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Abstract

Digital technologies and services are increasingly used to meet a wide range of urban challenges. These developments bear
the risk that the urban digital transformation will exacerbate already existing socio-spatial inequalities. Graham’s assump-
tion from nearly 20 years ago (2002)—that European cities are characterised by various forms of socio-spatial segregation,
which will not be overcome by digital infrastructures—thus needs to be seriously acknowledged. This contribution critically
scrutinizes the dominant narratives and materializations of standardised smart urbanism in Europe. We investigate how
the prospects of improved efficiency, availability, accessibility and quality of life through digital technologies and networks
take the demands and effects of the gendered division of labour into account. By zooming in on platform urbanism and
examples related to mobility and care infrastructures, we discuss whether and to what extent digital technologies and
services address the everyday needs of all people and in the same way or whether there are exclusionary lines. Our objec-
tive is to bring digital and feminist geographies into dialogue, to stress the mutual construction of society and space by

platform economies and to ask how gendered geographies in cities are produced through and by digitalisation.
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1. Introduction

The increasing platformisation of everyday life has
recently become a subject of research among social
sciences. Sociologists use the term “platform society”
(van Dijck, Poell, & De Waal, 2018) to describe a soci-
ety characterized by the use of platforms through which
information, goods and services are exchanged and in
which platforms influence private and public life via data
flows and algorithms. With the platformisation of more
and more life spheres, the public’s interest in ensuring
both the accessibility of information and services and
the democratic control of data have taken on a new sig-
nificance as private corporations, governments and civil

society compete for control over these interests. Critical
urban studies use the concept of ‘platform urbanism’ to
examine the significance of these changed everyday prac-
tices and power shifts brought about by the expansion
of platform operators into all areas of urban life (Barns,
2019, 2020; Graham, 2020; Richardson, 2020). In this
article we take the everyday as point of departure to look
at how platforms connect services and consumers: How
gendered norms in urban everyday life are re-produced
by the platformisation of services, especially by mobility
and care-work platforms. These two sectors appear to be
particularly well suited for our argument, since platform-
mediated services in these sectors have recently gained
importance and are designed by international platform
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companies. In general, cities are expected to bring for-
ward sustainable solutions to tackle both the care crisis
and the mobility crisis through the digitisation of services.
For analytical reasons, we find it particularly interesting
to put the platform dynamics of these two sectors in rela-
tion to each other, since they serve supply needs in both
public space (urban mobility) and private space (home
care), and thus achieve different visibilities and modes
of regulation.

To date, there exist ample research on the dynamics
of platform urbanism in North American cities (Elwood,
2020; Leszczynski, 2020). Research on both mobility
platforms and care platforms has tended to focus on
the North American urban context, although the lat-
ter also includes Asian, Australian and African cities
(Flanagan, 2019; Hunt & Machingura, 2016; Kong &
Woods, 2018; Strauss & Xu, 2018). By contrast, European
cities are underrepresented in studies on platform urban-
ism, even if we know that “digitality is deeply implicat-
ed in socialspatial processes of exclusion” (Elwood, 2020,
p. 1) and European cities show specific socialspatial pro-
cesses and a specific demand for platform services due
to their urban landscape, population structure, mobility
culture and gendered division of labour. With this contri-
bution, we will stress the regionally specific dynamics of
platform urbanism.

Pairing the perspective on platformisation with
smart city discourses and integrating them into a dis-
cussion of social aspects of platform urbanism, we ask
how ‘smartness’ and the production of normative knowl-
edge through datafication, platformisation and algo-
rithms shape urban everyday life. We rely on approach-
es rooted in feminist digital geography, as they open up
a view of diverse scales of urbanization, relate everyday
practices to public and private spaces, and examine the
production of socio-spatial difference and inequalities.
We consider it essential to address how urban platforms
produce embodiments, subjectivities, normative frames
of social and spatial interactions, and gender norms to
understand the social implications and variations of digi-
tal divides.

In general, feminist digital geographies are con-
cerned with both epistemological and ontological
approaches to datafied bodies, subjectivities and spaces
in everyday life. They extend feminist critiques of ‘objec-
tive science, for example those that address how digital
algorithms manifest socio-spatial inequalities. Scholars
who address “digital practices as social praxis” (Elwood
& Leszczynski, 2018, p. 630) have looked specifically at
how digital technologies transform or re-produce gen-
der relations (for example, the gendered division of
labour in general and digitally mediated work in par-
ticular). In this context, Richardson (2018) put forward
a feminist perspective on digital technologies and their
impact on the geographies of work, relying on estab-
lished feminist approaches to emotional labour, embod-
ied work, and care-work at home—that is, an approach
that viewed social reproduction and its socio-spatio-

temporal relations as comparable to paid work outside
the home.

With respect to smart cities, feminist digital geogra-
phies have criticized the framing of social urban prob-
lems as ones that can be solved through technological
solutions—for example by setting up sensor technolo-
gies that regulate traffic instead of biking and walking
lanes (see Elwood, 2020; Elwood & Leszczynski, 2018).
However, intersectional analyses of the digitally medi-
ated aspects of urban everyday life—that is, studies
that explore how digital technologies are enmeshed
with gendered, classed, racialised socio-spatial relations
and how digital practices shape socio-spatial everyday
praxes of different bodies and subjectivities—are still
scarce. Following the observation that “most urgently,
the ‘digital’ requires attention to the space and time
of everyday life in order to attend to the ways the
co-production of space, people, and the digital coalesce”
(Gieseking, 2019, p. 87), this article draws on two of the
main themes of feminist digital geographies as spring-
boards to discuss everyday platform urbanism and gen-
dered digital divides. These themes—work/caring and
mobility/sharing—both refer to and depend on everyday
activities. Moreover, both have been established within
pre-digital feminist geographies against the background
of the gendered division of labour and the spatialisa-
tion of gendered labour. The spatialisation of this divi-
sion illustrates the mutual construction of society and
space (Massey, 1994, 2005) and of gender and home,
respectively: The division of labour both affects and is
itself an effect of the spatial separation of ‘male’ pro-
ductive work in public spaces and ‘female’ reproduction
work at home/private spaces (Brickell, 2012). Moreover,
as Massey argued more than two decades ago, “spaces
and places are not only themselves gendered, but in their
being so, they both reflect and affect the ways in which
gender is constructed and understood” (Massey, 1994,
p. 179). The mutual construction of society and space
needs new attention in connection with digitalised every-
day life in urban societies and spaces, but we especially
lack critical investigations of platform capitalism in smart
cities. Attoh, Wells, and Cullen (2019), for example, dis-
cuss labour with reference to the production of data for
exploitation by intermediating platforms, such as Google.
Only in a second step do they refer to the everyday life
of the workers and consumers who produce this data
via platforms. Relying on recent literature, this article
addresses the latter group, focusing especially on care
workers who use peer-to-peer platforms and on car shar-
ing offered via business-to-consumer platforms, relying
on recent literature.

The starting point of this contribution is a critical
scrutiny of the dominant smart city narratives with
respect to their promises for sustainable urban develop-
ment and the contradictions those promises bring forth.
Following this, we discuss the concrete consequences of
digitisation for the socio-technical relationships between
citizens, cities, and urban infrastructures with reference
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to platform urbanism. By exploring two central sectors of
urban everyday life—care-work and mobility—we illus-
trate how platform economies and platform practices
increasingly standardise the demand for these services,
(de)privilege urban spaces, and manifest the gendered
division of labour. In large European cities, demand in
these sectors s increasingly organised through platforms,
and the same platform companies are active in most
major European cities (e.g., ShareNow in the mobility
sector, care.com in the care sector). Against this back-
ground, we investigate whether and to what extent dig-
ital technologies and services address and treat all peo-
ple equally, or whether there are socio-spatial regimes at
work that include and exclude certain categories of indi-
viduals along gender lines (and their intersections with
class and race). In our conclusion, we take a systemat-
ic look at the explicit role of and production of space
in interconnection with the socio-technological changes
that sectoral platforms bring about, and also seek to
bring digital feminist geography into a dialogue with crit-
ical urban studies.

2. Smart City Narratives

This is the vision of the European Commission’s pro-
gramme for a European innovation partnership on smart
cities and communities:

A smart city is a place where traditional networks and
services are made more efficient with the use of digi-
tal and telecommunication technologies for the bene-
fit of its inhabitants and business. A smart city goes
beyond the use of information and communication
technologies for better resource use and less emis-
sions. It means smarter urban transport networks...a
more interactive and responsive city administration,
safer public spaces and meeting the needs of an age-
ing population. (European Commission, 2020)

Smart city narratives like that represented in the above
citation always aim to tell a story of innovation or
progress. They have a strong reference to ‘sustainabili-
ty’ and a vision of a world in which people, the economy
and the environment can happily and lovingly interact
in mutually supportive, cohesive, and historically repro-
ducible ways, mediated by increasingly ‘smart’ technolo-
gies (Swyngedouw & Kaika, 2014; Wiig, 2016)—even if
the corresponding visions of progress differ fundamen-
tally from the principles of a pollution-free, healthy city
or a social housing policy.

Idealization of the ‘smart city’ is based on the view
that such cities improve the quality of life for all by
increasing the flexibility, diversity, and accessibility of
nearly all local services, such as those related to mobili-
ty and energy supply, online shopping, urban navigation,
environmental monitoring, public wifi, e-governance.
These promises are always connected to a universal-
ized idea of independence and freedom, with scant

attention paid to the fact that these promises and ide-
als are not equally valid and attainable for all people.
The aims associated with flexible services, and the need
for them, have different meanings and relevance for
different social groups, in accordance with the gender,
class, race, sexual identities, age and body ability of each.
Promises, images and visualizations of smart city tech-
nologies reinforce rather than disrupt traditional gen-
dered associations and replicate existing network capital
inequalities (Wigley & Rose, 2020).

However, gender normativity is not produced by
technology as such, but by the digital services of
information and communication technology companies.
Digitalised urban infrastructures and supply services do
not automatically meet all the needs and accessibility
options of all individuals. Digital divides emerge between
generations with different levels of digital literacy and
between persons in different income groups, some of
whom cannot afford Internet-enabled smartphones and
digitalised services or lack the requisite credit cards, res-
idency status, or other formal requirements.

‘Smart city’ is thus not a single narrative, but rather
builds on polyphonic and contested narratives with
correspondingly different imaginary representations for
present and future cities (see Bauriedl & Striiver, 2018).
Recent years have witnessed the rapid rise of extensive
debates within critical urban studies on digital urban
transformation on the subjects of smart cities, smart
urbanism, and platform urbanism, defining and differen-
tiating these concepts in different ways (Lee, Mackenzie,
Smith, & Box, 2020). In this article, we consider ‘smart
city’ solely as discourse and programmatic urban poli-
cy, since there are no explicit criteria for smart cities
(Bauriedl & Striver, 2018). In analysing the resultant
forms of urban praxis, we understand the digital transfor-
mation of urban everyday life as a form of smart urban-
ism. In the next section, we address platform urbanism
as a specific practice of smart urbanism, one character-
ized by platform economies and the manifold use of
intermediate platforms. Promoting a debate that decon-
structs this universal smart city storytelling requires, first
of all, our sensitivity to the “diverse histories, cultures
and political economies and variegated forms of capital-
ism that shape patterns of urban and economic devel-
opment and the relationship between state, market and
society” (Kitchin, 2015, p. 133). We investigate how the
prospects of improved efficiency, availability, accessibili-
ty and quality of life through digital technologies and net-
works take into account the demands and effects of the
gendered division of labour.

3. Platform Urbanism

European cities are characterised by multiple forms of
spatial segregation and social polarisation, which are
not automatically remedied by digital infrastructures
(Gilbert, 2010; Graham, 2002). Far from being helped
by digitalisation, social marginalisation is actually inten-
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sified by the creation of new jobs in the urban plat-
form economy, known as the ‘gig economy,’ with its
precarious employment conditions (Wiig, 2016). In what
follows, we discuss cities as datafied space (Kitchin,
2014) in which digital data in general, and platform
economies in particular, increasingly shape and interme-
diate urban life.

As the evolution of platforms indicates “the socio-
technical relationships between citizens and cities,” we
need to ask how “platforms are changing urban socio-
spatial practices and services” (Lee et al., 2020, p. 116).
This is increasingly addressed as ‘platform pivot’ and
‘platform urbanism’—as the manifestation of smart city
narrations, and as digitally enacted everyday urbanism
as it enters and shapes socio-spatial experiences and dai-
ly urban lives, beyond the scope of city halls and public
discourses (Barns, 2019).

As socio-technical ties between cities, companies
and citizens, platforms are based on the relational
dynamics between code, commerce and corporealitiesin
technology-driven everyday life. They change both how
cities themselves function, and how people live, work,
eat, communicate and move in cities (Barns, 2019; Lee
et al.,, 2020). Against this background, we adopt the fol-
lowing differentiation of smart and platform urbanism:

Smart urbanism is primarily about optimizing over-
sight of city systems through state procured, corpo-
rate provided ‘solutions, whereas platform urban-
ism aims to transform and/or take over the opera-
tions of city services that tend to be more market- or
consumer-oriented. These two models do not neces-
sarily supersede or even compete with each other;
rather, they work simultaneously in different spaces.
(Sadowski, 2020, p. 2)

Because of this shift towards daily life, platform urban-
ism seems easier to access empirically than ‘smart city’
strategies and their related meta-narratives of neolib-
eral capitalism. However, the city is not a spatial con-
tainer, and replacing platform capitalism with platform
urbanism is a grossly oversimplified solution (Graham,
2020). In her feminist theoretisation of platform urban-
ism, Leszczynski (2020) stresses the need to go beyond
urban platforms as part of neoliberal capitalism and
instead to focus on the everyday, thereby exploring the
emancipative potentials of urban platforms. In the same
vein, Elwood (2020) emphasises the task of critical plat-
form research in reconstructing normative digital-social-
spatial relations of technocapitalist urban life. In this con-
text, technocapitalism is understood as the capitalism
that is associated with the emergence of new technology
sectors, the corporative power, and new forms of organ-
ising spatial and social relations:

Platforms benefit from the population density and
spatial proximity of users/workers in cities. There are
more opportunities for mediating social relations and

extracting economic value in large, diverse markets.
There is a pool of precarious ‘freelancers’” who are
shuffled from gig to gig. (Sadowski, 2020, p. 3)

Urban platform economies change the consumption,
perception and production of material urban space.
However, this change is not only economically driven,
but also practiced by citizens who shape urban struc-
tures from their smartphones. This is particularly obvious
regarding (on-demand) digitally mediated service plat-
forms, to which we will now turn.

4. Gendered Platform-Mediated Services: Sharing and
Caring in Urban Daily Practices

The gendered division of labour has been criticised by
feminist urban planners, social geographers, and others
since the 1970s (see, e.g., Bondi, 1998; Bondi & Rose,
2003; Brickell, 2012; Massey, 1994; Meehan & Strauss,
2015). This critique encompasses the different symbol-
ic as well as monetary values of paid work outside the
home—associated with men or masculinity—and pri-
vate domestic (physical and psychosocial) reproductive
work, which has female connotations and is predomi-
nantly done by women. Accordingly, gender norms and
stereotypes of femininity and masculinity play impor-
tant roles in the division of labour, in addition to broad-
er socio-economic structures. The critique also bears a
direct reference to the urban planning model of func-
tional separation that prevailed during the 1960s/1970s,
which spatially isolated living, working, shopping and oth-
er activities from each other in order to prevent possible
negative influences. In tandem with the trend towards
suburbanisation since the 1960s, residential areas have
been increasingly built at the margins of the city; as
a result, the gendered division of labour is linked to a
spatial division, marginalising care-work at home, both
socially and spatially. The spatial manifestation of the
gendered division of labour thus includes the idea and
ideal of the home as a place for women to do care—
and housework that is unpaid, often hidden or literal-
ly overlooked and invisible (Bondi, 1998; Hayden, 1983).
Moreover, the gendered division of labour and its socio-
spatial organisation cannot be approached through gen-
dered identities, but only through questions of the organ-
isation of work in capitalist structures (Parker, 2011).

In this article, we examine different service platforms
of general interest to advance the debate: free floating
car sharing mobility and home care. For more than a
decade, services in these two sectors have been medi-
ated between business to customer and between peers
via platforms that create new opportunities to use public
and private spaces differently.

4.1. Digitally Mediated Mobility Services: Car Sharing

Everyday mobility practices in cities are very diverse:
transportation users may travel alone, as a family, or in

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 4, Pages 267-276

270


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

& COGITATIO

a group; they can be young or old, athletic or physical-
ly challenged, have abundant or very little money, have
or lack the ability to cycle and drive, be scared or coura-
geous. In going from one place to another, these con-
sumers may cover short distances or long distances, and
may or may not use a chain of transportation options. All
these mobility conditions and needs, together with the
built transport infrastructure and the available modes of
transport, are crucial to each person’s mobility decision.
The demand for flexibility and accessibility and the costs
of urban transport services result from all these very dif-
ferent structural conditions and individual needs.

The mobility debate is largely characterised by state-
ments about the positive potential of technological inno-
vations (Liyanage, Dia, Abduljabbar, & Bagloee, 2019).
In recent years, the near-ubiquity of Internet in cities
and the spread of mobile end-user devices has injected
a new dynamism into urban mobility offers and services.
In particular, an expanding range of car sharing services
is now considered to be a characteristic of smart cities.
In addition to the use of private vehicles and public trans-
port, a variety of platform-mediated sharing options (car
sharing, bike sharing, scooter sharing, ridehailing, ride-
pooling) are available. Car sharing involves the sharing of
private vehicles and transport services via Internet plat-
forms, using various forms of mediation (peer-to-peer or
peer-to-pool), location ties (stationary or floating) and
various types of vehicle use (self-driving, passenger or
autonomous driving; Prettenthaler & Steininger, 1999).
These platforms give consumers connected, real-time
information to help optimise their use of private and pub-
lic transport (mobility as a service).

Given that (urban) mobility is gendered and thus pro-
duces socio-spatial inequalities (Law, 1999), one issue
of central relevance to future mobility infrastructures is
whether new smart mobility services address all trans-
port users, or rather prioritise already privileged groups
and thus reproduce urban inequalities. In the follow-
ing section, we focus on the potential of car sharing
services to promote a socially just urban development
(Sheller, 2012), examining whether such services can cre-
ate typical route chains for caregiving activities. Traveling
from one stop to another is a daily routine for unpaid
caregivers (Uteng & Cresswell, 2008). These reproduc-
tive activities are still largely viewed as women’s work.
In order to discuss the available mobility potentials, we
now take a closer look at the offers and business models
put forth by car sharing platforms.

Emerging in the late 1980s in Switzerland and
Germany, car sharing initially surfaced in the form
of small projects created by environmentally minded
groups. Internet applications have made booking pro-
cedures more efficient and user-friendly, while smart
cards and later smart locks improved access to cars.
Germany is clearly the regional focus of free floating
car sharing within Europe in terms of the number of
mobility services and the size of vehicle fleets. The mar-
ket for free floating car sharing providers is currently

dominated by the ShareNow-platform (a joint venture
of car2go operated by Daimler and DriveNow operat-
ed by BMW). According to information provided by the
companies themselves, by 15 May 2020, ShareNow had
approximately 14,000 vehicles in use in eight European
countries (ShareNow GmbH, 2020). Daimler started
this business model in 2008 with its car2go platform,
Europe’s first business to customer free floating car shar-
ing operation, which mainly served Germany’s largest
cities. Today’s car sharing organisations can be classi-
fied into five main types of business models, based
on their operational characteristics and business mod-
el variables: 1) free-floating within an operational area,
2) free-floating with pool stations, 3) round-trip and
home-zone based, 4) round-trip and station-based, and
5) peer-to-peer. All platform providers repeatedly use
the keywords ‘increased resource efficiency’ (produc-
ing and sharing fewer vehicles), ‘flexibility’ (perma-
nent access to means of transport that meet demand),
‘optimisation’ (increased traffic flow) and ‘acceleration’
(information on the fastest connections).

All of the platforms provided by automotive com-
panies follow the one-way model of mobility, which
offers high flexibility in that it allows users to drop
off a car anywhere within a designated city area (free-
floating). By contrast, it offers limited flexibility in terms
of scope, since the business areas of the mobility plat-
form providers are limited to inner city areas and the cost
structure of free floating car sharing supports one-way
mobility. The business model of smart mobility platforms
adapts other offers to users’” movement profiles. This
leads to a self-reinforcing process that works to privi-
lege specific social groups and urban identities and cre-
ates a gendered digital gap (Alonso-Almeida, 2019, p. 38;
Striiver & Bauriedl, 2020).

In many mobility studies, the description of mobility
as a complex physical and social relationship is reduced
to measurable figures and calculable flows of goods and
people (Hanson, 2010, p. 13). The few available stud-
ies on the social composition of users of smart mobili-
ty services deliver very limited findings on the correla-
tion of user interests and social categories. Mobility stud-
ies tend to use a quantitative approach that is based
on movement data or mass surveys. Nevertheless, one
trend on gender relations can be identified: In European
cities men are the main users of stationary carsharing,
for which average user age is higher than for free float-
ing car sharing (Uteng & Cresswell, 2008). In German
cities—where carsharing is most widespread—up to 80%
of free floating car sharing users are male, well-educated
and in full-time employment (Giesel & Nobis, 2016).
Karen Lucas (2012, p. 107) has coined the term “trans-
port poverty” to describe the link between social exclu-
sion and mobility. Along the exclusion dimensions, vari-
ous forms of mobility-related disadvantage (e.g., lack of
information about mobility opportunities or high trans-
port costs) overlap with aspects of social disadvantage
(e.g., low income or poor health).
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It is not the intention of smart mobility to be gender-
smart (Singh, 2019). Current feminist mobility research
focuses predominantly on the political when looking at
issues such as transport system configuration, resource
allocation, priority setting, and transport system user
construction. They criticise the liberal paradigm for trans-
portation planning, which assumes individual rationali-
ty and a market-oriented economy while neglecting the
structural conditions of mobility behaviour and mobility
preferences (cf. Scholten & Joelsson, 2019, p. 7). In cities,
women travel on average fewer passenger-kilometres,
but often have a higher total driving time than men, with
many stops related to paid work as well as care-work
and housekeeping. They often create complex chains of
multi-destination routes within a smaller mobility radius.

4.2. Platform-Mediated Care-Work

While the mutual constitution of gender and space is
multi-scalar, in the case of care-work it is focused on the
micro-level of the household. For most people, the home
is an essential part and place of everyday life, a place
for regeneration and reproduction, but also where gen-
der norms are negotiated (Beebeejaun, 2017; Bondi &
Rose, 2003; Peake, 2016). The sharp increase in the pro-
portion of women working in paid jobs outside the home
has transformed the gendered division of labour and its
spatial manifestations discussed above. Since the 1990s,
some of the duties associated with traditional reproduc-
tive work have been outsourced to other persons/spaces
(for example, by using a delivery service or eating out
instead of shopping and cooking, or to digital assistants
such as cleaning and care robots). The growing commod-
ification of care-work has made this type of work more
public and more visible, but not necessarily more recog-
nized. At the same time, the privatisation of social ser-
vices and healthcare reforms by neoliberal restructuring
and the consequences of the global financial crisis have
re-integrated some reproductive work into the home
along gender norms. Reproductive services and care-
work thus have been ‘privatised’ again—in the sense that
they have returned to private homes and, for example,
are being provided as unpaid, home-based care by rela-
tives (Federici, 2019; Huws, 2019). Moreover, neoliberal
restructuring particularly affects women in low-income
households and with precarious jobs. Against this back-
ground, Beebeejaun (2017) has reconsidered the gen-
dered division of labour and the gendered separation
of public and private places in neoliberal cities and
points out that gendered everyday life in urban contexts
remains underexplored (see also Gilbert, 2010; Peake,
2016; Strauss & Xu, 2018). Yet, gender (and class and
race) are organising principles of societies, and thus pre-
ceded the experiences of individual subjects. Gender
continues to shape urban forms, functions and spatial
structures, e.g., the separation of urban functions relat-
ed to home and work—which, in turn, shape gender
norms and subjectivities.

Care-work in the private sphere of the home
illustrates—in addition to the neoliberal policies and pol-
itics of reproducing gender relations—the growing differ-
ences (and dependencies) between women of the pro-
fessional classes and unskilled working-class women. The
mounting demand for paid care-work such as childcare,
eldercare and domestic services, including the commod-
ification of routine domestic tasks such as cooking and
cleaning, reflects a situation in which women working in
professional occupations often depend on the care-work
of other women (and sometimes men; Meehan & Strauss,
2015). In concentrating on paid care services in the home,
Dyck (2005) has stressed the intersections of gender,
class, race and ethnicity on the one hand, and the compli-
cated interconnections between neoliberalism, globaliza-
tion and changing age structures on the other. Low-paid
care-jobs within homes soften the impact of public sec-
tor privatization and especially of cuts to welfare pro-
grammes and public childcare and health care. This is but
one of many arguments that call into evidence the major
significance of the spaces of everyday life in general, and
the private sphere of home in particular, to research on
urban platform economies. Moreover, this is a refine-
ment of Gilbert’s (2010) assertion that race, gender and
technocapitalism are intertwined as inequalities in urban
spaces. She stresses the need to research in depth peo-
ple’s daily lives and their experiences of gender, race and
class as part of the relations of digital and urban inequal-
ities that affect labour markets and vice versa.

Care-work platforms are typical examples for so-
called lean platforms of the gig economy (Srnicek,
2016). Unlike mobility-platforms, they are demand-
driven and set up as peer-to-peer-platforms that match
care-workers and households by means of registration
fees or transaction fees for the workers. Taking into con-
sideration that the previous global commodification of
care-work at the turn of the millennium was interrupted
by the financial crisis in 2007/2008, such platforms have
accelerated the recommodification of care-work. On the
one hand, the recommodification can be seen as a result
of the crisis, since formerly public care services were
privatised after 2008 as part of neoliberal restructuring
(Huws, 2019). On the other hand, digital platforms pro-
viding care-work also have their roots in this crisis, since
setting up platforms was and is not dependent on large
capital investments but rather on existing ‘assets’ such as
cars, flats, working bodies to be ‘shared’ between service
providers and consumers:

This post-crash landscape has also provided the per-
fect conditions for new flows of (venture) capital in
the form of digital platforms that want to operate core
services related to how we live, how we work, how we
travel, how we consume. (Sadowski, 2020, p. 2)

Growing demand for care-work at home in the pre-digital
era has been summarised as “institutionalised informali-
sation” (Striiver, 2013, p. 198) and is now known as the
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“formalisation of the informal economy” (Huws, 2019,
p. 20) and as a platform-based formalisation which cre-
ates trust between strangers (Ticona & Mateescu, 2018).
Care platforms like peer-to-peer-business models aggre-
gate data from the personal profiles of care workers
with data related to their responsiveness and customer
evaluations. This kind of algorithmic intensification of
exploitation and surveillance is in stark contrast to the
attributes, such as responsibility and trust, that char-
acterise care relationships (Flanagan, 2019; van Doorn,
2017). Moreover, as part of the gig or on-demand econo-
my, care platforms intensify the unequal power relations
between the peers and encourage workers’ flexibility in
terms of when, where and what they work on and the
expected income they receive for that work.

Current platform-mediated care-work challenges the
classification of such work as unpaid, domestic wom-
en’s work and seems to redefine the relations between
value, visibility and vulnerability of care workers. Yet it
does not contest the invisibility of care-work, its associa-
tion with the private sphere, or the vulnerability that is
typically associated with flexibility. On the contrary, we
would rather suggest that the persistent invisibility and
‘private-ness’ of care-work intensifies its devaluation and
the related precarity of workers, despite being paid work.
For example, although the workers who do such labour
do not know each other they are in a constant competi-
tion regarding wages, speed, rating results, and the over-
all quality of their gigs.

In a nutshell, it could be said that the invisibility
of care-work and the interdependencies of gendered,
racialised and classified inequality are a prerequisite for
and intensified by platforms. At the same time, “code,
social media, and data now play a central role in shaping
gender and racial identities, reinforcing sexist and racist
stereotypes” (Gieseking, 2019, p. 86). However, both
the working bodies and the re/productive work done
remain hidden and unseen. Furthermore, Ticona and
Mateescu (2018, p. 4400) make a case that this invisibili-
ty also includes a disappearance behind the ‘uberization-
narrative’ regarding on-demand platforms that draw
public and academic attention mainly to Airbnb, Uber
and food platforms—not to the much bigger platforms
such as care.com (see also Barns, 2020).

Just as in the pre-digital era, the seemingly every-
day micropolitics of care-work are now, as a part of
the on-demand platform economy, linked to macropo-
litical structures, such as neoliberal framings of labour,
the gendered divisions of labour, and the feminisation,
racialisation and precarity of care-work and related spa-
tial politics (Strauss, 2019; see also Meehan & Strauss,
2015). Its contribution in technocapitalism means that
platform-mediated care-work, far from disrupting gen-
dered social and spatial relations, tends rather than to
call it into evidence as its manifestation: “Housework,
it turns out, is at the epicentre of capitalism. And the
labour of social reproduction, which underpins it, also
represents its future potential for expansion. Feminist

strategies for addressing it will therefore have to take on
capitalism itself” (Huws, 2019, p. 21).

5. Outlook and Research Gaps: Invisibilities
and Inequalities

In bringing together feminist digital geographies with crit-
ical urban studies in order to address the mutual con-
struction of society and space by platform economies, we
have highlighted how digital practices shape socio-spatial
everyday praxes of different subjectivities. In particular,
we have been attentive to gender norms as they become
evident again in their relation to public and private spaces
that are, in turn, reproduced by the platformisation of
urban everyday life. The underlying technocapitalist struc-
ture of the platform economy and the social processes
that are built upon it are shaped by subjectivities such
as gender, race and class and platform urbanism thus
does advance unequal power relations. Digital principles
of standardisation, scope/scale and speed/volume mirror
the foundational logics of this recent kind of capitalism
(Elwood, 2020, p. 8). The spatial public—private divide is
manifested in platform urbanism and can be discussed as
a form of digital divide that relies on socio-spatial inequal-
ities and reproduces gendered subjectivities at the same
time. In this outlook, we therefore stress the role of space
in sociotechnological change in terms of urban mobility
and care-work platforms, which as effects of technocap-
italism reproduce the invisibilities and inequalities along
gender, race and class.

Platforms contribute to a gendered production of
space. It became clear that car sharing does not break
up gendered mobility patterns, but rather reinforces
inequality structures, which we call a gendered plat-
form mobility divide. On the demand side of the free
floating car sharing platforms, it can be seen that these
address an exclusive group of users, most of whom are
male, young with above-average incomes. The algorithm-
generated services reinforce this homogeneous constel-
lation. The need for mobility that allows frequent and
longer stops along the journey is not provided with this
mode of car sharing. However, route chains are a daily
need of people who care for family members and for peo-
ple adding several platform gigs throughout a day—and
that might be more time-consuming and/or more expen-
sive. These activities are mainly carried out by women
who are dependent on other modes of mobility.

To date, the development of mobility and care plat-
form infrastructures and services appears to be an exclu-
sively urban phenomenon—one that, being concentrat-
ed in metropolitan centres, privileges already advantaged
areas within cities. Although urban environments certain-
ly derive benefit from the existing dense range of mobility
services, the urgent infrastructural needs in rural and sub-
urban areas are currently not being met by digitalisation
and platform-mediated mobility and care services.

The current state of knowledge on the business mod-
els and modes of use of free floating car sharing plat-
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forms shows (Alonso-Almeida, 2019; Uteng & Cresswell,
2008) that 1) the gendered division of labour in care-
work continues through digitised mobility practices in
public spaces; 2) the service structure of free floating
car sharing in terms of range, charging mode and vehicle
facilities is neither adapted to the needs of family care-
work, nor to platform-mediated care-work; and 3) the
promised flexibilisation of supply services and optimi-
sation of urban infrastructures only apply to previous-
ly privileged population groups. We derive the following
guestions from these findings:

To what extent do car sharing platforms make a
contribution to socially inclusive mobility in large
European cities that is optimised in terms of costs,
time and traffic?

Could car sharing platforms in suburban or rural areas,
with low public transport coverage, cover a wider
range of mobility needs, or are the supply structures
in principle not geared to diverse needs?

Do private, public and non-commercially operated
mobility platforms differ in their usability for route
chains?

While care-work at home always has been beyond the
formal workplace, digital technologies have enabled var-
ious modes of work to take place at home without sub-
stantially touching the established gendered division of
labour. Departing from the essentialist stance equating
care-work with women’s work and shifting the focus
to gendered power relations includes highlighting socio-
spatial inequalities, including the ongoing devaluation
and invisibility of care-work on the one hand and the
feminisation of poorly paid work on the other. We con-
clude from research on platform-mediated care-work in
North America and Australia (Flanagan, 2019; Ticona &
Mateescu, 2018; van Doorn, 2017) that 1) the gendered
division of public and private spaces is not only mani-
fested by care platforms but is essential for their exis-
tence and that 2) the invisibility of care-work intensifies
intersectional inequalities of race, gender and class and
discrimination by platforms. Especially with concentra-
tion on care-work platforms, future research in European
cities needs to centre on the following questions:

To what extent are care-work platforms urban phe-
nomena relying on population density and hetero-
geneity, on short travel distances, anonymity etc. that
change the use, perception and production of materi-
al urban space?

Do care platforms produce new spatialisations of
the social? Or do they manifest pre-digital spa-
tial divides and related uncertainties, inequalities
and invisibilities?

As most of the research on urban care-work platforms
stems from the USA and Australia: Are care platform
effects the same in Europe?

Digital platforms mediate specific services for every-
day life in cities, lead to new relations and interaction
between service providers and users. The two exam-
ples of sectoral platforms (mobility and care) influence
social relations and spatial productions in different ways.
However, both generate standardisation and normalisa-
tion of everyday practices that create new socio-spatial
exclusions or reinforce existing ones.

Problems of urban divides cannot be fixed by out-
sourcing public services to platforms. Their success
models are disruption and network effects by size.
This dynamic was, for example, very obvious dur-
ing the ‘lockdown’ related to the Covid 19-pandemic:
Neighbourhood platforms for the solidarity supply and
sharing of goods, which had spontaneously emerged at
the beginning of the pandemic, either vanished or were
very quickly taken over by commercial platforms offering
paid services due to network effects. Platform providers
aim to grow and scale up their services to dominate
the market. They are not interested in solving local and
social problems.

Furthermore, platform economies take the diversi-
ty of urban population not into account, but consider
their workers and their customers—and their needs—
as universal. The mobility patterns and needs of care-
workers, for example are not taken up by the mobili-
ty platforms as they are more oriented towards recre-
ational use and both socially and spatially address only
selected parts of the urban population. However, com-
bining the research on mobility and care-work platforms
and following Leszczynski (2020), we should intensify
the search for emancipative potentials through care and
mobility platforms with focus on the gendered division
of labour aiming for socio-spatial justice in platform-
operated cities.

As feminist and critical urban geographies are con-
cerned with people’s everyday life and socio-spatial
inequalities—that is, social inequalities related to the
production of space and to spatial segregation rest-
ing on social structures and identities—the present
technocapitalist production of urban space needs fur-
ther empirical attention, especially in European cities.
Technocapitalism is increasingly part of and regulating
people’s daily lives—and occurs again along norms based
on gender, race and class. Linking care and mobility as
two prominent urban platform economies allows us to
put forward research on normative digital-socio-spatial
relations particularly addressing inequalities inherent in
these relations.
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