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1. High-skilled jobs in the platform economy 
 

In recent years, several scholars have been engaged in classifying the 
growing variety of digital labour platforms (DLPs). Among the various 
classifications, only a few have explicitly taken into account the skill levels 
required by DLPs.  

The first classification, proposed by De Groen and colleagues (2016), 
distinguished between high-skilled and low -to-medium-skilled work. The 
authors discriminate between providers of virtual/global services, 
performed at distance, and physical/local services, which are required to be 
performed locally. The second classification, developed by Eurofound 
(2018), classifies platform jobs into three main groups: high -skilled; 
low/medium-skilled; and low-skilled, showing the stratification of skills in 
the digital labour market.  

More recently, a third typology (Mexi, 2019) has been developed, by 
using the same classification criteria proposed by De Groen and colleagues 
(2016). In this case, however, the work performed online is classified in 
more detail into three further sub-groups: microtasking, macrotasking, and 
contest-based digiwork. This has the advantage of distinguishing the two 
main types of DLPs in which high-skilled jobs are performed: 
macrotasking digiwork, where DLPs (like Upwork and Freelancer) 
distribute macrotasks as data analytics and mobile app programming; and 
contest-based creative digiwork, where DLPs (like 99designs, Jovoto or 
InnoCentive) distribute a creative task, such as designing a logo, to a 
specialised group of workers who participate in a contest. This article 
focuses on both types of platform work.  

By referring to these classifications, it is worth remembering that these 
are analytical distinctions that often correspond to hybrid empirical forms, 
in which it is difficult to distinguish between online and offline work, and 
in which high-skilled workers perform unskilled tasks while workers 
without formal qualifications carry out activities traditionally undertaken by 
professionals. 

 
 



 

 

2. Attempts to measure high-skilled platform work 
 

Despite the growing volume of research investigating the heterogeneity 
of platform workers, at both global and European levels, drawing a clear 
picture remains difficult (Pais, 2019; Elmer et al., 2019). Without any claim 
of being exhaustive, a selection of the existing data is presented below, with 
the aim of shedding light on the specific category of high-skilled platform 
jobs in Europe.  

According to Fabo and colleagues (2017), 16% of the platforms 
operating in Europe involve high-skilled workers, and another 6% involve 
workers with medium-high skills. Therefore, despite the large majority of 
DLPs offering tasks for low-to-medium-skilled workers, around one quarter 
of DLPs operating in Europe involve a relevant proportion of medium-
high-skilled workers.  

Another source of information is the Online Labour Index (OLI)1 (Kässi 
and Lehdonvirta, 2018), which provides an updated picture of the main 
occupations in the five largest English-language online platforms 
worldwide, which are actually predominantly high-skilled tasks. OLI shows 
that about one third of the offers are in software and development 
technology (33.9%), more than a quarter in creative and multimedia 
occupations (27.5%), 11.9% are tasks related to writing and translation, and 
8.5% concern professional services.  

Further interesting information comes from the Colleem survey (Pesole 
et al., 2018; Brancati Urzì et al., 2020). Although data does not show clear 
trends towards country specialisations in relation to the services provided 
through DLPs, some differences across countries emerge. At one extreme, 
Croatia and Romania are shown to be the countries with the highest 
provision of non-professional services, while France and the Netherlands 
stand out for a high rate of services, such as software development, 
professional consulting and teaching services, that require high professional 
skills. Finally, this survey shows that platform workers are better educated 
than the average population, suggesting they might be overqualified with 
respect to the task carried out. Although this article focuses on high-skilled 
jobs – and not high-skilled workers – it is in any case relevant to underline 
how platform work is reinforcing the already present risks of deskilling.  

 
 
 

1 OLI: https://ilabour.oii.ox.ac.uk/online-labour-index/ (Last consultation: January 

2020). 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. The quality of work: Putting platform work in the picture 
 
 

3.1 The EU debate on the quality of work 
 

The vast literature on the quality of work presents heterogeneous 
approaches aimed at defining what “quality” actually means and how it can 
be measured. The early debate, started in the late 1960s, was strictly 
connected with a discussion on the quality of life indicators (Burchell et al., 
2014). In this frame, the neo-Marxist and the liberal perspectives strongly 
differed in relation to general theories on social dynamics and on what the 
well-being of employees was, but they both converged on crucial 
determinants of well-being, such as «the scope for initiatives in carrying out 
the job, the variety of work, the opportunities for learning, and the ability to 
participate in decision-making» (Gallie, 2003, p.62). 

Over the decades, the debate on the quality of work has made several 
attempts to define what a “good job” is. In doing so, relevant dimensions 
influencing the quality of work, both physical and cognitive, have been 
identified. Significant attention has also been devoted to workers’ 
perceptions in order to measure their job satisfaction. Nevertheless, a purely 
subjective approach has been questioned because job characteristics could 
be evaluated differently according to workers’ preferences. Thus, over time, 
objective and subjective dimensions have been combined.  
In recent years, several attempts to set relevant dimensions that can 
describe job quality have been promoted. According to Burchell and 
colleagues (2014), the seven indices of job quality developed by Eurofound 
(2012, 2017) can be considered the most relevant attempt to obtain a 
reliable conceptual framework to measure “job quality” in Europe (see Tab. 
1). The aim of the seven indices is «to capture how workers perform their 
work and under what conditions» (Eurofound, 2017, p.36). These indices 
refer to observable job features, which – according to epidemiological 
studies – have a direct and causal effect on workers’ health and well-being. 
Below is a synthetic table of the seven indices and related indicators: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Tab. 1 Indices and indicators of job quality (Eurofound, 2012; 2017) 

 
Physical environment   
Posture-related (ergonomic) 
Ambient (vibration, noise, temperature) 
Biological and chemical 

 
Social environment   
Adverse social behaviour 
Social support 
Management quality 

 
Work intensity   
Quantitative demands 
Pace determinants and interdependency 
Emotional demands 

 
Working time quality   
Duration 
Atypical working time  
Working time arrangements 
Flexibility 

 
Skills and discretion   
Cognitive dimension 
Decision latitude 
Organisational participation 
Training  
Prospects 
Employment status 
Career prospects  
Job security 
Downsizing 

 
Earnings  

 
The limit of the indices proposed by Eurofound is that they exclusively 

concern the work activity. Since the 1980s, a series of theoretical and 
empirical contributions have broadened the scope of studies on the quality 
of work, paying more attention to the multidimensionality of the quality of 
work and to the quality of the relationship between work and life. The two 
growing areas of interest have then been embedded in the so-called quality 
of working life approach (Gallie, 2012; Gosetti, 2015).  

To be able to fully understand the overlapping of work and life, three 
additional significant dimensions – connected to the quality of work-life 
relationship – have been added to the approach of the quality of work 
(Gosetti, 2015). The first is the work-life balance, conceived as the 
compatibility between work and life choices, which affects especially 
vulnerable groups. The second is social protection, which is the possibility 
to plan a working life that relies on continuity and sustainability over time, 
included periods of unemployment due to various reasons (health, care 
duties, etc.). The third one is social participation, in other words the 
opportunity to take an active part in social life through involvement in 
collective groups and organisations. 

In the next section, after highlighting how the analysis of platform work 
can contribute to the conceptual framework aimed at understanding the 
quality of work in contemporary society, we combine the seven indices 
developed by Eurofound with the three relevant dimensions identified by 
Gosetti (2015) to explore the connection between work and life. We also 
include an additional dimension, which has been overlooked in the debate 
on working conditions, but which is crucial when considering increasingly 
isolated and individualised workers: collective representation. In doing so, 
we discuss the relevance of the selected dimensions for high-skilled 
platform jobs in comparison with both other platform jobs and offline jobs 
performed by self-employed workers.2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
3.2 The disruptive rise of platform work calls for a renewed toolbox for the 
evaluation of work 

 
Platform work is quite a recent phenomenon that emphasises the already 

existing trends, on one hand, toward disintermediation and re-
intermediation of work, and on the other, toward work deregulation in neo-
liberal global economies. The rise of platform work has been fostered by 
multiple factors, such as a legal vacuum that allowed new forms of work 
intermediation at local and transnational level without any kind of 
regulation, a disruptive reorganisation of work strongly supported by digital 
technologies, and a vigorous recourse to self-employment (both genuine 
and bogus) with a significant impact on employment relations. In this 
section, we briefly illustrate these factors in order to underline the 
importance of renewing the toolbox for assessing the quality of work. 

First, as far as the legal vacuum is concerned, Wouters (2018) shows 
how ILO’s Convention on private employment services (PREA) is often 
restrictively applied, according to national laws, only to agencies offering 
job opportunities to potential employees (excluding the self-employed), but 
it could also be applied to DLPs. Indeed, their claim to be simply neutral 
facilitators of two-side marketplaces is in contrast with the fact that, 
«considering one of the primary ways in which a platform makes revenue, a 
connection can be made between DLPs and pre-digital PREAs» (Wouters, 
2018, p.4) in relation to the service fees they charge to clients who pay 
workers. In addition, platforms «can provide either mediation services 
between worker and “employer”, (…) so as to engage a subordinated or 
self-employed worker, or between a worker and consumer» (Wouters, 
2018, p.6). The legal vacuum that results from a restricted application of 
ILO’s Convention at national level allows DLPs to outsource risks and 
duties to workers instead of taking care of them. 

  
 

2 The analysis was partially conducted within the SHARE project, which has 
received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (Grant agreement No. 
715950). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Second, DLPs are conceived to manage on-demand work at global scale 

for services provided online, at local level for those provided offline. The 
spread of on-demand work contributes to increasing trends toward 
casualization and commodification of work (Bergvall‐Kåreborn and 
Howcroft, 2014; Wood et al., 2019) since a transnational institutional 
regulation does not exist. Platform work, therefore, despite offering flexible 
job opportunities and a viable alternative to economic exclusion (Wood et 
al., 2019), fosters competition between workers favouring price dumping 
when workers of different countries compete for the same tasks, as well as 
price dumping and free work in order improve rating and visibility 
(Bastrakova and Kharchenko, 2018; Aleksynska et. al., 2019).  

Third, the juridical vacuum and a disruptive re-organisation of work go 
hand-in-hand with the rise of specific employment relations connoted by an 
extremely unbalanced power relation between platforms and platform 
workers, the former concentrating all the power, the latter only able to 
accept the conditions imposed or refuse to work through the platform. 
Relying on a formally self-employed workforce, DLPs deny workers the 
ability to enjoy freedom of association and collective bargaining rights (De 
Stefano and Aloisi, 2018). In this way, DLPs prevent the more effective 
role of trade unions, which are also limited in their actions by the fact that 
platforms through which work is performed online manage workers spread 
across different countries, whereas the action of trade unions is primarily 
conceived within a national horizon.  

The combination of these critical factors can significantly impact workers’ 
livelihoods. Indeed, platform workers, highly commodified and fragmented, 
suffer from a lack of rights and representation that contributes to increasing the 
uncertainties that already characterise contemporary work. Consequently, even 
when platform work, such as in Europe, is mainly a side-job (Pesole et al., 
2018), it complicates the achievement of stable earnings and careers with 
consequences on individual and family life plans. Studies on platform work can 
thus contribute to highlighting the need for a renovated toolbox for the 
evaluation of the quality of work in order to tackle the emerging challenges 
fostered by the growth of non-standard and self-employed work, in general, 
and platform work, in particular. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
3.3 The quality of work in the platform economy 

 
After having discussed high-skilled platform work from a quantitative 

point of view and having considered the extensive debate on the quality of 
working life, we shift our attention to the quality of working conditions 
experienced by platform workers performing high-skilled jobs. However, 
we are aware that the boundaries between low- and high-skilled are in some 
cases blurred, as the same people can perform both low- and high-skilled 
jobs at the same time. Moreover, even the distinction between online and 
offline is only useful for analytical purposes, since – as described in the 
initial sections – the number of people working both online and offline 
continues to grow. 

As anticipated, the seven dimensions of job quality identified by 
Eurofound (Eurofound, 2012, 2017) are discussed and implemented with 
four additional dimensions. Three dimensions refer to the relation between 
work and life (Gosetti, 2015). The fourth additional dimension has been 
drawn from the analysis of the current debate on platform work and relates 
to the presence (or more often the non -presence) of forms of collective 
representation. Adopting this approach, we highlight the specificities of 
qualified platform work with respect to both other platform work and 
offline freelance work according to extant literature on the topic. In this 
way, we want to realise a twofold purpose. First, we make a contribution to 
the debate on the relevant dimensions of the quality of working life 
considering specific jobs – done through platforms – that are performed 
mainly by self-employed workers, and not by employees, who are the 
traditional reference point in the literature on job quality. Second, we aim to 
highlight commonalities and differences, continuity and breaking points 
with other platform jobs (requiring medium and low skills) and similar 
high-skilled jobs performed without the intermediation of DLPs. 

 
Tab. 2 – Indices of quality of work in the platform economy  

 
Physical environment  
Work intensity 
Working time quality 
Earnings 
Social environment  
Skills and discretion 
Prospects 
Work-life balance 
Social protection 
Social participation  
Collective representation  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Physical environment: This dimension assesses physical risks in the 
workplace. Compared to other forms of platform labour, high-skilled 
services are mainly provided remotely, through online labour markets, and 
they do not require proximity between workers and their clients (Fabo et 
al., 2017). The available research does not allow for estimations of the 
spread of work carried out from home, although it can be assumed that it is 
the prevalent form, with its associated risks in terms of social isolation. On 
the other hand, it has favoured the spread of two phenomena that do not just 
concern platform workers but are certainly of interest them: coworking 
(Spinuzzi, 2012) and digital nomadism (Reichenberger, 2018). Compared 
to freelance workers, video terminal work is more common in platform 
work, with the associated risks related to posture and visual disturbances. 
Pesole and colleagues (2018) do not detect differences between high and 
low-skilled platform workers based on the perception of safety in the work 
environment. Both categories report around 70% satisfaction, despite the 
fact that «both the platforms and the platforms’ clients tend to discharge 
themselves of any responsibility with respect to the conditions of work and 
employment of the independent contractors» (Pesole et al., 2018, p.8). 

 
Work intensity: This dimension measures the level of work demands in the 
job: for instance, working at high speed and under time pressure, and 
experiencing emotional demands. This aspect is largely linked to the 
specificities of the organisational model of the platforms which, on the one 
hand, presents blurred boundaries between work and non-work 
(Arcidiacono et al., 2019) and, on the other, enables new forms of control 
while reproducing a rhetoric of individual responsibility (Miele and 
Tirabeni, 2020). Regarding this dimension, the working conditions for 
high-skilled jobs are generally better than those for other platform workers. 
Even in high-skilled jobs, the phenomenon that characterises all platform 
work is well-known: the possibility of unbundling tasks into small 
packages. However, when these require very specialised skills there is an 
increase of productivity and wages for specialised workers (Gomez-Herrera 
et al., 2017). Moreover, the vast majority of platform workers performing 
high-skilled jobs tend to have longer engagements and often require a 
significant amount of communication with the client (Kalleberg and Dunn, 
2016; Sutherland et al., 2019). Compared to freelancers who work off- 
platform, the presence of reputational algorithms determines a stronger 
pressure both in terms of timing and in managing customer relationships 
(Schörpf, Flecker and Schönauer, 2017). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Working time quality: This dimension measures the incidence of long 
working hours, scope to take a break, atypical working time, working time 
arrangements and flexibility. Pesole and colleagues (2018) show that 
platform workers are presented with a certain freedom in their decisions 
over working hours, regardless of the level of qualification. This is a 
distinctive element of platform work compared to offline work. On the 
other hand, respondents who predominantly provide professional services 
face stressful situations more frequently, while «non-professional platform 
work is associated with more routine tasks and less learning opportunities, 
but also less stressful situations» (ibid, p.47). This trend towards 
acceleration of working times is highlighted in general by the literature on 
professional markets (Bellini and Maestripieri, 2018), and the evidence of 
the first Colleem survey (Pesole et al., 2018) shows that the level of stress 
and routine increases with the intensity of platform work. 

 
Social environment: This dimension measures the extent to which 

workers experience support social relationships, as well as adverse social 
behaviour. The main problem for platform workers is the former. These are 
people who work remotely and, differently from tele- or smart-workers, 
with few organisational references. Petriglieri and colleagues’ (2019, 
p.152) study argues that «lacking the anchors and buffers that an 
organization provides renders work identities precarious and personalized». 
Platform workers also often use the aforementioned coworking spaces or 
meetups and workshops as a way of socialising and networking with others 
(Sutherland et al., 2019), even if the competitive dimension always seems 
to prevail over the collaborative one. In comparison to other platform 
workers, those who perform high-skilled jobs have more articulate 
relationships with clients, having the opportunity to dispel their doubts and 
lack of trust. At the same time, they can quite frequently experience clients’ 
misgivings about their competence or integrity (D’Cruz and Noronha, 
2016). Due to the difficulty of meeting in person, digital spaces can become 
particularly relevant for building trust and solidarity (Laplante and 
Silberman, 2016; Lee and Staples, 2018) and can turn into spaces where 
innovative forms of collective action can be experimented with (Irani and 
Silberman, 2013; Silberman and Irani, 2015). 

 
Skills and discretion: This dimension measures learning and training 

opportunities in the job. Platform workers performing high-skilled jobs 
declare a high degree of autonomy. Despite the rhetoric that 
disintermediation has contributed to underestimating the role played by 
DLPs, recent research has shown that, for example, Upwork regulates job 
offers, rejecting the profiles of workers with skills already available on the 
platform. Furthermore, it activates lock-in mechanisms to keep the 
surnames of professionals on the platform obscured and does not allow 
profiles to link to sites on personal or other platforms (Sutherland et al., 
2019). In addition, this DLP requires workers to sign a non-circumvention 
clause that prohibits them from working with any client who identified the 
worker through the Upwork site for 24 months (Kalleberg and Dunn, 
2016). A particularly delicate issue concerns regulated professions, with a 
professional register, a requirement that is often not verified by the 
platforms, with a displacement effect of expert knowledge. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Prospects: This dimension combines several indicators, including 
prospects for career advancement and the likelihood of losing one’s job. 
The possibilities of working and improving one’s position are linked to the 
organisational system of the platform. First, to the international competition 
enabled by the platform itself. If offshoring in the 1970s and 1980s mostly 
affected low-skilled blue-collar workers, in the current platform society, 
people in the Global South can also perform high-skilled jobs at a much 
lower cost than workers in the Global North (Beerepoot and Lambregts, 
2015). The direct visibility of competitors is what differentiates the online 
job marketplace from the earlier examples of global labour markets. 
Research has shown, however, that the “death of distance” hypothesis in 
online markets was overoptimistic (Gomez-Herrera et al., 2017). Focusing 
on the CoContest platform, Maselli and Fabo (2015) discussed how, within 
skilled jobs, the pay gap between high- and medium-income countries can 
give the latter an advantage. Furthermore, the reputational system strongly 
influences job opportunities and future employment prospects, despite the 
proven ineffectiveness of these tools (Origgi and Pais, 2018). As for the 
likelihood of losing one’s job, all platform works are characterised by the 
risk of account termination or deactivation, without the right to an 
explanation from the platform (Forde et al., 2017). 

 
Earnings: This dimension measures the monthly income of workers. 

Platform workers performing high-skilled jobs obviously receive higher 
compensation than other online jobs (Florisson and Mandl, 2018; Pesole et 
al., 2018), but lower than their offline counterparts (Kalleberg and Dunn, 
2016). In addition, as for other types of platform work, there is a strong 
Matthew Effect, with few profiles that manage to reach important numbers 
and many that earn little (Fabo et al., 2017). Moreover, platform workers 
spend a significant amount of time, which is unpaid, searching for tasks or 
projects. As with online contests, workers performing this type of work 
must prove their skills by carrying out part or all of a task before knowing 
whether they will be selected as winners and therefore get paid (Eurofound, 
2018). For this reason, earnings are unpredictable, and can hardly be the 
main source of income. The integration between multiple jobs, as already 
mentioned, is a typical trait of all platform work. 

 
Work-life balance: regarding the compatibility of work with other life 

realms, in principle, platform work provides workers with a high degree of 
flexibility in terms of working time, place and tasks selected, thus 
favouring a positive work-life balance, especially for those who have to 
work at home for health or care reasons (Forde et al., 2017; Berg et al., 
2018). Nevertheless, according to the extant literature, platform work 
shares similar characteristics with casual work, as well as with extreme 
forms of non-standard work (Cherry and Aloisi, 2016; De Stefano, 2016), 
therefore raising similar issues in relation to work-life balance. A recent 
study on online gig work at a global level (Graham et al., 2017) reported 
that work-life balance could be hard to achieve for a significant portion of 
low-skilled platform workers who experience overwork. Considering that 
platform work, and especially high-skilled platform jobs, is often a side 
activity (Pesole et al., 2018; Brancati Urzì et al., 2020), its impact on work-
life balance is mainly connected to how individuals can combine different 
types of work (online and offline) in order to obtain sufficient income. The 
more platform work is essential for the worker’s overall income, the more it 
could have an impact on their work-life balance. 

 



 

 

 
Social Protection: non-standard workers have in general more limited 
access to schemes and reception of insurance-based benefits in comparison 
to employees (De Stefano, 2016; ILO, 2016; Matsaganis et al., 2016). This 
condition is further exacerbated for the self-employed who, according to 
the type of working arrangement and national social protection scheme 
(Bennaars, 2019; Murgia et al., 2020), receive different treatment even 
within the same country (Spasova et al., 2017; MISSOC, 2019). Moreover, 
recent ILO research (Berg et al., 2018) showed that, among unskilled 
platform workers, less than 10% regularly paid social security 
contributions. A similar trend is also presumed to be observed in skilled 
work. Thus, the growth of platform work is reproducing gaps in the 
coverage of social protections for the self-employed, which have already 
been recognised as a growing problem across employment more generally 
(Forde at al., 2017). This implies limited possibilities for platform workers 
to access protection measures during periods of unemployment, when they 
exist for the self-employed. Nevertheless, since platform work is often a 
side activity in Europe (Brancati Urzì et al., 2020), social protection, as 
well as other rights, needs to be considered by combining the multiple 
working positions of individuals in the labour markets. 

 
Social participation: being one of the building blocks of modern 

democracies (Van Deth, 1997; Zorell and van Deth, 2020), social 
participation is a relevant element that contributes to individual and social 
growth and affects the quality of work and life (Gosetti, 2015) . Work is 
therefore conceived as an opportunity to satisfy the human need to be part 
of a wider social sphere, which includes local or national projects on 
common goods (Gosetti, 2014). Social participation refers, more generally, 
to a need for meaning that links work to society at large, by embedding 
work in a shared social dimension. The specific working conditions of 
platform workers performing high-skilled jobs, working predominantly 
remotely, reduces the possibilities for direct interactions with colleagues, 
limiting therefore the opportunities for social participation. Together with 
this, finding a meaning of work that goes beyond the thresholds of 
commodification seems more complicated due to the specific organisation 
of platform work in comparison to offline freelance work (remotely 
regulated interactions, fragmentation of tasks in some cases, on-demand 
requests, and limited or no sharing of the ultimate purpose of the tasks to be 
performed). Indeed, in markets governed by unsustainable competition and 
cost reduction logics, an imagined common good is difficult to conceive. 
However, an interesting debate is currently ongoing based on the idea of 
“platform cooperativism” (Scholz, 2014, 2016), which aims to find 
alternative ways to manage DLPs and guarantee the protection and 
engagement of both workers and consumers. Although still limited in the 
European context, some cases are beginning to be reported (Martinelli et 
al., 2019) about worker-owned cooperatives and consumption and multi-
stakeholder cooperatives experimenting with forms of platform 
cooperativism. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Collective representation: this dimension focuses on the presence of 
trade unions, work councils or other collective actors focused on platform 
work; activities of lobbying or bargaining in favour of platform workers; 
and specific initiatives aimed at mobilising and organising this specific 
category of workers. Regarding the types of collective actors that are trying 
to approach platform workers performing high-skilled jobs, as for other 
categories of freelancers working offline, we can find a range of different 
organisations, which includes informal groups of workers (Sutherland et 
al., 2019), traditional trade unions (Lenaerts et al., 2018), and new 
associations and cooperatives (Johnston and Land-Kazlauskas, 2018). 
Being mainly self-employed, in several European countries platform 
workers are not included in collective bargaining agreements (Eurofound, 
2018; Fulton, 2018). An exception is represented by the so-called “Nordic 
model” (Söderqvist, 2017), where part of the extant DLPs consider workers 
to be employees. Apart from sporadic exceptions, however, platform 
workers suffer from a relevant lack of representation (Lenaerts, et al., 2018; 
Vandaele, 2018). Indeed, focusing on organising activities, the only groups 
of workers who seem to mobilise – and who are more often discussed in the 
academic debate – are mainly the low-skilled (Aloisi, 2019), such as drivers 
of private hire vehicles and food delivery riders (Brugière, 2019; Leonardi 
et al., 2019; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2019). With the exception of the 
abovementioned Nordic Model and specific initiatives such as Fair Crowd 
Work 3 that also involve high-skilled workers, instead they tend to mobilise 
less to improve their working conditions. 

 
 

Discussions and conclusion 
 

In this article, a number of significant issues affecting high-skilled 
platform jobs in general, and in Europe in particular, have been addressed. 

First, an overview of the most recent attempts to classify platform 
workers was presented. The focus on high-skilled jobs allowed us to show 
the improvements in mapping professionals that are progressively involved 
in DLPs. In fact, both traditional professions (consulting, legal, teaching, 
etc.) and new professions (IT, creative, multimedia, etc.) are playing a 
significant role in the platform economy. Working through DLPs can be an 
occasional activity, a way of supplementing a main income, or the main 
professional activity. However, the studies discussed in this chapter show 
that, in the European context, DLPs are more often conceived as 
opportunities for professional survival than as a context for professional 
development.  

Second, trends and numbers gathered through different surveys were 
presented. Despite the lack of information from public statistics, the variety 
of data sources and the different sampling strategies, the available studies 
show that high-skilled platform workers in Europe are playing a relevant 
role in remote work.  

Third, the quality of working conditions of high-skilled platform jobs, 
compared to other platform jobs and those performed offline by self-
employed (Tab. 3), highlighted several criticisms. 

  
 

3 Promoted by IG-Metal, Unionen (Sweden), OGB (Austria) and the Austrian Chamber 
of Work, the project aims to support transparency among DLPs, promoting the evaluation 
of DLPs among platform workers: http://faircrowd.work/ 

 
 
 



 

 

Tab. 3 – Quality of high-skilled platform jobs compared to both other platform jobs and jobs 
performed offline by self-employed 
  
 Comparison with other Comparison with offline jobs 
 platform jobs performed by self-employed 
Physical environment Remote work is more Video terminal work is more 
 widespread - risks widespread - risks related to 
 associated with social posture and visual 
 isolation disturbances 
Work intensity Advantage: longer-lasting Pressure dictated by the 
 projects reputational system 
Working time quality More stress Advantage: greater freedom 
  in the choice of working 
  hours 
Social environment Fewer opportunities for peer Similar for building 
 face-to-face interaction intentional organisations 
  (coworking); the online 
  community is more relevant 
Skills and discretion Advantage: greater Regulatory role of the 
 autonomy platform (e.g. lock-in) 
Prospects Greater international Greater international 
 competition competition - direct 
  visibility; impact of the 
  reputational system; risk of 
  account deactivation  
Earnings Advantage: fees higher than Greater fragmentation, slash 
 other platform works; workers 
 unpredictability of earnings  
 (contest)  
Work-life balance Better when performed as a Similar, when based on 
 side activity and has a low structured engagements with 
 relevance in the earning frequent interaction with 
 strategy clients 
Social protection Similar to low-skilled (low) Lower, because social 
  contribution is particularly 
  ignored by DLPs 
Social participation Lower opportunities due to Similar in relation to the 
 work isolation difficult planning of working 
  and non-working periods 
Collective representation Lower than specific groups Lower because platform 
 of low-skilled workers work is just partially tackled 
 (riders, drivers) by existing organisations  

 
Source: Our elaboration based on EWCS dimensions (Eurofound, 2012, 2017) and Gosetti 
(2012a) 
 

 
Compared to other platform jobs, high-skilled tasks present the 

following critical points: workers mainly perform their tasks online and are 
thus more exposed to risks related to posture and visual disturbances as 
well as to social isolation and stress. This also reduces the chances of 
collective representation. However, traditional actors are experimenting, in 
some limited cases, with innovative ways of involving workers and 
platforms and reporting social risks.  

Moreover, all work mediated by DLPs is governed by the logic of a 
global competition, which can lead to accepting low compensation or even 
working for free, as in the case of online contests in the creative sector. 
When the job is organised through contests, the impossibility of providing 
for compensation is in fact frequently reported. On the other hand, high-
skilled platform jobs often involve longer-lasting projects that can be 
organised with greater autonomy. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Compared to other self-employed, high-skilled platform jobs present the 

following critical points: video terminal work is more widespread; and 
control is exercised through reputational systems, which have numerous 
limits in terms of reliability and is strengthened through lock-in 
mechanisms that slow down professional growth paths. Moreover, the fees 
are more fragmented, and this imposes the need to carry out multiple 
activities, also unrelated to the area of specialization. This makes the 
construction of a professional identity and forms of collective 
representation of interests even more difficult. On the other hand, platform 
jobs usually imply greater freedom in the choice of working hours. 
Platform work is often chosen by highly skilled workers because it makes it 
easier to match job supply and demand, so in some cases it is perceived as 
an opportunity to compensate for a lack of social capital. This is an aspect 
absent from traditional studies on the quality of work, because they refer to 
the actual job and pay less attention to the transitions between one job and 
another. However, this is a central factor, because this also frequently 
implies the acceptance of worse working conditions, in the face of a greater 
opportunity of finding work.  

The dimensions examined here allow us to assess the vulnerability of 
risks at work (work accidents, unemployment), which add up to more 
general social risks (old age, illness, having children). Social protection in 
European countries is strictly linked to employment status. As of the end of 
2019, none of the EU Member States had clear regulations specifying the 
employment status of platform workers. Terms and conditions of the 
platform often determine their employment status and – in formal terms – 
these workers are almost invariably categorised as self-employed or 
independent contractors (Eurofound, 2019). This categorization has often 
been criticized with reference to low-skilled jobs (De Stefano and Aloisi, 
2018), while it is commonly accepted for high-skilled jobs because being a 
freelancer is already socially codified and accepted (see the celebrative 
literature of the creative class: Florida, 2005; Friebe and Lobo, 2006). 
Moreover, platforms can change their features over time, affecting 
vulnerability factors with limited possibility for workers to negotiate the 
changes (Allaire et al., 2019).  

In addition to the legal and statutory coverage from social risks, the 
issue of effective coverage must also be considered: the majority of 
workers use digital platforms only marginally or sporadically – often they 
do not declare their working activities and in any case, they are under 
national thresholds regarding tax and social protection contributions 
(Eurofound, 2019). The fact that they carry out other activities can be a 
protection factor, if they get social insurance through other sources, but 
often the fragmentation of such activities prevents this and even their main 
job is based on a non-standard form of employment. Forde and colleagues 
(2017) show that in the case of low -skilled workers the greater the level of 
financial dependence on platform work, the lower the access to social 
protection; it can be assumed that the same also applies to high-skilled 
workers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Access to social security has become a policy priority at EU level, 
through the European Pillar of Social Rights (Bogliacino et al., 2019), and 
platform work – although still numerically not very significant – can 
represent a particularly interesting area in which to test the solutions 
proposed for self-employment.  

To conclude, the available evidence on platform workers performing 
high-skilled jobs in Europe, in terms of trends, quality of working 
conditions, and lack of representation, shows that a great effort is necessary 
to address the fragilities that characterise this group of workers. An in-
depth study of the needs and requirements of the platform workers is 
needed, paying attention to their internal differences and starting from the 
level of qualification. At the moment, platform work is configured as a 
lower quality job, especially in terms of social protection, chosen by 
weaker workers in the traditional labour market. Precisely for this reason, it 
is important to recognize and protect platform workers and, at the same 
time, analyse the transitions from the digital to the online labour market and 
back. In this sense, the dilemma that characterised the first studies on 
temporary agency work, intended as an alternative between trap and 
trampoline, is proposed again, even for the most qualified workers. This 
also leads to challenge the dimensions of the quality of work, which have 
hitherto been built on individual jobs, while a quality of working life is 
increasingly intended as the synthesis of several jobs, in different contexts, 
online and offline. Platform work is a frontier on which capital tests new 
forms of work organisation. This therefore calls for a general renewal of the 
toolbox to assess the quality of working life that considers trends toward 
work fragmentation, multiple and nonlinear careers, unstable labour 
markets and an unbalanced power relationship between capital and 
workers. 
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