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Abstract. Digital labour platforms, which have long operated outside conventional employment 
frameworks, are now facing a regulatory drive. Spain seems to be at the forefront of this 
international effort, notably through a set of legislative initiatives – most prominently the 
so-called Ley Rider. Based on an 18-month extended qualitative case study involving various 
stakeholders, this article assesses the extent to which Spain has succeeded in re-embedding 
platform-based couriers within conventional employment relationships. Findings reveal mixed 
outcomes. While workers have achieved fixed salaries, paid leave and social protection, practices 
such as outsourcing, involuntary part-time work and intensified control and surveillance have 
eroded expectations of fair treatment, autonomy and mutual trust. The ineffectiveness of legal 
initiatives granting workers’ representatives access to platform algorithms further underscores 
the challenges involved.
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1. Introduction
For more than a decade, digital labour platforms have operated outside the conventions of 
legal and normative labour market institutions (Schor 2021; Wood et al. 2019). Even though 
most workers experience unmistakable subordination and dependence vis-à-vis their hiring 
platform(s), they are nonetheless treated as independent contractors by default (Berg et 
al. 2018; Dubal 2017; Prassl 2018). The prolific literature on this subject in recent years has 
identified an apparent contradiction between, on the one hand, platforms’ control over the 
labour process and, on the other hand, workers’ lack of access to meaningful protection 
mechanisms and their piecemeal earning options (Vallas and Schor 2020).

Particular attention has been paid to the socio-economic consequences of this 
discrepancy. Debates about platform workers’ misclassification and how to address it are 
no longer confined to trade unions and academic and journalistic circles but have also been 
taken up by policymakers. Akin to Polanyi’s (1944) “double movement”, the attempt to 
correct the “evils” derived from the relatively unconstrained action of platforms is gaining 
unprecedented momentum, with policymakers across several jurisdictions taking action – 
or vowing to do so soon – to re-embed these labour market actors in the framework of 
conventional employment relations.

Among the regulatory initiatives already implemented, the Spanish law – commonly 
known as Ley Rider – stands out for its scope and ambition. In May 2021, the Spanish 
Parliament passed an amendment to the labour code that (i) established a universal 
presumption of employment for couriers working through digital labour platforms, and 
(ii) granted unions unconstrained access to the algorithms that underly the operations 
of the platform companies employing the workers they represent.1 As part of a broader 
effort to improve workers’ situation, in subsequent months, the Spanish Parliament passed 
several other measures that platform couriers – now classified as employees – could benefit 
from. These included increases in the minimum wage, restrictions on the use of temporary 
contracts and protections against exposure to extreme weather. Taken together, these 
initiatives represent a major regulatory shift. For platform couriers, Spain became a true 
open-air laboratory for future attempts to regulate platform work. This article examines 
the extent to which the Spanish Government’s initiative to bring platform couriers under 
the framework of conventional employment relations improved their working and living 
conditions, and explores the reasons for any shortcomings.

Drawing on 36 semi-structured interviews and non-participant field observation, 
the findings presented in this article shed light on the ambivalent impact of the Spanish 
Government’s efforts. As regards the formal side of the employment relationship, 
platform couriers are now covered by conventional labour regulations – albeit far more 
successfully in terms of individual than collective rights. However, algorithmic management 
negatively affects the implicit side of the employment relationship. Work intensification, 
depersonalized interactions between workers and managers, and substantial constraints 
on workers’ autonomy – stemming from surveillance and micromanagement – result in 
occupational health risks and diminished trust in management. The new context thus 
constitutes an imperfect form of institutional embeddedness or, in Polanyian terms, an 
incomplete double movement.

The contribution of these findings is threefold. Empirically, they provide new insights 
into how recently implemented employment regulations shape couriers’ experiences 
of work in Spain. Theoretically, they advance ongoing debates about the future of the 
employment relationship in an age of computational algorithms and artificial intelligence, 
and how these technologies may hinder efforts to correct the pernicious consequences 
arising from deregulated legal spaces, such as the platform economy. Normatively, the 
findings offer guidance for stakeholders seeking to design legal mechanisms that protect 

	 1	 Royal Legislative Decree 9/2021, of 11 May 2021.
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workers’ rights more effectively – an especially timely consideration as regulators across 
multiple jurisdictions engage in efforts to regulate platform work.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. Section 2 defines the employment 
relationship in its explicit and implicit dimensions and outlines the challenges it faces, both 
old and new. Section 3 examines the context of initiatives to reclassify platform workers 
and presents the case of Spain’s pioneering regulation targeting food-delivery platform 
couriers. Section 4 presents the research design and methods used in this study, while 
section 5 presents my findings in terms of the explicit and implicit dimensions of the 
employment relationship. Section 6 discusses the implications of my findings and presents 
some conclusions.

2. Old and new challenges to the employment relationship
The ILO defines the employment relationship as “the legal link between employers and 
employees”, which “exists when a person performs work or services under certain conditions 
in return for remuneration.” Furthermore, “the existence of an employment relationship 
is […] the key point of reference for determining the nature and extent of employers’ rights 
and obligations towards their workers.” (ILO 2011 – emphasis added).

This definition echoes the view taken by scholars in law, economics, psychology and 
sociology: that the employment relationship is composed of two dimensions. One is the 
explicit contract – the legal link – where tasks, schedules, wages and, where applicable, the 
duration of employment are established between the employer and the workers, either in 
writing or orally. The second – an unspoken point of reference – encompasses “the mutual 
expectations formed between the employee and the employer” (Schein 1978, 112). Owing to 
its tacit yet critical nature, this dimension of the employment relationship has been termed 
the “implicit contract” (Hyde 1998; Watson 2003), creating expectations that are seen as 
decisive in mitigating demotivation, turnover, lack of advancement (Schein 1978), and – 
ultimately – in legitimizing the employer’s authority (Bolton and Laaser 2013).

Historically, this legitimacy relied on collective bargaining and lifetime employment. 
The first provided a fundamental vehicle for dialogue and compromise that gave a written 
and explicit form to otherwise implicit expectations, bridging the two dimensions of the 
employment relationship and appeasing the tensions between employers and workers 
inherent in their structurally imbalanced relationship (Watson 2003). The second, although 
circumscribed mainly to white men in the global North (Neilson and Rossiter 2008), 
constituted an unspoken promise, converted into aspiration and expectation, central to 
the Fordist equilibrium (Hyde 1998).

As the vertically integrated firm was gradually replaced by a complex web of direct 
and indirect – often temporary – employment arrangements (Doellgast, Bidwell and Colvin 
2021), these two pillars were significantly eroded, such that the legitimacy of employers’ 
authority in the post-Fordist age had to be derived from elsewhere (Bray, Budd and Macneil 
2020; Doellgast, Bidwell and Colvin 2021). The answer was found in the reformulation of the 
implicit contract. Over time, mental and physical health protection, access to meaningful 
information, fair treatment and room for autonomy, creativity and self-expression became 
part of the new portfolio of workers’ fulfillable expectations (Collins 1986 and 2014; Supiot 
2017). However, the post-Fordist equilibrium that led to this somewhat novel form of 
employment relationship is now itself being challenged by the inception of the business 
model of digital labour platforms (hereafter, platforms).

Platforms entered the employment relations scene in the aftermath of the 2008 Great 
Recession (Schor 2021). Before long, names like Uber, Amazon Mechanical Turk and Upwork 
(to mention but a few) became household names for millions of people worldwide, using 
them as workers, customers or both (Vallas and Schor 2020).

Leveraging the “diffusion of managerial functions” (Aloisi and Potocka-Sionek 
2022) made possible by algorithmic management tools (Lee et al. 2015), platforms have 
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systematically depicted themselves as mere intermediaries in commercial operations (Vieira 
2023a; Wood et al. 2019). There is, however, a stark contrast between their narratives and 
the realities they have created. Most platforms do not act as mere facilitators of commercial 
transactions – if anything, they are endowed with spectacular social, economic and 
technological control over workers (Briziarelli 2019; Prassl 2018; Wood et al. 2019).

The platforms’ decision to operate outside the conventions of labour market institutions 
– both legal and normative (Schor 2021; Wood et al. 2019) – is visibly at odds with the 
post-Fordist employment relationship equilibrium at both the explicit and implicit contract 
levels. As regards the explicit contract, the misclassification of workers as independent 
contractors excludes them from statutory rights, denies them access to welfare mechanisms 
and effectively prevents collective bargaining (Berg et al. 2018; Dubal 2017; Behrendt, 
Nguyen and Rani 2019; Prassl 2018). At the implicit contract level, algorithmic management 
exacerbates information asymmetries, introduces top–down gamification that intensifies 
work and fosters discrimination, further compounding the negative consequences of worker 
misclassification (Briziarelli 2019). As a result, platform workers often face earnings and 
contractual insecurity (Gregory 2021), harsh sanctions (Reid-Musson, MacEachen and Bartel 
2020), ultra-pervasive surveillance (Newlands 2022), opaque and unaccountable managerial 
decision-making (Dubal 2023) and inducements to (self-)exposure to multiple forms of risk 
and hazardous working conditions (Vieira 2020 and 2023a). These dynamics, as studies have 
shown, contribute to an atmosphere of suspicion and the erosion of workers’ trust, leading 
to breaches of the implicit contract (Duggan et al. 2021).

3. �Platform workers’ reclassification: A double movement  
in the making?

3.1. The global landscape
The challenge that platforms pose to the employment relationship and the working 
conditions they offer workers have not gone unnoticed. Following years of protests, 
lawsuits, reporting in the media, academic articles, government reports and even artistic 
interventions, the bad practices of platforms have become too conspicuous to remain 
unregulated. Albeit in a fragmented and at times contradictory way, initiatives to bring 
platforms and their workers under the regulatory umbrella of conventional employment 
relations have been gradually implemented in a number of countries around the world 
(Bensusán and Santos 2021; Dutta 2023; Potocka-Sionek 2023). Several other initiatives are 
currently under discussion and are expected to see the light of day soon (e.g. INCP 2023; 
Larocca 2023; Rainone and Aloisi 2024).

These developments seem to echo Karl Polanyi’s (1944) famous notion of “double 
movement”, where periods of movement towards a laissez-faire state of affairs – during 
which markets enjoy some release from societal constraints – are followed by societal 
counter-movements seeking to resist “the perils inherent in a self-regulating market system” 
and pursue a new equilibrium that safeguards those most exposed to “the pernicious 
effects of a market-controlled economy” (Polanyi 1944, 76). Several authors since Polanyi 
have compared this ever-shifting, iterative balance of forces to that of a pendulum that 
swings between the dis-embeddedness and re-embeddedness of markets, depicting this 
movement as quasi-inexorable in the age of neoliberalism (Dale 2012).

Indeed, the ongoing efforts to embed platform workers under conventional employment 
regulations suggest that a race to regulate has begun. However, it remains to be seen 
whether the Polanyian proverbial pendulum will ever fully swing back, as it is uncertain 
whether the ongoing counter-movement will effectively improve workers’ livelihoods and 
restore not only the explicit contract dimension but also the implicit one. The mixed evidence 
offered by the sparse literature on salaried platform workers contributes to this uncertainty.
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On the one hand, as anticipated by several legal scholars (e.g. Prassl 2018), transitioning 
to salaried work does not necessarily seem to diminish platforms’ operational efficiency or 
workers’ access to flexible arrangements (Johnston et al. 2024). Moreover, more effective 
collective bargaining between platforms and (salaried) workers can enhance access to rights 
and protections often absent in platform work (Johnston 2020).

On the other hand, the existence of a conventional employment relationship between 
platforms and their workers does not necessarily guarantee the security and recognition 
that might be expected. Several studies have documented experiences of precarity and 
vulnerability that fall short of the standards associated with decent work (Newlands 2022; 
Niebler et al. 2023; Schreyer 2021; Sun, Chen and Rani 2023). This can be partially attributed 
to detrimental aspects of the labour market that predate the rise of platforms, such as 
temporary contracts, involuntary part-time work, low wages and work primarily conducted 
on the street, which entails exposure to various forms of risk. However, other shortcomings 
can be directly attributed to the specificities of platforms. As mentioned earlier, platforms’ 
pervasive use of algorithmic management tools has added a new layer of complexity to 
these pre-existing challenges. Two lines of reflection are particularly relevant in this context. 
First, software vendors themselves often frame algorithmic management as a mechanism 
for treating workers as suspects, thereby inviting heightened surveillance and control by 
employers, and antagonism in the employment relationship (Williams and Khan 2025). 
Second, the effectiveness of new provisions for scrutinizing and negotiating algorithmic 
management tools – particularly in relation to collective bargaining and protecting workers’ 
rights – has been questioned as potentially insufficient (Molina et al. 2023). If these 
hypotheses hold true, algorithmic management could constitute yet another obstacle to 
re-embedding platform workers in the framework of conventional employment relations.

3.2. Spain as open-air regulatory laboratory
Spain stands out among the many countries engaged in regulating platform work. Several 
of these have created a special, grey employment status for platform workers (e.g. Aloisi 
2022; Niebler et al. 2023), controversially tailored to accommodate alleged specificities of 
platform work. In contrast, in May 2021, following a long battle involving unions, workers, the 
labour inspectorate and platform companies (Vieira 2023b), the Spanish Parliament passed 
legislation providing that, from 11 August 2021, all platform couriers – and couriers only – 
would be classified as standard employees. Additionally, the source code of all algorithms 
that could potentially impact working conditions was to be made accessible to workers’ 
representatives, upon request. This double legal provision amending the country’s labour 
code (Royal Decree Law 9/2021) would come to be known as the Ley Rider (courier law).

Somewhat counter-intuitively, given their well-known precarious working conditions 
(Vieira 2020 and 2023a), the law’s enactment sparked significant social unrest, with groups 
of couriers tacitly aligning themselves with most hiring platforms’ vehement opposition to 
the laws’ presumption of employment provision. Even though their idealized perception 
of themselves as independent contractors may appear somewhat illusory, at the heart of 
the couriers’ discontent was the prediction that employment status would bring about low 
salaries, reduced flexibility and temporary contracts (Vieira 2023b).

As noted above, in light of the literature documenting the working conditions of 
salaried platform couriers, such concerns were not entirely unfounded. However, the 
Spanish Government’s regulatory efforts did not end with the Ley Rider. To address long-
standing sources of worker insecurity and vulnerability in the country’s labour market, 
between 2021 and 2023, the Spanish Parliament enacted three measures that, while not 
specifically targeting platform couriers, could meaningfully impact their working conditions: 
first, a combined increase of the minimum wage of 13.7 per cent (from €950 to €1,080 
per month, paid 14 times per year) (Statista 2023); second, a reform of the labour code 
that significantly restricted the use of temporary contracts (de la Fuente Lavín and Rey 
2022); and third, a prohibition of outdoor work when temperatures reach potentially 
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dangerous levels (37–39°C, depending on the region) unless workers are adequately 
protected (Olías 2023). In parallel, although not legally binding, in May 2022 the Spanish 
government published a guide on the use of algorithmic information in the workplace 
(Spain, Ministry of Labour and Social Economy 2022), aimed at providing all stakeholders 
with a more comprehensive understanding of the complexities associated with the use of 
algorithmic tools, and guidelines on how to comply with the newly established legal principle 
of algorithmic transparency (Lorite 2022).

Importantly, the presumption of employment and the provisions surrounding algorithmic 
management were aligned ex ante with the direction taken in several other jurisdictions, 
such as the European Union through the so-called “EU Platform Work Directive” (Rainone 
and Aloisi 2024).2 As a result, from an international perspective, even if unintentionally, Spain 
became a critical case of regulatory experimentation, capable of illuminating the expected 
and unexpected complexities associated with this attempted double movement. In the 
following sections, I explore this case primarily through the lens of workers’ experiences.

4. Research design and methods
The findings and conclusions presented in this article are based on a qualitative single-case 
study approach (Yin 2009). The case examined is the platform-based food-delivery sector in 
Spain. Following the aforementioned reforms to Spain’s labour code, this sector serves as 
a critical case (Levy 2008) for assessing whether current initiatives can effectively – not just 
formally – bring platform workers within the full meaning of the employment relationship.

Given its broader theoretical objectives, this article combines positive and reflexive 
scientific approaches using the extended case method (Burawoy 1998). It goes beyond a 
standard policy evaluation study, adopting a “theory-driven, politically engaged, macroscopic 
approach to everyday life” (Eliasoph and Lichterman 1999, 228). The study covers an 
18-month research period, from July 2022 to January 2024 (see table A1 in the appendix for 
details). During this time, I conducted three field visits, totalling 66 hours of ethnographic 
observation at key gathering points for food-delivery couriers in Barcelona, Madrid and 
Valencia. These observations were supplemented by 44 conversations held during slower 
work periods, and by silent participation in seven social media groups.

To support this ethnographic observation, I conducted 36 semi-structured interviews 
with 21 couriers who were, or had until recently been, working for at least one of two 
food-delivery platforms that complied with the presumption of employment enshrined in the 
Ley Rider (Just Eat and Uber Eats), 6 dispatchers working for those same platforms, 7 trade 
union leaders and 2 officials from Spain’s Labour and Social Security Inspectorate. Twenty-
two of these interviews were made up of two rounds, one at the outset of the research 
period and another close to its conclusion. With a view to preserving the richness of the 
sample – capturing a broad variation of socio-demographic characteristics (Gupta, Shaheen 
and Reddy 2019), such as age group, educational background, geographical origin and 
degree of income dependency on platform work – new couriers were recruited to replace 
those with whom contact was lost (see table A2 in the appendix for more details).

Given the impossibility of randomly selecting interviewees, I mitigated the potential 
for “oversampling [the findings] of confirming evidence” (Moravcsik 2014) by using a 
“modified snowball” (Leech et al. 2013) technique. Couriers participating in this study were 
recruited through connections established during fieldwork, social media groups and pure 
snowballing, where one respondent introduced me to another. All participants’ names were 
pseudonymized. In the first round, interviews were semi-structured, examining aspects of 
couriers’ working experience following the first year of implementation of the Ley Rider. The 

	 2	 Directive (EU) 2024/2831 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 October 2024 on improving 
working conditions in platform work.
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second round of interviews were unstructured to capture patterns of continuity and change 
over the preceding 18 months. On average, interviews lasted 52 minutes.

Leveraging the versatility and comprehensiveness of the extended case method, my 
sources also included a court ruling, a courier dismissal letter to which I was given access, 
and the above-mentioned guide (Spain, Ministry of Labour and Social Economy 2022).

Field notes, interview transcripts and other documents underwent thematic analysis 
(Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006). In the initial round of coding, codes were generated 
through a combination of deduction and induction (Graebner, Martin and Roundy 2012). 
The subsequent round involved merging these codes into the two overarching categories 
encompassing the employment relationship: the explicit and implicit contracts. In the case 
of the implicit contract category, subcodes were not entirely discarded for clarity.

5. Findings
As a result of the above-mentioned transformations in Spain’s labour regulations, delivery 
platforms operating in the country were legally mandated to adopt the following measures: 
(i) hire their workers under open-ended contracts; (ii) make their algorithms available to trade 
unions, if requested; (iii) increase workers’ salaries twice; and (iv) interrupt their operations 
in the event of extreme weather conditions. The present section explores the implications 
of these measures for workers’ lives. For clearer readability, aspects related to the explicit 
contract dimension of the employment relationship (such as tenure, working hours, salaries 
and collective rights) and those connected with its implicit dimension (related to perceptions 
of fair treatment, autonomy or trust) are presented in two separate subsections.

5.1. Explicit contract
The statutory rights resulting from workers’ reclassification as platform employees impacted 
both the individual and collective aspects of the employment relationship. As previously 
discussed, these rights constitute the explicit contract. They are addressed individually in 
this subsection.

5.1.1. Impact on individual statutory rights
All Just Eat and Uber Eats couriers interviewed reported holding open-ended contracts that 
explicitly defined a baseline wage and working hours, typically in the form of rotating shifts.3 
Among them, there was a consistent understanding that the employment relationship offered 
more security than working as an independent contractor under the pre-Ley Rider model.

Nevertheless, the universal open-ended contract binding all couriers did not preclude 
the adoption of diverse arrangements across and within the two platforms. In 2021, Just 
Eat began a gradual process of abandoning the use of intermediaries. By the end of 2022 
– in the early months of my study – all couriers were directly employed by the company. 
Throughout the entire research period, Just Eat remained consistent, offering part-time 
contracts ranging from 12 to 30 hours per week, resulting in a workforce composed of both 
exclusively dedicated workers and student workers.

Uber Eats differed from Just Eat in two significant ways. First, its transition to a salaried 
workforce in response to the Ley Rider relied entirely on third-party companies already operating 
in the parcel-delivery business. These companies, commonly known as “fleets”, handled Uber 
Eats’ entire operations, typically hiring workers specifically for food-delivery activities.

Second, while at the start of my research period (July 2022) fleets were abundant and 
employed a large contingent of exclusively dedicated workers – primarily through full-
time contracts – this scenario underwent a profound transformation when, by the end 

	 3	 Despite the use of rotating shifts, most interviewees reported that working on weekends was practically 
mandatory.
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of 2022, Uber Eats decided to return partially to the self-employment model.4 As a result, 
the company terminated its contracts with several fleets and renegotiated its remaining 
contracts in order to reduce its reliance on salaried work. Consequently, several fleets – 
primarily smaller ones, according to interviewees – ceased operations in the sector, laying 
off their workers. Significant adjustments were made among those that remained affiliated 
with Uber Eats, including workforce reductions, worker relocations and, according to two 
interviewees, forced reductions in the working hours stipulated in their contracts.

By the end of my research period (January 2024), a significant divergence had emerged 
in couriers’ perceptions of platforms’ hiring and staffing practices. Just Eat student workers 
generally perceived the combination of a part-time job with rotating shifts as beneficial, 
since their workdays were primarily on weekends (to avoid conflicts with classes) and, 
if required – especially during exam periods – they could negotiate with management 
to alter shifts or take vacation days to study. In contrast, Just Eat’s exclusively dedicated 
couriers saw things differently. They perceived the platform’s rotating shift policy as an 
obstacle to balancing their work as couriers with other jobs in order to supplement their 
income. This caused resentment among several couriers I talked to throughout the entire 
research period.

Unlike the consistency observed in the opinions of Just Eat couriers over this period, 
the perceptions of Uber Eats couriers evolved in tandem with the changes in the company’s 
operations. Initially, I observed a general acceptance of the requirement to work primarily 
on weekends and rotating evenings throughout the week, despite the detrimental impact 
of this arrangement on work–life balance, reported mainly by older workers. However, the 
reduction in working hours, which inevitably resulted in lower incomes, altered the couriers’ 
views. Many study participants argued that the benefits of being a salaried employee (fixed 
salary, paid vacations, access to meaningful social protection mechanisms) were outweighed 
by the abrupt decline in their incomes as a result of the coercively voluntary change in 
working time – which even the increases in the minimum wage could not fully compensate. 
Suddenly, some of the possibilities created by their new status – such as being able to secure 
a bank loan to purchase a house – became a burden, leading many to wonder whether the 
independent contractor model might be preferable to salaried work.

5.1.2. Impact on collective statutory rights
Alongside individual aspects, transitioning to salaried employment arrangements marked 
a departure from the intense atomization often experienced by platform workers (Gregory 
2021; Prassl 2018). This transformation was facilitated by access to union representation 
and collective bargaining. However, here too, relevant nuances and temporal shifts emerge.

In the background of the regulatory changes taking place, in December 2021, Just Eat 
reached a collective agreement with the two main unions operating at the national level – 
the Trade Union Confederation of Workers’ Commissions (CCOO) and the General Union 
of Workers (UGT). By its stipulated termination date (December 2023), the agreement’s 
relative success in establishing clear standards on aspects such as wages, reimbursement 
of work-related expenses, responsibility for work tools and schedules emboldened both 
unions to pursue an industry-wide collective agreement.

This aspiration was partially driven by the challenges to collective bargaining posed 
by Uber Eats’ reliance on outsourcing companies. By fragmenting its operations across 
multiple subsidiaries, Uber Eats evaded the responsibility of engaging with trade unions, 
systematically diverting negotiations to the various fleets. This manoeuvre – though 
perceived by unions as illegal and illegitimate – was addressed by attempting to achieve 
collective agreements on a fleet-by-fleet basis. However, by January 2024, not one single 
collective agreement had been signed.

	 4	 Uber Eats’ decision was motivated by one of its major competitors’ refusal to comply with Ley Rider, which 
it perceived as unlawful competition.
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This outcome can be attributed to the fact that each fleet adhered to the pre-
existing sectoral collective agreements of its choosing (the courier services and hospitality 
agreements being the most common). In this regard, the fleets’ behaviour contradicted 
some of the advantages associated with the employment relationship and directly impacted 
workers’ income, for example, by stipulating that couriers were responsible for purchasing 
and maintaining their work equipment and not applying night or weekend rates.

In parallel to the introduction of standard collective bargaining rights, the newly 
established right of unions to access companies’ algorithms also encountered complex 
implementation challenges. In the case of Just Eat, the collective agreement signed 
with CCOO and UGT went beyond the law’s stipulations, providing for the creation of a 
bipartite commission to audit all operations run or influenced by algorithms “similar to 
the occupational health and safety commissions” (Union representative 1 – first round 
of interviews). While this provision had the potential to pave the way for algorithmic 
co-determination, by January 2024, the commission had not yet been formed. According to 
representatives of both of the agreement’s signatory unions, the company had made no 
steps towards establishing the commission. Furthermore, the unions had chosen not to 
pursue the matter, deeming other issues to be of greater priority and admitting that they 
lacked the technical expertise to engage in algorithm assessments.

In the case of Uber Eats, developments regarding the principle of algorithmic 
transparency were similarly complex. At the time of the interviews, the provision requiring 
employers to provide workers’ representatives with substantial explanations regarding the 
content of algorithms embedded in their labour processes had yet to be tested, as none 
of the unions had requested such information. As in the case of Just Eat, unions attributed 
their inaction to (i) the need to prioritize more immediate, “concrete issues such as working 
equipment and flawed payslips” (Union representative 6 – second round of interviews), 
and (ii) a lack of preparedness to engage in discussions perceived as excessively technical.

The first labour inspectorate official interviewed in 2022 reported not having received 
any complaints regarding the implementation of the provision on algorithmic transparency. 
To this, they added that no instructions had been received to pursue this matter, nor had 
officials received training on how to address complaints in this regard, stating, “we are 
simply not prepared. I wouldn’t know what to do”. Eighteen months later, the second 
official interviewed confirmed this state of affairs: “nothing has changed […] when we get 
any information from a company, we have no way of knowing if we are buying a pig in a 
poke”. Importantly, although Spain’s platform work sector has traditionally been marked 
by intense judicial litigation (Hiessl 2023), no lawsuits concerning either Just Eat’s or Uber 
Eats’ algorithmic management had reached the courts by the end of the research period.

5.2. Implicit contract
In general, there was a clear sense of power asymmetry between couriers and dispatchers 
at both Just Eat and Uber Eats. Although everyday interactions did not typically give rise to 
major conflicts, research participant frequently reported unfair treatment and expressed 
discomfort with dispatchers’ perceived bias, micromanagement and restrictive attitudes. 
These dynamics often undermined trust and curtailed couriers’ autonomy. Interestingly, 
however, while these grievances stemmed from a similar source – platform companies’ 
well-documented emphasis on quantitative performance metrics (Briziarelli 2019) – they 
related to features of the labour process that varied significantly across the two companies.

Uber Eats focused on three main performance indicators. First, the monthly average 
number of orders delivered per hour, which was expected to be no fewer than two. Second, 
the time elapsed between a courier entering the vicinity of the customers’ location and 
handing over the order (the drop-off time), which should consistently remain below seven 
minutes. Third, the rejection rate, which was expected to be zero, except in cases duly 
justified by unavoidable circumstances (e.g. the restaurant being closed).
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Falling short of these expectations commonly resulted in the platform issuing formal 
warnings, or “strikes”. A single strike usually gave rise to an internal fine deducted from 
couriers’ salaries; however, an accumulation of strikes could lead to dismissal. As one courier 
explained during a street conversation: “It’s simple. Like baseball: three strikes, you’re out!” 
(field notes).

While all Uber Eats fleets conveyed to workers that maintaining the minimum average 
number of deliveries per hour and a low rejection rate were of primary importance, the 
relevance of drop-off times was not consistently emphasized across the board during the 
research period. According to the data collected, while some fleets appeared to place 
limited importance on couriers’ compliance with this indicator, others considered it a central 
criterion for assessing performance.

The problematic nature of the emphasis on these indicators stems, first, from the fact 
that they were largely beyond couriers’ control, and second, from their automated and 
opaque processing by fleets. As several research participants reported, aside from reducing 
their drop-off times, couriers had no control over how many orders they were assigned each 
day, and they received no guidance on how to increase that number. To the disbelief of 
several workers, fleet dispatchers claimed that assignments were determined by Uber Eats’ 
algorithm, and that they themselves lacked information on the criteria applied. Interviews 
with several dispatchers in both rounds of interviews did, however, confirm this account.

In parallel, the opacity of algorithms favoured the regular instances of unpaid work 
when orders were “suspiciously assigned” (Pablo) to couriers in the last minutes of their 
shift. This extended their workdays – “sometimes 30 to 40 minutes” (Pablo). In their attempt 
to meet the minimum threshold of average number of deliveries per hour and knowing that 
rejecting an order would result in a strike, couriers had no choice but to comply with the 
orders received: “You deliver it, of course. Is it far away? Well, you do it anyway, [although] 
they do not pay us for it.” (Javier).

In the case of fleets that monitored drop-off times, many couriers reported that the 
timer was blind to circumstances that prevented compliance with expected delivery times. 
Impediments included lack of vehicle access or parking, large residential complexes without 
clear identification of individual units, high-rise buildings without elevators and customers 
who did not answer their phones or doors. As strikes were automated in several fleets, 
sanctions were widely perceived as inevitable and irrevocable.

Once you are close [to the customer’s house], the time starts to count. […] You haven’t 
finished on time? To the company, what matters is that you finish on time. The order was too 
big and you couldn’t carry it in one single trip? Well, that is your problem. (Pedro)

Lastly, as observed in other cases of platform-based food delivery (Gregory 2021; Vieira 
2023a), exposure to automated sanctions generated anxiety and stress among couriers, 
making them “even afraid of the app!” (Raul). However, unlike most documented cases 
focusing on non-salaried platform work, human dispatchers wield significant direct control 
over couriers in food-delivery platforms. During an interview conducted with an Uber Eats 
fleet dispatcher in the company’s operations room during working hours (Dispatcher 5 
– second round of interviews), I observed that couriers were continuously monitored via 
GPS tracking and received messages or calls whenever the dispatcher detected a delay in 
the delivery process. All courier movements were thus recorded and, if necessary, could 
be meticulously reviewed, as evidenced in a dismissal letter I had access to. In line with 
Williams and Khan’s (2025) predictions, such pervasive surveillance and micromanagement 
led couriers to describe feeling “like a mere pawn” (Javier) at the mercy of distrustful 
dispatchers, “[who] are there simply to give us orders and that’s it! Sometimes those orders 
don’t even make sense; it’s almost harassment because they are very, very pushy!” (José).

Just Eat operated differently but the outcome was not entirely dissimilar. Delivery time 
was the only performance indicator that was taken into consideration. Unlike Uber Eats, it 
measured this time as a whole – that is, as the total time taken to complete all the tasks 
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associated with an order, from receiving the notification of an algorithmically attributed job 
to pressing the dedicated app button that informed the company that the order had been 
successfully delivered.

Although dispatchers and managers generally analysed performance metrics as 
averages rather than individual orders (as in Uber Eats fleets), their unsupervised, automated 
collection often contributed to situations perceived as unfair by workers. One such case 
related to the impact of rainy weather on driving speed:

With rain, usually, the [delivery] times rise. […] When it rains, I don’t rush because I’m afraid, 
and my times are terrible. If it goes on like that for a while, you are considered to be cheating 
the company, so they penalize you. That would be a strike. (Fernando)

This, and similar accounts, contradicted the company’s stated commitment to safe driving. 
According to interviewees, unlike extreme heat, even very light rain could significantly affect 
road safety, particularly when couriers were carrying loads on their backs. As a result, whereas 
the introduction of legal provisions prohibiting outdoor work in very high temperatures 
protected couriers having to interrupt their work, the absence of a similar provision for rain 
or snow – combined with the indiscriminate collection of performance metrics – led several 
research participants to conclude that “[dispatchers] do not care if you drive on the sidewalk, 
the pressure for having good metrics leads us even to violate the law”. Ultimately, Just Eat 
was perceived as “reward[ing] the risk rather than [couriers’] safety” (Sergio).

Although the verb “reward” may seem exaggerated, it captures the dynamics at 
play in the company. Even though it was legally possible, Just Eat did not seem to dismiss 
workers on the grounds of accumulated strikes. Indeed, in 18 months of research, I did 
not come across any such cases among its workers. However, the company used other 
ways of penalizing bad performers and, in some cases, encouraging them to resign. Most 
interviewees associated poor metrics with low probabilities of being offered extra hours 
or a promotion to a contract with more working hours – both of which were supposedly 
available to the company’s best performers. This was no small thing for those working 
exclusively for the platform: “If you don’t have good metrics, you will always have [a] 16 
hours [contract…] and earn €500 per month.” (Luis). As I observed over time, given the 
above-mentioned incompatibility between working for Just Eat and holding down another 
job, frustrated promotion expectations often left couriers with no alternative but to resign.5

In addition to the perceived flaws in Just Eat’s purportedly objective, meritocratic 
labour process design, some of the company’s allegedly algorithmic decision-making 
remained opaque. One controversial point, particularly in big cities, was the supposedly 
algorithmic attribution of areas where couriers performed their shifts. In the absence of 
meaningful and convincing information from dispatchers, several interviewees believed 
that human hands tampered with the results to favour some couriers over others.6 In 
a context characterized by low salaries and the paramount importance of performance 
metrics, this had significant implications.

Who goes to problematic neighbourhoods where you are insulted from the moment you 
arrive, and who goes to a block of flats where the doorman welcomes you and you are given 
€5 tips? […] If they [the dispatchers] don’t like you, they’ll put you in areas where restaurants 
are further away or slower to prepare orders, or simply where buildings have no lifts […] So, 
you will not only work more but they won’t upgrade your contract. (Luis)

	 5	 Although I did not have access to official data from the company, my estimations suggest yearly turnover 
to be above 50 per cent in big cities. While many of those quitting were students who had finished their 
studies and were moving on to other jobs – as in the cases of Fernando, Joaquín and William – several 
interviewees talked of rapid turnover in the company, with people leaving “as soon as they find something 
better” (Hugo), owing to the combination of high pressure and insufficient income.

	 6	 In my contacts with Just Eat dispatchers, I was not able to confirm this claim. Both interviewees claimed 
that higher levels of management dealt with this issue without ever clarifying whether it was possible to 
override the allegedly random attribution of work areas. Should this be the case, it would constitute a 
salaried work derivation of what Dubal (2023) terms “algorithmic wage discrimination”.
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As in Uber Eats fleets, human dispatchers also played an important role at Just Eat. 
However, once again, they performed this role differently. Just Eat also used live monitoring. 
Interviewed couriers explained how surveillance enabled different manifestations of 
micromanagement. For example, William reported that “occasionally, they call and ask what 
are you doing there … or if you have taken the wrong street: ‘Listen, why are you going that 
way?’”. Luis explained that live monitoring by management made couriers self-conscious 
of even the most basic actions during work time: “If you need to go to the toilet […] you 
can go to a restaurant […], but always with previous authorization and communicating it 
[to the manager].” However, throughout the research period, I found that live monitoring 
only partly accounted for how dispatchers played their role.

In addition to real-time monitoring, the data extracted from each courier’s performance 
metrics were meticulously examined by dispatchers, who regularly applied pressure on 
workers to enhance their performance. This pressure was primarily exerted by comparing 
couriers’ delivery times at the city level. According to the data gathered, this practice was 
more frequent among those with below-average delivery times but was not exclusively 
confined to them.

As Ana explained, even if a courier was “doing well” (that is, performing above the 
average), dispatchers’ feedback sometimes included specific guidance on “what you 
can do to lower your times here and there” (Ana). In fact, during the interview with a 
dispatcher conducted in a Just Eat operations centre during working hours, I observed 
that dispatchers did not just care about the overall delivery time; they paid attention to 
the breakdown of every action performed as part of the delivery process. While analysing 
these data, dispatchers might identify that, despite performing well overall, a particular 
courier frequently took too long to arrive at the restaurant to collect orders. In such cases, 
recordings of couriers’ movements captured by GPS tracking for the past 30 days were 
available for review, “just like any scene of a movie you want to watch and you find based 
on the time, playing backwards or forwards” (Dispatcher 5 – second round of interviews).

Lastly, towards the end of my research period, I observed Just Eat experimenting with 
alternative forms of pressure. In at least one city, couriers were divided into groups of ten 
to twelve, and dispatchers attempted to motivate each group to improve its delivery times, 
fostering inter-group competition to achieve the best collective average. However, according 
to Hugo, in the absence of any rewards for top performers, couriers were largely indifferent 
to the dispatchers’ motivational messages and carried out their work as usual.

Overall, my observations highlight various nuances. As found by Schor (2021), couriers 
framed their work experience in terms of their degree of reliance on the hiring platform. 
Those who exclusively dedicated themselves to working for Just Eat or Uber Eats, with no 
additional occupations or sources of income, were more prone to developing grievances 
against management than couriers who studied and worked at the same time. According to 
the data gathered during fieldwork, this stemmed from two factors. First, student workers 
tended to view their job as temporary. As a result, they accepted the working conditions 
without strong criticism, viewing the job as an opportunity to progress to something better 
in the not-so-distant future. Second, although the dispatchers I interviewed denied this, 
street conversations and courier interviews indicated that student workers were subject 
to less intense monitoring and pressure. Perhaps subconsciously, dispatchers were less 
invested in scrutinizing the work of couriers working fewer hours per week and expected 
to remain in the company for shorter periods.

6. Discussion and conclusion
For several years, the absence or ineffectiveness of regulation has allowed platforms to 
operate with minimal constraints, outside or at the margins of frameworks governing 
conventional employment relations. At the time of writing, in response to increasingly vocal 
demands to end malpractice and improve working conditions, policymakers – supported 
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by a broad coalition of social actors – have begun to show a willingness to intervene. 
This article has examined the outcomes of the Spanish Government’s pioneering initiative 
in this area. To this end, I adopted Karl Polanyi’s (1944) influential “double movement” 
framework to evaluate the extent and effectiveness of efforts to restore embeddedness 
by addressing workers’ expectations of both the explicit and implicit dimensions of the 
employment relationship. The findings reveal a two-sided narrative with both theoretical 
and practical implications.

At the explicit contract level, the Spanish Government’s efforts have allowed platform 
couriers to access a guaranteed minimum monthly income in the form of salary, paid 
vacations and welfare provisions. This success story in formal terms could, nonetheless, 
be enhanced if the Spanish Government were to take steps to address the detrimental 
consequences of platforms’ reliance on outsourcing and involuntary part-time work 
(sometimes, even coercively imposed). These well-known forms of fissuring (Doellgast, 
Bidwell and Colvin 2021) make it difficult for workers to earn a decent salary every month, 
and for unions to effectively engage in collective action and social dialogue, resulting in the 
frustration of workers’ expectations and the development of grievances. Furthermore, the 
legislation introduced to protect workers from extreme heat is insufficient to tackle couriers’ 
exposure to weather events beyond the summer months.

Improvements at the implicit contract level appear modest. Compared to previous 
studies that focus on couriers classified as independent contractors (Briziarelli 2019; Gregory 
2021; Vieira 2020 and 2023a), this article finds that platforms’ intensification strategies 
generate comparable levels of physical and mental fatigue. These conditions are amplified 
by management practices that, while partially automated, are also based on invasive 
surveillance practices that allow human dispatchers to micromanage couriers. I have thus 
illustrated how workers’ autonomy can be curtailed even in trivial actions, such as choosing 
the most efficient delivery route or accessing a restroom. This leads to a paradoxical situation 
where managerial authority is simultaneously diffused and exacerbated, fostering mistrust 
among workers. In contrast to other regulators, the Spanish Government was not oblivious 
to the detrimental potential of algorithmic tools. However, it merely enshrined algorithmic 
transparency in the country’s labour code and published a best practice guide that has not 
yet had any practical effects. Neither unions nor the labour inspectorate are equipped to 
handle the complexities of algorithmic tools in work settings.

Overall, this article indicates that, while the Spanish Government’s efforts have 
deterred the most visible form of platform non-compliance with labour law – namely, the 
misclassification of couriers as independent contractors – it has failed to protect workers 
from other forms of precarity and insecurity. These vulnerabilities are perpetuated by 
fragmented contractual arrangements and pervasive algorithmic management techniques, 
leading to conclusions with both theoretical and normative implications.

From a theoretical standpoint, according to Polanyi’s framework, the changes observed, 
at best, reflect an incomplete “double movement”. To be sure, the Spanish Government’s 
initiative counteracted the formal dis-embeddedness of platform workers from the 
employment relations institutions identified in previous studies (Wood et al. 2019). However, 
the lack of an effective legal framework and, particularly, the limited capacity of both trade 
unions and government authorities to address the detrimental potential of algorithmic 
management have hampered the success of efforts to re-embed platform workers. The 
expanded powers granted to human managers by computational algorithms remain largely 
unaddressed and, in some cases, even exacerbate existing power imbalances in platform 
work (Dubal 2023; Gregory 2021; Vieira 2023a). Workers, reduced to mere data points, 
are deprived of recognition (Newlands 2022) and subjected to work environments that 
undermine the benefits of their reclassification as employees.

This state of affairs raises pressing questions about the future of the employment 
relationship in the context of seemingly inevitable technological change in general, and 
the reclassification of platform workers in particular. As Williams and Khan (2025) argue 
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– and this article corroborates – algorithmic management fosters mistrust by encouraging 
managers to treat workers with suspicion. This dynamic stands in direct opposition to the 
normative foundations of the ideal post-Fordist employment relationship. The foreseeable 
proliferation of algorithmic management may lead to a new framework in which protective 
social rights (e.g. salaried work and access to social benefits) coexist with the normalization 
of invasive surveillance and micromanagement practices. These developments contribute 
to mistrust and instability in workplace environments, compelling workers to internalize 
meritocratic ideals and intra-class competition, rather than cooperation and solidarity. While 
such features are not entirely new, they represent a deepening of the atomization and 
exploitation of labour that has characterized neoliberalism (Neilson and Rossiter 2008).

Real life is, of course, an ever-moving target and whether the reclassification of platform 
work results in improvements for workers will depend on the actions of policymakers and the 
relative strength of the stakeholders involved in the employment relationship. There is clear 
scope for improvements and achievements on the part of workers that could enhance the 
quality of the work experience. An optimistic Polanyian perspective – that the pendulum is 
still swinging and improvements will continue – may find resonance in recent developments, 
such as the so-called EU Platform Work Directive (Rainone and Aloisi 2024). However, such 
progress should not be left up to time or optimism alone. Convergence with the findings 
of earlier research (Newlands 2022; Niebler et al. 2023; Schreyer 2021; Sun, Chen and Rani 
2023) suggests that future regulatory initiatives should delve deeper into the effects of 
fragmented employment relations and algorithmic management tools and how to address 
them. Furthermore, the known (Molina et al. 2023) and herein confirmed limitations of legal 
provisions aimed at reducing algorithmic opacity suggest that governments must play a 
proactive role in developing the capacity of workers and relevant authorities to critically 
assess algorithmic tools.

Ultimately, the peculiar and increasingly socio-technical compound that platforms 
represent – where precarity meets and is amplified by new technologies – poses a significant 
challenge to regulators. This challenge cannot be addressed unless legal provisions are 
accompanied by practical instruments that empower workers and their representatives 
to make such laws come to life. As shown by the (unintended) real-life experiment in 
Spain – which introduced a universal presumption of employment for platform couriers 
ahead of most other jurisdictions – failure to effectively address such challenges is likely 
to frustrate the expectations of all those invested in improving platform workers’ working 
and living conditions.
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Appendix

Table A1. Research operations in detail

Data collection 
technique 
employed

Implementation throughout the research period

Ethnographic 
observation

July 2022
9 hours (4 street conversations: 2 Just Eat, 2 Uber Eats)
August to October 2022
34 hours (24 street conversations: 10 Just Eat, 14 Uber Eats)
October 2023 to January 2024
23 hours (16 street conversations: 7 Just Eat, 9 Uber Eats)
July 2022 to January 2024
Observation of interactions in social media groups

Interviews July 2022
Exploratory interviews:

•	 2 couriers
•	 2 union representatives

September–October 2022
First round of interviews:

•	 16 couriers
•	 4 dispatchers
•	 6 union representatives
•	 1 labour inspectorate official 

(no repetitions vis-à-vis exploratory interviews)
November 2023–January 2024
Second round of interviews:

•	 17 couriers (second interview for 14, first for 3)
•	 2 dispatchers (second interview for 0, first for 2)
•	 6 union representatives (second interview for 6, first for 0)
•	 1 labour inspectorate official (second interview for 0, first for 1)

Documental 
analysis

•	 Courier dismissal letter
•	 Información algorítmica en el ámbito laboral [Algorithmic Information 

in the Workplace]. Available at: https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/
serviciosdeprensa/notasprensa/trabajo14/Documents/2022/100622-
Guia_algoritmos.pdf

•	 Court ruling on Uber Eats collective dismissal of couriers of August 
2021. Available at: https://normacef.es/buscaResult/shDocumento.
aspx?id=NSJ064248&tkId=56c7581f-6ae5-455e-9888-dc6f98f395ce&op=rtss

Source: Own compilation.

https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/serviciosdeprensa/notasprensa/trabajo14/Documents/2022/100622-Guia_algoritmos.pdf
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/serviciosdeprensa/notasprensa/trabajo14/Documents/2022/100622-Guia_algoritmos.pdf
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/serviciosdeprensa/notasprensa/trabajo14/Documents/2022/100622-Guia_algoritmos.pdf
https://normacef.es/buscaResult/shDocumento.aspx?id=NSJ064248&tkId=56c7581f-6ae5-455e-9888-dc6f98f395ce&op=rtss
https://normacef.es/buscaResult/shDocumento.aspx?id=NSJ064248&tkId=56c7581f-6ae5-455e-9888-dc6f98f395ce&op=rtss


20 International Labour Review

Table A2. �Pseudonymized couriers’ socio-demographic characteristics and trajectory  
during research period

Pseudonym Platform Gender Age Origin Dependency Contract Trajectory

Adán Uber Eats Male 51 Migrant Total Full-time Resigned during 
research period

Ana Just Eat Female 42 Migrant Total Part-time 
(24h)

No changes

Andrés Uber Eats Male 27 Migrant Partial (has other 
informal job)

Part-time 
(16h)

No changes

David Just Eat Male 28 Native Total Part-time 
(24h)

No changes

Fernando Just Eat Male 27 Native Partial (student-
worker)

Part-time 
(16h)

Resigned during 
research period

Francisco Just Eat Male 21 Native Partial (student-
worker)

Part-time 
(12h)

Joined in the second 
round only

Hugo Just Eat Male 27 Native Partial (student-
worker)

Part-time 
(12h)

Joined in the second 
round only

Javier Uber Eats Male 50 Migrant Total Full-time No changes

Joaquín Just Eat Male 24 Native Partial (student-
worker)

Part-time 
(20h)

Resigned during 
research period

Jordi Uber Eats Male 29 Migrant Total Part-time 
(30h)

Dismissed as part of 
collective dismissal

José Uber Eats Male 25 Migrant Total Full-time Dismissed as part of 
collective dismissal

Juan Uber Eats Male 36 Migrant Total Full-time Dismissed as part of 
collective dismissal

Luis Just Eat Male 42 Native Total Part-time 
(16h)

No changes

Manuel Uber Eats Male 29 Native Total Part-time 
(20h)

Contract expired 
before research 
period started

Marco Just Eat Male 22 Migrant Partial (student-
worker)

Part-time 
(20h)

Joined in the second 
round only

Maria Just Eat Female 55 Migrant Total Part-time 
(20h)

No changes

Pablo Uber Eats Male 21 Native Total Part-time 
(20h)

Contact lost

Pedro Uber Eats Male 29 Native Total Full-time Still working but 
working hours 
reduced to 30 hours

Raul Uber Eats Male 44 Migrant Total Full-time Still working but 
working hours 
reduced to 30 hours

Sergio Just Eat Male 30 Migrant Total Part-time 
(20h)

No changes

William Just Eat Male 20 Migrant Partial (student-
worker)

Part-time 
(16h)

Resigned during 
research period

Source: Own compilation.


