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Abstract.

BACKGROUND: Digital platforms have found their way into all our lives: they are discussed in political, economic, scientific
and public fields worldwide. Platform-based work is also on the rise in the German labour market, not only in institutionalised
work, but also in start-ups and spin-offs.

OBJECTIVE: The article describes the results of an analysis aimed at identifying perceptions of new and already known
major success factors on market entry and market penetration regarding occupational safety and health (OSH) and work
design.

METHODS: A total of 31 semi-standardised interviews were conducted with 39 people. First, perceived success factors in
general were examined with the comparative analysis. Surprisingly, OSH/work design factors did not emerge as perceived
success factors. For this reason, a in-depth analysis was performed in a secondary analysis with the structured content analysis.
RESULTS: Identified perceived success factors were user orientation, scalability, network effects, niche occupation. The
in-depth secondary analysis with focus on OSH/work design showed that the interviewees are aware of the topic of OSH/work
design, but did not consider it to be important to economic success.

CONCLUSIONS: The identified success factors may not seem surprising. What is surprising, however, is the role played
by OSH/work design. Solutions must be developed that sensitize working persons in the platform sector to the topic of
OSH/work design. A two-step process may be useful: First, uniform regulations and laws must be anchored in the platform
architecture. Second, various measures and training courses can be designed to inform and raise awareness.
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shape our vacation habits (e.g. AirBnB), influence
our mobility options (e.g. Uber) and modify our com-
munication (e.g. Facebook, Snapchat) [1-4]. Due
to digitisation processes, platforms are receiving
increased political, economic, scientific and public
attention worldwide [5]. When it comes to work and
labour processes, various activities can be outsourced
on crowdwork platforms. The current social devel-
opments caused by the Coronavirus Crisis and the
resulting implications are expected to give a fur-
ther boost to digitisation and remote workforms for
some jobs. If so, this would have a direct impact on
labour, whether platform-based or institutionalised.
These changes could be of structural, institutional
or organisational nature. In this context, the term
“online labour” is a collective term for a far-reaching
phenomenon that includes, for example, the gig econ-
omy, platform-based work and crowdwork [6]. It can
be assumed that within this digitisation boost not only
further socio-technical infrastructures will emerge,
but at the same time will also greatly shape our per-
ceptions of work in the near and distant future. The
current development also

“provides a new wave of entrepreneurs and busi-
nesses with opportunities to innovate based on
their creative skills and knowledge in areas such
as product design, virtual tourism, spaces and
environment aesthetics, social exchange and sim-
ulations” [7].

Consequently, it is reasonable to assume that as the
number of employees in the area grows, discus-
sions about work design, occupational safety, and
employee health will become more important in the
future [8]. Taking a closer look at the current sit-
uation of entrepreneurs as well as people working
on platforms highlights many risk factors and obsta-
cles, such as financial insecurity, conflict of interest,
large responsibility, high number of working hours,
managing tasks, and administrative burden [9, 10].
Smaller companies in particular face the problem
that occupational safety and health (OSH) is not suf-
ficiently taken into account [11]. The increasingly
digital components and the associated predominantly
virtual communication represent an additional obsta-
cle [12]. But even with hybrid work models, such
as online delivery services, there are already studies
that suggest that there is a risk of injury to the deliv-
erer and that corresponding preventive measures are
necessary [13]. Accordingly, platform-based work is
currently being discussed controversially. It is stated
that more research is needed in the various areas that

deals with the topic [14]. An identification of relevant
factors at this stage could help to create a foun-
dation for future platform-based work- and labour
processes, particularly to successfully establish and
institutionalise platform-based work in Germany, but
also internationally. Here it is assumed that OSH as
well as good work design, fair working conditions,
ergonomic standards will have to be given high prior-
ity by the stakeholder in the newly establishing field in
order to be able to establish platform work in society
— or to prevail against other platforms on the mar-
ket. Consequently, ergonomic standards must also be
applied to each of these activities.

Based on these considerations, the following
research question has been derived: (Q1) What are
the potential success factors of platform-based work
of start-ups in Germany? Among other aspects, we
focus on the identification of perceived and thus
subjective new and previously identified success fac-
tors: market entry and market penetration, current
and future implications as well as the chances of
organisational growth associated with these criteria.
A qualitative approach was chosen in order to be able
to identify potential new factors. An analysis based on
the comparative analysis [15], utilised the categories
and dimensions identified by Engelhardt et al. [16],
who conducted a Germany-wide study with man-
agers, resulting in specific characteristics and success
factors for digital platforms, as a starting point. Engel-
hardt et al. thus conducted 14 structured telephone
interviews with managers in Germany. The approach
here was to check the results with a larger sample
on the one hand and to deepen them on the other. A
more diverse sample was chosen (founders, platform
employees, citizens and experts) to counteract poten-
tial sampling effects. Thoughts on current and future
development potentials refer to future and innovation
research and ergonomics [17-20]. Although the field
of platform-based work is controversial and a number
of risk factors regarding OSH and work design have
already been identified in the current literature, this
was not amongst the named success factors [9-14].
For thisreason, a second research question was posed:
(Q2) What do the interviewed people think about
OSH/work design as a potential success factor? An
in-depth secondary analysis with the structured con-
tent analysis was conducted that focused specifically
on the perception of OSH/work design as potential
success factor [21, 22]. Accordingly, the contribu-
tion first presents the results of the primary analysis
of the success factors market entry (Q1) and market
penetration and afterwards addresses the results of the
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secondary analysis of the OSH/work design criteria

(Q2).
2. Methodology
2.1. Questionnaire construction

The semi-standardised interviews were designed
with a total of nine key-questions, each address-
ing different categories, such as the organisational
structure of platforms, reasons for success or fail-
ure of platforms, distinguishing features of platforms,
legal/social/ethical/ergonomic conditions of plat-
forms (see Table 1) [23-27]. Deviation from the
guideline was possible at any time. During the inter-
view, each key question was asked to all interviewees.
Thematic follow-up questions were asked afterwards.
If the conversation stalls specific questions were
raised in individual cases. The goal was to answer
the main questions without being too prescriptive.

2.2. Restriction

The present study has several restrictions. Firstly,
two different interviewers conducted the interviews,
secondly, the interviews took place in different loca-
tions. Due to various participant locations within
Germany, interviewers visited partakers if possible.
If this was not possible, the interviews were con-
ducted online via “Skype”. A further restriction is
the selection of stakeholders: speaking of platform-
based work, there is — depending on the sector —
a multitude of stakeholders who play a major role.
Additionally, different demographic characteristics
such as age, gender, origin, social status etc. are not
equally present in the study [28].

2.3. Procedure

The data was collected from June to October
2019, consisting of 31 semi-standardised interviews,
conducted with 39 people. The participants of the
interviews were not paid (see Fig. 1). In addition,
single and pair interviews were carried out [29]. All
interviews were conducted in German to ensure gen-
eral comprehensibility. The duration of the interviews
varied from 40 minutes to up to two hours, each
of them starting with a general introduction and the
guidelines of qualitative interviewing, followed by
the privacy policy. Afterwards, a short questionnaire
on demography was filled out by the participants
before the actual interview took place. The audio

files of the interviews were transcribed by an external
provider and analysed with the MAXQDA software.
The analysis for Q1 was based on the comparative
analysis [15, 30-32], in which patterns are recon-
structed. The analysis followed a multi-stage process.
First, the entire data was skimmed and divided into
sections. This was followed by an in-depth analysis in
which concepts were extracted. These were then clus-
tered into categories and finally summarised under the
main category of “success factors” (see Fig. 2).

The secondary analysis for Q2 was carried out by
means of content analysis [22]. For this purpose, the
interviews were analysed in a second run. In addition
to the theory-based derivation of the category system,
the categories were also defined. Furthermore, anchor
examples were determined and the entire material
was analysed several times (see Fig. 3).

2.4. Participants

Prior to the actual empirical work, relevant stake-
holders who play a major role in platforms were
identified. It is assumed that stakeholders in the plat-
form sector interact within a dynamic structure [33].
Descriptive features can be seen in Fig. 4. Though the
change of positions is fluid, the four stakeholder posi-
tions below can be distinguished from one another.
The four groups were divided as follows:

(I) Platform operators/founders: Operators and
founders are located at the management level
of platforms. The perspective of the superiors
and founders should be recorded, including
CTOs, CEOs, department directors and other
key players at the management level. This
group was identified as an important stake-
holder due to their leading role in the design of
fair working conditions and their knowledge
on platform structures [34, 35].

(II) Employees/Freelancers: to complement
the perspective of the management level,
employees and freelancers were also iden-
tified as a stakeholder-group. It is assumed
that employees/freelancers are often more
affected by risks related to, for example,
platform-based labour [36, 37].

(II) Citizens: For the overall social analysis, cit-
izens who had direct or indirect contact
with digital platforms were also surveyed.
As potential platform users, their perspective,
knowledge and expectations of platforms ere
investigated. At the same time, the aim was
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Table 1
Questionnaire construction

Key question
(Initial question)

Checklist — Has this been mentioned?
(Only inquiries, if not addressed
by itself)

Examples of specific questions
(In appropriate position)

(1) I would like to know how your
platform or start-up was created

(2) Can you tell us something about the
structures within your company /
platform / start-up?

(3) What are the reasons for the success
of your platform?

(4) What are potential reasons for the
failure of (/ your) platforms / start-ups?

(5) How does your digital platform differ
from other platforms?

(6) What role do legal/ethical/social
frameworks play for digital platforms?

(7) What impact do technological
developments have on digital
platforms, or start ups?

(8) What do you think is changing in
society as a result of these (digital?)
forms of work?

(9) How do you estimate the
development of the work domain until
2030?

Challenges
Reasons/motives for spin-ofts
Aims of the platform

Perception of the division of labour
Desire in the division of tasks
Conditions for the division of labour

Subjective sensing of the respondent
Objective criteria

Wishes

Expectations

Subjective sensing of the respondent
Objective criteria

Wishes

Expectations

Regarding opportunities and
problems
e From a social point of view
e In developing platforms
e During the first time/phase
e Compared to international platforms
[ ]

Specific conditions
Employee rights

Data

National and International
Risks and \challenges

Opportunities

Risks and challenges
Knowledge/Know how
Structure/platform architecture
In 5 years

In 10 years

In the next 5 years

In the next 10 years

Regarding the concept of work
What is expected

What is desired

Routine tasks

Creation of new jobs

Salary

Positive and negative effects
Effect of technology

Work location+working hours

e What were your aims?

e What are the challenges in the
development and conception as well
as in the initial period of the
platforms/start-ups?

How do you divide the tasks?
Do you source out certain tasks?

e Occupation of market/technological
niches?
e Expansion as a recipe for success?

e In your opinion, what factors are
essential when platforms/start-ups
fail?

e Does the network of stakeholders
play a role when platforms fail?

e Do you observe international
platforms, or do you compare
yourself with them?

e Is your platform internationally
oriented? Do you operate
internationally? (data, users,
employment relationships)

e What relevance does data handling
have for you?

e To what extent do legal/social/ethical

conditions for data handling (storage,

sharing, monetization of data)

play a role for you?

e  Which technological developments
are currently relevant; which could
become relevant in the future?

e Potential fields of application of new
technologies for digital platform
systems?

e Do you think there will be a change
in our understanding of work?
e What might such changes look like?

e Do you think that will change?
e Where do you suspect changes
beyond that?
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Fig. 1. Procedure of the research.

Analysis I: Comparative analysis according to Glaser and Strauss (2018)

Core Category

Category

¢ Social * Location e Location
Concept aspect + Financing *  User
* Novelty * Product .
Text & Data
Digital education Customer layalty
. Flexibility
Competition Availability

Fig. 2. Example of comparative analysis.

to involve citizens in scientific work in the
sense of participation [38]. Citizens who use
or work with platforms are directly affected
by the implications of these digital infrastruc-
tures, but their perspective is all too rarely
considered.

Experts: Finally, experts in the field of
platform-based work were interviewed [39,
40]. This complemented the perspectives on
the current opportunities and challenges and
the ongoing development in the platform sec-
tor.

av)

3. Results

First the subjective stakeholder perceptions of the
success factors are presented: Chapters 3.1 — 3.4

present the results of the comparative analysis for
answering Q1. Chapter 3.5 describes the results of the
OSH/work design factors of the structuring content
analysis to answer Q2.

3.1. User orientation

The interviewees characterized “user orientation”
by the following features: User orientation can refer
to the offer, product or service of the platform (see
Table 2). It must fulfil the wishes, needs and require-
ments of the users and aim to build an opportunity,
so that the user is able to identify him-/herself with
the platform or product offered (Interviewee 27, cit-
izen). A demand is generated within satisfying the
wishes, needs and requirements, even “if perhaps the
user does not know yet that he has that demand”
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Analysis I1: Structuring content analysis according to Mayring (2009)

Core Category
Category
Ergonomic
Condition
Definition . ] ] .
Category + Ergonomic + Legal + Contractual . Melasmes + Information
workplace aspects aspects of job about
+ Resources « Typeof + Break and security conditions
. work working * Contract + Platform
. . hours security design
Anchor Example
Ergonomic condition
[...] Soif you are in an office where you sit in an open-plan office and you have a lot of
noise compared to a single office or you have a table that you can move up and down so
that you can also work standing up or a special ergonomic office chair. Then, of course,
there are already differences”. [...] ( Interviewee 5, citizen)
Fig. 3. Example of structuring analysis.
Platform Employees/ Citizens Experts
operators/founders Freelancers
Gender Qo TG0 |Q20s Fo (@3 F6 To |@3 TG0
Age 20 - 50 20 - 50 20 - 50 25 - 60
Job(s) ¢ Educational * Online platform ¢ Druggist  Start-up scene
sector * Mobility sector « Student(s)  Future research
* Mobility sector * Freelancer » Engineer * Crowdsourcing

* Sports sector

placement

¢ Software electronics store | ¢ Law
development & * Manager of a * Ergonomics
organisation sanitary * Innovation

* Workspace ¢ Cook management

¢ Manager of an  Ethics

* General platform

area

Fig. 4. Demographic information of the interviewees.

(Interviewee 23, employee,). On the one hand, the
identification of needs plays an important role; while
on the other hand, the platform had to evoke a rela-
tionship with the user. An important factor here is a
basis of trust that can be created by, for example, free
partial services. Additionally, platforms should have
unique selling propositions for their product/service,
since user groups are often “flooded with offers”
(Interviewee 27, citizen).

Other named criteria for platforms were prob-
lem reduction (in terms of individual needs during
use) and increased (emotional) value of the prod-
uct/service (Interviewee 8, expert). Looking at social
aspects, feedback was named as one main criterion:
By obtaining feedback, the user’s needs can be met
more precisely, which further strengthens identifica-
tion with the platform or product (Interviewee 26,
citizen; Interviewee 6, founder). Another important
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Table 2
Overview of mentions in user orientation sorted by stakeholder

Platform  Employees/ Citizens Experts
operators/  Freelancers

founders
Product/service . . °
Social aspects . . °
Novelty . .
Usability . . °
Data ° . .

criterion named by one expert, was the possibility
of product recommendation (Interviewee 25, expert).
Further, the integration of the user in the process of
(product-) development is important for success of
platforms. Inclusion can take place through interac-
tion, which in turn can lead to an increase in user
confidence.

Another important aspect for user orientation was
a contemporary range of products and services and
thus the degree of novelty: “You really have to be up
to date, always keep up with the times and still run
the risk of some new platform coming along [...]”
(Interviewee 27, citizen). However, in the context of
contemporary offerings, it is important to retain users
in the long term (Interviewee 27, citizen). Conve-
nience as a criterion for success may be helpful here
(for example by making the process of shopping as
simple and clear as possible) (Interviewee 29, expert;
Interviewee 3, founder).

In addition to the satisfaction of needs and nov-
elty of the service/product, usability criteria played an
essential role for successful platforms. These criteria
included user-friendliness, a easy-to-use interface or
even transparency. Transparency referred to the com-
patibility of user goals with the platform’s offerings
(Interviewee 16, expert). In addition to an attrac-
tive user interface, low costs or ease of use can
increase user acceptance (Interviewee 10, citizen).
Other measures worth considering were the integra-
tion of functions from other platforms followed by
user convenience (Interviewee 4, founder).The way in
which data is collected, managed, stored and passed
on is a further criterion for success. Through the
exchange of information between user and operator, a
basis of trust can be created, which ensures long-term
use of the platform. “Butif you donot fixit, [ ... ] the
user will not be able to see the big vision. Because
he gets distracted by so many other things, and then
he does not trust you as a platform” (Interviewee 4,
founder). The recording of data (e.g. also metadata,
key performance) was also important to understand

the user’s behaviour in digital environments (Intervie-
wee 23, employee; Interviewee 8, expert). This allows
unfiltered information to be collected and ensures the
identification of critical attitudes that are not actively
communicated. According to one expert, platforms,
such as Amazon tried to facilitate market overviews
for private users and highlight certain products for
which they received a service from the manufacturer
in return (Interviewee 18, expert). Socially, however,
this is viewed critically.

3.2. Scalability

Scalability was a success criterion, especially
under the condition of global aspects: “By the way,
I would also describe the possibility of getting in
touch with people from all over the world as one of
the success factors” (Interviewee 19, employee) (see
Table 3). Scalability thus refers to the global effect
of networking and thus equally refers to network
effects. Scalability can lead to success in the con-
text of expansion — both national and international.
To achieve critical mass, one can “[...] make the
platform more valuable because it has more partic-
ipants [ ... ]” (Interviewee 8, expert). Another aspect
of success mentioned relates to financing. Platforms
appeared attractive for investors thanks to their scala-
bility, which could possibly be converted within reach
in terms of new users. “You have this idea. You raise
a lot of money through investors with this idea. And
afterwards you try to scale as high as possible and
establish yourself directly in the market” (Intervie-
wee 12, founder). As user numbers increase, digital
platform gain two advantages: First, the increasing
number of users is accompanied by no great techno-
logical or economic effort. Secondly, the service of
the platform can be optimized due to increasing user
numbers and the associated user data.

A further scaling aspect was the acquisition of
market shares: “And with a platform [...] or a good
product, of course, you can achieve a lot of market

Table 3
Overview of mentions in scalability sorted by stakeholder

Platform Employees/ Citizens Experts
operators/ Freelancers

founders
Location ° .
Financing .
Product/Service . .
Social aspect .
Direct networkeffect . .
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segments relatively efficiently” (depending on the
size of the platform) (Interviewee 10, citizen). It is
equally important to distinguish whether the platform
is a mere software solution or whether it includes
physical components. With the former, an increase
in the number of users is comparatively easy (Inter-
viewee 12, founder). For the latter there are fixed
costs if scaling is sought due to defects or failures,
for example in the mobility sector around platforms
(Interviewee 12, founder). For a software solution it
is crucial to implement the technical option to scale as
soon as possible and furthermore always keep scaling
in mind while developing new features (Interviewee
12, founder). Especially when platforms are about
to enter the market and have few financial resources
available, maximum output must be generated with
as little effort as possible (Interviewee 12, founder;
Interviewee 5, expert.).

The idea of social aspects and thus social net-
working is often equated with platforms and is an
important part of scaling. In order to achieve scaling,
one can “[...] first create a basis, gain experience and
then develop and expand (Interviewee 23, employee).
This social phenomenon can be observed in direct
network effects. At best, the option to reach as many
other users as possible allows the user base to grow
and — in doing so — results in a win-win situation for
users and developers (Interviewee 28, citizen). An
increased traffic by an increased user base might be
one positive consequence, which in turn increases the
added value and makes the platform more attractive
to its users. Particularly challenging in this con-
text are the risks of takeover and the copying of
main features by large companies. This can also be
the goal of small platforms/start-ups. However, pro-
tection against these substitutions represents a high
barrier for market-entry. On the one hand, this is
due to the high investment costs of an offer which
is difficult to copy. On the other hand, barriers for
market-entry arise from the attainment of a critical
user mass and the resulting network effects (Intervie-
wee 13, expert).

3.3. Network effects

The social networking, i.e. transactions and inter-
actions between users within digital platforms was
thus becoming a key factor in ensuring the success of
the platform (Interviewee 30, citizen) (see Table 4).
Networking creates additional opportunities for the
user: “Now, for example, on Facebook, the more
people are around, the more events you have. Or at

Table 4
Overview of mentions in network effects sorted by stakeholder

Platform Employees/ Citizens Experts
operators/ Freelancers

founders
Direct networkeffect . . .
Indirect ° ° .
networkeffects
User orientation ° ° .
Scaling .
Data .

Amazon, the more customers there are and the more
salesmen there are, the greater the range you can
offer” (Interviewee 31, citizen). Rapid scaling due
to network effects and the associated possibility of
convincing investors is one way of success looking
at network effects (Interviewee 5, employee; Inter-
viewee 19, employee). A further aspect of network
effects was that they occur as a self-reinforcing sys-
tem: “In other words, network effects in the sense of
synergies and reinforcement of ideas, i.e. input, out-
put” (Interviewee 16, expert). According to experts,
a negative result of network effects was the need for
access regarding individual platforms and users: If
many users are drawn to a platform and only commu-
nicate with others via this platform, people who do
not use it could be excluded (Interviewee 16, expert).

Indirect network effects can equally lead to suc-
cess: Conversely, the more offerings a platform has,
the more attractive the platform is when it comes to
generating a demand of side-users. Clearly, it implies
a high level of user satisfaction, which supports
the network effects. In order to ensure user satis-
faction, the platform must be user-oriented, and its
needs have to be addressed (Interviewee 27, citizen).
Furthermore, it is possible to implement additional
cross-platform functions through cooperation with
other platforms in order to benefit from each other’s
popularity (Interviewee 13, expert). As aresult of suc-
cessful cooperation’s, new companies become aware
of the platform. Particularly in the case of multi-sided
platforms, these (in-/direct) network effects allow
both the supply side and the demand side to grow
independently of each other. Indirect network effects
then strengthen the growth beyond this point (Inter-
viewee 12, founder).

Network effects seem to be closely linked to user
orientation: “As I said, everything becomes eas-
ier for the users. That is why they also use the
platform, because it is easy to get in contact with
others, i.e. business partners” (Interviewee 28, cit-
izen). A platform should first gain user acceptance
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before network effects can take place. Afterwards,
direct network effects could lead to “[...] organic,
exponential growth, which you could never build
up through sales” (Interviewee 3, founder). Further-
more, platforms can gain popularity by cooperating
with “influencers”. Influencers can be defined as
persons who, for example, disseminate information
through social networks [42]. These influencers can
act as role models for other users in favour of the
platform and increase the platform’s traffic through
their actions. In addition, cooperation with influ-
encers from other platforms, especially in the social
media sector, would be an opportunity to benefit from
their reach and to convince potential users to join
(Interviewee 16, expert).

With regard to software products, scaling should
also be mentioned here as a prerequisite for the suc-
cess factor of network effects. Software products in
particular, can be easily scaled up and become widely
used in the age of digitalisation in some instances.
By means of an application via cloud services, it
is — under certain circumstances — possible to track
actions of the user. These activities draw better con-
clusions regarding the needs of the user and their
interaction. It is also possible to infer conclusions
about the relationship between users and to trace the
first platform contact (Interviewee 5, employee). In
the best case, this favours scaling (Interviewee 14,
employee).

A further advantage that was mentioned was an
increased acquisition of data in the context of net-
work effects (Interviewee 12, founder). Thereby an
evaluation of the available data for measures of scal-
ing is necessary: “That means, we must ACTIVELY
look at ourselves at what happens in these courses,
how humans behave and then have to convert this
also” (Interviewee 12, founder).

3.4. Niche occupation

Niches, broadly understood as regional and exclu-
sive niches, are another success factor (see Table 5).

Table 5
Overview of mentions in niche occupation sorted by stakeholder

Platform  Employees/ Citizens Experts
operators/  Freelancers
founders
Location . .
User .
Market entry . .
Financing . °
Platform offers .

An important criterion mentioned in the interviews
was the size of the corresponding niche:

“[...]So it is now a platform that you serve with a
niche that can now work globally or is something
that really only works locally and I think if it only
works locally it is probably not a viable business
model because then the niche is just too small.
And even if it works for two years, the point of
view simply cannot grow anymore. But if it is
something that you can expand globally or even
further, or from the niche somehow out of this
niche, then develop a broader concept, then of
course it can work” (Interviewee 28, citizen).

Nevertheless, the objective of platform-based busi-
ness models is to scale up and grow beyond the niche
(Interviewee 15, expert,). Regional platforms are only
advantageous if they address a precisely identifi-
able user group, because they have a small reach
but can cover their niche more effectively (Intervie-
wee 22, expert). In addition, an expert states that
established platforms are targeting niches (Intervie-
wee 22, expert). Regarding increased economic and
creative competition, large companies can also use
their capital for takeovers. Even established platforms
can serve a niche by adding a feature. As limiting
the user group can support platforms to build up a
unique selling point and thus become more attractive
(Interviewee 20, employee). This results in a stronger
individuality, which also plays a major role in the con-
text of niche occupation. By limiting the platformto a
local market and specifying services offered to small
user groups, they contribute to success in niches. As
mentioned another important criterion was the size
of the niche. It should always be identified and eval-
uated beforehand: “Just because it is a niche does not
automatically mean that there is success behind it.
Because a niche can be small and therefore some-
where not profitable for the platform” (Interviewee
23, employee). Often, however, a niche cannot be cal-
culated precisely, so that occupying an unpredictable
niche represents a high risk, especially for established
companies (Interviewee 23, employee).

Some of the founders/platform operators assessed
the phenomenon of niche occupation much more
critically than citizens and employees/freelancers.
Reasons were the limited user base and thus the
lack of exponential success (Interviewee 3, founder).
Especially exponential growth was important as a cri-
terion for the platform operators/founders. If this is
not given, they saw reduced chances of success. At
the same time, a few founders saw the occupation
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of niches as the only possibility for new platforms
to enter the market, as otherwise, the demand based
on users’ needs was missing and the competition
from large market participants leads to major bar-
riers (Interviewee 1, founder). Comparing a platform
that occupies a niche to small or medium-sized
enterprises/companies, some common features might
appear (e.g. flexible structures in start-ups), but they
differ fundamentally in terms of long term perspec-
tives. The platform aims to scale and expand out
of the niche, while the medium-sized company can
grow, but does not have the network effects and low
transaction costs of digital platforms (Interviewee 3,
founder).

Of special importance to the subject of niche occu-
pation is the required starting capital for entering
a niche, which is acquired by investors. If a niche
is too small and thus cannot ensure sufficient prof-
itability, it is difficult to convince the investors. One
possibility mentioned was the conception of a plat-
form that occupies niches and has further incentives
(Interviewee 3, founder). While the mass market is
dominated by established companies, niches have a
much smaller potential user base and thus a compar-
atively low business volume. Nevertheless, a niche
specialization can be profitable for a digital platform
due to the lack of competition. Thus, it is possible to
acquire users in the niche through a secured market
position — presumed the critical mass is reached — and
to exploit network effects (Interviewee 18, expert).

Occupying technological niches was another cri-
terion for the success of platforms. According to one
interviewee (Interviewee 19, employee), an expan-
sion of successful niches was quite possible through
network effects, but does not necessarily has to take
place.

3.5. OSH/work design factors in the platform area

In the case of work design, only one employee
stated that information on the design of contracts
could be found on the Internet (Interviewee 5,
employee) (see Table 6). A total of two founders
commented in a generic way: In their opinion, plat-
forms have to be designed fairly for users and workers
and companies need freedom to expand (Intervie-
wee 4, founder; Interviewee 2 founder). Among the
experts, one said that there should also be regulations
on data protection with regard to freedom from harm
and interference and that these should be observed
(Interviewee 16, expert). Another expert stated that
the collective actor (i.e. social groups) will become

Table 6
Overview of mentions in OSH/work design factors sorted by
stakeholder

Platform Employees/ Citizens Experts
operators/ Freelancers

founders
Work design . . .
Ergonomic condition . .
Working conditions . . . .
Health ° .
Safety . . .

relevant for the future world of work and its design
(Interviewee 22, expert).

A similar picture emerges with regard to
ergonomic conditions: One employee stated that
there are no ergonomic workplaces, but that there
was a chair and a table and that the conditions were
therefore comparable to common office workplaces
(Interviewee 5, employee). One expert stated that
there were already defined standards for ergonomic
workplace design and that he did not believe that fur-
ther rules and regulations would be beneficial at this
point. Rather, these would tend to hinder creativity
(Interviewee 16, expert). This expert named further
relevant conditions for platforms: usability, feedback,
efficiency, interfaces, retrievability, clear design of
the user interface (Interviewee 16, Expert).

With regard to general working conditions, one
citizen believed that the legal conditions, such as
protection against cancellation, should be observed
(Interviewee 11, citizen). However, three experts
pointed out that conditions in the platform sec-
tor have arisen that are problematic if it comes
to the German law, as they are formulated in
favour of employers/clients (Interviewee 17, expert;
Interviewee 15, expert; Interviewee 29, expert). How-
ever, a distinction must be made according to the
type of platform-based activity: Compared to click-
or crowdworkers developers usually occupy better
workplaces. Internet access in particular were men-
tioned as a further condition, although there were also
restrictions on working here: “It just doesn’t work on
the beach. The sun reflects too much.” (Interviewee 5,
employee). Here, three interviewees pointed out that
one way to acquire good developers was through good
working conditions and by addressing their needs
(Interviewee 4, founder; Interviewee 12, founder;
Interviewee 21, expert). This is defined as: “That’s
why every well-scalable start-up in every hip city isin
a hip part that costs a lot of money, that is completely
redone with a ping-pong table and a super cool fridge
and parties every day [...] (Interviewee 12, founder).
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In this context, one citizen referred to the increase
in home offices (Interviewee 10, citizen), although
one employee viewed this critically: A separation of
work and private life was seen as important here, for
example, to prevent permanent accessibility (Inter-
viewee 14, employee). A differentiated perspective
can be seen with regard to work-life balance. On the
one hand, some of the interviewees felt that work-life
balance with predefined structures is important (Inter-
viewee 19, employee; Interviewee 14, employee).
Otherwise, every creative moment would be over-
lapped by flexible working time models, which would
again lead to more work (Interviewee 13, expert).
However, one founder also saw employees as respon-
sible for their own work-life balance (Interviewee 4,
founder). In addition, however, there are, also inter-
viewees, who argue that more flexible time structures
make individualized work possible and the 40-hour
week is seen as a “relic from the time of indus-
trialization” (Interviewee 4, founder). Problems of
flexibilisation were seen by some of the interviewees,
e.g. the lack of ability to correctly estimate the time
for tasks (Interviewee 5, employee; Interviewee 20,
employee). In general, working time was declared to
be a major problem, since, for example, the break
time between workdays is rarely observed (Intervie-
wee 17, expert; Interviewee 14, employee). However,
it was pointed out that working hours in other occu-
pational groups (e.g. bakers) are also not observed
and stricter laws would have no effect here (Inter-
viewee 22, expert). Instead, specified working hours
would actually restrict people’s freedom of choice, as
it would prevent flexibility (Interviewee 29, expert).

The topic of health was also a little discussed with
a heterogeneous range of opinions: On the one hand,
there is a fear that negative health conditions devel-
opment will become the status quo in the future
due to technological innovations (Interviewee 19,
employee). On the other hand, it is suspected that
there could be increased control (in the sense of per-
manent monitoring) here (25, expert).

Talking about safety and security in digital work-
places and employment, it was stated that employees
are always exposed to potentially risks and that
there is no “safety net” (Interviewee 28, citizen;
Interviewee 5 employee). Evidence are missing mea-
sures of job security, occupational health and safety,
and lost wages (Interviewee 15, expert). In addi-
tion, co-working spaces were considered a risk, as
potentially everyone can see everything the persons
are working on (Interviewee 17, expert). One expert
pointed out the importance of providing security for

freelancers and platform employees in this respect
without compromising the idea of freedom (Intervie-
wee 21, expert).

4. Discussion

In 3.1. to 3.4. four aspects of the economic suc-
cess of digital platforms within emerging markets
were discussed: the degree of user orientation of
the platform, it’s potential scalability, the impacts of
in-/direct network-effects and the strategy of occu-
pying niches. In 3.5. OSH/work-design factors were
further analysed as an additional success factors of
digital platforms. However, in the sense of responsi-
ble innovation and future research, it is particularly
important to point out the verifiability of the future-
related statements formulated by the respondents in
order to be able to pin down and discuss valid and
aggregated statements [42, 44]. Perceived success
contributing factors can set the course for future mar-
ket participants and must hence be analysed in detail.
Accordingly, the perceived identified success factors
of the interviews are discussed first (Q1), followed
by the results of the secondary analysis (Q2).

4.1. Discussion of the perceived success factors

The following can be said about the first ques-
tion “Q1) What are the potential success factors of
platform-based work of start-ups in Germany?”’: Plat-
forms have the special feature that they dynamically
differentiate themselves from conventional markets
by offering a proverbially unlimited range of the
types and quantities of products and services [45].
This leads to low transaction costs and high scal-
ability in the area of platforms [16]. Providing the
interface between supply and demand is an indicator
of the attractiveness of the platform, which in turn
positively enhances the network effects. If a critical
mass of users is exceeded in the process, there is the
possibility to achieve a dominant market position,
which could possibly lead to a platform monopoly.
The results of the qualitative interviews suggest that,
although low transaction costs and high scalability
are the perceived success criteria for this matter, the
resolution in a monopoly position is viewed criti-
cally [46]. The interviewed citizens and employees
evaluate the establishment of the highest possible
reach as a scalability criterion. In addition, the cit-
izens also focused on gaining market shares through



1604 K. Schdifer et al. / Digital platforms: Perceived criteria of success, OSH and prospectives

the platform as early as possible. Employees cited
a three-step process as an additional scalability cri-
terion. First, a basis should be created on which
experience can be gathered in order to be able to
expand successfully thereafter. The founders inter-
viewed consider the scalability of all components and
processes of the platform as an important success fac-
tor, as well as the focus on long-term perspectives as
a company strategy. Exploiting economies of scale,
considering market dynamics and generating the crit-
ical mass of users in the shortest time possible, are
aspects of scalability according to the interviewed
experts.

In addition to this critical attitude towards
monopoly platforms due to the lack of fair working
conditions is observed. However, precisely these plat-
forms are also role models for developing a leading
provider role in their own segment. Reducing trans-
action costs, for example, provides the opportunity
to exploit new markets [47]. However, this requires
kick-off funding’s, which are usually provided by
investors. By using external capital, the founders lose
company shares to prospective investors, which at
the same time limits their autonomy in terms of the
design of the platform as a business model. The cap-
ture of users and the distribution of costs represents
to them a derivation provoked by this proceeding.
This is also reflected in the results of the interviews.
For example, it is perceived that user orientation in
terms of intensive feedback loops followed by the
implementation of useful feedbacks can increase the
attractiveness of the platform, which has an impact on
the network effects. The vast majority, see the inclu-
sion of user feedback as essential to ensure that the
development of future features targeting the user’s
needs in the presented interviews. Although user ori-
entation favours the exploitation of new markets and
especially niches, it means that the initial user group
subsidises the future user group. The niche serves
as a basis for gaining experience, which can further
help to overcome the chicken-and-egg-problem (the
question is: what came first?). Especially the intu-
itive design of the platform as well as an appealing
interface are helpful.

The four stakeholder groups in the conducted inter-
views have a similar view on the core criterion of
niche occupation. All four focus on the evaluation
and identification of niche potential as an aspect
of niche occupation. After a niche has been occu-
pied, the stakeholder groups consider expanding out
of this niche as an important strategic decision and

consequence of niche occupation. The interviewed
employees estimate the users’ urge for individuality
as a key aspect for occupying a niche by new as well
as already established digital platforms.

One reason to maintain the scalability of the plat-
form s the chance to react flexible and fast to potential
changes in demand. The origin of this flexibility is
the strong networking of all actors in the value chain,
referred to as orchestration [48, 49]. Orchestration
as well as demand-oriented action, according to the
results of the interviews, are means for the success
of platforms. Additionally, generating new value for
the user as well as the acceptance of the platform are
of vital importance. In order to ensure this, platform
operators and employees must collect user feedback
as well as user data, which needs to be analysed
[50]. The independence of location facilitates digital
platforms to reach potential users regardless of their
location, which in turn improves the reach of plat-
forms in general and thus increases scalability [51].
The founders interviewed consider the scalability of
all components and processes of the platform as an
important criterion of success, as well as the focus
on long-term perspectives as a company strategy.
Exploiting economies of scale, considering market
dynamics and generating the critical mass of users in
the shortest time possible, are aspects of scalability
according to the interviewed experts. Additionally,
the citizens also focused on gaining market shares
through the platform as early as possible.

If there is acceptance and benefit for the users,
the reach of the platform can be extended by build-
ing up a recommendation market (e.g. through word
of mouth recommendation, evaluation possibilities
as well as stronger networking among users) [52,
53]. The interviewed citizens rely on the achievement
of recommendation marketing and the promotion of
word of mouth recommendation. They see the eval-
uation of the user data as a possibility to better
understand the user and to strengthen his or her plat-
form use in order to generate a positive impact on
direct network effects. Following the founders’ per-
spective, the promotion of word of mouth advertising,
the evaluation of user data as well as the acquisition
of cooperation, are measures to strengthen the net-
work effects. In order to mobilize especially users,
there is still the possibility of cooperating with so-
called influencers. It can be shown that scalability as
a fundamental technological property of digital plat-
forms in combination with the opportunity to reach
as many users as possible, are the central advantages
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of platform-based business models. However, it also
implies that building trust to ensure (in-)direct net-
work effects between the platform operators, users
and providers is essential for success. “While collect-
ing user’s data usually represents the central purpose
of digital platforms, nation-specific (data protection)
laws can be an obstacle in the development of dig-
ital platforms. In particular in the European Union,
the basic data protection regulation (DSGVO) can be
seen as an obstacle, depending on one’s own stake-
holder position: it is difficult to develop a platform
along these guidelines and at the same time collect
relevant user data. However, this is a prerequisite for
improving the quality of the platform. Thus direct and
indirect network effects are essential components for
platform success [54].

4.2. Implications for occupational health and
safety, work design and the health of
working persons

The second research question, “What do the
respondents think about OSH/work design as a poten-
tial success factor?” can be answered as follows:
Overall, it can be assumed that the use of this kind
of business models will increase, which in turn will
increase the amount of platform-based labour, espe-
cially regarding the future spread of platforms and
the predicted surge in digitisation. At the same time,
however, low-cost, dynamic and flexible platforms
would also have an advantage, as they can adapt
more quickly to new circumstances. The only impor-
tant thing would be a secured source of financing.
Nonetheless, the digitisation push could lead to the
development of a new digital ecosystem in the field
[55]. Should such an ecosystem really come into
being, this could affect the working methods, pro-
cedures and conditions known to us on a micro-,
meso-, but also macro-level, especially to positively
shape innovation development and entrepreneurship
[7]. It could fundamentally change the work sys-
tem, as it is currently known in the near and distant
future, especially considering emergent phenomena
such as the Corona crisis, which pushes — depend-
ing on the job — digitalization thrusts. Accordingly, it
seems especially surprising that working conditions,
occupational safety as well as occupational health are
notamong the perceived criteria mentioned. Research
in the platform area also seems to be in its infancy:
Hardly any literature on OSH/work design in the con-
text of platforms could be found. Instead of seeing

success factors in good working conditions as well
as OSH/work design, the interviews tend to mention
grievances and the lack thereof. This is done on an
individual level (“‘everyone is responsible for their
own work-life balance”), but also on a legal level
(e.g. contracts that are formulated in favour of the
employee). It was pointed out that one can inform
oneself in particular with legal questions to e.g. con-
tracts in the internet and that legal aspects of platforms
must be taken into account. Further regulations were
not considered desirable in favour of creativity and
flexibility. The reason for this could be, among others,
the following:

(I) Due to the mediating role of the platforms
and the relatively small number of employ-
ees in start-ups, ergonomic conditions do not
play a particularly important role in workplace
design. Although the Occupational Health
applies in Germany, an occupational health
and safety specialist, for example, only has to
be employed if the company has more than
fifty employees [56, 57]. On the one hand,
it is questionable to what extent this knowl-
edge is available in start-ups. On the other
hand, the role models of many start-ups and
global players are internationally oriented, i.e.
German laws and regulations do not apply
here. Work-related illnesses may therefore
arise increasingly in the future as a result of
these working conditions [36, 58, 59]. It is
necessary to identify the physical and men-
tal stress situations as well as the work-related
hazards and to derive effective measures for
health and safety at work [60]. Two exem-
plary solutions might be the establishment of
“ergonomics checks” or standardized proce-
dures for awarding contracts in the platform
area [72].

(II) Fixed work structures are rarely found in the
start-up sector as well as in the platform sector,
which may bring many advantages. Otherwise
it is disadvantageous that, for example, rest-
ing periods cannot be observed. At the same
time, it is more difficult to build up interest
representation like worker unions in platform
structures because there is little interaction
among employees. This also makes it more
difficult for trade unions [61]. As a result
the work-life balance can suffer. Additionally
the workload can be significantly higher than



1606

K. Schdifer et al. / Digital platforms: Perceived criteria of success, OSH and prospectives

expected, because the workers may have to
engage in multiple types of work [28]. Accord-
ingly, the contractor’s daily work is based
on assumptions and is therefore no longer
truly flexible. Stress and health complaints
could be the consequences [59]. These atypi-
cal forms of employment would benefit from
fixed structures in the process [62]. Pichault
and McKeown [63] even go a step further and
state that self-employment is no longer con-
sidered an atypical form of employment as
it has made its way into mainstream society.
It can be assumed that platform workers also
no longer belong to an atypical employment
group and that Europe-wide standards need
to be created for this [37]. However, mea-
sures are necessary to sensitize the founders
of start-ups in the platform sector as well as
their operators to this issue as working in a
positive environment becomes more important
nowadays [64]. The knowledge about specific
risk factors might improve prevention mea-
sures [65]. Solutions must be developed that
sensitize platform operators and founders to
the topic of OSH/work design. A two-staged
process might be useful here: First, uniform
regulations and laws must be established in
the platform architecture so that founders and
employees can inform themselves. After that,
various measures and training courses might
be designed to raise awareness of the topic
amongst people working in the platform sec-
tor. The solutions and thus measures can, for
example, take the form of training in the legal
regulations of the relevant countries. Further
steps could be training for the scheduling of
platform workers or training in which oper-
ators and employees are given ergonomic
standards. Another possibility would be, for
example, training in a university context [66].
At the same time, the management level could
receive separate training courses [67]. How-
ever, before such measures can be conceived
and tested, there must be — ethical — uniform
regulations and laws for the platform sector,
which are on the rise especially in the Euro-
pean Union (DSGVO, Digital Services Act).
The authors of the contribution could not find
any literature on the subject of measures to
sensitize platform founders and workers. It is
conceivable that the reason for this is the lack
of uniform regulations and laws. Research is

already made to formulate national, interna-
tional and global approaches from a macro
perspective [37, 62, 68, 69].

4.3. Limitations

Limitations of this work are to be considered
both from the general research design and from the
concrete application case of the research. Looking
at the research method, Saunders et al. [70] and
Leung [71] use validity, reality and generalizability
as criteria. Semi-standardised interviews are limited
in both their reliability and validity by their open
design and the fact that comparability of results can-
not be guaranteed [72]. This is a methodologically
motivated discussion of methods between qualita-
tive and quantitative methods [73, 74]. Due to the
small sample size, no generalized statements regard-
ing Germany-wide trends are possible. Equally, it
is difficult to generate statements about trends in
the individual stakeholder positions. This means that
only the first approaches to success factors and the
role of OSH/work design can be identified. A more
in-depth study of the results is needed to validate
the results obtained here. A further limitation of
the research design is the subjective analysis work
due to the fact that the study was analysed qualita-
tive. This means the analysis was highly subjective.
In this context, Garcia and Quek already argued in
1997 that this subjectivity is not only a disadvan-
tage but also an advantage of the research method,
for instance for a deeper understanding of the views
and perspectives of the respondents [75]. Relating
this to the results presented here, it can be con-
cluded that a quantitative design would not have
made it clear that OSH/work design is in people’s
minds.

To put things in perspective, the research only cov-
ered the German area, which only allows a limited
comparison with Europe and furthermore world-
wide. If it is assumed that platforms are a global
phenomenon, it must be concluded that it is not
appropriate to draw boundaries. Still, this is equally
interesting: Is there a way to overcome the borders
we know about through globalisation and digital-
ization or are there differences that are typical for
the diverse countries? In order to answer this ques-
tion, however, more in-depth studies are needed in
many places that focus on country-specific criteria,
for example of perception of platform-based work.
To make the results comprehensible worldwide, qual-
itative work must be translated into a language that is
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generally understandable for everyone. This evokes
a translation dilemma, since language is always an
expression of, among other aspects, identity and cul-
ture [76]. A further limitation of the study is that
the current Corona Crisis could not be taken into
account. The data collection took place before the
pandemic, so the outbreak may have added new rele-
vant aspects for the research of platform-based work.
Finally, the analysis of the subjective opinion of the
stakeholders represents a further limitation. The focus
of this study was on the subjective perceptions of the
interviewees. For example, OSH and good working
conditions are important objective criteria for success
in the labour sector. However, they are not subjec-
tively perceived as such in the interviews. The fact
that the interviews did not have the primary goal
of ascertaining OSH/work design is a further lim-
itation. Specific queries might thus have produced
different results. Nonetheless, the interviews showed
that success and OSH/work design are not linked in
the sample.

5. Conclusion

The goal of the contribution was to answer the
following two questions Q1 and Q2. QI can be
explained as follows: The present results suggest that
four success factors in particular are perceived as
relevant in the context of platform work: network
effects, scaling, niche occupation, and user orienta-
tion. The Q2 results are as follows: It was surprising
that OSH/work design is not considered one of the
success factors and that even an in-depth secondary
analysis revealed a need in this direction, but also
a lack of solutions. Assuming that platform-based
work will continue to increase in the course of dig-
itization and develop into a “normal” employment
relationship, it is important on the one hand to raise
awareness of OSH among affected stakeholders. On
the other hand, it is of paramount importance to know
what indicates success in platforms in order to derive
measures for the population working there. Only in
this way can positive and fair work emerge. One
solution discussed in the contribution could relate
to raising awareness in the platform sector. It could
be done in a two-step process: First, it is necessary
to establish uniform regulations and laws for plat-
forms. Afterwards, measures and training courses
could be designed and offered with the aim of raising
awareness.
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