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INTRODUCTION 
The PLUS project explores the labour process, working conditions and urban impact of four 
platforms - Deliveroo, Helpling, Airbnb and Uber – that are termed lean platforms1. As such, 
they represent digital business models based on outsourcing core operational capacities, 
including labour, fixed capital, maintenance costs or training. Although lean platforms only 
constitute a small portion of the overall platform economy, not to say of the economy as a 
whole2, their operations gained overwhelming attention for several reasons: first, they 
challenge traditional employment forms in a way that are often labelled as disruptive, second 
they introduce digital means of production, tightly detailing and monitoring the labour 
process, third we observe sectoral impacts (Airbnb and Uber), especially at urban level, fourth, 
they display an innovative business model that is evasive in terms of adhering to existing 
business regulations, while systematically searching for regulatory loopholes. 

The four platforms studied for the PLUS project encompass various types of services: 
transport, including passenger and goods transport (Uber and Deliveroo), household services 
(Helpling and Airbnb) as well as tourism (Airbnb). The seven PLUS cities, where these platforms 
are operating and unfolding – Barcelona, Berlin, Bologna, Lisbon, London, Paris, Tallinn – have 
accommodated and reacted to the platforms’ presence, potentials and disruptions differently, 
but also share similarities regarding policy interventions. This policy brief highlights and 
exemplifies some of the platforms’ specific impacts, and hints towards potential regulations 
at municipal, sectoral or cross-sectoral level to mitigate the lean platforms’ negative impacts. 

HELPLING: FORMALISING THE INFORMAL? 
While on-demand transport services gained most attention in politics and academics, the 
number of people engaged in household services (maintenance, cleaning) mediated via 
platforms, is at least equal or exceeds that of on-demand riders and drivers in many European 
countries3. German-based Helpling is the leading online platform for on-demand home 
services outside the US and active in 11 countries and over 200 cities. In Germany it is market 
leader having acquired book-a-tiger in 2019. Recently, the company has faced several 

 

1 This PLUS output is based on findings from the following PLUS deliverables D 2.3  (Final Report on impact of technologies 
on workers and labour process in the platform economy), D 5.1 (Chart on Digital Workers Rights); and working documents 
related to task 3.1 (Analysing and quantifying developments and main disruptions in business and employment dynamics in 
relation to platform activities in selected industries and cities) and task 3.3 (Researching taxation and other redistributive 
mechanisms and developing alternative, innovative scenarios for business and welfare models). 

2 According to Technopolis/VVA Consulting/Trinomics (2018) Study to Monitor the Economic Development of the Collaborative 
Economy at sector level in the 28 EU MS, EC, the overall size of collaborative economy was estimated generating 26,5 billion 
Euro for the EU GDP in 2016 (majority in finance: 9.7; accommodation: 7.3; online skills: 5.6; transport: 4). It amounted to 
0.17% of total EU GDP, and generated 394,000 jobs (=0.15% of total EU employment (transport: 124,800; accommodation: 
113,300). 
3 Huws et al. (2019) The Platformisation of Work in Europe: Results from Research in 13 European Countries 
https://www.feps-europe.eu/attachments/publications/the%20platformisation%20of%20work%20in%20europe%20-
%20final%20corrected.pdf ,p.23, accessed March, 15, 2021 
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challenges to its expansion plans and business model, which led to the closure of operations 
in Sweden, Spain, Brazil and Canada. Helpling engages 30,000 self-employed workers 
worldwide.4 The ILO estimates that in the European Union around 26 million domestic workers 
are active – as employed, self-employed, documented or undocumented workers –, while 
Technopolis/VVA Consulting/Trinomics (2018) estimated that around 380,000 jobs have been 
created in the whole platform economy. 

In Germany, Helpling cooperates with 5,000 self-employed workers. However, these numbers 
still are very low compared to the 47,000 full-time or part-time employed, 300,000 mini 
jobbers and the estimated 2,7 million domestic workers that work undeclared5. Interestingly 
enough, cleaners listed with Helpling in Berlin, are 50% male, according to the company. This 
is in stark contrast to the overall sector’s gender distribution, as domestic work is highly female 
dominated.  

The informal work still prevails in the domestic sector. Platforms are said to help formalizing 
employment in this domain, as workers have to register online and are visible on a website 
for hiring. However, a central question remains: do platforms contribute to formalizing 
domestic work and do they improve domestic workers’ social protection and working 
conditions? The demand for decent working conditions and social protection of domestic 
worker has a long tradition. Only in 2011, a global standard on domestic work, specifying 
workers’ rights, protections and measures, was proclaimed by the ILO C189, the Domestic 
Workers’ Convention 20116. It can be taken as a benchmark for minimum labour standards in 
the sector and also as a benchmark for platforms to provide for decent working conditions.  

One key concern is the legal characterization of the platform: platforms argue, they are 
merely matching demand and supply of services. Legal experts and scholars frequently argue 
that platforms structure the work and and subordinate the workers through detailing the 
work, setting the working time, through wages and through control and monitoring systems. 
A noteworthy way forward to tackle precarious work in platform-mediated domestic work is 
the conclusion of a collective bargaining agreement offering cleaners the right to employment: 

In 2018, the Danish union 3F concluded the first collective bargaining agreement (CBA) for 
cleaners working via platforms7. It established a new category of worker: after 100 hours of 
work, freelancers are automatically treated as employees covered by CBA, unless they actively 
opt out of this status. Protections provided by the CBA are minimum wage, sick pay, rules on 
cancellation of shifts, provision for data protection.  

 

 

4 Numbers from 2017: https://www.arbeitgestaltengmbh.de/assets/projekte/Joboption-Berlin/Der-Job-als-Gig-Expertise-
Digital-November-2017.pdf , accessed March, 15, 2021 
5https://aias-hsi.uva.nl/binaries/content/assets/subsites/hugo-sinzheimer-institute/phs-quality/country-report-
germany..pdf, p.10, accessed March, 15, 2021 
6 https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C189, accessed March, 15, 2021 

7 https://hilfr.dk/om-hilfr , accessed March, 15, 2021 
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DELIVEROO: GHOST KITCHENS, COVID-KITS AND 
RIDERS COLLECTIVES 
Online delivery services have experienced a steep increase in turnover following the Covid-
19 crisis and helped the company to become profitable for the first time in the second half of 
2020.8 When movement was restricted during lockdowns, platforms such as Deliveroo, Glovo 
or Delivery Hero stepped in to distribute meals from restaurants to customers.  

Next to the mere delivery of food, delivery platforms have also expanded strategically: into 
the delivery of shopping from selected supermarkets, into the distribution of Covid-19 test 
kits to private households or into the establishment of “ghost kitchens” or “Rooboxes”. In 
Paris and London Deliveroo partners with restaurants as franchisers to run separate kitchens 
to produce food (Deliveroo Editions). This is a qualitative leap for Deliveroo as this move 
undermines the decentralised model of food production and Deliveroo establishes itself in the 
common space of a city. Through this model, restaurants can reach additional customers, 
while Deliveroo can centralise production and enjoy a monopoly on the specific restaurants’ 
food deliveries. According to CNBC9 Deliveroo runs Deliveroo Editions in Europe in the U.K., 
France, Spain and the Netherlands. 

During the covid-19 crisis, delivery platforms not only have expanded strategically and needed 
to serve an increased demand for food and other deliveries, but they also were confronted 
with an increased supply of couriers as unemployment in many sectors was rising due to 
Lock-downs. In Barcelona, for instance, during the pandemic Deliveroo has had an increase of 
250% in formal requests to become a platform courier for the company 10. This motivated 
Deliveroo to strengthen a novel payment system for riders: Free log-in zones have become 
the dominant model in all PLUS cities. In the “old” shift system, the number of riders in a zone 
at a given time was limited and riders had to book the shift in advance based on their previous 
performance statistics. In the free log-in system, all drivers can log in anytime without prior 
booking. Hence, due to the potential oversupply of workers competition among riders 
increases putting pressure on prices. The change from booking shifts to log-in freely led to a 
radical decrease in calculability of assignments and payment and constitutes a substantial 
increase of perceived precarity.  

While these delivery platforms could expand in quantity and explore new venues, they 
increasingly face workers’ resistance towards their exploitative work organisation: Deliveroo 
and other delivery platforms face much discontent and protest by riders, who are frequently 

 

8  https://www.cnbc.com/2020/12/03/deliveroo-ceo-says-covid-has-accelerated-adoption-of-takeaway-apps.html , 
accessed March, 15, 2021 
9 https://www.cnbc.com/2021/02/03/amazon-looks-to-benefit-from-deliveroos-push-into-dark-kitchens.html, accessed 
March, 15, 2021 
10 Crisis por COVID dispara al 250% peticiones para ser repartidor en Deliveroo” La Vanguardia, 14 October 2020 
https://www.lavanguardia.com/vida/20201014/484080464889/crisis-por-covid-dispara-al-250--peticiones-para-ser-
repartidor-en-deliveroo.html., accessed March, 15, 2021 
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organised in grassroots unions. Examples for active grassroots unions are the Riders Union 
(Bologna), CLAP (Paris), RidersxDerechos (Barcelona) and the IWGB (London). While all riders 
wish and some fight for an improvement of their working conditions and payment, differences 
become apparent. Some believe it key to be recognised as employees and to profit from rights 
and entitlements related to an employment. Some are in  favour of being recognized as self-
employed and feel neglected in the public consultation processes tending to the former 
solution. It should be noted here that flexibility in work arrangements and working time does 
not necessarily need the adoption of a self-employed status and the subsequent exclusion of 
workers from labour protection. Flexibility and employment are perfectly compatible.  

The PLUS project proposes – based on EU legislative acts and proposals, case law at national 
level and collective bottom-up claims of platform workers – a charter on digital workers’ 
rights encompassing fundamental human rights of workers and more specific rights linked to 
the (digital) performance of work activities. These rights include the rights to proportionate 
personal data processing, to information on contractual conditions, to transparent use of 
algorithms, to a transparent and fair reputational rating system, to move to another digital 
platform, to training rights, to health and safety protection, to fair termination of the contract, 
to disconnect, to a maximum and a minimum number of working hours, to fair and decent 
remuneration, to collective rights. 

UBER AND SECTORAL LEGISLATION: THE RISE OF 
SECONDARY INTERMEDIARIES? 
The activities of both Uber and Airbnb have provoked municipalities (and partly national 
legislators) to react with sectoral regulations. These encompass the access to the profession 
by introducing formal requirements to do so in ride hailing (regarding Uber) and the obligation 
to register with municipal or tax authorities in offering tourist accommodation via platforms 
(regarding Airbnb).   

By allowing or introducing a new or updated category of urban road passenger transport, 
next to taxi and bus services, namely ride hailing, municipalities both de- and reregulated 
urban road passenger transport. Ride hailing services surged. Tallinn, for instance, requires 
ride sharing providers and taxi drivers to register service provider cards that allow them to 
operate in the city. During November 2017 and June 2019 around 4,800 such cards were 
issued for ride sharing services, while only 1,360 were issued for traditional taxi services. In 
Paris, the traditional taxi drivers’ employment (in FTE) halved between 2009 and 2015, while 
that of ride sharing rose by 60%. On the one hand, higher professional standards as in place 
in the taxi trade are levelled down by allowing ride hailing companies to offer an equivalent, 
however a cheaper alternative to traditional taxi rides. On the other hand, Uber drivers in 
Paris, have become subject to some formal requirements: they are required to apply for a 
chargeable ride-hailing licence issued by municipalities that also includes some formal training 
(medical test, map reading, language test, road safety etc.). A major concern for regulation is 
safety of drivers, customers and other road users: while the lack of skills by workers and the 
lack of training offered by Uber is likely to be crucial precondition for the rise in accidents in 
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urban passenger transport, the long working hours of drivers, i.e., overfatigue, were likely 
another reason why accidents occurred. 

Due to national and municipal regulation and court decisions, Uber increasingly hires sub-
companies employing drivers with formal labour contracts. While this strategy was intended 
to prevent precarious work, it merely reproduces the precarity of the freelancing model: 
Uber’s cooperating sub-companies (capacitaires in Paris, TVDE partners in Lisbon or 
Mietwagenunternehmer in Berlin) use a wide array of semi-legal or informal practices to 
circumvent labour law. In contrast to the “false self-employment” which Uber has established 
in most of the countries it operates, this phenomenon instead rather resembled a “false 
employment”, meaning a de-facto precarity of a freelancer in the legal umbrella of formal 
employment.  

REGULATION OF URBAN SHORT-TERM RENTAL: 
TRANSPARENT REGISTRATION AND NEW REVENUES  
Airbnb functions as a platform for short-term rentals that is used by tourists in particular. It 
provides the digital platform for the matching of host and guest, provides insurance for the 
owner of the flat and organises the payment. In return, a fee is collected by the platform. 
Besides individual hosts, who rent out their own property, the platform is increasingly used 
by large(r) companies to rent out a greater number of properties. The platform faces public 
scrutiny for its role in processes of gentrification and the rising rent gap in many of the cities 
the platform is active in, as private short-stay rentals have become increasingly popular among 
tourists. While tourism and overnight stays increased in all PLUS cities over the past years, a 
remarkable surge is apparent in short-stays. In Île de France and Emilia Romagna, the number 
of short-stays has doubled in the last decade. In Lisbon, it has increased more than 10-fold. 

Change of overnight stays in hotel and short-stay accommodation, 2010 - 2019 in % 

 
Source: Eurostat Data  
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Over the past years, Airbnb professionalized and moved away from its more grassroots, peer-
to-peer approach. The proportion of Airbnb multi-listers (renting out 2 or more 
accommodations) is more than 60% in London and Barcelona, in Paris and Berlin their share 
is between 30 and 40%11. In line with this trend, a growing number of external providers (both 
professional and informal) are employed to deliver ancillary services. Activities, such as 
cleaning and maintenance are passed on or subcontracted to family, neighbours, friends or 
external providers. Activities to establish, maintain and advertise rental premises on the 
Airbnb platform, or on-site customer interaction, such as the catering for guests on-site may 
also be outsourced. In addition, the hosting on Airbnb  is not limited to local hosts who manage 
their own properties, but there is also more professional hosting. Such management 
companies differ in size, ranging from small self-employed entrepreneurs who manage a few 
rentals, to large companies managing a greater number of properties, employing several 
employees and offering multiple services.  

The development of tourism and especially short-term rentals impacts on the housing market 
and the potential revenues of hosts. Hence, concerning private short-term platform-mediated 
rental, notably Airbnb, cities have adopted several measures to mitigate the negative impact 
on housing prices and housing on offer and to raise additional revenues: On the one hand, 
tourist and city taxes have been introduced or expanded to short-term rentals. These city 
taxes may be free of charge (Tallinn, London) or cost 2 Euro/night (Lisbon) or up to 15% of the 
listing price (Paris).  

With the notable exception of Tallinn, all PLUS cities have introduced regulation for short-term 
rentals through a mandatory registration of the rental with city authorities. Besides this 
necessity to register the rental, some cities additionally limit the maximum number of days to 
rent out the premise (i.e.: 90-120 days a year). However, some hosts seem to operate their 
Airbnb venture at least partly informal, i.e.: they are not or only partly registering their hosting 
activities. Reasons may be that Airbnb does not require prove of any registration with the city 
or because of financial incentives of renting out for longer periods is high. Hence, an important 
prerequisite for the effective enforcement of registration would be the liability of Airbnb for 
their hosts’ non-compliance with the regulations. 

For Airbnb, Covid-19 proved to be a significant challenge. In the first weeks and months after 
the onset of the pandemic rental offers were more or less unavailable in all cities. The 
company’s ‘lean’ platform business model, however, seems to have weathered the crisis much 
easier than the traditional hospitality industry. In contrast to this industry, Airbnb has far less 
fixed costs, as most of the cost is shouldered by the hosts themselves. Most hosts interviewed 
for the PLUs project stopped their Airbnb activity in the course of the pandemic. Private small-
scale hosts, who supplement their income by renting out their apartment or parts of their 
apartment, could cope with the loss of income. More professional hosts, who may have taken 
loans, faced more severe issues. As renting out became possible again, some hosts returned 
to the platform. Due to the low demand, they had to reduce prices, sometimes by up to 50 %. 

 

11 Numbers from 2017, https://www.colliers.com/en-gb/news/24-07-18-increase-in-multilisted-landlords-signals-continued-
commercialisation-for-airbnb  http://www.colliers.com/en-gb/emea/research/airbnb, accessed March, 15, 2021 
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Others also offered their premises on the long-term rental market. This also suggests that 
these hosts may not or at least not immediately offer their premises on the platform once 
tourism and hence the short-term rental market grows again. For Lisbon, data provided by 
Inside Airbnb suggest that 5,000 of the 25,000 listings disappeared from the website and 
rentals fell by 15%12 due to the sudden increase in supply. At the same time, licenses for 
renting apartments were rarely returned as for the time being no new licenses are issued by 
the municipality. In Barcelona, an increase in rentals on the long-term market by 37% has been 
reported during the pandemic13. However, the long-term impact of COVID-19 remains to be 
seen and the increase in the supply of rentals in the traditional market could just be 
temporary.  

CASE LAW TO CHALLENGE THE ALLEGED SELF-
EMPLOYED STATUS OF TRANSPORT WORKERS 
Both lean platforms Deliveroo and Uber provide typical transport services classify their 
riders/drivers as self-employed, contract workers, independent workers, freelancers – 
depending on the respective possibilities in national legislation – and consequently deny 
regular employment that would entail social insurance and labour rights, including protection 
of dismissal, maximum working hours, paid sick, holiday and parental leaves, paid waiting 
time, or minimum remuneration. In PLUS cities, notably London, Paris, Bologna and Barcelona, 
case law was and is an important regulatory mechanism to decide about platform workers’ 
employment states and court cases were fought up to the supreme court. In Spain, for 
instance, the supreme court found that Glovo, a competitor of Deliveroo, was “not a mere 
intermediary” between restaurants and delivery riders, but instead “a business that fixes the 
conditions for the provision of its services”. Therefore, Glovo owns the assets essential to 
carrying out its services, notably the smart phone app, and the company exerts worker control 
via a scoring system. The ruling was confirmed in March 2021 by the Spanish government after 
Glovo and Uber have requested to introduce a new category of worker called “TRADE” into 
Spanish labour law, which would have allowed platforms to recognize platform transport 
services as subordinate work, while continuing to categorize its riders and drivers as self-
employed.14  

Another Supreme Court ruling, regarding Uber drivers in the UK15 emphasised “the imbalance 
of power” between drivers and Uber: “beyond increasing the hours spent working via the 
platform, drivers had no means of improving their economic position through 

 

12 https://www.derstandard.at/consent/tcf/story/2000124754902/die-pandemie-baendigt-airbnb-in-europas-touristen-
hotspots-vorerst , accessed March, 15, 2021 

13 https://www.ine.es/covid/indicadoresPernoctacion.htm , accessed March, 15, 2021 

14 https://english.elpais.com/economy_and_business/2020-09-24/spanish-supreme-court-rules-food-delivery-riders-are-
employees.html , accessed March, 15, 2021; https://apnews.com/article/business-laws-legislation-spain-economy-
b74bfd4c1e8da05271853b069cb012b9 , accessed April, 28, 2021 
15 https://theconversation.com/uber-drivers-ruling-how-thousands-working-in-the-uks-gig-economy-could-benefit-
155684?utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=bylinetwitterbutton, accessed March, 15, 2021 
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entrepreneurship”. A legal expert16 concludes that rulings of courts or administrative bodies 
throughout Europe on classifying the work relationship between drivers or riders and the 
platforms as employment or contract work hint in similar directions: Uber drivers or Deliveroo 
riders cannot be regarded as genuinely self-employed and these workers should not be 
excluded from labour protection. 

In Italy, a diversity of employment models for riders is in place: the delivery platform Just Eat 
moved to a scoober model hiring riders as employees in March 202117 while Assodelivery and 
the Italian trade union UGL signed a collective agreement last year based on riders’ status of 
“self-employed”18. In Bologna, in 2018, an experimental local agreement was signed between 
grass-roots unions, traditional unions, municipality and two platforms promoting a set of 
fundamental rights (with regards to wage and working time)19.  

 

 

16 V De Stefano, ‘Regulation is not an À la Carte menu: insights from the Uber judgment’ UK Labour Law Blog, 2 March 2021, 
available at https://uklabourlawblog.com/2021/03/02/regulation-is-not-an-a-la-carte-menu-insights-from-the-uber-
judgment-by-valerio-de-stefano/ , accessed March, 15, 2021 

17 https://www.reuters.com/article/italy-just-eat-workers-idUSL1N2LS1TU 

18 http://englishbulletin.adapt.it/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Assodelivery-and-Italian-trade-union-UGL-
concluded-the-first-agreement-in-the-food-delivery-sector.pdf) 

19 https://digitalplatformobservatory.org/initiative/charter-of-fundamental-rights-of-digital-labour-in-the-
urban-context/ 
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