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Digital Labour Platforms in Home Care
Introductory Context

Gig work can be characterised as short-term jobs in which the workers are hired as
independent contractors by a digital platform provider that digitally connect workers
with individuals or businesses that require labour (De Stefano, 2016; Berg et al., 2018;
Katz and Krueger, 2019). Despite the platform provider setting terms and conditions,
and exercising control over the work, often through the use of algorithmic
management systems to track and evaluate worker performance, platforms are
viewed as labour market intermediaries rather than employers (Prassl, 2018). While the
flexibility afforded through these arrangements can be touted as beneficial, features
of traditional employment relationships such as standardisation in hours, earnings and
access to welfare entitlements associated with employee status are foregone (De
Stefano, 2015; Graham et al, 2017). Gig workers face many challenges, such as no
health insurance, being underpaid, being overworked, doing a significant amount of
overtime, high-intensity work, and lack of training (Berg et al,, 2023; Caza et al,, 2022),
and are also more susceptible to experiencing harmful social and physical
environments and other occupational health and safety problems (Berg et al., 2023).
Platform work now makes up a substantial part of the European labour force with 28.3
million people working on platforms in 2022 and anticipated growth of 52 percent in
this figure by 2025 (European Commission, 2022). While transport and delivery
services make up almost two thirds of the platform economy as a whole, domestic
work and home services represents a further 22 percent of the platform economy
(European Commission, 2022). Rapid population ageing in Europe has accelerated the
demand for “Personal and Household Services” (PHS), which covers a broad range of
activities that contribute to wellbeing at home of families and individuals (child care -
CC,longterm care - LTC for the elderly and for persons with disabilities, cleaning, home
maintenance etc). This form of work is typically viewed as entailing tasks relating to
social reproduction. Huws (2019) points to the views expressed by first wave feminists
who argued that, within the capitalist system, housework consisted only of

unproductive work that created no value for the economy and that the advent of new



technologies has the potential to eliminate the need for domestic labour. The rise of
digital platforms in care and domestic work lays bare the flaws in the first wave
feminist view. Technology has increased the commodification of care and domestic
work. Piletic (2024), drawing on Bakker (2007:53), argues that platforms have been
integrated into the daily lives of households, offering substitutes for key reproductive
tasks, in so doing becoming a coping mechanism to face with the effects of decades

of ‘reprivatization’.

This research project examines digital labour platforms in the changing organisation
of social reproduction. Within this research social reproduction refers to work broadly
related to the home and caring (childcare, elder care, healthcare), maintaining physical
spaces and organizing resources as part of an indirect process of care for oneself and
others (cleaning, shopping, repairing) (Hester and Srnicek, 2018). Though technically
classed as service sector employment, Meagher et al (2016) argue that the relational
nature of care work distinguishes it from more general service employment. This
aspect of care work has also recently received attention in the literature of platform
mediated care work (Khan et al, 2023). Flanagan (2019) points out that service work
relating to the care of human bodies and the maintenance of physical spaces (broadly
termed the work of ‘social reproduction’) has had only a marginal presence in analyses
of the gig economy to date. It has been argued that the platform economy is now
conquering the domestic work and home care sector in countries of the global north
as a response to the scarcity of affordable quality care services (Rodriguez-Modrono
et al, 2022). The sector is interesting in that it differs from the typical sectors where
platforms disrupt existing regulation and worker organisation. In contrast, this sector
is by and large poorly regulated and characterised by a high level of informality. The
informal economy refers to economic activities and transactions that are legitimate
except that they are undeclared or under-declared to the state and circumvent legal
and tax obligations (Horodnic et al, 2021). According to the European Labour Authority
(2021) the rate of informality or undeclared work the share of undeclared work in
personal and household services sector is 34% in the care sector but almost 707%.

Although it is well established that the platformisation of work can be disruptive in a



sector that was previously well organized and formally structured (e.g. ride sharing),
less is known of the reverse, where platforms may have a formalisation and organising
effect, with the potential of improvement of working conditions in a sector that is
highly informal and unorganized (e.g. home care services/domestic work). The
emergence of cooperatives that share similarities with the platform model have been
able to reduce the level of precarity for the American care workers (Berry and Bell,
2018). Bunders et al (2022) define platform cooperatives as those which combine the
online infrastructure of a platform to mediate social and economic interaction with the
collective ownership and democratic governance of a cooperative enterprise.
Kasparian et al (2023) found that cooperative platforms bring a new approach to
managing data. They do not resort to algorithms to control and penalise workers and
instead seek to develop participative mechanisms to enhance women’s involvement
in how the platforms manage their working conditions, contributing to a more

equitable digital economy.

The term “uberization” is now used to describe the phenomenon whereby a start-up
or a new economic model related to the digital economy threatens to replace an old
model or system (Nerinckx, 2016; Towers-Clark, 2019). Dassori and Donini (2024)
highlight the spectrum of forms that platforms can take. This can see a platform act as
a simple enabler of matching labour demand and offer, while types of platforms are
used to outsource stages of the production process of goods or services. However,
they point out that platforms are never passive entities, since the actions of workers
depend to an extent on the contractual terms set by the platform even though the
intensity of the platform'’s control can vary from the simple provision of matching tools
to creating the general terms and conditions or defining conditions for the
performance. In this case the approach is “offline work with online management”

(Kampouri, 2022:17).
Digital Labour Platforms

While accessing statistics in relation to care platform work is difficult, it is generally

accepted that domestic help is an occupational field where platforms are growing



significantly. Although the emergence of digital platforms in the domestic and care
sector is a relatively new phenomenon (MacDonald and Charlesworth 2021), it has
rapidly grown to €1.5 billion in 2020 from €0.8 billion in 2016 (Marzo, 2023). Ticona
and Mateescu (2018) contend that care platforms have embraced the features of
responsiveness and worker flexibility that are central to the gig economy model. A
widely acknowledged layer of differentiation in the classifications of platform work is
the location of work, which refers to whether the work is undertaken ‘virtually’ or ‘in-
person’, remotely or locally (Howcroft and Bergvall-Kareborn, 2019; Wood et al,, 2019).
In the case of care, the nature of the work requires that it be conducted locally and in-
person. Platforms offering services that require in person, local arrangements tend to
operate either by allocating specific jobs to workers via an app, or by providing a
matching service whereby clients and workers can post and bid for jobs. In the case
of care work, the latter approach tends to be more typical where clients can select a
preferred care worker via the platform (Williams et al, 2020; Mandl, 2019). Trojanksy
(2020) describes three distinct phases that are involved in the care platform model:
firstly, the “discovery” phase, involving the identification of the care seeker's needs, and
associated tasks to be completed by a care worker subject to experience,
qualifications, and availability. Next in the “exchange” phase, workers and clients are

matched and tasks confirmed. Finally, the “relationship” phase refers to the possible

development of a long -
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