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While both approaches capture important aspects of platform labor, our findings suggest they are
at best incomplete. Because technology and policy are similar for all workers, these approaches
predict that workers should have common experiences and outcomes. This is true both across the
sector, where the tendency is to treat all platforms as similar, as well as in the characterization of
workers’ experiences. However we find strong differentiation across platforms, as well as across
workers on a single platform, with respect to job satisfaction, remuneration, autonomy, and

management control.



In this paper we shift the focus from describing workers’ experiences to a more general question:
what are the determinants of labor outcomes on platforms? We have identified two key features.
The first is weak labor institutionalization, and especially the absence of platform control over
hours of work. This leads to outcomes that are driven in large part by the economic situations
providers bring to the platforms, in particular how economically dependent the worker is on
platform earnings. While economic dependence is also relevant in other workplaces, its importance
is heightened in this context because the labor force is more situationally diverse than in
conventional employment. Ours is the first paper to explicitly analyze the role of economic
dependency, although the concept has been noted in the literature (Kuhn and Maleki, 2017;
Lehdonvirta, 2018; Ravenelle, 2019). The second feature is that the platform economy is nested
within the general labor market and larger trends in the availability and quality of jobs influence
the experience of platform labor. We find that in order to achieve positive outcomes for their
workers, platforms are free-riding on the security provided by conventional employment,

suggesting a parasitic relationship between the two labor markets.

Our research is based on a seven platform qualitative study of providers in the Boston area. We
confine our focus to consumer-oriented companies, frequently referred to as “the sharing
economy.” We have conducted 111 in-depth interviews with providers on Airbnb, TaskRabbit,

Uber, Lyft, Postmates, Favor



expenses express more dissatisfaction, and experience more precarity. We also find a second axis
of variation across platforms. Although platforms are generally open to almost everyone,* the asset
requirements and skill levels needed to succeed vary considerably, as do outcomes. We believe
that our emphasis on economic dependence, the hierarchy of the platform eco-system, and the
parasitic relationship between platform and conventional labor, represents a new approach to the

phenomenon of platform work.

Theoretical Approaches to Platform Labor

There is a longstanding body of research across social science disciplines that understands the
work process and labor market outcomes as a product of historically varying institutional regimes
that align state and corporate policy. Examples include the French “Regulation School” (Boyer
and Saillard, 2002) and the American “Social Structures of Accumulation” approach (Bowles,
Gordon, and Weisskopf, 1986), both of which focus on the institutional specificity of regimes of
capital accumulation and labor control. Scholars distinguish the laissez-faire labor regime of the
19" century from the post-WWII social contract, in which employers afforded high levels of
security to their workers, passed on productivity increases as higher wages, and tolerated labor
unions (Marglin and Schor, 1989; Burawoy, 1979; Kalleberg, 2018). Within institutionalism, the
varieties of capitalism literature and subsequent accounts of national differences (Hall and Soskice,

2001; Thelen, 2014) are more particularistic than the Regulation School, however they also assume



This literature identifies firm-led institutional restructuring as the driving force undermining the

security and liveable wages of the postwar regime. Market-based labor regulation also entails more






differences across our respondents. This is due to two aspects of the platform economy which have
not been sufficiently recognized—weak institutionalization of labor control and a parasitic
relationship to the conventional economy. While much of the discourse about platforms references
issues of labor flexibility and autonomy, analysts have mostly been concerned about how much

flexibility workers actually



provide evidence of poor working conditions, dissatisfaction and desperation (Rosenblat and Stark,

2016; Robinson, 2017; Ladegaard, Ravenelle, and Schor, 2018).

A second insight is that the platform economy must be partially understood in relationship to the
general labor market (Schor, 2017). In the early days, many providers opted for platform work
because they were unable to find conventional employment, in the wake of the Great Recession.
Farrell and Greig (2017) find that the rate of growth of platform labor is influenced by conventional
labor market conditions. The platform sector is nested within the larger labor market and trends in
the availability and quality of jobs influence the experiences of platform workers. More
specifically, the positive experiences of many platform workers are due to the benefits and security

they simultaneously receive from their main employers, suggesting that platforms are free-riders.

Methods

As noted above, we believe a multi-platform design is best for studying questions about labor
outcomes across the sector. We selected seven platforms (Airbnb, TaskRabbit, Uber, Lyft,
Postmates, Favor and RelayRides (later renamed Turo)) which conform to the Commerce
Department’s criteria for “digital matching firms,” namely the use of information technology to
facilitate peer-to-peer transactions and ratings systems, hours flexibility for workers, and worker-

provided tools and assets (Telles, 2016: 3—4). These criteria result in the inclusion of labor services
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18-34 because this group constituted nearly all users when the research was begun and continue to
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predominating. We have amalgamated Uber and Lyft as one case, and Postmates and Favor as
another because the services are so similar and because most of the providers we interviewed

worked on both platforms simultaneously.

Describing our respondents

Descriptive statistics about our sample can be found in Table 1. (Insert Table 1 about here.) The
breakdown by case is 27 from Airbnb, 26 from Favor/Postmates, 11 from RelayRides, 31
TaskRabbits and 16 drivers from Lyft/Uber. Some respondents are active on multiple platforms,
for example Airbnb and TaskRabbit, however we have assigned each person to one platform based
on the one they were more involved with or earned more from. As noted, our sample is young,
with a mean age of 28.5. Drivers and Taskers are slightly older than respondents from the other
cases. Our sample is roughly two-thirds male. While this is not surprising for the delivery and

driving, it is somewhat unexpected for Airbnb and TaskRabbit. For Airbnb it is partly because in
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by case. To avoid repetition we have interwoven the intermediate findings on partially-dependents

with the two main categories.®

Platform Independence

Airbnb providers are earning not mainly from their labor effort, but from the economic rents they
can command from property they either own or control via leases. They have valuable assets to
rent and hosting does not require much labor effort, which results in strongly positive experiences.
Hourly earnings are by far the highest across the sample, and work burdens are low. A large subset
also reap a substantial non-pecuniary benefit from hosting—meeting and getting to know
strangers. This is an appealing combination: high earnings, low work effort and significant social

benefit. Albert, a 33-year-old software worker, was drawn to the platform because “well, it’s good
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furniture store. Ernest is able to vary his hourly rate by the desirability of the task, earning from a

low of $75 to $150 for
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he has “so many reviews at this point, like, if someone doesn’t want to hire me at the price that |

set it at then, like, I’m not going to feel bad.”
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More than a third of the couriers on Postmates and Favor are supplemental earners. Tamara was a
Black woman in her late twenties who regaled our interviewer with stories of thrift. Tamara came
from a military family, married a plumber, and moved from the South to Boston to work as a
special education assistant. She and her husband had a young baby and were trying to create a

stable middle
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when he wanted to.
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their existing alternatives, as we would expect given that they remain active on the platforms.
However, they are far less satisfied, report less flexibility, and have less freedom to hold out for
higher wages than their non-dependent counterparts. Their situations are more precarious,

particularly if they do not have housing from parents or spousal incomes to rely on. Among thee precarious,
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technician, and along with it his home. So he sold all his possessions and bought a membership in
a co-working space that offered Internet and some free food. He tried to hide his homelessness by

running to the co-working space every morning so that it looked like he needed a shower because

of his exercise routine, rather than his homelessness.
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right? But at least you can pay your phone bill and you can buy some food and the landlord isn’t

upset with you.” We also found evidence of deteriorating provider
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graduated, but was struggling to find work and was desperately trying to save enough money to
move to Philadelphia. As the interview progressed, he appeared increasingly overwhelmed. When
asked what he needed the money for, Ervin said, “Saving to move, my credit card bill, car repair
because | need to get that in the shop, so yeah. I’ve been kinda, you know, not knowing because |
know it’s gonna be expensive. All I know is it’s only gonna get worse. But it’s like, do | keep my

car and risk it getting worse or do I take it in now and take this huge financial blow?” Ervin’s one
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take advantage of Zipcar promotions, explaining that any money was better than no money,

regardless of the razor thin margin.
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ownership or lease to an apartment. In addition, the location of the property determines its ability
to attract guests, and hosts who are White, have higher incomes, and have a BA are more likely to
have the opportunity to successfully earn on the platform. (Cansoy and Schor, 2018). TaskRabbit
appears to have an informal educational (or human capital) requirement of either a college degree
or at least college enrollment, and nearly a quarter of Taskers have graduate degrees. This platform
yields much higher wages than those which specialize in delivery or driving, so lack of formal
education is likely functioning as a barrier to high earnings. One reason may be that customers are
themselves highly educated and prefer to hire others of their educational class, even for manual or
low skilled work, such as housecleaning or moving. Driving and delivery platforms require less in
the way of assets. Driving apps only require a car of relatively recent vintage (both Uber and Lyft
offer deals for low lease rates, but only if drivers satisfy a quota of weekly rides). Delivery apps

can be joined with no physical assets (or education).

While we do not have accurate hourly wages to compare remuneration structures, there is an
ordering across the four platforms which matches the asset requirements. Airbnb yields the highest
earnings, with our hosts mostly earning in the $100 per night range. Some earn less, and the high

in our sample is
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pressure. If jobs are plentiful elsewhere, platforms will be forced to improve conditions. If labor
markets are slack, platforms may well be an important part of the race to the bottom. Given current
uncertainties about the extent of labor displacement from artificial intelligence, the state of

a
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apps has reduced the stigma associated with manual tasks such as driving, housecleaning and
delivery, and induced many highly educated people to take on this work. In the current era of
downward economic mobility, this is not surprising. But it does suggest an even more complex

situation for those interested in constructing an equitable labor market for all.
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Table 2: Platform Dependence*

Supplemental Partially-Dependent Dependent
Airbnb 16 11 0
(59.3%) (40.7%) (0.0%)
Relay Rides 5 6
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Figure 1: Platform Hierarchy

N

Higher
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Asset Requirements | Wages and Earnings /o StIJEppIementaI
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Airbnb Airbnb Airbnb
TaskRabbit TaskRabbit RelayRides
RelayRides RelayRides TaskRabbit
Uber & Lyft Uber & Lyft Favor & Postmates
Favor
Favor & Postmates Postmates Uber & Lyft
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earnings were measured, to conform with platform custom (i.e., Airbnb hosts think monthly, on
other platforms they calculated weekly earnings). This resulted in differences in how respondents
interpreted questions so we have done some re-coding to create comparability across cases.
Furthermore, as the project evolved we introduced some changes in the survey to reflect changing
practice as well as some shifts in research questions.

5The closest comparison study to ours is Ravenelle’s (2019), who interviewed providers on Airbnb,
Uber, TaskRabbit and Kitchensurfing. She groups respondents into three categories—success
stories, strivers, and strugglers. The latter have strong affinities with our dependent earners—
strugglers are financially precarious, experience sexual harassment, workplace injuries, threats to
bodily safety, are cheated out of earnings by unscrupulous customers, and find themselves
unwittingly drawn into criminal acts such as drug dealing, prostitution or violence. Ravenelle does
not provide estimates on the numerical breakdown of her sample so we cannot be confident that
her outcomes are more negative, but they seem to be. Her sample is less educated and less White

than ours and New York City is a harder place to survive than Boston.
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