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First Rule: Keep Pedalling. Co-theorising with Food-delivery Workers 

How to Make Digital Platforms Capability-enhancing.1  

In both academic and public debate, there is an increasing consensus that digital labour 

platforms can have both positive and negative impacts on digital workers’ well-being. This 

article has two aims: the first is to evaluate this impact through the multidimensional lens of 

the capability approach, taking the food-delivery sector in the city of Verona as a case study. 

The second aim is to involve selected riders in a co-theorising process to imagine how 

platforms should be designed to become capability enablers. To reach them, the research 

combines two different qualitative methods: a covert auto-ethnography, during which the 

author worked for a food-delivery platform, and a series of in-depth semi-structured 

interviews, inspired by the dynamic public reflective equilibrium technique. In addition to 

contributing to the principles that should govern platforms’ design, this article makes two 

specific contributions to the existing literature on the capability approach. Methodologically, 

it contributes to the so-called list debate by proposing a synthesising method for selecting 

capabilities that combines philosophical and empirical insights. Theoretically, it frames the 

relevant capabilities which were identified during the research under a meta-capability for 

meaningful work, opening the path to a multi-level analysis of a flourishing life’s different 

dimensions. 

Keywords: gig economy, platform cooperatives, auto-ethnography, dynamic public reflective 

equilibrium, capabilities list, meaningful work 

1. Introduction 

Workers in the gig economy are those whose job consists of performing tasks on demand. 

This article focuses, with the expression gig workers, on those whose tasks are organised 

through digital platforms that act as market-matching systems, connecting them to final 

customers. In the last decade, ample evidence has shown that these workers experience both 

positive and negative impacts on their professional and personal flourishing as a result of 

such work. Gig platforms may foster autonomy and self-entrepreneurship by granting greater 

 
1 The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published by Taylor & Francis in the Journal of 

Human Development and Capabilities on 24 July 2024. It is available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2024.2380290. 
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flexibility and better pay. At the same time, they have been accused of reducing dignity and 

job quality by increasing precarity and shifting most of the entrepreneurial risk onto workers. 

However, only a little of the literature succeeded in capturing this twofold nature of gig 

platforms and emphasising how both organisational structures and workers’ individual 

characteristics contribute to determining the different outcomes (see Lamers et al. 2022; 

Meijerink and Bondarouk 2023; Myhill, Richards, and Sang 2021; Schor et al. 2020; Wood et 

al. 2019). In particular, there have been only sporadic attempts to involve workers themselves 

in assessing platforms and considering alternatives (see Zhang et al. 2022).  

This article uses the multidimensional framework of the capability approach to 

provide a conceptual and empirical study of how and when workers flourish in the gig 

economy. This framework’s ability to relate structural factors to individual attributes and 

agency makes it suitable for the task. The focus is on low-skilled labour platforms, with 

specific attention to the so-called riders: those who, mainly by bicycle or motorcycle, deliver 

food that has been ordered online through companies such as Deliveroo and Just Eat. Two 

procedures are combined: first, selected riders in the city of Verona were interviewed to 

assess the impact of food-delivery platforms on their opportunities to achieve doings and 

beings they have reason to value. Second, the same riders participated in a joint theorising 

process to co-design a capability-enhancing platform (see Bueno 2022 on capability-

enhancing versus capability-reducing work). To reach these aims, the capability approach is 

hence operationalised through a qualitative, agent-centred, and participatory methodology. As 

a result, the research makes a methodological contribution to the literature by developing a 

context-dependent list of capabilities and thereby enriching the so-called “list debate” (see 

Byskov 2018; Claassen 2011).  

Moreover, starting from the assumption that paid work is a fundamental dimension of 

life for most people, and thus plays an important role in promoting or restricting human 
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flourishing (see Berger et al. 2019; Gheaus and Herzog 2016), this article also wants to make 

a foundational contribution to the field. Namely, it frames all the capabilities identified in the 

research under a meta-capability for meaningful work and includes the latter in Nussbaum’s 

list of central human capabilities (cf. Holland 2008 on the notion of “meta-capability”; 

Weidel 2018 on the inclusion of a “capability for meaningful labor” in Nussbaum’s list). 

Indeed, the concept of meaningful work this study adopts is broader than traditional 

definitions: while “meaningful work” is usually intended to mean any “work that requires 

thought, skill, and creativity” (Moriarty 2022, 140), I use it as an approximate synonym for 

professional flourishing. Therefore, under this umbrella, I accommodate a broader series of 

sub-dimensions that are related to well-being, such as the main determinants of job quality 

(see Myhill, Richards, and Sang 2021). 

In what follows, I first provide a brief review of the relevant literature on the gig 

economy, the capability approach, and its application to work and employment. I then outline 

the research protocol within the Methodology section and highlight the article’s 

methodological contribution. In the Findings section, I present the list of capabilities that 

emerged through the empirical research and the results of the co-theorising process. In the 

subsequent section, I discuss these findings and the study’s foundational contribution. The 

conclusion follows.    

2. Literature Review 

2.1. The Gig Economy 

The gig economy is a business sector characterised by a plurality of platforms and a plurality 

of actors with different capital endowments, goals, and behavioural profiles. This makes it 

difficult to summarise the phenomenon. In particular, gig workers are often recognised as the 

most problematic actors to analyse. The impact of platform work on their individual well-
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being can vary significantly from platform to platform and is also highly determined by their 

degree of dependence on platform work (Schor et al. 2020). Accordingly, scholars have 

expressed different judgments about such aspects of gig work as autonomy, dignity, 

precarity, voice, and overall job quality (Berger et al. 2019; Lamers et al. 2022; Meijerink 

and Bondarouk 2023; Myhill, Richards, and Sang 2021; Wood et al. 2019; Woodcock and 

Graham 2020; Zhang et al. 2022). Nevertheless, most of them agree that the worst outcomes 

are produced by so-called “lean platforms” (Srnicek 2017): those whose proprietors simply 

own the technological infrastructure while externalising all the other entrepreneurial risks to 

supposedly independent contractors who perform tasks on demand. At the same time, even 

within lean platforms, distinctions can be made between workers. The condition of low-

skilled migrant workers, who are usually considered the most dependent and thus most 

vulnerable ones, is particularly challenging (see van Doorn, Ferrari, and Graham 2022).  

Among lean platforms, the food-delivery sector is emblematic, and is the specific 

object of this inquiry. Indeed, its twofold character is a good example of the gig economy’s 

duality. Even if food-delivery platforms guarantee a certain degree of flexibility in decisions 

about when to work, workers are still highly controlled: the nature of the job necessitates 

constant coordination, and riders are rated through the apps’ reputation systems (Cant 2020; 

Waters and Woodcock 2017). Namely, the algorithms that guide riders through the delivery 

process use opaque parameters to set payments and assess them after each delivery with a 

score that influences the assignment of new tasks. Therefore, considerable pressure is put on 

riders, especially the most dependent on this job, who are constantly at risk of being 

penalised if they do not comply with the platforms’ requirements (Myhill, Richards, and Sang 

2021; Zhang et al. 2022).  

In certain European countries, such as Italy, some platforms have recently started to 

guarantee certain protections in employment contracts, reducing algorithms’ arbitrariness—
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though only after years of mobilisation and important court decisions (see e.g. Aloisi 2021; 

Tassinari and Maccarrone 2020). This study focuses on the city of Verona, which is a 

medium-sized city in Northeastern Italy with many operating platforms. However, despite the 

main commercial platforms active in Verona at the time of the research (Just Eat, Glovo, 

Deliveroo, Mymenu, and Uber Eats) vary somewhat in their contractual arrangements—in 

particular, Just Eat and Mymenu are the only platforms that frame their riders as dependent 

workers—most of the features I will mention are still common to all these platforms.2 It is 

thus essential to consider deeper institutional changes that affect the platform’s ownership 

(Christiaens 2024; Scholz and Schneider 2016), and not to reduce the entire issue of riders’ 

well-being to whether they are dependent or independent contractors.  

2.2. The Capability Approach 

This study adopts the capability approach as an appropriate basis for research on worker well-

being in the gig economy. Its modular and multidimensional character can combine an 

institutionalist lens with agents’ flexibility in determining their life plans (Robeyns 2017). 

For this reason, it has already been used in a recent strain of literature to analyse platform 

work. Lamers et al. (2022) assess the dual impact of algorithmic management systems on 

workers’ dignity in terms of capabilities. Woodside (2021) focuses on the ride-hailing sector, 

isolating four capabilities and considering municipal institutions’ role in enhancing them: 

“capability to work in safety and with integrity,” “capability to voice worker concerns,” 

“capability to balance work and life,” and “capability to affiliate with colleagues.” Cini and 

Goldmann (2020) investigate worker mobilisation by Italian logistics and food-delivery 

couriers, building a typology of work-related and non-work-related capabilities.  

 
2 Note that Uber Eats and Mymenu are no longer active at the time of publishing this article. 
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However, although these studies provide fruitful soil to assess platform work from a 

capabilities perspective, the current study takes the next step in operationalising the capability 

approach. It directly involves gig workers in identifying what are the fundamental dimensions 

of their flourishing, those on which a capability-enhancing platform should focus. 

The operationalisation issue has been thoroughly researched in the capability literature 

(see, in particular, Chiappero-Martinetti and Roche 2009) and is in fact connected with the 

list debate about how to select the relevant dimensions for evaluating people’s well-being. 

This debate traditionally contrasts Martha Nussbaum’s (see e.g. Nussbaum 2011) with 

Amartya Sen’s (see e.g. Sen 1999) views. Nussbaum considers selection a matter of 

substantive philosophical theorising, while Sen views it as the outcome of a process of 

democratic deliberation (Claassen 2011). Accordingly, different lists have been proposed. 

Some are more abstract, aiming to understand which central human capabilities are valid for 

every human being (such as Nussbaum 2011 and, to some extent, Wolff and de-Shalit 2007). 

Others are more context-dependent, inspired by Sen’s approach (e.g. Burchardt and Vizard 

2011; Robeyns 2003). Expanding on this second strand of literature, Robeyns (2003, 72) 

presents four methodological moves that researchers can follow for generating contextual 

lists of capabilities: (1) unconstrained brainstorming; (2) engaging with existing academic, 

political, and grassroots literature; (3) engaging with other lists of capabilities; and (4) 

debating the list with other people.  

The main aim of this research was to collect qualitative primary data from which to 

build a context-dependent list for assessing food-delivery workers’ flourishing in a specific 

urban context. Therefore, its proposed methodology aligns more with Sen’s approach and 

builds on Robeyns’ (2003) four steps. However, at the same time, this work is grounded in 

Byskov’s (2018) view on the debate, searching for an innovative “synthesizing method” 

(121) that integrates empirical with philosophical insights. Indeed, as recalled above, 
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although capability development has already been theorised for platform workers, it has 

never been theorised with them. Hence, the study also recovers substantive aspects from 

Nussbaum’s account and develops its own philosophically informed participatory 

methodology in order to involve the final beneficiaries of the empirical research in a genuine 

co-theorising exercise. In this way, it contributes to the reconciliation of the two traditional 

positions on the list debate.  

2.3. Applying the Capability Approach to Work and Employment  

This article is finally inspired by earlier literature that applies the capability approach to work 

and employment. Three studies have particularly influenced it. First, Bueno’s (2022) 

distinction between “capability-enhancing” and “capability-reducing work” facilitated 

assessment of how different working arrangements have different impacts on workers’ 

capabilities. This approach recalls Nussbaum’s (2011) theory of justice and the connection 

between capabilities and entitlements (see also Claassen 2018), which is a relationship Fia 

and Sacconi (2019) have already analysed in the field of corporate governance. Second, the 

research draws its theoretical framework from Weidel’s proposal to introduce a capability for 

meaningful labour into Nussbaum’s list of central human capabilities, i.e. “being able to 

freely and successfully pursue an avenue by which a person can engage in meaningful labor, 

interacting with some aspect of nature (as well as other human beings) in a way that develops 

their faculties, utilizes practical reasoning and provides them with a sense of dignity” (2018: 

79; see also Veltman 2016 and Yeoman 2014 on the centrality of meaningful work for human 

flourishing).3 Third, McGranahan’s (2020) reply to Weidel (2018), according to which 

democratic governance and shared ownership are essential for promoting meaningfulness in 

 
3 The only reference to work in Nussbaum’s list (2011) is indeed made within the tenth capability, 

“Control over One’s (Material) Environment.” 
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the workplace, offered support for introducing the idea of platform cooperatives as a 

capability-enhancing organisational structure. Although such an idea needs to be further 

tested in future research, it seems a promising option to explore. In fact, previous research on 

work and capabilities, such as Langille (2019), has focused mainly on the capability-enabling 

role of labour law, not on the proposal of alternative governance models.  

Furthermore, other dimensions of labour have been studied through the lens of the 

capability approach in the existing literature. Since this article proposes a broader 

interpretation of meaningful work than the traditional one, it takes some of them to be 

subcomponents of a meaningful working experience in addition to those listed by Weidel 

(2018): e.g. voice (Bonvin 2012), affiliation with other workers (see Zimmerman 2012), and 

job satisfaction (Leßmann and Bonvin 2011). Similarly, Gheaus and Herzog (2016) argued 

that an evaluation of working arrangements through the lens of distributive justice should 

consider some goods “other than money” that should be available within paid labour time. 

The authors mention the opportunity to pursue excellence, to contribute positively to the 

well-being of society, to stand in free and equal relationships with teammates, and to gain 

social recognition from others. All these goods have influenced my list as well. 

3. Methodology: A Synthesising Method for Selecting the List 

3.1. The Need for a New Methodology 

This section explains the study’s methodology in accordance with its goals: directly involving 

food-delivery workers in assessing how platform work impacts their flourishing and in 

imagining alternative design models for platforms tailored to support this flourishing. To 

capture gig workers’ lived experience, and thereby analyse a sector characterised by a 

plurality of actors with different personal characteristics and goals, a qualitative methodology 

was chosen. In fact, the benefits of qualitative methods, such as semi-structured interviews 
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and focus groups, have already been proved when it comes to reasoning with gig workers 

about the different aspects of job quality in platform work (Myhill, Richards, and Sang 2021) 

and possible changes to improve worker well-being (Zhang et al. 2022). Regarding the food-

delivery sector, we will see, for example, how young people working part-time and full-time 

workers have distinct opinions on these two topics. That is especially true for migrant 

workers, who often depend on platforms for their individual subsistence and sometimes have 

to send part of their earnings back to their countries of origin. 

Unlike previous studies, however, this one develops an open-ended list of capabilities 

as the main outcome of its empirical research. Accordingly, it uses this list both to assess 

food-delivery workers’ experiences and as a basis for co-designing alternative, capability-

enhancing organisational models. To develop the list, I combined a covert auto-ethnography 

and a series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Both methods were informed by the 

capability approach. All the research was conducted in the city of Verona, which I selected 

for convenience reasons since it is the city where I used to live at the time of the inquiry. At 

the same time, most of the other qualitative studies of the sector also consider one or more 

urban contexts (such as Bonifacio 2021, 2022; Cant 2020; Timko and van Melik 2021; 

Waters and Woodcock 2017) and Cini and Goldmann (2020) both adopted the capability 

approach and focus on Turin, Milan, and Bologna, that, together with Verona, are amongst 

the most populous cities in Northern Italy. Since the results of my research share similarities 

with those obtained in these contexts, they can be therefore considered at least partially 

generalisable (see Gobo 2008b). Note that, despite generalisability was not intended to be the 

main aim of an exploratory study which presents a qualitative case and develops a context-

dependent list of capabilities in order to elevate the understanding of a particular 

phenomenon, finding results comparable with those of other studies adds value to the 

research. It increases its potential to help the future re(design) of policy and platform 
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technologies and to provide a starting point for academics aiming to run similar projects in 

new contexts. 

3.2. Explanation of the Methodology 

During the first step of the empirical research, I worked covertly for a private food-delivery 

platform for three months (October – December 2021). My decision drew on the methods of 

several previous ethnographic studies (Waters and Woodcock 2017; Cant 2020; Timko and 

van Melik 2021; Bonifacio 2021, 2022). However, the main goal of my covert auto-

ethnography (see Gobo 2008a) that differentiates it from previous studies was to evaluate 

how the organisational structure of the work impacted my individual well-being. This 

evaluation provided a starting point for the co-theorising phase. Namely, the fieldnotes 

collected during this period represent the first input I used to develop the context-dependent 

list of capabilities which I later explored in the interviews.  

Hence, the second step comprised ten in-depth semi-structured interviews (see 

Bryman 2012). I conducted two sets of interviews with riders, one between November 2022 

and January 2023, the other in January 2024. Interviewees were selected through a 

combination of purposive and snowball sampling. The objective of this second step was to 

discuss (and iteratively refine) my provisional list and to co-theorise how digital platforms 

should be improved to enhance the listed capabilities. Conducted in public but safe places, 

such as bars, the interviews lasted between 20 to 76 minutes, with an average length of 34 

minutes. The research protocol was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of 

Milan and all participants agreed to audio-recording with a guarantee of anonymity. All the 

interviews were conducted in Italian or English, transcribed verbatim, and analysed through 

both a priori and a posteriori coding. All the interviewees either worked or had worked for 
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private commercial food-delivery platforms in Verona. A pilot interview was also conducted 

to test the research protocol.  

The interview structure drew inspiration from Jonathan Wolff and Avner de-Shalit’s 

approach in their book Disadvantage (2007). It has five stages. (1) A short demographic 

survey, inspired by Schor et al. (2020), is conducted (see Table 1 for profiles of the 

participants).4 (2) A preliminary explanation of the research project and the capability 

approach is provided to each interviewee. (3) The interviewee is invited to share unstructured 

comments on the topic before being shown the provisional list. (4) The provisional list of 

capabilities, including revisions in light of previous interviews, is debated. (5) The list is 

continuously refined after each interview. This technique was developed by Wolff and de-

Shalit (2007), who however, differently from this study, started directly from Nussbaum’s 

list, to expand on Rawlsian reflective equilibrium and reach what they call a “dynamic public 

reflective equilibrium” (12). The idea is that, in this way, the interviewees can actively 

participate in the theory-building process and the list be modified according to their views 

and intuitions in this deliberative exercise of joint theorising. Hence, such a technique suits 

the two research goals. Furthermore, it embraces all the methodological commitments of 

“grounded normative theory,” i.e. comprehensiveness, recursivity, attentiveness to 

epistemological inclusion, and epistemic accountability (see Ackerly et al. 2021, 5). In such a 

manner, the technique ensured that the empirical research was normatively relevant and that 

 
4 The demographic survey conducted at the beginning of each interview covered variables connected 

with the riders’ range of variance in the city: age range; geographic origin; biological sex; household 

status (living with family or alone); whether deliveries were the interviewee’s main job and how much 

he or she depended on deliveries for subsistence; average monthly wage; how many platforms the 

interviewee had worked for simultaneously; means of transport; knowledge of the Italian language; and 

educational level. 
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it would make a foundational contribution to the literature on capabilities. I will return to this 

topic in the discussion section. 

--- Table 1. Profiles of the Interviewees [HERE] --- 

This format is fully compatible with Robeyns’ (2003) suggested four methodological 

moves for generating contextual lists of capabilities described in Section 2.2., and its two 

steps were implemented sequentially in order to strike a balance between theory and practice 

when operationalising the capability approach. Namely, the covert auto-ethnography has 

informed the unconstrained brainstorming phase from the outset. At the same time, I engaged 

with the existing academic literature on the gig economy and compared my provisional list 

with other lists of capabilities (Burchardt and Vizard 2011; Nussbaum 2011; Robeyns 2003; 

Wolff and de-Shalit 2007) before conducting the interviews. Then, besides the food-delivery 

workers I interviewed, I debated the list at a theoretical level with other scholars during 

conferences, thematic seminars, and informal discussions. Therefore, drawing on Byskov’s 

(2018) reconstruction of the different strategies for selecting capabilities, this new synthesis 

of empirical and philosophical methods provided both normative and procedural justifications 

for the proposed list. The significance of this methodological contribution to the literature on 

the capability approach lies again in how it is based on the open-ended construction of 

context-dependent lists, through philosophically informed participatory methods, in order to 

overcome the list debate. For a discussion of the study’s possible limitations, see Appendix 1.  
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4.  Findings: The Fundamental Dimensions of Food-delivery Workers’ Flourishing 

The articulation of the two steps resulted in the following list of capabilities:  

1. Health and workplace safety: being able to work without endangering physical health. 

2. Mental health at work: a) Work-life balance: being able to work in a predictable way 

without suffering coercion and pressure from algorithmic management systems while 

preserving a certain degree of autonomy. b) Self-respect: being able to work without 

feeling stigmatised and discriminated against. 

3. Affiliation with other workers: being able to enter into meaningful relationships with 

other workers as a precondition for collective action. 

4. Participation in the governance, influence, and voice: being able to participate in the 

governance of the platform and make your voice heard. 

5. Working in a law-abiding fashion and under a protective labour legal framework: 

being able to work in compliance with the law and protected by the law itself. 

6. Job satisfaction: being able to pursue a certain degree of specialisation and excellence 

while working, contribute to the well-being of others, and enjoy the work experience. 

7. Access to relevant information: being able to access relevant information as a 

precondition for critically reflecting on the corporate organisational structure, 

adopting resistance strategies, and imagining alternatives. 

These are also the definitions I used to make the capability language accessible to the 

interviewees. In accordance with the study’s objectives, each dimension of the proposed list 

has represented an occasion both to evaluate riders’ working experience in Verona and to 

discuss jointly how this experience could be improved by alternative platform models and by 

better regulations and public policies. The results can therefore inform future actions, both 
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bottom-up and top-down, to shape food-delivery platforms in a capability-enhancing way. 

The options that emerged are summarised in Table 2.  

--- Table 2. Strategies for Turning Food-delivery Platforms into Capability-enhancing 

Institutions [HERE] --- 

(1) Health and workplace safety: Health is a traditional item within capabilities lists 

and deals with the individual capacity to live a life of standard length in good health 

(Burchardt and Vizard 2011; Nussbaum 2011; Robeyns 2003; Wolff and de-Shalit 2007). In 

the context of the gig economy, it can be better specified as gig workers’ opportunity to 

perform their tasks without jeopardising their physical integrity (Woodside 2021). However, 

as some of the literature cited in Section 2 confirms, commercial platforms may be heavily 

criticised for their poor working conditions and for creating risky competition for the 

assignment of tasks between workers (Myhill, Richards, and Sang 2021; Wood et al. 2019; 

Woodcock and Graham 2020; Zhang et al. 2022). In particular, food-delivery workers are 

often described as being pushed to overwork and ride their bikes and scooters dangerously to 

outperform their competitors, ignoring exhaustion and bad weather conditions (Cant 2020). 

This situation clearly emerged in the interviews: 

One day, there was a terrible wind that forced me to stop during a delivery because I 

risked falling off my motorbike several times. I told it to the platform, and they started 

to push me into going on, saying that the other riders were still working.  

(Interviewee 6) 

Moreover, platforms are reported to guarantee no sick leave and take very few 

precautions to monitor and preserve their workers’ safety, especially women’s: 

Safety standards are embarrassing. Speaking of my personal experience as a woman, 

one day a client was trying to bring me inside his house, and I had to hit him with my 

helmet. They should keep better track of your route during working hours, give you 
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the possibility to signal potential dangers, and intervene if they suspect there is any 

problem.  

(Interviewee 1) 

(2) Mental health at work: The capability for mental well-being is connected with the 

previous one, but it exists independently (Robeyns 2003). Applied to gig work, it has two 

main sub-dimensions: a) work–life balance and b) self-respect. Concerning the first, after 

working as a rider myself and conducting the interviews, I have come to understand how 

predictability and autonomy—which I had thought of as two different capabilities—are 

actually two sides of the same coin and mirror food-delivery workers’ behavioural 

complexity. Those who are forced to make delivery their full-time occupation tend to suffer 

more from the structural precarity of platform work and the related competition between 

workers (see Myhill, Richards, and Sang 2021; Schor et al. 2020; Woodcock and Graham 

2020; Zhang et al. 2022). That is especially true for migrants, who often lack alternatives in 

the conventional labour market (van Doorn, Ferrari, and Graham 2022), but, increasingly, 

also for local people lacking other constant sources of income. If riders aim to earn a living, 

they must give up the possibility of logging off from platforms and, particularly at the 

beginning of their working experience, reorganise their schedules around the platforms’ 

periods of demand in order to increase their ratings (Cant 2020). Therefore, when asked how 

to improve platform work, some interviewees mentioned higher predictability and a 

guaranteed minimum number of working hours, i.e. hours not assigned competitively.  

Moreover, while platforms claim they foster self-entrepreneurship, their same 

business model essentially relies on this core group of contractors who are available to accept 

whatever task is assigned to them. That’s the only way they have to match demand and 

supply in real time (see Meijerink and Bondarouk 2023; Woodcock and Graham 2020). 

Accordingly, some platforms have been explicitly criticised for benefiting from those who 
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behave like traditional employees while avoiding the related costs (Schor et al. 2020; Zhang 

et al. 2022). Another partial solution to this problem that emerged during the interviews is 

thus the idea of fixing an hourly wage as a basis instead of the current piece-based 

remuneration system, similar to the approach implemented by Just Eat. In this way, all riders 

would have at least the means to live a decent life, with no-one forced to stay connected for 

long hours just to earn a living:  

I am doing this job because this is my only option. As an old migrant worker, nobody 

would give me another job. But, to do this work, I have to accept some bad 

conditions. There are too many riders and not enough work for everyone. We must 

pay for everything: phones, bicycles, and even delivery bags. Moreover, I must often 

stay logged in for many hours to receive a few orders and I am not paid for the time I 

spend waiting for orders. Therefore, I would prefer to receive an hourly wage instead 

of being completely paid by the piece. 

(Interviewee 9)  

However, gig workers who do not intend to transform their gigs into their full-time 

occupation are usually reported to appreciate the flexibility and less hierarchical 

organisational structure that platforms can offer: the possibility of working only when one 

has time and refusing tasks at the last minute without providing any explanation (see Berger 

et al. 2019; Lamers et al. 2022; Meijerink and Bondarouk 2023; Schor et al. 2020; Wood et 

al. 2019; Woodside 2021). In the food-delivery sector, this is typically the case for young 

people looking for a supplementary source of income, such as students. A capability-

enhancing platform that wants to meet the needs of both categories of workers should thus 

balance the need for predictability with the quest for flexibility. This duality is testified by the 

interviewees’ answers:  

At the beginning of your work experience, you must accept everything to scale the 

rankings regardless of bad weather conditions or inconvenient times. It seems that the 

algorithm tests you before giving you much flexibility, and you must accept the 
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mechanism. But, if you think about it, you cannot perceive this as a real benefit. It is 

like normalising something that should be unacceptable.  

(Interviewee 4) 

Hearing the answers of the other interviewees, I agree that probably platforms should 

guarantee a minimum number of working hours. At the same time, I must admit that, 

for me, it is very good to have a flexible schedule. I can stay at home and wait for the 

orders from there or cancel them when I have other things to do without having to 

explain anything. In this sense, I never suffered psychological pressure to work.  

(Interviewee 6) 

Concerning the second aspect, self-respect, another possible impact is related to the 

social stigma that is often associated with platform work. (On the importance of social 

recognition, see Gheaus and Herzog 2016.) Platform work has been accused on several 

occasions of strengthening implicit biases and favouring the instrumentalization and 

devaluation of workers (Berger et al. 2019; Lamers et al. 2022; Myhill, Richards, and Sang 

2021; Zhang et al. 2022). Accordingly, some of the interviewees, particularly migrants, 

complained about restaurants, clients, and even casual drivers who lacked respect for them:  

Restaurants make me wait a lot in comparison to other riders. For example, they often 

tell me to renounce the orders even if I am waiting there for a long time and they 

know I will not be paid if I cancel the orders. 

(Interviewee 8) 

(3) Affiliation with other workers: Almost all scholars who have developed lists of 

capabilities (or primary goods) consider opportunities to establish relationships with other 

people and engage in collective agential practices to be an architectonic dimension of a 

flourishing life (Burchardt and Vizard 2011; Gheaus and Herzog 2016; Nussbaum 2011; 

Robeyns 2003). Some have even argued that affiliation is a “fertile functioning,” meaning 

that meaningful social relations are essential for achieving other functionings, such as mental 

well-being (Wolff and de-Shalit 2007, 138). This dimension has also already been explored 
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in the work context from a capability perspective by e.g. Zimmerman (2012). However, in the 

gig economy, the capability for affiliation becomes even more crucial due to the unique way 

in which platforms impact workers’ personal and professional flourishing (Woodside 2021). 

The atomisation that algorithm-based management systems impose and the breakdown of 

traditional workplace boundaries make it particularly challenging to form meaningful social 

connections with colleagues and develop collective solutions to shared problems (Myhill, 

Richards, and Sang 2021; Woodcock and Graham 2020; Zhang et al. 2022). Nevertheless, 

despite platforms’ documented anti-unionist strategies and the harsh competition that online 

reputation systems are supposed to create,5 on several occasions food-delivery workers have 

shown an ability to engage in mutual practices of workplace solidarity, mobilise, and 

envision better alternatives together (Cant 2020; Cini and Goldmann 2020; Tassinari and 

Maccarrone 2020). I have directly experienced this kind of solidarity:  

I have been working on the platform for three weeks now, and I have not yet been 

assigned a delivery in my shifts. I always spend the whole hour on my bicycle going 

around the city centre, but nothing comes. So, I decide to stop another rider outside a 

McDonald’s, a supposed competitor, and ask him why I am not getting orders. He 

takes my phone, looks at the application, and tells me that I don’t have the automatic 

assignment of the orders active. This is a function according to which the platform 

does not make you an offer but directly assigns the orders, and you have just a few 

seconds to decline. Apparently, no orders are received without activating it. I turn it 

on and a minute later I am called from a restaurant across the street. Double delivery. 

It begins. 

(Fieldnote, 30/10/2021) 

Accordingly, some interviewees emphasised that any capability-enhancing platform 

should provide spaces for encounters and communication between riders: 

 
5 For example, chatting with another rider outside a restaurant while I was waiting for an order, I 

discovered the platform for which I used to work had accepted me because at that time many accounts 

had been deactivated due to a major strike after a wage reduction in the city.  
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Other riders are helping me a lot, in particular the Casa del Rider6 group. Without 

speaking Italian and having other people who care about you, the situation can be 

very bad. As a migrant worker, I am very lucky to have these friends who are always 

ready to help and explain to me the most critical aspects of the job. I think the project 

should become something more institutionalised in the future because it is extremely 

helpful.  

(Interviewee 5) 

(4) Participation in the governance, influence, and voice: Even this capability, 

adapted from Burchardt and Vizard (2011), is particularly relevant for the food-delivery 

sector. As the literature review noted, a central feature of algorithmic management systems is 

opacity, which results in a lack of any real opportunities for workers to understand and have a 

say in how their jobs are organised (Myhill, Richards, and Sang 2021; Zhang et al. 2022). 

Consequently, commercial platforms’ food-delivery couriers do not own the “capability for 

voice” (Bonvin 2012; Woodside 2021). Their only option, if dissatisfied, is quitting the job—

assuming they have better alternatives. To give gig workers a greater voice and more 

opportunities for self-determination, a new trend in the literature proposes platform 

cooperatives as an alternative organisational model: platforms that are owned and managed 

directly by their workers and users (Christiaens 2024; Scholz and Schneider 2016).  

This is one of the main strategies for transforming food-delivery platforms into 

capability-enhancing institutions (see Bueno 2022) which I discussed with the interviewees. 

Despite initial doubts related to the novelty of the proposal, many of them expressed 

 
6 Casa del Rider is a project recently started in Verona by a group of food-delivery workers and local 

associations. The aim is to build a house for riders where they can rest, charge their phones, repair their 

means of transport, go to the toilet, wait and drink something hot during cold and rainy days, and find 

help with understanding all the legal aspects of the job. The group is also urging the municipal 

government to provide a proper location for the project and directly take on some management 

responsibilities. 
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enthusiasm for its possible implementation and agreed that questioning the ownership of 

platforms is important for improving riders’ well-being. Due to the sector’s increasing size 

and relevance, some also argued that public institutions should play a complementary role, 

supporting platform cooperatives in their competition with capitalist platforms by levelling 

the playing field. Moreover, scholars like McGranahan (2020), and even Wolff and de-Shalit 

themselves (2007, 146), have already claimed that democratising firms’ ownership structures 

can enhance work’s meaningfulness and improve workers’ capabilities in general. Some of 

the comments from the interviewees follow: 

I think public institutions, particularly at the municipal level, should support these 

cooperatives and that, in general, the municipal level is the right level to act on for 

regulating the food-delivery sector because it’s the level at which the service is 

offered to consumers. 

(Interviewee 7) 

I believe the best option would be a platform managed by someone who has been a 

rider in the past and knows the job. Perhaps not all riders want to directly participate 

in the governance of this platform, but they should be surely considered. I don’t know 

how—perhaps through internal surveys or electing their representatives. However, 

this idea should not overshadow the necessity of better regulation from public 

institutions.  

(Interviewee 1) 

Another reason why Verona is an interesting case study is that it has recently appeared 

there the project of a cooperative of food-delivery workers called Food4Me. Note that we are 

speaking about a small business, which relies on offline interactions among riders and with 

restaurants to operate and where most riders also have another job. Thus, it is still unable to 

compete with the main players of the sector and to provide strong supporting evidence in 

favour of the greater capability-enhancing role of platform cooperatives. Nevertheless, I 

decided to interview one of its members to ask his opinion. Indeed, since he simultaneously 

worked through a private commercial platform, he was a suitable candidate for an interview 
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and for providing an informed comparison between the values and practices of the two 

different organisational structures:  

At Food4Me, everyone receives an hourly and fair wage, and Confcooperative7 helps 

us write the contracts. At the same time, there is also flexibility because the work 

environment is familiar, and the necessities of everyone are considered. There is a 

direct relationship between us, unlike in commercial platforms where everything is 

mediated by an algorithm. Moreover, proper safeguards for workers are in place. For 

every problem, we speak, look for, and together organise a solution.  

(Interviewee 2) 

(5) Working in a law-abiding fashion and under a protective labour legal framework: 

This capability is an adaptation to the gig economy of an item Wolff and de-Shalit (2007) 

added to Nussbaum’s account. In this context, it is related to the capabilities for health and 

workplace safety and for mental health at work, emphasising that food-delivery workers 

should have a genuine opportunity to work without constantly breaking laws (e.g. the traffic 

code) or continuously falling outside the labour law’s perimeter of protection. This happens, 

for example, when platforms exploit legal loopholes to avoid guaranteeing their workers the 

protections employees enjoy. One possible solution to the first issue, which I discussed with 

the interviewees, is to hold platforms responsible for monitoring compliance and for working 

with municipal institutions to provide courses on the Italian traffic code (especially for 

foreign riders). Regarding the second issue, the literature again presents the case of migrant 

workers as especially problematic (van Doorn, Ferrari, and Graham 2022). The interviews 

confirmed this. In particular, some interviewees mentioned that being a rider is usually not 

even considered an eligible job when applying to renew a residency permit because of the 

 
7 The Italian Confederation of Cooperatives, a national association representing, assisting, protecting, 

and auditing affiliated cooperatives based in Italy. 
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low salary and the lack of stability, even though it is often one of the only employment 

options migrants can find in the labour market: 

The contract is not valid for the residency permit because it is not a proper contract 

with safeguards and protections and the salary is too low. Moreover, taxes are borne 

by workers, not companies. When you apply for a renewal of the residency permit, 

public officials tell you that you need to find another job since this is not suitable for 

the scope. They should do something and push platforms to change this situation.  

(Interviewee 5) 

Additionally, I directly suffered from the externalisation of the entrepreneurial costs 

that characterise food-delivery platforms, including the cost of purchasing bikes or scooters. 

Companies do not provide them and do not offer any insurance against theft or damages:  

I just began my shift; the evening is very cold, and I keep pedalling to keep warm. I 

get an order: it is from a small restaurant I don’t know. I rush there and immediately 

quarrel with the owner. The customer ordered without paying online, she will give me 

the money when I arrive. I must pay with money from my cash fund, but I don’t have 

enough cash with me. The owner does not accept credit cards. I go out, withdraw 

money from the nearby bank, come back, and pay. I have already lost at least five 

minutes, which is money for a rider. He gives me the pizza; I accept the order and 

leave. The delivery point is 15 minutes away by bicycle, which is a lot in an hour’s 

shift, and a little outside the city centre, in a somewhat dangerous neighbourhood. 

When I arrive, my shift is already halfway over. I have to hurry. I ring the bell and a 

girl tells me to go up to the first floor. She should come down, but I don’t have the 

time to argue. “I just have to do a ladder, it’s useless to waste time tying the bicycle,” 

I think. I go in, take the money, and, after less than a minute, I’m out. Suddenly, I 

realise that a guy has got on my bicycle and is five metres from me. I run after him 

with the backpack on my shoulders, but it is impossible to catch him. I get agitated; I 

think about whom to call, but the insurance provided by the platform only covers 

damages to third parties. There is nothing to do; the shift is over. I walk home. 

(Fieldnote, 21/11/2021) 

(6) Job satisfaction: Although platform work is often considered a low-skilled and 

temporary job, there are studies arguing that it can even be a source of personal fulfilment, 
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satisfaction, and growth opportunities (Berger et al., 2019; Lamers et al. 2022; Meijerink and 

Bondarouk 2023; Myhill, Richards, and Sang 2021; Schor et al. 2020; Wood et al. 2019; 

Woodcock and Graham 2020). Accordingly, there is evidence that some riders aim to achieve 

a degree of specialisation while working and learn how to use algorithmic management 

systems to their own advantage (see e.g. Bonifacio 2021, 2022; Timko and van Melik 2021). 

Although this dimension was not part of the list when I started conducting the interviews, I 

later chose to include job satisfaction, drawing also on existing literature on the capability 

approach and the primary goods framework (e.g. Gheaus and Herzog 2016; Leßmann and 

Bonvin 2011; Weidel 2018). Indeed, many interviewees confirmed their commitment to 

pursuing excellence in this occupation and to earning more money by continuously 

improving their skills. Furthermore, some interviewees mentioned their genuine care for 

customers and concern for the quality of the service; while others caused me to consider how 

this kind of work can even be enjoyable for casual workers. This was particularly true during 

the lockdown period, when riders were among the few people allowed to leave home because 

they were doing an essential job. Below are some answers that stress these points: 

When you do a job, you want to do it well. I am annoyed if they bring me a cold 

pizza. You feel that you are providing a service, and you want to do it well. It’s not 

that people shouldn’t use platforms; it’s that safeguards are needed. Restaurants have 

the right to sell food through platforms, and customers have the right to use them. I do 

not think boycotting the system is the correct answer.  

(Interviewee 1) 

I didn’t start this job because I needed to earn a living; I started it to be allowed to 

leave home during the lockdown. Then, I appreciated earning some money for it. 

There was less competition and more of a possibility to earn money. But what I liked 

most was the opportunity to do physical exercise and be outside. I also enjoyed 

experiencing the city’s empty streets during that period, which offered a different 

perspective on the town where I had been living for many years. Of course, I agree 

with the answers of the other interviewees: the job remains very precarious, and I 

would never work as a rider at forty years old. This is a good job for students. 
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(Interviewee 3) 

I have been working for the platform for seven months and I like very much the 

flexibility of the job and being free in deciding when I want to work. I am also 

satisfied with the earnings I can get through platforms. I don’t have lots of other 

opportunities, and I find this a helpful way to make money. I see other riders who are 

making a lot of money and I want to do the same. 

(Interviewee 10) 

(7) Access to relevant information: As I mentioned while discussing the capability for 

participation in the governance, influence, and voice, a significant challenge hindering food-

delivery workers’ flourishing is they know almost nothing about the effective functioning of 

algorithmic management systems. The literature shows, and the interviews confirmed, how 

they are often required to accept invasive surveillance practices, such as geo-localisation and 

facial recognition (a feature added to prevent multiple riders using the same account), without 

knowing precisely how algorithms manage their data and assign deliveries (Waters and 

Woodcock 2017). At the same time, a common experience for food-delivery workers is the 

disorientation and depersonalisation they feel when, having registered on the platforms’ 

websites, they receive the work contracts that they must sign online to have their accounts 

activated. Just think again about migrant workers with limited knowledge of the Italian 

language and law (see van Doorn, Ferrari, and Graham 2022). This is also part of the 

misleading narrative platforms normally use to portray themselves as market-matching 

systems that merely assign tasks to external providers, while legitimising their hierarchical 

control and abusive surveillance practices (see Aloisi 2021). Therefore, recognising access to 

information as a fundamental dimension of meaningful work, my goals as an interviewer 

included rebalancing information asymmetries and encouraging food-delivery workers to 

reflect critically on their work experience with commercial platforms as a first step towards 

imagining alternatives. In this sense, the interviewees acknowledged the role this and similar 

studies can play: 
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The keyword for platforms is mystification. They misclassify the legal status of their 

workers and, even if they use a very simple algorithm to organise everything, workers 

must ignore its functioning because they must find it difficult to make a criticism. I 

have been involved in trade unions; my boyfriend is a lawyer; and I have a degree in 

statistics, so I was aware of some problematic aspects. At the same time, I think this 

interview is really useful for the average rider. I believe it can raise awareness and 

maybe push food-delivery workers to collectively act to change the status quo. 

(Interviewee 1) 

5. Discussion: A Multi-level Analysis of the Proposed List through the Concept of 

Meaningful Work  

In addition to its methodological contribution, a new synthesising method for selecting lists 

of capabilities, this study also aims to make a foundational contribution to the capability 

literature. Namely, I propose that all the items which the qualitative inquiry has identified can 

be subsumed under a meta-capability for meaningful work, which, following Weidel’s (2018) 

perspective, should be added to Nussbaum’s list of central capabilities. The term meta-

capability comes from Holland’s (2008) research but is used in this article in a slightly 

different way. For Holland, it refers to those ecological conditions—grouped under the 

concept of “Sustainable Ecological Capacity”—that are instrumentally necessary as a 

precondition for developing all the other central human capabilities on Nussbaum’s list. 

Similarly, Nebel and Herrera Rendón Nebel (2018) employ the concept of meta-capability 

referring to the pre-eminence of agency for human flourishing (see also Claassen 2018). My 

usage, instead, refers to a higher-level capability that subsumes a series of sub-capabilities.   

Consequently, the items on my list, which together determine the fundamental 

dimensions of a flourishing professional experience, also contribute to the pursuit of overall 

human flourishing when their corresponding functionings can be achieved in a certain 

(flexibly determined) proportion. Note that, while for Weidel (2018) the capability for 

meaningful labour simply means that people should have the opportunity to experience 
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meaningful work in certain areas of life—not necessarily paid work—the present article 

focuses on paid work because of its deep importance and necessity in so many people’s lives. 

Accordingly, work performed as an employee or contractor, including in the gig economy, 

must meet a broader series of sub-conditions to contribute to fulfilling the meta-capability for 

meaningful work. The proposed list is the result of workers’ participation in identifying these 

sub-capabilities in a specific context of analysis.  

Nevertheless, this article has not sought to quantify the extent to which riders should 

own the listed capabilities. For example, for a well-treated worker even having a 

circumscribed opportunity for voice or affiliation could be enough. Thus, the study does open 

an interesting avenue of research for business ethicists on the assessment and measurement of 

this and other working environments through the lens of the capability approach centred on 

the involvement of the final beneficiaries. At the same time, the multidimensional analysis of 

meaningful work I presented and the deliberative and reason-based technique adopted rule 

out the issue of adaptive preferences. Namely, the possibility that a minimum degree of 

satisfaction or a willingness to gain some money—often caused by workers’ adaptation to 

disadvantageous conditions—could justify trade-offs in which some other dimensions are 

completely sacrificed, potentially corroding work’s meaningfulness itself (see Nussbaum 

2011; Wolff and de-Shalit 2007).  

Therefore, starting from this case study in the food-delivery sector, the idea that I 

want to introduce is that a list of capabilities can be nested within another list of capabilities, 

and that the achievement of higher-level functionings depends on the capacity to achieve 

lower-level ones. I try to clarify this idea in Figure 1. Capabilities are thus analysed to 

uncover their dual value, both as intrinsically important aspects of people’s (professional) 

flourishing and as instrumentally necessary for the achievement of other functionings (see 

Stephens 2023). I am aware that nesting my list within an extended version of Nussbaum’s 
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account may invite criticism because there are some apparent overlaps between the two, with 

a risk of duplication. However, the level of analysis is different. In one case, the list is related 

merely to the evaluation of corporate institutions and to the identification of the dimensions 

on which a capability-enhancing enterprise should focus. As a consequence, the capabilities 

are appropriately qualified to be job-specific. In the other, it deals, more generally, with 

overall human flourishing.  

--- Figure 1. Nesting Lists of Capabilities: The Case of Meaningful Work [HERE] --- 

By saying this, I do not want to mean in any way that some of the capabilities on 

Nussbaum’s list—such as bodily health—do not have any implication for work and vice 

versa. For example, general health issues may negatively affect the capability for meaningful 

work—in this case, corporations may be required to take extra measures to protect workers’ 

well-being. At the same time, the impact of work on people’s health often goes beyond the 

labour domain. I also do not mean that meaningful work cannot be experienced outside of 

paid work: care work is an emblematic example. The purpose of this article is just to 

underline how, in the case of paid work, more dimensions must be taken into account to make 

it meaningful than what is usually thought and that companies have a direct responsibility to 

promote the possibility of achieving valuable functionings related to these dimensions. 

Another interesting point is then that the same idea of nesting lists applies even to other 

fundamental human capabilities, which may be analysed in their sub-components through the 

context-dependent application of a methodological and theoretical framework like the one 

developed for this research. Furthermore, although this study uses the framework to give 

content to existing capabilities, it may be also used in future research to identify new 

capabilities and reveal new relationships between capabilities (e.g. some central capabilities 

may turn out to be sub-capabilities of other central capabilities). 
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Finally, I focused in the article on the power relations that characterise food-delivery 

platforms and how they affect food-delivery workers’ flourishing. In this way, I showed that 

the former cannot be intended just as neutral technologies acting as market-matching systems 

since different organisational structures determine different impacts on riders. At the same 

time, there is space for conducting future research on their capability impact on other 

stakeholders, such as consumers, investors, managers, or even third parties in society, and for 

considering different kinds of platforms. Moreover, while gig platforms exacerbate the most 

problematic aspects of capitalist enterprises (Frenken and Fuenfschilling 2021), also 

corporations in general can be organised in ways that reduce capabilities or that enhance 

them. Conventional companies, acting as unaccountable and authoritarian private 

governments, have already been reported to potentially reduce work’s meaningfulness 

(Anderson 2017). Therefore, this research also lays foundation for a more comprehensive 

capability-informed comparison of different corporate governance models in terms of the 

entitlements they guarantee to their stakeholders and how they obstruct or enable the 

conversion of these entitlements into valuable functionings (see Fia, Sacconi, & Vatiero 

2023).  

6. Conclusion  

Starting from the growing evidence that gig platforms may have both positive and negative 

impacts on their workers’ well-being, this article empirically studied how human flourishing 

is affected by the increasingly precarious jobs the gig economy generates. It did this through 

a qualitative inquiry, informed by the capability approach. In particular, it assessed its case 

study of the food-delivery sector through a combination of covert auto-ethnography and in-

depth, semi-structured interviews. The main goals of the research were: (1) to evaluate how 

working for a commercial food-delivery platform impacts its workers’ genuine opportunities 

to achieve doings and beings they have reason to value; (2) to involve selected workers in a 



30 
 

process of co-theorising about how an alternative platform should be designed to enhance the 

capabilities the research identified. 

The fact that digital platforms can act as capability-enhancing or capability-reducing 

institutions, depending on how they are organised and on workers’ individual characteristics, 

was known (Lamers et al. 2022). However, the co-theorising exercise produced new 

empirical knowledge about what are the dimensions of food-delivery workers’ flourishing 

that should be the focus of a capability-enhancing platform and how such research may 

benefit from directly involving the relevant stakeholders in identifying these capabilities. At 

the same time, there is certainly considerable space for future research to study more in-depth 

the actual conditions under which rider-owned platforms may become capability enablers and 

promote meaningful work.  

Finally, the article makes also one foundational and one methodological contribution 

to the literature on capabilities. Methodologically, by building a context-dependent list for the 

food-delivery sector, the research enriches the so-called list debate with a new synthesising 

method that can accommodate both philosophical and empirical insights. Theoretically, it 

frames the dimensions it has identified under a more general meta-capability for meaningful 

work, which has previously been proposed as a possible extension to Nussbaum’s list of 

central human capabilities (cf. Weidel 2018). In this way, the study helps to develop and 

deepen the concept of a capability for meaningful labour. One which workers may realise 

when they achieve a certain degree of functioning in all its constitutive sub-dimensions.  
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Appendix 1. Limitations of the Study Discussed 

A purposive sampling technique was combined with snowball sampling in order to diversify 

the pool of the interviewees in response to the range of variance of the riders’ workforce. 

Unfortunately, due to a lack of data about the exact composition of the workforce in Verona, 

I had to rely on what I witnessed and on talking to other riders during my own working 

experience. Nonetheless, despite this attempt to diversify the sample, the interviewees’ 

answers showed a certain regularity and indicated that the main variable affecting riders’ 

well-being is their degree of dependence on platform work/if platform work is their main 

occupation. Indeed, this conversion factor often clusters with other determinants of 

vulnerability, such as a lower educational level, a migration background, migrants’ 

difficulties in understanding the local language, and the use of the bicycle as a means of 

transport. Those are some of the other main conversion factors that differentiate the sample. 

Therefore, due to the relative homogeneity of the answers, theoretical saturation was reached 

after ten interviews (Gobo 2008b).  

However, the sampling technique could be still criticised. Arguably, it facilitates the 

selection of participants who share a negative judgment of food-delivery platforms, yielding a 

false perception of theoretical saturation. Even the interview method could be considered 

biased: encouraging critical problematisation, starting from a list of capabilities, favours the 

emergence and discussion of the most negative aspects of platform work. Nevertheless, 

previous research using qualitative methods to assess the multidimensionality of job quality 

in the gig economy (Myhill, Richards, and Sang 2021), or involving gig workers in the design 

of alternatives (Zhang et al. 2022), was conducted with a similar number of participants from 

the food-delivery sector and yielded quite similar results. On the other hand, as the Findings 

section reported, this study’s interviewees actually exhibited some variation in their initial 

positions, connected with their different conversion factors. This variety of experiences, 
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captured thanks to the use of the capability approach, is exactly what allowed me to refine the 

list iteratively by adding new perspectives. The study’s use of the dynamic public reflective 

equilibrium technique simply meant that, once assessed, these various experiences could be 

reconciled during face-to-face discussions in order to achieve the research goals and produce 

the relative contributions to both the gig work and the capability debate. 
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Table 1. Profiles of the Interviewees  
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Table 2. Strategies for Turning Food-delivery Platforms into Capability-enhancing 

Institutions 

Better Regulation and Public Policies  Platform Improvements and Alternative 

Organisational Models 

Levelling the playing field (particularly at 

the municipal level) 

Improving safety standards; guaranteeing 

some of the benefits of dependent worker 

status; keeping better track of riders, and 

intervening when necessary 

Fixing the minimum wage for platform 

workers 

Guaranteeing a minimum hourly wage and a 

minimum number of working hours (then 

leaving space for individual autonomy) 

Monitoring to guard against anti-unionist 

practices 

Guaranteeing the right to log off and the 

right to unionise 

Creating public spaces where riders can 

rest, repair their means of transport, and 

obtain legal advice 

Designing spaces for and with riders that 

allow them to encounter and communicate 

with one another 

Allowing food-delivery workers to renew 

their residency permits 

Insuring against theft and damage, or 

providing the means of transport directly; 

designing contracts that make riders eligible 

to renew residency permits 

In partnership with platforms, organising 

courses on the Italian language and the 

Italian traffic code (especially for migrant 

workers) 

Disclosing relevant information and creating 

the conditions for skill development    

Directly sustaining and partnering with 

platform cooperatives 

Platform cooperatives owned and managed 

by riders themselves 

Source: Author’s own synthesis and elaboration of the interviews’ findings  
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Figure 1. Nesting Lists of Capabilities: The Case of Meaningful Work 

 

 
 
Source: Author’s own elaboration 

 
 

 

 
1. Health and workplace safety 

2. Mental health at work 

3. Affiliation with other workers 

4. Participation in the governance, influence, and voice 

5. Working in a law-abiding fashion and under a protective labour legal framework  

6. Job satisfaction 

7. Access to relevant information 

Meaningful work =  

Professional Flourishing 

(cf. Weidel 2018) 

Overall 

Flourishing Life 

1. Life 
2. Bodily health 
3. Bodily integrity 
4. Senses, imagination, and thought 
5. Emotions 
6. Practical reason 
7. Affiliation 
8. Other species 
9. Play 
10. Control over one’s environment 

(Nussbaum 2011) 


