
Platform-Certified: On the Role of Badges 

in Online Labour Markets

JULIAN ALBERT, OXFORD INTERNET INSTITUTE

30.06.2022



2

Platform firms use badges or certificates to promote 

specific workers or services  

How and to what effect 

do platform firms certify 

worker quality?

What implications can we 

draw for European skills 

and education policy?

SOURCE: upwork.com; fiverr.com

MOTIVATION 
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In OLMs, badging and certification have been conceptualized

as quality signals and algorithmic management

Signalling

as response to hidden information
(Pallais, 2014; Agrawal et al., 2016; Lehdonvirta

et al., 2019; Kässi & Lehdonvirta, 2022)

Algorithmic management 

as response to hidden actions
(Wood et al, 2019; Stark & Pais, 2020; Bucher et 

al, 2020 ; Jarrahi et al, 2021)

LITERATURE REVIEW

Platform

Workers Clients

▪ Employer uncertainty 
(Pavlou et al, 2007)

- Quality of workers 

(hidden information) 

- Post-contract behaviour  

(hidden actions)

▪ Triangular relationship affords 

new solutions to order market 
(Ahrne et al, 2015; Kirchner & Schüßler, 

2019 ; Vallas & Schor, 2020)

Online labour markets Solutions discussed in the literature

Quality as outcome of 

qualification by workers, clients, 

and platform firm?
(Callon et al, 2002)

How is uncertainty at a more 

fundamental level accounted for

(e.g., constitution of preferences, 

quality, and competition)?
(Beckert, 2009)
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I rely on a mixed-method design drawing on worker input from

survey responses, profile data, and semi-structured interviews 

RESEARCH DESIGN

Semi-structured worker interviews (n=39) Subset of CrowdLearn Survey Dataset  (n=448)

Mixed-methods for 'negotiated account' of phenomenon (Bryman, 2007)

Scraped profile data at t0 and t1

 

 

  

  

  

 

  

  

  

   

   

      

      

      

      

                                                  

          

               

                          

           

                       

                              

                   

                      

                    

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  

  

  

 

 n mean min Max 

Platform success (annualized values for t1 – t0) 

Additional reviews received [no.] 448 34 0 1380 

Additional hours worked [no.] 271 204 0 2676 

Additional income earned [USD] 271 4712 0 57937 

Performance metrics at t0 

Normalized success score [0:1] 448 0.93 0 1 

Reviews [no.] 448 240 1 19355 

Share of workers with badge [%] 448 0.52 0 1 

Hourly wage [USD] 448 27 3 195 
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Platforms firms engage in automated badging and 

hand-vetted certification to order online labour markets

FINDINGS (1|3)

Reduces employer 

uncertainty 

(quality signalling)

Gives access to market

(market construction)

Influences worker 

incentives

(algorithmic management)

Platform

manual

certification

automated

badging

Hand-vetted experts
(based on work experience, 

services offered, & 

social network)

Promising talent

Platform experience levels

(based on platform metrics & 

adherence to rules/norms)

Intended effect

Action Worker
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Evidence suggests that employers use automatically-awarded 

badges as a tool to make hiring decisions

FINDINGS (2|3)

Quantitative findings

1 2

SOURCE: CrowdLearn dataset; own data collection

A positive, significant 

association observed between 

holding a platform-awarded 

badge and an

▪ Increased likelihood and

▪ Scale of employment

over a subsequent one-year 

period.

1

2
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Badging and certification let workers signal their quality, 

provide market access, and change incentive structures

FINDINGS (3|3)

Badging Certification

Qualitative findings: Themes

SOURCE: CrowdLearn dataset; own data collection

[Being top- at   is] s m thi   that's us ful t  m . […] wh   I    

i t  vi ws with cli  ts, th y'      mally   t aski  , “l  k ca  y u 

really do this?"

On Fiverr, it wasn't transparent before [who was an expert] until the 

‘P  ’ f atu   was i t   uc  .

Signalling quality

[The metrics] affect me. I always think that there is a benchmark I 

     t  k  p up with. F    xampl , my i b x   sp  s   at s. […] 

I'm just always on my inbox. 

Changed incentives

[Fiverr Pro launched] at 10pm on a Tuesday. I sold a $10,000 gig 48 

hours later. With just a couple of messages. It was crazy because I 

was accustomed to a completely different thing on Fiverr, anything 

over $500 was laughed at [by clients]. 

Getting market access

Qualification Market construction Worker hierarchies

[Th   's a] split i  th  ma k tplac . […] It's 

going to be a lot more obvious from here 

on out [to differentiate between] Pro seller 

 i s a   […]    ula     s. […] Th   ap is 

increasing between the two categories. 

[Fiverr was] outsourcing until Fiverr Pro 

[was introduced] and mostly used by small 

to medium businesses; and [individuals]. It 

was not really [for] enterprises. Fiverr Pro 

[now] offers enterprises enterprise-level 

services. 

I  i  't    a ythi   t    t 'T p Rat  '. […] 

Upw  k’s al   ithm  i  't tak  i t  acc u t 

[ongoing projects]. It was there for piece-

work and [I did not get any feedback] 

because they didn't have the functionality. 

[As] soon as they change the algorithm, I 

became top rated.
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Implications for European skills and education policy
DISCUSSION

Discussion Policy implications

Skills matching

▪ Certificates co-construct 'quality' & shape behaviour 

>> Consideration of incentive structures + multi-stakeholder approach

(e.g., standards for micro-credentials)

▪ Insitutional vetting as part of market construction 

>> Easy-to-use, aggregated credentials for experience at EU level

Labour market integration

▪ Limits of automated and manual curation

>> For-profit intermediary-led certification no substitute for micro-

internships or similar early-career support

Skill development

▪ Good and bad news for reputation portability 

>> Another potential roadblock for portability versus recognition 

of select platform credentials (e.g., Europass)

▪ Platform firms as self-

interested market 

organizers 

▪ Labels as socio-

technical devices that 

actively constitute 'quality'

▪ Social mechanism: 

Quality or status effect on 

distributional outcomes? 



Thank you for listening!

WANT TO REACH OUT? 

JULIAN.ALBERT@OII.OX.AC.UK


