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Abstract

With the emergence and rapid spread of digital technologies, the world is undergoing a profound
transformation. The digital economy that has evolved as a result has fundamentally changed and
impacted every aspect of society and business, and it will undoubtedly change and reshape
employment and work from various perspectives as well. Flexibility and autonomy have always
been the strong attraction that the digital economy provides to workers, but behind this hidden
truth is the strict control of platforms and algorithms. This thesis seeks to further deepen the
understanding of working in the digital economy through a series of studies ranging from the broad

to the specific, especially on the work of a particular group of content creators.

This thesis contains four studies. Study 1 is a review paper that attempts to clarify the distinction
between different concepts from the digital economy on a macro level. Studies 2-4 turn the
perspective to a particular group of workers in the digital economy, the content creators. Study 2
uses two quantitative studies to theorise the characteristics of working on content creative
platforms by developing a typology of these platforms. The third study was a systematic review to
explore the power imbalance between platform algorithms and creators in content creative
platforms. The fourth study employs a quantitative study that explores the impact of the platform
work environment on the creators' behaviour from an individual perspective. This series of studies
makes important theoretical contributions to the field related to employment relations in the digital
economy context, especially content creative platforms, from both macro and micro perspectives.
In addition, this series of studies provides practical implications for content creators, platforms and

policymakers.
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Chapter 1. Introduction®

1.1 Research Background
1.1.1 Rationale for Study

Digitalisation constructs a pathway for the transformation and expansion of the 21 century market
economy. Through the combined influence of advancements in Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs), societal changes, new consumption patterns, and a heightened focus on
sustainable development, the digital economy has gradually emerged and thrived (Ayres and
Williams, 2004, Bai and Velamuri, 2021, Schor and Fitzmaurice, 2015). The ascent of the digital

economy is a highly intricate and multifaceted phenomenon.

With the emergence of Web 2.0, there has been a proliferation of mass platform-based work
(Satzger et al., 2013, Greengard, 2011, Battistella and Nonino, 2013). Two-way communications
have become more manageable, enabling work requesters to access information at lower costs,
while both the distribution and execution of production through the Internet have become
significantly easier as compared to the past (Satzger et al., 2013, Greengard, 2011, Battistella and
Nonino, 2013). Platform providers transfer a majority of the costs, risks, and liabilities to the other
two parties involved (Jabagi et al., 2019) through various algorithms that govern transactions,
including the matching of workers and potential clients (Duggan et al., 2020, Harris, 2017,
Lehdonvirta, 2018, Newlands, 2021, Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020). Workers and platforms, as

well as consumers and platforms, are interconnected through digital contracts, which serve the

1 The appendix to this chapter can be found in Appendix A.



dual purpose of enhancing platforms’ control over workers and reducing platforms’ liabilities and

obligations in the event of issues (Stewart and Stanford, 2017).

In the context of the digital economy, algorithmic systems govern all transaction-related activities
occuring on and through platforms. Platforms are regarded as intermediaries, with algorithms
exerting a strong influence over workers’ performance, in a manner that bears resemblance to
principles of Taylorism of the late 19" century. This phenomenon is commonly referred to as
platform Taylorism (Duggan et al., 2020, Kittur et al., 2013). Specific, small-scale, and short-term
tasks are distributed to workers by platforms, with wages determined and settled uniformly by
platforms. Workers’ performances are ranked based on platform feedback systems, which play a
decisive role in work allocation. Platforms become exploiters, utilizing algorithms to maximize
productivity (Karatzogianni and Matthews, 2020). Although the digital economy is built on flatter
organizational structures, aiming to minimize layers and maximize working efficiency, the power
of the tripartite party structure does not operate on complete equality. Power imbalances make it
more challenging for the voices of the weakest to be heard (Duggan et al., 2020). The most
common working status in the digital economy is that of independent contractors, with trade unions
struggling to develop in this isolated environment (Fleming et al., 2019), leaving workers’
positions precarious. Platforms restrict various aspects of workers’ well-being to maximize profit
(Langley and Leyshon, 2017a, Fleming et al., 2019). Platform capitalism represents an extreme
perspective on the digital economy (Fleming et al., 2019). The central tenet of this ideology
suggests that the emergence of platforms deteriorates working conditions (Langley and Leyshon,
2017a), as platforms exercise control over labour by dominating data to extract benefits (Srnicek,

2017).



One of the positive aspects of the digital economy is its emphasis on participation, cooperation,
and sharing, which serves as a counterpoint to information and property ownership, as well as
exploitation (Andro and Saleh, 2017, Frenken, 2017). The peer-to-peer market transaction model
has been widely adopted due to its ease of registration and lower barriers to entry. In the digital
economy market, platforms of all sizes can participate, and anyone can become a worker in the
digital economy. As the pool of workers becomes increasingly crowded, the gap between supply
and demand widens, resulting in a further reduction in workers' welfare (Healy et al., 2017).
Additionally, wage polarization intensifies, where a minority of top-performing workers can earn
significantly higher incomes than the average wage level on platforms. Undeniably, it is crucial
and urgent to pay attention to job quality for workers in the digital economy. Therefore, the series
of studies presented below aims to further explore the issues related to job quality for workers in
the digital economy. Specifically, this series of research will approach the topic from the
perspective of content creators, examining the work environment within content creative platforms

and discussing issues related to the work behaviour of content creators.

1.1.2 Content Creative Platforms

As an integral component of the Digital Economy, the rapid proliferation of high-speed internet
connectivity and personal computing devices (e.g., personal computers, phones, tablets) has
fostered ubiquitous online interactions. Platforms create a virtual landscape for communication
between individuals that transcends geographical boundaries, and thus a digital ecosystem
characterized by interactivity and participation is developed. Based on the varying objectives of

platforms, distinct concepts associated with content creation emerge.



A widely adopted conceptual framework encompassing a collection of platforms is known as
'social media'. Social media, founded upon the technological underpinnings of Web 2.0, centralizes
user-generated content creation and interaction as the core activities for users engaging with such
platforms (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Given the intricacy of these platforms, Kaplan and Haenlein
(2010) categorized them into six distinct types based on two dimensions: 'social presence/media
richness' and 'self-presentation/self-disclosure.' The expansive definition of social media seems to
underscore the prominence of user-generated content and the richness of communication. While
there is an evident overlap with the concept of content creative platforms explored in this thesis
series, there are differences in the specific focus of the respective concepts. Specifically, in contrast
to the social media concept, the content creative platforms explored in this thesis view content
creation as a labour process.. A defining characteristic of these platforms is their support for users
to engage in various forms of content creation and share it on publicly accessible platforms. In
light of this characteristic, platforms that solely facilitate user interaction or permit content sharing
within closed virtual communities (e.g., WhatsApp) are excluded. Appendix 1 provides details

regarding some content creative platforms.

Another relevant concept is that of 'influencers'. Social media influencers usually refer to content
creators who have a large number of followers (Audrezet et al., 2020). They are able to understand
the attitudes of their audience through content creation and therefore attract a lot of attention from
brands (Harrigan et al., 2021). With the continuous advancement of digitization, a multitude of
internet/online celebrities, known as 'influencers,' has emerged. A considerable body of scholars in
the field of marketing has explored topics such as how to identify influencers (Harrigan et al., 2021)
or compared the roles of influencers and celebrities in brand promotion (Schouten et al., 2021). In

other words, the concept of influencers appears to play an indispensable role in the realm of digital



marketing activities. Although influencers are evidently a subset of content creators, the focus of
this study extends beyond the attention-garnering 'influencers' group. Instead, it encompasses the
broader population of content creators. This choice is driven by the research focus of this thesis,
which centres on the work of content creators. Consequently, all platform users engaged in content
creation should be considered, especially since the accomplished content creators who gain
prominence (i.e., influencers) represent only a small fraction of the entire community of content
creators. In other words, regardless of the level of visibility (number of audiences) that content
creators have, once they post public content (typically including video, text, images, audio, etc.)
on content creative platforms, they are considered as potential participants of the research in this

thesis.

1.1.3 Working on and for Content Creative Platforms

Content creative platforms, as a unique cluster in the digital economy, encompass a wide range of
goods and services broadly associated with cultural, artistic, and entertainment value (Bennett and
Hennekam, 2018). This includes areas such as writing (Ertan et al., 2020), gaming (Teipen, 2008),
blogging (Parry and Hracs, 2020), marketing, software development, design, architecture, urban
development, and more (Bennett and Hennekam, 2018). It is important to consider the specificities
of each area within the creative industries (Schorpf et al., 2017) to gain an understanding of how

they fare under the auspices of the gig economy.

Working on content creative platforms presents some unique characteristics and aspects. From a
worker behaviour’s perspective, content can be shared for free, which can be seen as a form of
pure sharing, or can be shared for rewards (monetary or non-monetary rewards), amounting to a

form of pseudo-sharing. Sharing creative works on these platforms serves multiple purposes: it



expands the consumption of commodities across time and space, solidifies their position in popular
culture, and fosters the development of the commons (Currah, 2007). However, the digitalization
of content also makes it more susceptible to misappropriation. Information is both "non-rivalrous"
and "non-excludable," meaning it can be consumed by multiple individuals sequentially or even
simultaneously, and it is difficult to prevent non-paying individuals from accessing the resource
(Currah, 2007). Therefore, a balance must be struck between commercialization and sharing.
Excessive commodification and control can lead to the underutilization of creative works, while

excessive sharing and freedom can risk the underproduction of creative works (Currah, 2007).

The working environment of content creators extends beyond a single organisation to encompass,
virtually so to speak, the entire world. Despite the prevalent notion of the "end of geography" and
the diminishing significance of distance in the digital age of globalization, the relationship between
geography and careers remains integral to the creative industry (Alacovska et al., 2020). The
resources, cultural climate, markets, potential audience, and ease of access to the Internet that large
cities provide make creators more willing to create content in these cities. At the same time, the
concentration of creators in big cities also attracts other creators, expecting to facilitate potential
collaborations. Traditionally, workplaces serve as macro contexts that offer creative workers
structural, economic, social, and symbolic resources to discover job opportunities, carry out their
work, and sustain their careers. In this regard, metropolitan areas are often considered highly
attractive due to their abundant labour markets, increased visibility in media coverage, and larger
consumer bases (Montanari et al., 2020). However, in the early stages of their careers, creative
workers may not have sufficient income to establish themselves in metropolitan areas. While these
urban centres offer more opportunities, the high cost of living can burden workers and impede

their ability to lead fulfilling lives. This includes enjoying good health, sufficient leisure time,



expressing care for others, and living a dignified and pain-free life. As creative workers progress
in their careers, they gradually realize that success is not achieved overnight and that metropolitan
living can reduce their quality of life. Some may choose to abandon creative work altogether and
seek stable, high-income jobs to survive in the city, while others may migrate to smaller cities with
lower living costs to continue pursuing their dreams (Alacovska et al., 2020). Both large and small
cities can be regarded as potential sources of cultural, symbolic, and social stimulation from which
creative workers draw inspiration when creating unique products or services (Montanari et al.,
2020). The unique characteristics of the work of content creative platforms make it particularly

interesting and meaningful to investigate.

Content creators rely on creativity as the main component of their work, generating products and
services in the form of virtual content (Montanari et al., 2020). For Banks and Hesmondhalgh
(2009), creative labour entails producing unique and distinctive goods that are primarily aesthetic
and/or symbolic-expressive in nature, rather than being utilitarian or functional. Indeed, the
participation of creative workers in the creative industries is often driven by factors beyond purely
economic considerations. Unlike some other industries, entry into the creative field is typically not
motivated by the pursuit of high salaries or stable job expectations. Instead, it attracts individuals
who are passionate about their craft or have a strong desire for innovative and expressive work
(Bennett and Hennekam, 2018). Creative industries provide a space for individuals to explore their
artistic abilities, engage in self-expression, and pursue their creative passions. In the creative
industry, traditional employment structures with a fixed income are not always the norm (Schorpf
et al.,, 2017). Creative workers tend to prioritize the quality and integrity of their work over
monetary returns. Even when their creative content is sold or utilised, they often feel a sense of

ownership and pride in their contents (Nemkova et al., 2019b, Schorpf et al., 2017). Huws (2010)



argues that aspects such as the content of the work, the desire for public recognition, and personal
reputation play a role in the negotiation process between creative workers and employers. This
perspective is supported by a survey conducted on design professionals (Nemkova et al., 2019b).
While economic needs may initially drive content creators to join digital platforms, for many of
them, internal motivations take precedence. They seek a high degree of personal autonomy and
strive for authentic experiences to foster their professional growth (Rosso et al., 2010). The
complex work motivation of content creative workers poses challenges for platforms in terms of

motivating and controlling workers.

As compared to other platform workers, the income, status, and working conditions of content
creators exhibit greater diversity (Ertan et al., 2020). A significant characteristic of creative work
is the presence of high-income inequality and differentiation, coupled with a considerable number
of variables, such as pay components, linked to market success (Teipen, 2008). Upon initially
joining the platform, most workers do not receive minimal returns, and the delayed nature of
returns necessitates careful planning of their work while considering future career development.
Some workers may opt to undertake additional work to ensure a stable income and alleviate the
insecurity stemming from the uncertainty of their digital work’s success (Wright, 2015a). For
content creators on these platforms, given the oversupply of labour, many experience limited or
no income. However, if workers perceive the potential for future earnings growth, they are more
likely to accept their current income levels (Schorpf et al., 2017). Some creators hold the belief
that their work is highly creative and anticipate substantial returns in the future. Extended periods
without returns can lead to negative feelings of being underutilized and underpaid. On the other
hand, some workers view creative work as a hobby pursued during their free time, deriving

meanings and rewards beyond monetary compensation (Ertan et al., 2020).



Creative workers behave like entrepreneurs, with the goal of creating a personal brand based on
their skills and talents (Ertan et al., 2020). They are happy to accept the centrality of work in life
— long working hours being an expression of enthusiasm for work. They aim to foster a long-term
relationship with audiences by maintaining strong communications throughout (Nemkova et al.,
2019b). Creative workers will commercialize their capabilities and potential in the labor market
and within the company. An important factors that determines the behaviour of workers in this
type of work is personal reputation, which is a vital currency in project-based industries (Townley
et al., 2009). One way to build a reputation is to provide free work (Wright, 2015a). In the early
stage of workers entering the platform, a large amount of unpaid content will be produced, which

is a means for workers to attract audiences and improve their reputation.

1.1.4 Social capital and motivation

Social capital is ‘the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group
by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual
acquaintance and recognition’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 14). Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998)
suggest that social capital should not be limited to the relational dimension (i.e. the connections
that people make with others through history or interactions), but should also be concerned with
the structural (i.e. the connections between social systems and the entire network of relationships)
and cognitive (i.e. the shared understanding of the meaning of intellect, facts, and so on)
dimensions. The existence of social capitals implies the existence of a collective network of
connections between individuals (Lin, 2000). Digitalisation has changed the ways in which
individuals relate to each other and the strategies they use to do so, and platforms act as a lubricant

for individuals' exchanges (Ellison et al., 2011). Digitalisation has made it easier to create social



capital by overcoming geographical boundaries (Enders et al., 2008). Platforms act as
intermediaries connecting platform participants, creating opportunities that did not exist before
(Lehdonvirta and Bright, 2015) and facilitating platform-based social networks (Toth et al., 2022).
In the Digital economy, there is limited transferability of different types of social capital between
and outside of platforms (Toth et al., 2022). Most platforms use algorithms to limit direct
communication between users outside of the platform, as well as rating systems to limit the
transferability of user reputations between platforms. This is a huge difference from traditional

employment relationships and can have a negative impact on potential long-term collaborations.

Content creative platforms bring together content creators to create new value (Enders et al., 2008).
Through content creative platforms, creators can connect with potential contacts or strangers and
create great potential for online networking. Platform users can create information (active
engagement) or get information (passive engagement) through the platforms and keep in touch
with other users, thereby increasing social capital (Burke et al., 2011; Shao and Pan, 2019). Similar
to other types of platforms in the digital economy, content creative platforms control the social
capital of creators through algorithms. on the one hand, algorithms can guide creators to publish
the platform's preferred content by controlling the visibility of the content. On the other hand,
content is algorithmically distributed to different platform users, creating a bridge between
heterogeneous platform users. However, since there is no one-to-one interaction on content
creative platforms, these platforms are also unique in that content creators can use the same content
they have created on different platforms, which will also increase the transferability of the content

to a certain extent.
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Shao and Pan (2019) showed in a Chinese context that accumulating social capital is one of the
potential triggers for active engagement by platform users. In fact, the triggers influencing content
creators to create content are very complex. Some content creators view content creation as a
hobby or self-expression rather than a way to gain financial rewards (Lee et al., 2023), and some
creators view it as part of their professional development and are committed to using their content
for commercial purposes (Riboni, 2017). In practice, the creative motivations of content creators
can be more complex, both horizontally and vertically. Specifically, content creators may be
motivated by both intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation when creating content; or creators
may initially join the platform for intrinsic motivation, but over time the visibility of the content
created by the creators increases, thus giving the creators the possibility of relying on the content
for financial rewards, and subsequent content creation by creators is partly driven by financial
factors (extrinsic). This may be related to the objectives of content creators. Professionally oriented
content creators will cite reputation and trust as key factors for success (Lee et al., 2023). It is
important and interesting to explore the balance of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations of content

creators.

1.1.5 Algorithm and content creative platform users

Similar to other platforms in the digital economy, algorithms likewise have a profound impact on
content creative platform users.Platforms analyse data from platform users by observing them and
using this to generating personalised content visible to platform users (Graham and Henman, 2019;
Hampton, 2016; Wilson-Barnao, 2017). Thus, platform users are both observing and being
observed (Hampton, 2016). Content creative platforms use a range of strategies to rank content

creators and manipulate the visibility of content based on that. Typically, more popular content
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receives greater visibility (Proferes and Summers, 2019), which is known as popularity bias.
However, popularity bias is inconsistent, which means that in some cases unpopular content also
receives " abnormally" high visibility, while other factors (e.g., characteristics of the content or the

behaviour of the creator) may also affect visibility (Aggrawal and Arora, 2019).

There is an unavoidable asymmetry between observing and being observed by platform users, and
thus the understanding of visibility needs to be complicated (Blagaard et al., 2017).Visibility is
fundamentally intertwined with power and technology, and it is not only related to whether content
is visible, but also how it is visible (i.e., the constraints on content visibility) (Brighenti, 2010;
Neumayer et al., 2021). Through the use of algorithms, platforms have the privilege of controlling
the visibility of content creative platforms. By partially disclosing certain facts about the
algorithms, the platform undermines the confidence of content creators in their understanding of
certain algorithms, thus enabling the possibility of manipulating visibility (Cotter, 2023). In fact,
platforms use algorithms to create a regime. In this regime, algorithms are perceived as market
rationality, and content creators plan their future behaviour through the metrics provided by the

algorithms in order to increase their visibility (Gilani et al., 2020; Schops et al., 2022).

Although algorithms are difficult to understand, creators can attempt to explain algorithmic logic
and workings through a backwards understanding of visibility-related metrics (Biichi et al., 2023;
Cotter, 2023; Kitzie, 2019). Some folk theories are formed as a result.Content creators who
understand more folk theories feel more confident about gaining greater visibility (Gaenssle and
Budzinski, 2021). Creators consciously use folk theories to manipulate algorithms, but this
manipulation is usually not always effective (Schwartz and Mahnke, 2021) due to a combination

of the instability of folk theories and platform authority. Additionally, algorithms are not absolutely
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accurate as most creators believe. However, it is interesting to note that even though creators are
aware of the negative effects of algorithms, they do not exit the platform easily, but continue to

use it for different motives (Schwartz and Mahnke, 2021).

1.1.6 Research Scope

Undeniably, content creation is one of the most captivating professions in the digital age. Prior to
embarking on my PhD research, I served as a content creator on various Chinese platforms (e.g.,
Red, Weibo, and Bilibili), where 1 engaged in the creation and dissemination of content.
Throughout this period, I gained a profound appreciation of the intriguing, intricate, and uncertain
nature of content creation-related work. Despite appearing as the driving force behind the content
creation process, over time, I unconsciously adhered to a certain "platform ideology." Although
my motivation for content creation was not driven by rewards but rather by assisting others, I
found myself compelled to optimize my content based on algorithmic preferences to ensure a
greater chance of reaching a wider potential audience. Simultaneously, to maintain a regular
uploading schedule (to satisfy both the audience and the hidden demands of algorithms), I found
myself constantly surrounded by the pressures of work. Content creative platforms create a unique

virtual space filled with possibilities but also challenges for creators.

Upon closely examining relevant literature, I discovered a dearth of systematic research exploring
the work of content creators, particularly in terms of theorizing the characteristics of this platform
work environment, explaining ideological development, and investigating the impact of the
platform-specific work environment on creators’ behaviours. The motivation behind initiating this

series of studies is to explore the distinctive characteristics of content creators’ work environment
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and examine which features influence creators’ behaviours. Therefore, the two main overarching

research questions for this series of studies can be summarized as follows:

o What are the characteristics of the digital work environment for content creators?

e  How do work characteristics influence the behaviour of content creators?

As depicted in Figure 1.1, the series of studies conducted in the context of this PhD can be divided
into four parts, moving from broad to narrow. To examine the work environment of content creative
platforms, the initial study explored the broader context of the digital economy. Subsequently, the
focus of the research shifted to content creative platforms specifically and endeavoured to theorize
the characteristics of these platforms by developing a typology. The third study focused on power
imbalances within the work environment of content creative platforms, particularly the imbalance
between content creators and platform algorithms. The first three studies essentially aimed to
address the first overarching research question, namely What are the characteristics of the work
environment for content creators? Thus doing, the first three studies laid the groundwork for
investigating individual-related behaviours in the context of work. The final study concluded by
examining the impact of platform work environment characteristics on creators’ work behaviours,
addressing the second research question, namely How do work characteristics influence the
behaviour of content creators? The specific research questions explored in each study will be

presented in the following section.
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1. What is the difference of terms (namely
crowdsourcing, sharing economy, gig
economy and platform economy) under
platform capitalism?

2. How can the divergence of these four
terms be explained?

Deciphering the ideology behind
the digital economy

Qutlining the macro structure of
content creative platforms

3. What are the features and categories of

Content creative platforms?

Exploring the inequality of 4. What is the difference in the nature of content

power at work on content creators in different types of content creative
creative platforms platforms when it comes to content production?

5. How does algorithmic power shape the

Focusing on the behaviour of working features of content creators?
creators in relation to the
working characteristic of
content creative platforms

6. How does the quality of working life in
content creative platforms affect the behaviour
of content creators engaging in side-hustling?

Figure 1.1 Research Scope

1.1.7 Research Logic

At the beginning of the research, it was crucial to clarify the concepts related to the digital economy.
This provided a comprehensive research background and helped to understand work in the digital
economy. Studies pertaining to the digital economy often rely on exemplification rather than
intentional definition; this is because the future of work is dynamic, and strict boundaries for each
concept are non-existent (Huws et al., 2017). The absence of precise boundaries poses a challenge
in developing an understanding of the digital economy. Therefore, the first aspect of this research
aimed to differentiate between the four most prominent concepts in research on platform capitalism:
the gig economy, the sharing economy, crowdsourcing, and the platform economy. Given the

shared characteristics among these concepts, the primary and initial task of this study in the
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platform economy was to establish a clear understanding of the specificities of the platform
economy. This enabled a better description, grounding, simplification, and identification of
research related to the digital economy (Codagnone, 2019). After summarizing previous research
on the digital economy, the first topic of this research sought to compare and distinguish the four
concepts. Additionally, significant attention is given to discussing the ideology behind the work in

the digital economy. Specifically, this study raised two questions:

1. What are the key characteristics of four key concepts (namely crowdsourcing, sharing
economy, gig economy and platform economy) connected to platform capitalism?

2. How can the divergence between these four concepts be explained?

This study delved into the complex neoliberal discourse that underlies platform capitalism. The
core idea of neoliberalism is that entrepreneurship and private property, facilitated by a system
based on free trade and free markets, can enhance human well-being (Fleming et al., 2019).
Unrestricted markets are considered the most efficient systems in terms of resource allocation
(Fitzmaurice et al., 2020), inevitably promoting digital inclusion. Governments should minimize
their intervention in the market to ensure that platforms do not engage in market competition based
on political signals (Fleming et al., 2019). This ensures creative autonomy, allowing platforms
from all industries to enter the market, where both work requesters and workers can be
organizations and individuals. However, these positive signals are built on the neglect of the core
issue that plagues platform capitalism, namely, unstable work conditions (Montgomery and

Baglioni, 2021). The equality between workers and platforms remains a utopian vision.

Due to the exponential growth of content creative platforms and the unique nature of work

performed by content creators (as compared to other platforms), studying the quality of work in
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content creation on content creative platforms is of great importance. Parry and Hracs (2020) have
developed a typology for work-related blogging based on motivations, structures, and experiences,
but it does not fully represent the entire landscape of digital content creative platforms (notably
overlooking key platforms, such as live video streaming platforms). Therefore, it is meaningful to
develop a typology for digital content creative workers. In the second part of this research, I aimed
to provide a comprehensive overview of content creative platforms, taking into account the
perspective of content creators' work. This study therefore sought to sketch the characteristics and
classification of content creative platforms and the way creators identify their content creation

related works, raising the following two questions:

3. What are the key features and categories of content creative platforms?
4. What is the difference in the nature of content creation in various types of content creative

platforms?

Usually, employment in creative industries is celebrated as flexible, liberating and ‘cool’. However,
more detailed analysis of creative work suggests that the autonomous creative worker enjoying a
‘boundaryless career’ replete with excitement, flexibility and prestige appears less than convincing
(Wright, 2015a). Similar to other platform workers, content creative workers face tremendous
pressure. Creative workers cannot work with regular working hours; they often face long working
hours, continuous availability, and pressure from weekend work (Wright, 2015a). For creative
workers, time is a necessary and critical factor for creativity. However, time pressure limits the
imagination of creative workers (Nemkova et al., 2019b). For example, influencers need to
maintain regular updates to attract potential users and obtain platform resources. The generation

of imagination is irregular, which leads to workers sometimes needed to be forced to complete the
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content in insufficient time, which increases pressure and affects the quality of the content. In
addition, platforms always set up a series of upgrades, badges or experience systems/algorithms to
control workers. These systems/algorithms encourage freelancers to take specific actions, such as
completing specific content projects, replying to comments on time, or publishing content

regularly and consistently (Schorpf et al., 2017).

It is evident that platform capitalism also exists within content creative platforms. These platforms
manipulate the visibility of the content produced by creators through complex and opaque
algorithms, thereby exerting control over the work of content creators. Content creative platforms
stand out from other platforms by giving creators a higher level of autonomy and the opportunity
to participate in discussions about algorithms within virtual communities. This dynamic may create
an illusion for creators that they can develop a reverse understanding of algorithms and effectively
use them. Therefore, despite our exploration and discussion of platform capitalism in the digital
economy in the first part of the research, it is meaningful and necessary to further investigate the
complex and unique relationship between creators and algorithms within content creative
platforms. Hence, the third part of this research series employed a systematic review methodology
to elucidate the intricate relationship between creators and algorithms in content creative platforms,
in order to understand this relationship from the perspective of power. Through a systematic review

of relevant literatures, I sought to address the following question:

5. How does algorithmic power shape the working features of content creators?

After gaining a systematic understanding of the work environment on content creative platforms,
this PhD thesis aimed to explore another core phenomenon prevalent in the gig economy within

this context, namely side hustling. Amongst the many work modalities that have flourished in the
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context of the gig economy, side hustling — platform-mediated, remunerated work activities
conducted alongside full-time employment — has increasingly been gaining in popularity (Sessions
et al.,, 2021). Specifically, this study aimed to investigate how factors related to the quality of
working life, under the umbrella of job quality, influence creators' side-hustling behaviour. Job
quality in content creative platforms has its own distinct characteristics. It encompasses both
external (such as labour compensation and rewards) and internal meaning, which refers to
autonomy, creativity, and other factors (Nemkova et al., 2019b). Within the domain of job quality,
the fourth stage of the research aimed to investigate how the factors associated with the quality of
working life can be employed to provide insights into the occurrence of side hustles on content

creative platforms.

Quality of working life was an important research topic in the 1960s and 1970s. Although research
on the quality of working life is now more fragmented, Grote and Guest (2017) suggest that a
renewed focus on the quality of working life is essential as it can improve our understanding of
the context, policy and practice of contemporary workers' wellbeing. Walton (1973), a leading
academic in the field, identified eight ‘conceptual categories’ to describe the quality of working
life, including adequate and fair compensation; a safe and healthy working environment;
development of human capacities; growth and security; social integration; constitutionalism;
consideration of the total living space; and social relevance. Grote and Guest (2017) revised the
model of Walton (1973) to shift the focus of the applicable target from manufacturing to the service
sector. The revised model emphasises the fragmentation of the workplace and the prevalence of
individual initiative faced by the service sector in today's society. Grote and Guest (2017) added
two new criteria, namely individual proactivity and flexible working. Individual proactivity

emphasizes that the organization provides employees with sufficient autonomy to control their
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activities without transferring all work responsibilities to them. It is motivated by employees’
desire for autonomy and the benefits of exercising personal initiative (Parker et al., 2010). Flexible
working, on the other hand, allows employees to organize their own work time and space. In
particular, the fourth part of the research primarily focused on the influential factors of work on
content creative platforms, specifically flexibility and autonomy, while also discussing other
factors within the framework of quality of working life that may affect side hustle behaviour. The

research question raised was as follows:

6. How does the quality of working life in content creative platforms affect the behaviour of

content creators engaging in side-hustling?

1.1.8 The Interconnection between Studies

Figure 1.2 illustrates the intrinsic connections among the four studies encompassed in this thesis.
As previously mentioned, this series of studies constitutes a process of progressively narrowing
down from a broad understanding of the digital economy. However, the relationships between the
studies are not characterized by simple linear correlations; instead, they are imbued with intricate
mutual influences. To be specific, the research content covered in Study 1 (Chapter 2), Study 2
(Chapter 3), Study 3 (Chapter 4), and Study 4 (Chapter 5) is indicated using dashed lines in red,
green, blue, and yellow, respectively, within the figure. This further visually illustrates the

underlying connections between the studies.
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Figure 1.2 the interconnection between studies
Study 1 (in red) furnishes foundational knowledge and context pertinent to the digital economy.
This includes delineating the characteristics of the digital economy, distinguishing key concepts,
and elucidating the ideologies behind the concepts. This establishes a fundamental starting point
for comprehending subsequent chapters. Building upon the understanding of digital platforms
acquired in Study 1, I selected a specific subset of digital platforms as the focal point for my

ensuing research, namely, content creative platforms. Study 2 (in green) endeavors to typologize
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this category of platforms and, on this basis, seeks to expound upon the intricate nature of how
content creators engage with these platforms. This serves to further address and explicate the
different ideologies prevalent in the digital economy discussed in Study 1, such as platform

capitalism and neoliberalism.

With a deepened understanding of content creative platforms, Study 3 (in blue) is dedicated to
further exploring the work environment of this specific cluster of platforms within the digital
economy, in which creators seem to have strong autonomy over the content of their work and the
arrangement of their work. It delves into an exhaustive explanation of the power imbalances that
exist when working on content creative platforms, which aligns with the broader background
knowledge results established in Study 1. However, it underscores that these power imbalances
manifest markedly differently when compared to other forms of work in the digital economy,

particularly emphasising the unique role algorithms play in the work of content creators.

Finally, having elucidated the background knowledge and work environment of the digital
economy, particularly content creative platforms, Study 4 (in yellow) shifts the focus to the
individual. It accentuates the ever-changing nature of work in the digital economy and explores
the concept of 'side hustle' nurtured within this dynamic work environment. It investigates the
quality of working life within this context. Evidently, the transformations in content creators'

engagement in side hustling are influenced by the complex ideologies discussed in Study 1.

1.2 Research Design Overview

This series of studies consists of one narrative review paper and three empirical papers, focusing

on content creators working on digital platforms. A combination of quantitative and qualitative
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research was used in this series, with online content analysis, survey and qualitative systematic
review. Specifically, online content analysis was applied in the second study, survey in the second

and fourth studies, and systematic review in the third study.

Given the highly heterogeneous work environment of content creative platforms, the first empirical
study (Research 2) employed a combined approach of quantitative research to collect data from
both platforms (online content analysis) and creators (survey). This comprehensive approach
aimed to provide an in-depth portrayal of the work environment and characteristics of content
creative platforms. In the second empirical study (Research 3), a qualitative systematic review was
conducted to explore the relationship between creators and algorithms from the perspective of
power dynamics. Lastly, the final empirical study (Research 4) used quantitative analysis (survey)
to test a series of hypotheses regarding the relationship between platform characteristics and

creators' side hustling activities.

Specifically, the data for online content analysis consisted of all the platforms included in the top
100 platform list for each category as listed in the Apple App Stores in the UK, the US and China
in 2021. Specifically, the Apple App Store classifies platforms into 23 categories (e.g., Education,
Entertainment, Lifestyle, Business), so I screened a total of 6,900 platforms, i.e. the top 100 in
each of the 23 categories from the three countries. Since the Apple App Store allows multiple
categories for a single platform and the same platforms exist in the platform list of the Apple App
Stores in different countries, a large number of duplicates were removed. In addition, only
platforms that allowed users to post content in the public online space that could be accessed by
other platform users were identified as content creative platforms and taken into consideration.

Finally, 143 platforms formed part of the final sample for this study. Once the samples were
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identified, I collected data on each platform's characteristic and features (e.g. platform size,
whether the platform offers comments/like features, etc.). The final retained samples can be found
in Appendix 2. Additionally, the descriptive analysis of those platforms can be found in Appendix

3.

The survey data is used in studies 2 and 4. Data was collected from content creators living in the
UK, the USA, China and other European countries. The collection of the survey data took place
between January and March 2022 and was administered online through Qualtrics, with the Chinese
version available to all respondents living in China and the English version available to
respondents residing in the UK, USA and other European countries. The content of the
questionnaire covered issues such as Qualities of the Working Life, demographic information, etc.
I contacted potential respondents through the message feature of content creative platforms and
invited them to fill in the survey by opening the corresponding questionnaire link
(English/Chinese). In the end, the study collected 1,017 responses. Of these, 535 respondents were
identified as content creators, representing approximately one-half of the total number of

respondents. The descriptive analysis of survey samples can be found in Appendix 4.

In the second study, I focused solely on content creators residing in the UK, the US, and China, in
line with the geographical focus of the online content analysis. However, in the fourth study, I
expanded the focus to include responses from content creators residing in European countries. This
broader and more diverse sample size was deemed beneficial for detecting the hypotheses
examined in the fourth study. The details of the questionnaire design can be found in Appendix 5
(English version) and Appendix 6 (Mandarin version). In addition to the questions used in studies

2 and 4, the questionnaire also included measurements for the variables of Motivation, Prosocial
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behaviour, Powerlessness, and Work-life balance. These data will be used in future studies as

extensions of this series of research.

The qualitative systematic review data was used in the third study. In the early stages of the data
collection, I identified the search keywords by reading relevant literature and discussing with other
researchers, including (i) keywords related to algorithms (e.g. algorithm, etc.), and (ii) keywords
related to content creators (e.g. YouTuber, etc.). The details of search codes can be found in
Appendix 7. Data collection took place in October 2022. To ensure that as much of the relevant
literature as possible was covered, this study used three databases, namely Scopus, Web of Science
and EBSCO Business Source Ultimate. The search was then limited to business or management in
peer-reviewed journals published in English, initially obtaining a total of 2,859 records. In the
records, duplicates were removed and only articles published in the Chartered Association of
Business School list journals were retained for quality assurance purposes. The sample size was
reduced to 1,039. Subsequently, a two-round screening process was conducted. In the first round,
the study determined the relevance of the articles to the theme by using the article title, abstract
and keywords. Only articles that (i) clearly identified the algorithm provided by the platform as
the main focus and (ii) the content creators were the research subjects or stakeholders of the article
were taken into consideration. At the end of the first stage of screening, 64 articles were retained
for the second round of screening. The second round of screening was based on the full text of the
article. After reading the full text of the articles, the relevance of the articles was judged and a

sample of 47 articles was included in the study.
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1.3 Contribution Distribution

Due to the nature of this thesis being based on papers, in this section, I provide a detailed

explanation of my contributions for each paper. Overall, my responsibilities covered various

aspects, including research design, data collection, data analysis, and paper writing, among others.

[ completed the majority of the work under the guidance of my supervisors for this series of studies.

The specific allocation of tasks is outlined in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 Authors’ Contribution Based on Paper

Papers Authors in Rela_tlonshlp with Contributions
order thesis author
Yin Liang Thesis author Review literatures; Research design; Write up
the paper.
Paper 1 Dr. Jeremy SUDervisor Guide the research design, structure and
P Aroles P direction; Polish up the paper.
Professor Supervisor Guide the research design, structure and
Bernd Brandl P direction; Polish up the paper.
vin Lian Thesis author Review literatures; Research design; Collect
g data; Analyse data; Write up the paper.
Guide the research design, structure and
Dr. Jeremy . AN o
Supervisor direction; Guide for data analysis; Polish up
Paper 2 Aroles
the paper.
Guide the research design, structure and
Professor . AN A
Supervisor direction; Guide for data analysis; Polish up
Bernd Brandl
the paper.
Lead the project collabrated with co-authors
Yin Lian Thesis author from external institution; Review literatures;
g Research design; Collect data; Analyse data;
Write up the paper.
- . Co-author from Collect data; analyse data; write up part of the
Jiaming Li L
external institution paper.
Paper 3 . .
Guide the research design, structure and
Dr. Jeremy . A A
Supervisor direction; Guide for data analysis; Polish up
Aroles
the paper.
Dr. Edward Co-author from G_U|de_ th? res_earch design, struc_tu_re ar_wd
. direction; Guide for data analysis; Polish up
Granter external institution
the paper.
Paper 4 Yin Liang Thesis author Review literatures; Research design; Collect

data; Analyse data; Write up the paper.
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Guide the research design, structure and

Dr. Jeremy Supervisor direction; Guide for data analysis; Polish up
Aroles
the paper.
Professor Guide the research design, structure and
Supervisor direction; Guide for data analysis; Polish up
Bernd Brandl
the paper.
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Chapter 2. Charting Platform Capitalism: Definitions, concepts and

ideologies?

Abstract

The term ‘platform capitalism’ captures a dynamic set of new work modalities that are mediated
by platforms and have been brought about through advances in Information and Communication
Technologies, adjustments in consumption modes and preferences, and changes in how work is
conceived. Beyond work-related changes, the ascent of platform capitalism reflects wider societal,
political as well as economic changes. While research on platform capitalism and its manifold
manifestations abounds, there is a lack of consensus in the literature regarding its key features and
characteristics. Seeking to provide conceptual clarity and to contribute to efforts of theorisation,
we here analyse four main facets of platform capitalism, namely crowdsourcing, sharing economy,
gig economy and platform economy. We review key definitions of each term and provide an
overview of their distinctive features. This allows us to identify both similarities and differences
in the framing of these four terms. We also delve into the ideologies underlying these four terms,

thus providing a critique of the neophilia characterising the discourse framing platform capitalism.

Keywords: Platform capitalism; Crowdsourcing; Sharing economy; Gig economy; Platform

economy; Ideology

2 This chapter was published in New Technology, Work and Employment.
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2.1 Introduction

Digitalisation can certainly be seen as the fuel for the transformation and expansion of the market
economy in the 21st-century (Aroles et al., 2019). Under the combined effect of advances in
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), wider societal changes, and new modes of
consumption, platform capitalism gradually emerged and flourished (Srnicek, 2017a). The concept
of platform capitalism, in essence, places ‘the platform’ at the centre of critical understandings of
digital economic circulation’ (Langley and Leyson, 2017: 13). The ascent of platform capitalism
is a highly complex and multifaceted phenomenon. Platform capitalism has been researched from
a wealth of disciplinary — work and employment, sociology, computer science, innovation — and
conceptual angles, resulting in both a proliferation of research on this topic and an adjacent relative
lack of conceptual clarity. This points to a need to develop detailed and precise descriptions of the

main tenets of platform capitalism.

Here, we aim to contribute to further clarifying the remits of platform capitalism by
focusing on four of its main facets, namely crowdsourcing, sharing economy, gig economy, and
platform economy. Although these four terms are all premised on the emergence of Web 2.0, the
subsequent development of digital platforms as well as a wide array of cultural, economic,
financial and political changes, they present significant differences that clearly set them apart.
These differences are particularly noticeable when considering the socio-economic background
and context behind their development. Yet, these terms tend to be used interchangeably, as their
respective meanings are conflated. We here concur with Codagnone and Martens (2016: 17) who
argue that existing definitions are mostly ‘ostensive’ (by pointing and exemplifying) rather than

‘intentional’ (connotative), thus calling for further conceptual clarity. This is a significant issue
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that, we contend, limits our ability to theorise and elaborate on these facets of digital capitalism
and ad infinitum contributes to the linguistic brouhaha that surrounds discussions on the ‘new’
world of work.

Clariying these terms is not only conceptually important, but is also a timely task as these
feature prominently not only in academic journals, but also in practioner outlets and in the media
which tends to further obfuscate their meaning. Against this background, this paper provides an
overview of the four facets of platform capitalism mentioned above (namely crowdsourcing,
sharing economy, gig economy and platform economy), presents their core features and highlights
elements of disagreement in the literature. It then touches upon the question of ideology and
critically explores the role of the discourse of novelty in the materialisation of platform capitalism.
In addition, clarifying the four concepts of digital economy and exploring the ideologies behind
them can also help researchers further understand algorithmic exploitation, which is an important

component of platform capitalism.

2.2 Navigating through definitions and concepts: Four facets of platform capitalism

2.2.1 Crowdsourcing

The term ‘crowdsourcing’ was coined by Howe (2006a) to describe an emerging type of
outsourcing: ‘the act of taking a job traditionally performed by a designated agent (usually an
employee) and outsourcing it to an undefined, generally large group of people’ (Howe, 2006b).
While the term itself might be less than 20 years old, the concept of crowdsourcing is clearly not
new. As early as 1714, the British government offered £20,000 to whoever could help solve the
‘Longitude Problem’, thus relying on the general public (Saxton et al., 2013; Hossain and

Kauranen, 2015). In 1884, the Oxford English Dictionary recruited some 800 readers to categorize

35



words (Hossain and Kauranen, 2015). In the 1990s, individuals and institutions began volunteering
spare computing cycles to help solve major research projects (Greengard, 2011). With the
development of ICTs, a new type of Internet-based crowdsourcing emerged, the most iconic of
which being Wikipedia. Members of the public can also share, in online databases, scientific data
that they collected or processed themselves — citizen science (Bonney et al., 2014). These various
examples show that crowdsourcing is premised on the well-established idea that crowds can solve
problems beyond the capabilities of experts (Levy, 1997; Hossain and Kauranen, 2015).

The story behind the term crowdsourcing is more complex than first appears. Wolfgang
von Kempelen, a highly skilled Hungarian mechanic, built in 1769 the ‘Automaton Chess Player’
with which he toured throughout Europe. In essence, this automaton is just an elaborate scam
which relies on subtle design: a human chess master is hidden in the ‘chess robot’, and manipulates
its actions, thus creating the illusion that the robot is an unbeatable artificial intelligence (Dudley
and Tarnoczy, 1950). In fact, it is human intelligence that truly powers the automaton. This
invention, called the ‘Turk’ or ‘Mechanical Turk’, inspired Amazon in the naming of to its
crowdsourcing website, which unveils another facet of crowdsourcing. The concept of
crowdsourcing is thus wide ranging, resulting in the development of a multitude of different

definitions. Table 2.1 presents some of these definitions.

Table 2.1 Illustrative definitions of crowdsourcing

Definition Reference

‘The act of taking a job traditionally performed by a designated agent | (Howe, 2006b)
(usually an employee) and outsourcing it to an undefined, generally
large group of people in the form of an open call.’

‘A type of participative online activity in which an individual, an | (Estellés-Arolas and
institution, a non-profit organization, or company proposes to a group | Gonzalez-Ladron-

of individuals of varying knowledge, heterogeneity, and number, via a | De-Guevara, 2012:
flexible open call, the voluntary undertaking of a task.’ 197)
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‘The act of outsourcing tasks originally performed inside an
organisation, or assigned externally in form of a business relationship,
to an undefinably large, heterogeneous mass of potential actors. This
happens by means of an open call via the Internet for the purpose of
free, value creative use.’

(Hammon and
Hippner, 2012: 163)

‘A new paradigm for performing computations in Web-based
environments by utilizing the capabilities of human workers.’

(Satzger et al., 2013:
547)

‘A sourcing model in which organizations use predominantly advanced
Internet technologies to harness the efforts of a virtual crowd to perform
specific organizational tasks.’

(Saxton et al., 2013:
5)

‘A new level of outsourcing, in that rather than offshore jobs to low-cost
locations, companies can outsource functions once performed by
employees to an amorphous and generally large pool of individuals
using an open call over the Internet.’

(Bergvall-Kéreborn
and Howcroft, 2014:
215)

‘The outsourcing of work to a large group through an open call made
possible through advances in technology.’

(Barnes et al., 2015:
17)

‘A form of outsourcing, although it typically does not require a formal
contraction which is found in outsourcing tasks to an external
organization specialized in that task to perform. Crowdsourcing is also
meant to reach a wider range of people, which may sometimes be
required to get a solution correctly and efficiently.’

(Hosseini et al., 2015:
44)

‘Outsourcing, over the Internet, of tasks, which were typically done by
employees of a company, to an undefined group of potential
contractors.’

(Schorpf et al., 2017:
44)

‘The practice of soliciting work from a ‘crowd’ via an open call on the
Internet.’

(Lehdonvirta, 2018:

14)

The expansion of the internet and ICTs have significantly fueled the surge of
crowdsourcing; with Web 2.0, two-way communications have become easier to manage, work
requesters can access information at lower costs, and production can be distributed and conducted
online more easily than previously (Greengard, 2011; Battistella and Nonino, 2013; Satzger et al.,
2013). At the onset of the shift from outsourcing to crowdsourcing, open-source movements
initiated almost a ‘cultural shock’ as in the majority of cases, crowds contributed to the public good
for free (Kogut and Metiu, 2001; Barnes et al., 2015). Crowdsourcing allows citizens’ knowledge
to flow into a platform. In turn, the platform acquires knowledge and access to outstanding talents

without having to hire employees. This process bears similarities to the concept of open innovation
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proposed by Chesbrough et al. (2006) who contend that the inflow of ‘external knowledge’ will
accelerate internal innovation and further expand the market. Gassmann et al. (2010) pointed out
that the development of ICTs has fostered open innovation, which then spread to more mainstream

industries, including software and electronics (Chesbrough, 2003).

Following the large-scale application of crowdsourcing in various industries, financial
compensation appeared and gradually became commonplace (Barnes et al., 2015), but there was
never a clear consensus as to whether crowdwork should be remunerated (Hammon and Hippner,
2012; Hossain and Kauranen, 2015), and if so, how (Felstiner, 2011). Arguably, the introduction
of financial incentives changed crowdsourcing, the remits of which are debated in literature, even
though comparative research has shown that crowdsourcing requesters are predominantly
organizations (Satzger et al., 2013; Saxton et al., 2013; Hossain and Kauranen, 2015). Examples
of individuals acting as requesters are very uncommon in the literature (Kleemann et al., 2008).
Table 2.2 provides an overview of the main features of crowdsourcing, highlighting the main

conceptual differences found in the literature.

Table 2.2 Main features of crowdsourcing

| Main Features

Work

Crowdsourcing does not need an active shift from current employees (or
again, contractors) to the crowd; it can start with the crowd (Howe, 2006a)
Different levels of skills required (Felstiner, 2011)

Human process tasks that are difficult to implement in software (Satzger
etal.,2013)

A wide range of pay levels (Hammon and Hippner, 2012; Hossain and
Kauranen, 2015)

A job traditionally performed by a designated agent (usually an employee)
(Greengard, 2011; Satzger et al., 2013; Schorpf et al., 2017)

Content creation, problem solving and corporate R&D (Brabham, 2008;
Kleemann et al., 2008). Usually innovation related work (Saxton ef al.,
2013)

Broad
understanding

Narrow
understanding
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Compensated at piece rate (Felstiner, 2011)
Using workers’ spare resources (Kleemann ef al., 2008)
Platform
Broad Web-based environment (Brabham, 2008; Satzger et al., 2013; Saxton et
understanding | al., 2013; Barnes et al., 2015)
Narrow Web 2.0 (Hammon and Hippner, 2012)
understanding Intermediary (Battistella and Nonino, 2013; Hossain and Kauranen, 2015;
Schorpf et al., 2017); mediator (Hirth ez al., 2013)
Workers
Broad Large networ‘k of potential labours (Djelassi and Decoopman, 2013)
understanding Open call (Djelassi and Decoopman, 2013; Barnes ef al., 2015)
General public (Kleemann ef al., 2008)
Undefinably large, heterogeneous mass of interested internet users
(Hammon and Hippner, 2012)
Amorphous collection of individuals sitting in front of computer screens
Narrow .
understanding (F'elstlr‘ler, 2011) T -
Diversity, largeness, suitability of independent contractors (Pongratz,
2018)
Undefined, non-professional and heterogeneous virtual crowd (Saxton et
al.,2013)
Requesters
Broad Requesters are mostly companies, but other project initiators cannot be
understanding | excluded (Hammon and Hippner, 2012)
Company or organisations (Satzger et al., 2013; Saxton et al., 2013;
Narrow .
understanding Hossain gnd Kauranen, 2015)
Profit-oriented firm (Kleemann et al., 2008)

2.2.2 Sharing Economy

The expression ‘sharing economy’ was coined by Lessig (2008) to emphasize the act of sharing
and exchanging resources without operating a formal transfer in ownership (Puschmann and Alt,
2016). More specifically, sharing can be defined as ‘the act and process of distributing what is
ours to others for their use and/or the act and process of receiving or taking something from others
for our use’ (Belk, 2007: 126). In that sense, it is very much premised on the notion of peer-to-
peer collaboration and, by extension, peer-to-peer consumption (see Parguel et al., 2017). While

some have suggested that transactions in the sharing economy could happen between individuals
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and businesses (Puschmann and Alt, 2016), others have argued that this would amount to micro-

entrepreneurship rather than sharing (Codagnone and Martens, 2016).

Here again, the notion of sharing is not new and is premised on a much older ‘quid pro quo’
logic. An ‘early’ and well-known example is ‘car-sharing’, an initiative launched in 1948 in Zurich
under the operation of community-based, not-for-profit cooperatives (Codagnone and Martens,
2016). As in the case of crowdsourcing, the development of ICTs played an important role in the
evolution of the ‘sharing economy’, as it fostered new possibilities of sharing, thus materialising
the so-called ‘sharing turn’ (Grassmuck, 2012). Changes in consumption also greatly facilitated
the development of the sharing economy, most notably with a move from ‘owning’ to ‘accessing’
(Hamari et al., 2015; Bai and Velamuri, 2020). Some saw in the sharing economy a way of
addressing ecological and societal concerns, including carbon and eco-footprints (Hamari et al.,
2015; Schor and Fitzmaurice, 2015). Importantly, various framings of the concept of sharing
economy have emerged (Arvidsson, 2018). Table 2.3 presents indicative definitions of the term

‘sharing economy’.

Table 2.3 Illustrative definitions of the sharing economy

Definition Reference

‘Of all the possible terms of exchange within a sharing economy, the | (Lessig, 2008: 78-95)
single term that isn 't appropriate is money.... as with any economy, the
sharing economy is built upon exchange. And as with any exchange
that survives over time, it must, on balance, benefit those who remain
within that economy.’

‘People coordinating the acquisition and distribution of a resource | (Belk, 2014: 1597)
for a fee or other compensation’
‘Consumers (or firms) granting each other temporary access to their | (Frenken et al., 2015)
under-utilized physical assets (‘idle capacity’), possibly for money.’
‘A peer-to-peer based activity of obtaining, giving, or sharing access | (Hamari et al., 2015:
to goods and services, coordinated through community- based online | 2049)

services.’
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‘First, the new sharing economy is distinguished from previous forms | (Schor and
of sharing by its ability to facilitate sharing between strangers, rather | Fitzmaurice, 2015: 16-
than among kin or within communities. In contrast to monetized | 18)

commodity exchange, sharing necessitates at least a modicum of
social connection.... Second, practices comprising the sharing
economy can be distinguished from previous forms of sharing by their
strong reliance on digital technologies .... Finally, the contemporary
sharing economy can be distinguished from other systems of sharing
by the participation of high cultural capital consumers. Increasingly,
such consumers are electing to share, rather than sharing out of
necessity.’

‘The sharing economy is a very heterogeneous group of online | (Codagnone and
platforms that contains many new and very innovative economic and | Martens, 2016: 11)
social activities that are hard to classify.’

‘The economic system that uses online platforms to connect workers | (Harris, 2017: 269)
and sellers with clients and consumers, primarily through
smartphone applications.’

‘A digital platform-enabled governance structure that aligns large- | (Bai and Velamuri,
scale peer-to-peer transactions among economic actors for the | 2020: 3)
episodic usage rights of decentralized private assets, which serve both
private consumption and collective productive purposes.’

In recent years, new ways of sharing emerged and older ones were revisited. Following on
from the 2009 recession, deploying unused assets for economic gain took on added appeal and
schemes aimed at mobilising idle assets or capital exploded (Schor and Fitzmaurice, 2015). A new
form of sharing — ‘stranger sharing” — sprung up and developed rapidly (Schor and Fitzmaurice,
2015; Schor, 2016). In essence, it became the basis of our current understanding of the sharing
economy. Schor and Fitzmaurice (2015) argue that the concept of sharing economy should also
include exchanging services in which the intangible resource that individuals would lease is their
time. Essentially, platforms then act as ‘time banks’, aiming to avoid the monetization of market
transactions and making the relationship between parties more equal (Reisch and Thegersen, 2015).
Time banks date back to the 1980s; Seyfang (2004: 63) define time bank as ‘a community currency,
based upon time as a unit of value’. Those platform workers who ‘share’ their time perform an

action that is exchanged for value with work providers (Spohrer et al., 2007).
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Belk (2014) distinguishes between ‘true-sharing’ and ‘pseudo-sharing’. At the onset,
sharing was not for profit, thus constituting ‘pure-sharing’ (Lessig, 2008). With ‘pure sharing’,
temporary access is required rather than ownership, and no compensation is offered during
transactions. Departing from this type of platform, the overwhelming majority of recent sharing
platforms are clearly commercially oriented (Codagnone and Martens, 2016) and therefore
considered as ‘pseudo-sharing’. This has led some to argue that the honeymoon of the ‘sharing
economy’ is over (Codagnone and Martens, 2016) and that the sharing economy, as a concept,
became a contradiction in itself (John and Siitzl, 2016; Frenken and Schor, 2019). As such, the
term ‘sharing economy’ is characterised by contradictory features and framings, the main features

of which we present in the table below (see Table 2.4).

Table 2.4 Key features of the sharing economy

Main Features

Resources
Broad Both intangibles/services and tangibles/goods (Belk, 2010; Schor and
understanding | Fitzmaurice, 2015; Puschmann and Alt, 2016; Newlands et al., 2018)

Temporary access (Frenken et al., 2015; Frenken and Schor, 2019)
Narrow Sharc?able goods (Benkler, 2004)
understanding Physical assets (Frenken ef al., 2015)

Non-monetary (Lessig, 2008)

For a fee or other compensation (Belk, 2014; Frenken et al., 2015)
Platforms
Broad Internet (Belk, 2007; Schor and Fitzmaurice, 2015)
understanding
Narrow Intermediary (Puschmann and Alt, 2016; Frenken and Schor, 2019)
understanding
Workers
Broad Business or individuals (Puschmann and Alt, 2016)
understanding
Narrow Individuals (Frenken et al., 2015; Hamari et al., 2015; Duggan et al., 2020)
understanding | Independent contractors (Newlands et al., 2018)
Requesters
Broad Business or individuals (Frenken et al., 2015; Puschmann and Alt, 2016)
understanding
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Narrow Individuals (Frenken et al., 2015; Hamari et al., 2015; Duggan et al., 2020)
understanding

2.2.3 Gig Economy

The term ‘gig’ is a direct reference to the music industry. It dates back to 1926 and was essentially
‘musicians’ slang for an engagement at a single venue’ (Dalzell and Victor, 2014: 986). This origin
is indicative of the type of work — temporary, precarious and erratic — that the gig economy
encapsulates. The expression ‘gig economy’ itself was coined in 2009 by the journalist Tina Brown
(Brown, 2009), who is the founder and editor-in-chief of digital news site ‘The Daily Beast’. The
‘gig economy’ is usually considered as a tripartite structured market system with digital platforms
acting as intermediaries (Stewart and Stanford, 2017; Jabagi et al., 2018; Duggan et al., 2020;
Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020). In coordinating supply and demand, platform providers shift
most of the costs, risks and liabilities to the other two parties (Jabagi et al., 2018) through different
algorithms that control transactions, such as matching workers and potential clients (Harris, 2017;
Lepanjuuri et al., 2018; Duggan et al., 2020; Newlands, 2021; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020).
While the expression ‘gig economy’ is fairly new, the logic on which it is founded clearly
isn’t. For Kalleberg (2009), the gig economy finds its roots in precarious work. The shipping
industry illustrates this point. As early as the 19" century, the rapid development of the shipping
industry caused a large shortage of workers in the docks in the East End of London.
Two-thirds of dockers worked without knowing their schedule in advance owing to the flexibility
of the time of entry and exit of ships. With the absence of efficient communication systems,
workers had to line up outside the terminal every morning, waiting for job opportunities (Tillett,
1910). This can be seen to be the prototype of gig work (i.e. prior to the ascent of digital platforms).

In the mid to late 1970s, macroeconomic policies began to intensify global price competition, and
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companies started to reduce labour costs by outsourcing work to low-wage countries. In parallel,

the power of trade unions has gradually decreased, and the balance of power has been continuously

tilted towards employers (Kalleberg, 2009). With the development of science and technology, the

emergence of new types of gig work, with the help of ICT, had thus become inevitable. Comparable

with the concepts previously discussed, there are no universally accepted definitions for ‘gig

economy’ (Lepanjuuri et al., 2018; Fleming et al., 2019; Woodcock, 2020); its use is as erratic as

the type of work it describes (see Table 2.5)

Table 2.5 Illustrative definitions of the gig economy

virtual jobs, often by connecting workers to customers via a platform-
enabled digital marketplace.’

Definition Reference

‘A term that suggests that it is not only normal but also fun to hop creatively | (Huws et al.,
from job to job on an ad hoc basis.’ 2018: 116)
‘One-time jobs where workers are employed on a particular task or for a | (Fleming et al,
defined period of time. A gig worker is not paid a wage or salary; does not | 2019: 493)

have an implicit or explicit contract for a continuing work relationship; and

does not have a predictable work schedule or predictable earnings when

working.’

‘The gig-economy is an emerging labor market wherein organizations | (Jabagi et al.,
engage independent workers for short-term contracts (‘gigs’) to create | 2019: 192)

‘The gig economy, in which employees complete short-term, on demand
work assignments (i.e., ‘gigs’) across a variety of, is defined by its
utilization of non-standard employees.’

(Schroeder et al.,
2019: 1)

‘A new ‘gig economy’that enables both menial tasks (e.g., usability testing,
image tagging) and complex endeavors (e.g., design, user testing, or
consultancy work) to be broken down into smaller tasks that can be
distributed among an external workforce.’

(Connelly et al.,
2020: 1)

‘An economic system that uses online platforms to digitally connect

(Duggan et al.,

also be easy, incidental and, ideally, enjoyable.’

workers.’ 2020: 115)
‘The notion of a ‘gig’is freighted with descriptive and normative meaning. | (Healy et al.,
1t implies not only that the work is one-off or short-lived, but that it should | 2020: 3)

‘Gig work is usually typified by four characteristics: irregular work
schedules,; workers providing some or all capital (e.g. mobile phones, cars,
or bikes), piece-rate work remuneration,; and work being arranged and/or
facilitated by digital platforms.’

(Newlands, 2021:
721)
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‘The term ‘gig economy ’refers to the parcelled nature of the small tasks or | (Tassinari ~ and
jobs (the ‘gigs’) that individuals are contracted to carry out by companies | Maccarrone,
(often platforms) adopting this model of service provision.’ 2020: 36)

‘A continuum of online labour from microwork to online freelancing, | (Yao, 2020: 485)
including work that is transacted on platforms but delivered locally (e.g.
Uber and Task Rabbit), and work that is both transacted and delivered
remotely on the platforms (e.g. Upwork and Amazon Mechanical Turk).’

Unlike traditional employment relationships, platforms, in the overwhelming majority of
cases, do no offer legal employment contracts to platform workers (Duggan et al., 2020). Workers
and platforms, as well consumers and platforms, are bound together through digital, ephemeral
contracts. These contracts both maximize platforms’ control over workers and minimize platforms’
responsibilities and obligations when problems arise (Stewart and Stanford, 2017). For instance,
Deliveroo riders do not benefit from health cover when they are working; should a problem come
up, they would not receive support and might thus rapidly fall into more precarity. Another point
of contention is the way in which it isolates workers, as they are neither physically in contact with
other workers nor are they the recipients of their own work (Ashford et al., 2018). Gig workers
cannot share work experience and learn from each other in a timely manner, which affects their
productivity and income (Friedman, 2014). De Stefano (2015) indicates that the idea of ‘human-
as-a-service’, which amounts to an extreme form of commodification, will be exacerbated in the
gig economy because transactions, workers and customers are mostly invisible. Table 2.6 gives an

overview of the main features of the gig economy found in the literature.

Table 2.6 Main features of the gig economy

| Main Features

Work
Broad Menial tasks and complex endeavours (Connelly et al., 2020)
understanding | Most jobs are compensated on a piecework basis (Stewart and Stanford, 2017)
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One-off or short-lived, easy, incidental and, ideally enjoyable (Healy et al.,
2020).
For money (Lepanjuuri ef al., 2018)
Labour (Jabagi et al., 2018; Lepanjuuri et al., 2018; Fleming et al., 2019)
Narrow Irregular work schedules (Newlands, 2021)
understanding | Piece-rate work remuneration (Connelly ef al., 2020; Newlands, 2021)
Small tasks or jobs (Fleming et al., 2019; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020)
Short-term contracts (Jabagi et al., 2018; Jabagi et al., 2019)
Labour and money are determined by a group of buyers and sellers operating
within a price system (Jabagi et al., 2018)
Labour can be virtual or physical (Jabagi et al., 2018)
Platforms
Broad Online (Stewart and Stanford, 2017; Duggan et al., 2020; Newlands, 2021)
understanding
Intermediary (Stewart and Stanford, 2017; Jabagi et al., 2018; Duggan et al.,
Narrow LN
. 2020; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020)
understanding Range and/or facilitate work platform (Newlands, 2021)
Workers
Broad Individuals or companies (Lepanjuuri et al., 2018)
understanding
Non-standard employees (Schroeder et al., 2019)
Freelancers or one-person businesses (Lepanjuuri et al., 2018)
Workers providing some or all capital (Stewart and Stanford, 2017,
Narrow Newlands, 2020); even places of work (Stewart and Stanford, 2017)
understanding | Independent contractors (Bernhardt and Thomason, 2017; Newlands, 2021)
Individuals (Ashford et al., 2018; Jabagi et al., 2018; Jabagi et al., 2019;
Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020)
Irregular work schedules (Stewart and Stanford, 2017)
Requesters
Broad Individuals or companies (Lepanjuuri et al., 2018)
understanding
Narrow Organisations (Jabagi et al., 2019)
understanding
2.2.4 Platform Economy

Gawer (2011) argues that the term ‘platform’ is rooted in engineering design, and was developed
by management scholars from the three research waves of products (Wheelwright and Clark, 1992),
technological systems (Bresnahan and Greenstein, 1999) and transactions (Rochet and Tirole,

2003), which accounts for the many different framings of the concept of platform. Rochet and
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Tirole (2003) coined the expression ‘platform economy’ and argued that this new type of economy
differed from ‘conventional’ two-sided market economy, inasmuch as it is based on a triangular
relationship involving a platform, workers and customers. On that point, as well as on many others,
the platform economy strongly resonates with the gig economy. Platforms own an infrastructure
made of software, tools, rules and services. The main feature of platforms is the provision of an
online interactive community, which facilitates interactions between users. More precisely,
platforms use data to match workers and consumers based on demand and supply. Large-scale
horizontal networked communications and interactions are the basis upon which the platform
economy is built (Peticca-Harris et al., 2020). In this respect, platform economy creates a world
of possibilities and prospects, with some believing that it can make a greater social good without
negative consequences, even though others feared that new technologies would result in
undesirable, and perhaps unintended, effects (Kenney and Zysman, 2016). Platform economy is,
in a sense, the most technologically inclined of our four terms, which makes it harder to trace

historically. Table 2.7 provides an overview of common definitions from the literature.

Table 2.7 Illustrative definitions of the platform economy

Definition Reference
‘Usually refers to digital media firms that connect users through two-sided | (Cockayne,
platform-based marketplaces.’ 2016: 73)

‘A universal characteristic of various definitions is that they place emphasis | (Lehdonvirta,
on individuals rather than organizations as the primary economic actors: | 2018: 569)
the supply of capital and labor comes from decentralized crowds of
individuals rather than corporate or state aggregates. Another near-
universal characteristic is that these individual participants are organized
by digital platforms that match suppliers and demanders as well as perform
various management-type functions, such as quality control’

‘Digital platforms, which are virtual locations through which various users | (Kenney and
communicate and transact, have become intermediaries for organizing | Zysman, 2019:
social and economic life at both the micro-level in terms of how work is | 2)

performed and the economic structural level.’
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‘The platform economy is made possible by new kinds of horizontal, | (Peticca-Harris
networked exchanges and interactions between users through online | et al., 2020: 37)
communities. The platform economy is structured around ‘temporary
access, non-ownership models of utilizing consumer goods and services
[and often rely] on the Internet, and especially Web 2.0 ...’

‘The platform economy has experienced rapid growth since then and now | (Vallas and
encompasses a wide array of digitally mediated economic transactions | Schor, 2020:
involving the exchange of goods and services.’ 274)

Although the term platform originally referred to mediators in the ‘real’ world (Shapiro,
2020), the ‘platform economy’ is premised on both the ‘algorithm revolution’ and cloud computing.
Yet, in the platform economy, the platform is not just a new piece of technology, it is also a new
business model in its own right. This business model is usually flatter and more participatory than
models that are part of the ‘traditional’ economy (Morozov, 2015). By extension, the platform
economy is distinctive because of its ease of participation and registration; anyone can become a
supplier of the platform economy. Platform work can be completed through a few clicks (Peticca-
Harris et al., 2020). The ease of signing-up, direct participation and the abundance of largely
unqualified tasks generate a network effect in platforms, which means that more users will
essentially increase the value of platforms (Evans and Gawer, 2016), which can actually be seen
as the real innovation of the ‘platform economy’ (Langley and Leyshon, 2017). This is a point on

which the gig economy and the platform economy diverge.

Platforms have emerged as generic ecosystems able to link potential customers to anything
and anyone, from private individuals to multinational corporations. The central concept within the
industrial relationship — employer control (Maffie, 2020) — is reflected in platforms using
algorithms that sort, rank, categorize and display content. Platforms act as multi-sided markets
(Cockayne, 2016) and coordinate net-worked connectivity between customers, individuals and

multinational corporations, thus performing the role of socio-technical intermediary (Gillespie,
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2010; Langley and Leyshon, 2017; Lehdonvirta et al., 2018) or mediator (Dijck, 2013). Technically,
the platform provides software, hardware and services, a place for online social activities through
coding, uses algorithms to process user data and provides users with friendly pages so that all
participants understand the logic of the platform. In Table 2.8, an overview of the main features of

the platform economy is provided.

Table 2.8 Main features of the platform economy

| Main Features

Work

Narrow Temporary access (Peticca-Harris et al., 2020)

understanding | utilizing consumer goods and services (Peticca-Harris ef al., 2020)
Platforms
Broad Internet (Kenney and Zysman, 2016; Kenney and Zysman, 2019; Peticca-
understanding | Harris et al., 2020)

Intermediary (Gillespie, 2010; Langley and Leyshon, 2017; Lehdonvirta et
Narrow al., 2018)

understanding | Mediator (Dijck, 2013; Peticca-Harris ef al., 2020)

Two-sided platform-based marketplaces (Cockayne, 2016)

Workers
Narrow Individual (Peticca-Harris et al., 2020)
understanding
Requesters

Narrow Individual (Lehdonvirta et al., 2018)
understanding

2.2.5 Analogies and Distinctions

As we showed, all four terms are embedded in a long history through which technological
developments have played a key role in intensifying existing logics and modes of valuation (see

Figure 2.1).
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Figure 2.1 Origin of crowdsourcing, sharing economy, gig economy and platform economy

Our characterisation of the gig economy, platform economy, sharing economy and
crowdsourcing allows us to highlight, in a systematic manner, the differences but also overlaps
between these facets of digital capitalism. The ‘platform economy’ is certainly the most
encompassing of all four with regards to newly evolved forms of works and technologies used,
thus including platforms that are excluded by the gig economy and sharing economy, such as online
retail for instance (Kenney and Zysman, 2016). The digital activities that it covers are not limited
to business activities but are increasingly touching on wider political and societal concerns
(Kenney and Zysman, 2016). In addition, compared with ‘sharing economy’ and ‘gig economy’,
the term ‘platform economy’ is also used in a more neutral manner. This aside, the platform
economy and gig economy converge on many different aspects and are the two closest facets of
digital capitalism. In terms of types of interactions, we find, in all four, peer-to-peer (P2P),
business-to-costumer (B2C) as well as business-to-person (B2P) interactions. The table below
(Table 2.9) summarises the main similarities and differences between these four facets of digital

capitalism.
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Table 2.9 An overview of our four concepts

Features Crowdsourcing Sharing Gig Economy Platform
Economy Economy
Independent X X x x
contractors
Working Micro-
. . X
condition entrepreneurship
Full-time/ Part- X
time employees
Business pure reseller X
model Two-sided market X X X
P2P X X X X
Int G B2P/B2C X X X X
t;l zrac ion BB X X
P P2B X
G2G X
. Services X X X
Transaction Tangible and
products intangible assets X X
Human effort
Crowd . Online labour | and consumer
Nature . . Pure sharing .
intelligence outsourcing assets
monetized

2.3 Ideology and the Discourse of Novelty

As socio-technical systems relying on a neoliberal logic to operate, platforms lie at the core of the
gig economy, the sharing economy, the platform economy as well as crowdsourcing. Critical views
of platforms and their activities have been burgeoning over the past few years. Platforms are
notably seen to limit the well-being of workers in the pursuit of profit maximisation (Langley and
Leyshon, 2017; Fleming et al., 2019), with platforms controlling workers through elaborate
manipulations of data and code (Srnicek, 2017b). Arguably, platform capitalism can then be seen
to be an extreme variant of the digital economy (Fleming et al., 2019).

Many platforms have noticeably adopted the language, and pretendingly the values, of the
traditional community-based sharing movement and ethos, which promote the socio-economic and

environmental benefits of working with and through platforms, thus producing a form of ‘idealist
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discourse’ (Codagnone and Martens, 2016; Schor, 2020), which is very much line with the new
economy narrative (see Thrift, 2001). Advocates of those platforms encourage people to imagine
platforms as utopias through altruistic slogans that are in line with market logic and the use of
open-source activities for hype (Murillo et al., 2017). Yet, these ‘socially-oriented’ platforms are
not simply governed by the noble principles they articulate. Rather, as we hinted at previously,
they perform and extend existing issues under the guise of novelty. The gig economy, the sharing
economy, the platform economy as well as crowdsourcing are all embedded in a complex socio-
historical context that tends to be overlooked or set aside in discussions pertaining to platform
capitalism. Attending to key historical points related to these manifestations of digital capitalism
is critical to exploring the question of novelty that frames current work endeavours.

The discourse of novelty is increasingly dominant in today's society and has become a kind
of ‘truth’ (Brown, 2015) that attempts to conceal political and power relations. The platform’s
neoliberalism is not just a set of economic policies; platform participants are forced to become
‘homo economicus’, and their behavior is configured by the platform’s sophisticated algorithms
relying on market rationality (Brown, 2003). The market capacity is limited, and market rationality
makes the market competition of the platform increasingly fiercer (Murillo ef al., 2017). At the
same time, in the digital economy, as the worker pool becomes overcrowded and the supply of
workers gradually exceeds the demand, the welfare benefits of workers is further affected (Healy
etal.,2017). Equality is then just a utopian fantasy. As network effects produce platform monopoly
(Kenney and Zysman, 2016; Langley and Leyshon, 2017; Vallas and Schor, 2020), it is difficult
for smaller start-ups to survive in the digital economy. A few workers with high performances on
a platform can get an income far higher than the average wage level of the platform, materialising

the ‘Piketty-effect’ in the digital economy (Frenken, 2017).
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Hyperbolic and positive qualifiers, such as ‘interesting’, ‘flexible’, ‘revolutionary’,
‘ground-breaking’ or ‘fun’, are commonly used to depict the new world of work (Aroles et al.,
2020). The use of such a positive terminology seems to ignore, or overlook, core issues plaguing
platform capitalism, such as instability or precarity (Montgomery and Baglioni, 2020). All
transaction-related activities take place within algorithmic systems. Platforms are regarded as
intermediaries, and algorithms firmly control workers’ performances. At different levels, platforms
(or rather work activities mediated by platforms) seem to replicate a Taylorist (Duggan et al., 2020)
or Toyotist logic (Steinberg, 2021) as specific, small, and short-term tasks are distributed to
workers by the platform, with wages uniformly set and settled. In this sense, platforms act as
exploiters, using distinct algorithms to maximise productivity; exploitation did not so much
disappear, but rather changed from managerial to algorithmic exploitation (Vallas and Schor, 2020).
We thus need to be mindful of the dichotomization between old and new world of work created
and enacted through epochalist claims of change and novelty (see du Gay, 2003).

Under the impetus of neophilia, innovation has thus become synonymous with the ‘new’
economy (Rhodes and Pullen, 2010). This context favours the emergence of a utopian vision of
the world fuelled by ICT progress, in which work is flexible and mobile, and classes simply no
longer exist (Rhodes and Pullen, 2010). This technological utopian stance finds its roots in the so-
called ‘California ideology’, which posits that technology can make society peaceful and equal
(Schor, 2020). Platforms seem to have become the promoters of the digital revolution, through
which people can escape from government supervision and realize “market populism” (see Frank,

2001).

53



2.4 Conclusion

Platform capitalism is undoubtedly an important topic that requires careful investigation. Its
popularity, as a topic of research, has led to much confusion regarding its meaning and contours.
By exploring four manifestations of platform capitalism (crowdsourcing, gig economy, sharing
economy and platform economy), we can reflect on some of the myths and fetishisms that surround
platform capitalism. Importantly, these four facets of digital capitalism play out at the ideological
level inasmuch as they convey and perform a particular vision of the world of work. Through an
emphasis on transformation, innovativeness and opportunity, platform capitalism obfuscates the
politics and power relations hidden behind the concepts of crowdsourcing, gig economy, sharing
economy and platform economy. The themes of connectivity and exchange, central to platforms,
obscure the neo-liberalist ideology that runs free at the heart of platform capitalism. The positive,
or neutral, stance on those manifestations of platform capitalism seeks to detach them from their
past in such a way that they are portrayed as a force for good that can challenge long-established
power relations. Attending to and exploring the origin and evolution of these four facets of digital
capitalism allow us to provide a critical reading of these concepts and to unpack the ideology and

narratives that underlie them.
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Chapter 3. Typologizing Content Creation on Digital Platforms?

Abstract
Worldwide, a growing number of individuals are engaging with content creative platforms in a
professional manner. In parallel, and despite a significant amount of research on various
dimensions of the platform economy, content creative platforms remain empirically understudied.
To gain a better understanding of the specificities of these platforms and their users, we designed
a two-stage study. Adapting Porter’s SP model to the context of content creative platforms, we
identified a list of 143 relevant content creative platforms through the Apple App Stores in the UK,
the US and China which we then categorized into four clusters. To gain detailed understanding of
the characteristics of content creators in each of our four clusters, we then used data from a
specially designed a survey questionnaire of content creators. Drawing from answers of 426
creators, we flesh out key dimensions pertaining to content creation-related work and show that
content creation-related work clusters into different categories and is characterized by various

interests of content creators, spanning from leisure to different types of paid work.

Keywords: Creative Content; Platforms; Porter; Technological mediations; Typology

3 The appendix to this chapter can be found in Appendix B.
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3.1 Introduction

Recent technological innovations, together with economic and societal changes, have laid the
foundation for the gig economy (Herrmann et al., 2023), which altered existing and generated a
wide array of new jobs (Késsi and Lehdonvirta, 2018). Part of this process has been the growing
prevalence of platforms (Burtch et al., 2018), which increasingly revolve at the core of work
relations in the so-called digital economy (Késsi and Lehdonvirta, 2018). The pandemic has acted
as a catalyst, further exacerbating this trend (Spurk and Straub, 2020). As a result, working within
the gig economy, and de facto for platforms, democratised and thus has become more widely
accepted (Lund et al., 2021). A significant area of growth and development concerns creative
industries which are characterised by a heavy reliance on freelancers (O’Brien et al., 2016, Eikhof

and Warhurst, 2013, Merkel, 2019).

Due to the advancement of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), the
business model of creative industries changed significantly (Merkel, 2019), with interactions
increasingly conducted through, and thus mediated by, digital platforms. Content creative
platforms, which can be defined as virtual spaces, help individuals producing, distributing, and
monetizing diverse forms of content as both services and products (Marwick, 2013). Those
platforms belong to creative industries inasmuch as the work they host — the content — is a creative
production. In parallel, content creative platforms are integral to the digital economy, relying on
ICT to provide products and services. At the platform level, the network effect has led to the
emergence of a monopoly, which is a consequence of the limited market size (Kenney and Zysman,
2016, Langley and Leyshon, 2017b, Vallas and Schor, 2020b). As a result, content creative

platforms can only remain viable by maintaining an adequate level of competitiveness (Murillo et
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al., 2017), which translates into a high level of heterogeneity in content creative platforms
(Cennamo and Santalo, 2013). Despite the rapid proliferation of content creative platforms
economy, the paradigm shift in the business model of creative industries and aforementioned high
level of heterogeneity, the existing literature is confined to a subset of these platforms (typically
Instagram, YouTube or Twitter). Thus, there is a need to develop a more systematic and holistic

understanding of the specificities of content creative platforms.

Against this backdrop, our paper aims to address the two following research questions: (i)
What are the key similarities and differences between existing content creative platforms? (ii)
What are the characteristics of the content creators and is there a systematic relationship between
the features of platforms and the content creators? To answer these questions, we designed a two-
stage data collection process. In the first stage, we closely screened the top 100 most popular
platforms (in 2021) for each of the 23 categories listed on the Apple App Store for three different
countries, namely China, the UK, and the US. Applying various exclusion criteria, we ended with
a sample of 143 platforms that we sought to classify by adapting Porter (2004) five Ps model.
Through this process, we generated a typology for content creative platforms based on four distinct
clusters. In the second stage, we designed a questionnaire survey to analyze the characteristics of
both the users and content creators of these platforms. Our questionnaire ran in English and
Mandarin and enabled us to collect answers from 426 creators. Through this process, we

characterize the key features of users in terms of the four platform clusters that we identified.

Combining the four categories of content creative platforms developed in the first stage of
the study and the characteristics of creators within each category in the second, we find that

different categories of content creative platforms and creators using those platforms understand
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content creation-related work in contrasting ways. Certain creators tend to perceive content
creation as a leisurely pursuit, while on some platforms, others engage in unconscious emotional
labour alongside their recreational activities. In contrast, certain platforms and creators consider
content creation as a creative work with a monetary incentive, whereas on other platforms, creators

view it as a form of task-oriented gig work.

This article makes two main contributions to the literature. First, by crafting a typology
that highlights the similarities and differences between content creative platforms, our paper
answers calls for further research into the heterogeneity and diversity of platforms (McDonnell et
al., 2021). More specifically, our paper furthers our understanding of the specificities of digital
content creation, thus providing a nuanced overview of the ecosystem of content creative platforms.
Second, by portraying the characteristics of creators across different categories of platforms, the
study proposes a multifaceted perspective on the content creation work of different platform
categories. Thus doing, our paper advances research into the production of creative content online.
This establishes a solid foundation for future research on the work and employment related aspects
of content creative platforms. By portraying different categories of content creation, our study uses
new perspectives to explain the flow of social capital across content creative platforms and

explores the complex motivations of content creators to undertake content creation activities.

Our paper is structured as follows. We start by providing an overview of the different kinds
and meanings of work in the context of content creative platforms. We then present Porter’s (2004)
framework of virtual communities and highlight how we adapted this framework for our study.
This is then followed by the presentation of our methodological approach. The fifth section

outlines our empirical findings, describing the clusters we identified and the main characteristics
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of their respective users. In the discussion, we critically delve into the nature of content creation
by addressing the question how important leisure and/or work is for creating contents. Finally, a

short conclusion ends this paper.

3.2 Work in the context of content creative platforms

With the ‘platform boom’ brought about by Web 2.0 and associated technological developments,
the creation of online content somehow democratised (Blank, 2013), notably meaning that, for
content creation, no professional knowledge is needed to set up personal homepages and publish
online content (O'reilly, 2009). Van Dijck and Nieborg (2009) suggest that mass collaboration and
communal creativity are becoming increasingly central to both work and lifestyle, a trend that sees
content creative platform users as volunteers or amateurs who actively give their time to create
content. This reflects in the broader ‘cultural shock’ brought about by open-source movements,
with crowds contributing to the public good for free (Barnes et al., 2015, Kogut and Metiu, 2001).
The emergence and development of content creative platforms seems to chime with the logic
behind crowdsourcing — using the wisdom of the crowd to solve problems that are beyond the
expertise of individual experts (Hossain and Kauranen, 2015, Lévy, 1997). Platform users can
access platforms’ content in a cost-effective manner, while platforms can obtain content without
employing individuals (Liang et al., 2022b). The public brings in external knowledge to the
platform, paving the way for further market expansion (Chesbrough et al., 2006). Nieborg and

Poell (2018) frame the strong connection between platforms and creators as platform dependence.

Previous research has fustigated platforms for limiting the well-being of workers in the
view of maximising profit (Fleming et al., 2019, Langley and Leyshon, 2017b). Actions of

platform workers are governed by algorithms (Brown, 2003), with capitalism manifesting itself in
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a unique form through platforms (Liang et al., 2022b). Importantly, work on content creative
platforms bears striking similarities with work on other types of platforms. While content creation
is regarded as flexible, liberating and ‘cool’, this form of borderless work nonetheless brings
tremendous pressure to creators. A key factor affecting creativity is time. If content producers feel
time pressure, their output will inevitably be affected (Nemkova et al., 2019a). There is no doubt
that the uncertainty of creativity generation together with long and irregular working periods bring
great pressure to content creators (Wright, 2015b). Additionally, some of them look forward to
benefiting from their works, so they must create content based on the activities organised by the
platform, the audiences’ content intentions, and the requirements of the brand they might be
working with. Only in this way, they could get traction from the algorithm and then get more
platform resources (Wright, 2015b). The aforementioned difficulties make content creators believe
that they lack the autonomy of choice and control over work and their productions (Nemkova et

al., 2019a).

Unlike some jobs in the digital economy characterised by remuneration rigidity, the income,
status and working conditions of content creative works show a very high level of heterogeneity
(Ertan et al., 2021). Lack of equality and highly differentiated income as well as complex and
changeable situations that may affect income levels are important features of content creative
platform (Teipen, 2008). Content producers initially enter the platform with no or very little return,
which, moreover, are usually delayed in distribution. This results in content producers usually
needing to be very careful when planning their work. In order to reduce the uncertainty of income,
they usually do some additional work to make ends meet (Wright, 2015b). The confidence to join
content creative platforms comes from their production. Producers believe that they will be able

to make more money in the future, so the current unstable income can be accepted (Schorpf et al.,
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2017). However, if they do not get satisfactory returns for a long time, there will be a negative
feeling of being used and low pay. There are still producers who regard content creative works as
hobbies, and give works more meaning than the work itself (Ertan et al., 2021). The high degree
of diversity and heterogeneity found in content creative platforms somehow precludes developing
a finer understanding of the key platforms of these platforms and their users. To attend to this issue,

we now turn our attention to typology work.

3.3 Developing a typology for content creative platforms

From a methodological perspective, we embed our typology of content creative platforms within
Porter’s (2004) framework of virtual communities. Although virtual communities and content
creative platforms differ in various ways, we contend that Porter’s (2004) five Ps of virtual
communities can help us capture the nature and characteristics of content creative platforms, thus
providing a conceptual basis through which to study, in a systematic manner, content creative
platforms. Below, we present the original dimensions and how we adapted them to the study of

content creative platforms.

The first dimension is purpose (content of interaction) which distinguishes virtual
communities according to themes and interests. The relationship between users is thus governed
by shared interests (Baym, 1998) and, due to the variety of platform functions, contents (in content
creative platforms) can assume different forms (Baym, 1998). Importantly, the complexity of
contents and the diversity of platform structures complement one another (Richardson, 2015). In
content creative platforms, the diversity of contents does not only manifest itself through the
richness of the themes explored, but also in the variety of the types of production. Therefore, in

our classification, we use diversity of both themes and forms as our first dimension.
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The second dimension from Porter (2004) is place (i.e., the extent of technology mediation
of interaction). Against the background that there is a discussion in literature whether geographical
distance, differences in spaces, or socio-cultural distances matter to interactions (e.g., Harrison and
Dourish (1996), we differentiate the platforms accordingly. Specifically, following Porter (2004),
we consider that the virtual community itself may be the medium of interaction between users
since the products of content creative platforms are online contents and offline communication
rarely occurs. In fact, the high level of interaction in the virtual environment strengthens the
importance of re-understanding “place” (Steinkuehler and Williams, 2006). Blanchard (2004)
proposed the concept of sense of place to emphasize the psychological awareness of location. The
type of access is a crucial part of the sense of place: if a platform is easier to access, users will be
more active, which in turn means they are more likely to feel a sense of place (see Heinrichs et al.,
2011). Access to the digital economy covers both technological and content access (Bucy and
Newhagen, 2004). Technological access usually refers to the process by which users connect to
the Internet, while content access is based on free access to digital contents (Richardson, 2015).
Therefore, in our classification, we use ‘a sense of place’ to capture both technological and content

acCCess.

The third dimension is based on the design of the platform. This aspect refers to the
technical design of interaction, which reflects the degree of real-time interactions enabled by the
platform (Porter, 2004). For Blanchard (2004), a highly-interactive environment positively
contributes to enhancing users’ sense of place. Interaction methods can entail synchronous,
asynchronous communications, or a mix of both (Porter, 2004). Compared with synchronous
communication, asynchronous communication shows more temporal flexibility. Since

synchronous communication relies on content creators and audiences participating in the
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interaction at the same time, content creators working on synchronous communication platforms
need to maintain the relationship with audiences more seriously, since this relationship is more
prone to break (Blanchard, 2004). This means that the possibility of and degree of real-time
interaction is an important factor for differentiation of platforms; this is the third a dimension we

use for our typological work.

The fourth dimension is based on the pattern of interaction, i.e. the population interaction
structure (Porter, 2004), which essentially captures the ‘affectual’ perspective of interactions so to
speak. Emotion enables the development of virtual communities, with trust embedded in
technology on content creative platforms (Richardson, 2015). For example, some platforms will
require users to provide detailed personal profiles (Blanchard, 2004), which marks a difference in
the nature of platforms. In addition, some platforms will also provide various interactive (e.g.,
forwarding, commenting), monitoring (e.g., banning users, blocking content) and incentives
functions (e.g., badges or activities) to maintain trust among platform users (Blanchard, 2004).
Finally, the structure of users is also a key platform population feature (Baym, 1998). Users with
different identities (e.g., paid membership) may have different behaviours, which can be explained
by psychological processes within and between groups (Blanchard, 2004). Therefore, platform

membership is also a key variable that affects patterns of interaction.

Last, but certainly not least, the fifth dimension is based on the (monetary) return of the
interaction on the platform, i.e. the Profit model. Porter (2004) distinguished profit model into
revenue-generating and non-revenue generating, which is similar to the dimension Schor and
Fitzmaurice (2015) used when classifying collaborative platforms. In order to capture differences

in the profit model that platforms are integrating, we used indirect revenue, which refers to the fact
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that platforms distribute income through other means (such as holding events & activities) as a

differentiating factor.

Table 3.1 shows the key dimensions of the content creative platform typology adapted from

the five Ps model.

Table 3.1 Key dimensions of content creative platforms typology

Adapted factors for content creative

SP model (Porter, 2004) platforms
) . Content themes
Purpose (content of interaction) Content types

Place (extent of technology mediation of
interaction)

Technological access

Content access

Platform (design of interaction)

The technological design of interaction

Population interaction structure (pattern of
interaction)

Size

Trust

Interaction for users

Interaction for content creators

Membership

Profit model (return on interaction)

Profit model

3.4 Methodological approach

To develop and generate a comprehensive typology and understanding of different content creative

platforms as well as the characteristics of content creators, we followed a two-stage data collection

process.

3.4.1 Stage 1

In the first stage, we identified relevant content creative platforms from the Apple App Store, which

provides the most comprehensive list of platforms and is therefore the most popular provider of

digital platforms. The Apple App Store classifies platforms into 23 distinct categories, such as
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Education, Entertainment, Business etc. We screened the top 100 most popular platforms (in 2021)
in each of these 23 categories for three different countries, namely China, the UK, and the US.
Altogether, a total of 6900 platforms (2300 per country) were considered. We then removed
duplicate platforms, which may occur due to (i) their presence in diverse categories within the
classification system of the Apple App Store, wherein a single platform can be assigned to more
than one of the 23 available categories; and (ii) the existence of identical platforms in the ranking
lists of various countries owing to the data being procured from Apple App Stores in the UK, the
US, and China. Additionally, we further reduced the number of platforms by excluding those where
users cannot upload contents. This brought the overall number down to 166. Then, we excluded
the platforms that do not allow creators to publish publicly accessible contents and platforms
closed (during our data collection period). Applying these exclusion criteria brought the number

of platforms down to 143.

For each of these 143 platforms, we collected data based on the five dimensions shown in
Table 3.1. To identify different types of platforms, we applied a hierarchical clustering approach.
As the data is predominantly categorical in nature, we used Ward’s method of linkage with squared
Gower distance to the cluster means as the unit of measure for the distance between cases (Gower,
1971). Given the complexity of content creative platforms, this study suggests that the four-cluster
solution we develop here is essentially a best-fit model, with the number of platforms per cluster

being more evenly distributed with the four-cluster option.

73



3.4.2 Stage 2

In a next stage, we sought to analyze the characteristics of both the users and content creators of
these platforms. To that end, we designed a questionnaire survey. A summary of the main survey

items can be found in Table 3.2.

Table 3.2 Survey items summary

Dimension Item
Countries Country of residence
I use content creative platform to search or enjoy
Platform Use Behaviour entertainment/education/lifestyle/business/political/art

contents uploaded by other content creators.

I use content creative platform to create and share
Content Creation Behaviour entertainment/education/lifestyle/business/political/art

contents.

Paid job/work

Unpaid job/work

Job/work count

Job/work
W Job/work with an employment contract

Job/work with a contract or other arrangement

Working hours

Age
Gender
Education

Personal information

Personal income level

The questionnaire survey was conducted online and ran from January to March 2022 using a
professional software that included checks and controls for the quality and reliability of the survey.
For the questionnaire, we targeted platform users, including content providers. Regarding our
sampling strategy, we contacted individuals by using content creative platforms’ communication
features/tools and asked them to complete the survey by providing a link to the online survey. We

decided to offer the possibility to answer our questionnaire in two languages: Mandarin and
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English. Using the language of the platform implies, of course, that the Mandarin version of the
survey was widely chosen by users of Chinese content creative platforms. The English version was
used for all other platforms. The questionnaire was distributed on all platforms to guarantee a wide
and heterogeneous range of respondents that would reflect the diversity of different users on these
platforms. To ensure a minimum number of responses on smaller platforms, we encouraged
participants to distribute the survey link within their wider network. Hence, a snowballing
dimension was part of the sampling approach. Of course, using this sampling strategy did not
necessarily allow us to differentiate between mere platform users and actual content providers nor
is it representative for the size of the platforms. However, this sampling strategy allowed us to
capture the variety of different platforms users.

Although both platform users and content providers were contacted, in this analysis, we only
consider providers of contents (i.e. content creators) which were identified by asking: “Have you
ever created and uploaded contents on content creative platforms?”. Only those respondents who
selected ‘Yes’ were identified as content creators and considered for this version of the
questionnaire. Content users who do not provide any content were directed to a different
questionnaire survey. In addition, respondents were asked to specify the content creative platforms
they had used. To ensure that each platform was considered by respondents, we listed all 143
platforms identified in the first stage of the research as options for respondents and suggested that
respondents could select up to six of these. We collected 1,128 responses, with 426 respondents
being content creators. Details on the questionnaire itself and on the quality checks and controls

are available upon request.
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3.5 Findings

3.5.1 Four clusters of content creative platforms

The results of the cluster analysis are shown in Table 3.3, which includes the list of platforms in
each cluster as well as the characteristics of each cluster. A heatmap with details on the weighting
of each item is provided in Appendix.

Cluster 1 comprises the highest number of platforms (n=45) and features prominent platforms
(such as Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube), with more than half (55.56%) experiencing growth
in the top quartile. They are also mostly large platforms, with 66.67% being in the largest quartile
of all platforms in terms of size. Platforms in this cluster have the highest diversity of content
topics (mean = 2.84) and types (mean = 2.53), as well as the highest technological accessibility
(mean = 2.89) and easiest access to content. For the latter, 80% of platforms can display content
without user registration, and 82.22% do not require additional actions (such as subscribing
membership, purchasing content, inviting friends, or uploading content). Most of these platforms
use both synchronous and synchronous communication technologies (66.67%), provide user
identification (100.00%) and rich interactive features such as a share (100.00%), comment
(97.78%), favourite (88.89%) and block feature (80.00%). In addition, 88.89% of platforms
provide creators with a content deletion option. Most of these platforms have different user types,
for example, 91.11% of platforms have authenticated users, and generally, users can earn direct or

indirect income through these platforms (69.99%).
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Table 3.3 The characteristics of each cluster

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4
n =45 n =32 n=33 n=33
Content Diversity of High level (level 1) High level (level 2) Low level (level 4) Low level (level 3)
Diversity  content
themes
Diversity of High level (level 2) Low level (level 3) Low level (level 4) High level (level 1)
content types
Access Ease of Easier (level 1) Easier (level 2) Harder (level 3) Harder (level 4)
Technical
Access
Ease of Easier Easier Harder Harder
Content
Access
Interactio Synchronous  Only very few platforms  Most platforms use this Only few platforms use Only few platforms use
n Design Communicati use this technology. (level technology. (level 1) this technology. (level 2)  this technology. (level 2)
on Technology 4)
Asynchronous Less than a third of Only few of platform use =~ More than half of the Less than half of the
Communicati  platforms use this this technology. (level 4)  platforms use this platforms use this
on Technology technology. (level 3) technology. (level 1) technology. (level 2)
Hybrid Two thirds of platforms No platforms use this Less than a third of More than a third of
Communicati  use this technology. (level technology. (level 4) platforms use this platforms use