed case visit schedule, 

including notes for negotiation in advance 

of visits and a prompt when conducting 

telephone and e mail negotiations. 

 

This included needing to be clear about 

what I needed from the visit – I had been 

unclear that I needed staff and student 

interviews, and surveys as well. 

 

When listening to the 

recording, I noticed some 

researcher bias influencing 

the interview through 

questioning / choice of 

what to focus on 

Inexperience I used a meditative practice to reflect on 

the interview and wrote reflections upon 

listening back to it. 

 

I asked to shadow a colleague in a school 

group interview setting to gain experience. 

 

I increased the clarity of the interview 

questions and produced a topic guide. 
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Appendix D: Student interview information sheet & consent form 

Group Participant information sheet 

Research project title: Young people and the online gig economy 

Research investigator:   Esther Galfalvi 

This project aims to discover your awareness of and feelings about online gig economy 
platforms like Uber andTaskrabbit, whether you use them, and how you think about your 
future careers in relation to this way of working. 

The term “online gig economy” refers to work activities on the internet that you can do on 
websites or on your phone through mobile apps.  These are called platforms.  For example, 
Uber and Deliveroo let you drive or make deliveries through their apps for money, while 
Etsy and Ebay let you sell things through their site and app. 

The focus group will last for the length of today's lesson and I will be asking a range of 
questions about your activities online and on online gig apps/websites (as described above) 
to find out what you think about this kind of work. 

You do not have to answer or take part if you don't want to.  You can stop doing the focus 
group at any time without needing to give a reason. The information will be stored 
confidentially for a period of two years after the completion of the PhD project, and then 
destroyed or deleted.  No information will be published that could identify you, your 
answers, or your school/college and the information I collect will be held securely in 
accordance with the Data Collection Act (1998). 

I would like to record the session, to help me remember what we talked about. If you would 
not like to be recorded, please indicate this at the start of the focus group.  If later you have 
second thoughts about any of the answers you gave and would like to have them withdrawn 
from the study, e mail us within two weeks (email below). 

If you have any other questions about the research, please e mail Esther Galfalvi at [e mail]. 

Thank you for taking part! 
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Focus Group Consent Form 

Research project title: Young people and the online gig economy 

Research investigator:   Esther Galfalvi 

I agree to participate in the focus group carried out by Esther Galfalvi, to aid with the 
research of young people and the online gig economy. 

I have read the information sheet and understand the aims of the project. 

I am aware of the topics to be discussed in the focus group. 

I am fully aware that I will remain anonymous throughout data reported and that I have the 
right to leave the focus group at any point. 

I am aware that data collected will be stored securely, safely and in accordance with the 
Data Collection Act (1998). 

I am fully aware that I am not obliged to answer any question, but that I do so at my own 
free will. 

I agree to have the focus group recorded (audio only), so it can be transcribed after the 
focus group is held. I am aware that I have the right to edit the transcript of the Focus Group 
once it has been completed. 

I am aware that I can make any reasonable changes to this consent form. 

 

Name _____________________________________ 

 

Participants Signature  ______________________________ 

 

Date   _____________________________________ 
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Appendix E: Staff interview information sheet & consent form 

Interview participant information sheet 

 

Research project title: Young people and the online gig economy 
Research investigator:   Esther Galfalvi 
 
This project aims to investigate young people's awareness of and feelings about online gig 
economy platforms like Uber and Taskrabbit, and any other online money-earning activities 
they might be involved in. 
 
The term “online gig economy” refers to work activities on the internet that can be 
performed on websites or on phones through mobile apps. These online systems are called 
“platforms”.  Uber and Deliveroo allow users to drive or make deliveries through apps, while 
Etsy and Ebay are sales platforms that allow users to sell goods through their sites and apps. 
 
I wish to understand the ways in which young people are exploring digital work on their 
own, and whether they need to be (and wish to be) supported in this by their careers 
advisers. 
 
This study will involve visits to schools and colleges, discussions and surveys with young 
people, and discussions with school/college staff.  No individual school will be identified and 
no quotations or survey data will be attributed to named participants.   
 
You will be asked a range of questions relating to your role, career development in your 6th 
form, and your thoughts on the online gig economy. 
 
You can withdraw from this research at any time during the interview without having to give 
a reason. If you wish to withdraw any information after this, it is possible to do so for up to 
two weeks after the interview: send an e mail to [e mail] with details. 
 
In order to help with the research, I may digitally record the interview (audio only). 
 
The information will be stored confidentially for a period of two years after the completion 
of the PhD project, and then destroyed or deleted.  No information will be published that 
could identify you, your answers, or your school/college and the information I collect will be 
held securely in accordance with the Data Collection Act (1998) on password protected 
computers and in compliance with freedom of information legislation. 
 
Do you have any questions about the research? 
 
 
Please sign the informed consent form below. 
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Interview Informed Consent Form 

 
Research project title: Young people and the online gig economy 
Research investigator:   Esther Galfalvi 
 

I agree to participate in this interview carried out by Esther Galfalvi, to aid 
with the research of young people and the online gig economy. 
 

I have read the information sheet and understand the aims of the project. 
 

I am aware of the topics to be discussed in the interview. 
 

I am fully aware that I will remain anonymous throughout data reported 
and that I have the right to leave the interview at any point. 
 

I am aware that data collected will be stored securely, safely and in 
accordance with the Data Collection Act (1998). 
 

I am fully aware that I am not obliged to answer any question, but that I 
do so at my own free will. 
 

I agree to have the interview recorded (audio only), so it can be 
transcribed after the interview is held. I am aware that I have the right to 
edit the transcript of the interview once it has been completed. 
 

I am aware that I can make any reasonable changes to this consent form. 
 
 
Name _____________________________________ 
 
 
Participants Signature  ______________________________ 
 
 
Date   _____________________________________ 
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Appendix F: Questionnaire information sheet (Careers professionals) 
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Appendix G: Questionnaire information and consent sheet (students) 
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Appendix H: Student group interview question guide 

 
1. - How did you hear about the gig economy? 
 
2. - Do you know anyone who is using it? 
 
3. - Which platforms have you heard of?  Used? 
 
4. - What do your parents think?  Do they know? Do your teachers know? 
 
5. - What do you think of work like this? 
 
6. - Do you think you'll use the gig economy to make money in the future? 
 
7. - Do you think it's a good way to earn?  (Desirable?) 
 
8. - What would hold you back from using it? 
 
9 - What would encourage you to use it? 
 
10. - What kind of support would you want from your careers advisers? 
 
11. - What do you think careers or work will be like in the future? 
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Appendix I: Careers staff interview question guide 

1. Can you tell me about how the career programme s is delivered in your school?   
1b. Who else in the school is involved in careers education delivery? 

 
1. What kind of enterprise activities do the 16-18 year olds do? 

 
2. Are they shown how to use the internet to help them with any enterprise activities (e.g. 

online marketing, social media, etc) 
 

3. What exposure to social media do they have for school or careers purposes?  (i.e. not at 
home chatting with their friends) 

 
4. Careers & social media – Do you talk to your students about social media? 

 
5. Can you describe how you address the digital aspect of careers in your programme? 

 
6. Have you ever talked about online platforms as a source of work in classroom time? 

 
7. Have online platforms or the gig economy ever come up in a one-to-one interview?    

[explore how when why etc] 
if yes, what was your impression of the student's understanding of platform work? 
 

8. If no, have you ever heard of a young person in the school using a platform 
 

9. What platforms are you aware of that are operating locally? 
 

10. What do you think of platform work? 
 

11. What do you think are the main concerns of young people doing platform work? 
 

12. What, for you, would be most useful from this research in terms of supporting young 
people? 
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Appendix J: Student survey questions 

1. How old are you? 

2. Which school or college do you go to? 

3. How much time do you spend online every day on computers, phones, or 

tablets? 

• 1-2 hours 

• 2-3 hours 

• 3-4 hours 

• More than 4 hours 

4. Which one do you use the most? (tick one) 

• Phone 

• Computer 

• Tablet 

• Other (please specify) 

5. Do you have (tick any that apply): 

• Your own phone 

• Your own tablet 

• Your own computer 

• Share a computer at home 

• Share a tablet at home 

• Share a phone at home 

• Use a public computer (e.g. at school or a public library) 

6. Have you ever heard the term "gig economy"? 

7. Which apps or sites have you heard of / used as a customer / earned 

money from (tick all that apply): 

• Airbnb 

• Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) 

• Amazon Flex 

• Crowdflower 
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• Deliveroo 

• Depop 

• eBay 

• Fiverr 

• Freelancer 

• Jobtoday 

• Tailster 

• Taskrabbit 

• Uber 

• Upwork 

8. Would you like to work on any of these apps or sites (or any others)? 

9. Are you using any apps or sites like these (or any others) to make money 

now? 

10. How far do you agree or disagree with the following statements (Strongly 

disagree / Somewhat disagree / Neither agree nor disagree / Somewhat 

agree / Strongly disagree): 

 

I understand what gig economy platforms/apps are 

Gig economy platforms/apps are a good way to earn money 

I see myself working through a phone app in the future 

Work on platforms/apps can be exploitative 

Work on platforms/apps could be useful to help me fund study or 

jobhunting 

Gig economy apps aren't important to me 

I would enjoy working through a gig economy platform/app 

The thought of working through online technology makes me 

uncomfortable 

I don't need to know much about gig economy platforms/apps 

There are some useful opportunities on gig economy platforms/apps 
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I feel that work on gig economy platforms could be unsafe 

This kind of work could be good for my CV 

I would like my careers adviser to be able to advise me about working 

on apps and how I could earn money from them 

11. Are people who work on these platforms (tick one): 

• Employees 

• Self-employed 

• Depends on the platform 

• Not sure 

• Other (please specify) 

12. Are platform organisations (the companies that run apps like Uber and 

Etsy): (tick one) 

• Employers 

• Just provide the technology 

• It depends on the platform 

• Not sure 

• Other (please specify) 

13. Do you think these companies should give people who work on them (tick 

any that apply) 

• A secure contract 

• Sick pay 

• Guaranteed basic income 

• Guaranteed number of hours 

• A pension 

• Holiday pay 

• Not sure 

• None of the above 

• Other (please specify) 
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14. Have you ever earned money from any online activities (e.g. selling things 

on ebay or bonuses on World of Warcraft)? 

15. Do you have your own website, blog, Instagram site, or similar? 

16. Do you post anything else creative online (e.g. videos, vines, writing)? 

17. Please tick the box that you feel best describes your ethnic group: 

18. What is your gender? 

19. Would you be willing to participate in a one-to-one interview or a group 

interview (about 6-8 people)? (tick all that apply:) 

20. If you answered yes, please provide your name (we don't publish this in 

the report): 

 

Appendix K: Careers professionals’ survey questions 

 

2. What type of school/college do you work at? 

3. What is your role? 

4. Tick the category that is closest to the type of qualification that you hold 

5. How far do you agree with the following statements (Strongly disagree / 

Somewhat disagree / Neither agree nor disagree / Somewhat agree / Strongly 

disagree): 

1. I am comfortable using technology in my practice 

2. I use the web in guidance work 

3. I am familiar with the term “online gig economy” 

4. The online gig economy is expanding  

5. The online gig economy can play a positive role in someone’s career 

6. The online gig economy is exploitative of workers 

7. The online gig economy could increase social mobility 

8. I would be comfortable advising clients about working in the gig economy 

9. The online gig economy can trap people in insecure labour 
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10. The online gig economy is a passing fashion 

11. The online gig economy could increase social inequality 

12. The online gig economy should be addressed in career development 

13. I have no interest in including the online gig economy in my practice 

14. The online gig economy could make it easier for disadvantaged people to 

enter the job market 

15. It would be useful for training on the online gig economy to exist for 

practitioners 

16. I would like to be able to advise clients on the gig economy 

6. Which platforms have you heard of / used as a customer / earned money from? 

(Matrix question) 

• Airbnb 

• Amazon Mechanical Turk 

• CitySpring 

• Coursera 

• Crowdflower 

• Deliveroo 

• eBay 

• Etsy 

• Fiverr 

• Guru 

• Freelancer 

• Hassle 

• Hermes 

• Hometouch 

• Jobtoday 

• Peopleperhour 

• Skillshare 

• Tailster 
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• Taskrabbit 

• Uber 

• UberEats 

• UberX 

• Upwork 

• UrbanMassage 

• Yodel 

7. Do you consider people who work on labour platforms (Uber, Deliveroo, 

Taskrabbit) to be: 

• Employees 

• Self employed 

• Other (Please specify) 

8. Do you consider platform organisations to be: 

• Facilitators / providers of the technology 

• Employers 

• Other (please specify) 

 

9. Do you think that these organisations should be required to provide (tick all 

that apply): 

• Sick pay 

• Job security 

• Guaranteed income 

• Guaranteed hours 

• Holiday pay 

• Pensions 

• None of the above 

• Other (please specify) 
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10. Has the online gig economy ever come up with a student or a client? If yes can 

you tell me more? 

 

11. Are you aware of any of the young people you work with using a gig economy 

platform to make money? If yes, which platforms? 

 

12. Do you know if the young people you work with are earning money from any 

other online activities? 

 

13. Do you think a gig economy app could be helpful to match career practitioners 

with potential clients? 

 

14. Could a digital app be useful for any other purpose in the career development 

field? If yes, can you tell me more? 

 

15. Are there any other issues to do with the gig economy that you think are 

important? 

 

16. What is your age? 

 

17. What is your gender? 

 

18. Choose one box to best describe your ethnic group 

 

19. Would you be willing to let me visit a school/college where you work to 

conduct a case study? 

 

20. If yes or you would like more information, please provide your: 
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• Name 

• Telephone number 

• Institution 

 


