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The sharing economy is generating different kinds of debates. One of them refers to the labor
facet of this digital-based economy, usually known as the on-demand economy, gig economy,
or digital labor market. Media and relevant institutions have published different news articles
and reports describing this new form of work. Working in the on-demand economy is considered
to have both negative and positive features. The latter contemplate the on-demand economy
as an opportunity for anyone who wants to earn income. Nevertheless, the literature in this field
has been criticized for its high rhetoric, and more empirical evidence is required. Based on more
than 6,000 consumer comments, this study analyzes what consumers value about the work
provided through two gig economy platforms. Results show that being successful in the on-
demand economy is not as easy as commonly stated because consumers clearly value
professionalism and excellent services. This information can help workers and institutions to
understand what kind of performance is expected in order to be successful in this new labor

market.
Keywords

Sharing economy, gig economy, on-demand economy, digital labor market

1 Introduction

The reference section of this article shows that relevant institutions are both concerned and
hopeful about the labor facet of the sharing economy (henceforth SE). The European
Commission, European Parliament, International Labor Organization, OECD, US Department for

Labor, and Unions have published several reports about this issue.

Although there are no official, ad hoc data about workers in the SE, there is evidence
that their importance is growing (Codagnone et al., 2016; Katz and Krueger, 2016). In fact,

several terms are used to refer to this labor market based on Internet platforms. The most
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frequent terms are gig economy, on-demand economy, digital labor markets, and collaborative

labor markets. These terms will be used interchangeably throughout the rest of this article.

The on-demand economy fits what are considered alternative work arrangements (Katz
and Krueger, 2016). The latter include temporary workers, temporary work agencies,
outsourcing, offshoring, and independent contractors, all of which have increased in recent
years (Codagnone et al., 2016; Katz and Krueger, 2016). There is evidence that the importance
of on-demand economy workers is also rising. Based on a sample of 260,000 individuals in the
US who earned income through SE platforms between 2012 and 2015, JPMorgan (2016a) found
that year by year growth rates in monthly participation in gig economy platforms ranged from

300% to 400%.

One characteristic of this digital labor marketplace is the great abundance of workers,
which means that clients can easily find what they need. Furthermore, the possibility has been
proposed that in digital labor markets a concentration of work assignments or superstar effect
could exist (Codagnone et al., 2016). Thus, although registering in an on-demand platform is
quick and easy, there is evidence that only a few of the registered workers earn income (De
Groen et al.,, 2016; Gheorghe, 2015). In addition, in this marketplace, earnings tend to be
sporadic, and getting enough income to make a living is an infrequent situation (JPMorgan,

2016b).

Because digital labor markets are abundant and competitive markets, it is interesting to
know what consumers appreciate about experienced providers’ performances. The current
state of the literature on digital labor markets has been criticized for its rhetoric (Codagnone et
al., 2016). Obtaining evidence from consumer assessments can be helpful for workers and
institutions that consider the on-demand economy a possible source of earnings. The present
study tackles this issue through a content analysis of the clients’ comments on two different
type of gig economy platforms. The article unfolds as follows. The first two sections define the
SE and gig economy. Next, an explanation is provided about why it is considered an opportunity
for workers. Then, the objective of the research is described, and the methodology is explained.

Finally, the results are presented, and the conclusions and limitations are discussed.

2  Sharing economy

The SE involves different kinds of relationships between different types of agents based on
Internet platforms. Due to this diversity, it is difficult to find a definition of SE that embraces all
these possibilities. The first definitions (Bostman and Rogers, 2011) emphasized the idle

resources that individuals share in exchange for other resources, money, or even nothing. Thus,
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initially, SE was not perceived as a work-related activity, but rather as a behavior driven mainly
by the desire to share resources that were underutilized. Nevertheless, the SE developed, and
some authors (Aloisi, 2015; Bostman, 2015; Eckhardt and Bardhi, 2015) and media (The
Economist, 2013) stated that, in fact, some individuals were working or renting products using
SE platforms. Therefore, SE involves both exchanges between individuals who do not pursue
economic gain objectives (e.g, Couchsurfing or Peerby) and relationships that are clearly based
on for-profit aims (e.g., Airbnb or Uber). Thus, a report published by the European Commission
(2016b) distinguishes two main types of exchanges in the SE: social purpose and for-profit
aimed. More recent SE definitions (European Commission, 2016a; Bulchand-Gidumal and

Melian-Gonzalez, 2016) try to reflect all of these nuances.

3  Gig economy, on-demand economy, digital labor markets, collaborative labor markets
In the literature, the terms included in the title of this section are used interchangeably to refer
to the same phenomenon (Bock et al., 2016). Income earned by individuals in the SE draws on
physical capital (e.g., Airbnb) or on labor (e.g., TaskRabbit or Uber) (Codagnone et al., 2016;
Sundarajaran, 2014). The terms gig economy and on-demand economy were proposed to refer
to the labor facet of the SE (Davis, 2015; Committee of the Regions, 2015; Frey, 2012; Slaughter,
2015). These names are based on the main characteristics attributed to the type of work that
the on-demand economy promotes. Thus, for some authors, these characteristics are
uncertainty, very short-term relationships, self-employed workers, high competition, strong
dependence on consumer requests, and subordination to customer experience (Aloisi, 2015;
Davis, 2015; De Groen et al., 2016; Friedman, 2014; Horton and Chilton, 2010; Sprague, 2015;
Todoli-Signes, 2015).

Sundarajaran (2014) indicates that in the SE, labor mainly consists of providing professional
services (e.g., Uber) and general-purpose labor (e.g, TaskRabbit). Codagnone et al. (2016)
focused on what they call digital labor markets, in order to exclude digital markets mainly based
on physical properties or goods components. According to the authors, digital labor markets
consist of digital platforms that mediate and administer the relationship between the worker
and the client. This market is two-sided: an online labor market and a mobile labor market. The
former consists of work performed in a remote way (e.g., Upwork or Freelancer), and the latter
refers to work that requires physical and localized delivery (e.g., Uber or TaskRabbit). The
authors also classify on-demand economy work by the skill level required, from low- or mid-level
skilled work to mid-level or highly skilled work. On both sides of the digital labor market, it is
possible to find any type of work (low, medium or highly skilled), although in mobile labor

markets, low and mid-level skilled work predominates. De Groen and Maselli (2016) use the

3
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term collaborative labor market, and they classify its work in the same way as Codagnone et al.

(2016) do.

4  Opportunity for workers

It has been stated that the types of work that alternative work arrangements entail are a
“necessary element of modern labor markets and they are unlikely to disappear” (Eurofound,
2015: 144). Digital labor markets’ consequences for workers are far from clear. In fact, their
effects can be considered both negative and positive (Codagnone et al., 2016). The unfavorable
impact revolves around the precarious conditions and uncertainty that can characterize this type
of work (Aloisi, 2015; Austrian Chamber of Labour et al., 2016; Schwartz, 2016; Todoli-Signes,
2015). At the same time, institutions and several authors find opportunities in digital labor
markets. Thus, based on several reports (Committee of the Regions, 2015; European
Commission, 2016a; European Commission 2016b), the European Commission assumes that
digital labor markets may represent an opportunity for employment growth, flexible work, and
additional income. According to the US Department for Labor (2016), digital labor markets offer
new ways for people to monetize their existing assets and earn a living. In fact, workers
participate in digital labor markets mainly for economic reasons (CIPD, 2017; Schmid-Driiner,

2016).

Codagnone et al., (2016) warn about the need to obtain empirical support for some of the
consequences attributed to digital labor markets. Regarding the positive impact, the authors
(2016: 6) mention that “they can increase the pool of employers and workers by removing
barriers and reducing transaction costs, improving matching, increasing human capital
specialization, with potential net welfare effects such as more efficient labor markets and
increased employment”. For De Groen and Maselli (2016), the on-demand economy may
contribute to liberating some professional services and creating new jobs because it provides
opportunities for workers to convert their time and skills into earnings. Similarly, Sundarajaran
(2014) cites positive consequences such as lower transaction costs, new forms of production

and exchange, and more opportunities for micro-entrepreneurship.

5 Objective

Working in digital labor markets is often described as a new form of work. In addition, platforms
advertise a large number of available workers to provide the services that consumers may
request. TaskRabbit mentions 30,000 taskers, Toursbylocals 1,979, Uber 160,000, Handy 5,000,
and Helpy, 20,000. Nevertheless, research shows that few of the registered workers get work

through digital platforms (De Groen et al., 2016; Gheorghe, 2015). Additionally, work does not
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come easily to workers because studies have shown that they spend eighteen minutes on unpaid

searching and predatory activity for every hour of paid work (Berg, 2016).

Therefore, the digital labor market is highly competitive (Huws, 2015), and it has been
suggested that workers should have specific competences to succeed in it (Bock et al., 2016).
Because meeting client expectations is a recognized antecedent of consumer behaviors such as
purchasing, word of mouth, and loyalty (Cronin et al., 2000; Zeithaml et al., 1996), the present
study aims to find out what clients appreciate about services received from experienced workers
in digital labor markets. To the best of my knowledge, there is no research about this issue. It
can be helpful for workers to know what clients value about their performance, and these results
can also be taken into consideration by educational institutions in order to guide and train future

professionals based on client preferences.

6 Methodology

This research draws on data from two on-demand economy platforms: TaskRabbit and
Trip4dreal. Both platforms are considered mobile labor markets because workers must be in a
specific place when they perform their work. Recently, Trip4real was acquired by Airbnb, and so
the Tripdreal web site has disappeared. On TaskRabbit, consumers can find providers for
multiple labor demands mainly focused on physical work such as minor home repairs, moving
and packing, and furniture assembly. On Trip4real, workers were specialized in providing
different types of tourism experiences in tourist destinations, such as routes, gastronomy, and
sport activities. TaskRabbit is considered the main example of a general-purpose labor supply
platform, and Tripd4real fits better in the category of a professional service supply platform
(Surandarajan, 2014) The former is often associated with low to mid-level skilled work, whereas
the latter requires more complex skills. Both platforms are considered important examples of

their activities (Isaac, 2015 and Noguera Vivo et al., 2014, respectively).

In January 2016, data from clients’ opinions about workers who provided services through
the two on-demand economy platforms were manually downloaded. Only workers with fifteen
or more client opinions were considered. The aim of this criterion is similar to the one used in
the research by Maselli and Fabo (2015), who considered only workers with more than one
performed task. Imposing this fifteen rating criterion could significantly reduce the sample, but
it also guarantees that all the cases finally chosen are workers with a minimum degree of
experience and involvement with the on-demand economy activity. In addition to the first

fifteen comments about each worker, any negative comment was also collected for the analysis.
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TaskRabbit’s activity is mainly located in the US, and so we decided to download data from
the main American cities in terms of population. After exploring the three main cities (New York,
Chicago, and Los Angeles), we found that in the next five, Houston, Philadelphia, Phoenix, San
Antonio, and San Diego, only seven, one, two, zero, and seven workers with more than fifteen
reviews were available, respectively. Thus, we did not explore cities with smaller populations,
with the exception of two cases. First, we decided to consider Boston because it is where the
TaskRabbit offices are located, which could mean that the population is more familiar with the
platform. We found enough workers (42) in this city who fulfilled the aforementioned
requirement, and so they were included. Second, we also decided to explore the case of San
Francisco because it was one of the first cities where TaskRabbit started to operate after Boston.
In fact, the number of workers who met the selection criterion was also quite large in this city

(43).

In the case of Trip4real, all the destinations where this platform operated were explored.
In all, workers from sixteen destinations were included, although 80% of them belonged to seven

cities, as shown in the next section.

The information downloaded was both quantitative (the rating by each client) and
gualitative (the comments posted by clients along with each rating). Qualitative information was
analyzed through the software AntConc versidon 3.4.4. This software shows the frequency
associated with each word included in the text to be analyzed. Furthermore, it supplies the
particular phrase in which each word is found. Thus, in case of doubt, the context of the word

can be read.

Because many different kinds of words are used to build phrases (i.e., conjunctions such as
and, verbs such as was, or articles such as the), the content analysis focused on adjectives about
the worker’s performance or the worker’s characteristics. For the clients’ comments from each
platform, three different researchers analyzed the words and their frequency, and they
independently proposed different categories to classify the adjectives. Initial inter researcher
agreement in the analyses of the TaskRabbit and Trip4real client comments was 62% and 83%,
respectively. After these results, researchers met, resolved any differences, and reached

consensual classifications.

7 Results
Table 1 collects the total amount of workers found with fifteen or more ratings and their
territorial distribution. In both platforms, there is a high concentration of workers in two cities:

New York and Barcelona.



Santiago Melidn-Gonzalez What do consumers appreciate...
TIDES. University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria

Table 1. Workers on the platforms

TaskRabbit Trip4real
Cities Workers Cities Workers
New York 34.8% Barcelona 25.1%
Los Angeles 16.9% Lisbon 12.0%
San Francisco 14.8% Paris 10.9%
Boston 14.5% London 11.4%
Chicago 13.1% Rome 7.4%
Houston 2.4% Madrid 7.4%
San Diego 2.4% Amsterdam 5.7%
Phoenix 7% Edinburgh 4.6%
Philadelphia 3% Seville 3.4%
Girona 3.4%
Berlin 2.3%
Dublin 1.7%
Zaragoza 1.1%
Cérdoba 1.1%
Granada 1.1%
Mallorca 1.1%
N 290 N 175

In the case of TaskRabbit, the total amount of comments analyzed was 4,439. These
comments included the first fifteen opinions received for each worker and whatever additional
negative comment that appeared in the worker profile. Positive comments according with the
thumb up signal that the platform uses for this type of rating were 4,350 and negative comments
with a thumb down signal were 89. Following the same criteria for the sample of Trip4real client
comments, a total of 1,970 opinions were studied from Trip4real: 1,949 were positive, and 21
were negative, on a client satisfaction scale used by the platform that ranged from one (very

satisfied) to five (very unsatisfied).

TaskRabbit’s consumer comments had a total of 107,502 words. A total of 6,984 positive
and 41 negative adjectives were found. The former were classified in two large groups. One
includes 2,114 positive adjectives (30.27%) about workers’ attitudes toward consumers,
interpersonal skills, behaviors or characteristics (e.g., helpful, friendly, polite, communicative,
patient). The second group includes different types of positive qualifications regarding the
worker and/or the quality of the work performed (4,870 adjectives; 69.73%). In this category,
there are different ways to rate workers’ performance. The most frequent (2033 adjectives;

29.11%) consist of global perceptions about the worker’s characteristics (e.g., professional,
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efficient, thorough, or knowledgeable). Next, (1290; 18.47%) consumers highlighted the high
level or excellence of the worker’s performance (e.g., amazing, awesome, fantastic, or
excellent). The next group of qualifications was more specific because they focused on the
worker’s promptness (997; 14.28%). Less frequent were adjectives about workers’ hard work,
energy or enthusiasm (317; 4.54%), their flexibility and resourcefulness (107; 1.53%), or
carefulness (84; 1.20%), and intellectual characteristics such as creativity and intelligence (42;

0.60%).

In the case of Trip4real, the total number of words in the consumers’ comments was
46,595. Of them, 2,525 were positive adjectives, and sixteen were negative qualifications. The
consumers’ ratings on this platform were different from those of TaskRabbit. The group of
adjectives related to the interpersonal facet of workers (e.g., friendly, helpful, kind) was also
mentioned, but with less importance (351; 13.90%). The most important set of positive
qualifications (1705; 67.52%) revolved around the great impression the activity had on clients
(e.g., great, amazing, wonderful, excellent, fantastic). To a lesser extent (311; 12.32%),
consumers highlighted workers’ knowledge (knowledgeable, thoroughly, expert), passion or

enthusiasm (114; 4.52%), intellectual resources (29; 1.15%), and promptness (14; 0.55%).

On both platforms, negative comments mostly focused on workers’ bad performance.
Qualifications such as being awkward, cumbersome, unprofessional, unprepared, or unable, or
ignoring questions, reflected the workers’ inability to carry out their services according to

clients’ expectations.

8 Conclusions

Advocates of the sharing economy have emphasized that anyone with idle resources can
participate in this economy. Results show that being successful in this particular digital labor
market is more complex. Clients actually appreciate high performers and great services. In fact,
in the gig economy, less than 10% of workers are students (Codagnone et al., 2016). These
expectations coincide with the earning income motive given by gig workers when they are asked

for their reasons for participating in digital labor markets.

Initially, the on-demand economy was approached as a unique and homogeneous
marketplace. Recently, a segmentation was proposed, based, on the one hand, on where the
work is performed and, on the other, on the level of skills required. In this regard, this study
reflects that what can turn a worker into a high performer in the gig economy may depend to
some extent on the type of digital labor market. On TaskRabbit, a platform mostly focused on

physical tasks, consumers clearly appreciate professionalism and excellent client-oriented
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performance. Alternatively, in the case of Trip4dreal, a platform offering tourist experiences,
consumers highlighted the great experience the workers were able to produce. Therefore, being
successful in these digital labor markets requires different kinds of actions, which, at the same

time, must be characterized by high performance.

Obviously, common appreciations about workers’ performance were found. Thus,
consumers of both platforms clearly value client-oriented worker behaviors. Whether work
consists of moving furniture from a place to another, or guiding a tourist group in a particular

cultural destination, consumers really appreciate friendly and helpful workers.

Findings suggest that before joining a digital labor market, workers should have the
suitable skills and knowledge for the services they wish to provide. If they perform a service
without the necessary skills, they can fail, and a negative client comment can be uploaded to
the platform. The SE and on-demand economy relies heavily on consumers’ opinions (Schmid-
Driner, 2016), and unfavorable comments can seriously affect the probability of being

requested.

Similarly, digital labor platforms should warn potential on-demand workers that they
should have the skills that good performance demands. Digital labor markets are not suitable
for amateurs, even though much of the SE rhetoric preaches the opposite. Furthermore,
although the role of digital labor platforms in managing their suppliers is a complex issue
(Codagnone et al., 2016; Schmid-Driiner, 2016), they could provide training opportunities to
develop the suitable skills. In this regard, there are online labor markets (e.g., Upwork) that
provide free tests so that workers can be aware of their skill levels. Additionally, digital labor
market platforms compete with traditional labor markets for the same human resources. If
traditional companies implement sophisticated human resource practices to attract and retain
the best employees, on-demand economy platforms should do the same because their

consumers value good professionals and services.

Finally, institutions that seek to improve individuals” employability could provide training
programs that prepare individuals to show the skills that particular digital labor markets require.
Up until now, this field has not been approached by these institutions, which mainly focus on

the traditional labor market.
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9 Limitations
This research is based on two on-demand economy platforms, and so generalizations are not
possible. In addition, the study only draws on client comments uploaded on platforms;

therefore, it does not take into consideration clients who do not share their experiences.
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