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Abstract
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This thesis examines platform-mediated gig work in Sweden as a differentiated and internally
contradictory labour regime. Through qualitative interviews with gig workers, supplemented
by ethnographic observations and analyses of policy, media, platform, and union material, the
thesis explores how platform labour is structured, governed, and experienced. It investigates
how contradictions between flexibility and control, autonomy and constraint, and innovation
and exploitation emerge through processes of labour market segmentation, digital mediation,
spatio-temporal organisation, and platform urbanisation. Drawing on labour geography, Marxist
political economy, and Marxist-feminist approaches, the thesis conceptualises platform-
mediated gig work not as a singular or exceptional form of work, but as an intensification
and reorganisation of longer-standing dynamics of labour market inequality, exploitation, and
spatio-temporal discipline.

The thesis consists of four research articles. Article I examines labour market segmentation
in the Swedish gig economy. It shows that flexibility operates dialectically as both a potential
source of autonomy and a mechanism of control, and that experiences of precarity are shaped
by workers’ differential positions within labour markets and broader social relations. Article
II explores the spatio-temporal organisation of gig work. It argues that the flexibility afforded
to platforms and customers depends upon the spatial and temporal inflexibility of workers,
particularly migrant workers in cleaning and delivery, who must be available both “just-
in-time” and “just-in-place”. Article III examines labour agency through the framework of
resilience, reworking, and resistance. It finds that agency is not absent in platform labour,
but fragmented and unevenly organised through the spatio-temporal logics of platform work.
Resilience emerges under conditions of compression and isolation, reworking through partial
decompression, and resistance through fragile moments of synchronisation. Article IV develops
the concept of spectral infrastructures to explore how platform urbanism reorganises urban
space, visibility, and labour. It demonstrates that the apparent frictionlessness of on-demand
consumption depends upon the uneven visibility of the workers and infrastructures that sustain
everyday urban life.

It is concluded that platform-mediated gig work in Sweden constitutes a differentiated labour
regime organised through contradiction. Across the papers, the conditions that enable flexibility,
autonomy, visibility, and mobility for some workers simultaneously generate insecurity,
waiting, opacity, and constraint for others. These contradictions are experienced unevenly and
are disproportionately borne by differently positioned workers. The findings further suggest that
platform labour develops through existing labour market structures, reproducing inequalities
associated with migration status, labour market position, and access to social and institutional
protections. The thesis therefore argues that platform labour reconfigures rather than transcends
existing inequalities, reproducing uneven conditions of work through digitally mediated forms
of organisation, coordination, and control.
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Chapter 1: Introduction: From robot to robota 

“Desperation sometimes drives innovation” 
—Dara Khosrowshahi, CEO of Uber (2017) 

 
The gig economy is a phenomenon embedded in discourses and narratives that 
foreground digital technology, innovation and mechanisation. Indeed, platform-
mediated labour can be understood as emblematic of a new phase of capitalist 
organisation in which work and services are rendered more efficient, flexible 
and increasingly automated. Phrases such as algorithmic management, artificial 
intelligence and data-driven optimisation are routinely invoked to suggest that 
digital platforms represent a decisive break in earlier forms of labour, heralding 
what has been described as a “new world of work” (Ashford et al. 2018). This 
technology purportedly allows gig workers to be their own bosses and work 
when and how they like, but simultaneously permits opaque and embedded 
forms of surveillance and control (Kirven, 2018). 

Such narratives are revealing because they foreground technology over 
labour. The very term robot, now commonly associated with automation and 
machine intelligence, derives from the old Slavic word robota, meaning ‘labour’, 
‘work’, or ‘servitude’. In Czech, robota referred to the compulsory labour 
obligations imposed upon peasants under feudal landlords (Hornyak, 2006). The 
term entered English through Karel Čapek’s Rossum’s Universal Robots 
(R.U.R.) (1920), a play in which artificial workers ultimately revolt against their 
exploitation. Long before robots became symbols of technological advancement, 
robota denoted compulsory labour, drudgery, and servitude. 

This offers a useful point of departure for understanding contemporary 
platform labour. Despite frequent claims that the gig economy signals a move 
toward automation or a post-work future (Rifkin, 1995; Sundararajan, 2016), 
its expansion has depended not on the elimination of human labour, but on its 
reorganisation. In practice, the technologies underpinning platform labour 
consist of interconnected digital systems that allocate tasks, match workers to 
clients, coordinate labour across space and time, monitor worker activity, and 
evaluate performance through data-driven metrics and rating systems. These 
systems operate across a wide range of platform-mediated work, from 
geographically embedded delivery and transport services such as Uber and 
Foodora, to crowdwork and freelance platforms such as Upwork and Fiverr, 
as well as sector-specific labour-matching applications increasingly used in 
industries such as education, care, and healthcare. Through smartphone 
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applications, algorithmic matching systems, GPS tracking, customer ratings, 
automated performance management, and platform-mediated reputational 
systems, digital platforms are able to organise and discipline labour with 
relatively limited direct human supervision (Rosenblat, 2018; Gandini, 2019; 
Wood et al., 2019) 

At the same time, digitally mediated labour coordination often extends 
beyond formal platforms themselves. In some cases, work may be organised 
through informal or semi-formal digital infrastructures such as WhatsApp 
groups, text messages, or app-based scheduling systems that direct workers 
where and when to be available. This reflects the increasingly diffuse ways in 
which digital technologies mediate labour allocation, communication, and 
worker availability across contemporary labour markets. 

These systems also generate vast quantities of behavioural, locational, and 
transactional data through workers’ and consumers’ everyday activities. This 
data is not simply incidental to platform operations, but forms an increasingly 
valuable asset through which platforms optimise labour processes, predict 
demand, shape consumption, and consolidate market power (Srnicek, 2017; 
van Doorn and Badger, 2020). For platform companies, such technologies 
provide new opportunities for accumulation. By coordinating labour through 
algorithmic systems, firms are able to mobilise workers on demand, expand 
rapidly across markets, externalise labour costs and risks, and continuously 
adjust labour supply to fluctuating demand. Workers’ activities 
simultaneously generate data assets that can be used to optimise operations, 
attract investment, and strengthen competitive advantage (Greene and Joseph, 
2015; van Doorn and Badger, 2020). Platform technologies therefore do not 
merely mediate exchanges between workers and consumers, but actively 
participate in the extraction, coordination, and valorisation of labour itself. 

More than simply allocating tasks, platform algorithms increasingly 
organise the rhythms of everyday urban life. By matching workers to 
fluctuating demand in real time, they coordinate when and where labour takes 
place, shaping workers’ movements, availability, and pace of work 
(Zampoukos et al., 2024). In this sense, gig workers become part of the 
infrastructure of everyday life itself, appearing just in time and just in place to 
provide transport, deliveries, cleaning, care, and digitally mediated services 
ranging from software development to online administrative work. The result 
is a labour regime characterised by continual movement, waiting, and 
availability, as workers must adapt to the shifting demands of consumption 
(Attoh et al., 2024; Zampoukos et al., 2024) 

Further, the drudgery of uncertain and atomised labour is often concealed 
behind the language of flexibility and choice (see, for example, Uber, 2025; 
Ozimek, n.d.). But this promise is not without substance: for some workers, 
gig work does afford temporal autonomy, supplemental income, or 
compatibility with other commitments, and may be experienced as a 
preferable form of work altogether. These dynamics are explored throughout 
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the thesis through the Swedish context, where platform labour intersects 
unevenly with migration regimes, welfare institutions, and labour market 
restructuring. This emphasis on flexibility performs important ideological 
work. By foregrounding choice and autonomy, platforms help to mask the 
conditions under which such flexibility is made possible, and for whom. The 
capacity of some workers to exercise discretion over when and how they work 
often rests on the availability of others, both within and beyond the gig 
economy, who are less able to refuse tasks, absorb unpaid waiting time, or exit 
precarious arrangements. In this way, flexibility is not evenly distributed but 
relationally produced, emerging through the uneven allocation of risk, 
insecurity, and constraint (Lehdonvirta, 2018; Anwar & Graham, 2021; Dunn 
et al., 2023). It follows, then, that workers who are more tightly bound by 
migration status, financial necessity, limited alternatives, or sector-specific 
conditions may experience participation in the gig economy as prolonged 
availability, fragmented working time, and restricted control over both labour 
and life beyond it. 

These uneven experiences are particularly significant within the Swedish 
context. Sweden, like the Nordic countries more broadly, has historically been 
associated with coordinated labour relations, strong trade unions, sectoral 
collective bargaining, compressed wage structures, and relatively extensive 
welfare provision, conditions often understood as limiting the expansion of 
highly precarious labour markets (Dølvik and Jesnes, 2018; Ilsøe and 
Söderqvist, 2023). Yet platform labour has emerged not outside this model, 
but through its ongoing reconfiguration. Research on platform labour in the 
Nordic countries demonstrates that digital labour platforms both challenge and 
selectively adapt to existing systems of labour market regulation, whilst sim-
ultaneously exposing longstanding patterns of uneven incorporation 
structured through migration status, race, gender, and employment form (Ilsøe 
and Larsen, 2020; Jesnes et al., 2019). 

In Sweden, these contradictions are particularly revealing. Whilst often 
internationally represented as an egalitarian and universalistic welfare state, 
the Swedish labour market has long been characterised by forms of labour 
market segmentation and differential inclusion, particularly affecting migrant 
and racialised workers (Mulinari and Neergaard, 2005; Schierup et al., 2006). 
Platform-mediated labour intersects with and intensifies these dynamics 
through forms of work organised around fragmented schedules, algorithmic 
management, employment misclassification, and precarious availability. The 
gig economy therefore does not simply represent an external disruption to the 
Swedish model, but illuminates tensions already embedded within it: between 
universalism and exclusion, collective protection and fragmented labour, and 
flexibility and security (Anxo, 2021; Ilsøe and Söderqvist, 2023; Webster and 
Zhang, 2025). 

The uneven incorporation of workers into Sweden’s platform economy can 
be understood through the examples of Martina and Yusuf, who we meet later 
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in the thesis. Martina, a Latin American cleaner who migrated to Sweden with 
her husband, has had to move house frequently whilst navigating unstable 
scheduling practices and precarious domestic labour. She struggles to find time 
to learn Swedish or pursue online teaching work she finds more meaningful and 
fulfilling. Martina also describes feeling racialised by customers because she is 
Latina and experiences platform labour as stressful, exhausting, and far 
removed from the kind of work she wishes to do. By contrast, Yusuf, a South 
Asian migrant who moved to Sweden on a student visa from a middle-class 
family able to support him financially, works as a web developer through 
platforms in his chosen field. Gig work affords Yusuf considerably greater 
flexibility and autonomy, enabling him to choose clients internationally, 
determine how much he wishes to work, combine work with his studies, and 
even outsource tasks to others. Indeed, despite later securing more stable 
employment, Yusuf reflects that in many ways he preferred gig work. 

The language of flexibility, rather than fully capturing these uneven 
experiences, can obscure them by recasting structurally conditioned 
compulsion as individual choice and resilience as autonomy (Hickson, 2024). 
Workers who possess financial support, legal security, mobility, or access to 
alternative opportunities are often better positioned to experience flexibility 
as free-dom. Others, particularly migrant workers dependent upon insecure 
income streams or con-strained by legal precarity and limited labour market 
alternatives, may instead experience platform labour as prolonged availability, 
fragmented working time, spatial confinement, and restricted control over life 
beyond work itself. Flexibility is therefore relationally produced through the 
uneven distribution of insecurity, waiting, and risk (Lehdonvirta, 2018; Anwar 
& Graham, 2021; Dunn et al., 2023). 

Indeed, if, as Khosrowshahi (2017) suggests, “desperation sometimes drives 
innovation,” then the innovations attributed to the gig economy emerge less from 
technological ingenuity than from the conditions that compel large numbers of 
workers to accept undervalued and insecure labour. It is through this labour that 
platforms such as Uber are able to present organisational reconfigurations as 
novel technological breakthroughs. What appears as a neutral technological 
reorganisation of work thus reproduces long-standing inequalities through new 
spatial, temporal, and organisational forms. The gig economy, then, is less about 
robots than robota: not the replacement of labour by machines, but the 
reorganisation of human work through machine technology. 

This is not to suggest that technology is incidental. Digital mediation 
matters precisely because it reshapes how labour is organised, coordinated, 
and experienced (Gandini, 2019). In this sense, contemporary platform work 
often renders the worker subordinate to, or an appendage of, the machine: a 
condition produced through mechanisation and the division of labour under 
industrial capitalism, in which workers become beholden to the rhythms and 
imperatives of production (Marx, 1976). For Marx, becoming an appendage 
was not simply a matter of proximity to machinery or mechanisation, but of 
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inhabiting a condition of alienated labour in which workers were estranged 
from the product of their labour, from the labour process itself, and from one 
another as social beings, as work became increasingly subsumed within 
externally governed systems organised around the rhythms and imperatives of 
production (Marx, 1975; Marx, 1976). 

Platform technologies intensify this condition in distinctive ways. 
Algorithmic management accelerates the pace of work, fragments tasks into 
increasingly atomised units, and disperses labour across workers who rarely 
share time or space. Digital interfaces mediate access to work, evaluate 
performance, and discipline behaviour, often invisibly and in real time. In 
doing so, they deepen workers’ dependence on systems over which they 
exercise limited control, rendering labour increasingly substitutable, 
surveilled, and isolated, without eliminating workers’ capacity for tactical 
agency. Workers may nevertheless learn to navigate and rework these systems 
(Katz, 2004; Anwar and Graham, 2020), for example by collectively agreeing 
not to work too quickly, strategically delaying task updates, or manipulating 
arrival times to manage performance metrics, reduce work intensity, and 
increase compensation. 

Crucially, the spatial and temporal effects of digital mediation are uneven. 
The same technologies that enable mobility, autonomy, and spatial flexibility 
for some workers, such as the digital nomad’s mobile phone (Sciuva, 2026), 
simultaneously foreclose these possibilities for others. For the platform 
courier, the mobile phone functions less as a tool of freedom than as an 
instrument of surveillance, coordination, and algorithmic control. Gig workers 
remain tethered to smartphones running multiple applications, subject to 
constant monitoring, performance evaluation, and algorithmic direction, 
increasingly functioning as appendages to digital systems of coordination and 
control. Far from opening space and time, digital technologies frequently 
produce forms of spatial confinement and temporal compression that restrict 
workers’ ability to disengage, refuse work, or organise life beyond it.  

Rather than replacing labour, platform technologies reorganise and 
intensify existing dynamics of exploitation, atomisation, control, and 
insecurity under conditions of digital mediation. As De Stefano (2016) argues, 
the gig economy should not be understood as a wholly new world of work, 
but as part of broader processes of casualisation and non-standard 
employment. Nevertheless, platforms do constitute new systems of labour 
governance that externalise risk whilst maintaining significant control over 
workers (Vallas and Schor, 2020). Workers become appendages not simply to 
individual machines, but to geographically dispersed technological systems 
that coordinate labour at scale across planetary markets (Anwar et al., 2024). 
Through these systems, the gig economy accelerates labour fragmentation, 
producing flexibility and autonomy for some workers whilst deepening 
precarity, waiting, and constraint for others. 
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The gig economy must therefore be understood dialectically. Platform 
labour simultaneously reproduces and reorganises longer-standing dynamics 
of exploitation and inequality through new technological forms and scales of 
coordination. The contradictions that characterise the gig economy—between 
flexibility and constraint, autonomy and control, innovation and 
exploitation—are not resolved by technology but frequently sharpened by it. 

These uneven experiences of platform labour are further structured through 
workers’ differing positions within labour markets, migration regimes, 
welfare systems, and broader relations of social inequality. Existing research 
has particularly emphasised the significance of migration, race, and gender in 
shaping workers’ experiences of flexibility, precarity, and control within the 
gig economy (van Doorn et al., 2023; Gebrial, 2022; James, 2024). However, 
workers’ dependency upon income from gig work, their capacity to perform 
platform labour, and their ability to absorb the material and emotional effects 
of insecurity and precarity are also unevenly shaped by class relations 
(Milkman, 2020), age, bodies, housing conditions (Palacios Crisóstomo, 
2026), access to welfare, and wider relations of social reproduction 
(Zampoukos et al., 2024; Zampoukos et al., 2026).  

Understanding the gig economy in these terms requires moving beyond 
accounts that treat platforms primarily as technological innovations or discrete 
labour market actors. Instead, platform-mediated gig work must be situated 
within the broader social, spatial, and institutional relations through which 
labour is organised, controlled, and reproduced (Burawoy, 1985; Peck, 1996; 
Baglioni et al., 2022). From this perspective, the thesis approaches platform-
mediated gig work in Sweden as a labour regime structured through 
contradiction. Attention is directed toward how labour is organised across 
labour markets, migration regimes, welfare institutions, space and time, and 
everyday working lives, and how these relations unevenly distribute 
flexibility, insecurity, autonomy, and constraint across workers. 

Marxist-feminist and social reproduction perspectives are central to this 
analysis because platform labour depends not only upon the extraction and 
coordination of labour at work, but also upon workers’ capacities to endure 
insecurity, absorb risk, remain available, and reproduce everyday life beyond 
the labour process itself (Bhattacharya, 2017; Fraser, 2016; Mezzadri, 2019). 
The uneven experiences of gig work are therefore understood not simply 
through labour market positioning, but through workers’ differing access to 
housing, welfare, social support, mobility, time, and care. Workers’ 
experiences of platform labour are shaped through intersecting relations of 
migration, racialisation, gender, class, and social reproduction that structure 
how flexibility, waiting, exhaustion, and insecurity are lived and managed 
across everyday life. 

The contradictions that characterise platform labour are therefore 
approached as constitutive features of the labour regime itself. Flexibility and 
constraint, autonomy and control, innovation and exploitation are produced 



 

 19

together and distributed unevenly across workers, sectors, and spaces. These 
contradictions are not temporary tensions to be resolved, but conditions 
through which platform-mediated labour is organised and reproduced over 
time. Organised and reproduced, that is, through both robots and robota, the 
technologies of the platform economy and the labour of the gig workers upon 
which they depend. 

Aims and research questions  
The aim of this thesis is to examine how platform-mediated gig work in 
Sweden is structured and governed as a labour regime through the uneven 
organisation of labour, technology, space, time, and worker agency, and to 
explore how tensions and contradictions between flexibility and control, 
autonomy and constraint, and innovation and exploitation are produced and 
experienced within this regime. Drawing on labour geography, Marxist 
political economy, and Marxist-feminist approaches, the thesis treats the gig 
economy not as a singular or unprecedented form of work, but as an 
intensification and reorganisation of longer-standing dynamics of 
exploitation, labour market segmentation, and spatio-temporal discipline 
under conditions shaped by platform capitalism. 

On this basis, the thesis advances an argument that understands platform-
mediated gig work as a differentiated and internally contradictory labour 
regime. Rather than representing a coherent or uniform experience, platform 
labour distributes flexibility, risk, autonomy, insecurity, and mobility 
unevenly across workers, sectors, and places. These uneven relations are not 
treated as contingent outcomes, but as central to how the gig economy is 
organised and sustained. 

Crucially, the thesis argues that the tensions that characterise platform 
labour between flexibility and control, autonomy and constraint, and 
innovation and exploitation are not anomalies to be resolved, but structural 
relations embedded within the labour regime itself. Across the empirical 
material, these contradictions emerge through workers’ everyday negotiations 
of waiting, availability, mobility, algorithmic management, and access to 
work, and are experienced unevenly depending on workers’ positions within 
labour markets and broader structures of race, migration, gender, and social 
reproduction. The overarching aim of this thesis is to address a single, 
overarching research question:  

 
How is platform-mediated gig work structured and governed in Sweden, and 
what tensions or dynamics emerge from this organisation? 

This overarching question is operationalised through four interrelated research 
questions, each corresponding to one of the papers included in the thesis. 
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These questions examine different dimensions of platform-mediated labour, 
focusing on labour market organisation, the governance of mobility and waiting, 
worker agency, and the restructuring of urban space and visibility. Together, 
they allow the thesis to examine how platform labour is organised and 
experienced across everyday working life, labour markets, and urban space. 

Nevertheless, it would be disingenuous to suggest that these research 
questions pre-existed the empirical work in a fixed or fully articulated form. 
The thesis is based on a qualitative and interpretive research design, and the 
paper-specific research questions emerged iteratively through engagement 
with the empirical material, existing debates, and the evolving analytical focus 
of the project. Rather than being imposed deductively at the outset, the 
questions developed in response to patterns, tensions, and problems identified 
in the data, and were refined as the scope of the research became clearer. 

This iterative approach reflects the exploratory and interpretive nature of 
the research, and is consistent with qualitative research that treats research 
questions as analytically generative rather than as rigid hypotheses. Taken 
together, the four research questions enable a cumulative analysis of platform-
mediated gig work as a differentiated labour regime, whilst allowing each 
paper to examine a distinct but connected dimension of how platform labour 
is organised, governed, and experienced in Sweden. 

1. How does platform-mediated gig work relate to labour market 
segmentation in Sweden, and how are these dynamics experienced by 
differently positioned workers? 

2. How does platform-mediated gig work reorganise workers’ 
availability, mobility, and everyday working lives? 

3. How does platform-mediated gig work shape workers’ agency, and 
how do workers respond to these conditions? 

4. How does platform-mediated gig work reorganise urban infrastructure, 
and how is labour reorganised within this transformation? 

 
Table 1 provides an overview of the four papers included in the thesis, 
outlining their methodological approaches, corresponding research questions, 
and publication status. Whilst each paper examines a distinct dimension of 
platform-mediated gig work in Sweden, together they contribute to the 
broader analysis of platform labour as a differentiated and internally 
contradictory labour regime. 
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Table 1. Research questions and corresponding papers  

Paper Methods Research question Status  
 Paper I Semi-structured 

interviews with gig 
workers; qualitative 
analysis of labour 
market institutions 
and policy 
discourse 

RQ1. How does platform-
mediated gig work relate to 
labour market segmentation 
in Sweden, and how are 
these dynamics experienced 
by differently positioned 
workers? 

Published  

Paper II In-depth qualitative 
interviews; 
theoretical and 
conceptual analysis 
of space–time 

RQ2. How does platform-
mediated gig work 
reorganise workers’ 
availability, mobility, and 
everyday working lives? 

Published  

Paper 
III 

Semi-structured 
interviews; 
interpretive 
analysis using 
Katz’s framework 
of agency 

RQ3. How does platform-
mediated gig work shape 
workers’ agency, and how 
do workers respond to these 
conditions?  

Submitted  

Paper 
IV 

Qualitative 
interviews; 
ethnographic 
observation; 
qualitative media 
and discourse 
analysis 

RQ4. How does platform-
mediated gig work 
reorganise urban 
infrastructure, and how is 
labour reorganised within 
this transformation? 

Submitted  

Defining gig work and platform labour 
Existing definitions of gig work and platform labour variously emphasise 
digitally mediated task-based labour, location-based service work, 
crowdwork, independent contracting, algorithmic management, piece-rate 
payment, or employment (mis)classification (De Stefano, 2016; Huws et 
al., 2017; Prassl, 2018; Vallas and Schor, 2020). Some scholars distinguish 
between geographically tethered labour such as food delivery and ride-
hailing, and remotely performed digital labour such as online freelancing 
and crowdwork (Howcroft and Bergvall-Kåreborn, 2019), whilst others 
define platform labour primarily through transformations in labour-process 
control, surveillance, and data extraction (Rosenblat and Stark, 2016; 
Kellogg et al., 2020). Whilst these debates have been productive in 
drawing attention to changing forms of work, they have also generated an 
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expanding set of typologies that risk obscuring the instability, overlap, and 
heterogeneity that characterise workers’ everyday experiences across platform-
mediated labour markets. 

Definitions of gig work have often reflected the analytical concerns of 
different strands of scholarship. Early platform labour research was organised 
primarily around questions of employment classification, labour precarity, 
algorithmic management, and the erosion of standard employment 
protections. Within this literature, gig work is commonly understood as 
digitally mediated, task-based labour coordinated through platforms that 
facilitate market exchange whilst simultaneously externalising risks and costs 
onto workers (De Stefano, 2016; Srnicek, 2017; Woodcock and Graham, 
2019). Platforms are therefore analysed not simply as neutral intermediaries, 
but as firms that organise labour processes through ratings systems, data 
extraction, surveillance, behavioural nudging, and opaque systems of 
algorithmic control (Rosenblat and Stark, 2016; Gandini, 2019; Kellogg et al., 
2020; Vallas and Schor, 2020). This body of scholarship has been crucial in 
demonstrating how platform companies exercise managerial control whilst 
avoiding many of the obligations associated with standard employment 
relationships. At the same time, however, this work has sometimes tended to 
conceptualise gig work as a relatively discrete sector defined primarily 
through contractual arrangements, technological mediation, or labour-process 
transformation alone. This thesis builds on these insights whilst arguing that 
platform labour cannot be understood adequately without situating labour 
processes themselves within broader dynamics of labour market restructuring, 
migration, and social reproduction. Subsequent scholarship increasingly 
challenged narrow labour-process understandings of platform work by 
situating platform labour within broader processes of migration, racialised 
incorporation, bordering, and labour market restructuring. Rather than 
viewing migrant workers as merely overrepresented within the gig economy, 
this literature argues that migration and racialisation are constitutive of 
platform capitalism itself (van Doorn and Vijay, 2024; Gebrial, 2022). 
Platform labour frequently functions as an entry point into urban labour 
markets for migrant workers whilst simultaneously reproducing forms of 
insecurity, legal precarity, and segmented incorporation into urban and labour 
market life (Altenried, 2022; Orth, 2024). 

From this perspective, platforms operate not simply as labour market 
intermediaries, but as infrastructures that mediate workers’ access to mobility, 
housing, social networks, welfare systems, and everyday survival. Migrant 
incorporation into platform labour is therefore not experienced as a smooth 
transition into employment, but as a fragmented and uneven process shaped 
by unstable legal statuses, bureaucratic navigation, waiting, interrupted 
mobility, and differential access to institutional protection. Borders 
increasingly operate not only through territorial exclusion, but through 
dispersed temporal mechanisms that selectively accelerate, delay, suspend, or 
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condition mobility itself (Axelsson, 2022). Migrant workers are consequently 
incorporated into labour markets through fragmented temporalities of 
uncertainty, conditional inclusion, and continual negotiation between 
migration regimes, welfare systems, housing arrangements, and labour-
market participation. In this sense, what Spanger and Andersen (2023) 
conceptualise as “convoluted 

 mobility” reflects not simply movement across borders, but the fragmented 
and contradictory infrastructures through which mobility, legality, and labour 
market incorporation are organised under contemporary capitalism. 

Understanding platform labour through this lens shifts analytical attention 
beyond the immediate labour process and towards the wider infrastructures 
through which workers are rendered mobile, available, and governable. 
Platform labour depends not only upon the organisation of work itself, but 
upon broader systems that externalise the costs of waiting, mobility, legal 
insecurity, and social reproduction onto workers and the institutions 
surrounding them. Research increasingly demonstrates that platform labour 
cannot be understood solely through moments of paid work, but must also be 
situated within the unpaid labour, bureaucratic navigation, infrastructural 
dependency, and everyday forms of reproduction that sustain workers’ 
capacity to labour (Andersen et al., 2024; Maury et al., 2024; Palacios 
Crisóstomo, 2026). The flexibility promised by platforms frequently depends 
upon workers continually reproducing their own availability for labour under 
conditions of fragmented time, unstable income, constrained temporal 
horizons, and uneven institutional support. These dynamics are distributed 
unevenly across workers depending on migration status, welfare access, 
gendered divisions of reproductive labour, and broader relations of labour 
market incorporation. In this sense, platform labour is increasingly understood 
not simply as a labour market phenomenon, but as part of a wider 
reorganisation of labour, bordering, urban life, and social reproduction under 
platform capitalism. 

The flexibility and low-cost efficiency associated with platform labour 
therefore depend upon the continual displacement of reproductive costs away 
from platforms themselves and onto workers, households, welfare systems, 
and urban infrastructures. Platform companies benefit from workers 
remaining continually available for labour whilst bearing only limited 
responsibility for the social conditions that sustain this availability (Fraser, 
2016; Bhattacharya, 2017). As recent research on migrant gig workers and 
platformised care demonstrates, platform-mediated labour frequently relies 
upon workers absorbing the temporal, bodily, and social costs of waiting, 
mobility, fragmented working time, and uneven access to care and welfare 
infrastructures (Zampoukos et al., 2024; Zampoukos et al., 2026). In this 
sense, the extraction of value within platform capitalism extends beyond 
moments of paid work alone and increasingly relies upon the uneven 
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organisation of social reproduction under conditions of fragmented and 
precarious incorporation (Mezzadri, 2019). 

Alongside this shift, another body of scholarship has examined worker 
agency, resistance, and adaptation under platform-mediated labour. Earlier 
depictions of gig workers as either entrepreneurial subjects or passive victims 
of algorithmic control have increasingly been challenged by research 
emphasising the situated and contradictory forms of agency workers develop 
within precarious labour regimes (Anwar and Graham, 2020; Tassinari and 
Maccarrone, 2020). Workers frequently engage in practices of resilience, 
reworking, and resistance, drawing on Katz’s (2004) conceptualisation of 
differentiated forms of agency, which enable them to navigate fragmented 
labour markets, unstable incomes, and opaque systems of management, even 
where opportunities for sustained collective organisation remain constrained. 
This literature is particularly important because it moves analysis beyond binary 
distinctions between autonomy and exploitation, foregrounding instead how 
workers negotiate, endure, and sometimes contest platform-mediated labour in 
everyday life. 

Taken together, these debates suggest that gig work is not a stable or self-
evident category. Definitions of platform labour have variously centred 
contractual form, technological mediation, labour-process control, migration, 
worker agency, urban infrastructure, bordering, and social reproduction. The 
absence of definitional consensus therefore reflects not simply conceptual 
disagreement, but the empirical instability of platform-mediated labour itself. 
Workers frequently move in and out of platform-mediated arrangements, 
combine gig work with other forms of employment, or occupy positions that 
sit at the boundaries of what might conventionally be classified as “gig work” 
(Huws et al., 2017; Prassl, 2018). In practice, distinctions between gig 
workers, freelancers, platform-mediated professionals, and other precarious 
workers often hinge on unstable criteria that do not necessarily explain 
workers’ experiences of insecurity, dependence, control, or agency. 

For the purposes of this thesis, gig work and platform-mediated labour are 
therefore used broadly and, at times, interchangeably. This is a deliberate 
analytical choice. The aim of the thesis is not to adjudicate rigid definitional 
boundaries or classify platforms according to contractual form, but to examine 
how labour is organised, governed, experienced, and lived within platform-
mediated arrangements. In this sense, the term gig worker functions primarily 
as an orienting device that centres labour and workers’ experiences rather than 
platforms as technological objects in themselves. 

At the outset of the research project, efforts were made to define gig work 
more tightly, initially drawing on three recurrent characteristics in the 
literature: task-based labour, digital mediation through platforms, and 
employment misclassification. However, as the research progressed, it 
became increasingly clear that the empirical boundaries of gig work were far 
less stable than such definitions implied. Workers moved between platform 
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labour and other forms of precarious employment, combined multiple forms 
of work simultaneously, or occupied positions only partially mediated through 
digital platforms. Where distinctions were made within this thesis, they were 
based less on workers’ self-identification alone than on the organisation of 
labour itself, particularly where work was coordinated through platform 
infrastructures involving task allocation, on-demand labour, fragmented 
payment systems, or algorithmic forms of management and evaluation. 

Rather than treating this instability as a problem to be resolved, the thesis 
approaches it as an empirical insight. The difficulty of drawing clear 
boundaries around gig work reflects the ways in which platform-mediated 
labour is embedded within broader labour markets and institutional 
arrangements rather than operating as a discrete or self-contained sector. This 
is particularly evident within the Swedish context, where platform labour 
intersects unevenly with migration regimes, welfare systems, labour market 
institutions, and collective bargaining structures. The thesis therefore adopts 
a pragmatic but labour-centred approach, focusing on workers engaged in 
platform-mediated forms of labour whilst remaining attentive to the porous 
boundaries be-tween gig work and wider forms of precarious, flexible, and 
service labour. 

The term gig itself is also not historically new. Episodic, contingent, and 
task-based labour have long existed within sectors such as music, 
performance, domestic labour, sex work, construction, and other forms of 
informal and casualised employment (Friedman, 2014; Erlich, 2021; Berg, 
2021). Erlich’s (2021) account of construction as the “original gig economy” 
is particularly useful here, demonstrating that misclassification, 
subcontracting, labour brokering, project-based work, and the shifting of 
risk onto workers long predate contemporary platform capitalism. Similarly, 
Berg (2021), writing through the lens of gig-based sex work, cautions 
against treating gigification as a radical historical rupture. Many of the 
dynamics now associated with platform labour, including insecurity, piece-
based payment, informalisation, constrained autonomy, and the search for 
greater control over working time, have long characterised forms of labour 
positioned outside standard employment relations. 

Nor is flexibility itself unique to platform capitalism. Labour market 
flexibility has historically functioned unevenly, often appearing as autonomy, 
escape, or control over working time for some workers whilst operating as 
insecurity, unpredictability, and intensified dependence for others (Peck, 
1996; Vosko, 2010; Berg, 2021). For this reason, nostalgic contrasts between 
platform labour and a supposedly stable past of standard employment can be 
misleading. The Standard Employment Relationship was never universal, but 
historically partial and exclusionary, structured around particular forms of 
full-time, male, industrial employment whilst many feminised, racialised, 
migrant, informal, and reproductive forms of labour remained outside its 
protections (Vosko, 2010; Strauss, 2018; Berg, 2021). From this perspective, 
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platform-mediated gig work does not invent precarious labour, 
misclassification, or flexibility. Rather, it reorganises and intensifies these 
longer-standing dynamics through digital infrastructures, algorithmic 
management, and platform-mediated systems of coordination. 

What distinguishes contemporary platform-mediated labour is therefore 
not the existence of contingent labour as such, but the ways in which digital 
platforms scale, coordinate, monitor, and intensify these arrangements 
(Srnicek, 2017). Platform companies frequently present these processes 
through narratives of flexibility, autonomy, entrepreneurialism, and 
innovation, whilst simultaneously redistributing risk, waiting time, equipment 
costs, and responsibility onto workers. 

There is, as such, something specific about platform-mediated gig work 
that warrants analytical attention, but this specificity should not be overstated. 
Platform labour may intensify exploitation through the compression of time, 
the externalisation of waiting and availability, continuous evaluation, 
algorithmic management, and the erosion of collective protections. These 
dynamics are often rendered particularly visible within platform labour 
because digital infrastructures enable labour processes to be monitored, 
fragmented, and reorganised in increasingly granular ways. 

At the same time, however, many of these tendencies extend beyond 
platform work itself. Contemporary labour more broadly has increasingly 
been reorganised around flexibility, fragmentation, intensified surveillance, 
speed-up, and the shifting of risk onto workers across a range of sectors and 
labour regimes (Peck, 1996; Neilson and Rossiter, 2008; Danyluk, 2018). 
Platform-mediated labour is increasingly organised through systems of 
circulation, coordination, and logistical control rather than continuous 
production alone. Workers are governed through forms of routing, dispatch, 
algorithmic allocation, and on-demand availability that reorganise labour 
across fragmented spaces and temporalities. Platform infrastructures therefore 
redistribute the costs of mobility, waiting, and temporal flexibility onto 
workers themselves, rendering circulation and availability central 
mechanisms through which labour is coordinated and exploited under 
platform capitalism. Research on logistics and warehousing demonstrates how 
labour is increasingly governed through circulation, speed, and temporal 
discipline (Danyluk, 2018; Barnes and Ali, 2022), whilst emerging 
scholarship on platform-mediated care and domestic labour similarly shows 
how platforms frequently intensify already existing forms of precarization, 
informality, and labour market segmentation rather than producing entirely 
novel forms of work (Rodríguez-Modroño et al., 2024; Pais and Zanoni, 
2024). For this reason, the thesis does not treat gig workers as fundamentally 
distinct from the wider working class, nor does it seek to reify the category of 
the “gig worker” itself. Rather, gig work is analysed as a particular 
organisation of labour situated within broader political-economic 
transformations restructuring work under contemporary capitalism. 
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The historical continuity between gig work and earlier forms of contingent 
labour can be under-stood particularly clearly through the lens of piecework. 
Drawing on Marx, Altenried (2022) argues that platform labour extends rather 
than invents earlier forms of fragmented and contingent labour organisation. 
Digital platforms do not create labour casualisation or labour market 
segmentation from nothing; rather, they automate, scale, and spatially 
reorganise existing dynamics of piecework, flexibility, and labour 
fragmentation. This raises the central question addressed throughout this 
thesis: not whether gig work represents an entirely new form of labour, but 
how longer-standing relations of exploitation, labour market segmentation, 
social reproduction, bordering, and uneven incorporation are reorganised 
through platform mediation within the Swedish context. 

Empirically, this thesis examines platform-mediated labour across 
differentiated sectors and worker positions rather than assuming a singular 
gig-worker experience. Drawing on qualitative interviews, institutional 
analysis, ethnographic observation, and media discourse analysis, the thesis 
examines how workers navigate fragmented labour markets, unstable rhythms 
of work, waiting, mobility, and everyday survival across multiple forms of 
platform-mediated labour. This approach allows the thesis to examine both 
differentiation and commonality: how platform labour varies across workers 
and sectors, whilst also revealing recurring dynamics of insecurity, 
fragmentation, constrained agency, and uneven incorporation. 

Finally, the thesis extends this labour-centred approach beyond the 
immediate sphere of work itself to consider how platform-mediated labour 
becomes embedded within urban space and everyday life. As explored 
particularly in Paper IV, platform labour reshapes visibility, circulation, and 
urban infrastructure whilst rendering the labour sustaining everyday 
consumption increasingly obscured. Analysing gig work through workers’ 
experiences therefore enables the thesis to connect labour markets, 
migration, social reproduction, worker agency, and urban life within a 
single analytical frame. 

Platform labour as a labour regime  
The concept of a labour regime occupies an important place in contemporary 
scholarship on work, production, and labour relations across political 
economy, economic geography, development studies, and labour sociology. 
Yet it does not refer to a single institution, workplace, or regulatory 
arrangement. Rather, labour regimes describe historically and geographically 
specific configurations through which labour is mobilised, organised, 
controlled, disciplined, and reproduced under capitalism (Burawoy, 1985; 
Baglioni et al., 2022). The concept is valuable because it allows labour 
relations to be understood not simply through the immediate labour process, 
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but through the broader social, spatial, institutional, and political-economic 
arrangements that make capitalist accumulation possible.  

Early formulations of labour-regime analysis can be traced to Michael 
Burawoy’s work on factory regimes, which sought to understand how consent 
and coercion were organised within the labour process through the interaction 
of workplace relations, market conditions, and state regulation (Burawoy, 
1979; 1985). Burawoy’s intervention extended labour process analysis beyond 
the immediate organisation of work itself, emphasising that labour discipline 
and capitalist accumulation are stabilised through wider institutional and 
political-economic relations. This built upon earlier Marxist analyses of 
workplace control, most notably Braverman’s (1974) critique of deskilling, 
managerial control, and the degradation of work under monopoly capitalism. 

Subsequent scholarship in labour geography and political economy 
expanded these insights by emphasising that labour cannot be understood 
independently from space, scale, and uneven development. Peck’s (1996) 
analysis of labour market regulation demonstrated that labour markets are 
socially and institutionally produced rather than neutral mechanisms of 
allocation. Similarly, Herod (2001) argued that workers are not passive 
recipients of spatial restructuring but active agents involved in shaping the 
geographies of capitalism itself. Building on these insights, labour geography 
shifted attention towards the spatial organisation of labour, the uneven 
distribution of power across places, and the ways labour markets are 
embedded within broader social relations, while also foregrounding the 
importance of scale, mobility, and regional differentiation in shaping labour 
relations (Tufts & Savage, 2009; Smith et al., 2002; Kelly, 1999) 

At the same time, labour process theory increasingly engaged with 
questions extending beyond the workplace. Scholars working within labour 
process analysis examined how global production systems, subcontracting, 
flexibilization, and digital restructuring transformed labour control across 
fragmented and dispersed forms of work (Pun et al., 2009; Thompson & 
Smith, 2009). More recent labour process scholarship has continued to analyse 
how managerial control is reorganised through digital technologies, ecological 
crisis, and algorithmic systems (Bagnardi & Maccarrone, 2025; Schaupp, 
2026). However, whilst labour process theory provides important insights into 
workplace control and the organisation of labour, its primary analytical focus 
has remained the labour process itself, often giving less attention to the wider 
relations of migration, social reproduction, urban governance, and everyday 
life through which labour is reproduced and sustained. 

It is precisely this broader analytical orientation that labour-regime analysis 
seeks to address. Contemporary labour-regime scholarship, particularly as 
developed by Baglioni et al. (2022), conceptualises labour regimes as multi-
scalar, relational, and historically contingent formations produced through the 
interaction of production, circulation, and social reproduction. Labour regimes 
are not static or internally coherent systems, but relatively stabilised 
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arrangements shaped through ongoing struggle and contradiction. They 
encompass labour processes and labour markets, but also migration regimes, 
welfare institutions, household relations, urban infrastructures, and the spatial 
arrangements that sustain workers’ capacity to labour (Baglioni et al., 2022). 
This perspective is particularly valuable for analysing platform labour because 
many of the mechanisms through which labour is governed occur beyond the 
immediate point of production itself, including through migration systems, 
welfare institutions, urban mobility, digital infrastructures, and the 
organisation of everyday life. 

This broader understanding of labour regimes has also been shaped by 
feminist political economy and social reproduction theory. Mezzadri (2019) 
argues that capitalist labour relations cannot be understood solely through 
wage labour or workplace organisation because labour power itself must 
continually be socially reproduced through unpaid and underpaid forms of 
care, household labour, mobility, and everyday survival. Baglioni and 
Mezzadri (2020) similarly argue that labour-regime analysis must move 
beyond narrowly production-centred approaches to incorporate social 
reproduction, migration, and informal labour into analyses of capitalist 
accumulation. In this respect, labour regimes operate across multiple 
geographical scales, linking labour markets, migration systems, urban 
infrastructures, and everyday life. Orzeck’s (2007) historical-materialist 
theorisation of the body is particularly useful here because it highlights how 
capitalist labour regimes produce differentiated bodily capacities and 
vulnerabilities through uneven spatial and social relations, rather than treating 
labouring bodies as abstract or interchangeable units of labour power. 

Crucially, labour regimes are understood as internally differentiated and 
contradictory. They distribute risk, flexibility, security, autonomy, and constraint 
unevenly across workers, often along lines of race, gender, migration status, and 
legal positioning. These differences are not secondary distortions of an otherwise 
unified system, but constitutive of how labour regimes function and are 
reproduced. Feminist labour geography and political economy have long 
demonstrated that capitalist accumulation frequently depends upon differentiated 
and disposable forms of labour organised through racialised and gendered 
hierarchies (Strauss, 2013; Wright, 2006). Labour regimes therefore actively 
produce and manage uneven incorporation into labour markets rather than simply 
encountering inequality as an external condition. 

Understanding labour regimes in this way allows the thesis to move beyond 
narrow distinctions between formal and informal work, or between empowered 
and exploited workers. It also avoids technological determinism by refusing to 
treat platforms themselves as autonomous drivers of change. Instead, platform-
mediated gig work is understood as embedded within wider transformations in 
labour markets, migration governance, urban restructuring, and social repro-
duction. This approach foregrounds how flexibility and control, autonomy and 
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exploitation, mobility and constraint are co-produced through the organisation of 
labour across space and time. 

Throughout the thesis, the concept of a labour regime is adopted because it 
provides a frame-work capable of holding together the differentiated and 
contradictory dynamics that characterise platform-mediated gig work in 
Sweden. Platform labour is analysed not as a discrete technological sector, but as 
a broader organisation of labour constituted through the articulation of labour 
markets, migration and welfare regimes, spatio-temporal arrangements, 
institutional exclusions, and everyday practices of work and survival. This 
enables the thesis to analyse how platform labour reorganises labour market 
segmentation, mobility, waiting, worker agency, and urban life whilst 
remaining attentive to the uneven ways these dynamics are experienced by 
differently positioned workers. 

At the same time, labour-regime analysis risks producing overly totalising 
accounts in which workers appear fully determined by structural conditions. 
This thesis therefore treats labour regimes not as coherent or closed systems, 
but as unstable and contested formations that are continually reproduced, 
negotiated, and sometimes disrupted through everyday practices. Drawing on 
labour geography’s emphasis on constrained and relational agency (Coe & 
Jordhus-Lier, 2011), the thesis remains attentive to the ways workers navigate, 
endure, rework, and occasionally resist the conditions under which platform 
labour is organised. In this sense, attention to worker agency and lived 
experience is not secondary to the analysis, but necessary for under-standing 
how platform labour regimes are sustained and reproduced in practice. 

Disposition  
As a compilation thesis, this dissertation consists of a kappa and four research 
papers. The kappa provides the theoretical, conceptual, and methodological 
foundations upon which the papers rest. It situates the thesis within debates on 
platform labour, labour market restructuring, social reproduction, labour 
geography, and political economy, and develops the central argument that 
platform-mediated gig work in Sweden operates as a differentiated and 
internally contradictory labour regime. The kappa also demonstrates how the 
individual papers contribute to this argument and to broader discussions 
concerning labour market governance, worker agency, urban transformation, 
and the organisation of work under platform capitalism. 

Chapter Two examines the historical development and transformation of 
the Swedish labour market. Beginning with the emergence of the Swedish 
model, it traces changes in labour market regulation, collective bargaining, 
welfare provision, and migration governance before considering their 
significance for the development of platform labour in Sweden. The chapter 
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argues that platform labour emerges through the transformation of these 
institutions rather than in opposition to them. 

Building upon this institutional analysis, Chapter Three develops the 
concept of uneven incorporation. Drawing on labour geography, feminist 
political economy, and social reproduction theory, the chapter examines how 
workers enter, experience, and exit platform labour under unequal conditions. 
Particular attention is paid to the ways migration status, race, gender, welfare 
access, and social reproductive responsibilities shape workers’ opportunities 
and constraints. The chapter argues that uneven incorporation is not a 
secondary outcome of platform labour but one of the mechanisms through 
which the labour regime operates and reproduces itself. 

Chapter Four turns to the organisation of space and time within platform 
labour. It examines how platform-mediated work restructures mobility, 
waiting, availability, and everyday life. Rather than treating space and time as 
neutral settings in which work takes place, the chapter conceptualises them as 
relations of power through which labour is governed. The chapter 
demonstrates how flexibility for platforms and consumers frequently depends 
upon the spatial and temporal constraints experienced by workers and argues 
that these arrangements are central to the operation of platform capitalism. 

The analysis of labour organisation is extended in Chapter Five through an 
examination of worker agency. Drawing on Katz’s (2004) framework of 
resilience, reworking, and resistance, the chapter explores how workers 
navigate, adapt to, and occasionally contest the conditions of platform labour. 
It argues that agency is neither absent nor unrestricted but is shaped by the 
spatiotemporal organisation of work, algorithmic forms of management, and 
workers’ broader social and institutional positions. The chapter therefore 
considers both the possibilities and limitations of agency within contemporary 
platform labour. 

Chapter Six outlines the methodological foundations of the thesis. It 
describes the research design, empirical material, and analytical procedures 
used throughout the project. The chapter also discusses the ontological and 
epistemological assumptions informing the research, alongside questions of 
positionality, language, representation, and ethics. 

Following the kappa, the four papers that comprise the empirical core of 
the thesis are presented. Together, they examine labour market segmentation, 
the spatio-temporal organisation of work, worker agency, and platform 
urbanism. While each paper addresses a distinct dimension of platform-
mediated labour in Sweden, all contribute to the thesis’s overarching argument 
that platform labour is organised through contradiction, differentiation, and 
uneven incorporation. Each paper is briefly summarised here in chapter 7.  
 
The thesis concludes by bringing the findings of the four papers into dialogue 
with the broader arguments developed throughout the kappa. It reflects upon 
the theoretical and empirical contributions of understanding platform labour 
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as a labour regime and discusses the implications of the findings for debates 
concerning labour market transformation, social reproduction, urban life, and 
the future organisation of work. 
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Chapter 2: The Swedish labour market and 
platform labour   

This chapter situates contemporary platform work within the long historical 
development of the Swedish labour market and welfare state. Rather than 
treating platform capitalism as an exogenous disruption to an otherwise 
coherent model, the analysis conceptualises platform work as dialectically 
related to the transformation of the Swedish model itself. The Swedish model 
is understood here as a historically contingent mode of labour market 
governance, shaped through class conflict, institutional compromise, and state 
mediation, rather than as a stable or harmonious arrangement. 

Because the Swedish model is used in multiple, sometimes overlapping 
ways in scholarship and policy debate, the chapter specifies how the concept 
is used analytically in this thesis. Here, the Swedish model is understood as a 
historically produced configuration of labour market governance centred on 
collective bargaining between strong labour market organisations, a state that 
facilitates and coordinates rather than directly determines wages, and welfare-
state institutions historically oriented towards full employment and social 
protection (Korpi, 1983; Therborn, 1986; Rothstein, 1992; Kjellberg, 2006). 
Unlike labour markets governed primarily through statutory wage regulation, 
the Swedish labour market has historically been organised through collective 
agreements negotiated between strong peak organisations representing labour 
and employers. Wage-setting has largely occurred through bargaining 
between trade unions, most notably the Swedish Trade Union Confederation 
(LO), and employer organisations such as the Swedish Employers’ 
Confederation (SAF), while the state has traditionally played a coordinating 
rather than wage-setting role. High levels of union density, supported by the 
Ghent system of union-administered unemployment insurance, enabled 
collective agreements to cover large sections of the labour market without 
statutory minimum wage regulation (Kjellberg, 1998; 2006). 

Within this broader configuration, the Rehn–Meidner model is treated not 
as a synonym for the Swedish model, but as a historically specific post-war 
articulation of some of its central principles: full employment, solidaristic 
wage-setting and active labour market policy. Developed by the LO 
economists Gösta Rehn and Rudolf Meidner during the post-war period, the 
model sought to reconcile economic growth with equality through coordinated 
institutional arrangements. A key component was solidaristic wage policy, 
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which compressed wage differentials across firms and sectors in order to place 
pressure on less productive employers and encourage economic restructuring. 
The social costs of this restructuring were to be managed through active labour 
market policies and welfare provision, which supported workers through 
retraining, relocation and income protection (Meidner, 1993; Erixon, 2011). 
In practical terms, this meant that workers displaced from low-productivity 
firms were expected to retrain, relocate geographically, or move into 
expanding sectors through publicly supported labour market programmesIn 
this sense, the model represented not only an economic policy programme but 
a distinctive institutional response to economic restructuring. Rather than 
relying on mass unemployment or wage competition as adjustment 
mechanisms, restructuring was to be managed through solidaristic wage 
policy, coordinated bargaining and active labour market policies that 
facilitated occupational and geographical mobility (Anxo, 2011). 

This distinction matters for the argument developed in this chapter. The 
emergence of platform labour raises important questions about how new forms 
of work relate to existing institutions of labour market governance. Rather 
than approaching platform work as something external to the Swedish model, 
this chapter argues that it becomes intelligible through the historical 
transformation of the institutions and assumptions on which that model has 
rested. These include assumptions about stable employment relationships, 
clearly identifiable employers and continuous attachment to the labour market, 
which have historically underpinned systems of collective bargaining, labour 
market regulation and social protection. The chapter, then, advances a dual 
claim. First, that platform capitalism renders visible the tensions and 
contradictions within the Swedish model. Second, that the transformation of 
the institutions and assumptions that have historically underpinned that model 
has helped create the conditions for the expansion of platform-mediated work. 
Platform labour must therefore be understood not only at the level of the 
platform as an intermediary, but within the broader landscape of Swedish 
labour market governance and welfare provision. 

Features such as task atomisation, algorithmic management, and the 
misclassification of employment relationships pose distinct challenges for a 
labour market system historically constructed around collective bargaining. 
Task atomisation refers to the decomposition of work into discrete tasks 
allocated individually rather than through continuous employment 
relationships. Algorithmic management refers to forms of managerial control 
exercised through automated systems such as ratings, task allocation, route 
optimisation, acceptance metrics, and performance monitoring. Employment 
misclassification refers to disputes over whether workers should legally be 
treated as employees entitled to labour protections or as self-employed con-
tractors formally outside standard employment law. The Swedish model relies 
on strong, centralised bargaining institutions and presupposes transparent, 
legally recognisable employment relations, with the state playing a facilitating 
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rather than directly regulatory role in wage formation. Where the employment 
relationship is diffuse, legally ambiguous, or formally denied, the conditions 
under which collective bargaining can be meaningfully enacted are strained, 
even when the formal institutions themselves remain in place. 

To substantiate this argument, the chapter traces the historical formation, 
consolidation, and subsequent transformation of Swedish labour market 
governance. It then examines how platform work is governed and contested 
within the Swedish labour market context, before turning to the uneven 
incorporation of platform labour across the labour market. This historical 
approach is essential not only for explaining how platform capitalism has 
become possible within Sweden, but for clarifying which foundational 
assumptions regarding employment, representation, and regulation have been 
progressively strained over time. 

Class conflict and the origins of the Swedish model  
Accounts of the Swedish model often begin with the institutionalised 
compromise associated with the Saltsjöbaden Agreement of 1938. Such 
narratives risk obscuring the intense labour conflict and organisational 
struggles that preceded this settlement. As Therborn (1986) argues, working-
class politics in Sweden during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries were not initially centred upon welfare-state administration, but 
upon collective autonomy, political rights, and struggles over labour itself. 

The rapid growth of trade unions following the establishment of LO in 
1898, alongside the emergence of SAF in 1902, reflected growing conflicts 
over wages, working conditions, labour discipline and political representation 
during Sweden's industrial transformation (Magnusson, 2000). The 1909 
General Strike, involving approximately 300,000 workers, represented one of 
the largest labour confrontations in Swedish history and demonstrated both 
the organisational capacity of the labour movement and the limits of union 
power in the face of coordinated employer resistance (Magnusson, 2000). The 
path towards institutional compromise was therefore shaped not by an inherent 
preference for consensus, but through strikes, lockouts and sustained conflict 
between organised labour and employers (Fulcher, 1973). One particularly 
important example was the Ådalen shootings of 1931, when military forces 
opened fire on striking workers and demonstrators during a labour dispute, 
killing five people. Events such as Ådalen highlighted the instability of 
industrial relations during Sweden's rapid industrialisation and contributed to 
growing pressure for institutional mechanisms capable of stabilising labour 
conflict (Magnusson, 2000). 

Korpi's (1983) account of the Swedish welfare state and labour-market 
compromise emphasises that the institutional forms associated with social 
democracy should be understood as outcomes of a democratic class struggle. 



 

 36 

Labour's capacity to shape social policy, wage formation and welfare 
institutions depends on the power resources available to organised labour, 
including union density, organisational strength and political representation. 
From this perspective, the Swedish model can be understood not as the 
disappearance of class antagonism, but as a historically specific institutional 
arrangement through which social conflict was organised and managed. 

The influence of organised labour extended beyond collective bargaining 
and workplace conflict. As Korpi (1983) argues, labour's capacity to shape 
social outcomes depended upon the power resources available to organised 
workers and their political representatives. These power resources were 
expressed not only through wage bargaining and industrial action, but also 
through struggles over social protection and economic security. Prior to the 
expansion of universal welfare institutions, workers relied upon a range of 
collective insurance arrangements, including mutual sickness funds, 
workplace-based schemes and union-affiliated insurance funds. Membership 
in such organisations expanded rapidly during industrialisation, reflecting 
both the growing importance of wage labour and collective efforts to manage 
social risks (Stanfors et al., 2023). Unemployment protection later developed 
through the Ghent system, under which unemployment funds were 
administered by trade unions within a state-supported framework (Kjellberg, 
2006). Social protection therefore emerged through an interaction between 
collective organisation, political mobilisation and state intervention rather 
than through state policy alone (Korpi, 1983). Welfare institutions remained 
closely connected to labour market organisation, reinforcing the central role 
of organised labour in shaping both the economic and social dimensions of the 
Swedish model. 

The Saltsjöbaden Agreement of 1938 must be understood against this 
backdrop. Negotiated between LO and SAF after decades of industrial 
conflict, the agreement did not create consensus from nothing. Rather, it 
institutionalised labour conflict within a more stable framework of collective 
bargaining. By regulating industrial disputes, clarifying responsibilities 
between labour-market actors and affirming collective bargaining as the 
primary mechanism for governing wages and employment relations, 
Saltsjöbaden established a framework through which social conflict could be 
managed rather than eliminated. As Therborn (1986) argues, the agreement 
represented the institutionalisation of class conflict rather than its 
disappearance. 

This history complicates linear accounts of Swedish development that 
portray the emergence of the welfare state as the outcome of technocratic 
reform or an exceptional national commitment to consensus. As the preceding 
discussion demonstrates, struggles over wages, working conditions, social 
protection and political representation were deeply intertwined. Welfare 
institutions did not emerge independently of labour-market conflict, nor did 
collective bargaining simply replace class antagonism with cooperation. 
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Rather, the Swedish model can be understood as a historically specific 
institutional settlement through which social conflict was stabilised, organised 
and channelled into durable forms of negotiation and compromise. 

Recent economic-historical research reinforces this interpretation. Using 
plant-level evidence from interwar Sweden, Skoglund (2025a) demonstrates 
that unionisation produced statistically significant but uneven wage effects 
across sectors and workplaces. These findings suggest that labour's influence 
cannot be understood as a fixed economic premium attached to union 
membership. Rather, the effects of collective organisation depended upon 
historically specific configurations of labour-market organisation, employer 
resistance and institutional context. Such findings further challenge 
interpretations of the Swedish model as a stable consensus arrangement by 
highlighting the contingent and contested character of labour's influence 
within the labour market. 

Saltsjöbaden and the institutionalisation of compromise 
The Saltsjöbaden Agreement of 1938 is frequently treated as the symbolic 
cornerstone of the Swedish model. Its significance, however, lies less in 
resolving class conflict than in reorganising it institutionally. The agreement 
emerged after decades of strikes, lockouts and industrial confrontation, during 
a period in which both employers and trade unions faced growing pressure to 
establish more predictable mechanisms for regulating labour disputes. During 
the mid-1930s, the Social Democratic government explored legislative 
responses to recurring industrial conflict, whilst both LO and SAF 
increasingly recognised the costs associated with large-scale labour-market 
confrontations. Rather than accepting expanded state regulation, however, the 
two organisations negotiated directly with one another and reached what 
became known as the Basic Agreement of 1938. Negotiated at the seaside 
resort of Saltsjöbaden outside Stockholm, the agreement subsequently gave 
its name to what became one of the defining institutional settlements of 
Swedish labour-market governance (Elvander, 2003). The agreement 
established procedures governing industrial disputes, regulated the use of 
strikes and lockouts, provided protections for third parties affected by 
industrial conflict, and created mechanisms through which labour-market 
conflicts could be negotiated and resolved (Nycander, 2002). In doing so, it 
reinforced a principle that would become central to the Swedish model: the 
regulation of employment relations through collective bargaining and 
negotiated agreements rather than extensive state intervention. 

Over time, the agreement acquired an almost mythic status within accounts 
of Swedish industrial relations. Although the notion of a Saltsjöbadsanda (the 
spirit of Saltsjöbaden) has been extensively criticised for obscuring the 
conflicts and political struggles that preceded and followed the agreement 
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(Dahlqvist, 2020), Saltsjöbaden nevertheless came to symbolise a distinctive 
system of labour-market governance founded upon organised negotiation, 
institutional coordination and negotiated compromise. 

As Therborn et al. (1978) emphasise, this compromise did not 
fundamentally transform capitalist social relations. Instead, it stabilised them 
under conditions of social democratic governance. Collective bargaining 
reduced the unpredictability of industrial conflict whilst preserving existing 
relations of ownership and production. In this sense, social democracy sought 
to manage the tensions and contradictions of capitalism through negotiated 
coordination rather than transcend them (Korpi, 1983; Therborn et al., 1978). 
The significance of Saltsjöbaden therefore lay not in the disappearance of 
class antagonism but in the creation of institutional mechanisms through 
which conflict could be channelled, negotiated and governed. Conflict 
remained central to labour-market relations, but increasingly unfolded through 
established bargaining institutions and recognised procedures of negotiation. 

This institutional settlement embedded a distinctive form of labour-market 
governance characterised by strong peak organisations, high levels of 
unionisation and comparatively limited direct state involvement in wage 
formation. The state primarily established the legal and political framework 
within which bargaining could occur, whilst unions and employer 
organisations assumed responsibility for regulating wages, working 
conditions and many aspects of industrial relations themselves (Kjellberg, 
1998; Nycander, 2002). The result was a labour-market regime founded upon 
organised representation, collective bargaining and a high degree of labour-
market self-regulation. 

Importantly, this system depended upon particular assumptions regarding 
how labour markets were organised. Collective bargaining functioned most 
effectively where employers were clearly identifiable, workers remained 
attached to relatively stable employment relationships, and labour could be 
collectively represented through unions operating at sectoral or national level. 
In practice, bargaining institutions were built around large workplaces, 
continuous employment and clearly defined employer responsibility 
(Kjellberg, 1998; Thelen, 2014). The effectiveness of the Swedish model 
therefore depended not only upon strong organisations but also upon the 
organisational characteristics of employment itself. 

A further implication of highly coordinated bargaining is that strong unions 
do not necessarily produce the largest wage effects. When unions become 
socially encompassing and deeply integrated into systems of coordinated 
bargaining, they often moderate wage demands in order to maintain 
macroeconomic stability, low unemployment and institutional legitimacy. 
This does not imply weak labour organisation. Rather, it reflects a different 
expression of labour power: one oriented towards coordination and long-term 
institutional stability rather than maximal wage extraction (Korpi, 1983; 
Swenson, 2002; Thelen, 2014). Skoglund's comparative research (2025b) 
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illustrates this dynamic. Despite substantially higher levels of unionisation in 
Sweden than in the United States during parts of the twentieth century, union 
wage effects were often larger in the American case. One explanation is that 
Swedish unions operated within more encompassing and coordinated 
bargaining institutions, which encouraged solidaristic wage-setting and wage 
compression rather than the pursuit of maximal gains for particular groups. 
Labour power in Sweden was therefore frequently exercised through 
coordinated regulation and institutional negotiation rather than highly 
differentiated wage outcomes. 

These institutional characteristics are important for the argument developed 
later in this chapter. Many platform business models depend upon 
organisational arrangements that weaken precisely the conditions upon which 
coordinated bargaining has historically relied. If the Swedish model was built 
around identifiable employers, relatively stable employment relationships and 
collectively organised workers, platform labour often operates through 
fragmented labour processes, diffuse managerial authority and unstable forms 
of labour-market attachment. Platform-mediated work therefore raises 
important questions regarding the continuing viability of labour-market 
institutions historically constructed around more durable and clearly bounded 
employment relationships. 

Social democracy, Folkhemmet and full employment 
Under prolonged Social Democratic rule from the 1930s onwards, the labour-
market compromise was embedded within a broader political project 
commonly articulated through the metaphor of the People's Home 
(folkhemmet). Popularised by Social Democratic leader and future Prime 
Minister Per Albin Hansson in the late 1920s, folkhemmet imagined society 
as a common household in which citizens would enjoy security, dignity and 
social rights regardless of class background (Hansson, 1928; Berman, 2006). 
The concept sought to replace older distinctions between the deserving and 
undeserving poor with a vision of social citizenship grounded in inclusion, 
equality and collective responsibility. More than a welfare slogan, 
folkhemmet functioned as a normative vision of social order that attempted to 
recast class conflict into a national project of security, social cohesion and 
shared prosperity (Berman, 2006; Magnusson, 2000). In practice, it became 
associated with the post-war expansion of public housing programmes, 
national health insurance, pension reform, publicly funded childcare and 
educational expansion (Magnusson, 2000; Rothstein, 1998). These reforms 
were presented not simply as poverty relief, but as institutional foundations 
for social citizenship, productive participation and national integration. 

Crucially, folkhemmet was not simply a redistributive project but also 
depended upon the productive integration of citizens into wage labour. 
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Universalism was premised on high labour-market participation and 
continuous attachment to paid work, while social rights were increasingly 
mediated through employment and collective bargaining institutions. 
Esping-Andersen's (1990) distinction between social democratic and 
conservative-corporatist welfare regimes is useful here because it highlights 
how Swedish welfare universalism was less dependent upon occupationally 
segmented insurance systems and more strongly oriented towards universal 
social citizenship and decommodification. At the same time, the practical 
functioning of this model still relied upon relatively stable employment 
relationships and strong labour-market institutions capable of integrating 
workers into systems of collective bargaining and social protection (Korpi, 
1983; Rothstein, 1998). The realisation of folkhemmet therefore depended 
upon the stability and legibility of the employment relationship itself. The 
model presupposed standardised employment, identifiable employers and a 
labour force that could be governed through collective institutions. These 
assumptions would later become points of tension as labour-market 
restructuring, segmentation and new forms of work organisation 
undermined the conditions under which folkhemmet's universalist promises 
could be sustained. 

Full employment functioned as the linchpin of this arrangement. It was not 
simply an economic objective but a political and social precondition for the 
universalist ambitions of folkhemmet, providing the fiscal and institutional 
foundations upon which expansive welfare provision depended (Magnusson, 
2000; Esping-Andersen, 1990). The most systematic post-war articulation of 
this logic is associated with the Rehn–Meidner model, developed within the 
trade-union movement as a programme for combining equality with economic 
dynamism through coordinated institutions rather than laissez-faire 
adjustment. In simplified terms, the model linked a solidaristic wage policy, 
restrictive macroeconomic policy and active labour-market policy into a 
single strategy aimed at sustaining full employment whilst promoting 
productivity-enhancing restructuring (Meidner, 1993; Erixon, 2011; 
Magnusson, 2000). Wage compression was not only redistributive within this 
framework; it was also intended to squeeze low-productivity firms and shift 
labour towards more productive activity, while active labour-market policies 
facilitated retraining and mobility and welfare institutions absorbed and 
managed the social costs of restructuring (Meidner, 1993; Erixon, 2011). 

Crucially, the Rehn–Meidner model matters for this thesis not simply as 
background economic history, but because it clarifies the institutional 
assumptions built into the Swedish model at its post-war high point: legible 
employers, standard employment relationships and governance through 
collectively bargained regulation anchored in a recognisable employment 
relation. Platform work becomes sociologically significant later precisely 
because it reorganises work in ways that weaken these institutional anchors. 
Tasks become fragmented, employer responsibility is blurred and continuous 
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labour-market attachment becomes increasingly difficult to sustain, thereby 
exposing tensions in a system whose regulatory tools were historically 
designed for standardised employment. At the same time, as Meidner himself 
later acknowledged, the model contained internal tensions. Full employment 
required continuous restructuring, labour mobility and the political capacity 
to discipline capital (Meidner, 1993). Its success therefore depended upon 
conditions that were historically specific and increasingly difficult to sustain 
as patterns of production, ownership and employment changed. 

Crisis, globalisation and welfare-state transformation 
From the late 1970s onwards, the institutional conditions underpinning the 
Swedish model became increasingly strained. Economic slowdown, 
deindustrialisation, intensified international competition and the growing 
mobility of capital destabilised the relationship between equality, full 
employment and economic growth that had characterised much of the post-
war period (Pontusson, 1992; Magnusson, 2000). As production became 
increasingly internationalised and financial markets more integrated, the 
capacity of nationally organised institutions to regulate economic activity 
came under growing pressure. The foundations of the Swedish model were 
not suddenly dismantled, but they became increasingly difficult to sustain 
under changing economic conditions. 

The economic crisis of the early 1990s marked a particularly important 
turning point. Sweden experienced a severe banking and fiscal crisis alongside 
rapidly rising unemployment, which reached levels previously regarded as 
politically incompatible with the Swedish model (Magnusson, 2000; Ryner, 
2002). The crisis challenged long-standing assumptions regarding the viability 
of full employment as the central organising principle of economic policy. 
Welfare reforms and fiscal consolidation programmes followed, reshaping 
access to unemployment insurance, social assistance and other forms of social 
protection. Whilst many of the institutional foundations of the welfare state 
remained intact, the relationship between labour-market participation, social 
rights and economic governance was increasingly reconfigured. 

Importantly, these developments did not simply represent the external 
erosion of an otherwise intact system. As Therborn (2017) argues, social 
democratic governments themselves became increasingly implicated in 
processes of restructuring and market-oriented reform. Public services were 
progressively opened to market competition through outsourcing, 
privatisation and procurement systems, whilst labour-market adaptation 
increasingly prioritised flexibility at the margins in order to preserve 
institutional stability at the core (Therborn, 2017; Ryner, 2002). More broadly, 
reforms introduced market mechanisms into sectors previously organised 
through public provision and long-term employment relationships. 
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Competition, contractual governance and purchaser-provider arrangements 
became increasingly prominent organising principles across both public 
services and parts of the labour market. 

Municipal services such as elderly care, cleaning, transport and education 
became partially reorganised through competitive tendering and private 
provision. Labour-market flexibility expanded particularly through temporary 
employment, subcontracting, staffing agencies and other forms of non-
standard work concentrated in service sectors. These increasingly flexible 
sectors also became important sites of labour-market incorporation for 
migrant workers, particularly within urban service economies characterised 
by weaker institutional attachment and fragmented employment trajectories 
(Schierup et al. 2006). This uneven incorporation would later become 
especially significant within platform labour markets, where migrant workers 
have frequently been concentrated in sectors characterised by weaker 
bargaining power, unstable incomes and fragmented employment relations. 
These developments did not dismantle the Swedish model outright. Rather, 
they gradually loosened the employment relationship as the primary 
institutional site through which labour protections, welfare entitlements and 
collective bargaining had historically been organised. 

The transformation of municipal home-care services provides one concrete 
example. During the 1990s and 2000s, increasing use of private contractors 
and procurement systems introduced competitive pressures into sectors 
previously organised directly through public employment (Blomqvist, 2004; 
Szebehely, 2011). Whilst workers often remained formally protected by 
collective agreements, employment became increasingly fragmented across 
contractors, agencies and temporary arrangements. Similar developments 
occurred in logistics, cleaning, taxi services and service work more broadly. 
The deregulation and fragmentation of taxi markets during the late twentieth 
century is particularly important here because it introduced more competitive 
and decentralised organisational arrangements into sectors that platforms such 
as Uber would later enter and intensify through app-based coordination and 
algorithmic management (Marell and Westin, 2002; Slavnic and Urban, 2008; 
Oppegaard and Nosrati, 2024). These forms of organisational fragmentation 
created conditions within which platform-based coordination of labour could 
later become more easily normalised. 

Understanding these developments historically is important because it 
avoids presenting platform capitalism as a purely external shock introduced 
by digital technology. Instead, platform-mediated labour expanded through 
labour-market arrangements already undergoing processes of flexibilisation, 
subcontracting and selective deregulation. In this sense, platform capitalism 
emerged less as a rupture with the Swedish model than as an intensification of 
contradictions already developing within it. What appears as a novel 
organisational form is therefore more accurately understood as an extension 
and recombination of longer-term transformations in labour-market 
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governance, welfare provision and employment relations. Institutional 
continuity persisted, but it increasingly coexisted with uneven institutional 
reach. 

Inequality, financialisation and labour market 
segmentation  
From the 1980s onwards, Sweden experienced a substantial increase in 
income and wealth inequality, reversing many of the egalitarian tendencies 
associated with the post-war period (Therborn, 2018). At the same time, 
Swedish political economy underwent a series of institutional transformations 
linked to the growing significance of financial markets, household debt, 
housing wealth, and market-oriented forms of governance (Stenfors, 2014; 
Belfrage and Kallifatides, 2018). Financialisation is understood here not as a 
singular explanation for labour-market change, but as one dimension of a 
broader restructuring of the Swedish economy in which financial assets, credit 
relations, and individualised forms of risk became increasingly significant 
within both economic life and welfare provision. 

These developments coincided with wider changes in the organisation of 
employment and the operation of labour-market institutions. Such changes 
have frequently been analysed through the concepts of labour-market 
segmentation and dualisation (Rueda, 2007; Emmenegger et al., 2012). Rather 
than producing a uniform weakening of labour-market protections, dualisation 
scholars argue that many coordinated market economies increasingly 
combined relatively strong protections for workers in stable employment with 
the expansion of more insecure forms of work at the margins of the labour 
market. In this perspective, growing inequality is shaped not only by 
differences in wages and incomes, but also by increasingly unequal access to 
employment security, collective representation, and social protection 
(Emmenegger et al., 2012). 

In Sweden, these developments were associated with the expansion of 
temporary contracts, subcontracting arrangements, staffing agencies, and 
other forms of non-standard employment, particularly within parts of the 
service economy. Labour-market institutions remained comparatively strong 
by international standards, yet the capacity of collective institutions to 
integrate all categories of workers became increasingly uneven. As Palier and 
Thelen (2010) argue in the broader European context, institutional continuity 
can coexist with significant internal differentiation, as reforms preserve 
protections for some groups whilst allowing more flexible arrangements to 
expand elsewhere. The result is not necessarily the dismantling of existing 
institutions, but the emergence of increasingly differentiated patterns of 
inclusion and exclusion within them. 
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These processes were also closely connected to changing patterns of 
migration and labour-market incorporation. As Schierup, Hansen and Castles 
(2006) argue, welfare-state restructuring and labour-market flexibilisation 
across Europe were accompanied by new forms of social exclusion 
concentrated among migrant populations. In Sweden, migrants became 
increasingly represented within sectors characterised by weaker institutional 
attachment, fragmented employment trajectories, and greater exposure to 
labour-market insecurity. Labour-market segmentation therefore intersected 
with existing inequalities of migration status, ethnicity, and class, producing 
uneven access to employment stability and social protection. 

Importantly, institutional continuity should not be confused with equal 
institutional reach. Collective bargaining institutions, trade unions, and 
welfare programmes remained central features of the Swedish model, but their 
practical accessibility became increasingly uneven across different sectors and 
groups of workers. Whilst many workers remained integrated into systems of 
collective bargaining and employment protection, others encountered more 
fragmented employment trajectories characterised by temporary work, 
subcontracting, and weaker institutional attachment (Emmenegger et al., 
2012; Palier and Thelen, 2010). 

This distinction is important for understanding the later emergence of 
platform-mediated labour. Platform work expanded not in the absence of 
labour-market institutions, but within labour markets already characterised by 
differentiated forms of institutional incorporation. As Oppegaard and Nosrati 
(2024) argue, contemporary transformations of the Nordic model are best 
understood not as a simple retreat of institutions, but as changing articulations 
between capitalist accumulation, welfare provision, and labour-market 
regulation. Platform-mediated labour developed within these evolving 
institutional conditions, particularly in sectors where employment relations 
had already become more fragmented and where the reach of collective 
protections was more difficult to sustain consistently. 

From labour market model to institutional condition  
Taken together, the preceding sections suggest that platform labour should not 
be understood as a rupture with an otherwise stable institutional order. Rather, 
it emerges within a labour market already transformed by restructuring, 
segmentation and increasingly uneven forms of institutional incorporation. 
The significance of platform capitalism therefore lies not simply in the 
introduction of new technologies or business models, but in the way it 
interacts with institutions historically organised around stable employment, 
identifiable employers and collectively regulated labour relations. Platform 
work becomes sociologically significant precisely because it exposes the 
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continuing importance of these institutional assumptions at the moment they 
become increasingly difficult to sustain. 

Platform-mediated labour emerged within this transformed institutional 
landscape. It did not arise despite the Swedish model, but through the 
historical reconfiguration of some of its institutional foundations. The 
weakening of full employment as a governing norm, the expansion of more 
differentiated forms of labour-market incorporation, and the growing distance 
between formal institutional coverage and practical institutional accessibility 
created conditions within which platform-based labour could expand 
(Emmenegger et al., 2012; Palier and Thelen, 2010; Oppegaard and Nosrati, 
2024). Sweden is not unique in this regard. Comparable developments can be 
observed across many advanced capitalist economies undergoing processes of 
labour-market flexibilisation, welfare-state restructuring and institutional 
dualisation (Rueda, 2007; Emmenegger et al., 2012). Sweden nevertheless 
provides a particularly revealing case because comparatively strong collective 
bargaining institutions coexist with increasing labour-market fragmentation 
and uneven institutional reach (Oppegaard and Nosrati, 2024). 

Platform capitalism exposes an important tension within this institutional 
configuration. Collective bargaining institutions remain formally central to 
labour-market governance, yet many platform business models depend upon 
organisational arrangements that complicate their practical operation. Work is 
frequently fragmented into discrete tasks allocated through digital systems, 
whilst responsibility for employment may be distributed across platforms, 
subcontractors, intermediaries and end users. Workers may be economically 
dependent upon platform-mediated income whilst simultaneously being 
classified as self-employed contractors. These arrangements make it more 
difficult to identify a clearly accountable employer and thereby complicate 
collective representation, labour inspection and the administration of labour 
protections. 

This matters because the institutions examined throughout this chapter 
were historically constructed around employment relationships that were 
relatively continuous, legible and collectively governable. Platform labour 
does not simply add a new category of precarious work to the Swedish labour 
market. Rather, it reorganises work in ways that intensify existing tendencies 
towards fragmentation, differentiated institutional incorporation and uneven 
access to labour-market protections. In this sense, platform capitalism is best 
understood not as an external challenge to the Swedish model, but as a 
development that reveals and amplifies tensions already present within its 
contemporary configuration. 
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Platform labour in Sweden 
Whilst the previous section examined the historical transformation of Swedish 
labour market governance, this section considers how platform work is 
currently organised, governed and contested within Sweden. Narratives of 
platform capitalism often present digital labour platforms as existing outside 
established labour market institutions, disrupting regulatory frameworks 
through technological innovation and novel business models. In Sweden, 
however, platform labour has developed within the institutional landscape 
shaped by the Swedish model. Collective bargaining traditions, union 
intervention, legal disputes and state investigations continue to influence how 
platform work is governed and contested, even where platform business 
models challenge many of the assumptions upon which these institutions 
historically depended. 

Rather than existing wholly inside or outside the Swedish model, platform 
labour is best understood as selectively incorporated into existing institutional 
arrangements. Certain sectors and firms have become partially integrated into 
collective bargaining systems and labour market regulation, whilst others 
remain characterised by uncertainty surrounding employment status, 
employer responsibility and access to labour protections. Platform firms 
therefore operate within Swedish labour market institutions whilst 
simultaneously reorganising work in ways that stretch, circumvent or weaken 
some of their traditional foundations. 

This selective incorporation reflects a broader contradiction. Platforms 
depend upon institutional arrangements that reproduce and sustain labour 
power, yet frequently seek to externalise many of the obligations historically 
associated with employment. Recent scholarship has increasingly highlighted 
how platform capitalism relies upon infrastructures and institutions that 
platforms themselves do not fully provide. Lata and Copolov (2025), for 
example, describe forms of ‘parasitic platform urbanism’ in which platforms 
derive value from publicly funded infrastructures whilst shifting many 
associated costs onto workers, households and municipalities. Similar 
dynamics can be observed within labour market governance, where platforms 
benefit from welfare institutions, educational systems, transport infrastructure 
and labour market arrangements that continue to support the reproduction of 
labour power even where platforms avoid many traditional employer 
responsibilities. 

Dowling’s (2018) work on social reproduction is particularly useful for 
understanding this contradiction because it highlights how contemporary 
capitalism increasingly displaces the costs of care, social reproduction and 
economic insecurity onto households and public institutions. In the Swedish 
context, platform firms remain dependent upon welfare institutions and public 
infrastructures that absorb forms of risk and insecurity not fully managed by 
the platforms themselves. 
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Regulating platform labour  
Policy reports, public commentary and institutional responses frequently 
frame platform work as temporary, innovative or transitional rather than as a 
structural transformation of labour markets. This framing is not merely 
rhetorical: it shapes which regulatory responses appear appropriate, legitimate 
or premature. Where platform labour is treated as exceptional or emergent, 
governance is often deferred to existing institutions—most notably collective 
bargaining—even as growing attention is paid to the uncertainties platform 
work creates regarding employment status, labour protections and employer 
responsibility (GigWatch, 2022; Webster and Zhang, 2025). The result is a 
characteristic tension in Swedish policy discourse: platform work is 
acknowledged as a labour market issue, yet simultaneously treated as 
something that existing arrangements should eventually absorb rather than as 
a phenomenon requiring more immediate institutional adaptation.  

At the level of government and public administration, this tension 
increasingly manifests as a problem of classification, responsibility and 
enforceability rather than regulatory absence. Similar tensions regarding 
employment status and platform flexibility have emerged across Europe and 
North America, but Sweden differs from many contexts because labour 
market governance continues to rely heavily upon collective bargaining rather 
than extensive statutory minimum wage regulation. EU-level intervention has 
been particularly important in pushing these questions into formal legislative 
debate. The EU Platform Work Directive, adopted in 2024, seeks to improve 
working conditions in platform work and addresses both employment status 
and algorithmic management (European Parliament and Council, 2024). In 
November 2024, the Swedish government appointed a special investigator to 
examine how the Directive should be implemented in Swedish law, explicitly 
stating that the Swedish labour market model should remain the central point 
of departure whilst also acknowledging that platform business models 
generate uncertainty regarding employment status and employer 
responsibility (Regeringen, 2024).  

The inquiry's final report, SOU 2026:3, reinforces a key argument 
developed throughout this chapter: the regulatory challenge is less one of 
absence than of fit between Swedish labour market governance, which has 
historically been organised around relatively clear employment relationships 
and identifiable counterparties, and platform business models that diffuse 
responsibility across digital interfaces, intermediaries and end-users. The 
report proposes a legal presumption of employment status where platform 
control over work organisation can be demonstrated, applying both where the 
contractual relationship is directly with a digital labour platform and where 
work is mediated through an intermediary (SOU 2026:3). This proposal 
matters because Swedish labour protections become significantly easier to 
enforce once an employment relationship is legally established. The inquiry 
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also foregrounds platform-specific problems of transparency and 
accountability in algorithmic management, precisely because digital systems 
governing task allocation, worker evaluation, route optimisation and 
performance monitoring can operate opaquely from workers' perspectives, 
making decisions difficult to contest or even interpret (SOU 2026:3).  

Alongside employment classification, occupational health and safety has 
emerged as a second critical site of policy attention. Responsibility for work-
environment regulation becomes difficult to enforce where work is organised 
through triangular or diffuse relations involving platforms, subcontractors and 
users. This tension became particularly visible in the dispute surrounding 
Tiptapp, where the Swedish Work Environment Authority sought to hold the 
platform responsible for work-environment risks experienced by workers 
using the application, but the Administrative Court ruled in 2021 that Tiptapp 
could not be considered an employer under existing work-environment 
legislation despite its central role in organising access to work (Arbetet, 2021). 
The case illustrates a broader problem within platform labour governance: 
labour protections may remain extensive in formal legal terms, but their 
practical enforceability often depends upon the existence of clearly 
identifiable employment relationships and accountable counterparties. Public 
debate over platform work in Sweden is therefore not simply a conflict 
between supporters and critics of the gig economy. Rather, it reflects 
competing visions of how platform labour should be governed: through 
collective bargaining, statutory regulation, market flexibility, or hybrid 
arrangements combining elements of each (Oppegaard and Nosrati, 2024; 
Webster and Zhang, 2025).  

Collective bargaining and selective incorporation 
The Foodora collective agreement has become the most prominent example of 
collective bargaining within Swedish platform labour. Foodora, one of Sweden's 
largest app-based food delivery platforms, occupies a particularly important 
position within debates surrounding the regulation of platform work because it 
represents one of the clearest attempts to incorporate platform-mediated labour 
into existing industrial relations institutions. First signed in 2021 between Foodora 
and the Swedish Transport Workers' Union, the agreement extended collective 
bargaining into platform-mediated food delivery and included provisions relating 
to wages, insurance and pension contributions (Selberg, 2023; Eurofound, 2024; 
Svenska Transportarbetareförbundet, n.d.). The agreement was symbolically 
significant because it demonstrated that platform labour could, under certain 
conditions, be incorporated into Swedish collective bargaining institutions. At the 
same time, however, it also revealed some of the limitations of collective 
bargaining within platform-mediated labour. The agreement did not resolve 
broader questions concerning platform responsibility, subcontracting 
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arrangements, workload intensity, or the extent to which all categories of workers 
involved in Foodora's labour process were covered by collective protections. 

The significance of the agreement therefore extends beyond its immediate 
provisions. It illustrates how selective incorporation operates in practice. 
Eurofound's documentation highlights continuing questions regarding 
bargaining coverage, particularly where subcontracting arrangements or 
alternative employing entities complicate the scope of collective agreements 
(Eurofound, 2024). Platforms may therefore accept collective bargaining in 
principle whilst simultaneously reorganising contractual and organisational 
arrangements in ways that preserve flexibility and limit obligations. The 
persistence of labour disputes and public controversy surrounding platform 
work similarly points to tensions between platform firms' claims regarding 
responsibility and workers' experiences of employment conditions. Such 
tensions are important because legitimacy within the Swedish labour market 
continues to depend, at least in part, upon appearing compatible with the 
norms and institutions associated with the Swedish model, even where 
organisational practices stretch or undermine some of its traditional 
assumptions. 

The Swedish case therefore demonstrates that platform labour is not simply 
unregulated but selectively governed. Certain segments of platform work 
become partially integrated into collective bargaining and labour regulation, 
whilst others remain characterised by ambiguity regarding employment status, 
employer responsibility and institutional enforceability. Selective 
incorporation thus emerges as a central feature of platform labour governance 
in Sweden. Collective bargaining remains institutionally central, yet many 
platform business models simultaneously weaken the practical conditions 
under which bargaining has historically functioned most effectively. The 
result is neither straightforward incorporation nor outright exclusion from 
labour market governance, but an uneven and contested process through 
which platform work is selectively accommodated within existing institutions.  

Conclusion: Uneven incorporation and the Swedish 
model  
This chapter has argued that platform labour in Sweden emerges not outside 
the Swedish labour market model, but through its historical transformation 
and partial reconfiguration. Platform capitalism has expanded within a labour 
market already shaped by outsourcing, segmentation, labour market 
flexibilisation and increasingly uneven institutional reach. Collective 
bargaining institutions remain formally central within Sweden, yet their 
practical enforceability has become more uneven under conditions of 
fragmented employment relations and diffuse organisational responsibility. 
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Platform labour therefore reveals important tensions within a labour market 
system whose institutions have historically relied upon identifiable employers, 
enforceable responsibilities and relatively stable employment relationships. 
 
The consequences of these developments are not distributed evenly across 
workers. The risks and insecurities associated with platform labour are shaped 
by workers' positions within wider relations of migration, racialisation, gender 
and social reproduction. The following chapter therefore shifts attention from 
labour market institutions towards the uneven incorporation of workers into 
platform labour. Rather than treating race, gender and social reproduction as 
secondary dimensions of platform capitalism, the next chapter examines how 
these relations actively shape who enters platform labour, under what 
conditions, and with what consequences for everyday life. 
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Chapter 3: The logic of uneven incorporation 

 This chapter examines uneven labour market incorporation not as a uniform 
institutional process, but as a differentiated and embodied condition through 
which workers become integrated into platform-mediated labour regimes on 
unequal terms. Building on Chapter 2's analysis of the historical 
reconfiguration of the Swedish labour market, the focus shifts from 
institutions as formal arrangements to the social relations through which 
workers are incorporated into work, welfare, and systems of social protection. 
Rather than asking whether workers are included or excluded from labour 
markets altogether, the chapter examines how labour market participation 
itself is organised through unequal distributions of security, flexibility, 
mobility, and risk. 

A central insight of labour market segmentation theory is that labour 
markets are structured by institutional arrangements and social hierarchies that 
generate differentiated employment outcomes. Instead, labour markets are 
structured through differentiated systems of opportunity, mobility, and 
constraint that channel workers into distinct positions characterised by 
unequal access to security, advancement, and institutional protection (Piore, 
1979; Peck, 1996; Rubery and Grimshaw, 2003). From this perspective, 
labour market outcomes emerge not simply from individual attributes or 
market processes, but from the social relations that structure opportunities 
for employment and shape how workers experience and respond to 
uncertainty. Platform labour emerges within these already differentiated 
labour markets, where existing inequalities are mediated through platform-
based systems of work.  

Importantly, the Swedish gig economy is internally heterogeneous. 
Platform-mediated work spans multiple sectors, contractual arrangements, 
and worker trajectories, encompassing native-born Swedes and migrants, 
students and professionals, younger and older workers, and individuals 
combining platform labour with other commitments or conditions such as 
studying, care responsibilities, disability and health problems, retirement, or 
other forms of employment. Workers engage with platform labour, then, under 
highly varied circumstances and for diverse reasons. For some, platform work 
provides supplementary income, labour market entry, or a temporary source 
of flexibility during periods of transition. For others, it constitutes a more 
enduring source of livelihood characterised by prolonged insecurity, unstable 
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earnings, and limited opportunities for occupational mobility. Existing 
research consistently demonstrates substantial variation in workers' 
motivations, levels of dependence, and experiences of flexibility and 
insecurity within platform labour (Lehdonvirta, 2018; Wood et al., 2019; 
Anwar and Graham, 2020). 

At the same time, this heterogeneity is structured rather than random. 
Workers enter platform labour from unequal social positions and possess 
differing access to welfare provisions and social securities, housing, savings, 
educational credentials, migration status, and social support. As a result, the 
same platform job may function as supplementary employment for some 
workers and a condition of prolonged dependence for others. Understanding 
these differences requires moving beyond demographic categories as 
explanatory variables and instead examining how race, migration status, 
gender, class, age, and bodily ability shape workers’ access to security, 
mobility, care, and institutional recognition (Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 2000; 
Yuval-Davis, 2006). Following Mezzadra and Neilson’s (2013) concept of 
differential inclusion, workers are not simply incorporated into labour markets 
or excluded from them, but integrated on differentiated terms that distribute 
opportunities, protections, obligations, and risks unevenly. Uneven 
incorporation therefore directs attention to the social relations and institutional 
arrangements through which workers become integrated into labour markets 
and to the unequal capacities they possess to navigate, endure, and ultimately 
exit precarious forms of work. 

Conceptualising platform labour through uneven incorporation shifts 
attention away from binary distinctions between inclusion and exclusion. 
Rather than asking whether workers participate in labour markets, the focus 
becomes how participation itself is organised and experienced. Platform 
labour exemplifies this process. Whilst digital platforms can facilitate labour 
market participation through low barriers to entry, they frequently redistribute 
insecurity through fragmented employment relations, algorithmic 
management, and the transfer of labour market risks onto workers themselves 
(DeStefano, 2016; Altenried, 2021, Lata et al. 2021). Workers may therefore 
gain access to paid work whilst remaining only partially incorporated into the 
institutions through which labour market security has traditionally been 
organised. 

These dynamics are particularly significant in Sweden, where access to 
welfare institutions and secure employment has historically been mediated 
through unequal relations of race, migration, class, and gender (Mulinari and 
Neergaard, 2005; Schierup et al. 2006). Narratives of universalism, neutrality, 
and equality have often obscured these inequalities, framing disparities 
affecting migrants and racialised populations as questions of integration or 
employability rather than manifestations of structural racism (McEachrane 
and Faye, 2020; Hübinette et al., 2023). Uneven incorporation therefore refers 
not simply to unequal outcomes within platform labour, but to the 
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differentiated conditions under which workers become integrated into labour 
markets themselves and the unequal capacities they possess to navigate, 
endure, and exit precarious forms of work. 

To develop this argument, the chapter first examines the uneven pathways 
through which workers enter platform labour, before exploring how 
dependence, migration regimes, and differential capacities to exit shape 
workers’ relationships to platform-mediated employment. It then turns to the 
sphere of social reproduction and embodied labour, demonstrating how 
platform work depends upon unequal capacities for care, recovery, endurance, 
and the maintenance of labour-power, whilst also situating these experiences 
within fragmented urban geographies and relational spatial networks (Massey, 
1994; 2005). The chapter concludes by examining racialised incorporation and 
the limits of the Swedish labour model, arguing that platform labour 
reorganises historically established forms of labour market differentiation 
through digital infrastructures and algorithmic systems of management. 
Across these discussions, uneven incorporation emerges not as a secondary 
consequence of platform capitalism but as one of the central mechanisms 
through which platform labour regimes are organised and reproduced. 

Uneven pathways into platform labour 
The heterogeneity of platform labour reflects not only variation in sectors, 
occupations, and contractual arrangements, but also differences in the 
pathways through which workers enter platform-mediated employment. 
Workers do not arrive in the gig economy from equivalent social positions, 
nor do they encounter the same opportunities, constraints, or alternatives. 
Rather, platform labour functions as a point of entry into paid work for 
workers with highly differentiated labour market trajectories, including 
students seeking supplementary income, migrants encountering barriers to 
stable employment, workers displaced from traditional sectors, and 
individuals combining paid work with study, care responsibilities, disability, 
retirement, or other forms of employment. The significance of platform work 
therefore depends not simply upon the characteristics of the work itself, but 
upon workers’ broader positions within labour markets and systems of social 
support. What appears as flexibility for one worker may constitute necessity 
for another. 

Yet platform labour should not be understood as an open or universally 
accessible labour market. While platform work is frequently characterised by 
relatively low formal barriers to entry, access itself remains unevenly 
distributed. Drawing on migrant platform workers in Berlin, Orth (2024) 
demonstrates that participation is shaped by migration trajectories, language 
skills, educational credentials, digital competencies, and access to the material 
resources necessary to engage in platform work. Platform labour may absorb 
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workers excluded from other forms of employment, but it does not eliminate 
the inequalities that structure labour market access more broadly. Rather, 
workers arrive at platforms carrying unequal stocks of economic, social, and 
cultural resources that shape both their opportunities and vulnerabilities within 
platform-mediated labour markets. 

Moreover, platform labour does not take a uniform form across 
geographical contexts. Comparing Deliveroo riders in Bologna with Uber 
drivers in Lisbon, Marrone and Pirina (2024) argue that platform capitalism is 
fundamentally variegated. Although algorithmic management provides a 
common organisational logic, labour processes are simultaneously shaped by 
local labour markets, welfare institutions, legal frameworks, and traditions of 
worker organisation. Deliveroo’s expansion in Bologna occurred within a 
context characterised by student employment, rider mobilisation, and 
regulatory contestation, whilst Uber’s operation in Lisbon was mediated 
through different institutional arrangements and intermediary employment 
structures. Platform labour therefore emerges through the interaction between 
platform business models and pre-existing social and institutional conditions 
rather than through the imposition of a singular technological regime. 

This insight extends beyond labour market institutions alone. Mallett’s 
(2026) study of ride-hailing platforms and motorcycle taxi work in Kampala 
demonstrates how platformisation interacts with pre-existing informal labour 
markets in ways that generate an appearance of formalisation through 
registration systems, digital payments, and algorithmic oversight whilst 
leaving workers outside many of the substantive protections associated with 
formal employment. Similarly, Zhou’s (2022) analysis of food-delivery 
workers in China illustrates how platform labour is shaped by broader 
structures of rural–urban migration, household registration systems, and 
uneven regional development. In both cases, platformisation does not replace 
existing labour market structures but becomes embedded within them, 
reorganising rather than transcending pre-existing inequalities. Platform 
labour is therefore best understood not as a universally applicable 
organisational form, but as a labour process mediated through specific social, 
political, and economic contexts. 

Place matters not only institutionally but also materially. Examining 
migrant food-delivery “walkers” in Venice, Pirina et al. (2024) demonstrate 
how the city’s canal-based morphology, pedestrian infrastructure, and 
tourism-driven economy shape workers’ mobility, temporal rhythms, and 
bodily experiences of labour. Platform work may be coordinated through 
digital infrastructures, but it remains grounded in particular urban 
environments whose physical characteristics influence how labour is 
organised, performed, and experienced. The operation of platform capitalism 
is therefore conditioned not only by labour market institutions and regulatory 
regimes but also by the concrete geographies through which workers move, 
work, and reproduce themselves. 



 

 55

Taken together, these studies demonstrate that platform labour cannot be 
understood as a singular or universally accessible labour market category. 
Rather, workers are incorporated into platform-mediated employment through 
pathways shaped by migration regimes, welfare institutions, labour market 
structures, urban environments, and unequal access to social and economic 
resources. Uneven incorporation therefore refers not only to the unequal 
outcomes workers experience once engaged in platform labour, but also to the 
differentiated conditions under which workers become incorporated in the 
first place. 

These dynamics are particularly significant in Sweden. Although the 
Swedish labour market has historically been organised around collective 
bargaining, relatively secure employment relations, and extensive welfare 
provision, access to these institutions has never been distributed equally. 
Indeed, Sweden continues to exhibit one of the largest employment gaps 
between native-born and foreign-born populations in Europe despite 
comparatively strong welfare institutions and labour protections (OECD, 
2018). Critical scholarship has long demonstrated that the apparent 
universalism of the Swedish model has been mediated through relations of 
race, migration, class, and gender that channel different groups of workers into 
distinct labour market positions (Mulinari and Neergaard, 2005; Schierup et 
al., 2014). Recent research further points to an increasing ethnicisation of the 
occupational structure, with migrants disproportionately concentrated within 
lower-paid and less secure segments of employment and facing more limited 
opportunities for occupational advancement than native-born workers 
(Elgenius et al., 2024). 

Importantly, these inequalities cannot be reduced simply to labour market 
exclusion. Qualitative research on first-generation immigrants in Sweden 
demonstrates that labour market participation itself is frequently characterised 
by prolonged instability, with workers moving repeatedly between 
unemployment, temporary contracts, subsidised employment, and part-time 
work despite acquiring Swedish qualifications, vocational training, and labour 
market experience (Brendler-Lindqvist et al., 2026). Participants described 
labour market incorporation as a continual struggle to reconcile aspirations for 
stable employment with persistent insecurity, uncertainty, interrupted 
educational trajectories, and limited opportunities for advancement. 
Employment was therefore experienced not as a stable condition of inclusion, 
but as a fragmented and uncertain process characterised by recurrent 
transitions between different forms of labour market attachment.  

Platform labour emerges within these existing patterns of differentiation 
rather than outside them. Its apparent openness—characterised by limited 
hiring requirements, rapid onboarding, and immediate access to income—may 
be particularly attractive to workers who encounter barriers elsewhere in the 
labour market. Yet this accessibility frequently coincides with weaker 
employment protections, unstable earnings, and limited opportunities for 
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occupational advancement. Following Mezzadra and Neilson’s (2013) 
concept of differential inclusion, workers are therefore not simply excluded 
from labour markets and subsequently incorporated through platform work. 
Rather, they are incorporated through differentiated mechanisms that 
distribute opportunities, recognition, protections, and risks unevenly. Platform 
labour provides access to paid work, but not necessarily to the institutional 
securities historically associated with labour market membership. Entry into 
platform work consequently reflects broader inequalities in employment, 
welfare provision, and social citizenship rather than an escape from them. The 
expansion of platform labour should therefore be understood not simply as a 
consequence of technological innovation or changing worker preferences, but 
as a manifestation of the uneven conditions under which workers are 
incorporated into contemporary labour markets. 

Uneven pathways to exit platform labour  
If workers enter platform labour through differentiated pathways, they also 
possess unequal capacities to leave it. Exit is therefore central to uneven 
incorporation. The significance of platform work cannot be understood solely 
through the tasks workers perform or the income they generate. Equally 
important are the resources, protections, and alternatives available beyond the 
platform itself. Access to stable housing, welfare provision, savings, 
recognised qualifications, family support, legal security, and alternative 
employment opportunities shapes workers’ capacity to absorb insecurity, 
refuse undesirable work, and move into more secure forms of employment. 
Uneven incorporation therefore structures not only entry into platform labour 
but also workers’ differential capacity to navigate and ultimately exit 
precarious work. 

Hirschman’s (1970) distinction between exit, voice, and loyalty provides a 
useful starting point for understanding these dynamics. Whilst exit is often 
presented as the primary mechanism through which individuals respond to 
dissatisfaction, the ability to leave an undesirable situation depends upon the 
existence of viable alternatives. Exit is therefore not simply an individual 
choice but a socially distributed capacity. Workers with access to stable 
employment opportunities, welfare protections, savings, or supportive social 
networks may be able to leave precarious employment when conditions 
deteriorate. Others remain formally free to leave whilst lacking the resources 
necessary to do so in practice. The availability of exit is consequently shaped 
by workers’ broader positions within labour markets and systems of social 
protection. 

Research on precarious work similarly demonstrates that insecurity is not 
simply a characteristic of particular jobs but a condition mediated by workers’ 
access to economic, social, and institutional resources (Kalleberg, 2009; 
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Vosko, 2010). Workers possessing alternative income sources, legal 
protections, household support, or access to welfare provision are often better 
positioned to absorb instability, negotiate poor conditions, or move between 
jobs without severe consequences. Conversely, workers facing restricted 
opportunities may become increasingly dependent upon precarious 
employment despite its instability. The significance of insecurity therefore 
varies according to workers’ differential capacities to manage uncertainty 
beyond the workplace itself. 

Platform labour frequently intensifies these inequalities because it provides 
relatively accessible opportunities for paid work whilst offering limited 
protection from labour market risks. Digital platforms present themselves as 
flexible intermediaries connecting workers to income-generating 
opportunities, yet many of the risks historically associated with employment 
are transferred onto workers themselves. Income volatility, unpaid waiting 
time, illness, equipment costs, vehicle maintenance, and interruptions to work 
are commonly absorbed by workers rather than employers (van Doorn, 2017; 
Wood et al., 2019). Workers’ ability to manage these uncertainties 
consequently depends heavily upon resources located beyond the employment 
relationship itself. Platform labour therefore reveals how labour market 
participation is shaped not only by work itself but by access to wider 
infrastructures of security and support. 

Migration status represents one particularly significant mechanism through 
which capacities to exit become differentiated. Contemporary migration 
regimes increasingly link long-term security to labour market participation, 
creating conditions in which employment assumes significance beyond the 
immediate acquisition of income (Sager, 2011; Schierup and Ålund, 2011). 
Access to housing, welfare benefits, family reunification, permanent 
residence, and future settlement may become contingent upon demonstrating 
stable labour market attachment. Labour market exclusion therefore carries 
not only economic consequences but legal and temporal ones. The risks 
associated with unemployment or unstable income extend into multiple 
dimensions of everyday life, shaping workers’ capacity to imagine, plan, and 
secure a future. 

These dynamics have become increasingly significant within Sweden 
following the tightening of migration policy and the expansion of temporary 
forms of residence. The move towards conditional and time-limited residence 
permits has intensified the relationship between labour market participation 
and legal security, particularly for migrants occupying precarious positions 
within the labour market. Under such conditions, employment becomes not 
simply a source of income but a mechanism through which longer-term 
belonging is negotiated and maintained. For some workers, leaving insecure 
employment may therefore involve risks extending far beyond lost earnings. 
The capacity to exit precarious work is consequently shaped not only by 
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labour market opportunities but also by broader systems of migration 
governance. 

Yet leaving platform labour does not necessarily mean leaving precarity. 
Recent research on transitions into and out of the gig economy challenges the 
assumption that gig work functions as a straightforward stepping stone into 
stable employment. Fuentes and González (2025) demonstrate that whilst gig 
work frequently serves as a transitional labour market position, transitions 
themselves are highly uneven. Some workers move from gig work into more 
secure forms of employment, whilst others cycle between platform labour, 
temporary work, informal employment, and unemployment. Gig work 
therefore operates neither as a trap nor as a guaranteed pathway to mobility, 
but as one position within broader trajectories of labour market instability.  

This emphasis on transitions rather than destinations resonates with wider 
research on immigrants’ labour market experiences in Sweden. Brendler-
Lindqvist et al. (2026) describe how many first-generation immigrants 
experience persistent employment instability despite acquiring experience, 
qualifications, and language skills. Employment insecurity often persists 
across time through repeated movement between temporary contracts, 
substitute work, part-time employment, and periods of unemployment, 
challenging assumptions that labour market participation necessarily leads to 
stability. Similar dynamics emerged within this study. Participant 11, a 
migrant language teacher with multiple university degrees and extensive 
teaching experience, described a recurring pattern of moving between 
substitute teaching, part-time work, and temporary contracts. Reflecting on 
her employment trajectory, she explained that “I have a bunch of part-time 
jobs, and eventually I get a real contract that goes on for some period of time, 
six months, nine months, a year, whatever. And then I fall back to a bunch of 
part-time jobs again. It’s a repeating pattern for me.” Her experience illustrates 
how labour market insecurity can persist even amongst highly educated and 
continuously employed workers. The issue is not exclusion from employment, 
but the difficulty of converting employment into stability.  

Wood and Lehdonvirta’s (2021) concept of subordinated agency provides 
a useful lens through which to understand this contradiction. Examining 
remote platform work, they argue that platforms simultaneously expand 
workers’ agency in relation to clients whilst creating new forms of dependence 
upon the platform itself. Workers gain flexibility, autonomy, and 
opportunities to access income, yet remain constrained in shaping the broader 
conditions under which labour is organised. Autonomy and dependence 
therefore emerge together rather than existing as opposites. The capacity to 
choose tasks, clients, or working hours does not necessarily translate into the 
capacity to secure long-term stability or influence future labour market 
trajectories.  

Understanding exit in this way shifts analytical attention beyond questions 
of whether workers are formally employed or unemployed. The central issue 
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is not labour market participation alone, but the opportunities, protections, and 
futures made available through participation. Workers may be economically 
active whilst remaining vulnerable to insecurity, recurrent transitions between 
precarious jobs, and limited opportunities for advancement. Uneven 
incorporation is therefore revealed not simply through unequal experiences of 
work, but through unequal capacities to transform labour market participation 
into security and mobility. Access to exit becomes as significant as access to 
employment itself. 

Moreover, these unequal capacities to leave precarious work reveal that 
platform labour cannot be understood solely through employment relations. 
Workers’ ability to refuse undesirable work, absorb instability, or pursue 
alternative opportunities depends upon broader systems of care, welfare 
provision, household support, and social reproduction that exist beyond the 
platform. Exit is therefore not simply an individual decision but a socially 
produced capacity. Examining these wider infrastructures of support and 
endurance is essential for understanding how platform labour is reproduced 
and why its consequences vary so markedly across differently positioned 
workers. It is to these broader processes of social reproduction and embodied 
endurance that the chapter now turns. 

Reproducing labour power in platform capitalism 
For Marx, the production of surplus value depends upon a peculiar 
commodity: labour-power. Unlike other commodities, labour-power is 
embodied in living workers and possesses the capacity to create value greater 
than the cost of its own reproduction (Marx, 1976). Yet labour-power does not 
appear spontaneously on the market. Before workers can labour, they must be 
fed, housed, educated, transported, socialised, cared for, rested, and 
maintained across time. Marxist-feminist scholars identified this as a 
fundamental omission within orthodox political economy. Whilst Marx 
located value production within the labour process itself, insufficient attention 
was paid to the labour necessary for producing and reproducing labour-power 
in the first place (Dalla Costa and James, 1972; Vogel, 1983; Federici, 2004; 
Bhattacharya, 2017). Social reproduction theory therefore directs attention 
towards the activities, relationships, and institutions through which labour-
power is sustained. Capitalist accumulation depends upon these forms of 
labour whilst simultaneously treating them as external to production itself. 

This insight is particularly relevant to platform labour. Existing scholarship 
has generated important analyses of algorithmic management, labour process 
transformation, employment classification, and labour market flexibilisation 
(van Doorn, 2017; Wood et al., 2019; Altenried, 2020). Yet these approaches 
alone cannot explain how workers remain available for work under conditions 
of unstable income, fragmented schedules, unpaid waiting time, and uncertain 



 

 60 

futures. Nor can they fully account for the social conditions through which 
labour-power becomes available to platforms in the first place. Social 
reproduction theory shifts attention beyond the immediate labour process 
towards the everyday practices through which workers sustain themselves and 
those around them. Platform labour is therefore not simply a question of work 
organisation, but of how labour-power is reproduced under conditions of 
insecurity. 

Platform capitalism increasingly mediates activities central to social 
reproduction itself. Food delivery, transport, cleaning, care, teaching, tutoring, 
and household services are all activities through which everyday life is 
sustained. As Fraser (2017) argues, financialised capitalism has produced a 
dualised organisation of social reproduction in which care and reproductive 
labour are increasingly commodified for those who can afford them and 
privatised for those who cannot. Platform-mediated services fit squarely 
within this arrangement. They enable some households to outsource care, 
mobility, food provision, and domestic labour whilst shifting the work and 
insecurity associated with that reproduction onto workers who often occupy 
precarious labour market positions (Dowling, 2021; Zampoukos et al., 2024; 
Zampoukos et al., 2026). 

The contradiction is therefore not simply that platform work is insecure. 
Rather, platform workers increasingly sustain the reproduction of others 
whilst facing unstable conditions for reproducing themselves. Platform 
services may make everyday life more convenient for consumers, yet the 
workers providing these services frequently absorb irregular earnings, 
fragmented schedules, unpredictable demand, and limited institutional 
protection. Platform capitalism does not resolve the crisis of social 
reproduction but reorganises it by redistributing reproductive costs downward 
onto workers, households, and communities (Fraser, 2017; Dowling, 2021). 
The reproduction of everyday life becomes available as an on-demand service 
even as the reproduction of the workers providing that service remains 
increasingly uncertain. 

Historically, the labour required to reproduce labour-power has been 
feminised, racialised, and systematically devalued. Feminist scholars have 
long shown that capitalism benefits from reproductive labour performed 
outside formal employment relations, often by women and frequently without 
remuneration (Vogel, 1983; Federici, 2004; Bhattacharya, 2017). As Glenn 
(1992) demonstrates, reproductive labour has also been organised through 
racialised divisions of labour in which different groups become differentially 
responsible for cleaning, caring, nurturing, and maintaining everyday life. 
Wright (2006) similarly shows how capitalist labour regimes produce certain 
feminised and racialised bodies as simultaneously indispensable and 
disposable. Platform-mediated reproductive labour builds upon these histories 
rather than replacing them. 



 

 61

These dynamics are inseparable from migration. Scholarship on 
transnational care chains demonstrates how wealthier societies increasingly 
rely upon migrant workers to perform care, domestic labour, and other forms 
of reproductive work whilst restricting access to security, welfare provision, 
and full social membership (Anderson, 2000; Parreñas, 2001; Lutz, 2011). As 
Gebrial (2022) argues, platform capitalism is embedded within broader 
regimes of racial capitalism that rely upon populations whose labour is 
required yet persistently devalued. Digital platforms reorganise the allocation 
and coordination of reproductive labour, but they do not transcend the 
gendered, racialised, and migrant divisions through which such labour has 
historically been organised. 

Social reproduction is also rhythmic. Everyday life depends upon repeated 
practices of sleeping, eating, caring, commuting, cleaning, recovering, and 
maintaining households. Drawing on Lefebvre's (2004) rhythmanalysis, 
Zampoukos et al. (2024) conceptualise platform labour through algorhythms: 
algorithmically organised regimes of waiting, movement, responsiveness, and 
availability. The significance of these algorhythms lies not simply in the 
organisation of work but in their capacity to disrupt the rhythms through which 
labour-power is reproduced. When work becomes unpredictable, so too do 
opportunities for care, rest, recovery, and participation in social life. 
Arrhythmia therefore emerges not only within the labour process but within 
social reproduction itself. 

Labour-power remains fundamentally embodied. Workers do not simply 
complete tasks but expend physical, emotional, and affective capacities that 
require continual renewal. Service work scholarship has long demonstrated 
how emotional labour, aesthetic labour, customer surveillance, and temporal 
discipline shape workers' bodies and subjectivities (Hochschild, 1983; 
McDowell, 2009; Orzeck, 2007). Platform labour extends these pressures 
through ratings systems, continuous evaluation, algorithmic allocation, and 
expectations of perpetual responsiveness. The body therefore becomes a 
central site through which the contradictions of platform capitalism are 
experienced and absorbed. 

Recent scholarship has consequently conceptualised workers as forms of 
embodied infrastructure. Infrastructures are not simply roads, platforms, or 
digital systems, but socio-material arrangements requiring continual 
maintenance and investment (Buckley, 2014; Strauss, 2020; Altenried, 2022; 
Stokes and De Coss-Corzo, 2023). Platform workers sustain the circulation of 
food, care, mobility, commodities, information, and services, becoming 
essential to the reproduction of everyday life whilst frequently remaining 
politically and economically invisible. Yet unlike physical infrastructures, 
whose deterioration may prompt repair and reinvestment, the embodied 
infrastructures upon which platform capitalism depends are often expected to 
reproduce themselves. Workers are required to maintain the circulation of 
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everyday life even as the institutions through which labour-power is 
reproduced are increasingly weakened (Fraser, 2017; Bhattacharya, 2017). 

This uneven burden is not accidental. As Glenn (1992), Wright (2006), 
Orzeck (2007), and scholars of racial capitalism have demonstrated, capitalist 
accumulation relies upon the production and management of difference. Work 
associated with women, migrants, racialised populations, or other 
marginalised groups may be represented as naturally caring, flexible, mobile, 
or low-skilled despite its centrality to economic and social life. Such 
differentiation facilitates the unequal valuation of labour-power and helps 
legitimise unequal wages, protections, and opportunities. As Zampoukos and 
Ioannides (2014) argue, service economies are organised through 
differentiated bodies whose labour sustains the circulation and reproduction 
of everyday life. Platform workers occupy a similar position within 
contemporary urban economies: indispensable to the functioning of 
households, communities, and cities, yet frequently devalued precisely 
because the labour they perform has been historically associated with 
populations constructed as naturally available, caring, or expendable. 

Understanding platform labour through social reproduction therefore 
reveals a deeper contradiction at the heart of platform capitalism. Platform 
firms increasingly mediate activities essential to sustaining everyday life 
whilst relying upon labour organised through insecurity, fragmentation, and 
uncertainty. Uneven incorporation operates not only through differentiated 
pathways into platform labour or unequal capacities to exit it, but also through 
unequal capacities to reproduce labour-power itself. Platform capitalism 
therefore conceals both the labour that generates value and the reproductive 
labour that sustains labour-power. 

Conclusion: Uneven incorporation and platform labour 
This chapter has argued that platform labour is best understood through the 
lens of uneven incorporation. Workers are not simply included within labour 
markets or excluded from them. Rather, they are incorporated through 
differentiated arrangements that distribute opportunities, protections, 
obligations, and risks unevenly. Entry into platform labour, capacities to exit, 
and the resources available for reproducing labour-power are all shaped by 
workers' positions within broader social relations and institutional structures. 
Uneven incorporation therefore directs attention away from binary 
distinctions between inclusion and exclusion and towards the differentiated 
conditions under which labour market participation itself is organised. 

The preceding sections have shown that access to platform labour, 
capacities to exit it, and opportunities for security and mobility are unevenly 
distributed. Workers enter platform labour with differing access to welfare 
provision, recognised qualifications, housing, savings, social support, legal 
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security, and alternative employment opportunities, shaping both their 
dependence upon platform work and their capacity to pursue futures beyond 
it. Access to paid work alone does not guarantee meaningful labour market 
inclusion. Rather, workers experience platform labour through unequal 
relationships to insecurity, flexibility, and mobility that reflect broader 
patterns of labour market segmentation. 

These inequalities extend beyond employment relations themselves. 
Workers do not enter platform labour as abstract units of labour-power but as 
embodied and socially situated subjects whose capacities to sustain 
themselves are unevenly distributed. Social reproduction, care 
responsibilities, health, mobility, household resources, and wider 
infrastructures of support shape how insecurity is experienced, absorbed, and 
endured. Uneven incorporation is therefore experienced differently across 
workers’ life courses and embodied circumstances. Students, carers, migrants, 
displaced workers, retirees, and those engaged in physically demanding forms 
of platform labour encounter different opportunities, constraints, and 
capacities for sustaining labour-power across time. What appears as flexibility 
for some workers may constitute dependence for others. 

Platform labour should therefore be understood not as a departure from 
existing labour market inequalities but as a contemporary mechanism through 
which they are reorganised and reproduced. Digital platforms do not 
encounter a homogeneous workforce. Rather, they rely upon differentiated 
populations whose labour-power is valued, governed, and reproduced on 
unequal terms according to broader relations of race, migration, gender, class, 
age, and embodiment. The apparent neutrality of platform technologies 
obscures these inequalities, presenting workers as interchangeable units of 
labour whilst relying upon the very differences that structure their 
incorporation. Uneven incorporation is consequently not a secondary outcome 
of platform capitalism but one of its organising principles. 

Taken together, the chapter demonstrates that platform labour expands 
opportunities for participation in paid work whilst simultaneously 
redistributing insecurity and reproducing differentiated forms of labour 
market membership. Workers are neither fully excluded from labour markets 
nor equally incorporated within them. Instead, platform labour is characterised 
by unequal pathways into employment, unequal capacities to exit precarious 
work, and unequal abilities to reproduce labour-power beyond the workplace. 
Understanding platform labour therefore requires attention not only to 
employment relations themselves but also to the broader social relations 
through which labour-power is produced, valued, and reproduced. The 
following chapter builds upon this argument by examining how these 
inequalities are lived through the spatial and temporal organisation of platform 
labour, exploring how platform work reshapes relationships to mobility, 
waiting, availability, and everyday life. 
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Chapter 4: Space, time and platform labour  

Interviewer #1: “Is it true you don’t acknowledge the passing of time?” 
Mariah Carey: “That is true.” 
Interviewer #2: “What do you mean by that?!” 
Mariah Carey: “I just don’t believe in it.” 
Interviewer #3: “Do you mean time zones?” 
Mariah Carey: “No no, just time.” 
Interviewer #2: “So no clocks? You’re just not into that?” 
Mariah Carey: “You can just let it go.” 
Interviewer #2: “Do you celebrate your birthday?” 
Mariah Carey: “I don’t have a birthday, no.” 
Interviewer #3: “If we were to meet up later, how would we know how?” 
Interviewer #1: “Duh, it’s Mariah’s time.” 
Mariah Carey: “Yeah I would just have somebody call you and figure it out.” 

Mariah Carey’s refusal to “believe in time” is, on its face, absurd. Yet the 
humour of the exchange lies less in temporal denial than in temporal 
displacement. Coordination does not disappear; it is simply delegated 
elsewhere. Schedules, delays, contingencies, and waiting are absorbed by 
assistants whose own time remains calibrated to clocks, calls, and 
interruptions. This displacement offers a useful entry point for analysing 
platform-mediated labour because it highlights time and space as unevenly 
distributed conditions rather than neutral resources. Temporal and spatial 
autonomy do not emerge from the absence of coordination but from its 
reorganisation. The capacity to avoid waiting, evade planning, or insist upon 
immediacy depends upon someone else remaining available and responsive to 
those demands. 

This chapter develops a broader argument that runs throughout the thesis: 
platform labour reorganises everyday life through uneven relations of 
flexibility, mobility, and constraint. Earlier chapters demonstrated how 
workers are unevenly incorporated into platform labour in Sweden, producing 
differentiated experiences of flexibility, precarity, and control. Here, the focus 
shifts to the spatio-temporal organisation of the labour regime itself, 
examining how flexibility and immediacy are produced through differentiated 
experiences of waiting, movement, and availability. At the same time, the 
chapter proceeds from a premise developed throughout the thesis: platform 
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labour is not a singular phenomenon. It encompasses diverse sectors and 
labour processes, including deliveries and transport, domestic services, care-
adjacent work, and forms of remote digital labour, each characterised by 
distinct spatio-temporal arrangements. 

These differences matter. Consequently, the chapter makes a deliberate 
analytical move. Its central claims concerning waiting, proximity, and the 
subordination of time to space apply most strongly to location-bound, on-
demand service work, particularly deliveries and certain domestic-service 
platforms, where the promise of immediacy depends upon keeping labour 
available both “just in time” (De Stefano, 2015) and “just in place” (Wells et 
al., 2020). Where relevant, the chapter also contrasts these sectors with forms 
of remote platform labour in which workers are tethered to different spatial 
and temporal arrangements. Rather than remaining proximate to restaurants, 
customers, or transport corridors, remote workers are often bound to screens, 
notifications, deadlines, ratings, and expectations of continual responsiveness. 
In both cases, access to work depends upon maintaining forms of availability 
that organise how time and space can be used, albeit through different 
mechanisms. 

Rather than treating platforms as technologies that universally compress 
time and space, the chapter argues that platform labour operates through 
contradictory spatio-temporal regimes. For some workers, platform mediation 
can create forms of mobility or flexibility that would otherwise be unavailable. 
For others, particularly those engaged in low-paid, on-demand service work, 
time becomes subordinated to space, consumed through movement, waiting, 
and enforced availability. For firms and consumers, these arrangements create 
the appearance that distance and delay have been overcome through digital 
coordination. Yet this apparent compression of space and time depends upon 
workers whose labour remains physically mobile, continuously available, and 
burdened with the temporal costs of circulation (Harvey, 1989). 

Space–time as a relation of power 
Capitalist production depends not only upon the measurement of labour 
through time but also upon the continual reorganisation of space through 
infrastructure, circulation, and uneven development (Lefebvre, 1991; Harvey, 
1982; Smith, 2008). In Marx's analysis, value is constituted through "human 
labour in the abstract," as the diverse concrete labours embodied in 
commodities are reduced to a common social substance (Marx, 1976, p. 128–
129). This value is measured according to socially necessary labour-time 
rather than the particular qualities of concrete labour. Yet the abstraction of 
labour as value does not eliminate difference. Rather, the apparent universality 
of labour-time as a measure coexists with profoundly uneven experiences of 
waiting, mobility, exhaustion, and availability. 
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Marx was explicit that the abstraction of labour-time as value bears little 
resemblance to how time is actually lived. In the Grundrisse (Marx, 1973, p. 
681), he argues that capital seeks to reduce the worker’s existence to labour-
time itself, treating “every moment of the worker’s time” as potentially 
productive, even when not directly engaged in production. A fundamental 
contradiction therefore emerges. Labour-time appears as a universal metric 
within capitalist exchange, whilst lived temporal experience remains 
fragmented, unequal, and socially differentiated. 

This contradiction has important spatial dimensions. As Herod (1997) 
argues, workers are not passive variables within capital’s spatial calculations 
but active geographical actors whose movements, routines, and forms of 
availability are central to their own social reproduction. Spatial reorganisation 
may resolve temporal problems for capital while simultaneously intensifying 
them for labour. What emerges is not simply a transformation in how work is 
performed, but a reorganisation of the wider conditions through which labour-
power is mobilised, coordinated, and sustained. 

Understood in this way, space and time are not neutral backgrounds against 
which platform labour unfolds. They are mechanisms through which labour 
regimes organise accumulation and differentiate workers. The organisation of 
circulation and availability distributes pressure unevenly across workers 
positioned differently within labour markets, welfare systems, and broader 
relations of social reproduction. Approaching platform labour as a labour 
regime rather than merely a labour process makes visible how spatio-temporal 
arrangements shape not only how work is performed, but also who can endure 
it, for how long, and under what conditions. 

The dispossession of time 
While space–time may appear in political economy as an abstraction, workers 
encounter it as a lived condition structured through uncertainty, interruption, 
and waiting. In platform-mediated labour, particularly deliveries, transport, 
and segments of domestic service, work is organised around responsiveness 
to fluctuating demand and algorithmic allocation. Workers are required to 
hold their time open in anticipation of future tasks: logged on, available, and 
attentive. Sarah Sharma's (2014) analysis in In the Meantime provides a useful 
framework for understanding these dynamics. Rejecting accounts that treat 
contemporary life as uniformly accelerated, Sharma argues that capitalism 
produces differential temporal arrangements through which time is unevenly 
experienced and unevenly valued. Temporal autonomy for some is made 
possible through the intensified temporal discipline of others, whose labour is 
organised around anticipation, interruption, and responsiveness. As Sharma 
puts it, "some bodies are required to wait so that others may move" (2014, p. 
53). The convenience and immediacy enjoyed by some subjects therefore 
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depend upon others whose time remains structured by uncertainty and 
availability. 

Waiting, in this sense, is not empty time but socially organised time. 
Workers must organise their lives around the possibility of future labour while 
exercising little control over when, or whether, that labour will materialise. 
Availability therefore becomes productive in its own right. Labour is not 
confined to moments of active task completion but extends into periods of 
anticipation, monitoring, and readiness. What Sharma describes as the 
"meanwhile" is neither fully working time nor genuinely free time, but an 
indeterminate temporal condition through which responsiveness is secured 
without any guarantee of remuneration (2014, pp. 53–57). The content of this 
"meanwhile" varies across sectors. A courier waiting near a cluster of 
restaurants occupies a different temporal position from a freelancer awaiting 
client revisions, and neither is equivalent to a care worker whose day is 
fragmented through on-call scheduling. Across these contexts, however, 
uncertainty transforms openness into obligation. 

These dynamics are particularly visible where labour is tightly bound to 
customer immediacy and physical circulation. Couriers and delivery drivers 
are not simply waiting between tasks; they are required to remain logged on, 
attentive, and spatially proximate to anticipated demand. Periods without tasks 
are structured by uncertainty rather than rest because workers must 
continuously monitor applications, notifications, and algorithmic signals 
while preparing to respond at short notice. Attoh, Wells, and Cullen (2024, p. 
3840) argue that waiting forms a constitutive element of the everyday rhythms 
of delivery work and is central to the economic logic of on-demand services. 
Workers wait in cars, outside restaurants, or within delivery zones while 
remaining poised for allocation. Waiting itself is hardly unique to platform 
labour. Dockworkers, sailors, transport workers, and many others have long 
experienced periods of enforced idleness under capitalism. What distinguishes 
platform-mediated waiting is its individualisation and algorithmic 
organisation. Workers absorb the uncertainty generated by fluctuating demand 
while remaining continuously available to it. Waiting is fragmented into 
uncertain intervals governed through apps, notifications, dynamic pricing, and 
task allocation systems rather than collectively organised rhythms of work. 

Crucially, this waiting is not incidental. It is actively produced through 
platform design: labour oversupply, on-demand allocation systems, and 
pricing mechanisms that prioritise immediacy for customers while 
externalising downtime onto workers. Platforms distinguish sharply between 
paid labour and unpaid waiting even though waiting is indispensable to the 
service's appearance of instant availability (Attoh et al., 2024). Couriers 
absorb the temporal costs necessary for rapid delivery while firms avoid 
paying for the idle time that makes such immediacy possible. Uncertainty 
intensifies this arrangement. Workers are rarely informed in advance about 
task availability, income levels, or working hours, producing fragmented 
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rhythms characterised by bursts of activity followed by periods of enforced 
idleness (Chen and Sun, 2020). The result is not merely economic insecurity 
but a diminished capacity to plan everyday life, coordinate care 
responsibilities, or combine platform work with other forms of employment. 

Time Annihilated by Space?  
Platform capitalism is frequently associated with time-space compression: 

the apparent overcoming of distance through digital coordination, accelerated 
circulation, and platform intermediation. Platforms do not simply connect 
buyers and sellers. They actively organise market encounters, coordinate 
network effects, and curate connectivity across distributed actors and places 
(Langley and Leyshon, 2017). In this sense, platform mediation appears to 
reduce the friction of space by compressing the time needed to find, allocate, 
and complete services. For customers, this can mean food arriving without 
going to a restaurant, a driver appearing without searching for transport, or 
domestic services being booked without direct negotiation. Space appears to 
be overcome because the time between desire, order, and fulfilment is 
shortened. 

Yet for many workers in location-bound, on-demand sectors, this apparent 
annihilation of space by time is experienced in reverse. The flexibility 
afforded to consumers and firms often depends upon workers whose own time 
is shaped, constrained, and sometimes consumed by space. Rather than space 
simply being annihilated by time, space gives time its shape and, for some 
workers, annihilates time by absorbing it into movement, waiting, positioning, 
and circulation (Butler et al., 2024). This is especially clear in forms of 
platform work that require workers to be available both just-in-time and just-
in-place, where access to tasks depends not only on temporal readiness but on 
physical proximity to anticipated demand (De Stefano, 2016; Wells et al., 
2021; Butler et al. 2024).  

In deliveries and ride-hailing, work is organised not only around 
completing tasks but around maintaining circulation itself. Couriers and 
drivers spend significant amounts of time travelling between pick-ups, waiting 
outside restaurants, positioning themselves near hotspots, or moving towards 
areas where future demand is likely to emerge (Woodcock, 2020; Anwar and 
Graham, 2021). This labour is often unpaid, yet it is essential to the appearance 
of seamless service provision. Platforms accelerate circulation for consumers 
by shifting the temporal costs of movement, waiting, and idle time onto 
workers (Vallas and Schor, 2020). Digital coordination therefore does not 
remove friction from circulation; it redistributes it. 

Platforms intensify these dynamics through the atomisation of work into 
discrete tasks and the continual dispersal and reassembly of labour in response 
to volatile, just-in-time, just-in-place demand. Workers resemble dancers in a 
Circassian circle: scattered across the city yet tethered to the temporality of 
the algorithm, drawn together at precise moments and locations to fulfil 
demand before dispersing again into fragmented and asynchronous flows. The 
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apparent immediacy of platform consumption depends upon this continual 
process of algorithmic assembly and disassembly. Labour-power must remain 
mobile, responsive, and spatially available for circulation to appear smooth. 

This mobility should not be mistaken for spatial freedom. Mobility studies 
remind us that movement is socially organised and structured through 
relations of power rather than synonymous with autonomy (Cresswell, 2006; 
2010). In platform labour, movement is patterned through dynamic pricing, 
route prompts, ratings, customer demand, and workers’ practical knowledge 
of the city. Couriers cluster around fast-food chains, restaurant districts, 
transport hubs, and platform-designated hotspots where orders are more likely 
to appear. Drivers learn where and when demand surges, which routes are 
worth taking, and which areas generate long waits or poor returns. A worker 
may traverse the city continuously while remaining tightly constrained by the 
spatial logics of platform allocation. Mobility therefore becomes routinised 
rather than open-ended. 

These rhythms are not only algorithmic. They are algorhythmic: produced 
through the interaction between the rhythms of urban life and the systems that 
seek to anticipate, channel, and monetise them. Demand surges around lunch 
hours, evening meals, weekends, commutes, bad weather, and other recurring 
patterns of urban consumption. Workers must align themselves with these 
rhythms while also responding to the uncertainties of platform allocation. As 
Zampoukos et al. (2024) argue, the everyday rhythms of the city are 
interlinked with the algorithms of apps, shaping the intensity, scheduling, and 
hours of work. When these rhythms clash, workers experience arrhythmia: 
periods of frantic movement alternate with periods of waiting, idleness, and 
uncertainty, making it difficult to secure the time necessary for their own 
social reproduction.  

The spatial organisation of platform labour depends not only upon 
algorithms but upon material infrastructures that govern where workers wait, 
move, and become available. Pollio's (2021) study of Uber at airports 
demonstrates how platform labour is embedded through pick-up zones, 
waiting lots, signage systems, and other micro-infrastructural arrangements 
that enable algorithmic coordination to function within existing urban 
environments. At Cape Town airport, for example, drivers waited in an 
algorithmically managed queue in a parking area outside the airport precinct 
before receiving ride requests. The journey appears seamless for passengers 
because workers' time has already been organised elsewhere, absorbed into 
queues, waiting zones, and spaces of anticipation. 

These dynamics are not unique to transport work, although their spatial 
expression varies. A courier in Stockholm may need to remain physically 
proximate to restaurants in order to secure orders, whereas a freelance 
translator or programmer may be tethered to a desk, laptop, phone, or domestic 
workspace. Both forms of labour involve enforced availability, but through 
different forms of spatial tethering. The distinction is therefore not between 
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spatial constraint and spatial freedom, but between the particular spatial 
arrangements through which workers are rendered available to capital. 

These arrangements also reshape everyday urban life. The convenience of 
app-based consumption reorganises where workers gather and which spaces 
become operationally valuable. Restaurants, apartment entrances, pavements, 
transport corridors, airport car parks, and designated waiting zones 
increasingly function as infrastructures of circulation. The apparent 
immediacy of platform consumption depends upon workers whose time is 
spent negotiating the spatial barriers that digital coordination claims to 
overcome. 

Seen in this light, the appearance of time-space compression associated 
with platform capitalism is partial and asymmetrical. For platforms and 
consumers, space appears to be overcome through time: services are located, 
ordered, allocated, and fulfilled with increasing speed. For many workers in 
on-demand service sectors, however, time is stretched, fragmented, and 
consumed by space. The promise of flexibility therefore rests upon a 
contradiction. The capacity of some to access services on demand depends 
upon others remaining mobile, proximate, and available. Understanding this 
contradiction is central to understanding platform labour as a labour regime 
because it reveals how spatio-temporal organisation functions as a structured 
condition through which accumulation is stabilised and inequality reproduced. 

The production of platform space 
The preceding sections have shown how platform labour reorganises time 
through waiting, uncertainty, and enforced availability, and how workers' 
mobility is structured by the demands of circulation. Yet platform labour does 
not simply move through space; it actively participates in its production. The 
spaces through which workers travel, wait, and labour are continually 
reorganised around the demands of platform-mediated consumption and 
circulation. 

Recognising heterogeneity remains important. Not all platform labour 
produces space in the same way. While deliveries and ride-hailing visibly 
reshape streets, transport corridors, and restaurant districts, other forms of 
platform work reorganise domestic space, logistical infrastructure, and 
transnational labour relations (Leszczynski, 2019; Richardson, 2020; 
Altenried, 2022). What unites these otherwise diverse forms of labour is not a 
shared workplace but a shared dependence upon digital systems that 
coordinate labour and demand across space. 

From a Marxist and labour-geographical perspective, space is not a neutral 
container within which economic activity occurs. Lefebvre (1991) argues that 
space is socially produced through historically specific relations of 
production, circulation, and everyday practice. Similarly, Harvey (1982) 
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demonstrates how capital repeatedly reorganises the built environment in 
order to overcome barriers to accumulation and accelerate circulation. Space 
is therefore not merely occupied by economic activity but continually remade 
through it. 

Platform capitalism intensifies these tendencies. As Danyluk (2018) 
argues, contemporary accumulation increasingly depends upon logistical fixes 
that reorganise infrastructure, labour, and circulation in ways that minimise 
the time separating production from consumption. Platform workers are 
central to this process. Their bodies, devices, movements, and availability 
function as forms of mobile infrastructure that absorb the frictions of distance 
and delay, allowing circulation to appear seamless at the point of 
consumption. What appears as effortless convenience for consumers rests 
upon extensive spatial organisation elsewhere. 

Research on platform urbanism demonstrates how platforms reshape where 
work occurs, where workers gather, and which locations become operationally 
valuable (Leszczynski, 2019; Richardson, 2020). As Shapiro (2023) argues, 
platform expansion increasingly depends upon a logistical reorganisation of 
urban space through facilities designed to accelerate fulfilment and 
circulation. Across many cities, former retail and industrial premises have 
been transformed into ghost kitchens, delivery-only commercial kitchens 
producing food exclusively for online orders, and dark stores, retail spaces 
closed to the public and repurposed as local fulfilment centres for rapid 
delivery (Shapiro, 2023). Organised around speed, circulation, and logistical 
efficiency rather than face-to-face interaction, these sites exemplify what 
Shapiro describes as a logistical-urban frontier in which urban space is 
increasingly reorganised around platform-mediated consumption. 

Equally significant are the less visible spatial transformations occurring at 
the scale of everyday life. Restaurant entrances, apartment corridors, 
stairwells, pavements, transport hubs, and domestic doorsteps increasingly 
function as workplaces without being formally recognised as such. Platform 
labour extends productive activity into spaces traditionally understood as 
private, transitional, or peripheral. Space is therefore produced not only 
through infrastructure and technology but through workers' repeated 
movements, routines, and forms of availability. 

This spatial production also operates as a mechanism of labour control. 
Heiland (2021) demonstrates that platforms govern labour partly by governing 
space, shaping where workers go and how long they remain available there. 
Couriers are continually drawn towards restaurant clusters and demand 
hotspots where future orders are anticipated. Workers learn to position 
themselves strategically within these geographies, repeatedly returning to 
profitable zones while avoiding locations associated with low demand or long 
waits. Similar dynamics emerge beyond delivery work. Remote platform 
workers may enjoy greater geographical mobility yet often find domestic 
space reorganised around screens, notifications, performance metrics, and 
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expectations of continual responsiveness. In both cases, space becomes 
organised around maintaining availability to work. 

Tsing's (2005) concept of friction helps illuminate why these arrangements 
are neither smooth nor complete. Platform economies trade upon imaginaries 
of frictionless circulation, yet circulation is always achieved through situated 
and unequal encounters. Distance, delay, uncertainty, and interruption are not 
eliminated but redistributed. Waiting zones, peripheral neighbourhoods, 
logistical back-of-house sites, and workers' own bodies become locations 
where friction accumulates rather than disappears. The smoothness 
experienced by consumers depends upon workers absorbing these frictions 
through their labour. 

This redistribution is also socially uneven. Platform workers are often 
highly visible through uniforms, branded vehicles, oversized delivery bags, 
and digital tracking systems. Yet this visibility is stripped of recognition and 
reduced to functional presence. Workers are seen, tracked, and evaluated 
while remaining socially anonymous. At the same time, many of the 
infrastructures underpinning platform labour, including dark stores, fulfilment 
centres, and logistical back-of-house spaces, are displaced into peripheral 
locations designed to maximise efficiency while minimising public visibility. 
The burdens of waiting, movement, and uncertainty are therefore distributed 
unevenly across both urban space and differently positioned workers. 

Platform labour reorganises space and time through uneven relations of 
circulation, mobility, and availability. The flexibility and immediacy 
associated with platform capitalism do not eliminate spatial and temporal 
constraints; they redistribute them. Workers absorb the waiting, movement, 
and uncertainty required to keep services responsive and circulation 
continuous. Understanding these dynamics as part of a labour regime reveals 
how platform labour reproduces inequality not only through wages and 
contractual arrangements but through the everyday organisation of time, 
space, movement, and availability. What appears as flexibility for some 
depends upon the structured constraints experienced by others. 

Conclusion: Organising labour through space  
and time 
This chapter has argued that platform labour is organised through 
contradictory spatio-temporal relations that are frequently obscured by 
narratives of flexibility, convenience, and technological efficiency. While 
platform capitalism appears to compress time and space through digital 
coordination and on-demand service provision, this apparent immediacy 
depends upon workers whose labour remains structured by waiting, 
movement, and availability. The convenience experienced by consumers is 
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therefore not achieved through the elimination of spatial and temporal 
constraints, but through their redistribution. 

Drawing on Marxist geography, labour geography, and platform studies, 
the chapter has shown that space and time are not neutral backgrounds against 
which platform labour unfolds. Rather, they are relations of power through 
which labour is organised, coordinated, and differentiated. Waiting emerges 
as a productive temporal condition through which responsiveness is secured, 
uncertainty transferred onto workers, and labour-power held in reserve for 
future demand. At the same time, access to work increasingly depends upon 
workers being available both just-in-time and just-in-place, tethering labour 
to particular rhythms, locations, and circuits of circulation. 

The chapter has further argued that platform labour complicates dominant 
accounts of time-space compression. For many workers engaged in location-
bound platform labour, time is not liberated from space but consumed by it 
through movement, positioning, and enforced proximity to anticipated 
demand. The flexibility afforded to some therefore rests upon the spatio-
temporal constraints experienced by others. These dynamics are not uniform 
across all forms of platform work, but they reveal a common dependence upon 
forms of availability organised through platform mediation. 

Finally, platform labour does not merely operate within existing spatial 
arrangements but actively participates in their production. From dark stores 
and ghost kitchens to restaurant entrances, waiting zones, and domestic 
spaces, platform-mediated labour reorganises the urban environment around 
the demands of circulation and rapid fulfilment. Understanding these spatio-
temporal arrangements is therefore essential for understanding how platform 
labour reproduces inequality and shapes workers' everyday lives. The 
following chapter builds upon this foundation by examining how workers 
navigate, negotiate, and sometimes challenge these conditions through 
practices of resilience, reworking, and resistance. 

 



 

 75

Chapter 5: Structure, agency, and platform 
labour 

The thesis examines how platform-mediated gig work in Sweden operates as 
a labour regime structured through contradiction, in which flexibility and 
control, autonomy and constraint, and innovation and exploitation are co-
produced through the organisation of labour, space, time, and institutional 
arrangements. In this chapter, I situate agency within that contradictory 
regime. I argue that whilst the gig economy is not unprecedented in its reliance 
on casualisation and the shifting of risk onto workers, it is distinctive in how 
it reorganises the conditions under which labour agency is exercised, 
sustained, and made collective. 

Debates on labour agency have long grappled with the relationship between 
structural constraint and workers’ capacity to act within, against, and beyond 
the conditions imposed by capital. Political economy traditions often treated 
agency as either structurally determined or expressed primarily through 
collective organisation. Later interventions in labour geography and feminist 
political economy complicated that picture by emphasising agency as 
relational, situated, and unevenly distributed across space, time, and social 
difference (Herod, 1997; Peck, 1996; Katz, 2004). Agency, from this 
perspective, is never the absence of constraint. Rather, it is shaped through 
historically specific relations of power, regulation, and material dependence. 

This distinction is important for understanding platform labour. The central 
question is not whether gig workers possess agency, but how platform-
mediated work reorganises the terrain on which particular forms of agency 
become possible, costly, or consequential. Platform labour does not eliminate 
labour agency; rather, it channels agency into particular forms that are more 
compatible with the organisation of the platform economy itself. Through 
fragmented spatial and temporal arrangements, diffuse governance structures, 
and the individualisation of risk and responsibility, platform labour 
encourages workers to direct their energies towards coping, adaptation, and 
survival. Drawing on Katz's (2004) distinction between resilience, reworking, 
and resistance, practices of resilience and reworking become necessary 
strategies through which workers navigate insecurity and maintain economic 
viability, whilst the organisational conditions that historically enabled 
collective resistance are progressively eroded (for a more detailed application 
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of Katz's framework of resilience, reworking, and resistance to platform 
labour, see Paper III).  

At the same time, the heterogeneity of platform labour must remain in view. 
Agency is not organised uniformly across the gig economy. A domestic 
cleaner, a food courier, a nurse working through a staffing platform, and a 
remote translator may all technically fall under the category of platform 
worker, yet the conditions under which they labour differ significantly. The 
argument developed here therefore applies most clearly to those segments in 
which workers’ time and space are tightly governed through on-demand 
allocation, customer evaluation, and piece-rate remuneration, particularly 
food delivery and certain domestic service platforms. Other forms of platform 
work may allow for greater autonomy or produce different organisational 
dynamics that fit less neatly within the framework developed here. 

Platform labour as an inequality regime 
To understand how agency is organised within platform labour, it is useful to 
draw on Joan Acker’s (2006) concept of the inequality regime. Closely related 
to labour regime approaches, the concept directs attention to the organisational 
and institutional processes through which inequalities are produced and 
reproduced. For Acker, inequalities are not simply outcomes reflected in wage 
gaps or occupational hierarchies. Rather, they are embedded within the 
everyday arrangements through which work is organised, shaping workers’ 
access to security, recognition, voice, and power. 

Whilst Acker developed this framework in relation to more traditional 
organisations, labour-geographical scholarship has extended the concept 
beyond the bounded workplace. Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011), for example, 
argue that inequality regimes can also operate at the scale of broader labour 
regimes, where inequalities are produced through fragmented institutional 
arrangements, dispersed workplaces, and uneven regulatory systems. From 
this perspective, agency is not simply constrained by managerial hierarchy, 
but structured through wider regime-level conditions that shape who is able to 
act, how they can act, and with what consequences. 

Platform labour can be understood as a distinctive form of inequality 
regime. Algorithmic management systems allocate work, evaluate 
performance, and shape access to future opportunities through opaque 
technical processes. Employment misclassification transfers costs and risks 
onto workers by treating them as independent contractors rather than 
employees, thereby limiting access to labour protections, sick pay, or 
collective bargaining rights. Migration governance further compounds these 
inequalities, particularly for migrant workers whose legal status, welfare 
access, or economic survival may depend upon maintaining continuous work. 
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Together, these mechanisms organise differential exposure to insecurity, 
dependence, and precarity. 

Importantly, these inequalities are not incidental to platform labour. They 
are embedded within the very mechanisms through which platform 
businesses function: on-demand allocation, customer rating systems, labour 
oversupply, and the externalisation of social reproduction costs. This 
framing shifts the analytical focus away from asking whether workers 
possess agency toward examining how the regime structures which forms of 
agency are viable, rewarded, tolerated, or penalised. Platform labour often 
renders inequalities opaque through technical systems and individualised 
performance metrics, encouraging workers to interpret structural problems 
as personal shortcomings. As a result, workers are encouraged to adapt, 
optimise themselves, and endure instability, whilst collective forms of 
disruption become more difficult to sustain. 

Not all platform sectors operate identically in this regard. Certain highly 
skilled forms of platform labour may provide workers with greater bargaining 
power or flexibility. However, across many low-paid and on-demand sectors, 
particularly delivery and domestic platform work, the broader pattern remains 
one in which insecurity and fragmented organisation channel agency toward 
individual adaptation rather than collective transformation. 

Time, space, and collective infrastructures 
The labour process tradition has historically linked worker agency to forms of 
resistance against managerial control, including strikes, slowdowns, and 
informal workplace practices (Burawoy, 1979). Even under precarious 
conditions, workers often shared temporal rhythms, physical proximity, and 
identifiable employers. The workplace therefore functioned not only as a site 
of exploitation, but also as an organisational infrastructure through which 
collective identities and shared grievances could emerge. 

Platform labour reorganises these conditions in qualitatively different 
ways. Time is fragmented through asynchronous task allocation, piece-rate 
payment systems, and prolonged periods of unpaid waiting. Workers rarely 
experience time collectively. Instead, time becomes an uncertain and highly 
individualised resource that workers must continuously manage in order to 
secure sufficient income (Sharma, 2014). Popan’s (2024) analysis of multi-
apping demonstrates how unpaid waiting time becomes systemic rather than 
incidental, compelling workers to intensify labour in order to remain 
economically viable. Strategies designed to reduce downtime may improve 
short-term earnings stability, but they simultaneously intensify labour and 
bodily exhaustion, producing what Popan (2024, p. 9) describes as a cycle in 
which “work intensification begets resilience begets work intensification.” 
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Spatial organisation further weakens collective infrastructures by 
producing what Wells et al. (2020) describe as socio-spatial atomisation. 
Platform labour disperses workers across urban space whilst organising them 
as “just-in-place” labour, available precisely when and where demand 
emerges, but prevented from developing stable relations of co-presence. Work 
occurs across streets, vehicles, private homes, and digitally mediated 
interfaces that function as temporary workplaces without becoming durable 
organisational sites. Even in highly visible forms of gig work such as food 
delivery, mobility and circulation dominate over sustained encounter. 
Workers may be constantly visible to one another whilst rarely remaining in 
shared space long enough to develop stable collective relationships. Labour is 
therefore organised around circulation rather than organisational density 
(Lefebvre, 1991), weakening the social infrastructures through which 
collective organisation has historically been sustained. 

In this sense, platform labour does not simply fragment work itself. It 
disassembles the spatial and temporal conditions through which collective 
agency has historically been exercised, whilst simultaneously requiring 
workers to exercise intensified forms of individual agency merely to remain 
economically viable. 

Algorithmic governance  
Platform labour also reshapes agency through distinctive forms of 
governance. Traditional employment relations, however unequal, generally 
involve identifiable employers and relatively legible lines of accountability. 
Platform labour, by contrast, distributes control across platforms, algorithms, 
users, and regulatory grey zones (De Stefano, 2016). Control is exercised 
through technical systems that are powerful yet frequently opaque. 

Algorithmic management systems govern workers through ratings, 
rankings, performance metrics, and task allocation processes whose criteria 
are rarely transparent. Workers may struggle to determine whether declining 
earnings or reduced access to tasks result from poor performance, algorithmic 
recalibration, labour oversupply, or discriminatory bias. Structural 
disadvantages therefore become difficult to identify collectively and are often 
experienced as individual failure. Responsibility for managing insecurity, 
unstable income, and exclusion is displaced onto workers themselves, who are 
expected to continuously adapt their behaviour in response to opaque systems 
they cannot fully understand or challenge. 

Anwar and Graham (2020), drawing on Katz’s framework, demonstrate 
how workers’ agency within platform labour frequently takes the form of 
tactical adaptation rather than direct confrontation. Practices such as multi-
apping, selectively accepting tasks, informally sharing information, or 
attempting to game algorithms allow workers to navigate difficult conditions 
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and improve short-term outcomes. These practices clearly demonstrate 
agency. However, because the underlying governance systems individualise 
competition and obscure accountability, grievances are often experienced 
privately rather than collectively. Workers respond tactically to immediate 
pressures rather than organising sustained challenges to the structures 
producing those pressures in the first place. 

Opacity therefore functions as a mechanism of domination. Algorithmic 
systems mystify responsibility by obscuring how decisions are made and by 
presenting inequalities as technical outcomes rather than political relations. 
Platforms remain able to shape labour conditions whilst avoiding many of the 
visible forms of managerial authority associated with traditional employment. 
Workers, meanwhile, must remain legible to these opaque systems in order to 
continue accessing work, even though the systems themselves remain largely 
unaccountable. 

Resilience and reworking  
These spatio-temporal and governance dynamics help explain why platform 
labour is often characterised less by sustained collective resistance than by 
practices of resilience and reworking. Katz’s (2004) distinction between 
resilience, reworking, and resistance is particularly useful here when treated 
as relational rather than hierarchical. 

Resilience refers to practices of coping and enduring under deteriorating 
conditions. Reworking involves attempts to improve conditions within 
existing relations of power, for example by optimising schedules, combining 
multiple platforms, or negotiating informally with clients. Resistance seeks 
to challenge those relations more fundamentally. Katz does not treat 
resilience or reworking as lesser forms of agency. Rather, they are 
historically and geographically specific responses to restructuring that 
reorganises everyday life. 

Within platform labour, resilience and reworking are not simply common 
responses; they are systematically encouraged by the structure of the labour 
regime itself. Practices such as multi-apping, selective availability, and 
informal information-sharing allow workers to survive within conditions of 
instability and uncertainty. Yet these same practices may also stabilise the 
platform system by normalising individualised risk management and labour 
intensification. As Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011) note, actions that appear 
agentic at one scale may inhibit collective mobilisation at another. Reworking 
may improve workers’ immediate circumstances without fundamentally 
disrupting the relations of domination that structure platform labour, 
becoming incorporated into the reproduction of the system itself. 

Platform businesses benefit from this arrangement precisely because 
workers absorb the responsibility for managing instability. Workers 
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continuously adapt themselves to fluctuating demand, unpaid waiting time, 
and algorithmic uncertainty in ways that allow platforms to maintain flexible 
labour supply without assuming many of the costs associated with stable 
employment. Individual resilience therefore becomes functional to the 
continued operation of the platform economy, even as it often produces 
exhaustion and insecurity for workers themselves. 

Resistance and bordering  
Resistance does occur within platform labour, but it is often episodic, uneven, 
and difficult to sustain. Sustained collective resistance generally depends upon 
shared temporal rhythms, durable spaces of encounter, and sufficient 
economic security to absorb the risks associated with organising. Platform 
labour systematically weakens these conditions. 

Importantly, the costs of resistance are unevenly distributed. Migrant and 
racialised workers frequently face compounded risks arising from legal 
precarity, welfare conditionality, and the threat of deactivation. Mezzadra and 
Neilson’s (2013) concept of bordering as a process of differential inclusion is 
useful here. Borders within platform labour are not solely territorial. They also 
operate institutionally and algorithmically, shaping who is able to participate 
in platform work, under what conditions, and at what cost. 

These bordering processes stratify agency itself. Workers whose residence 
status, welfare access, or income depends upon maintaining continuous 
participation in platform labour may face far greater risks when engaging in 
overt resistance. Consequently, many forms of collective action remain 
localised, temporary, or mediated through unions, worker centres, 
cooperatives, or advocacy organisations rather than sustained workplace-
based organisation. Whilst strikes, protests, and legal challenges have 
emerged across various platform sectors, their scalability remains constrained 
by the fragmented and unequal organisational conditions through which 
platform labour operates. 

Conclusion: Reconfiguring agency  
Taken together, this chapter argues that platform labour reorganises rather than 
eradicates workers’ capacity to act. The gig economy is not distinctive because 
it introduces precarity or fragmented work for the first time, but because it 
intensifies and recombines these dynamics through a socio-technical labour 
regime that demands continuous individual agency whilst degrading the 
infrastructures through which collective agency has historically been exercised. 

Workers within platform labour are therefore not passive victims of 
technological systems. They remain active agents who continuously navigate, 
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negotiate, and adapt to difficult and un-stable conditions. However, the forms 
that this agency most commonly takes are profoundly shaped by the 
organisation of the platform economy itself. Workers are compelled to 
exercise high levels of individual agency simply to endure, whilst practices 
that challenge the system collectively are rendered costly, risky, and difficult 
to sustain. 

Understanding platform labour in this way avoids both technological 
determinism and voluntarism. It recognises workers as active participants in 
shaping their own everyday survival strategies whilst insisting that these 
strategies remain structured by an inequality regime organised through 
contradiction, one that depends upon workers’ agency even as it constrains its 
collective possibilities. 
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Chapter 6: Methodology and research design 

The key methodological challenge of this thesis was how to study a form of 
work that is inherently dispersed, heterogeneous, and difficult to delimit 
empirically. Platform mediated gig work does not exist as a single sector, 
workplace, or employment category. Instead, it cuts across industries, urban 
spaces, contractual arrangements, and everyday life. Workers may move in and 
out of platform labour, combine it with other forms of employment, or engage 
with it intermittently. Some forms of work are highly visible in public space, 
such as delivery, whilst others take place in private homes, digitally mediated 
environments, or fragmented service sites that are difficult to access directly. 

This overarching challenge manifests in several related methodological 
difficulties. There is no stable field site and no clearly bound workforce. 
Workers are often time-poor, highly mobile or highly immobile, and in some 
cases reluctant to participate due to insecurity, mistrust, or fear of negative 
consequences. At the same time, key actors within the platform economy, 
particularly platform companies themselves, are difficult to access, and some 
of the most precarious forms of work remain partially hidden from both 
researchers and public scrutiny. 

In response to these challenges, the thesis develops a qualitative study 
centred on semi-structured interviews with platform workers, supported by 
observational, document, and media materials used to contextualise and 
interpret workers’ accounts. The aim is not to produce a representative account 
of gig work in Sweden, but to examine how platform labour operates as a 
differentiated and internally contradictory labour regime, and how it is 
experienced, navigated, and made sense of by workers in uneven ways. 

The empirical contribution of the thesis lies in bringing together these 
different forms of material to analyse platform labour relationally: as 
something organised through the interaction of labour markets, migration 
regimes, urban space, institutional arrangements, and everyday practices. 
Interviews provide access to workers’ situated experiences and 
interpretations; observations help ground these accounts in spatial and 
temporal practices; and selected documents, media, and investigative 
materials situate them within broader institutional and public contexts. 
Importantly, the research also attends to what could not be accessed directly 
like the perspectives of the platforms and perspectives of some of the most 
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marginalised or hard to reach worker groups. I aim to treat these absences as 
analytically meaningful rather than simply as limitations. 

The remainder of the chapter is organised as follows. Section 6.2 outlines 
the overall research design. Section 6.3 details the empirical material, 
including interviews, participant characteristics, recruitment, and access. 
Section 6.4 explains the analytical strategy and coding process. Section 6.5 
discusses ethnographic observation and informal encounters. Section 6.6 
outlines the role of contextual, media, and public materials. Section 6.7 sets 
out the ontological and epistemological foundations of the thesis. Section 6.8 
reflects on positionality and reflexivity. Section 6.9 discusses limitations and 
scope. The chapter concludes by summarising how the research design 
supports the broader analytical aims of the thesis. 

Research design 
The thesis adopts a qualitative research design oriented towards explaining 
platform-mediated gig work as a differentiated labour regime rather than 
describing it as a uniform employment form. The research is structured around 
a compilation of four interrelated papers. Each paper addresses a distinct 
dimension of platform labour: labour market segmentation, spatio-temporal 
fragmentation, worker agency, and urban/platform infrastructures. Although 
each paper has its own analytical focus, all draw from a shared empirical 
corpus and are informed by a common critical materialist and relational 
orientation (see Table 1). 

The compilation format allows the thesis to hold breadth and depth. 
Platform labour is not a coherent sector but a set of arrangements that cut 
across delivery and logistics, cleaning and domestic services, health and 
childcare, translation and transcription, content creation and editing, and web 
programming, development, and design. This heterogeneity is not incidental, 
rather it is central to the thesis’s argument that the gig economy is internally 
segmented and that workers’ experiences are shaped by sector, contractual 
form, migration status, gender, racialisation, age, ability, skills recognition, 
social reproduction, and access to institutional support. 

The primary empirical material consists of semi-structured interviews with 
platform workers in Sweden. These interviews were conducted by myself, 
Professor Kristina Zampoukos, and Viktor Aronsson, who worked as a 
research assistant on the project. All interviews were conducted as part of the 
wider research project Work without Jobs: A Study of Gig Workers’ Exist-
ence. Whilst the interview guides evolved over the course of the project and 
were adapted by different members of the research team, they were organised 
around a shared set of research questions concerning gig workers’ labour and 
life conditions, their short- and long-term opportunities, and the strategies 
workers used to navigate platform labour. I had full access to the transcripts 
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and was allowed to analyse all material included in the thesis. Interviews 
conducted by other members of the research team are therefore treated as part 
of the shared empirical corpus, not as a separate dataset. I received help from 
my colleagues at the department translating interviews conducted in Swedish 
if and when I was uncertain of the content using the anonymised transcripts.  

The interviews are supplemented by secondary and contextual materials, 
including policy reports, government inquiries, trade union publications, 
platform communications, company websites, social media traces, news 
reporting, investigative journalism, and a limited number of ethnographic 
observations and informal encounters. These materials were used to 
understand the institutional and spatial conditions in which workers’ accounts 
were situated. Due to the long period of engagement with the field, it was 
difficult to read accounts of delivery work without reference to my own 
observations; material traces of gig workers in the city, digital traces of gig 
workers online, media reportage that echoed workers sentiments or detailed 
cases we were unable to reach. These instances were able to cautiously support 
workers’ accounts or contextualise data we had collected.  

The research design is therefore best understood as a qualitative, multi-
method design with interviews at its centre. The supplementary methods were 
not secondary in the sense of being unimportant. Rather, they performed a 
different function. Interviews provided the main empirical basis for analysing 
workers’ lived experiences, trajectories, strategies, and interpretations. 
Observations helped ground those accounts in spatial and temporal practices. 
Documents and media materials helped trace the institutional, regulatory, and 
public framings through which platform labour is governed and represented. 
Investigative journalism provided insight into opaque or hard-to-reach areas 
of the platform economy, particularly where company access and worker 
access were limited. 
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Figure 1. Damaged or abandoned working equipment [authors own 2025] 

Empirical material 
Overview of interviews 
The empirical material underpinning the thesis consists primarily of 
qualitative, semi-structured interviews with workers engaged in platform-
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mediated labour in Sweden. In total, 36 interviews were conducted as part of the 
broader research project between 2021 and 2024. Following an initial review, 
four interviews were excluded from the analytical corpus where participants’ 
work did not align with the study’s definition of platform-mediated labour. In 
these cases, it was deemed their work would be better understood as freelancing 
than platform work in particular, but it was helpful to refine our focus as a result.  

The final analytical corpus therefore comprises 28 in-depth interviews with 
platform workers operating across a range of sectors. Two workers, both 
cleaners, took part in follow-up interviews conducted at later stages of the 
research. These follow-ups are treated as extensions of the same cases and are 
used to clarify or deepen empirical material and to provide limited insight into 
changes in working conditions, strategies, and trajectories over time. In addition, 
two interviews were conducted with representatives from trade unions 
(Transport and Unionen). These interviews are not treated as part of the core 
worker dataset, but are used selectively to provide institutional context, 
particularly in relation to labour organisation, collective representation, and 
regulatory responses to platform work and can be seen specifically in paper three.  

 
Table 2. Overview of interviews  

Interview 
category  

Worker  
(Accepted)  

Worker 
(Discarded)  

Worker 
(Withdrew) 

Worker  
(Follow up)  

Union 
Representatives  

Count  28 4 1 2 2 

The worker interviews span a range of sectors including delivery and logistics, 
cleaning and domestic services, health and childcare, translation and 
transcription, content creation and editing, and web programming, 
development, and design mediated through platforms. Interviews were 
conducted both online and in person, reflecting the dispersed geographies of 
platform work, the scarcity of time for some participants, and the practical 
constraints associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The interview period, 2021–2024, is significant because it coincided with 
several developments that brought platform work more clearly into public, 
institutional, and regulatory view in Sweden and Europe. In Sweden, Foodora 
signed a collective agreement with the Swedish Transport Workers’ Union in 
2021, becoming the first platform company in Sweden to be covered by such 
an agreement, although reporting after the agreement continued to highlight 
stressful working conditions, uncertain contracts, and the limits of formal 
regulation (Eurofound, 2021; Sveriges Radio, 2021; Selberg, 2023). Similar 
questions of pay, representation, and employment status also became visible 
in ride-hailing, including protests and strike action by Uber and Bolt drivers 
in Stockholm in 2023 (Sveriges Radio, 2023).  
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Public debate was also shaped by popular labour activism and media 
interventions, for example the work of GigWatch and Anders Teglund’s 
autoethnographic account of delivery work in Cykelbudet (2021), which 
brought the everyday experiences of gig work into wider Swedish cultural and 
media discussion (GigWatch, n.d.; Teglund, 2021; SVT, 2021). At the 
European level, the Platform Work Directive became a central regulatory 
debate, focusing on employment status, misclassification, and algorithmic 
management (European Parliament, 2024; Council of the European Union, 
2024). The thesis therefore analyses a historically specific moment in which 
platform work became increasingly visible as both an institutional problem 
and an every-day labour strategy, whilst recognising that the phenomenon is 
neither static nor exhaustively captured here. 

Spatial context 
The research was conducted in Sweden, with a particular focus on urban 
labour markets where platform work is concentrated. The majority of the 
empirical material relates to workers in Stockholm, with a smaller number of 
participants discussing work in other urban contexts, including Gothenburg, 
Uppsala, Malmö, and Oslo and a small number of participants working 
remotely from more rural, suburban or peripheral areas. The spatial focus 
matters because platform labour is not only an employment relation but an 
urban and infrastructural arrangement. Delivery workers cluster near 
restaurants, transport hubs, and zones of demand; cleaning and domestic 
service workers move between private homes; care and staffing workers 
navigate dispersed service sites; digital freelancers may work from home or 
other informal workspaces. The research therefore treats space not as a neutral 
backdrop, but as part of how platform labour is organised and experienced. 

The spatial distribution of the sample is uneven, and residential location in 
relation to platform demand was not systematically captured across all 
interviews. Whilst some participants discussed travel, waiting, distance, and 
proximity in detail, others did so only indirectly. This limits the extent to 
which the thesis can map residential geographies or make systematic claims 
about the relationship between housing, urban demand, and platform labour 
(see. Palacios Crisóstomo, 2026). Nevertheless, spatial dynamics emerged 
consistently in the material and became central to the analysis of waiting, 
mobility, fragmentation, visibility, and urban infrastructure. 
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Figure 3 & 4 : Scooters waiting outside popular restaurants [authors own, 2024] 
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Participant characteristics 
The sample used in the project was deliberately heterogeneous. The aim was 
not to produce a statistically representative account of gig workers in Sweden, 
but to capture differentiation within platform labour. Participants varied 
across intersecting lines of identity and types of work, including age, gender, 
migration status and ability as well as sector, contractual position and 
dependency on platform income. This variation is analytically central to the 
thesis because the argument depends on showing that platform labour does not 
produce uniform conditions. Rather, it incorporates and excludes workers 
unevenly and distributes risk, autonomy, insecurity, and institutional access in 
differentiated ways. The sample captures not only variation across sectors, but 
also different degrees of engagement with platform labour, including workers 
for whom platform work was primary, supplementary, transitional, or 
strategically used to access or exit other forms of employment. 

Of the 28 interviewees included in the analysis, 16 were migrants, 
including EU migrants, non-EU migrants, and international students, whilst 
12 were Swedish-born workers. In terms of gender composition, 18 
interviewees were women and 10 were men . Participants occupied a range of 
contractual and organisational positions. Participants also varied in age and 
life stage, ranging from students and early labour market entrants to older 
workers navigating longer-term labour market precarity. These included 
employees of platform-mediated services, dependent contractors, self-
employed workers, freelancers using intermediary services, workers 
combining platform labour with study, and workers combining platform 
labour with other forms of paid employment. For some, platform labour was 
the primary source of income. For others, it was supplementary, transitional, 
or intermittent. These differences are not treated as background variables but 
as analytically important. They show how platform labour operates across 
different degrees of dependency, security, and institutional attachment. 

A small number of participants took part in follow-up interviews conducted 
at later stages of the research. These follow-ups were used to clarify or deepen 
empirical material and to trace changes in workers’ strategies, conditions, and 
trajectories over time. Whilst not a formal longitudinal design, they provide 
limited insight into the instability and changeability of platform work. 
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Recruitment, access and failed access 
Participants were recruited through a combination of purposive and snowball 
sampling strategies, both of which are commonly used in qualitative research 
involving dispersed, difficult-to-access, or partially hidden populations where 
no comprehensive sampling frame exists (Palin-kas et al., 2015; Noy, 2008). 
These strategies were particularly appropriate given the fragmented and 
heterogeneous character of platform-mediated labour in Sweden. There is no 
central database or accessible register of platform workers, and workers are 
dispersed across sectors, platforms, urban spaces, and contractual 
arrangements. Recruitment therefore required a flexible, iterative, and at times 
improvised approach using multiple routes of access rather than reliance on a 
single recruitment channel or clearly bounded population. 

Purposive sampling involved identifying workers occupying different 
positions within platform-mediated labour whose experiences were relevant 
to the research questions. Snowball sampling involved referrals from 
participants, contacts, and wider social or professional networks. Recruitment 
initially relied on personal contacts and informal social connections developed 
through the wider Work without Jobs: A Study of Gig Workers’ Existence 
project before expanding through extensive online outreach. In practice, 
access to workers was often contingent upon weak ties, existing relationships, 
or moments of opportunity rather than formal recruitment pathways alone. 

Social media proved to be the most effective recruitment channel, particularly 
Facebook groups organised around specific cities, occupations, migrant 
communities, and forms of platform work. Recruitment messages were adapted 
to different online contexts and occupational groups because workers were 
generally identifiable through occupation, platform affiliation, or locality rather 
than through any common “gig worker” category. Recruitment therefore relied 
heavily on city-specific, occupation-specific, and platform-related online spaces. 
These digitally mediated recruitment strategies reflect broader findings regarding 
the usefulness of online social networks for accessing dispersed or loosely 
connected populations (Baltar and Brunet, 2012). 

Access to some worker groups depended heavily on personal connections 
and contingent forms of entry into online communities. Initial access to 
delivery workers was facilitated through a personal connection at the time who 
worked as a courier and was able to put me in contact with other couriers 
within her network. Access to cleaners was similarly mediated through 
personal connection and circumstance. The same connection also performed 
cleaning on an app, though she didn’t know any other cleaners due to the 
spatially dispersed nature of the work. However, her previous association with 
the platform enabled me to temporarily access a Facebook group used by 
cleaners working through the app by using her name. This created an 
opportunity to contact several participants, many of whom were highly willing 
and enthusiastic to discuss their experiences and working conditions. I was 
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later removed from the group by moderators from the company after it became 
apparent that I was conducting research. These experiences highlighted both 
the importance of trust and the difficulties of accessing workers operating 
within fragmented, semi-private, and digitally mediated labour markets. 

Additional recruitment strategies included contacting workers featured on 
platform websites, where companies publicly promoted selected workers as 
part of branding and marketing strategies; outreach through online forums 
such as Reddit; and an advertisement placed in the news-letter of a Swedish 
financial intermediary service commonly used by freelancers and independent 
contractors. Several nursing and childcare workers were initially identified 
through promotional material published on platform websites and 
subsequently contacted through Facebook. Digital freelancers working in 
areas such as programming, translation, design, marketing, and content 
production were primarily recruited through Facebook groups and Reddit 
forums, whilst one translator was recruited through the freelance intermediary 
newsletter and another was a personal contact. A pet-care worker was 
similarly recruited through online outreach. 

The language of recruitment and the social positioning of recruiters also 
shaped access to participants. Outreach conducted primarily in English by 
myself tended to generate stronger engagement from migrant workers and 
women, whereas Swedish-language outreach conducted by Viktor Aronsson 
appeared more effective in reaching Swedish-born workers and workers 
operating within more professionalised or Swedish-language labour markets. 
These patterns are not treated simply as recruitment bias but as reflective of 
segmentation within platform labour itself, including differences in language, 
migration status, labour market integration, and occupational visibility. 

Recruitment outcomes were uneven across sectors and worker groups. The 
largest proportion of participants were engaged in digital or freelance forms of 
platform-mediated labour, including translation, programming, design, content 
creation, and marketing work. Delivery and logistics workers formed the second 
largest group, followed by workers in care, teaching, childcare, nursing, and pet-
care services. Cleaning and domestic workers were comparatively fewer in 
number despite substantial recruitment effort, reflecting the difficulties of 
accessing more hidden and precarious forms of labour. Only a single participant 
was recruited from household task-platform work. 

 
Table 4. Interview breakdown by sector  

Sector Count 
Digital / freelance platform work (translation, programming, design, 
content, marketing etc.) 

9 

Delivery / logistics / ride-hailing 8 
Care / teaching / childcare / nursing / pet care 6 
Cleaning / domestic work 4 
Household taskwork 1 
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Recruitment overall was characterised by a relatively low response rate 
compared to the volume of outreach conducted. This was not unexpected. 
Research involving hard-to-reach, precarious, or vulnerable populations 
frequently encounters barriers linked to mistrust, insecurity, stigma, time 
constraints, and uneven access to resources (Ellard-Gray et al., 2015). These 
dynamics were clearly present in this research. Many workers had limited time 
to participate, worked irregular or exhausting schedules, or were reluctant to 
discuss platform labour and employment conditions in detail. Some potential 
participants initially expressed interest before disengaging from 
communication, whilst others cancelled interviews or ceased responding to 
follow-up contact.  

Several additional recruitment strategies were attempted but proved largely 
unsuccessful. Outreach conducted in co-working spaces generated little 
response, and physical flyers distributed in public locations did not result in 
any recruitment. Attempts to recruit participants through more formal or 
professional channels often reached workers in less precarious and more 
professionalised forms of platform-mediated labour, but proved less effective 
for workers engaged in low-paid, locally embedded, or highly time-pressured 
forms of work. In practice, successful recruitment frequently depended less 
on formal strategy than on timing, social ties, persistence, and chance. 

Failed recruitment outcomes are also analytically important because they 
reveal something about the organisation of platform labour itself. Platform 
work is fragmented, digitally mediated, and frequently organised through 
weak, temporary, or highly individualised social relations. Workers are highly 
visible as labour within urban and digital space, yet often difficult to access as 
research participants. The difficulties of recruitment therefore reflect not only 
methodological limitations but also the social and spatial conditions of the 
labour regime under study. 

Attempts were also made to contact gig companies and platform operators 
directly. These efforts elicited very limited response and, in most cases, 
companies did not reply. In one case, initial contact with the owner of a 
platform led to a phone conversation and subsequent email exchange. 
However, the company’s requests for access to research material and 
influence over the framing and production of outputs raised concerns 
regarding research independence and confidentiality, and the decision was 
therefore made not to pursue the relationship further. Whilst these interactions 
were not treated as formal empirical material, they nevertheless provided 
insight into the asymmetrical power relations shaping access to information 
within the platform economy. The limited access to companies shaped the 
scope of the thesis. The analysis approaches platform power dimensions 
through the ways workers encounters, interpret, and navigate platform 
systems in everyday life, alongside publicly available materials such as 
platform communications, trade union publications, policy debates, media 
reporting, and regulatory documents. 
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Rather than treating this absence simply as a limitation, the thesis ap-
proaches it as analytically meaningful. Platform companies frequently operate 
through forms of opacity that limit public access to labour processes, pricing 
systems, data infrastructures, and algorithmic forms of management and 
control. Workers are rendered highly visible and accountable to platforms 
through ratings, metrics, and forms of digital surveillance, whilst platforms 
themselves often remain partially hidden from workers, researchers, 
regulators, and the wider public. The difficulty of securing company access 
therefore reflects a broader asymmetry within the platform economy 
concerning visibility, knowledge, and institutional power. 

Interview approach and use of the interview guide 
Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview guide designed 
to elicit participants’ experiences of platform-mediated work across domains 
including labour market entry, everyday working conditions, time and space, 
social reproduction, and future orientations. The guide functioned as an 
orienting framework rather than a rigid script. In practice, it was used flexibly, 
allowing interviews to be shaped by participants’ own priorities, trajectories, 
and interpretations of platform labour. 

This open-ended approach reflects the exploratory and relational 
epistemological orientation of the thesis. Rather than seeking standardised 
responses to predetermined questions, interviews were treated as situated 
encounters in which meaning was co-produced through dialogue and shaped 
by the interaction between researcher and participant and the broader social 
relations within which those encounters took place (England, 1994; Haraway, 
1988; Valentine, 2007). Participants were encouraged to narrate their 
experiences in their own terms, with questions adapted in response to what 
they emphasised as significant, difficult, or pressing in their working lives. 
This flexibility proved particularly important given the heterogeneity of 
platform labour, the uneven institutional positioning of workers, and the 
sensitivity of issues relating to migration status, income insecurity, 
exhaustion, discrimination, and future uncertainty. 

The practical conditions under which interviews were conducted also 
shaped the material generated. Many participants were highly time-
constrained, worked irregular schedules, or participated between shifts, during 
breaks, or alongside other forms of work and care responsibilities. Interviews 
therefore varied considerably in pace, emphasis, and depth. Some participants 
provided detailed accounts of labour trajectories and everyday routines, whilst 
others focused more narrowly on specific incidents, problems, or coping 
strategies. This variation was analytically productive because it reflected the 
uneven and differentiated character of platform labour itself. 

Looking across the interview material, some interviews foregrounded spatio-
temporal organisation, waiting, and mobility, whilst others focused more 
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heavily on labour market exclusion, professional identity, wellbeing, or long-
term insecurity. Whilst not all topics were addressed uniformly across all 
interviews, the approach generated rich material well suited to the thesis’s 
analytical focus on contradiction, differentiation, and uneven incorporation. 
Analytical coherence was achieved not through standardisation at the point of 
data generation, but through theoretically informed interpretation across cases. 

With hindsight, certain themes that later became analytically central — 
particularly workers’ residential proximity to zones of platform demand — 
might have been probed more systematically across all interviews. Whilst 
aspects of these dynamics emerged indirectly through workers’ accounts of 
travel, waiting, and availability, more explicit attention to residential location 
could have further enriched the spatial analysis developed in later chapters. 
These limits reflect the iterative and theory-developing nature of qualitative 
research, in which analytical priorities emerge through sustained engagement 
with empirical material rather than being fully determined in advance 
(Burawoy, 1998; Katz, 2004; Timmermans and Tavory, 2012). 

Analytical strategy and coding process 
During the analysis I followed an iterative, abductive analytical strategy that 
combined inductive engagement with empirical material and deductive 
engagement with existing theoretical frameworks. Rather than treating 
analysis as a discrete stage following data generation, analytical development 
occurred through repeated movement between empirical material, conceptual 
refinement, and theoretical interpretation across the duration of the research 
process. This approach reflects the understanding of qualitative analysis as a 
theory-developing practice, in which analytical priorities emerge through 
sustained engagement with data rather than being fully specified in advance 
(Burawoy, 1998; Katz, 2004; Timmermans and Tavory, 2012). 

Coding strategy 
The interview material was analysed using a combination of a priori and 
grounded coding. A priori coding was employed in the early stages of analysis 
and was informed by the thesis’s broader critical materialist and relational 
orientation (discussed further in Section 6.6), alongside engagement with 
labour geography, political economy, and gig economy scholarship. Initial 
coding themes included migration, social reproduction, time, space, labour 
segmentation, and control, reflecting both the research questions and recurring 
concerns within existing research on platform labour. As analysis progressed, 
additional themes, tensions, and relationships were identified inductively 
through repeated engagment with the interview material and ongoing 
refinement of the coding structure (Cope, 2010; Saldaña, 2021). 
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Grounded coding was used alongside this initial framework to allow themes 
and patterns to emerge more directly from the material. This inductive phase 
enabled the identification of experiential dimensions and contradictions that 
were not fully anticipated at the outset, ensuring that the analysis remained 
responsive to workers’ accounts rather than constrained by predefined 
categories. This combined inductive–deductive approach is well established 
within qualitative research as a means of balancing theoretical orientation with 
empirical openness (Charmaz, 2014; Braun and Clarke, 2021). 

The coding process began with close and repeated readings of each in-
terview transcript in its entirety. Initial thematic notes were recorded before a 
structured coding framework was developed and revised iteratively 
throughout the research process. Coding was conducted using an Excel-based 
system, with a dedicated worksheet for each respondent. This facilitated cross-
case comparison whilst retaining attention to individual trajectories, 
positionalities, and forms of labour market attachment. 

Analytical interpretation 
Analytical coherence was achieved not through standardisation at the level of 
data generation or coding, but through theoretically informed interpretation 
across cases and across the four papers comprising the thesis. Whilst all papers 
drew from the same broader empirical corpus, categories were mobilised 
differently depending on the specific analytical problem under investigation 
(See Chapter 7 for further detail on the papers).  

For example, In Paper I, categories relating to migration, contracts, labour-
market positioning, social reproduction, value, race, gender, and flexibility 
were foregrounded to examine how platform labour interacts with and 
intensifies existing forms of labour market segmentation. The analysis 
focused on how flexibility operated dialectically as both potential autonomy 
and mechanism of control, and how these dynamics were experienced 
unevenly across differently positioned workers. 

 In Paper II, categories relating to time, space, scheduling, waiting, mo-
bility, exhaustion, and social reproduction became central. Here, the analysis 
examined how platform technologies reorganise labour through contradictory 
space–time relations, requiring workers to remain continuously available 
across fragmented urban and digital environments. Particular attention was 
paid to how these dynamics were experienced differently between offline, 
place-bound work and online forms of platform labour. 

In Paper III, categories relating to resilience, reworking, and resistance 
were interpreted through Katz’s (2004) conceptual framework. Rather than 
treating these as fixed stages or rigid analytical categories, the framework was 
used to examine how workers navigated conditions of fragmentation, 
precarity, and algorithmic management in uneven ways. Attention focused on 
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how forms of agency shifted in relation to workers’ spatial positioning, 
temporal pressures, migration status, and access to institutional support. 

In Paper IV, categories relating to visibility, infrastructure, mobility, 
waiting, and labouring bodies were foregrounded alongside observation-al 
and contextual material. The analysis examined how platform labour reshapes 
urban space through logistical and service infrastructures whilst 
simultaneously obscuring the labour relations upon which these systems 
depend. Here, interviews, observation, photography, and public materials 
were interpreted relationally to examine how platform labour becomes both 
hyper-visible as circulation and increasingly invisible as labour. 

Across the thesis as a whole, the analytical strategy involved moving 
iteratively between workers’ situated experiences and broader questions of 
labour market restructuring, social reproduction, spatio-temporal organisation, 
and urban transformation. The aim was not to produce a typology of gig workers 
or platform models, but to explain how platform labour operates as a 
differentiated and internally contradictory labour regime shaped by intersecting 
relations of migration, race, gender, class, space, and time. 

Taken together, this analytical strategy enabled the thesis to move beyond 
descriptive accounts of gig work towards explanatory claims about the 
structural conditions, institutional arrangements, and lived consequences of 
platform-mediated labour in Sweden, whilst remaining grounded in workers’ 
situated experiences and narratives. 

Ethnographic observation and informal encounters 
Although interviews form the core empirical material of the thesis, the research 
was also informed by limited ethnographic observation, photography, and 
informal encounters. These did not constitute sustained participant observation 
or a formal ethnography of a single field site. Rather, observation functioned as 
a supplementary and contextual method through which I remained attentive to 
the spatial and temporal organisation of platform labour as it appeared in 
everyday urban life (Sirris et al., 2022; Svendby, 2025). 

Observations took place intermittently between 2021 and 2024 in settings 
where platform labour was publicly visible, including delivery zones, 
restaurant districts, transport hubs, cafés, shopping centres, and other 
transitional urban spaces. Attention focused both on workers themselves and 
on the urban traces of platform labour, including delivery bags, bikes, branded 
equipment, dark stores, ghost kitchens, and abandoned or damaged delivery 
infrastructure (see photo). Repeated observations highlighted practices of 
waiting, clustering, movement be-tween tasks, and the occupation of public 
space during unpaid periods of downtime. Observation also drew attention to 
the embodied dimensions of platform labour, including workers cycling in 
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severe winter weather or remaining outdoors for prolonged periods between 
orders. 

Photography formed a limited part of this observational engagement and 
focused primarily on publicly visible delivery infrastructures and delivery-
oriented urban landscapes. The photographic material was concentrated on 
delivery work because delivery labour was the most publicly visible and 
photographable form of platform work encountered during the research. By 
contrast, domestic cleaning, care work, and remote digital labour largely took 
place within private homes or digitally mediated environments that were not 
accessible through observational methods within the scope of this project. 

Informal encounters also shaped the broader field context of the research. 
These included conversations with workers whilst distributing recruitment 
flyers and posters, brief interactions with workers encountered whilst using 
platform services such as ride-hailing or for example, when I used Tiptapp to 
have a sofa removed. For example, some workers approached during 
recruitment expressed interest but explained that they were too busy or 
exhausted to participate, whilst others discussed aspects of their working 
conditions during platform-mediated interactions, particularly taxi drivers 
complaining about how much I paid for the taxi compared to how much they 
would take home. Although these encounters were not treated as formal inter-
view material, they contributed to a broader understanding of time pressure, 
fragmentation, exhaustion, and the everyday organisation of platform labour. 

This observational engagement was informed by geographical and quali-
tative methodological approaches that treat everyday encounters, mundane 
spatial practices, and embodied experience as analytically significant rather 
than as background detail (de Certeau, 1984; Anderson, 2004; Back, 2015). 
The observations and informal encounters were not analysed as a standalone 
dataset. Rather, they functioned as contextual and interpretive material that 
helped situate and interpret workers’ accounts across the thesis. Those who I 
could not speak to was also analytically important.  
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Figure 5. Workers with different delivery bags talking to each other whilst waiting 
outside café [authors own, 2025] 
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Figure 6.  Scooters parked with waterproof covers after a storm in Stockholm [authors 
own 2025] 
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Contextual, media and public materials 
The thesis also draws on contextual, media, policy, union, platform, and public 
materials. These were not analysed as a systematic document corpus and do 
not constitute a separate primary dataset. Rather, they were used selectively 
to contextualise, triangulate, and extend the interview material. 

The materials included policy and institutional reports, such as the Eu-
ropean Commission’s proposal for the Platform Work Directive (European 
Commission, 2021), the final EU Directive on improving conditions in 
platform work (European Parliament and Council, 2024), the ETUC’s country 
report on platform work in Sweden (ETUC, 2023), Pensionsmyndigheten’s 
report on the gig economy and pensions (Pensionsmyndigheten, 2021), and 
SCB labour market statistics (SCB, 2024). These helped situate workers’ 
accounts within wider debates on employment classification, labour 
regulation, social protection, and the difficulty of measuring platform work. 

Trade union and labour movement materials included Unionen’s report on 
platform work in Sweden (Unionen, 2024), publications by Gig-Watch such 
as Apparna och arbetet (GigWatch, 2022), GigWatch’s re-porting on 
Foodora’s collective agreement one year later, and SAC-related material 
including the Syndikalisten article “Ny strategi på galen arbetsmarknad” 
(Bonk, Hästbacka and Stendahl, 2021). These sources helped contextualise 
workers’ accounts in relation to collective bargaining, labour organising, and 
the limits of traditional union structures in platform-mediated work. 

Platform and company materials included public-facing recruitment and 
promotional pages from companies such as Uber, Wolt, Freska, Foodora, Dark 
Edition, Curb, and Starship Technologies/Foodora. These materials were used 
to trace how platforms represent flexibility, autonomy, innovation, service, 
speed, and responsibility. For example, Uber and Wolt’s courier-facing 
material was useful for understanding how flexibility is publicly framed, while 
Freska’s English-language recruitment pages helped contextualise the 
recruitment of migrant cleaning workers. In the urban/platform infrastructure 
paper, Dark Edition’s website, Curb’s digital traces, Foodora listings, and 
Starship/Foodora press material were used to locate and interpret dark stores, 
ghost kitchens, and automated delivery infrastructures.  

Media reporting and investigative journalism were also used selectively. 
Sveriges Radio’s reporting on Uber and Bolt driver strikes in Stockholm 
(Sveriges Radio, 2023), Sydsvenskan’s reporting on FAIR Taxi, and Business 
& Human Rights Resource Centre coverage of Uber/Bolt labour disputes 
helped contextualise ride-hailing and worker organising. Hem & Hyra’s 
investigations into Tiptapp and informal waste transport labour were 
especially important for contextualising hidden or informalised platform-
mediated work that was difficult to access directly through interviews. Nacka 
Värmdö Posten’s reporting on municipal agreements with Tiptapp provided 
further context on the institutional embedding of such platforms. In the urban 
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infrastructure paper, media reports such as Brandt’s article on the opening of 
a dark kitchen in Kungsholmen and Johansson’s reporting on Curb Food’s 
closure helped trace the emergence and disappearance of ghost kitchen 
infrastructures. 

This use of materials draws on the methodological insight that documents, 
reports, websites, and media texts are not neutral containers of information, 
but situated artefacts that help organise how social problems are represented, 
governed, and made publicly intelligible (Prior, 2003; Atkinson and Coffey, 
2011). In this thesis, however, the aim was not to conduct formal discourse 
analysis. Instead, these materials were used in a more limited and interpretive 
sense: to place workers’ accounts within wider institutional, regulatory, and 
public contexts. 

Different materials therefore performed different functions. Policy reports 
and institutional documents helped situate platform labour within debates on 
regulation and measurement. Trade union and activist materials helped trace 
worker representation and organising. Platform websites and promotional 
materials helped examine how companies framed work publicly. Media and 
investigative reporting helped locate moments when platform labour became 
visible as a public problem of employment status, migrant labour, algorithmic 
control, urban logistics, informalisation, or working conditions. 

The role of these materials was contextual and relational rather than 
exhaustive. They helped connect workers’ lived experiences to wider 
structures of regulation, representation, migration governance, urban 
transformation, and platform capitalism, whilst preserving interviews as the 
central empirical basis of the thesis. 

Ontological and epistemological foundations  
This thesis is grounded in a critical materialist ontology and a relational, 
historically situated epistemology. I proceed from the assumption that social 
reality is structured, stratified, and emergent, and that social phenomena 
cannot be adequately understood through surface appearances alone. Labour 
relations, institutional arrangements, and social inequalities are treated as 
materially grounded and historically produced, rather than contingent or 
merely discursive formations (Bukharin, 2011; Thompson, 1978). 

Ontologically, I draw on a dialectical materialist understanding of society 
as a dynamic totality constituted through internal relations. Social phenomena 
such as work, technology, space, time, and subjectivity are understood not as 
discrete objects of analysis, but as mutually constitutive elements of broader 
social relations. From this perspective, contradiction, uneven development, 
and change are intrinsic features of social life rather than anomalies requiring 
resolution (Ollman, 2003; Ollman and Smith, 2008). Platform-mediated gig 
work is therefore approached as a historically specific labour regime shaped 
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by the interaction of capital accumulation, state regulation, migration regimes, 
and everyday practices of work and social reproduction. 

At the same time, I am informed by critical realist social theory, particu-
larly its emphasis on a stratified ontology and the distinction between 
empirical experiences, actual events, and underlying causal mechanisms 
(Bhaskar, 1979; Archer, 1995; Collier, 1994). This ontological frame-work 
allows the analysis to move beyond descriptive accounts of workers’ 
experiences towards explanatory claims about the structural conditions and 
institutional arrangements that generate them. In adopting this position, I want 
to reject both positivist empiricism, which collapses reality into what is 
directly observable, and strong social constructionist accounts that risk 
dissolving material constraints into discourse alone. 

Epistemologically, knowledge is understood as situated, partial, and me-
diated. Social research does not provide a neutral or exhaustive representation 
of reality, but rather produces theoretically informed accounts shaped by the 
researcher’s positionality, the research questions posed, and the conceptual 
frameworks employed. This stance is informed by feminist epistemologies 
that emphasise the situatedness of knowledge whilst rejecting relativism, 
insisting instead on the possibility of more or less adequate explanations of 
social reality (Haraway, 1988). Knowledge claims are therefore understood as 
contingent and revisable, yet oriented towards explanatory critique rather than 
interpretive equivalence. 

In line with this epistemological orientation, empirical material is under-
stood as generated through social relations rather than passively collected. 
Interviews, documents, and media texts are treated as sites in which meanings 
are produced, negotiated, and constrained by broader social structures. 
Workers’ accounts are not approached as transparent windows onto an 
objective reality, nor as purely discursive performances, but as analytically 
generative expressions of how structural conditions are lived, interpreted, and 
contested in everyday life (Valentine, 2007; Sayer, 2000). 

I want to remain deliberately cautious of recent ontological and method-
ological turns that foreground materiality or non-human agency whilst 
decentring relations of power, domination, and social differentiation. Whilst 
acknowledging the importance of infrastructures, technologies, and material 
conditions, it maintains that relations of class, race, gender, and migration 
status remain analytically central to understanding contemporary forms of 
work and exploitation (Thompson, 1978). A critical materialist framework is 
therefore retained, one that insists on the inseparability of ontology, 
epistemology, and critique. 

Taken together, these ontological and epistemological commitments 
provide the foundation for the methodological orientation and research design 
outlined in the following sections. They justify a qualitative, theoretically 
driven approach oriented towards explaining the structural contradictions and 
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lived consequences of platform-mediated gig work in Sweden, whilst 
remaining attentive to the situated and mediated nature of social knowledge. 

Positionality and reflexivity 
I have been informed by an explicit commitment to reflexivity, under-stood 
not as a confessional exercise but as a means of situating knowledge 
production within uneven social relations (England, 1994; Rose, 1997; 
Haraway, 1988). The analysis presented here is shaped by my positionality as 
a researcher, including my class background, migration history, linguistic 
positioning, and institutional location within academia. 

I grew up in a working-class context, and this has informed both my 
research interests and my sensitivity to questions of labour, value, and 
inequality. Longstanding attentiveness to classed relations of work and 
survival shaped my motivations for undertaking this research and in-formed 
my analytical orientation towards labour precarity, exploitation, and social 
reproduction. At the same time, this background does not grant privileged 
access to participants’ experiences, nor does it erase the power asymmetries 
inherent in the research relationship. Power asymmetries in research are not 
confined to individual encounters but are embedded within broader 
institutional, geopolitical, and disciplinary structures that shape knowledge 
production. Research across a range of contexts demonstrates how such 
asymmetries persist even in collaborative or reflexively oriented projects, 
including North–South research partnerships where control over resources, 
agenda setting, and recognition remains unevenly distributed (Choquez-
Millán et al., 2024), as well as qualitative research settings in which 
hierarchical relations privilege researchers’ interpretive authority over 
participants’ voices (Mfoafo-M’Carthy, 2022). Within geography and 
related fields, scholars have long emphasised how academic fields of power 
shape whose knowledge is legitimised and circulated, linking positionality 
to broader structural inequalities within research practice itself (Sidaway, 
2000; Wiegleb and Bruns, 2025). Reflexivity, in this context, is therefore 
understood not as a means of resolving power asymmetries, but as a 
methodological practice aimed at rendering them visible and analytically 
consequential (So-lie, 2024). 

My own experience of migration also shaped the research process. I am an 
immigrant to Sweden, and during the early stages of my time in the country I 
experienced forms of economic insecurity that bear partial resemblance to 
those described by participants in this study. Having never qualified for 
student finance, I worked multiple jobs simultaneously, including in 
hospitality, retail, and substitute teaching. Elements of this work such as shift 
allocation via messaging applications, uncertainty over working hours, 
physical exhaustion, and the ongoing challenge of securing time and resources 
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for social reproduction resembled conditions described by platform workers 
in this study. These experiences provided experiential insight into forms of 
temporal uncertainty and labour market insecurity, whilst remaining 
qualitatively distinct from the structural vulnerabilities faced by many 
participants, particularly those with precarious migration status or dependence 
on platform labour as a primary source of income. 

One workplace in particular, the Whippet Lab, a now-closed queer, social 
justice–oriented bar, also functioned as an informal intellectual and social 
space during the early stages of the PhD. It was a site where ideas for the thesis 
were discussed and where some in-person interviews were conducted. Whilst 
this facilitated access and trust in some cases, it also highlights the 
entanglement of research with particular social and spatial contexts, 
underscoring the situated nature of knowledge production (Rose, 1997). 

Despite these points of proximity, significant asymmetries remained 
between myself and participants, particularly as the research progressed and I 
became institutionally positioned as a doctoral researcher. Differences in 
income security, legal status, and future horizons shaped both access and 
interpretation. These asymmetries were not eliminated by shared experiences 
of insecurity but remained central to the research relationship. Further, this 
proximity is double-edged. It made some narratives feel immediately legible, 
which risks privileging particular experiences of insecurity while dulling 
sensitivity to others (including workers whose positions were shaped less by 
temporal volatility and more by professional autonomy, gendered care 
responsibilities, or long-term bodily wear).  

The research process was also shaped by periods of fatigue and burn-out, 
which affected my capacity to engage consistently in all stages of data 
generation. Whilst this was influenced by multiple factors, at some points the 
emotional demands of sustained engagement with participants’ accounts of 
insecurity were also significant. As a result, I was not directly involved in all 
interviews conducted as part of the collaborative project. Whilst this limited my 
participation in certain moments of data generation, it did not preclude full 
analytical engagement with the material and is acknowledged here as part of the 
embodied and affective conditions under which the research was conducted. 

Finally, language played a significant role in shaping the research process 
and the composition of the empirical material. My limited proficiency in 
Swedish constrained direct engagement with some potential participants and 
affected the dynamics of interviews conducted in English. Whilst interviews 
conducted in Swedish by other members of the research team enabled access to 
participants who may otherwise have been excluded, they also introduced shifts 
in interactional dynamics, particularly where participants were able to articulate 
their experiences with greater ease and nuance in their first language. 

More significantly, the linguistic boundaries of the study meant that some 
workers who spoke neither English nor Swedish could not be included. This 
exclusion likely affected access to some of the most precariously positioned 
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workers within the platform economy, including migrant workers engaged in 
informal or low-status forms of platform labour. Language thus functioned as 
a structuring condition of inclusion and exclusion within the research, rather 
than a neutral methodological variable. 

Limitations and scope 
This thesis is subject to several limitations that delimit the scope of its 
empirical claims. First, the interview sample is relatively small and non-
representative by design—although representative samples of gig workers in 
the Swedish context are currently non-existent. The aim of the research is not 
statistical generalisation but the development of theoretically grounded 
explanations of platform labour regimes through in-depth qualitative analysis. 
Second, the study is limited by language. Some potentially relevant 
participants were unable to participate due to limited proficiency in English or 
Swedish.  Third, gender was not elicited through direct self-identification, and 
gender categories are therefore based on the researcher’s interpretation of 
participants’ self-presentation. This constitutes a limitation of the data, 
particularly with respect to gender-diverse identities, which are not 
disaggregated due to small numbers and anonymity concerns. 

Fourth, whilst the analysis engages extensively with questions of space, 
time, and urban organisation, residential location in relation to zones of 
platform demand was not systematically captured across all interviews. 
Although these dynamics emerged indirectly through accounts of travel, 
waiting, and availability, more explicit data on residential positioning could 
have further enriched the spatial analysis. 

Finally, the empirical material captures workers’ experiences over a defined 
historical period between 2021 and 2024. Given the rapid turnover of platforms, 
regulatory changes, and shifting labour market conditions, the analysis does not 
claim to offer a static or exhaustive account of platform labour in Sweden. 
Rather, it aims to identify enduring structural dynamics, contradictions, and 
forms of differentiation that shape platform labour regimes across time. 

The thesis focuses primarily on workers’ accounts and experiences, rather 
than on direct analysis of platform algorithms or corporate decision-making 
processes. Platform logics and institutional arrangements are therefore analysed 
as they are encountered, interpreted, and navigated by workers in everyday 
practice. This analytical choice is consistent with the thesis’s critical materialist 
and relational orientation, which treats lived experience as an entry point for 
analysing broader structures of power, exploitation, and organisation. 
As a qualitative interview-based study, the thesis cannot directly observe 
platform-side algorithmic decision-making, optimisation practices, or 
informal labour arrangements that fall outside communicative reach. These 
absences are not methodological failures necessarily, but reflect the very 
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conditions of opacity, fragmentation, and exclusion that structure platform 
labour itself. 

Chapter conclusion 
This chapter has outlined the methodological, analytical, and epistemological 
foundations of the thesis. It has argued that platform-mediated gig work 
requires a flexible qualitative research design because it is dispersed across 
sectors, spaces, platforms, and institutional arrangements. The chapter has 
therefore positioned semi-structured interviews as the central empirical 
material, supported by ethnographic observation, in-formal encounters, and 
selected contextual, media, policy, union, and platform materials. 

By detailing the empirical material, recruitment strategies, interview ap-
proach, coding process, and analytical strategy, the chapter has shown how 
the research design is aligned with the thesis’s broader aim: to explain 
platform labour in Sweden as a differentiated and internally contradictory 
labour regime. The difficulties of recruitment, uneven access to workers, and 
limited access to platform companies have also been treated as analytically 
meaningful, reflecting the fragmentation, opacity, and asymmetries of 
visibility that structure platform labour itself. 

The chapter has further situated the research within a critical materialist 
ontology and relational epistemology, while reflecting on the role of 
positionality, language, class, migration, and institutional location in shaping 
knowledge production. Taken together, these methodological commitments 
support the thesis’s analysis of how platform labour is organised, experienced, 
and contested across labour markets, everyday lives, urban spaces, and 
structures of social reproduction. 
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Chapter 7: Article summaries 

The four articles are ordered to reflect the thesis’s central argument that 
platform-mediated gig work operates as a differentiated and internally 
contradictory labour regime, organised across multiple, interlocking scales. 
Rather than approaching the gig economy as a singular or techno-logically 
driven phenomenon, the papers collectively trace how the contradictions of 
platform labour: between flexibility and constraint, autonomy and control, 
innovation and exploitation, are produced, distributed, and lived through 
labour markets, spatio-temporal arrangements, worker agency, and urban 
space. 

The sequence begins with labour market organisation, establishing how 
platform work is embedded within and intensifies existing structures of 
segmentation in the Swedish context. It then moves to the organisation of 
labour across space and time, showing how digital mediation redistributes 
waiting, availability, and mobility unevenly across workers. From this 
structural and spatio-temporal foundation, the analysis turns to agency, 
examining how workers navigate, endure, rework, and occasionally resist 
platform labour under conditions of fragmentation and constraint. The final 
paper extends the analysis beyond the immediate sphere of work to the scale 
of the city, showing how platform labour reorganises urban space, visibility, 
and infrastructure while rendering the labour that sustains everyday 
consumption increasingly spectral. 

Taken together, the ordering reflects a deliberate movement from institu-
tional and structural conditions, through spatio-temporal organisation, to 
everyday practices of agency, and finally to the urban and perceptual 
consequences of platform labour. This structure mirrors the thesis’s broader 
analytical orientation: to understand platform-mediated gig work not as a 
discrete form of employment, but as a labour regime reproduced through 
contradiction, uneven incorporation, and multi-scalar reorganisation. 
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Article I: The dialectics of labour segmentation in the 
Swedish gig economy 
 
RQ1: How does platform-mediated gig work relate to labour market 
segmentation in Sweden, and how are these dynamics experienced by 
differently positioned workers? 
 
This paper examines how platform-mediated gig work is embedded within 
and intensifies existing patterns of labour market segmentation in Sweden. 
Drawing on labour market segmentation theory, labour geography, feminist 
political economy, and social reproduction theory, it argues that the gig 
economy is not a singular labour market but a differentiated and stratified one 
in which workers experience flexibility, precarity, and opportunity unevenly. 
Using qualitative interviews with workers across multiple segments of 
platform labour, the paper explores how migration status, race, gender, class, 
and sector shape workers’ experiences of platform work. 

The paper conceptualises flexibility as a dialectical phenomenon that 
simultaneously operates as a source of autonomy and a mechanism of control. 
Whilst some workers are able to leverage platform work for income 
generation, skill development, or labour market entry, others experience 
flexibility as coerced availability, algorithmic discipline, and economic 
insecurity. These divergent experiences reflect workers’ unequal positions 
within segmented labour markets rather than inherent features of platform 
technologies themselves. 

Situated within the Swedish context, the paper demonstrates how platform 
labour both relies upon and partially circumvents existing labour market 
institutions. Platforms draw upon welfare infrastructures, migration regimes, 
and labour market inequalities whilst often avoiding collective bargaining 
arrangements and employment protections. Rather than disrupting existing 
inequalities, platform labour reproduces and reconfigures them through digital 
mediation, task atomisation, and employment misclassification. The paper 
contributes to debates on labour geography and platform studies by 
demonstrating that precarity in the gig economy is structured through 
historically embedded processes of labour market segmentation and racialised 
capitalism rather than being universally experienced. 
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Article II: Antinomies of the gig economy:  
The annihilation of space by time or the annihilation  
of time by space? 
 
RQ2: How does platform-mediated gig work reorganise workers’ availability, 
mobility, and everyday working lives? 
 
This paper explores how platform-mediated gig work reorganises workers’ 
everyday lives through the uneven restructuring of space and time. Drawing 
on Marxian political economy, labour geography, and Harvey’s dialectical 
conception of space, the paper challenges dominant understandings of 
platform capitalism as simply a process of time–space compression. Instead, 
it argues that for many workers engaged in platform labour—particularly in 
delivery and cleaning work—time is often annihilated by space, as workers 
must remain simultaneously just-in-time and just-in-place to meet the 
demands of platform-mediated service provision. 

Drawing on interviews with migrant workers engaged in both online and 
offline platform labour, the paper demonstrates how platform technologies 
reorganise mobility, waiting, availability, and circulation. Workers in 
physically embedded sectors experience urban space as a material constraint 
that fragments daily life through travel, waiting, and unpredictable scheduling. 
By contrast, workers engaged in remote platform labour often experience 
increased geographical mobility but heightened temporal fragmentation 
through constant digital availability and global competition. 

The paper argues that these spatio-temporal burdens are distributed 
unevenly across workers according to migration status, labour market 
position, and sectoral location. The flexibility enjoyed by consumers is 
therefore dependent upon workers’ constrained mobility, availability, and 
waiting. In doing so, the paper contributes to labour geography and platform 
studies by showing that platform labour reorganises everyday working lives 
through contradictory space–time relations that generate convenience for 
consumers whilst producing exhaustion, uncertainty, and temporal 
dispossession for workers. 
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Article III: Disaggregating agency: Resilience, 
reworking, and resistance in the spatio-temporal  
logics of Sweden’s gig economy 
 
RQ3: How does platform-mediated gig work shape workers’ agency, and how 
do workers respond to these conditions? 
 
This paper examines how platform-mediated gig work shapes the forms of 
agency available to workers and how workers respond to conditions of 
fragmentation, precarity, and algorithmic management. Drawing on Katz’s 
framework of resilience, reworking, and resistance, the paper argues that 
agency in the gig economy is not absent but disaggregated, unevenly 
distributed, and shaped by the spatio-temporal organisation of platform 
labour. Workers respond to platform conditions through a range of practices 
that include endurance, adaptation, negotiation, and collective contestation. 

The analysis demonstrates how resilience often emerges under conditions 
of temporal compression, economic insecurity, and spatial isolation, as 
workers develop strategies to endure unstable livelihoods. Reworking 
becomes possible when workers acquire knowledge of platform rhythms, 
coordinate informally with others, or selectively navigate algorithmic 
systems. Resistance, meanwhile, depends upon moments of synchronisation 
in which fragmented workers are able to recognise shared grievances and 
engage in collective action. Rather than representing a linear progression, 
these forms of agency overlap and shift according to changing circumstances. 

The paper further demonstrates that opportunities for agency are shaped by 
migration status, race, gender, legal precarity, and access to institutional 
support. In this respect, platform labour does not simply constrain worker 
action but actively structures the conditions under which different forms of 
agency become possible. The paper contributes to debates on labour 
geography, worker agency, and platform labour by developing a spatio-
temporal account of disaggregated agency whilst highlighting the limitations 
of collective representation within the Swedish labour market model. 
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Article IV: Spectral infrastructures: Visibility and the 
labour of platform urbanism 
 
RQ4: How does platform-mediated gig work reorganise urban infrastructure, 
and how is labour reorganised within this transformation? 
 
This paper examines how platform-mediated gig work reshapes urban 
infrastructure and reorganises labour through the emergence of what it 
conceptualises as spectral infrastructures. Drawing on urban theory, labour 
geography, logistical urbanism, and the infrastructural turn, the paper argues that 
contemporary cities are increasingly organised around fulfilment infrastructures 
such as dark stores, ghost kitchens, platform interfaces, and automated delivery 
systems. These infrastructures support on-demand consumption whilst 
simultaneously obscuring the labour required to sustain them. 

Using empirical examples from Stockholm, the paper develops the concept 
of spectral infrastructures to explain how visibility, value, and labour are 
selectively organised within platform urbanism. Platform labour is not simply 
hidden but unevenly rendered visible. Delivery workers may be hyper-visible 
as branded symbols of service whilst remaining socially and politically invisible 
as workers, whereas cleaners and other forms of reproductive labour often 
remain physically concealed altogether. Visibility therefore operates as a 
political process that structures how labour is recognised, valued, and governed. 

The paper argues that platform urbanism should be understood as a 
reorganisation of both infrastructure and labour. The apparent frictionlessness 
of the fulfilment city depends upon the uneven incorporation of workers into 
logistical systems characterised by mobility, surveillance, and precarious 
employment relations. By re-embedding labour within analyses of 
infrastructure and urban transformation, the paper contributes to debates in 
urban studies and labour geography whilst demonstrating how platform 
capitalism reorganises the city through interconnected transformations of 
visibility, logistics, and work. 
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Chapter 8: Discussion and conclusion or 
making it work!  

“Just make it work!”  
 
One participant, a Russian migrant who arrived in Sweden as an international 
student and subsequently worked across platform-mediated courier work, 
cleaning, freelance employment, and shift management, used these words 
whilst describing winter deliveries in Stockholm. Faced with staff shortages, 
inadequate equipment, inexperienced riders, and a company struggling to 
respond to severe weather conditions, workers repeatedly found themselves 
improvising solutions simply to keep operations functioning. Several years 
later, another participant employed the same expression in a markedly 
different context. A Swedish freelancer who had used online platform work to 
establish professional networks, secure long-term clients, and eventually co-
found a communications agency explained that if workloads increased, they 
would likely bring in an external consultant "just to make it work". The 
circumstances could hardly have been more different. One participant was 
navigating migration bureaucracy, fragmented employment, and precarious 
labour market incorporation; the other had transformed platform work into 
entrepreneurial success and professional autonomy. Yet both described work 
through the practical necessity of adapting to uncertainty, compensating for 
organisational limitations, and ensuring that things continued to function. 

This thesis has argued that platform-mediated gig work in Sweden operates 
as a differentiated and internally contradictory labour regime rather than as a 
discrete, transitional, or technologically exceptional form of employment. 
Drawing on labour regime analysis (Burawoy, 1979; 1985; Baglioni et al., 
2022), Marxist political economy (Marx, 1976), labour geography (Peck, 
1996; Massey, 1994), and Marxist-feminist scholarship on social reproduction 
(Bhattacharya, 2017; Fraser, 2016), the thesis has shown that flexibility, 
autonomy, and innovation are not opposed to control, constraint, and 
exploitation, but are co-produced through the uneven organisation of labour 
across institutions, space and time, and everyday working lives. Rather than 
representing a rupture with the Swedish labour market model, platform labour 
emerges through its reconfiguration: enabled by institutional continuity 
alongside growing ambiguity, producing patterns of selective incorporation 
that strain but do not dissolve existing governance arrangements. 
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Across the four papers, the research questions have been addressed 
cumulatively rather than sequentially. The analysis of labour market 
organisation demonstrates how platform work in Sweden interacts unevenly 
with collective bargaining, welfare provision, and migration regimes, shaping 
who is incorporated into gig work and on what terms. The spatio-temporal 
analyses show how platform technologies reorganise labour not by liberating 
workers from constraint, but by redistributing waiting, mobility, and 
availability unevenly across differently positioned workers, confirming long-
standing insights that space and time function as relations of power rather than 
neutral containers. The examination of agency, grounded in Katz's (2004) 
framework of resilience, reworking, and resistance, demonstrates that 
platform labour does not eliminate workers' capacity to act, but systematically 
channels agency towards individualised and regime-consistent practices of 
endurance and adaptation under conditions of algorithmic opacity and 
institutional bordering. Finally, the analysis of urban space shows how 
platform labour reshapes Swedish cities through new infrastructures of 
circulation and convenience, rendering labour simultaneously indispensable 
and increasingly invisible within everyday urban life. 

How, then, is platform-mediated gig work structured and governed in 
Sweden, and what dynamics emerge from this organisation? The findings 
suggest that platform labour is governed through the interaction of labour 
market institutions, migration regimes, welfare arrangements, digital 
technologies, and the spatio-temporal organisation of work. These relations 
incorporate workers unevenly and distribute opportunities, risks, autonomy, 
and constraint in differentiated ways. The central dynamic that emerges is 
contradiction: flexibility depends upon insecurity, autonomy coexists with 
control, and convenience rests upon often invisible labour. Platform-mediated 
gig work in Sweden therefore operates as a differentiated and internally 
contradictory labour regime. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that platform labour cannot be 
understood through technological innovation alone. Platforms do not operate 
outside existing labour markets and social relations. Instead, they emerge 
through them, drawing upon and reorganising pre-existing inequalities, 
institutional arrangements, and forms of social reproduction. The inequalities 
visible within platform labour are therefore not accidental consequences of 
digital technologies but manifestations of broader social relations that 
platforms intensify, reorganise, and partially obscure beneath narratives of 
entrepreneurship, disruption, and flexibility. 

Returning to "just make it work" helps illuminate this broader dynamic. 
Across the empirical material, workers repeatedly encountered situations in 
which technologies, institutions, organisational structures, or labour market 
arrangements proved incomplete, contradictory, or insufficient. Migrant 
couriers compensated for staffing shortages and algorithmic inefficiencies. 
Care workers navigated fragmented schedules and competing temporal 



 

 119

demands. Freelancers cultivated relationships and reputations in the absence 
of organisational support. Entrepreneurs coordinated labour and client 
expectations under conditions of uncertainty. In each case, workers undertook 
forms of labour that exceeded the formal task being purchased. They bridged 
gaps, resolved contradictions, absorbed disruptions, and sustained 
relationships that enabled platform-mediated systems to function. 

Importantly, this process was neither uniformly oppressive nor uniformly 
empowering. Some workers experienced platform labour as a source of 
flexibility, supplementary income, professional development, or entrepreneurial 
opportunity. Others experienced insecurity, exhaustion, temporal fragmentation, 
and constrained futures. More commonly, workers experienced contradictory 
combinations of these conditions simultaneously. This thesis therefore rejects 
both celebratory accounts of platform work as a route to autonomy and 
deterministic portrayals of workers as passive victims of technological control. 
Instead, it demonstrates that workers occupy differentiated positions within a 
labour regime that distributes opportunities, risks, constraints, and capacities 
unevenly. The central question is not whether platform work is good or bad in 
the abstract, but how its benefits and burdens are produced, allocated, and 
negotiated across differently situated workers. 

Returning to robota, then, foregrounds the central theoretical intervention 
of the thesis: an insistence on the materiality and embodied character of labour 
in an economy so often narrated through abstraction, innovation, and 
technological fetishism. As noted earlier, the term robota historically referred 
not to machines, but to compulsory labour and service—work defined by 
obligation rather than autonomy. As Marx (1976) observed, the worker 
becomes an appendage of the machine not merely through mechanisation, but 
through alienation from the labour process, from time, and from social 
relations. Platform labour intensifies this condition. Digital systems do not 
replace labour; they reorganise it through piece-rate logics, algorithmic 
pacing, dispersed control, and differentiated forms of incorporation. In this 
sense, platform capitalism is less about robots than robota: human labour 
reorganised through technological systems that obscure exploitation whilst 
deepening dependence upon adaptation, availability, and self-regulation. 

Marxist-feminist political economy sharpens this analysis by situating 
platform labour within broader crises of social reproduction. The flexibility 
celebrated in platform discourse is sustained through the externalisation of 
reproductive costs onto workers, households, and public infrastructures. In 
the Swedish context, platform labour relies upon bodies that absorb 
exhaustion, income volatility, temporal uncertainty, and institutional risk 
under conditions shaped by gendered divisions of labour, racialised labour 
market incorporation, and increasingly restrictive migration regimes. The 
fleshiness of platform labour—aching bodies, disrupted sleep, unpaid 
waiting, emotional regulation, and logistical coordination—is not 
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incidental to digitally mediated economies but constitutive of how value is 
produced and extracted within them. 

Methodologically and epistemologically, this thesis has been grounded in 
a critical materialist and interpretive qualitative approach that treats 
contradiction, unevenness, and lived experience as analytically generative 
rather than as problems to be resolved. Semi-structured interviews, 
ethnographic observation, and qualitative media analysis were used not to 
establish representativeness, but to trace how institutions, technologies, and 
labour regimes are lived, navigated, and negotiated in everyday life. 
Knowledge production is understood as situated and relational, shaped by 
positionality, language, and power asymmetries, particularly within racialised 
and migrant labour markets. The iterative development of the research 
questions reflects this commitment: coherence is not imposed where 
fragmentation is itself the object of analysis. 

Ultimately, "just make it work!" is not simply an account of individual 
resilience. It describes a broader condition in which workers repeatedly 
compensate for the contradictions of contemporary capitalism. The apparent 
efficiency of platform economies depends not only upon applications, 
algorithms, and digital infrastructures, but upon workers' continual efforts to 
manage uncertainty, solve unforeseen problems, maintain relationships, 
coordinate care, and sustain economic activity. What appears seamless from 
the perspective of consumers often rests upon substantial labour that remains 
hidden from view. 

The future of work, therefore, cannot be understood through technology 
alone. It must be understood through the labour that continues to animate it. 
Across very different occupations, social positions, and life trajectories, 
workers remain responsible for making systems function despite their 
contradictions. The future of work is not simply a question of robots, 
platforms, or algorithms. It remains, fundamentally, a question of robota: of 
the human labour through which people, in profoundly unequal 
circumstances, continue to make it work. 

Contributions and directions for further research 
This thesis makes three primary contributions. First, it advances labour regime 
analysis as a productive framework for understanding platform-mediated gig 
work within coordinated labour market systems, demonstrating how platform 
capitalism can emerge and stabilise within, rather than outside, strong 
institutional contexts. Second, it contributes to debates on platform labour by 
foregrounding space, time, and embodiment as central mechanisms of 
governance, extending labour-geographical and Marxist-feminist insights into 
digitally mediated work. Third, it offers an empirically grounded analysis of 
Sweden that challenges assumptions of institutional exceptionalism, showing 
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how selective incorporation and differentiated inclusion operate within the 
Swedish labour market model. 

Future research could extend this analysis in three directions. First, 
comparative work across Nordic and non-Nordic contexts would clarify how 
different configurations of collective bargaining, welfare conditionality, and 
migration governance shape the organisation of platform labour regimes. 
Second, longitudinal research is needed to track how workers' capacities and 
constraints shift over time—particularly in relation to health, ageing, injury, and 
changing legal status—because the costs of platform labour are often cumulative 
rather than immediately visible. Third, further attention to collective organisation 
beyond established union forms remains crucial, especially for workers 
positioned at the margins of institutional legibility; this includes mutual-aid 
infrastructures, migrant worker networks, and hybrid forms of organising that 
operate across workplaces, platforms, and urban space. 
 
One particularly promising direction concerns the institutional political 
economy of platform viability in coordinated welfare states. The Swedish case 
suggests that platforms may be structurally dependent on publicly funded 
welfare provision, collective-bargaining norms, and regulatory infrastructures 
that stabilise labour markets and reproduce labour power—precisely because 
these systems buffer risks that platforms are organised to avoid. Future 
research could therefore examine how platform firms "price in" welfare-state 
capacity and institutional legitimacy, and how costs are redistributed when 
platform labour expands: through social insurance systems, municipal 
services, household economies, and unpaid care. This raises empirical 
questions that extend beyond the workplace and into public finance, 
governance, and everyday social reproduction: Which risks are absorbed by 
which institutions? Under what conditions do platforms become net extractors 
of public resources rather than merely new intermediaries in labour markets? 
And how do struggles over employment classification, work-environment 
responsibility, and bargaining coverage function as struggles over who bears 
the costs of reproducing labour in platform capitalism? A comparative project 
across Nordic and non-Nordic contexts could map variation in these 
dynamics, showing when welfare states constrain platform extraction and 
when they inadvertently subsidise it. 

Ultimately, the findings of this thesis suggest that the future of work cannot 
be understood through technology alone. Across the diverse experiences 
examined here, workers repeatedly encountered situations in which institutions, 
technologies, and organisational arrangements proved incomplete, contradictory, 
or insufficient. Whether navigating migration regimes, fragmented schedules, 
care responsibilities, algorithmic management, or the uncertainties of self-
employment, workers were continually required to adapt, negotiate, and 
compensate for gaps within the systems that structured their lives. The future of 
work, therefore, remains less a question of technological innovation than of 
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robota: the human labour through which social and economic life is continually 
sustained. What appeared repeatedly throughout this research was not a shared 
experience of platform work, but a shared necessity—to find ways, under very 
different conditions, to "just make it work". 
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