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During the last decade, app-based delivery platforms have become part of everyday city life in
Sweden. At the same time, there are still clear differences between Swedish-born and foreign-born
workers when it comes to getting stable and secure jobs even though Sweden is known for its strong
labour market institutions. This thesis looks at delivery couriers in Gothenburg and focuses on how
social networks influence the quality of their work. Here, job quality mainly refers to how stable
income and working hours feel and how much control workers think they have over their daily
routines.

The study is based on an online survey with 23 couriers. The analysis uses ideas from Mixed
Embeddedness and Segmented Labour Market Theory together with perspectives from economic
geography, especially the idea of proximity. The results show that Swedish-born and foreign-born
couriers enter and organise platform work in different ways. Many foreign-born workers start through
friends, people from the same country or online rider communities. They also more often work
through intermediated arrangements. Swedish-born couriers describe the job as something they
manage more independently.

The findings show that social networks help workers get into the job and offer useful support but they
can also limit workers in the long run. Those who rely heavily on close co-ethnic networks often face
more idle time and weaker predictability in their earnings and schedules. More hours on the app do
not automatically translate into greater stability.

Another important result is that foreign-born couriers seem more distant from formal institutions.
Many are unsure where to seek help and rarely use formal support channels, while Swedish-born
workers more often feel confident doing so. This shows why informal networks become so important
even in a country with strong labour market institutions.

The study suggests that platform delivery work in Gothenburg belongs to the secondary labour market
but not all couriers experience it in the same way. Geography matters too as job quality is shaped not
only by app design and contracts but also by where workers move in the city, who they meet and how
close they are to useful information and support.
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1. Introduction

1.1 General background

During the last decade, gig work has become a familiar part of working life in Europe and
Sweden is no exception. Foodora, Wolt and Uber Eats are now a common sight in many
cities, particularly in Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmo (Oppegaard et al., 2025). As these
services have grown, interest has also increased in what everyday working conditions
actually look like and who the people behind the deliveries are. Against this background, this
thesis looks at how social networks influence job quality for migrant couriers in Gothenburg.

In this study, job quality refers both to more concrete aspects of work such as income
stability, working hours and a sense of employment security and to how workers experience
their job. It could include level of autonomy and how much control they feel they have over
their daily routines (Eurofound, 2018; Rubery & Grimshaw, 2016). The analysis focuses
mainly on two things: how predictable income and working hours are and how much control
and support workers feel they have in their everyday work. Social networks are important
here because they shape how migrants first enter platform work, how they organise it and
how they understand their job within the local context of the city.

The growth of the gig economy in Sweden connects to two long-term changes. The first is
digitalisation which has changed how work is organised, monitored and distributed through
algorithms. The second is migration which has changed the makeup of the labour force in
ways that are directly visible in sectors where platform work is common. Sweden is now one
of the most diverse countries in Europe with more than one in five residents born abroad
(SCB, 2024) compared with around one in ten in the early 2000s (SVT, 2019). This means
that migrants have become important in the service and transport sectors, which are also the
sectors where gig platforms are most active (Hammarstedt, 2019).

Despite Sweden’s reputation as an equal country with strong welfare institutions, there are
still large differences between native-born and foreign-born workers. Employment rates for
foreign-born people are about ten percentage points lower than for native-born people and
unemployment is more than twice as high (SCB, 2024). Migrants are also overrepresented in
low-paid, temporary or part-time jobs that often lack collective agreements (Calmfors &
Sanchez Gassen, 2019). This shows that even in a highly regulated labour market, access to
stable and secure jobs is uneven.

Platform work therefore has a mixed role. On one hand, it can act as an easy entry point into
the Swedish labour market because it has low barriers and offers quick income without
needing Swedish language skills or formal qualifications. On the other hand, the same
features make it difficult to move on to more stable jobs. This creates a risk that gig work
becomes a flexible but insecure part of the labour market (Doeringer & Piore, 1971;
Leontaridi, 1998). It also means that platform work cannot only be understood as a structural
position in the labour market. Workers’ social relations and local surroundings shape their



daily experiences. This results in that workers who formally do the same job can still
experience very different levels of stability, control and security.

To understand why platform work leads to such different experiences among people who
formally do the same tasks, this thesis uses Segmented Labour Market Theory (Doeringer &
Piore, 1971; Leontaridi, 1998) together with the concept of Mixed Embeddedness
(Kloosterman & Rath, 2001; Kloosterman, 2010). Segmented Labour Market Theory helps
place platform work within a broader secondary labour market, marked by insecurity and
limited protection. Mixed Embeddedness adds to this by showing how workers’ social
networks, access to institutions and urban settings shape how this insecurity is felt in
everyday life. Instead of seeing precarious work as one single category, this approach makes
it possible to understand why similar platform jobs can result in different levels of stability
and support for different groups. Mixed Embeddedness is particularly useful for
understanding how migrants’ social contacts and their position in the city like Gothenburg
influence their access to work opportunities and institutional resources (Van Doorn, 2017).

Social networks are therefore central for understanding how migrant workers enter and
experience platform work. To understand these networks, a geographical perspective is also
needed. From an economic geography viewpoint, social and institutional closeness helps
explain how information and support move through the city. This affects where workers wait
for orders, who they meet and how they learn to navigate the platforms’ systems. It also
shows that job quality in platform work is shaped not only by contracts and algorithms but
also by workers’ positions in the urban environment where the work takes place.

1.2 The Swedish Context

Sweden’s labour market is often described as well-organised and stable, mainly because
unions and employer organisations negotiate most working conditions together. Statistics
show that around 70 % of workers are union members and collective agreements cover about
90 % of all employees (Kjellberg, 2020, s 25). These agreements regulate wages, working
hours, safety and pensions creating high job security and equality by international standards.

However, this system is designed for traditional employment and has struggled to adapt to
digital platform companies that define themselves as intermediaries rather than employers.
There is still no legal definition of platform work in Swedish labour law and the employment
status of platform workers depends on the contract chosen by each company. Platforms such
as Wolt and Uber Eats classify couriers as self-employed while Foodora hires riders under
short-term employment contracts (Jesnes et al., 2019, p 1-2). As a result, access to paid leave,
insurance and collective bargaining varies widely. In 2021, Foodora became the first platform
company in Scandinavia to sign a collective agreement with the Transport Workers” Union
(Transportarbetareforbundet), marking an important milestone (Eurofound, 2024). The
agreement covers pay rates, insurance and occupational safety but applies only to directly
employed couriers which excludes freelancers and subcontractors. The Swedish Work
Environment Authority (Arbetsmiljoverket, 2022) has raised concerns about this situation,



where employers' responsibility for health and safety remains unclear as many platforms
define themselves as intermediaries rather than employers.

Migration and platform work are closely connected. For many newly arrived migrants, digital
platforms provide a quick entry route into the Swedish labour market that Van Doorn et al.
(2022) describe as an “arrival infrastructure”. The low formal requirements mean that even
those with limited language proficiency or unrecognised qualifications can start working
almost immediately. Yet, this accessibility often comes with insecurity like fluctuating hours,
unpredictable earnings and weak protection from exploitation.

This relationship becomes even more visible when comparing Sweden to other countries.
Sweden’s institutional model contrasts strongly with neo-economies such as Poland or
Hungary where weaker labour protections have allowed platform work to expand under more
deregulated conditions (Piasna & Drahokoupil, 2019). This comparison highlights that
platform work in Sweden develops within a much more regulated environment, making the
Swedish case particularly relevant for analysing how institutions shape job quality.

Taken together, this study responds to a lack of empirical research on how social networks
shape job quality within the Swedish platform economy, particularly studies that examine
differences between Swedish-born and foreign-born workers. Although earlier research
shows that networks can help people enter the labour market but also create inequality, we
still know little about how this works in Sweden’s highly regulated labour market and in its
cities. By connecting workers’ social networks to the institutions and places they interact
with, this thesis helps give a clearer and more detailed understanding of inequality and labour
market integration in platform work.

This thesis is structured as follows. The next chapter presents the theoretical framework,
drawing on Segmented Labour Market Theory, Mixed Embeddedness and perspectives from
economic geography. Chapter 4 outlines the methodology and data used in the study,
including the survey design and sampling strategy. Chapter 5 presents the empirical results,
followed by a discussion in Chapter 6 where the findings are interpreted in relation to the
theoretical framework. The final chapter concludes the thesis by summarising the main
findings, discussing their implications and suggesting directions for future research.



2. Aim and Research Questions

The overall purpose of this thesis is to analyse how social networks shape job quality among
migrant delivery platform workers in Gothenburg. More specifically, the study investigates
how migrant workers use social networks to access and organise platform work and to what
extent these networks contribute to stabilising or reinforcing insecurity in terms of income,
working time and autonomy.

Research Questions:

1. How do Swedish-born and foreign-born delivery platform workers differ in their use
of social networks when accessing and organising platform work?

2. In what ways do these networks influence job quality, particularly with regard to
income stability, predictability of working hours and perceived autonomy between
Swedish-born and foreign-born workers?

3. How does institutional proximity, including access to unions, authorities and formal
support structures, differ between Swedish-born and foreign-born workers and how
does this shape their experiences of platform work in Gothenburg?

By answering these questions, the study aims to deepen understanding of how social
networks, migration and local context together shape job quality and labour market
integration in Sweden’s platform economy.



3. Theoretical Framework

Theoretically, this research is based on the idea of mixed embeddedness, Kloosterman and
Rath's theory (2001), Kloosterman (2010), with insights from the Segmented labour market
theory (Doeringer and Piore, 1971), Leontaridi (1998) and the economic geography concept
of the importance of location and local environment (Boschma, 2005). Migrant platform
workers' employment in the Swedish city of Gothenburg is influenced by four key factors:
their own skills and personal qualities, their relations with friends and other contacts, the laws
and regulations in place and the local geography of the place they live and work.

3.1 Segmented Labour Market Theory and Precarity

Mixed Embeddedness helps us see how migrants’ chances in the labour market are shaped by
their relationships, networks and the institutions around them. But to understand why
inequalities don’t just appear once, but keep coming back, Segmented Labour Market Theory
(SLM) is useful. SLM, developed by Doeringer and Piore (1971), challenges the simple idea
that everyone competes on the same labour market under the same conditions. Instead, it
shows that the labour market is divided and that different groups of workers face very
different opportunities from the start. SLM divides the labour market into a primary segment
with stable jobs and a secondary segment with insecure and low-paid work.

Jobs with a future are generally those that are stable and pay a good wage, come with clear
career progression opportunities and give the holder some form of professional or
employment rights. In established organizations, these positions are frequently supported by
trade unions and collective agreements. Individuals in the secondary labour market
experience low income levels, restricted career progression opportunities, shifting working
hours and no job security. Typically, employers use labour with weaker bargaining power as a
flexible buffer in times of unstable demand, using migrant workers, women and young
workers for such posts (Reich et al., 1973).

Platform work clearly exemplifies many of the characteristics associated with the secondary
segment of the labour market. As Berg et al. (2018) show in their global study for the
International Labour Organization, platform jobs are organised through algorithmic
management systems that “assign, optimise and evaluate work through algorithms and
tracked data” (p. 9). Workers are continuously monitored and performance is assessed
automatically, often with little transparency or opportunity for negotiation. This system shifts
key costs and risks onto workers including unpaid time and work-related expenses and
thereby increasing precarity (Berg et al., 2018, p 52-62). Unclear employment relationships
further increase insecurity, since workers constantly search for new tasks without guaranteed
hours or income. In this way, digital platforms repeat the same patterns found in the
secondary labour market: high turnover, little protection and almost no chances to move up.
For many migrant workers who use platform jobs as a first step into the Swedish labour
market, this creates extra vulnerability and keeps them in the lower, more insecure parts of
the labour market.



In the Swedish context, this dual structure becomes more complex. Sweden’s historically
coordinated and regulated labour market has traditionally reduced segmentation by ensuring
that even lower-paid workers were covered by collective agreements (Kjellberg, 2022).
However, platform work introduces a new type of institutional go around, a segment of the
labour market that operates outside established rules of employment protection (Eurofound,
2018). This allows employers to avoid standard obligations such as sick leave or pensions,
effectively creating a “gray zone” between employment and self-employment (Eurofound,
2024). Migrant couriers who often operate through subcontractors or as self-employed
exemplify this shift towards what Standing (2011) calls the precariat which are workers with
unstable income, limited rights and few opportunities for advancement.

Segmented Labour Market Theory explains well why platform work tends to concentrate
insecurity and risk in the secondary segment of the labour market. It also helps clarify why
many migrants are directed into these kinds of jobs in the first place. However, the theory
assumes a high level of similarity within the secondary segment which does not match the
reality of platform delivery work. Why two workers doing the same tasks for the same
platform in the same city can have very different schedules, face different amounts of unpaid
time or have unequal access to stable routes. SLM cannot fully explain why some migrant
couriers manage to create routines that feel relatively stable while others face constant
unpredictability, long unpaid gaps between orders and heavy dependence on intermediaries.
This variation becomes especially visible in gig work because platforms treat workers as if
they occupy the same position, yet their actual working conditions differ sharply.

This means that SLM helps show where platform work sits in the labour market but it cannot
explain how workers handle or experience insecurity in their everyday lives. To understand
these differences, we need a framework that looks at workers’ own strategies, their social
networks and the local environments they move in. This is why Mixed Embeddedness and
the ideas of spatial and institutional proximity become important.

This limitation becomes even more important in a city like Gothenburg. Here, platform
workers operate in a labour market that is formally regulated where unions and collective
agreements play a strong historical role. Yet in practice, many migrant couriers remain
outside these protective structures. In Gothenburg, these differences appear as unequal access
to predictability and control, despite the same formal job category. To understand these
differences, we need concepts that look at social networks and the local urban environment.
In this thesis, SLM is therefore used to describe the broader structural conditions for migrant
platform work, while the following sections focus on the mechanisms that create differences
in job quality within this secondary segment. In this thesis, these mechanisms refer to the
concrete processes through which workers’ social networks and local embeddedness shape
access to work, the handling of conflicts and the interpretation of platform rules. The result of
these mechanisms is differences in income stability, unpaid time and perceived autonomy
among workers performing the same platform job.



3.2 Mixed Embeddedness and Social Networks

The Mixed Embeddedness framework was developed to explain how migrants take part in
labour markets and economic activities by looking at both individual and structural factors. It
brings together the micro level which are things like a person’s skills, education and social
contacts with the macro level of institutions, regulations and local conditions that shape what
kinds of opportunities exist (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001). In other words, someone’s place in
the labour market is not only about their own abilities or hard work. It is also about how they
are linked to wider social, economic and institutional structures around them (Portes, 2010).

Applied to gig work, Mixed Embeddedness helps explain how migrant workers navigate an
uncertain and weakly regulated labour market. Getting access to work and some level of
stability does not depend only on platform algorithms or formal rules. It also depends on
informal systems of trust, recommendations and shared information within workers’ social
networks (Light & Gold, 2000). These networks often act as a bridge between migrants and
digital platforms by providing practical knowledge, such as how to register, which routes are
more profitable or how to reduce the risk of exploitation (Andersen et al., 2024).

Within a Mixed Embeddedness framework, social networks are therefore not analysed in
isolation, but in relation to the institutional and market contexts in which they operate. The
first analytical focus of this thesis therefore examines how migrant platform workers in
Gothenburg use social networks to access and organise work. For many, personal and digital
connections such as friends, co-workers or online groups in their native language function as
a substitute for formal recruitment systems (Ryan, 2011). These networks often help make the
job feel a bit easier. People share small tips, explain how the pay works or step in when
someone has a problem with the app. Sometimes it’s just emotional support like knowing
someone else has been through the same thing. But the same networks can also hold people
back. If workers only depend on a tight group of friends or people from the same background,
it can limit what they learn and where they can go. It can also make them more dependent on
others, instead of helping them move toward better or more stable jobs (Portes &
Sensenbrenner, 1993).

The second analytical focus explores how these networks affect different parts of job quality
such as income stability, working hours and the sense of control or autonomy. Migrant
workers’ ability to rely on supportive networks can determine whether they experience their
work as secure and manageable or precarious and isolating (Rosenblat & Stark, 2016). For
example, having a local group of people who can share shifts, help with translation or lend
equipment can make the job feel a little more stable and less lonely. It can also create a
feeling of belonging, which matters a lot in work that is mostly done alone. On the other
hand, workers who have weaker networks or ties that are more one-sided or even exploitative
often end up with more variation in their income and less control over how they work
(Andersen et al., 2024). These personal experiences of job quality become particularly
important in platform work, where things like permanent contracts or collective agreements
are usually missing.
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A key contribution of the Mixed Embeddedness perspective is its attention to the types of
social ties migrants rely on and what these ties mean for their position in the platform labour
market. Earlier research shows that migrant networks can be very important sources of
support and resources when entering work (Light & Gold, 2000; Ryan, 2011). Close
co-ethnic bonding ties can make it easier to start platform work by offering low-threshold
support that makes entry and day-to-day coordination easier for groups where information
about shifts and strategies is shared. At the same time, these networks can also create
dependency. When most information stays within a small circle or when a few people control
access to accounts, routes or vehicles, workers can easily end up stuck in unfair situations.
This reflects earlier research showing that social networks can both support labour market
entry and reproduce dependency and segmentation (Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993).

In this thesis, the bonding-bridging distinction functions as a key mechanism through which
Mixed Embeddedness helps explain variation in job quality within the same platform job. By
contrast, bridging ties to people and institutions in the host country can reduce the distance
workers experience toward formal systems. These connections link workers to individuals or
organisations outside their own ethnic or social group and make it easier to access
information that is rarely shared within close co-ethnic networks such as how rules work in
practice or where formal support can be found (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001). Through these
ties, workers are more likely to understand pay arrangements, know who to contact when
problems arise and feel more confident handling their work independently. These ties often
lower entry barriers by offering quick, practical support, but they can also reinforce
dependence on informal solutions and limit contact with formal institutions (Portes, 2010).
Relying primarily on bonding ties may therefore ease short-term coordination while
constraining longer-term access to protection and stability.

Mixed Embeddedness also helps explain how differences between workers grow over time
under algorithmic management. Research on platform work shows that algorithms, ratings
and performance measures do not affect all workers in the same way (Rosenblat & Stark,
2016). Early experiences therefore matter because advantages or disadvantages can build up
over time. Workers who are part of networks (for example online groups) that openly shared
strategies for navigating order allocation and downtime, where to stand to get more orders,
which tasks to avoid or how to keep a good rating often manage to build routines that feel a
bit more stable. Others, notably newer arrivals who are still finding their way and who have
weaker links to formal institutions (Andersen et al., 2024), tend to get stuck with last-minute
shifts, longer unpaid waiting periods and fewer good routes or time slots. These differences
are not just about how hard someone works. They grow out of how platform rules, social
networks and the places where people work all interact with each other. This illustrates the
basic idea of Mixed Embeddedness: that a person’s opportunities are shaped both by their
own resources and by the wider structures around them, and that these two sides influence
each other over time (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001).
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The framework also helps explain why intermediaries are so common in migrant platform
work. When workers do not fully trust formal channels, they often turn to someone they
know instead even if it means paying a fee or giving up some control. In these situations,
intermediaries step in and take on roles that institutions normally would. This makes it easier
for workers to manage problems that might otherwise feel difficult or confusing to deal with
on their own. A key theoretical question in an urban context is whether these intermediaries
help workers move toward more protected and formalised arrangements over time or whether
they strengthen a parallel system characterised by vague and sometimes unfair terms.
Existing research does not clearly show how this works, especially in countries with strong
labour protections. It is therefore important to understand when intermediaries help workers
get closer to institutions and when they instead reinforce inequality. This matters because it
affects how social networks shape both opportunities and limits in the platform economy.

Mixed Embeddedness is also useful for understanding the spatial organisation of platform
work. When gig workers spend time in the same areas of the city, these places become
informal social spaces where knowledge is shared, reputations are built and unwritten rules
develop. This reflects earlier research showing that local environments shape how migrants
work and make economic decisions (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001). Platform work is therefore
embedded in two ways at the same time: digitally through apps and online groups and locally
through everyday interactions at restaurants and pick-up points. Platform rules can produce
uneven outcomes, meaning that identical tasks do not necessarily result in similar working
conditions. One worker’s network may provide access to useful information and institutional
support, while another may remain on the margins even though they work in the same areas
of the city. In coordinated labour markets like Sweden, closeness to institutions can be
especially important. If foreign-born couriers are further away from institutions because of
language barriers or limited knowledge of local rules (Andersen et al., 2024) this distance can
lead to more unpaid waiting time and less ability to refuse tasks. From a Mixed
Embeddedness perspective, part of the lower job quality experienced by migrant workers can
therefore be understood as a result of greater institutional distance.

This point reveals a gap older studies on Mixed Embeddedness did not fully cover. Most past
work looked at migrants running small firms meant to grow over years, whereas platform
gigs tend to be brief and require little setup. Still, how people are embedding and
dis-embedding shapes their experience here too. If someone stays mostly within tight ethnic
circles and rarely reaches official systems, shaky hours and thin safety nets can become
routine. Over time, people's movement through jobs often depends on the invisible guided
support built by society where research has long pointed to this pattern (Portes, 2010).
Because of this backdrop, Mixed Embeddedness clarifies more than just entry into gig
platforms but it reveals why certain workers stay trapped in poor conditions, whereas others
slowly climb upward. Job differences aren’t simply down to personal decisions or how apps
are coded. Instead, they emerge when friendships and city landscapes meet algorithmic
systems and regional economies (Rosenblat & Stark, 2016; Andersen et al., 2024). Seen
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differently, this approach shows how overlapping layers such as social, digital, geographic
bend careers in distinct directions.

3.3 Geography and Local Embeddedness

Building on Boschma’s (2005) theory of proximity, this study also considers how spatial and
social closeness affects the organisation of platform-mediated work. Proximity is not only
about physical distance but also about the degree of social, institutional and cognitive
closeness between actors. In the platform economy, these forms of proximity influence how
knowledge and resources circulate among workers and are therefore central to understanding
how digitally mediated labour develops in urban settings (Torre & Rallet, 2005).

In dense urban environments, social and spatial proximity can reinforce one another. Workers
often meet in particular urban locations where information is exchanged, risks are shared and
collective interpretations of work practices appear. These interactions create localised
networks that can enhance mutual support but also intensify competition especially where
workers rely on limited high-demand areas. Institutional proximity, the degree to which
workers are connected to unions, municipal actors or welfare institutions, additionally
impacts job quality. Workers embedded mainly in informal networks may receive emotional
and logistical support but remain disconnected from the institutional protections available to
standard employees (Rubery et al., 2018). Such institutional selectivity can produce gaps in
protection for workers in non-standard forms of employment (D’ Amuri & Peri, 2014).
Understanding these multi-scalar proximities is therefore crucial for analysing how work
becomes organised, negotiated and experienced within urban infrastructures.

From an economic geography perspective, it is not accidental that certain urban locations
function as spaces where spatial and organisational proximities overlap. These spots can
support faster information flows, the transmission of norms and informal coordination of
work practices. At the same time, they may also intensify competition and workers with
weaker social ties may experience these spaces as restrictive rather than supportive.
Research on proximity shows that distance is not only about how far away something is
physically. A worker can stand right next to an institution or resource but still feel far away
from it because they lack truck or language skills. At the same time, digital groups or
co-ethnic networks can create a feeling of closeness even if people are spread out across the
city. Because of this, proximity has many layers that can be physical, social and institutional.
These layers overlap in ways that shape workers’ opportunities and the kinds of support they
can access in an urban labour market.

On the other hand, proximity theory has also its limitations. It does not fully account for
power, migration status, ethnic hierarchies or algorithmic mediation. In digitally mediated
work, physical proximity to a task or location does not guarantee access if allocation
algorithms prioritize other workers based on past performance or vague criteria. The type of
proximity that matters in contemporary urban labour markets is therefore often a hybrid of
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geographic and digital distance. This hybrid form of algorithmically mediated proximity has
received limited theoretical attention and requires further conceptual work.

This perspective demonstrates that urban contexts are not simply settings for work but active
spaces in which social and spatial proximities interact to shape workers opportunities and
constraints.

3.4 Institutional Contrast

The purpose of this section is not to empirically compare labour markets, but to provide an
institutional contrast that helps explain why migrant workers in the Swedish platform
economy rely so strongly on social networks.

Comparing Sweden with other countries helps show how different institutional setups shape
platform work. For instance, in many post-socialist countries, the shift to a market economy
after 1989 led to more flexible labour markets, where non-standard and unstable jobs became
common (Piasna & Drahokoupil, 2019). During this time, union membership dropped sharply
and employment protection laws were weakened as part of wider deregulation reforms. These
conditions, together with limited regulation of new types of work, made it easier for digital
labour platforms to grow quickly. As a result, platform companies in these countries often use
self-employed workers or dependent contractors instead of standard employment contracts
(Drahokoupil & Fabo, 2016).

In Sweden, the labour market is built on cooperation between unions, employers and the
state. This model has normally given workers stable conditions and clear rules. But it is not as
quick to adjust when new types of digital jobs appear particularly when the work does not fit
into a normal employment contract. Because of this, gig work in Sweden develops inside a
system that is formally well-regulated, yet unevenly applied to platform work. What kind of
protection a courier gets depends mostly on whether the platform hires them as employees or
treats them as self-employed (Haldrup et al., 2025). When workers are classified as
self-employed, they fall outside many of the rights that are standard in other Swedish jobs.

This difference between countries is important for understanding why many migrant platform
workers in Sweden rely so much on social networks. In countries with weaker labour
protections, people often use informal networks because there are few institutions to turn to.
In Sweden, the institutions are strong but they do not always cover workers in non-standard
jobs. Because of this, migrants end up using their own networks anyway as these networks
fill the gaps where the formal system does not fully reach (Grimshaw et al., 2017). Studying
how migrants perceive and use these networks can therefore reveal whether such ties
compensate for institutional exclusion or reproduce inequality by keeping workers outside
formal protection.

For migrant couriers in Gothenburg, this institutional contrast helps explain why social
networks and intermediaries remain important even in a highly regulated labour market.
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Many foreign-born workers come from countries where institutions have often been weak or
unreliable and where informal solutions are a normal way to cope. When they enter the
Swedish platform economy which is strong on paper but fragmented in practice it may be
unclear which actors or institutions they can trust.

3.5 Theoretical Gaps and Contribution of this Study

The discussion above shows that there are still important gaps in earlier research. Platform
work is often described as part of the secondary labour market and migrants are frequently
overrepresented in these jobs. However, there is less knowledge about how job quality differs
within this group of workers. Many studies describe the secondary labour market as generally
insecure without paying much attention to differences between workers. The findings
discussed here suggest that the situation is more varied. Platform work is not experienced in a
uniform way; conditions vary widely despite the job appearing similar. Some manage to
develop more stable routines while others face constant insecurity. These differences are
easier to understand when looking at workers’ social networks and how close or distant they
are from institutions and support systems in the city.

Another limitation in earlier research is how the idea of Mixed Embeddedness has been used.
Most studies look at migrants who start businesses or who are part of the labour market for
many years. Much less attention has been given to short-term and temporary platform work,
especially in countries like Sweden where the welfare system is strong and the labour market
is highly regulated. Using Mixed Embeddedness in this context helps explain how different
types of social connections affect access to work, the role of intermediaries and the balance
between close, co-ethnic networks and wider connections. The effects of these uneven
connections become clear only when they are examined using empirical data.

Another gap in the research has to do with how proximity is understood in studies of platform
work. A worker can stand close to a workplace or an institution but still feel far away in other
ways. Cognitive proximity is about knowing how things work and understanding the system,
the language, the rules and the routines. In platform work this kind of “knowing your way
around” can matter just as much as being physically close. When we look at social,
institutional and spatial proximity together, it becomes clearer why some workers have better
access to good shifts, information and support, while others struggle even though they work
in the same city and for the same platforms.

Taken together, these gaps show that job quality in platform work cannot be explained only
by individual choices or by how platforms are designed. Instead, job quality develops through
the interaction between labour market segmentation, social networks and different forms of
proximity. By combining these perspectives, it becomes possible to better understand how
work is organised, why inequalities remain and how opportunities and limitations are created
in urban platform work.
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3.6 Analytical Framework

The theoretical perspectives discussed above suggest that job quality in platform work
develops through the interaction between labour market segmentation, different forms of
embeddedness and the institutional and spatial context of Gothenburg. To make these broad
ideas usable in the analysis, they need to be broken down into clearer parts that can actually
guide the empirical work. The framework therefore focuses on three main elements: the
characteristics of workers’ networks, the job quality outcomes linked to these networks and
the contextual conditions that shape both. Together, these elements help clarify what “social
networks” mean in this study, how they function in everyday work and which aspects of
working conditions they influence. The framework also considers migrants’ earlier
experiences with institutions, as discussed in section 3.4, since these experiences shape their
expectations, levels of trust and strategies when dealing with formal labour market
institutions.

When it comes to social networks, the analysis looks at who workers are connected to, how
wide these connections spread and what role they play in everyday work. Some ties are
bonding ties, these could be close relationships with friends, people from the same country or
familiar online groups where information and emotional support are shared quickly. Other
ties are bridging ties which reach beyond these close circles and link workers to people or
organisations in the host country such as unions, municipal advisors or Swedish-speaking
colleagues. Intermediaries also play an important part as people who stand between workers
and the platform or subcontractors. These forms of embeddedness raise questions about who
workers turn to for information, who helps them register, who supports them when issues
appear and who explains how pay rules or procedures work. This shows that the study must
look not only at whether networks exist but also at what they contain and what effects they
have.

Before describing how job quality is used in the framework, it is important to clarify what the
concept actually means in this study. Job quality refers to the overall conditions of work and
captures both what the job looks like “on paper” and how workers themselves experience it.
In the literature, job quality usually includes elements such as income, working hours,
employment security, autonomy and access to support. In platform work, these factors often
vary from week to week which makes the concept especially useful for understanding
differences between workers who formally do the same type of job. Job quality therefore
helps capture how stable and secure the work is, and how much control workers feel they
have over their working situation.

In this framework, job quality is divided into two main dimensions that cover both the
objective and subjective parts of work. The first dimension is income stability and the
predictability of working hours. This includes how steady the earnings are, how much unpaid
waiting time workers have, whether they have access to stable shifts and how much they can
plan their schedules. The second dimension is perceived autonomy and access to support.
This refers to workers’ ability to say no to tasks, their feeling of control over the working day
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and whether they receive help when technical or organisational problems arise. These aspects
can be explored through workers’ descriptions of how stable their income feels, how much
they can influence their hours and how they handle interactions with platforms, restaurants or
subcontractors.

By combining network characteristics, job quality dimensions and contextual conditions, the
analytical framework shows how different types of embeddedness can be expected to shape
working experiences in different ways. From a theoretical perspective, workers who rely
mainly on bonding ties and intermediaries and who are positioned far from formal institutions
would be expected to face more unstable income, more unpaid time and lower autonomy. In
contrast, workers whose networks include bridging ties and who are situated closer to
institutional support would be expected to have better access to information and more
predictable schedules.

The diagram summarises how the analytical framework works and shows the logic behind the
study. It visualises how social networks, job quality and the local context are connected. In
the second row of the diagram are the different types of social ties that workers rely on:
bonding ties, bridging ties and intermediaries. These represent the main forms of
embeddedness discussed in the theoretical section. In the middle, the diagram identifies the
two core dimensions of job quality that the study focuses on: income stability and autonomy.
These represent the concrete outcomes that networks may influence. On the right side, the
institutional and spatial context of Gothenburg is shown as a set of conditions that shape how
networks operate and how job quality is experienced. The arrows illustrate that these
elements interact with one another rather than working in isolation. In other words, job
quality emerges from how workers’ social ties function in practice and how these ties are
shaped by the institutional and spatial environment in which platform work takes place.
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Job Quality
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Overall, the framework works as a bridge between the theoretical discussion and the
empirical part of the study. It makes clear which aspects of social networks will be examined,
which mechanisms will be followed and which parts of job quality will be analysed. It also
shapes the questionnaire by focusing on who workers rely on, how they organise their work,
how they access shifts and information, how they handle conflicts and how they experience
income stability and autonomy. In this way, the framework shows how segmentation,
embeddedness and proximity together lead to concrete differences in the daily working lives
of migrant delivery workers in Gothenburg.
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4. Methodology and Data

4.1 Research Design

This study uses a quantitative research design based on an online survey with delivery
platform workers in Gothenburg. A survey was chosen because it makes it possible to collect
similar and comparable information from many workers at the same time which fits well
when studying patterns in social networks, institutional distance and job quality (Bryman,
2018).

Platform workers are often mobile, flexible and difficult to reach since they work irregular
hours and are not tied to a traditional workplace. For groups like this, online surveys are a
practical way to collect data because people can answer whenever and wherever it suits them
(Saunders et al., 2023). Considering the limited time and resources of a bachelor thesis, a
short digital questionnaire was therefore the most realistic way to gather useful information
while still keeping the answers consistent and comparable.

The design follows the analytical framework derived from Mixed Embeddedness, Segmented
Labour Market Theory and economic geography. The survey includes questions related to
workers’ social ties, access to information, interaction with institutions, working hours,
unpaid waiting time and perceived autonomy. Organising the data around these dimensions
made it possible to link the empirical material directly to the theoretical expectations of how
embeddedness and institutional distance shape job quality.

4.2 Sampling Strategy

The study used non-probability convenience sampling which is common in research on gig
workers because there is no official list of couriers and it is difficult to reach them through
formal channels. This type of sampling means that participants are chosen based on who is
easiest to contact, rather than through a random selection. In this study, the survey was shared
through digital groups such as WhatsApp and Telegram groups, social media pages used by
riders in Gothenburg and through informal peer-to-peer sharing among active couriers. This
approach is common in research on gig workers because there is no official register of
platform couriers and many workers operate flexibly or anonymously, making them difficult
to contact through formal channels.

The advantage of convenience sampling is that it makes it possible to collect data quickly and
efficiently from a group that is otherwise hard to reach. But the method also has clear
limitations. Because people choose to participate themselves, the sample may not fully
represent all couriers in the city. For instance, workers who are more socially connected,
more motivated or who have stronger opinions may be more likely to respond. As a result,
the findings cannot be generalised to all couriers in the city but instead provide indicative
patterns that help illuminate trends and mechanisms relevant to the research questions
(Bryman, 2018).
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A total of 23 respondents completed the questionnaire. The sample includes both
Swedish-born and foreign-born workers, although the latter group is overrepresented. A
pattern that reflects the demographic composition of gig work in many European cities.
While the sample cannot be considered statistically representative, it was designed to capture
variation in migration background, job quality and embeddedness among workers operating
within the same urban labour market.

4.3 Survey Instrument
The questionnaire was created in Microsoft Forms and consisted of both categorical and
scaled questions. Three main themes were included:

1. Background and work conditions
These items covered year of birth, country of birth, arrival year in Sweden (for foreign-born
workers), type of vehicle used, length of time working as a courier, weekly working hours
and typical working times (daytime, evenings, weekends, nights). These variables situate
workers within the wider labour market segmentation framework and capture their exposure
to peak-demand periods.

2. Social networks and intermediaries
Questions measured respondents’ bonding ties (contacts from the same home country,
co-ethnic interactions, frequency of asking compatriots for advice), digital embeddedness
(membership in courier groups on WhatsApp, Facebook or Telegram) and bridging ties
(contact with Swedish-born couriers). Additional items asked whether intermediaries such as
middle-men or subcontractors influenced access to accounts, equipment or shifts. These
variables reflect differing forms of embeddedness as conceptualised in the theoretical
framework.

3. Job quality and institutional proximity
Job quality was measured across two dimensions:
a) income stability (predictability of earnings, unpaid waiting time, ease of securing
enough orders)
b) perceived autonomy (control over the working day, ability to manage workload and
schedules)

The survey also included items on institutional proximity, such as whether respondents knew
where to seek formal help, felt comfortable contacting unions or authorities or had ever

received support from an institutional actor.

Most variables were measured using fixed categories or Likert-type scales, allowing for
structured comparisons between Swedish-born and foreign-born respondents (Bryman, 2016).
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4.4 Data Collection Process

Data was collected over a period of approximately three weeks. Participation was voluntary
and respondents had to confirm informed consent before proceeding to the survey questions.
No identifiable personal information (such as name, phone number or email address) was
collected. Respondents could complete the survey using a mobile phone, which is crucial for
accessibility among platform workers who often lack extended computer access during
working hours.

All responses were automatically exported from Microsoft Forms into Excel for cleaning and
analysis. Minor adjustments were made to recode categorical variables into numeric values
where needed.

4.5 Data Analysis

The analysis relied on descriptive statistics, including frequency distributions, means and
boxplots. Given the exploratory nature of the study and the small sample size, no inferential
statistical tests were applied. Instead, emphasis was placed on identifying meaningful patterns
and differences between Swedish-born and foreign-born workers.

To visualise key dimensions of job quality and embeddedness, several figures were produced.
These include boxplots showing differences in weekly working hours, unpaid waiting time,
autonomy scores and job satisfaction between foreign-born and Swedish-born respondents.
These visualisations support the narrative that foreign-born workers tend to work longer, have
more unpaid waiting time and experience lower predictability and control.

4.6 Ethical Considerations

The study follows standard ethical guidelines for research using online surveys. Participation
was anonymous and voluntary and all respondents provided explicit consent. Because gig
workers constitute a potentially vulnerable group, especially those relying on intermediaries,
the study avoided collecting any data that could expose individual respondents to risk, such
as platform IDs or specific employer details.

4.7 Validity and Reliability

This study aims for analytical rather than statistical validity. Because the data were collected
through a non-probability convenience sample, the findings cannot be generalised to all
delivery platform workers in Gothenburg. Instead, the purpose is to identify clear patterns
and mechanisms that help explain how social networks, institutional proximity and job
quality interact in this specific case.

Validity refers to whether the study actually measures what it claims to measure. In this
thesis, job quality is measured through indicators such as income predictability, unpaid
waiting time, perceived autonomy and access to support. These indicators are commonly used
in previous research on platform work and precarious employment which strengthens the
study’s validity. The survey questions were closely connected to the theoretical framework
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and the research questions which created a clear link between theory, data collection and
analysis.

External validity is limited because the sample is small (N = 23) and not randomly selected.
The results should therefore be seen as illustrative rather than representative. However,
internal validity is strengthened by the consistency of the findings. Similar differences
between Swedish-born and foreign-born workers appear across several variables such as
working hours, unpaid waiting time, income predictability, use of social networks, reliance on
intermediaries and perceived autonomy. This suggests that the patterns are not random but
reflect broader structural conditions.

In addition to these points, it is also important to consider construct validity. Concepts such as
“social networks,” “institutional proximity” and “job quality” are quite abstract and different
respondents may understand them in different ways. Even though the survey used
well-known indicators, some participants in this case, especially those with limited English
may have interpreted words like “autonomy” or “predictability” differently. This may have
caused small differences in how the questions were understood which is a common issue in
surveys involving migrant or multilingual groups. Still, the fact that each question was

closely linked to the theoretical framework helps support the study’s construct validity.

Another limitation concerns the use of an online, mobile-friendly survey. This format makes
it easier for gig workers to take part but it can also mean that some answers are shorter or less
considered, since many respondents fill in the survey during breaks or while waiting for
orders. This may reduce the accuracy of certain responses. At the same time, the structured
layout and fixed answer options help limit misunderstandings and make the responses easier
to compare.

When it comes to reliability, the study cannot guarantee that the findings would look exactly
the same if the survey were repeated later. The platform labour market changes quickly where
working hours, order availability and riders networks can shift from week to week. Despite
this, the key mechanisms found in the study such as reliance on bonding networks,
institutional distance and differences in autonomy are likely to remain relevant. This supports
the analytical reliability of the results.

Last but not least, researcher reflexivity also matters for reliability. Because the researcher is
not part of the courier population, some respondents may have answered sensitive questions
(for example about intermediaries or institutions) with different levels of openness or trust.
This could have influenced some responses. Making the survey anonymous and avoiding
very sensitive questions helped reduce this risk.
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5. Results

This chapter presents the empirical findings from the survey conducted among delivery
platform workers in Gothenburg (N = 23). The results are organised in accordance with the
analytical framework and describe three main dimensions: (1) characteristics of respondents
and their work situation, (2) social networks and forms of embeddedness and (3) job quality
in terms of income stability, autonomy and working conditions. Although the sample is not
statistically representative, the data reveal consistent patterns that illustrate how social ties,
institutional proximity and labour segmentation shape workers' daily experiences.

5.1 Respondent Characteristics and Work Situation

Respondents varied considerably in age, ranging from late teens to middle-aged adults. A
clear majority 17 of 23 respondents (74 %) were born outside Sweden with arrival years
spanning from 2013 to as recently as 2024. Only 6 respondents (26 %) were Swedish-born.
This distribution enables a meaningful comparison between foreign-born and Swedish-born
workers, although the analysis remains primarily descriptive.

Work intensity differed sharply across the sample. While a few respondents reported working
fewer than ten hours per week, over 60 % reported working 31-40 hours or more and 7
respondents (30 %) exceeded forty hours weekly. Foreign-born workers were heavily
overrepresented in these higher-intensity categories. Nearly all respondents who worked over
40 hours were foreign-born, whereas Swedish-born workers appeared only in the lowest hour
ranges (under 20 hours). Patterns of scheduling also differ where foreign-born respondents
more frequently reported working evenings, weekends and nights, while Swedish-born
workers primarily described daytime routines. These contrasts suggest differentiated access
to preferred time slots and an uneven distribution of high-demand periods across worker
groups.
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Vehicle use also varied across respondents. Moped and electric bike riders constituted the
largest categories, together representing over 70 % of the sample while only a small number
used bicycles or cars. Newer arrivals to Sweden were disproportionately represented among
e-bike and moped users, vehicles that typically require lower initial investment but may
involve higher physical strain and stricter algorithmic routing.

5.2 Social Networks and Embeddedness

A central finding concerns the extent to which foreign-born workers rely on co-ethnic
networks. Among the 17 foreign-born respondents (74 %), all but one reported some form of
support from friends or digital groups when entering platform work while 5 of 6
Swedish-born workers (83 %) stated that they navigated the process entirely on their own.
Reliance on bonding networks was therefore strongly concentrated among foreign-born
workers.

Foreign-born respondents frequently sought information from compatriots about routes,
equipment, schedules and platform procedures with over 80 % reported turning to co-ethnic
contacts “often”, and most stated that the majority of their work-related contacts came from
their own country of origin. They also indicated high levels of spatial and social proximity
with more than 70 % met co-ethnic couriers regularly during their shifts. None of these
patterns appeared among Swedish-born respondents, who reported far fewer co-ethnic
interactions and greater social independence in organising their work.

Digital embeddedness was another defining feature. 14 of the 17 foreign-born respondents
(82 %) were part of multiple rider chat groups and online communities, compared with only 1
Swedish-born worker who was part of a single group.. These digital networks offered
linguistic familiarity, quick responses and shared emotional and practical support. The
reasons foreign-born workers gave for relying on these groups were such as “they speak my
language”, “they understand my situation” and “they have experience with the job”
underscore the importance of trust, shared migration background and collective knowledge.
These patterns illustrate how migrant workers build dense, supportive but potentially

confining social structures.

Bridging ties to Swedish-born couriers were far less common. While most Swedish-born
respondents (5 of 6) reported regular contact with other Swedish-born riders, only around a
third of foreign-born workers described such interactions as regular. Many stated that they
only “sometimes” interacted with Swedish-born riders.

Intermediaries also played a notable role. 6 of the 17 foreign-born respondents (35 %)
reported working through a middle-man, subcontractor or account owner while none of the
Swedish-born respondents did so. These arrangements can reduce transparency and
autonomy especially around access to accounts and how pay is handled. This reliance reflects
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a form of institutional distance, where informal and sometimes opaque structures replace
formal protections.

Institutional proximity differed sharply between groups. Foreign-born workers were far more
likely to report uncertainty about where to seek formal help. Nearly half answered “not sure”
and none reported having received assistance from unions, municipal actors or other
institutions. Several also stated that they would not feel comfortable contacting a union or
authority. In contrast, Swedish-born respondents displayed greater clarity about available
support structures and higher comfort levels in approaching them. This contrast reinforces the
idea that institutional knowledge, confidence and proximity are unevenly distributed and
closely tied to social embeddedness and migration background.

5.3 Income Stability and Working Conditions

Income stability was a challenge for many respondents, but foreign-born workers reported the
most problems. Among the 17 foreign-born workers, around 82 % said that they “almost
never” could predict their income for the next month. Only one person reported the same
difficulty among Swedish-born workers. Even those foreign-born respondents who worked
more than 40 hours per week, all 7 in this category, still experienced unstable earnings. This
indicates that longer working hours do not translate into greater income security within
platform-based delivery work.

Unpaid waiting time also contributed to income instability. Respondents who waited 1-2
hours per day for orders were almost all foreign-born (78 %). These workers often worked
evenings, nights and weekends when demand fluctuates more. In contrast, 5 of 6
Swedish-born workers had waiting times under 30 minutes. This suggests that foreign-born
workers may have less access to strategies, information or locations that reduce idle time.
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Foreign-born workers also reported more difficulty getting enough orders. Many described
order availability as uncertain or insufficient, while Swedish-born respondents tended to view
it as stable or manageable. These differences could be linked to how well workers know the
system, differences in ratings or experience or how effectively their networks help them
navigate the platform.

5.4 Autonomy, Control and Satisfaction

The results show a clear connection between workers’ social networks and their reported
levels of autonomy and job satisfaction. Respondents who relied heavily on intermediaries or
dense co-ethnic networks more often reported low control over their working day and lower
overall satisfaction. These workers frequently described limited influence over when they
worked, what orders they accepted and how long they waited between deliveries. Several
respondents linked this lack of control to dependence on others for access to accounts,
information or shifts.

In comparison, respondents who organised their work independently or reported access to
bridging ties such as regular contact with Swedish-born couriers or clearer knowledge of
formal support channels, more often described higher levels of autonomy. These workers
more frequently reported being able to choose working times, avoid certain shifts and manage
waiting time more effectively. They also described their daily routines as more predictable
even when overall working conditions remained insecure.

The empirical data provide concrete support for these connections between network reliance
and job quality. Among the 17 foreign-born respondents, 7 worked over 40 hours per week
and simultaneously reported unpredictable earnings while nearly all experienced unpaid
waiting times of 1-2 hours per day. These workers also frequently relied on intermediaries or
co-ethnic digital networks for access to accounts and orders. In contrast, Swedish-born
respondents who relied less on such networks, worked fewer hours, reported shorter waiting
times (under 30 minutes per day for 5 of 6 respondents) and had greater clarity about income
stability and institutional support.

These patterns suggest that dependence on bonding networks and intermediaries is directly
associated with less control over daily routines, longer workdays and greater income
insecurity. In other words, the empirical material shows that the type and scope of a worker’s
social embeddedness shapes their experience of platform work, linking network structures to
concrete differences in autonomy, predictability, and overall job quality.

5.5 Empirical summary

Rather than isolated outcomes, these differences point to systematic patterns shaped by
labour market segmentation and unequal access to institutional support. Taken together, the
patterns presented in Sections 5.1-5.4 show a clear concentration of the most demanding
conditions among foreign-born couriers. They also report lower contact with formal
institutions, less control over their workday and generally lower job satisfaction. Although a
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small group of Swedish born workers, it appears more independent, more confident in
dealing with institutions and more stable in terms of income and access to orders.
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6. Discussion

This chapter suggests that the differences between foreign-born and Swedish-born couriers in
Gothenburg cannot be fully explained by individual choices alone. Rather, the findings point
to patterns that are consistent with how labour market structures, social networks and
institutional proximity shape workers’ experiences. The discussion links these findings back
to the theoretical framework and the research questions and considers both the results that fit
the expectations and the ones that challenge them.

6.1 Deep segmentation within secondary labour markets

Segmented Labour Market Theory (SLM) assumes that certain groups of workers including
migrants are more likely to be found in secondary segments characterised by instability, low
wages and limited protection (Doeringer & Piore, 1971; Reich et al., 1973). The survey
results show clearly that delivery platform work in Gothenburg carries many of the
characteristics described in the theoretical discussion. The results align with SLM’s
expectation that platform delivery is characterised by structurally produced insecurity rather
than individual mismatch. These patterns support the idea that platform work operates much
like the secondary segment of the labour market, where insecurity and limited prospects are
built into the structure of the job rather than caused by individual workers’ actions.

However, the survey also shows that the secondary segment is characterised by internal
inequalities. All respondents work in platform-based delivery, yet foreign-born workers are
systematically concentrated in more demanding and less secure positions. These patterns
suggest that working time and waiting time are not simply outcomes of individual choice, but
reflect how migrant workers are positioned within a more constrained part of the platform
labour market. On the other hand, Swedish-born couriers cluster in lower weekly hour ranges,
have shorter waiting times and describe access to orders as more manageable.

The results therefore suggest that SLM’s division between a primary and a secondary labour
market remains useful, but it does not capture the full complexity observed in this study.
While all couriers are formally part of the secondary segment, the data reveal a sub-level
within this segment, which can be seen as a “deeper layer” where foreign-born workers face
intensified insecurity and constrained conditions. This deeper layer reflects a clustering of the
most demanding conditions among foreign-born couriers, linked to weaker institutional
access and more intermediated work arrangements. In contrast, Swedish-born couriers tend to
have shorter weekly hours, less unpaid waiting time, and more manageable access to tasks,
reflecting relatively better conditions even within the same secondary segment.

This deeper layer emerges from the mixture of structural, institutional, and social factors.
Platform business models create inherent precarity, while migrant workers’ positions within
social networks and relative distance from institutional support increase insecurity. In other
words, inequalities are not only between primary and secondary segments, but also within the
secondary segment itself, producing systematic differences in job quality among workers
performing similar tasks.
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Recognising this deeper layer extends SLM by highlighting intra-segment heterogeneity. It
shows that even within the “precarious” secondary segment, the distribution of working
conditions is uneven, shaped by workers’ migration status, embeddedness in social networks,
and access to formal protections. Platform work can therefore be considered to replicate and
reinforces existing social hierarchies, producing a tiered structure of insecurity where
foreign-born couriers are disproportionately concentrated at the most vulnerable positions.

Seen in this way, the gig economy does not introduce entirely new forms of inequality.
Instead, it reshapes existing hierarchies and reproduces them through digital systems and
employment structures. The survey results show how older patterns of segmentation become
updated inside the platform economy where algorithmic management, subcontracting and
informal networks reinforce differences between foreign-born and Swedish-born workers.

6.2 Mixed Embeddedness

The empirical material supports this perspective clearly. Foreign-born couriers in the sample
do not act as isolated individuals but rely strongly on social networks when organising their
work. The results show that foreign-born and Swedish-born couriers experience platform
work in different ways, partly because they are connected to different networks and
institutions. Foreign-born workers often depend on co-ethnic networks and digital groups for
information and support while having limited contact with formal institutions. These workers
more often report long working hours, more unpaid waiting time and work organised through
intermediaries. In comparison, Swedish-born workers tend to have better knowledge of how
institutions work and are less dependent on co-ethnic networks. They more often describe
having steadier working hours, fewer problems getting orders and a greater sense of control
over their workday. These patterns show that differences in social networks and institutional
access are linked to differences in everyday work experiences, which is consistent with the
ideas of Mixed Embeddedness.

At the same time, Mixed Embeddedness helps highlight what it means when workers are
mainly connected through these kinds of networks. The survey shows that foreign-born
couriers’ contacts are often almost entirely co-ethnic while their connections to Swedish-born
workers and to formal institutions are noticeably weaker. Only a few foreign-born
respondents said they regularly interact with Swedish-born couriers and none reported having
received help from formal support channels and institutional actors. This pattern suggests that
while bonding networks make it easier to enter and navigate platform work in the short run,
they do not necessarily help workers get closer to formal support structures or more secure
working conditions.

The role of intermediaries shows this double-sided situation even more clearly. More than a
third of the foreign-born respondents said they work through a middle-man, subcontractor or
account owner. While intermediaries can lower entry barriers by providing accounts or
equipment, they also create new dependencies that reduce workers’ autonomy and
transparency. But the downside is that it creates a new kind of dependency. Middle-men can
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decide who gets shifts, they may withhold important information about pay rules and they
can take fees without always explaining why. Mixed Embeddedness helps make sense of this
because intermediaries step in where formal institutions are out of reach. They reduce
uncertainty in the beginning but at the same time they keep foreign-born couriers in the more
insecure parts of the labour market, creating a form of ‘lock-in’ where workers remain tied to
lower-paid, less stable positions and have limited opportunities to move into more secure
segments.

One important point that comes out of the results is that networks cannot simply be seen as
either good or bad but in this study they function as both. They help people get started, they
offer practical support and for many foreign-born workers they act almost like a survival
system but at the same time, these networks can also limit workers’ options. The same group
of co-ethnic contacts that helps someone find an account, borrow a bike or understand the app
can also make it seem normal to accept long unpaid waiting times, unclear fees or to avoid
contacting unions or authorities. This kind of ambivalence is exactly what Mixed
Embeddedness points to but it has rarely been studied in the context of short-term platform
work.

6.3 Proximity, space and algorithmic management in Gothenburg

The results also connect well with proximity-based perspectives from economic geography
(Boschma, 2005; Torre & Rallet, 2005). Although the survey does not contain spatial data,
respondents’ descriptions indicate that couriers often move through the same parts of the city
and naturally cross paths in areas with high order volume. These repeated encounters create
informal micro-hubs where riders wait for orders, share quick tips and observe each other’s
strategies. These meeting points function as informal coordination nodes where routines,
norms and practical knowledge circulate.

Foreign-born couriers seem to have strong social ties and shared understanding within their
co-ethnic groups but they are much more distant from formal institutions. Foreign-born
respondents report greater distance to formal support structures while Swedish-born
respondents express higher confidence in using them. This shows that physical proximity to
institutions is not sufficient; social and institutional distance determines whether support
structures are experienced as accessible and relevant.

Proximity theory also helps to highlight how algorithms shape couriers’ everyday
experiences. In the survey, foreign-born workers report greater exposure to downtime and
income volatility during off-peak periods especially during evenings, nights and weekends.
Even though the data cannot show exactly how the algorithm distributes orders, it is
reasonable to assume that things like ratings, past performance and knowledge of “good
spots” matter. Couriers who know when and where to position themselves (often those with
more experience or stronger bridging ties) are in practice closer to the “centre” of the
algorithm. Others, even if they are standing right next to busy restaurants, may still be far
away in digital terms and therefore receive fewer or less profitable orders. This fits with
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previous research showing that rating systems and algorithmic evaluation can create patterns
where advantage or disadvantage builds up over time (Rosenblat & Stark, 2016; Van Doorn,
2017).

The Gothenburg case shows a kind of hybrid proximity. Foreign-born couriers may be
physically close to each other and to customers in the city but at the same time they remain
distant from formal institutions and from the algorithmic “centre” that controls how orders
are distributed. This mix of closeness and distance helps explain why they often work longer
hours, spend more time waiting unpaid and still struggle with unstable income.

6.4 Institutional ambiguity in the Swedish platform context

The results indicate that foreign-born couriers in Gothenburg face a form of institutional
ambiguity rather than a lack of regulation. While Sweden is characterised by strong labour
market institutions, these protections do not fully extend to platform-based delivery work,
where employment relationships are unclear and responsibilities are fragmented. As shown in
the survey, foreign-born workers rely heavily on co-ethnic networks and intermediaries to
access and organise work, while none reported receiving support from unions or public
authorities.

In this study, institutional ambiguity appears as low reported use of formal support channels,
alongside heavy reliance on informal networks to manage risks and disputes. Research on
post-socialist (Poland and Hungary) and neo-economies shows how networks often
compensate for weak institutions. This study suggests that similar practices persist in
Sweden, not because institutions are absent, but because platform work falls between
established regulatory frameworks. For migrant workers, informal routes may therefore
appear more accessible and predictable than engaging with institutions whose relevance to
platform work is uncertain.

Rather than replacing institutions, social networks work next to Sweden’s strong but selective
institutional system. This mix strengthens the deeper segmentation discussed earlier:
intermediaries and close bonding networks can offer quick, practical help but they also limit
workers’ autonomy and make conditions less transparent. The case of Gothenburg shows that
even in a coordinated market economy, platform work can end up reproducing patterns we
usually associate with more deregulated countries. These patterns emerge not because
Sweden’s institutions are weak, but because platform work operates in the gaps that existing
regulations do not fully cover.

6.5 Embeddedness and job quality

Foreign born couriers who rely mainly on close co-ethnic networks and intermediaries and
who have weak links to formal institutions tend to end up in more vulnerable positions within
the platform economy, as shown in the survey results. These workers report longer working
hours, more unpaid waiting time, and lower autonomy. These findings reinforce earlier
theoretical expectations about differentiated experiences within platform work. Swedish-born
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workers and the small group of foreign-born respondents with stronger bridging ties, appear
to experience a somewhat more manageable form of precarity.

These differences matter because they point to different possible paths for workers. For some,
platform work may provide short-term stability but for others it becomes a pathway into
longer-term dependence when institutional ties remain weak. For some workers, these
dynamics create long-term dependence that makes it harder to move into more regulated jobs.
In these cases, the same networks that help people get by in the beginning may over time
make an unstable situation feel normal and delay access to the protections offered by Swedish
institutions.

From a policy perspective, these findings raise important questions about what kind of labour
market integration platform work actually offers. If many foreign-born workers mainly move
from one insecure situation to another rather than progressing into more stable jobs then the
idea that gig work supports integration becomes uncertain. Instead of acting as a bridge into
the Swedish labour market, platform work may risk keeping some workers in a cycle of
ongoing precarity.

6.6 Methodological reflections and limitations revisited

The small and non-random sample naturally limits what can be concluded. The results cannot
be generalised to all couriers in Gothenburg or Sweden and the use of self-reported data
means that some experiences may be overstated or understated. In addition, because the
survey avoided sensitive items such as legal status, household situation or long-term plans,
important contextual factors remain outside the scope of the study.

Even with these limitations, the patterns that appear are surprisingly consistent. Because these
patterns appear across several variables, they seem to be structurally embedded rather than
accidental. Taken together, the concentration of intermediated work and dense bonding
networks among foreign-born couriers indicates systematic rather than incidental differences.
Instead, the findings help show how different ways of being connected to networks can lead
to clear differences in job quality within platform work. The main contribution of this study is
therefore theoretical rather than statistical. Using the empirical material, it develops existing
perspectives on segmentation and embeddedness by showing how social networks and
institutional distance combine to shape job quality within platform work.
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7. Conclusion

The aim of this thesis was to analyse how social networks shape job quality among delivery
platform workers in Gothenburg with a particular focus on differences between Swedish-born
and foreign-born couriers. The thesis combines survey data with ideas from Segmented
Labour Market Theory, Mixed Embeddedness and economic geography. This makes it
possible to analyse how workers enter platform work, how they experience their job
conditions and how institutional proximity shapes everyday working life.

7.1 Answers to the Research Questions

The first research question asked how Swedish-born and foreign-born delivery platform
workers differ in their use of social networks when accessing and organising platform work.
The results show a clear and systematic difference between the two groups. Foreign-born
couriers rely heavily on co-ethnic and digital networks when entering platform work and in
their daily organisation of work. Friends, acquaintances and online groups in their native
language play a central role in providing information about registration, routes, equipment
and platform practices. By contrast, Swedish-born workers are far less dependent on such
networks and more often report organising their work independently. This suggests that social
networks function as a crucial entry and coordination mechanism for foreign-born workers
while Swedish-born workers are less reliant on informal social support.

The second research question looked at how these networks shape job quality, especially
income stability, predictability of working hours and the degree of autonomy workers feel
they have. The results show that although social networks make it easier for foreign-born
workers to enter platform work, they do not automatically translate into better working
conditions. Instead, depending a lot on close networks and intermediaries is linked to
unstable income, more unpaid waiting time, less predictable hours and less control over the
working day. This reinforces the broader conclusion that extended working time does not
compensate for structural barriers to stability. Swedish-born workers and the small number of
foreign-born workers with more bridging ties, tend to experience somewhat more stable
routines and higher autonomy even though their work remains insecure overall. This
highlights the ambivalent role of networks: they ease entry into platform work but do not
necessarily improve longer-term job quality.

The third research question examined how institutional proximity differs between
Swedish-born and foreign-born workers and how this shapes their experiences of platform
work in Gothenburg. The results show that foreign-born couriers are generally more distant
from formal institutions such as unions and public authorities. Many report uncertainty about
where to seek formal help or discomfort with contacting institutions. None of the
foreign-born respondents reported having received institutional support. On the other hand,
Swedish-born workers display greater familiarity with available support structures and more
confidence in engaging with them. This difference in institutional proximity helps explain
why foreign-born workers rely more on informal networks and intermediaries, even in a
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country with strong labour market institutions. Institutional strength at the national level does
not automatically translate into institutional accessibility for all workers.

Overall, the results show that platform work in Gothenburg operates within a secondary
labour market that is internally differentiated. Foreign-born and Swedish-born couriers
formally perform the same type of work but their everyday experiences differ significantly.
These differences are not random or simply the result of individual choices. Rather, the
findings show that differences in platform workers’ experiences are best understood through
the interaction between labour market segmentation, social embeddedness and uneven
proximity to institutions and algorithmic systems. While earlier research has often examined
these dimensions separately, this thesis demonstrates that it is their combined effects that
explain why workers performing the same platform job experience different levels of job
quality.

The results suggest that the Swedish gig economy tends to reshape and reinforce existing
inequalities rather than create new ones. While platform work may function as a short-term
entry point for some foreign-born workers, others risk becoming locked into prolonged
insecurity when institutional ties remain weak and dependence on intermediaries is high.
Another important point is the ambivalent role of networks. On the one hand, they support
the entry into platform work and management of initial challenges, but do not necessarily
contribute to improved long-term job quality.

7.2 Mechanisms Shaping Job Quality

The study shows how social networks shape job quality, not only that differences exist. First,
workers who rely mainly on bonding networks often receive limited or incomplete
information about routes, registration, equipment or strategies for reducing unpaid waiting
time. This affects their ability to navigate the platform efficiently and leads to more unstable
income. Second, dependence on intermediaries reduces autonomy as these actors may control
access to shifts, take part of workers’ earnings or influence when and how they work. Third,
weak institutional ties mean that many foreign-born couriers do not access support systems
that could help them challenge unfair conditions or understand their rights. These
mechanisms together explain why workers with similar tasks experience different levels of
job quality, depending on the social and institutional environments they are embedded in.

Looking at the material as a whole, this raises important questions about the integrative role
of platform work in the Swedish labour market. If foreign-born workers mainly move
between different forms of insecure work rather than into more stable employment, the idea
of gig work as a bridge to labour market integration becomes uncertain. The study therefore
highlights the need to consider not only access to work, but also the quality of work and the
institutional pathways available to workers.
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7.3 Theoretical Contribution

The thesis contributes by showing how differences in local social networks and access to
institutions lead to unequal job quality within the same platform work. This variation shows
that we need analytical tools that can capture differences within the secondary segment,
which the empirical chapter focuses on. Although the study is based on a small and
non-random sample, the same patterns appear across different situations and aspects of work
which suggests that these differences reflect broader structural conditions rather than
individual cases. Future research could build on these findings by using larger samples or
interviews to better understand how platform work affects long-term labour market
integration in Sweden.

Theoretically, this thesis adds to ongoing discussions on labour market segmentation,
embeddedness and labour geographies by showing how spatial and institutional proximity
shape job quality in platform work. Previous research often treats the secondary labour
market as relatively uniform, but this study shows that there are meaningful differences
within this segment. Overall, the study shows that platform jobs are not the same for
everyone when working conditions depend on workers’ social and institutional positions.
This means that segmentation does not only happen between the primary and secondary
labour markets but also inside the secondary segment itself.

From a geographical perspective, the study shows that job quality is shaped not only by
platform rules and algorithms but also by workers’ social and spatial positions in the city.
Where couriers spend their time, who they meet, how close they are to busy delivery areas
and how far they are from institutions such as unions all affect how stable their routines can
be. Gothenburg therefore plays an active role in shaping workers’ opportunities. Informal
meeting places such as common waiting spots or clusters of restaurants become small social
spaces where knowledge and support are shared or sometimes not shared.

The study also develops Mixed Embeddedness by showing that it is useful not only for
long-term migrant entrepreneurship but also for short-term, digital platform work. Gig
workers' access to information, support and protection is strongly shaped by their networks
and their ties to institutions. Close bonding networks help foreign-born workers enter
platform work but they can also create dependency on intermediaries and limit access to
formal rights and protections. At the same time, institutional distance due to language
barriers, lack of knowledge about authorities or uncertainty about rights helps explain why
foreign-born couriers face lower autonomy and more unstable conditions even in a country
with strong labour market institutions.

The thesis shows that job quality differences emerge from the interaction between
segmentation, embeddedness and proximity in Gothenburg. It shows that job quality in
platform work is shaped by a combination of social networks, spatial location and
institutional access and that inequalities come not only from platform design but also from
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the local urban context. In this way, the thesis broadens current debates and shows why
geographically informed perspectives are important when studying platform labour.

7.4 Suggestions for Future Research

Future research could expand this study in several ways. First, a larger and more
representative sample would make it possible to draw stronger conclusions about differences
between Swedish-born and foreign-born couriers. Interviews with couriers would also give
deeper insight into how they understand their social networks, how they interact with
intermediaries and how they experience institutions. Studies that follow workers over time
could show how job quality develops and whether platform work helps or limits long-term
labour market integration. Finally, comparing different Swedish cities or comparing Sweden
with other European countries would help show how local geographies and institutional
settings shape platform workers’ everyday experiences.
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