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Abstract

Advocates of the boundaryless career perspective have

relied to a great extent on the assumption that actors take

responsibility for their own career development and that

they consequently take charge of developing their career

competencies. In this provocation piece, we debate the

obstructions to and potential ways to promote boundary-

less careers in the gig economy, which—despite appearing

on the surface to offer suitable conditions for boundaryless

careers—suffers from numerous conditions that hinder such

careers. Thus, boundaryless careers in the gig economy

could be an oxymoron. In particular, we conjecture that

intraorganisational and interorganisational career bound-

aries restrict gig workers' development of relevant career

competencies and thus limit their mobility. We then put for-

ward the notion that we have to consider moving away

from traditional, employer-centric human resource manage-

ment and introduce new forms of network-based and self-

organised human resource management practices (in the

form of collaborative communities of practice) in order to

diminish these boundaries.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The boundaryless career perspective relates to individual career movement—both in terms of physical mobility (i.e.,

an individual's actual career transitions across boundaries) and in psychological mobility (i.e., an individual's perceived

capacity to make transitions such as intrarole and extrarole adjustments; Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). According to this

perspective, a boundaryless career is characterised by both intraorganisational and interorganisational mobility—

movement within and between organisations, respectively (Arthur, Khapova, & Wilderom, 2005; DeFillippi & Arthur,

1994). Advocates of the boundaryless career perspective have stated that career actors take responsibility for their

own careers, including their own competency development (Forrier, Sels, & Stynen, 2009; Miles & Snow, 1996). This

perspective is based on four assumptions concerning careers. The first is that career actors have both psychological

and physical mobility. Second, when making use of their alleged mobility, these actors engage in career self-manage-

ment, and this perspective thus emphasises individuals' independence from employers (Forrier et al., 2009; Miles &

Snow, 1996; Zeitz, Blau, & Fertig, 2009). The third assumption is that most careers are moving towards being bound-

aryless and thus towards greater psychological and physical mobility. The fourth assumption is that, in general, peo-

ple benefit from boundaryless careers (Zeitz et al., 2009). In line with these assumptions, the discussion regarding

career development responsibilities has shifted from being organisation-centric to being individual-centric (Roper,

Ganesh, & Inkson, 2010).

This raises an important question with regard to both the boundaryless career perspective and the roles HRM

has in facilitating boundaryless careers: In a fluid context (e.g., that of a platform organisation) that lacks formal

organisational support, to what extent can career actors develop the three career competencies (knowing how,

knowing whom, and knowing why) that they need to gain career mobility (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1996)? On the surface,

gig work appears to be the prime example of a boundaryless work type, as it has low thresholds for crossing between

platforms and/or working for multiple platforms (Gherardi & Murgia, 2013), lacks hierarchical reporting relationships

(Storey, Salaman, & Platman, 2005), has relatively low geographical and time constraints (Sturdy & Wright, 2008),

and presents a high degree of autonomy in task selection (cf. Ainsworth & Hardy, 2008). These labour arrangements

are novel due to the three-way relationship between (a) the workers, who are formally considered independent

contractors; (b) the clients; and (c) the platforms, which effectively serve as intermediators (Cappelli & Keller, 2013).

In practice, this three-way relationship diffuses formal and contractual responsibilities among gig workers, clients,

and platforms.

In this provocation piece, we revisit the four abovementioned assumptions of the boundaryless career perspec-

tive to examine the challenges facing gig workers who lack HRM support structures from any organisation. Our aim

is to draw attention to the contradictory nature of boundaryless careers in the gig economy by showing that the con-

ditions that should enable such careers actually hinder their development. We argue that the diffusion of formal and

contractual responsibilities in the gig economy not only gives rise to intraorganisational and interorganisational

career boundaries but also discourages organisations, particularly freelance labour platforms, from providing HRM

support that could help gig workers build their career competencies and cross the aforementioned boundaries. We

begin by outlining the career boundaries that exist within the so-called boundaryless gig work before discussing the

way in which the gig economy obstructs the emergence of HRM practices provided by a single organisation. Finally,

we propose several ways in which (often undefined) forms of nontraditional HRM can support individual workers'

development of boundaryless careers within the gig economy.

In doing so, we aim to contribute to the literature on boundaryless careers in three ways. First, we challenge the

predominant assumptions about agency and mobility in boundaryless careers and raise awareness of the fact that,

without some level of formal HRM support, gig workers will have limited chances to undertake actions such as career

self-management. Second, after considering the constraints of the new gig-based employment format and the impor-

tance of HRM in gig workers' career development, we examine what discourages employer-organised HRM practices

to help workers in boundaryless careers actually cross boundaries. Third, we discuss how gig workers' self-organised
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communities of practice could constitute nontraditional ways of organising HRM support. By doing so, we challenge

the employer-centric HRM literature as those conclusions may not be sufficient to explain the changing employment

structure that workers have faced since the introduction of the gig economy. We use an employee-centric HRM

perspective by outlining the boundaries that hinder gig workers, and we propose that career actors who lack

employer-organised HRM and who exist in a fluid organisational context need to undertake collective efforts to

create career opportunities.

Before embarking on this argument, we add an important qualification: The ability to cross the boundaries is

highly dependent both on workers' individual skill sets, which, in turn, predict which platform ecosystem those

workers will be most active within, and on their aptitudes for boundary crossing (Sturges, 2008). For example, gig

workers who have specialised skill sets and those who work for high-end platforms are better equipped than other

workers to move in and out of the gig economy, as their skills and competencies are often transferrable—an attribute

that contributes to employability (Inkson, Gunz, Ganesh, & Roper, 2012; Vincent, 2016). In this sense, highly skilled

workers with nonstandard employment setups tend to be better able to cope with the uncertainty that results from

unsteady employment (Spreitzer, Cameron, & Garrett, 2017). Consequently, when compared with low-skilled

workers, highly skilled gig workers may experience greater psychological mobility and agency, and they may have a

much easier time finding work beyond the gig economy, provided that they are proactive.

2 | GIG WORK: THE CHANGING NATURE OF WORK AND A NEW CAREER
OPTION

In recent years, digital platforms and ecosystems have disrupted industries by enlisting the work of thousands of dis-

persed and unorganised workers (Kneese & Rosenblat, 2014). Unlike regular workers, who are covered by relevant

employment laws (minimum wage, sick leave, etc.) and taxation codes, platform gig workers are effectively self-

employed and thus are responsible for their own economic upkeep and career planning (Codagnone, Abadie, & Biagi,

2016; Farrell & Greig, 2017; Graham, Hjorth, & Lehdonvirta, 2017; Spreitzer et al., 2017). Within the gig economy, a

distinction exists between work that is performed online and work that is performed offline, even though both forms

are digitally mediated via technology and platforms (De Groen, Maselli, & Fabo, 2016; Huws, Spencer, & Syrdal,

2018). Online work can include crowd work and freelancing via sites such as Amazon Mechanical Turk, Clickworker,

and Upwork; such work is predominantly made up of disaggregated small tasks (Horton & Chilton, 2010; Howcroft

& Bergvall-Kåreborn, 2018; Lehdonvirta, 2018). Offline work, by contrast, is arranged via a platform (often an app)

and is performed through direct contact with customers. Offline gig work includes on-demand labour that is

delivered via platforms such as Deliveroo, Uber, and TaskRabbit (Rosenblat & Stark, 2016; Sundararajan, 2016;

Tassinari & Maccarrone, 2017).

Gig workers enter into formal agreements with on-demand platforms to provide services to the platforms' clients

or task providers. The clients or task providers (hereafter referred to as clients) are the end users, either an individual

consumer or an institution, that make a request for an individual gig worker to perform a task (Minter, 2017). On

some platforms, the workers actively search for advertised projects of varying scope and requirements and then

choose which to pursue by submitting applications with initial bids (which can be based on either fixed prices or

hourly wages). However, many location-based labour platforms assign workers to tasks using an algorithm and deter-

mine those workers' pay rates (Kuhn & Maleki, 2017). This lack of negotiations between employer and employee in

this case indicates that these platforms have the ability to exploit workers when there is a large and competitive pool

of applicants. On the one hand, gig-based labour platforms have been welcomed because they have created new

jobs (Lampinen & Cheshire, 2016); many workers now rely on such platforms for a majority of their incomes (Schor

& Attwood-Charles, 2017). On the other hand, these platforms have been accused of creating subpar working condi-

tions because they do not provide employment benefits, job security, and training or promotion opportunities

(Brawley & Pury, 2016; Calo & Rosenblat, 2017; Chen, Mislove, & Wilson, 2015; Kalleberg, 2009).
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As an example, gig work supposedly provides workers with the formal flexibility to choose where to work, when

to work, and which work to perform (Kuek et al., 2015). However, scholars have questioned the actual flexibility of

gig work in practice and highlighted the need for a distinction between worker-controlled and manager-controlled

flexibility (Lambert, Haley-Lock, & Henly, 2012; Lehdonvirta, 2018; Shockley & Allen, 2007). As Wood (2016) noted,

work scheduling is bound up in power relations. In reality, the flexibility of workers in the remote and largely anony-

mous gig economy has actually cut off such workers from traditional employment relationships (e.g., with co-

workers), which has impacted their relationship building as well as their work performance, productivity, and ability

to find meaning in their work (Grant, 2007). In addition, many of the workers who depend on platform-mediated

work are becoming increasingly less mobile because the nature and affordances of those platforms dictate the type,

frequency, rewards, and context of their gig work (Fuchs & Sevignani, 2013; Kingsley, Gray, & Suri, 2015; Rosenblat

& Stark, 2016; Scholz, 2013).

Thus, the gig economy, as we elaborate in the following, is an interesting but a challenging setting, which tests

the boundaryless career perspective. Although new, gig-based labour arrangements allow for considerable flexibility,

mainstream researchers on boundaryless careers have yet to consider organisational forms in which workers are not

defined as employees. As such, the assumptions that underlie boundaryless careers cannot necessarily be applied to

all types of gig work. Rather, these assumptions must be adapted, as platform-based organisations, unlike traditional

employers, typically do not provide career development or opportunities for movement within or between

organisations—which are the core aspects of boundaryless careers (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). As we argue, both

workers and platforms benefit when better career options are developed. Somewhat counterintuitively, gig work

platforms have a vested interest in attracting and retaining enough workers to ensure that they remain attractive to

clients; this ensures these platforms' long-term viability (Rockmann & Ballinger, 2017). This has practical implications

for platform organisations and clients alike; they could use the boundaryless career perspective to identify and over-

come the boundaries that restrict gig workers' career advancement; this would cultivate more viable career options

for gig workers and thus help to sustain the boundaryless labour model.

3 | HOW FAR CAN GIG WORKERS DEVELOP BOUNDARYLESS CAREERS
AND CAREER COMPETENCIES IN THE GIG ECONOMY?

Scholars have traditionally considered boundaries to be an inherent and inevitable characteristic of any career, with

broader career mobility available only in special cases (Arthur et al., 2005). Although this description is still true of

some careers, it no longer reflects the various current conceptions of careers—mainly because it fails to acknowledge

the increasing precariousness and market sensitivity of the workforce. Conversely, the concept of the boundaryless

career emphasises workers' independence from the traditional (limited) career narrative (Arthur, 1994).

Boundaryless careers are those in which individual workers can move across boundaries between employers

and/or work units within employers, develop their careers via extraorganisational networks or information, and

reject existing (conventional) career opportunities for work-related or nonwork-related reasons (Arthur, 1994; Eby,

Butts, & Lockwood, 2003). From this perspective, career opportunities can transcend any employer, position, or role

(Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). Agency and career self-management are two elements that a career actor must possess

to pursue a boundaryless career (Forrier et al., 2009; Miles & Snow, 1996; Tams & Arthur, 2010). Several assump-

tions underlie the boundaryless career perspective, including that boundarylessness is inherent to organisations' new

network designs and that people generally benefit from boundaryless careers (Zeitz et al., 2009). Scholars have

criticised these assumptions, however, by querying the extent to which these positive aspects can be generalised to

all individuals, organisations, and industries (Inkson et al., 2012).

Several authors (e.g., Zeitz et al., 2009) have shown that the positive rhetoric surrounding the boundaryless

career perspective only reflects the reality for certain highly educated and highly skilled professionals. In particular,

women, minorities, and workers with low education levels often experience boundaryless careers as burdensome

due to the lack of psychological and material resources that employers typically provide (Inkson et al., 2012; Pringle
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& Mallon, 2003; Zeitz et al., 2009). As Van Buren (2003) argued, researchers on the topic of boundaryless careers

have tended to overlook the harmful effects of such careers, especially in the context of a two-tiered workforce in

which the upper level consists of people who have valuable and sought-after skills that enable them to demand and

receive fair treatment from employers and in which the lower level consists of people whose skills are easily

replaceable.

There is also the question of whether careers are largely the product of organisations or of individuals' agency,

even though organisational processes clearly impact individual processes and vice versa (Inkson et al., 2012; Lazarova

& Taylor, 2009). Scholars have criticised the boundaryless career perspective on this account for ignoring the support

structures that allow workers to develop the career competencies that are necessary for success in boundaryless

careers (Zeitz et al., 2009). A related question thus arises: How do boundaryless careers unfold? Specifically, how do

workers in the gig economy develop career competencies in the absence of support from organisational or institu-

tional HRM?

To pursue boundaryless careers that are independent of any organisation, career actors need to acquire three

types of career competencies: knowing how, knowing whom, and knowing why (Arthur, Inkson, & Pringle, 1999;

DeFillippi & Arthur, 1996). Knowing-how competencies comprise skills and expertise in specific fields (e.g., computer

engineering). Knowing-whom competencies involve the development of career-relevant networks. Finally, the

knowing-why competencies concern the career actor's motivation and professional identity. Previous researchers in

this area (e.g., Arthur et al., 1999; Mayotte, 2002) have demonstrated that career actors can transfer these compe-

tencies between jobs and between employers.

Although career competencies are supposed to be independent of any specific organisation and although

researchers on boundaryless careers have largely assigned the responsibility for competency building to the career

actors themselves, being part of an organisation makes it easier to acquire some of these competencies. This is

because the organisational resources that are needed to build such competencies often require exposure to HRM

practices that are typical of traditional employment, such as on-the-job training, internal and external networking

events, and certifications in specific skills. These organisational resources are crucial in the development of knowing-

how competencies in particular. Furthermore, career actors within an organisation can benefit from networks of co-

workers (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1996).

In contrast to the opportunities that organisations provide for the development of career competencies, neither

platforms nor their clients provide many such opportunities or other formalised resources to help gig workers

develop their career competencies. This is because of the mediated nature of gig work; indeed, some career compe-

tencies can be hard to acquire even for those freelancers who work offline. The centre of production for gig workers

is the platform; thus, the contact between these workers and clients typically cannot take place outside of the plat-

form (Gandini, 2019). In this way, platforms are “shadow employers” that exert considerable control over their

workers by enforcing ranking systems and by applying gamified practices to incentivise maximum performance but

offer little in the way of support (Friedman, 2014; Gandini, 2019). Compared with online gig workers, offline free-

lancers typically have more control over their work, as they often perform that work on location and over longer

periods of time. Although offline freelancers do perceive skill development and expertise maintenance to be burdens

(Kunda, Barley, & Evans, 2002), many are able to build long-term relationships and maintain professional networks

so that they can develop knowing-whom competencies. Direct contact with customers and clients also increases

these workers' knowledge of how their actions impact others, which builds their knowing-why competencies (Grant,

2007). Therefore, when compared with online gig workers, offline freelancers are more likely to develop important

career competencies that they need to pursue boundaryless careers and thus can cope better with the flexibility of

this type of work (Vincent, 2016).

In the next section, we discuss two boundaries in the gig economy that are based on platform structures and

work designs (Kuhn & Maleki, 2017). We challenge the underlying assumptions related to mobility and agency by

arguing that these boundaries hinder competency development and therefore impede both career mobility and

agency. Career boundaries in the gig economy can be intraorganisational and interorganisational. Intraorganisational

KOST ET AL.104



boundaries impede both horizontal and vertical career transitions and can be either subjective or objective in nature.

Such boundaries constrain horizontal transitions—in which contractors begin to work directly with clients in contexts

beyond the confines of the platform (e.g., an Upwork freelancer who begins to work directly with a client). They also

restrict vertical (i.e., hierarchical) transitions—in which workers achieve better pay and higher status (e.g., an Uber

driver who is hired to work at Uber's corporate office). Interorganisational boundaries, meanwhile, relate to the

boundary between the gig economy and traditional work. We argue that there is—at least in principle—a relatively

high degree of flexibility in terms of workers' choices among platforms within the gig economy but that inter-

organisational boundaries can constrain these workers from readily using their experiences to transition into more

traditional forms of employment. Furthermore, we propose that both inter- and intraorganisational boundaries

impede gig workers' physical mobility (cf. Sullivan & Arthur, 2006).

As an addendum to the introductory qualifications regarding the extent to which the aforementioned boundaries

impede gig workers' ability to have boundaryless careers, this ability may also depend on the gig workers' skill sets.

Crossing interorganisational boundaries may be easier for those gig workers who have specialised skill sets and those

who are serving niche markets than for those gig workers who have generalised (replicable) skill sets (Inkson et al.,

2012; Vincent, 2016). Gig workers with specialised skill sets can make their work more visible and build portfolios,

so they are more likely than those with generalised skill sets to build career competencies that are transferrable to

work outside of the gig economy (Graham et al., 2017; Schwartz, 2018). Intraorganisational boundaries, however,

apply to all gig workers—regardless of their skill sets—due to the digital nature of gig work, as neither type of gig

worker has access to the platform or the client. Furthermore, gig work is structured in a manner that impedes

upward mobility.

Finally, as an important additional qualification, some individuals work in the gig economy while also maintaining

full-time traditional employment; they may do this to financially supplement their regular jobs or to fund their studies

or hobbies. For these supplemental gig workers, the boundaries described in this article may matter less than for

workers who are more reliant on the gig economy, as the flexibility of the gig economy (in terms of when, where,

how many, and which assignments they complete) serves to offset these boundaries. However, these boundaries are

significant for a growing number of individuals, so any measures that overcome these boundaries are increasingly

important.

4 | INTRAORGANISATIONAL AND INTERORGANISATIONAL CAREER
BOUNDARIES IN THE GIG ECONOMY

4.1 | Intraorganisational boundaries

Intraorganisational boundaries are the constraints that hinder gig workers' horizontal transitions (i.e., their ability to

start working directly with clients) and their vertical transitions (i.e., their upward mobility). We consider this bound-

ary both subjective and objective: subjective in the sense that its limitation on personal growth opportunities

restricts gig workers' sense of mobility and objective because the platform and the gig worker agree on the bound-

aries between them.

Two important structural aspects, which, at first glance, may seem to increase boundarylessness, actually impede

horizontal and vertical transitions. These are, first, the flexibility to freely make decisions regarding which tasks to

perform, when to perform them, and for whom to perform them; and, second, the nature of the flat work design

(without hierarchies). These structural aspects are core features that supposedly increase gig workers' independence

from organisations but that actually hinder their development of career competencies. First, the platforms limit and

predefine gig workers' interactions with clients, and any circumvention of these limits is discouraged. In addition, any

feedback provided to the workers—if it exists at all—is limited and specifically task related, which restricts the

workers' potential for personal growth and learning (Gandini, 2019). The lack of feedback regarding both tasks and

performance makes it harder for gig workers to develop knowing-how competencies and to subsequently build self-
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esteem in their careers (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994). Second, gig workers face greater challenges than other workers

in terms of making sense of their work (Kost, Fieseler, & Wong, 2018); this lack of such opportunities for sense mak-

ing may further hinder the development of workers' know-why career competencies (Weick & Berlinger, 1989).

The absence of direct contact with clients and with colleagues implies that gig workers have reduced opportuni-

ties to build meaningful social networks and knowing-whom competencies that support their career advancement

(Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden, 2001). This detracts from their ability to identify with the gig platforms, with the sur-

rounding community, and with their work (Boons, Stam, & Barkema, 2015; Kuhn, 2016). Social networks are funda-

mental to boundaryless careers because they enable workers to develop knowing-whom competencies and to

access other people's knowledge and resources, which helps with the skill maintenance demands that changing tech-

nology imposes (Arthur, 1994; Eby et al., 2003).

At the same time, vertical transitions are structurally almost impossible within the gig economy, in which most

jobs are designed to be in a flat structure, without hierarchies (Ruggieri, Mosconi, Poponi, & Silvestri, 2016). Gig

workers typically do not have supervisors in the traditional sense and consequently cannot advance to supervisory

positions. The career of a gig worker thus can largely remain stagnant and often can only develop horizontally, such

as when an Uber driver decides to drive for Lyft instead. Platforms have no obligation to provide training and/or

career advancement opportunities to help gig workers develop their careers (Minter, 2017). This lack of

intraorganisational career development affects not only gig workers' ability to develop knowing-how competencies

(e.g., managerial skills) but also their employment opportunities outside of the gig economy (Webster & Beehr, 2013).

4.2 | Interorganisational boundaries: Boundaries between the gig economy and
employment outside of the gig economy

We also consider boundaries that prevent gig workers from moving outside of the gig economy. Boundaryless

careers are characterised by such interorganisational mobility (Arthur et al., 2005). Because gig workers are not

bound to any particular organisation, they should in theory be able to freely move in and out of the gig economy.

However, due to the aforementioned limitations in career competency development, interorganisational transitions

(and thus boundaryless careers) are often difficult for gig workers to achieve.

There are three factors that can lead to the development of such interorganisational boundaries. First, they can

result from subjective intraorganisational boundaries that occur at the individual level. Such intraorganisational

boundaries hinder the development of transferrable knowing-whom, knowing-how, and knowing-why competencies,

which (in the long run) could cause gig workers to believe that they are unable to leave the gig economy. The lack of

competency development and/or career advancement training in gig employment (Bidwell & Briscoe, 2010), as well

as the lack of opportunities for social interactions that could lead to valuable networking and, eventually, employ-

ment opportunities, also serve to increase workers' dependence on gig providers.

Second, the boundaries that prevent career transitions from gig work to regular work could be caused by external

factors such as current labour market trends (Bidwell & Briscoe, 2010) or by the geographical and time constraints

that arise from personal circumstances, for example, caring for an elderly parent or a child (Deng & Joshi, 2016).

Third, these boundaries can be objective, such as when both gig workers and gatekeepers outside of the gig econ-

omy enact them. Leaving the gig economy means encountering such gatekeepers, who include recruiters and HRM

representatives of potential employers. A gig worker's career path may appear to such gatekeepers as quite complex,

as it may involve frequent shifts between positions, organisations, and even occupations (cf. Rowlands & Handy,

2012). Although such diverse work experiences can be seen as being versatile, they can also be seen as unfocused

or/and irrelevant to a particular job vacancy.

With jobs in traditional organisations becoming increasingly specialised, job-relevant knowledge and skills have

become crucial criteria for HR recruiters to assess person-job fit (Oldham & Hackman, 2010); accordingly, the less

codified nature of gig workers might prove disadvantageous to them in such situations. In addition, the distance

between clients and gig workers may also prove to be problematic. Traditionally, workers perform according to
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employers' expectations (Ashford, Caza, & Reid, 2018). Working across multiple platforms and for numerous clients

with little feedback on how they may advance their work, full-time gig workers may seem to not accumulate enough

relevant work experience and the necessary references or advance their competencies compared with their peers in

more traditional employment setups (Graham et al., 2017). Taken together, individuals with gig work backgrounds

might appear less appealing to recruiters of traditional organisations. Under this premise, the resulting repeated

rejection or at least increased struggle to secure a placement may also lead gig workers to refrain from applying to

jobs outside of the gig economy with the same energy they would otherwise use (cf. Vansteenkiste, Verbruggen, &

Sels, 2013).

In the following section, we discuss HRM's role in overcoming the aforementioned boundaries and facilitating

boundaryless careers in the gig economy.

5 | OBSTRUCTIONS AND ALTERNATIVES TO EMPLOYER-CENTRIC HRM
IN THE GIG ECONOMY

As boundaryless career actors often need organisational resources to engage in career development (e.g., Zeitz et al.,

2009), we will now discuss how the unclearly delineated formal and contractual responsibilities between platforms

and clients within the gig economy discourage both platform and client organisations from providing HRM practices

that could increase competency development and ultimately enable boundaryless careers. We also examine how

two alternative models of HRM, that is, shared HRM between platforms and clients and self-organised HRM, could

ameliorate this conundrum and help foster boundaryless careers in the gig economy.

5.1 | Shared HRM between platforms and clients as a solution to the unclear delineation
of responsibilities between the parties

Organisations within the gig economy may be discouraged from providing HRM support because of the unclear

responsibilities between the platform organisation and the clients (who can be individuals or organisations) contra-

cting the service. In contrast to other types of contract workers who are typically legally bound for longer periods of

time, neither the platforms nor the clients define gig workers as employees; although, in practice, both types of

workers often complete a similar amount of work across a similar scope (Stewart & Stanford, 2017). This triangular

relationship not only gives rise to intraorganisational boundaries and hinders competency development but also

diffuses the responsibility for the provision of HRM support to gig workers across both platforms and clients. This

diffusion of responsibilities leads to the following question: What is an employer in this context?

Scholars have stressed the need for reconceptualising what constitutes an employer in the context of the gig

economy to better regulate gig workers' conditions (Stewart & Stanford, 2017). Due to the triangular relationship

between platforms, clients, and gig workers, scholars have suggested the so-called “joint employment,” in which all

three entities share the responsibilities of employment (Prassl & Risak, 2015; Stewart & Stanford, 2017). For both

the research and practice of HRM, this would mean going beyond the model in which one organisation or employer

provides HRM support. In the gig economy, HRM would thus exist in a network between platforms, clients, and gig

workers instead of within one single organisation (Kinnie & Swart, 2019).

More specifically, platforms and clients could share different aspects of HRM practices to increase gig workers'

career competencies. We could imagine at least two alternative models of how such shared HRM may be enacted.

First, it is conceivable that platforms and clients each would provide different aspects of HRM practices. Second, a

more unified alternative approach would entail platforms and clients sharing the administrative and financial costs of

providing an HRM, for instance, in the form of a third-party HR agency. Admittedly, there are strategic reasons par-

ticularly on the platforms' side to not let such shared HRM systems become too overburdening for clients that are

drawn to the more transactional nature of such platforms. For this reason, the degree to which such a setup may be
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truly relational remains to be determined in practice; however, the benefits gig workers could derive for their careers

would be numerous.

In particular, such shared HRM setups could work at improving the feedback practices on the platforms that are

commonly based on client ratings that do not require explanations for a given score. Consequently, feedback scores

are often seen as arbitrary and provide little or no opportunity for learning (Gandini, 2018; Schwartz, 2018). A more

structured and learning-oriented feedback system, such as with descriptive feedback of what was satisfactory and

what could be improved, could be an idea to involve clients in helping gig workers further develop their skills and see

what is appreciated. Although such feedback can serve to develop knowing-how and knowing-why competencies, it

can also serve as references for work, and gig workers can refer to specific tasks they completed for clients to enable

interorganisational boundary crossing.

In addition, platforms could provide gig workers with information on which specific skill sets their bigger clients

may look for or which skill sets would qualify them to advance to larger projects. Tasks could, for example, be

organised and presented hierarchically according to which skill sets would be necessary to qualify for different tasks;

gig workers would then advance to different levels of tasks. This may guide gig workers in their efforts to develop

relevant skill sets (knowing-how competencies) that are aligned with the strategic goals of the platforms. Identifying

and providing key skill sets for gig workers could serve as a type of talent management that may improve commit-

ment to the platform and worker motivation (Collings & Mellahi, 2009).

Presenting the required skill sets could be achieved through different ways; platforms could organise networking

events in the form of, for example, webinars and present the different skill requirements. For example, Airbnb invites

interior stylists or photographers to help hosts take better pictures of their homes and style their apartments in a

manner that matches customer preferences. Other platforms host webinars on time management and advice on

working remotely for digital labour. Such events would also help gig workers meet other gig workers and profes-

sionals (knowing-whom competencies) in the industry to enable opportunities of intraorganisational crossing, such as

getting to know working conditions of other gig work platforms (Kuhn & Maleki, 2017). Networking events are thus

mutually beneficial: Platforms can use these events to market themselves and may increase commitment among gig

workers, whereas gig workers gain insight into skill requirements, which in turn may increase motivation and, in the

end, enable the pursuit of their career in the gig economy. Indeed, previous research on freelance workers has con-

sistently shown the importance of social networks for their career development (Antcliff, Saundry, & Stuart, 2007).

With that, we will further discuss the roles gig workers can play in providing HRM as a community of practice.

5.2 | Self-organised, community-based HRM

In addition to an HRM provision existing in the network between platform and client, we have to consider the possi-

bility that HRM can be provided among a network of gig workers as a community of practice. We argue that gig

workers who desire platform resources to support their career development will likely act proactively to form com-

munities of practice or to organise developmental resources among themselves. Such actions would allow workers

to increase their career competencies and could even enable them to have boundaryless careers.

Researchers have suggested (e.g., Schwartz, 2018) that gig workers should seek to develop networks with other

workers, which would increase their knowing-whom competencies. Gig workers may not be as autonomous as

scholars have often assumed; rather, these workers often rely on networks of workers for support, advice, and col-

laboration (Gray, Suri, Shoaib Ali, & Kulkarni, 2016; Kittur et al., 2013). Gig workers collaborate with each other for a

variety of reasons, such as managing administrative tasks (e.g., to help set up an account), rating potential tasks and

employers, and recreating the social connections and support that are associated with more traditional office work.

All of these efforts fundamentally constitute attempts to satisfy the human need for social interaction, but they can

also be beneficial in terms of productivity and efficiency. Researchers have indicated that when gig workers collabo-

rate with colleagues (whether online or offline), they need less time to find tasks and to identify reliable employers

(Gray et al., 2016; Schwartz, 2018). Moreover, collaboration helps workers cope with the challenges of such work,
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which is often done alone, at home, and in different time zones than other workers and thus without the

professional, psychological, and physical support that an office typically provides (Gray et al., 2016). Under certain

conditions, online communities can even increase workers' collective bargaining power by helping them to improve

their relationships with platforms (Schwartz, 2018).

Utilising such networks, gig workers can develop the knowledge and skills that they need to find the best-paying

tasks and to navigate the gig-work system. For example, such online communities can enable gig workers to learn

explicit skills (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009). Schwartz (2018), for example, found that creative freelancers actively used

occupational communities to provide feedback on ongoing projects, which thus helped them to further develop their

knowing-how competencies. Especially for large projects, online communities can provide gig workers with feedback

and appraisal (Schwartz, 2018)—two developmental HRM practices that are linked to employee performance

(Kuvaas, 2008). Peer-based feedback can also increase workers' knowing-why competencies by increasing their

motivation and providing a larger context for their projects.

Additionally, online communities can prevent gig workers from feeling isolated and can give them motivation and

a sense of belonging (Gagné & Deci, 2005), which is one of the major psychological challenges gig workers face

(Ashford et al., 2018). These communities also enable gig workers to share personal stories and anecdotes, which

can help them cope with their job demands (Van den Heuvel, Demerouti, & Peeters, 2015) and increase knowing-

why competencies. Taken together, communities of practice could offer invaluable opportunities for gig workers to

develop the necessary career competencies to strive for a boundaryless career. Receiving community support to find

better-paying and larger projects increases the possibilities for intraorganisational boundary crossing in the sense of

being able to take on a larger variety of tasks. At the same time, developing knowing-how competencies through

peer feedback and working on bigger tasks, gig workers would develop their skills for work outside of the gig econ-

omy and increase chances of interorganisational boundary crossing.

Of course, this model for self-organising HRM within the gig economy is not without hurdles and restrictions.

Some platform structures (e.g., those of Upwork and TaskRabbit) foster competition among gig workers; for instance,

they force gig workers to bid for tasks or projects so that clients can choose the lowest price or the most qualified

worker (Graham et al., 2017). Gig workers on these platforms may not be motivated to help other workers increase

their skill sets because this ultimately increases their competition. Often, workers on such bidding-based platforms

engage in underbidding practices, which results in a higher ratio of workers to employers (Graham et al., 2017). Nev-

ertheless, there is a need for alternative ways of providing HRM support and developmental practices within the gig

economy, which inhibits the employer-centric HRM model due to its flexible work structures and unclear breakdown

of employer responsibilities.

Additional self-organised communities of practice are likely to emerge due to workers' common interests or

tasks, as well as to help workers cross organisational boundaries and incorporate outside actors; in addition, net-

working both within and outside of an organisation can help individuals to stay on top of new developments and

approaches (Arthur et al., 2005; Eby et al., 2003). This boundary crossing can provide workers with future opportuni-

ties by helping them to organise their employment around their professional and social networks (Arthur & Rous-

seau, 1996). Such communities of practice and collaborations among gig workers can help workers develop the three

most important types of career competencies (i.e., knowing-how, knowing-whom, and knowing-why competencies)

and thus engage in boundaryless careers.

6 | CONCLUSION

Our goal in this article was to discuss boundaryless careers in the gig economy, to explore what obstructs HRM pro-

vided by a single employer, and to explore what types of nontraditional HRM could foster boundaryless careers in

the gig economy. We demonstrated how the complex relationships among gig workers, platforms, and clients made

it difficult to determine by whom HRM should be provided. This discussion raises the question of whether scholars
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need to rethink who should provide HRM—not only in the gig economy but also for boundaryless careers more gen-

erally. The definitions of job, employer, and employee are changing, and the complexity of employment relationships

requires further examination and reconceptualisation. Gig careers are not boundaryless, so platforms and other

stakeholders should reflect on workers' career boundaries and other challenges to better facilitate HRM support and

thus ensure the long-term sustainability of the gig economy. Hence, the concept of a boundaryless career in the gig

economy remains—for now—an oxymoron: Although the fluid platforms of the gig economy appear to be structurally

inviting for boundaryless careers, these same fluid structures hinder competency development and HRM provision,

which ultimately prevents workers from pursuing boundaryless careers.
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