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Abstract

The expansion of platform work has disrupted and reordered employment regulation. The
literature has contributed to this subject from different angles, although often in a fragmented way
and without clearly explaining why and how regulatory conflict arises over platform work. Using
Beckert's (2010) framework for study of how fields change, the author conducted a critical
literature review on: 1) the roles of institutions, networks and frames in regulating platform work;
2) the regulatory power these structures provide to actors and organizations; and 3) the possible
interrelationships between these structures. The results show the existence of a substantial
literature on the scope of institutional regulation and the regulatory power of networks, but much
less on the broader role of the state in this field, and the framing processes that guide the actors’
preferences for regulation. Future lines of research are discussed.

Summary 

In this article, a critical review of the literature identifies which state and non-state actors and
organizations influence and shape regulatory conflict over platform work, and which resources
enable them to intervene.

These questions are addressed by examining the different forms of embeddedness that interact
and shape the regulatory process. Drawing on the framework that Beckert (2010) proposed to
explain changes in market fields, this literature review identifies three dimensions of research that
emphasize the roles of institutions, social networks and cognitive frames, respectively. It also
discusses to what extent the literature on platform work has developed an integrated perspective
on regulation and how the field of industrial relations can benefit from the incorporation of
different dimensions of research.

The literature search was conducted using the main available databases and grouped into the
three main dimensions of the framework. Influential policy reports and grey literature in the field
of study were also included. In total, 149 documents were reviewed in depth.
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The literature has primarily focused on discussing the scope and applicability of existing labour
regulatory frameworks and the increasingly important role of strategic litigation. There has also
been a remarkable research strand on the regulatory power of platform firms and on new forms of
governance. There has been much less critical research on the state's role in the expansion of the
platform economy and on how different actors legitimize the regulatory process.

This paper applies a three-dimensional framework to the literature to facilitate dialogue on three
social structures that influence platform work regulation, the aim being to explain the emergence
of regulatory conflict in this area. The framework captures both formal and informal forms of
regulation, making it useful for the industrial relations literature as well.

Keywords: platform work; regulation; regulatory conflict; critical literature review 
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1. Introduction
Platform-mediated work has grown rapidly over the last decade, as it provides an easy-to-access
and flexible source of income for people worldwide (Heeks, 2017; Berg et al., 2018; Wood et al.,
2019). Although the platform economy still accounts for a small proportion of the labour market
(Azzellini et al., 2022), it has rekindled debates on the liberalization of labour relations, the re-
commodification of work, new forms of algorithmic control and the rise of “winner-takes-all”
markets where large players undermine competition (Azzellini et al., 2021; Srnicek, 2017;
Grimshaw, 2020). Moreover, it has been stated that such forms of work erode the standard
employment relationship and are highly unprotected (De Stefano, 2016; ILO, 2021). New regulatory
efforts are thus being made worldwide (Aloisi, 2022; De Stefano et al., 2021), especially to regulate
location-based platforms, such as those that provide ride-hailing and delivery services. 

Landmark rulings have acknowledged the existence of an employment relationship between
workers and platforms, and new laws are being proposed to protect certain groups of workers.
Several examples may be given. The AB5 statute passed in California in 2019 extends the employee
classification benefits to most wage-earners. However, the heavily lobbied Prop 22 ballot granted
an exception for delivery and ride-hailing firms. Spain's new "Rider Law" (decree 12/2021)
presumes that delivery workers are employees, an outcome of social dialogue between major trade
unions and employers’ associations. Similarly, Chile’s Act 21.431 from 2022 regulates contracts for
workers on digital service platforms, following the agreements reached in a Technical Roundtable
in which various industrial relations actors participated. Finally, the new Platform Work Directive,
now being debated in the European Union, aims to clarify gig workers' access to labour rights
(Buendia Esteban, 2023). There is thus an emerging a contentious scenario in which a myriad of
organizations and actors, within and beyond the state, are creating and shaping the regulatory
process (Kirchner & Schüßler, 2020). This reality calls for a more comprehensive understanding of
what we understand by “regulation” in a broader sense and how these different players (formal
and informal regulators) influence and relate to each other.

From an industrial relations standpoint, platform work is certainly regulated by formal and
informal rules (and actors), regardless of how the employment relationship is legally categorized
(Joyce et al., 2022, p. 3). This growing role of informal relations and non-institutional actors in
regulation is not entirely new. With the liberalization of markets, regulation is becoming not only
more market-oriented but also “multifaceted, differentiated and increasingly ‘shared’ by a range of
public and private actors” (Martinez Lucio & MacKenzie, 2004, p. 78). This trend compels us to take
a closer look at the social processes that surround regulatory change, an issue that the field of
labour law has only addressed discretely (Dukes, 2019). Although different disciplines and fields
have studied the issue from specific angles, it is crucial to understand how they complement each
other. I am thus offering a critical and comprehensive literature review to show how conflict has
arisen and to identify gaps in academic discussion that require further research.

I present the following research question: which state and non-state actors and organizations have
influenced and shaped regulatory conflict over platform work, and what sort of resources have
enabled them to intervene? To address this enquiry, I suggest using Beckert's (2010) framework to
study change in market fields and to theorize the roles of three major social structures:
institutions; social networks; and cognitive frames. It will thus be possible to contextualize the
regulatory process as politically contentious and socially underpinned. To analyze the academic
literature, I will adopt a deductive approach that considers which of these social structures has
been emphasized and how the actors have exploited the resources provided by each structure. I
will argue that one-dimensional or partial understandings of regulation have prevailed in the
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literature, while highlighting those contributions that have established connections between the
roles of different social structures. Such an approach will not only provide a better understanding
of the regulatory challenges but also help explain why and how conflicts have arisen over
regulation. Finally, I will emphasize the analytical value of the framework, especially for research
in industrial relations.

2. Studying Regulatory Change as Embedded in Social
Relations and Structures: The Role of Institutions,
Networks and Frames
I will examine regulation in a broad sense, including the interplay of actors and narratives that
shape the regulatory process, using Beckert's model to study the literature. He primarily sought to
understand how market fields change, a “field” being defined, per Fligstein (2001), as a local social
order "where organised actors gather and frame their actions vis-a-vis one another" (p. 108). As
with Bourdieu’s definition, a field is understood as a structured social space governed by its own
set of rules and norms, although more emphasis is on the role of organizations and institutions in
shaping economic activity (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, pp. 19-21). The concept of field has been
influential in bridging the gap between the industrial relations literature and the organization
studies literature, as seen for example in Helfen’s (2015) research on changes to regulation of
agency work in Germany. The author identified the main actors (incumbents and challengers) and
how they competed to redefine the boundaries of regulation and the construction of distinctions
between groups of workers in the legislation. For its part, Kirchner and Schüßler (2020) applied the
concept of field to understand the regulatory challenges of for-profit platforms, revealing how
existing regulations are undermined by the loose coupling of organization, place, workforce and
product. The two authors identified the actors in regulatory issues, including platform companies
(as market organizers), national and local governments, private actors and civil society
organizations. Because the platform economy is made up of various organizational actors and
different modes of governance (p. 228), the concept of field helps explain how regulatory conflict
arises by enabling us to examine the agency of different actors and interests and how they
intervene concurrently.

Beckert (2010) posited that a field is composed of three interdependent social structures that
cannot be studied separately: institution; social networks; and cognitive frames (Figure 1).
Institutions encompass the rules and regulations that dictate behaviour among actors. Social
networks refer to the structural position of actors and organizations. Cognitive frames are the
mental organization of meanings and social norms used by actors to assess and behave in markets.
Each structure provides resources that different actors and organizations can use to intervene and
shape change. Beckert argued that these three structures work together within a field, thereby
providing an integrated perspective on social embeddedness. He thus offered a framework to
reconcile the opposing positions of a fragmented debate, including also general descriptions of how
each structure influences the others. 
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Figure 1

Reciprocal Influences of the Three Structures in Market Fields 

Source: Beckert (2010)

By using this framework, we can explore research that has focused on institutions, networks and
frames, and examine their (potential) interrelationships. In this sense, the framework is innovative
and relevant in that it suggests delving into the role of these three different social structures to
explain how regulatory conflict arises in a “field.” While institutions and the state are generally
considered to be key players in regulatory processes, networks and frames likewise regulate the
platform economy in ways that should not be overlooked. The importance of networks in the
success of platform businesses has been widely acknowledged (e.g., Parker et al., 2016), while
narratives on entrepreneurship, flexibility and regulatory legitimacy have played a significant role
in policy debates (e.g., Gillespie, 2018; Tzur, 2019). However, it is important to determine the extent
to which these issues have been addressed in the specific context of regulation of platform work.

I will accordingly first examine how the literature on platform work regulation has conceptualized
each social structure and how actors have used their unique power resources to influence
regulation. I will then explore the extent to which reciprocal influences between the structures
have been studied. Here I argue that the literature on platform work requires further research into
the interactions between networks and frames with institutional regulation and the state, in order
to better understand why responses to issues such as legal classification, regulatory models, and
enforcement differ significantly between local and national cases. Such differences highlight the
importance of examining all three structures to comprehend how regulatory conflicts are shaped
and framed in each country and context. Finally, I will discuss future lines of research, state the
limitations of my review and make concluding remarks.
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3. Method: Critical Literature Review
I carried out a critical literature review to answer the following question: which state and non-
state actors and organizations influence and shape regulatory conflict over platform work, and
which resources enable them to intervene? This type of literature review differs from other
approaches, such as bibliometric or meta-analysis. The aim is not simply to identify and describe
the main research trends, strands and evidence on a specific topic; rather, it is to assess the degree
to which some controversial issues have been resolved through research. The aim is also to
identify missing, incomplete or poorly represented points, as well as potential inconsistencies or
divergences between different perspectives (Torraco, 2005, p. 362). Thus, my analysis is also a
reflection on the literature, and not just a descriptive account of all its topics.

Due to the vast literature available on platform work and the word limit of this paper, I have
focused on major debates rather than on specific points. For this, I have used previously
established concepts and theories to categorize the literature by topic (Saunders & Rojon, 2011).
This type of literature review provides greater flexibility for a deductive approach, where the
literature's contributions are evaluated within an explicit framework, such as Beckert's. This
approach helps not only to assess the importance of each structure in regulatory conflict but also to
uncover missing points on the interrelationships between the three structures.

The literature search and subsequent selection were organized in two phases (Figure 2). In the first
phase, I constructed a database of papers from two information sources. The first and foremost
source encompassed the two most reputable social science databases: Web of Science and Scopus. I
searched the literature by combining two terms: “regulation” and “platform work.” Both terms had
to appear in the title, abstract or keywords. In addition, I considered some synonyms of both
keywords: “institutional change” and “legislation” instead of “regulation” and “crowd work,” “gig
work,” “gig economy” and “sharing economy” instead of “platform work.” Because these terms are
not equivalent, and because there is no consensus in the literature on their use (Howcroft &
Bergvall-Kåreborn, 2019), I was as exhaustive as possible in the search and then narrowed down
the literature in the second phase by excluding those papers not directly related to the research
topic.

I focused primarily on journals in industrial relations and labour law but also included those in
business, management and social sciences. Although the literature review was focused on
regulation of platform work, some topics, especially those referring to the role of cognitive frames
or social networks, may not necessarily appear in journals that specialize in regulatory issues,
appearing instead in various social science journals. Also, the papers had to be written in English.
The first search identified 638 relevant papers after I checked and removed duplicate entries. 

The second information source was the grey literature: policy reports by international institutions
(e.g., the ILO); book chapters; and papers from law journals not indexed in the above databases.
Also included were some papers that were found not through the initial review but in the
reference lists of influential papers. In total, 99 more papers were added. Thus, the total rose to 737
papers. 

In the second phase, the database was narrowed down for a more in-depth analysis, on the basis of
three exclusion criteria. First, I excluded papers published before 2010, on the assumption that gig
economy research was limited at that time. Second, I excluded companies engaged in types of
business that do not involve gig work directly, such as accommodation or e-commerce platforms.
Third, I excluded papers that addressed regulatory issues other than labour issues, the latter
defined as those relating to labour misclassification, social protection, collective bargaining,
discrimination and algorithmic transparency in personnel management decisions. The total was
thus reduced to 149 papers (see details below).
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Figure 2

Data Collection 

Source: prepared by the author

In reviewing these papers, I identified key themes, which in general referred to such issues as the
scope and possible applications of labour law instruments, strategic litigation, corporate power
and influence over platform regulation and actors' preferences on labour status and their vision of
legislation on the platform economy. When a paper clearly referred to any of these issues, it was
included in one of the three social structures of the framework: institutions; networks; or frames. If
the paper addressed more than one issue, it was coded as belonging to more than one structure
category (see the appendix for details). This multiple-coding issue is covered in detail in the
discussion section, where I analyze the extent to which the different structures interrelate with
each other. Based on these themes, I present a synthesis of the discussions, highlighting the
strengths of regulation and the room for improvement to regulation of each social structure. 

4. Results

4.1 The Crucial and Multifaceted Role of Institutions in Platform Work Regulation

This section discusses the literature on the role of institutions in regulating platform work and the
actors who use institutional resources to intervene in the regulatory process. Although institutions
evidently have some importance in any regulatory process, the literature has had to challenge the
belief that corporate power in the digital age has gone unchecked in the absence of regulation
(Cohen, 2019; Kapczynski, 2020). In fact, regulatory institutions have played a critical role, either by
limiting the space for central disputes over recognition and access to labour rights (ILO, 2021;
Pesole et al., 2018) or by enabling the expansion of these business models (Rahman & Thelen, 2019).
Some of the main currents in this literature are reviewed below.
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Legal scholars have paid significant attention to the legal classification of platform workers as
employees, as independent contractors or as a distinct category altogether (Adams et al., 2018;
Aloisi & De Stefano, 2020; Koutsimpogiorgos et al., 2020; Stewart & Stanford, 2017; Todolí-Signes,
2017a; Zou, 2017). This classification has important implications for their labour rights, including
freedom of association, collective bargaining, protection against discrimination (De Stefano &
Aloisi, 2019) and health and safety issues (Garben, 2019). As with other categories of “self-
employed” persons or workers in grey zones of the labour market (Jaehrling & Kalina, 2020;
Stanford, 2017), the legal challenge is to demonstrate whether the worker is sufficiently controlled
or subordinated to be considered an “employee.” This is notably the case with the new forms of
algorithmic management (De Stefano et al., 2021). The challenge is certainly a topical one, as
national and local jurisdictions are unevenly equipped to regulate work of this nature (Aloisi & De
Stefano, 2020). Some countries have a hybrid or intermediate third category, and others still rely on
a dual system (Cherry & Aloisi, 2017; De Stefano, 2016; Wang & Cooke, 2021). While landmark
rulings in different countries have created some baseline jurisprudence (Moyer-Lee & Countouris,
2021), there are still ongoing court cases, and cases of misclassification have often been resolved
out of court (Cherry, 2016). Consequently, some scholars and organizations have advocated
securing basic rights for platform workers regardless of their legal classification (Behrendt &
Nguyen, 2018; Countouris, 2019; ILO, 2021; Todolí-Signes, 2017b).

Courts and scholars have taken different approaches to determining the type of employment
relationship beyond the traditional one of employee versus independent contractor. Some have
favoured a "purposive approach": interpret labour law in line with its purpose of protecting
workers and their rights; this applies to platform workers who work on a dependent and
subordinate basis (Atkinson & Dhorajiwala, 2021; Davidov, 2017). Others have suggested to
incorporate a "functional concept" of the employer: instead of just looking at whether workers are
legally classified as employees or not, this approach would assess whether platforms perform the
typical roles of an employer (Prassl & Risak, 2016). Misclassification also raises concerns about
power asymmetry in a broader context, as some competition laws prohibit self-employed workers
from participating in coordinated negotiations, such as collective bargaining, even though such
workers are economically dependent on the platform as if they were employees (Lianos et al.,
2019; Johnston & Land-Kazlauskas, 2019; Posner, 2021). Addressing these issues and expanding
worker rights is crucial to ensuring basic rights and conditions and to experimenting with new
forms of organizing and bargaining for non-standard workers (Rahman, 2017). 

The literature on platform work also highlights the significance of a political economy perspective
in examining the institutional conditions that promote the growth of platform work (Ilsøe, 2017;
Thelen, 2018; Tucker, 2020). Although this perspective encompasses a relatively smaller body of
research, it has been influential. For example, Rahman and Thelen (2019) identified various factors
that have led to the development of the American platform business model, such as a permissive
political-economic framework, a supportive legal system and a financialized business sector
willing to promote such investments. In a comparative analysis of the UK, the US and Germany,
Hassel and Sieker (2022) explored the institutional determinants that affect the expansion of gig
contracts, finding that, paradoxically, the universal welfare state has facilitated the expansion of
gig contracts in the logistics and service sectors. However, this dynamic may differ significantly in
contexts with a larger informal economy. In a study of Mexico and Panama, Weber et al. (2021)
observed that platforms often recruit workers from the informal sector, while helping formalize
the labour market because the company has to comply with legal operational requirements. Thus,
platform work can both degrade working conditions and offer new opportunities for those in need
of work, particularly migrant labour (van Doorn et al., 2022). The political economy perspective
therefore provides a broader understanding of platform work, as the debate on employment
classification by itself seems insufficient.
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Finally, a strand of research has looked at the agency and resilience of different actors, particularly
workers, in using institutions to gain power and confront platform companies. Here, scholars have
stressed the importance of strategic litigation as a source of power for workers (Adams, 2023;
Cherry, 2020). Such litigation, however, has to reckon with one critical barrier: the international
scale on which platforms operate (Inversi, 2017; Racabi, 2021), which has enabled them to avoid
lawsuits by arguing that the company is subject to a different country's jurisdiction (Woodcock &
Graham, 2020). Bessa et al. (2022) reviewed the research on platform labour unrest, showing that
trade unions and gig workers’ organizations have mostly sought to regulate through legislation and
legal enactment. There is, however, global unevenness on these experiences, as institutional
responses seem to follow a more progressive direction in Europe than elsewhere (van Dijk, 2021).
On a more theoretical level, researchers have also examined the extent and scope of these efforts
to use institutions and even experiment with new regulations (Murray et al., 2020).

All in all, a great body of research has shown how institutions play a significant role in the
regulation of platform work. A crucial question which is certainly derived from all of this, but
which remains to some extent open-ended, is how the state is conceptualized within these debates.
In this vein, the work of Inversi et al. (2022) showed how state and non-state UK actors are taking
over or giving up regulatory spaces in the gig economy. This approach, though still relatively scarce
in the literature, could broaden discussion of the state's role and its relationship with various
actors, by going beyond debate centred on certain legal instruments that tend to target the state
more narrowly.

4.2 Social Networks: Growing Regulatory Influence of Markets and Non-State
Actors

In this section I will discuss the popularity and concrete uses of the “network” concept in the
literature on platform work and platform markets, with two caveats. First, although there is an
abundant literature on the topic of networks in general, few of these papers directly address
regulation of employment issues or digital labour platforms. Second, the network concept is quite
broad and gives rise to slightly different issues in the literature. I will then go on to review two
specific concepts that relate to networks and platform work regulation: "network effects" and
"network embeddedness." The former has been extensively studied in the industrial relations and
political economy literatures and relates to the impact of networks on platform’s market
dominance. The latter is closer to the concept outlined by Beckert in his framework and has been
extensively used in economic sociology. While there may be other discussions on networks and
corporate power, this section will focus on these two network-specific concepts.

The concept of “network effects” has been widely discussed in the literature that understands
platforms as markets, where the benefits of the network increase with the number of actors
connected to the platform (see Gawer, 2014 for an extended discussion). Platform design is meant
to create market dominance, becoming the “central agents at the nexus of a network of value
creators" (Cusumano et al., 2021, p. 1260), which is seen as essential to the business model (Rahman
& Thelen, 2019; Rahman, 2016). This situation fuels competition but also creates incentives for
greater value capture and market dominance, often resulting in winner-take-all markets (Kenney
and Zysman, 2018; Parker et al., 2016). Through this new conception of networked dominance over
"multi-sided markets," platform firms have challenged the predominance of classical employment
contracts and imposed private business contracts, thus causing a definitional disruption in labour
law (Lobel, 2016; Kocher, 2022). Hence, workers are excluded from labour rights through a
business model that exploits these legal gaps to circumvent existing regulations (ILO, 2021; pp.
198-202). Consequently, some commentators are calling for a broader perspective on regulation, as
they look at the emerging power of these new private actors and argue that the state is not the only
source of normative authority (Rolf et al., 2022). For example, platform firms are incentivized to
promote self-regulation while avoiding interference from regulatory institutions by implementing
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non-compliance monitoring policies and corporate social responsibility programs. However, in
practice, the potential reduction of network effects often discourages such efforts by platform
firms, as discussed by Cusumano et al. (2021).

On the other hand, the concept of “network embeddedness,” originating in sociology, has also been
useful in debates about regulation. According to Wood et al. (2019), platform workers, despite being
normatively (or legally) dis-embedded, are concurrently embedded within interpersonal networks
of trust that workers generate to overcome the low-trust nature of non-proximate labour relations
in the gig economy. Social ties play a key role in community building, resistance and self-regulation
among workers (Gerber, 2019). Tubaro (2021) similarly suggested that these interpersonal
networks coexist with other economic networks of ownership and control, thus enabling platforms
to fulfil different market functions (Schüßler et al., 2021), including management-labour relations.
It is in some of these specific functions that regulatory problems are more common, particularly
when platforms exercise their power to direct and control work.

The literature also shows a growing interest in understanding how actors engage and participate
in platform networks. They engage and participate partly because their governance structures
often incorporate inputs from user groups, industry bodies and civil society organizations
(Gillespie, 2018). Their regulatory power and influence thus seem to come from an even more
extensive network. In fact, these corporations have been described as "regulatory entrepreneurs,"
as their market insertion often involves a plan to significantly change market regulation (Barry &
Pollman, 2016). While such change is often achieved through traditional political lobbying, it also
includes more sophisticated strategies, such as mobilizing certain groups from the network,
especially user or consumer groups. Examples include Uber's tactics to act on legislation in the US
(Hughes, 2021; Thelen, 2018), the Netherlands (Pelzer et al., 2019) and China (Zhang, 2019).
Similarly, platforms actively seek to garner the favour of civil society in order to avoid any
regulation. For instance, van Doorn et al. (2021) showed how platforms in various cities have
established non-profit partnerships with civil society organizations in the food delivery and social
care sectors to provide the necessary infrastructure to bring supply into line with demand and
reach the socially disadvantaged. Through these partnerships, the platforms have expanded their
business scope considerably, even participating as social partners in services delivered by the state.
It might be said that platforms, in and of themselves, have an ephemeral regulatory power that
depends on the active participation of civil society in the market they provide (Graham, 2020).

To sum up, the literature has successfully explained how platform networks have gained the ability
to influence debates about regulation, but such influence requires building social legitimacy with
different actors, especially consumers and workers. It is thus complicated to determine whether
regulatory responsibilities should be allocated to platforms (Aloisi, 2016; De Stefano & Wouters,
2019), as a platform is supposedly a network of different actors and organizations freely engaging
in business. Moreover, when it comes to employment regulatory issues, the very concept of
networks requires more clarity because it blurs the employment relationship (Marchington et al.,
2005). Finally, the state tends to be seen from a passive perspective, subject to the influence of
networks, but less is said about how the state also shapes the regulatory space in which the
networks operate. Therefore, incorporating the concept of networks into a theory that understands
the state as a complex and decentred web of institutions and actors presents a theoretical and
empirical challenge.

4.3 Cognitive Frames: Narratives and Social Meanings that Underlie Regulatory
Conflicts in Platform Work

In the last section, I analyzed the role of cognitive frames—the organization of meanings and social
norms that guides how actors behave in a market. In line with this idea, and as previously
discussed, the position of actors within platform networks is crucial not only for their competitive
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advantage (network effects) but also for their ability to articulate the positions of interests that
seek to influence regulation by proposing or opposing legislation. In fact, platforms have
successfully linked themselves to a powerful narrative that legitimizes their disruptive growth by
challenging regulation (Dubal et al., 2018; Marenco & Seidl, 2021; Srnicek, 2017; Rahman & Thelen,
2019). There is thus a literature that explores how actors influence regulatory action by framing
the debate, that is, by determining which arguments prevail and which audiences resonate with
these frames. In the following section, I will delve into some of these approaches with respect to
platform work.

In her study of Boston's ride-hailing industry, Adler (2021) took up the idea that "frames shape
perceptions of regulatory legitimacy" (Avent-Holt, 2012, quoted in Adler, 2021, p. 1422) by
resonating with certain audiences and thus challenging the legitimacy of governmental regulatory
function. Her research shows that, in the face of demands for compliance with employment and
transport laws, such companies mount media campaigns that accuse governments of protecting
the taxi industry and thus preventing competition. They thereby shift the focus of the debate from
the legitimacy of their business activity to the legitimacy of the regulation, thus creating a meta-
frame that challenges the regulatory process as a whole. Other studies have documented similar
deregulation campaigns in different countries (Dubal et al., 2018; Thelen, 2018; Pelzer et al., 2019;
Rahman & Thelen, 2019; Tzur, 2019).

Another major strand has been the literature on the different attitudes of platform workers toward
regulation. Research has revealed a complex relationship between, on the one hand, demands for
stability and security and, on the other, an interest in flexibility and entrepreneurial freedom
(Dubal et al., 2018; Wood et al., 2021). Labour organizations pursue different interests in relation to
regulation, with some seeing legal action and litigation as an opportunity to revive discussion of
worker collectivism and activism in the gig economy (Gall, 2020; Adams, 2023; Aslam & Woodcock,
2020). For some, workers mobilize against the state to be recognized as workers in the absence of a
recognizable employer figure (Martinez Lucio et al., 2021). For others, actors blame work-related
injustices sometimes on the state and sometimes on the market—either the platforms or the
customers (Wood et al., 2021). Some studies have documented cases of workers organizing against
regulation, specifically the classification of employment contracts, in order to safeguard their
status as independent contractors. An example would be the si soy autonomo (yes, I am self-
employed) movement in Spain which took place prior to the enactment of the new regulation
(Vieira, 2021).

By introducing the concept of “governmentality,” Purcell and Brook (2022) helped explain the
emergence of these ideologies among gig workers, and the impact on how these actors frame the
regulatory problem. The authors asked why, despite its well-documented exploitative nature,
platform labour is still understood by many, both workers and other actors alike, as a way of
gaining control and autonomy over one’s working life. Specifically, the authors studied how
consent in the labour process and production of hegemony from institutions outside the workplace
are concurrently produced and internalized in subjects, thus shaping their sense-making of the
social world. They explained "how hegemony is constructed through techniques of power at
macro-levels (government policy and discourse) and meso-levels (platforms) that shape individual
subjectivity by normalising dominant understandings of the social world and behaviour" (Purcell
& Brook, 2022, p. 402). This approach offers an opportunity to explore the concept of regulation
through forms of power anchored in both institutions and networks that shape frames (here
understood as macro- and meso-level powers), without prioritizing one form of power over
another but suggesting that they operate concurrently and are internalized in subjects.

Overall, there has not been as much research on the role of frames in debates about regulation as
there has been on the roles of the other two structures, but it has still been prominent. Such
research has provided empirical studies and theory on the politics of platform regulation, thus
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helping explain the elusive nature of the gig economy for regulation and the difficulty in debating
these issues in the public sphere. While regulations have adopted functional or purposive
approaches, prioritizing facts over stakeholder beliefs (or at least they intend to), frames are often
formed and disseminated at an earlier stage of an inherently political regulatory process. This
stage decides how such debates are positioned within the state and the political arena, the
relevance and legitimacy of addressing them and the labels or definitions used to construct the
legal debate. These factors go beyond the legal debate itself and relate to the formation of the field
in which platform work is regulated.

5. Discussion: Interrelationships of Institutions,
Networks and Frames in the Regulation of Platform
Work
The previous three sections have provided an overview of debates about regulation of platform
work, with different authors emphasizing respectively the roles of institutions, networks and
frames. Just as Beckert argued that we must look at the interrelationships among the three
structures to explain market change, I argue that these interrelationships must also be understood
to explain how conflict arises over regulation of platform work. Throughout my literature review I
have shown how state and non-state actors and organizations influence and shape such conflicts
by using resources from institutions, networks and frames. The interconnections between these
structures are not necessarily explicit or clear in the literature, partly due to the expected
differences between disciplinary approaches, but also due to the lack of clearer theorization of the
regulatory process. Because of space limitations, I will mention only a few papers that I believe
provide very interesting insights into a more integrative industrial relations approach.

Going back to Figure 1, in the case of institutions, the main concern is how they “influence the
structure of social networks,” on the one hand, and “make values socially relevant,” on the other.
The first point is addressed by Inversi et al. (2022), who showed that, in the UK case, the state has
been delegating functions to other public and private actors and institutions to set employment
standards in the gig economy. Thus, the imperatives of accumulation strongly influence the forms
of regulation that emerge. In a similar vein, it has been argued that managerial interests have been
colonizing the regulatory space; private arbitrators have gained, within legal institutions, a space
formerly controlled by the state (Cohen, 2019). In other words, the regulatory power of networks
should be understood not as a substitute for state power but rather as a way in which the state
concedes authority to non-institutional actors and networks and thus broadens its spheres of
intervention. On the roles of institutions and frames, Inversi et al (2022) showed how the state
prioritizes certain values and frames over others. This has been the case with a government
commission that defines good labour practices in platform work, known as the Taylor Review. It
has been more inclined to engage with corporate actors than with trade unions and grassroots
worker organizations. Thus, contrary to the narrative of state withdrawal from regulation, the
state has played a role in crafting a predominantly pro-business voice, while hidden in a
technocratic guise, a role that other authors have described as state engagement in the “conduct of
conduct” of neoliberal subjects (Purcell & Brook, 2022).

When it comes to social networks, the main aim has been to understand how they influence
institutions by “establishing collective power to shape them” and frames by “shaping and
diffusing” specific narratives within and through networks. The first point—the influence of
networks on institutions—seems to be well analyzed: platforms are “regulatory entrepreneurs”
that first inhabit the grey areas of corporate and labour law until they become powerful enough to
influence how those regulatory loopholes are filled (Pollman & Barry, 2016; Lobel, 2016; Pelzer et
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al., 2019; Hughes, 2021). Rahman and Thelen's (2019) studied the US case and showed how certain
institutional features also favour the impact of networks, already mentioned in section 4.1. They
also stressed that the political power of platforms depends on their ability to build coalitions that
legitimize their actions and thus bring a novel alliance between investors, managers and
customers to the forefront. In doing so, this work also showed how platforms blur narratives and
frames between some of the fundamental actors in the regulatory space.

Finally, the literature on cognitive frames has been less abundant. The above-mentioned studies
tackle the problem of how these frames “provide legitimation and shape perceptions of
institutions” as well as “shape perceptions of network structures.” Along these lines, Adler (2021)
showed how, in the Boston debate about regulation, ride-hailing companies crafted and imposed a
peculiar frame of "regulatory capture" in which regulators and government officials are portrayed
as inclined to favour the taxi industry. There are also studies that focus on how frames shape
perceptions about networks. For example, van Doorn et al. (2021) studied the campaigns that
platforms deploy in civil society to avoid being regulated. Frames are thus critical to redefining the
boundaries of the field, and who can legitimately participate in the regulatory debate.

In brief, the literature is gradually broadening and offering dynamic perspectives on the
regulatory process, thus making it possible to overcome the fragmentation and narrowness of
certain approaches that have emphasized the role of institutions, networks or frames while
overlooking their interrelationships. A broader approach is key to understanding the regulatory
developments that have dominated the agenda of platform work, especially since the pandemic,
and which cannot be explained without an understanding of the complexities associated with the
interrelationships between the three social structures.

Such an approach could offer a better way to explain contentious regulatory problems and recent
controversies, such as the EU Platform Work Directive and lobbying by platform companies (Gig
economy project, 2023) and the leaked evidence that Uber has broken laws, misled the police and
illegally paid off politicians and policymakers (Davies et al., 2022). These examples show how
corporate actors have infiltrated the state and institutions by using old and new techniques and by
investing in media campaigns and technocratic advocacy to legitimize their actions both in
institutions and in frames. To understand the big picture, one has to see the state as both a target of
the change and an assemblage of institutions actively participating in the change. Ultimately, the
change is due to a much more structural movement than the sort of movement that one-sided
views of regulation could explain. There is consequently a need for critical enquiry into the scope
and foundations of middle-range theories in industrial relations.

6. Concluding Remarks, Future Research and
Limitations
I wished to explore which state and non-state actors have been identified as influential in shaping
regulation of platform work, and which resources have enabled them to intervene. The study of
platform work regulation has often fallen into one-sided approaches, although it has the potential
to become a prolific space for broader approaches that emphasize the social processes that shape
institutional change and the power resources of the main actors, both of which are radically
redefining the context and contours of industrial relations. 

More attention should be focused on the ongoing process of regulatory change, where institutions,
networks and frames are the three structures that concurrently shape regulatory change and from
which the actors obtain their resources to intervene in the process. In particular, more research is
needed in at least three areas. First, there is a need for a more theoretical debate on the complex
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and even contradictory role of the state in regulating platform work. Such debate, which remains
largely absent, may be key to understanding how new efforts of institutional experimentation
coexist with systemic pressures for liberalization, with a shift of responsibilities to private actors,
and with a growing tendency to judicialize labour disputes. Secondly, there is a need for research
focused on a deeper exploration of platforms' network structure and their relationship to
regulation and an understanding of the employment relationship as a legal category within these
networks. While, as I have shown, there is research on the regulatory power of non-state actors
and particularly platforms, there is still some nuance to be understood in this discussion. For
example, if we recognise that the core of the business model is to articulate these multi-sided
markets, it is worth asking when we are in the presence of an employment relationship and when
we are not, and if so, what regulatory instruments could clearly distinguish which sector of
platform employment should be regulated by either labour or private contract’s laws. Finally, there
is a need to understand how frames guide the actions of those actors involved in enacting new
laws or regulations on platforms, especially now with the enactment of new legal instruments in
different countries. The content of such instruments, and the ability to enforce them, will depend
on how the politics of regulation unfold.

This critical literature review certainly has limitations. First, as I indicated in the methodology
section, it covers only the literature published in English. There may be many more debates on the
subject of which I am unaware. Second, by taking a deductive approach, I have prioritized a
discussion that stresses the roles of institutions, networks and frames and their interrelationships.
There may be literature that has not been mentioned because it does not fit well enough with the
proposed framework. Consequently, the primary aim of this review has been to offer a
comprehensive analysis rather than an exhaustive one. These limitations may certainly be
resolved in the future. Given the volume of production in this field, the present article reflects my
ability to prepare a review that remains coherent and consistent in its entirety.
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