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Abstract 

This research delves into the burgeoning field of the online gig economy, exploring how 

corporate gig workers establish legitimacy for their ventures. With the gig economy 

characterized by a significant shift towards temporary, contract-based employment, this study 

seeks to understand the dynamics of creating legitimacy within this unique market context.  

The research employs a comparative analysis approach, contrasting individual and corporate 

gig worker profiles on the Freelancer.com platform, guided by the principles of inductive 

grounded theory. The primary focus is to assess the strategies employed to enhance professional 

credibility within the framework of legitimacy, simultaneously navigating the inherent 

challenges prevalent in the gig economy. Drawing from contemporary literature on legitimacy, 

this study evaluates key markers such as user reviews, certifications, and work experience to 

scrutinize the established legitimacy of gig work profiles. 

This study enriches the understanding of the gig economy, particularly the emergent trend of 

corporate entities in gig work and provides strategic guidance for both gig workers and 

platforms. The findings carry the potential to expand upon current legitimacy theories within 

the field of entrepreneurship. Furthermore, they can inform improvements in platform design 

to better support processes that build legitimacy. Such advancements could ultimately create a 

more supportive ecosystem for the growth and flourishing of the gig economy.  
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1. Introduction  

As the gig economy continues to rapidly grow, it has become increasingly important to 

understand the dynamics of how individuals and organizations create legitimacy in this unique 

market. The term "gig economy" generally refers to a market that is based on a fixed-term 

contract or that is paid on a project-by-project basis by an employer, an outside entity, or an 

online marketplace. The effects of the gig economy are spread across all industries and are quite 

common in the working environment (Roy & Shrivastava, 2020).  

In the context of this research the term "gig economy" is used to characterize the rising number 

of temporary, freelance, and on-demand jobs transacted through platforms (Healy et al., 2017). 

These platforms play a significant role in many relevant aspects such as shaping work 

relationships, service management, and employee evaluation. This increased algorithmic 

control, combined with enhanced worker autonomy, characterizes the gig economy as a new 

phenomenon (Wood et al., 2019). 

As the gig economy unfolds, it challenges the norms of traditional employment models 

characterized by stability and permanence, posing a significant challenge to these structures 

(Healy et al., 2017). This emergent form of work engagement has induced a remarkable shift in 

the economy, driving an increased reliance on contract-based employment. Consequently, this 

transition is redefining labor relationships and work conditions, ushering in a radical overhaul 

of the global economic landscape. This transformative effect is even more profound considering 

the rise of online outsourcing through gig platforms, which has introduced a new form of 

employment and potential poverty alleviation in low and middle-income countries (Wood et 

al., 2019). 

This development offers significant opportunities, particularly for those at risk of falling into 

poverty, as it enables individuals to earn an (extra) income through remote gig work. At the 

same time, the gig economy also bears risks such as chronic stress, anxiety due to hyper-

competition, wage pressure, and under-assured work. And yet, little is known about the nature 

of these newly created employment opportunities and the related risks in the online gig 

economy (Wood et al., 2019). 

When one considers the tremendous growth of the gig economy since 2008, when platforms for 

online gig jobs began to emerge, this subject becomes especially urgent (Rani et al., 2021; 

Struckell et al., 2022). The online gig economy is by far the fastest-growing labor market of the 
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past 10 years, with an average growth rate of 10% per year before the 2020 pandemic and of 

about 40% since its start in March 2020 (AppsJobs Institute; Online Labour Index, 2020). In 

fact, as of 2016, about 5% of the working population of Western European economies made a 

regular living (at least in part) from the gig economy (Huws et al., 2017). 

Within gig work, there are classifications made between a low and high degree of required skill. 

Low-skilled gig workers usually complete simple and repetitive jobs, such as delivering goods 

or cleaning services. These duties do not call for extensive expertise or training (Kalleberg, 

2011). Platforms like Deliveroo, Uber, TaskRabbit, or Help-ling are used to transact on-site gig 

work that must be done at specific locations (such as delivery, driving, handicraft, or cleaning 

chores). This implies that gig workers can access on-site employment without having to provide 

their educational credentials given that on-site gig work is shielded from global competition 

and is frequently characterized by lower skill requirements (Rani et al., 2021). 

Conversely, high-skilled gig workers perform tasks that necessitate specialized knowledge and 

skills, like software development. These professionals typically have advanced levels of 

education, training, or certification (Kalleberg, 2011). Interestingly, recent research by 

Herrmann et al. (2023) showcased that there is no necessity for (higher) educational degrees 

because the skills needed for gig work are often acquired in an autodidactic manner. These jobs 

are transacted through platforms like Fiverr, Freelancer.com, PeoplePerHour, or Upwork, 

which have a sizable high-skill segment in which gig workers from all over the globe search 

for jobs (Rani et al., 2021). 

While the success of high-skill work does not hinge on educational credentials, the need to 

establish legitimacy is paramount and often poses a challenge. This challenge is exacerbated by 

the scarce resources and support available to gig workers, including limited funding, lack of 

mentorship, and the absence of an established professional network (Rahimian, 2011). The 

structure of the gig economy, which lacks formal employment relationships, makes it difficult 

for gig workers to build a reputation, secure references, and grow social networks - all of which 

are crucial for successful entrepreneurship (Poon, 2019). The absence of institutional support 

can be particularly challenging for those starting their businesses in the gig economy, as 

legitimacy often relies on the formal recognition of institutions (Hybels, 1995). 

Therefore, it is crucial for entrepreneurial gig workers to establish legitimacy, especially given 

their often unconventional and remote work arrangements. Due to their "liability of newness," 
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new entrepreneurial endeavors have a substantially higher risk of failure than those presented 

by established firms (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). This refers to the fact that new ventures have 

no past performances or reputations to build their reputation upon. Their challenge lies in 

establishing trustworthiness and capability in the absence of traditional business structures. 

Consequently, gig workers must overcome unique obstacles to validate their professionalism, 

given the inherent informalities and the lack of conventional proof of credibility in their sector 

(Lehdonvirta, 2018). 

Entrepreneurs must therefore be aware of the legitimacy aspect of their businesses and take 

deliberate steps to increase their odds of success in the competitive entrepreneurial 

environment. This could entail fostering relationships with important players, developing a 

convincing story and justification for the venture, and abiding by industry standards and best 

practices to gain general trust for their personal brand (Suchman, 1995).  

The creation of legitimacy in the context of entrepreneurship is thus a complex and multifaceted 

process that involves a variety of social and institutional factors (Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001). 

Research has shown that successful entrepreneurs engage in several strategies and techniques 

to establish legitimacy, such as forming partnerships with established firms, obtaining 

certifications, and leveraging networks (Johnson & Van de Ven, 2017). However, these 

strategies may not be equally accessible or effective for gig workers, given their limited 

resources and support. 

Distinctively, Freelancer.com, an online gig work platform, stands out due to its development 

of facilitating the formation of corporations within the platform itself (Freelancer.com, 2023). 

This novel and innovative functionality grants entrepreneurs the capability to create formal 

business entities, bolstering their credibility and professionalism among the platform's vast user 

base. Simultaneously, this corporate framework allows entrepreneurs to scale their work 

capacity, effectively positioning them to attract a broader clientele and secure higher-paying 

projects (Rahimian, 2011). 

The credibility of individual gig workers is mainly determined by their credentials, work 

history, and client testimonials on gig platforms. These entrepreneurs depend on cultivating a 

good image by delivering high-quality work, meeting deadlines, and upholding strong client 

relationships. They must also abide by platform policies if they want to keep their credibility 

and clients' trust (Ashford et al., 2018).  
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Corporate gig workers, on the other hand, may have a different relationship with legitimacy 

because they frequently work as a part of a bigger team or company. To establish and uphold 

their credibility, they may need to show how valuable they are to the business or platform, 

follow company policies and procedures, and add to the success of the whole enterprise. This 

could entail adhering to business policies and best practices, meeting performance metrics, and 

cooperating with teammates. 

Research on corporate gig workers, specifically those who operate within organized groups on 

online platforms, is still in its infancy, and there is a limited amount of literature on the topic. 

Although there is an extensive body of study on gig jobs in general, literature is absent on the 

particular challenges, opportunities, and dynamics of corporate gig work. Nevertheless, as 

organized groups of gig workers are increasingly used on online platforms, there is a growing 

need for research that examines the nuances of this kind of gig work, including the distinctive 

strategies, behaviors, and management practices used by these groups, as well as the factors 

that support their legitimacy on the platform. 

It is therefore pertinent to determine the potential advantages of corporate gig work profiles in 

comparison to individual gig worker profiles regarding the creation of legitimacy. Mainly 

because the online gig economy is a growing phenomenon, and it has societal benefits to 

decreasing poverty in low- and middle-income countries. In light of these factors, this study 

aimed to answer the following research question: 

“How do corporate gig workers in the online gig economy create legitimacy for their 

ventures?” 

The scope of this research includes a detailed analysis of the profiles of corporate and individual 

gig workers established on Freelancer.com, substantiated by current literature about legitimacy. 

Contrasting the two groups makes it clear how they are different and similar, which makes it 

easier to understand their benefits and drawbacks in terms of building legitimacy.   

To gain a diverse insight into the formation of online legitimacy, the research selected profiles 

based on a range of factors such as job category, skill level, level of activity, and user reviews. 

This approach enables a comprehensive examination of the factors that contribute to the 

perceived legitimacy of gig work profiles, both at an individual and corporate level. 
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This study contributes to the entrepreneurship literature on legitimacy by delving into the 

unique context of the online gig economy. It reinforces or challenges established legitimacy 

theories by exploring this burgeoning sector, potentially developing a tailored legitimacy 

framework for gig work. The specific focus on corporate gig workers—an underexplored 

aspect—further broadens the comprehensiveness of existing legitimacy theories. 

From a practical perspective, this research offers vital insights for corporate gig workers and 

platforms. Gig workers can gain knowledge of effective strategies for enhancing professional 

credibility, attracting clients, and accelerating business growth. Additionally, the insights can 

guide platform design, enabling them to facilitate legitimacy-building processes more 

effectively and retain quality workers, which consequently nurtures a more conducive 

environment for the growth of the gig economy. 

The research provides a systematic approach to understanding and managing the intricacy of 

the topic. It begins with a literature review, delving into previous studies and existing 

knowledge related to the subject of creating legitimacy. Following this, the methodology details 

the research design, how data was collected, and the specific procedures for analysis. Next, the 

results are provided, giving a comprehensive analysis of the findings. The subsequent section, 

the discussion, interlinks the findings with the research question and existing literature, 

exploring their implications. The thesis culminates with the conclusion, encapsulating the 

significant findings, implications, and limitations, and suggesting directions for possible future 

research. 
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2. Theoretical Framework:                                                   

“Creating Legitimacy in the Gig Economy” 

 
2.1 Understanding Organizational Legitimacy 

The concept is defined as "a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity 

are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 

beliefs, and definitions" (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). In other words, it reflects how stakeholders 

view the activities and features of an organization, and it is crucial in influencing their attitudes 

and behaviors toward the organization (Suddaby et al., 2017; Deephouse & Carter, 2005).  

The broad perception or notion that an entity's acts are preferable, legitimate, or acceptable 

within some socially established system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions is known as 

legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Suchman, 1995). It is how important constituencies 

including clients, employees, investors, regulators, and the general public perceive an 

organization's appropriateness, acceptability, and desirability. In today's dynamic and 

competitive economic climate, organizational legitimacy is a key component of any 

organization's success (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002; Suddaby et al., 2017).  

Organizational legitimacy is primarily affected by three distinct drivers: 

Cognitive legitimacy drivers refer to the extent to which an organization’s actions and 

characteristics resonate with stakeholder norms, values, and expectations (Aldrich & Fiol, 

1994). Cognitive legitimacy is essentially built when an organization effectively communicates 

its mission, adheres to accepted norms, and aligns its operations with stakeholder values 

(Deephouse & Carter, 2005; Suddaby et al., 2017). The gig economy's cognitive legitimacy 

might involve gig workers adhering to platform rules, maintaining quality standards, and 

fulfilling client expectations (Lehdonvirta, 2018). 

Moral legitimacy stems from an organization's adherence to social responsibility, moral 

principles, and compliance with legal and regulatory obligations (Suchman, 1995). An 

organization's commitment to these principles can foster its moral legitimacy, and unethical 

behavior can lead to its decline (Bitektine, 2011). In the gig economy, moral legitimacy can be 

achieved by gig workers behaving ethically, responsibly, and transparently (Rahimian, 2011) 
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Pragmatic legitimacy drivers are based on stakeholders’ perceptions of an organization’s 

ability to deliver value and achieve desired outcomes (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). 

Performance, knowledge, and efficiency are some of these driving forces. Organizations must 

demonstrate their ability to accomplish their objectives and provide value to their stakeholders 

in order to gain pragmatic legitimacy. Effective performance, specialized knowledge, and 

effective resource management can all help to achieve this (Suddaby et al., 2017). In a gig 

economy, pragmatic legitimacy could be established by gig workers delivering excellent 

customer service, displaying their skills, and ensuring timely delivery (Poon, 2019). 

 

2.2 Digital Entrepreneurship 

When it comes to establishing the legitimacy of their business, digital entrepreneurs must 

effectively manage role conflict and stress. Digital business owners that use digital platforms 

must make sure they adhere to the law and keep their operations within the confines of accepted 

norms. Role conflict and stress may be exacerbated because this takes a lot of time and effort. 

This implies that digital entrepreneurs can more effectively traverse the complicated digital 

ecosystem and demonstrate the legitimacy of their business if they can properly manage these 

entrepreneurial aspects (Nambisan & Baron, 2021). 

The paper by Cutolo and Kenney (2020) addresses the difficulties that digital entrepreneurs 

encounter in this setting as it focuses on the idea of entrepreneurship in the platform economy. 

Its key concerns are the power imbalance between platform owners and entrepreneurs. 

Entrepreneurs and digital platforms may disagree on matters like platform fees, data privacy, 

and intellectual property rights since digital platforms frequently have a large amount of power 

over the rules, pricing, and access to data. Because of the perceptions of injustice or a lack of 

openness, they can foster these power imbalances that can affect the legitimacy of digital 

businesses. 

Due to the fast-paced nature of the digital ecosystem, the availability of competitors, and the 

possibility of being excluded from the platform, digital entrepreneurs frequently deal with 

significant levels of uncertainty and risk. As a result of the perceptions of instability or 

unreliability they can foster, these risks can affect the legitimacy of digital businesses (Cutolo 

& Kenney 2020).  
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2.3 Proactive Strategies for Establishing Legitimacy in the Gig Economy 

The gig economy represents a significant shift in the world of work, where traditional markers 

of legitimacy like established educational credentials or corporate affiliations often bear less 

relevance or may even be absent (Herrmann et al., 2023; Kuhn, 2016; Burt, 2000). 

Consequently, gig workers must navigate distinct paths to cultivate credibility and build trust 

with prospective clients (Lehdonvirta, 2018). This calls for the strategic utilization of resources 

and opportunities inherent to the digital, platform-mediated work landscape (Petriglieri et al., 

2018). 

Current literature identifies five proactive strategies gig workers commonly employ to build 

their legitimacy: 

Skill demonstration, gig workers frequently showcase their competency directly to potential 

clients due to the absence of traditional markers of credibility such as educational qualifications 

or experience from well-known companies. This can involve the creation of an extensive, well-

organized portfolio highlighting their past work and diverse skill sets. Many online platforms 

offer opportunities to undertake tests or earn badges that attest to their abilities in specific areas, 

thereby enhancing their legitimacy (Kuhn, 2016; Khapova et al., 2011). 

In the gig economy, Personal branding is essential, with gig workers often marketing 

themselves as their own brand. This strategy involves creating a consistent and attractive 

professional identity represented across various platforms, engaging with clients or potential 

clients through social media, and developing a unique selling proposition. This unique identity 

fosters a trust bond with potential clients and establishes a reputation for consistency and 

reliability (Petriglieri et al., 2018). 

Networking also plays a vital role. Gig workers often actively participate in online forums, local 

meetups, or professional networks related to their field of work. They also foster collaborative 

relationships with others in their field and secure referrals from existing clients or colleagues. 

Such networks provide social proof, collaboration opportunities, and a sense of community, all 

of which boost their perceived legitimacy (Burt, 2000; Barley et al., 2017). 
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Demonstrating Professionalism in all interactions is a key strategy for gig workers seeking to 

establish their legitimacy. This involves proactive communication with clients, meeting 

deadlines, delivering high-quality work, and resolving any disputes or issues in a mature and 

professional manner. Consistent professionalism not only enhances their reputation but also 

contributes to their perceived legitimacy (Lehdonvirta, 2018; Cappelli & Keller, 2013). 

Lastly, the strategic use of Client reviews and ratings is a significant tool for gig workers. Many 

online platforms feature rating systems allowing clients to review and rate gig workers' services. 

High ratings and positive reviews can greatly boost the legitimacy of gig workers in the eyes of 

potential clients. Consequently, gig workers strive to ensure positive customer experiences in 

all their transactions to maintain high ratings and bolster their reputation and perceived 

legitimacy (Agrawal et al., 2013; Zervas et al., 2015). 

 

2.4 State of the Art Regarding Legitimacy in Corporate Gig Workers 

Scholars continue to study and argue about the connection between legitimacy and 

entrepreneurship in the gig economy. On the one hand, some academics contend that because 

gig economy businesses' work arrangements are unconventional, it is difficult for them to 

become legitimate. The social and legal protections that are usually associated with traditional 

employment relationships may not apply to gig workers because they are frequently categorized 

as independent contractors rather than employees. This may raise concerns about the reliability 

of both the gig economy as a whole and the reliability of gig economy businesses (Frenken et 

al., 2020). 

On the other hand, some academics contend that business owners in the gig economy have 

discovered methods to gain legitimacy through different channels. For instance, gig workers 

may use social media and other online venues to develop their personal brands and position 

themselves as genuine business owners. In order to exchange resources and establish credibility 

within their sectors, they might also create networks and communities with other gig workers, 

resulting in corporate gig work profiles (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2017).  
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2.5 Summary 

The body of research implies that establishing legitimacy can be accomplished in several ways, 

including through building a solid reputation, showcasing knowledge, and adhering to norms 

set by the sector. It can be stated that gig workers employ a range of strategies to demonstrate 

their legitimacy in the online gig economy, although these strategies are not fully understood 

yet. Furthermore, little is known about how institutional factors, such as the policies and 

practices of online marketplaces, influence corporate gig employees' efforts to prove their 

legitimacy.  
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Type 

This study utilized a comparative case study approach based on an inductive grounded theory 

to investigate the strategies employed by corporate and individual gig workers on 

Freelancer.com to establish their legitimacy. By focusing on internal distinctions between these 

groups, the study aimed to not only compare but also generate emergent themes and theories 

from the data. This inductive approach highlights strategies that may be less apparent in a purely 

deductive case study, which is particularly appropriate given the exploratory nature of this 

research in the rapidly evolving gig economy. 

 

The structure of the profiles, including certifications, publications, relevant education, work 

experience, top-skill features, featured reviews, and profile descriptions, was carefully 

scrutinized (see Appendix 10.1). The outcomes of the analysis were contextualized by relevant 

literature, which informs the inductive process and guides the creation of emergent themes and 

theories related to legitimacy in the gig economy. 

 

3.2 Data Collection & Sampling 

Corporate gig workers and individual gig workers who used Freelancer.com as a platform to 

find work were the groups of interest for this research. Purposive sampling was used to select 

20 corporate gig workers and 20 individual gig workers. The exact number of participants 

varied based on the moment at which theoretical saturation was reached. This non-probability 

sampling method ensured that participants who met specific criteria were most likely to provide 

the relevant information required for the study (Lopez & Whitehead, 2013). 

A variety of variables affected the decision to include 40 profiles in the sample. Firstly, a 

balance between the depth and broadness of the study was necessary due to the limited 

timeframe of a Master's thesis. A smaller, more manageable sample size was preferred because 

of this relevant aspect. Secondly, the decision was influenced by the idea of data saturation. 

Because after having seen more than 40 profiles, it became evident that more profiles were 

unlikely to reveal any novel information. This was due to recurring themes showing up more 

frequently. Finally, the sample size was adequate to capture a variety of gig workers and their 
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varied experiences, emphasizing the quality of the data over its size, which is an essential 

principle of qualitative research (Lopez & Whitehead, 2013). 

The following criteria were used to approve profiles for inclusion in the sample: 

Active Membership: The criterion of active membership was utilized to ensure that the study 

examines the strategies and techniques of those who are presently and regularly engaging with 

the platform and the freelance community. The strategies used by these active users are 

indicative of the current landscape and trends in the gig economy, providing relevant and timely 

insights (Kuhn, 2016). 

Completeness of the Profile: The completeness of a profile was chosen as a criterion to provide 

a comprehensive view of how gig workers present themselves to potential clients. Each 

component of a worker's profile affects how they are overall perceived; therefore, it was 

essential for them to have a profile picture, a brief introduction, a portfolio, a work history, and 

at least 30 reviews of paid work they had performed. This multifaceted perspective offered a 

well-rounded understanding of the aspects that play a significant role in the perception of 

legitimacy (Petriglieri et al., 2018). 

Diverse Industries: The inclusion of diverse industries was necessary to capture the broad 

range of strategies and approaches to profile building. Different industries may have distinct 

dynamics and norms that influence the methods used to build legitimacy. A diverse sample 

helped to ensure the findings are representative and not biased toward specific industry norms 

(Barley et al., 2017). 

Job Success Rate: A job success rate of at least 80% was set as a criterion to highlight those 

profiles that consistently demonstrate successful task completion and customer satisfaction - 

key indicators of legitimacy in the gig economy. By focusing on high-performing workers, the 

study aimed to pinpoint the most dominant strategies for establishing legitimacy (Cappelli & 

Keller, 2013). 

Project Diversity: The inclusion of profiles with diverse project experiences was necessary to 

ensure a holistic understanding of how different types of projects contribute to the perceived 

legitimacy of a gig worker. This criterion also allowed the study to capture a range of gig work, 

from small, short-term tasks to larger, long-term projects, providing a full-spectrum analysis of 

profile-building strategies across various contexts (Agrawal et al., 2013). 
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By adhering to these criteria, the sample of profiles selected for the study provided a 

comprehensive and varied perspective on the legitimacy of gig workers on Freelancer.com. The 

empirical outcomes were subsequently contrasted and analyzed within the context of the 

formulated theoretical framework 

When carrying out this research, several ethical considerations were made. No personally 

identifiable information can be found in the data acquired from Freelancer.com profiles. This 

was accomplished by assigning the chosen profiles a codename that can only be understood by 

someone familiar with the coding method. Utilizing two-factor authentication and encrypted 

cloud storage, only the researcher had access to the data that was acquired and examined for 

this study. Furthermore, no particular group or individual was discriminated against in the 

sample's purposive selection. 

 

3.3 Data Analysis 

3.3.1 Profile Data Extraction and Tabulation  

An extensive review of gig worker profiles was undertaken, leading to the discovery of 

distinctive characteristics. This process entailed the manual transference of data from individual 

and corporate profiles into an organized Excel spreadsheet. Such careful data extraction and 

organization laid the groundwork for a well-structured snapshot of each profile, thus paving the 

way for deeper analysis and interpretation. The result was an organized overview of the profiles, 

and their quantified research items (see Table 1).



 

 
Table 1: Sampled Data Tabulation 

 
Source: Sampled Dataset
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For data consistency and ease of comparison, standardized categories were established for each 

data point. This technique streamlined the data entry process and heightened the efficiency of 

the subsequent analysis. Any required calculations or consolidations were also performed 

within the spreadsheet, aiding in the extraction of insightful findings. 

Careful attention to detail was essential throughout this procedure, requiring constant cross-

verification of data with the original profile details to clear up any discrepancies or ambiguities. 

In this way, the data's integrity was protected while enabling a thorough and effective analysis. 

 
3.3.2 Profile Description Coding 

Profile texts of gig workers were examined using Atlas.ti software, employing an open coding 

process as per grounded theory methodology, segmented based on the GIOIA method (Gioia et 

al., 2013). The inductive process involved breaking down the profile texts into smaller segments 

and assigning codes based on their relevance to establishing legitimacy. 

These codes captured aspects like customer satisfaction, expertise, certifications, collaboration, 

and other elements contributing to credibility and trustworthiness. As the coding progressed, 

patterns and similarities in the codes began to emerge. These codes were grouped to form 

second-order themes, reflecting broader strategies and tactics employed by gig workers to 

establish legitimacy (Gioia et al., 2013). 

The aggregation of second-order themes led to the identification of aggregate dimensions, 

which, as per grounded theory methodology, were continually refined and integrated to develop 

an emergent theory about legitimacy-building strategies among gig workers on Freelancer.com. 

By grounding this theory in the data collected, this study provides an in-depth understanding of 

how individual and corporate gig workers build legitimacy in their profiles. This approach is in 

line with the procedure of inductive thematic analysis proposed by Gioia et al. (2013), allowing 

for the emergence of theory from the data itself. 

Table 2 provides a visual representation of this progression: 
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Table 2: GIOIA-Method performed on the Profile Descriptions of Corporate -and Individual Gig Workers 

Quotes 1st Order Dimension 2nd Order Dimension Aggregate Dimension 

satisfaction is our top priority, and we work closely with clients  Client ”
to ensure their projects are completed to their specifications and on time. 

At *COND*, we pride ourselves on our commitment to quality, reliability, 
and exceptional customer service. Contact us today to learn more about 
how we can help with your next project.” 

- Customer 
satisfaction 

- Customer 
support 

- On time 
delivery 

- Rating 

Commitment to Client 
Satisfaction and Quality 
Delivery 

 

Customer Service and 
Reviews 

Partner company and holds unbelievable TECA* is a Google ” *
craftsmanship when it comes to Digital Marketing. Our Online 
Marketing Campaigns are a sure shot to your best engagement, website 
traffic, increased conversion, and positive growth. 
 
We're a pioneer in the ever-changing field of Digital Marketing. We've 
been building brands through our expertise in Internet Marketing and 
providing them with the exposure of phenomenal growth they needed. 

Alongside spellbind experience of 13 years, we have delivered multiple 
successful Google Ad Campaigns & a glamorous Portfolio. We are your 
one-stop address for all your Branding and Digital Marketing Needs.?” 

- Certification 
- Competence 
- Expertise 
- One stop shop 
- Portfolio 
- Self-promotion 
- Work 

experience 

 

Expertise and Proven 
Success 

 

Professional 
Competence 

“I am very friendly and open to discussions with my clients. This is why 
my clients discuss all the details with me and with these collaborative 
efforts we generate milestones.” 

“We are a team of 20 Professional Developers and Designers who work 
to not only build success for ourselves but to bring satisfaction and 
success to our clients and their businesses. Our success is built on our 
clients, their projects, and the feedback they bring to us. Ultimately, we 
need you just as much as you need us, and we value you as such.” 

- Collaboration 
- Personal 

description 
- Teamwork 

Collaboration and 
Mutual Success in 
Client Relationships 

Relationship 
Management 
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“We’ve provided these types of services to clients big and small, from 
individual proprietors to corporate entities. Our tech stack is vast, and we 
utilize it to the fullest to provide the best and most modern development 
and design solutions available. We will never present you with a solution 
that is behind the times, incomplete, or less than perfect in quality (in our 
eyes). 

If you’re interested in working with us, don’t hesitate to let us know! We 
believe in communication, availability, and reliability, and will always 
include all of these aspects in our interactions with you as a client and 
contemporary.” 

- Availability 
- Reliable 
- Value 

proposition 

Adaptability and 
Cutting-Edge Quality in 
Service Provision 

Service Attributes 

Source: Sampled Dataset 
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4. Results 

4.1 Descriptive Overview 

This section provides a graphical overview representing key data points from the sampled 20 

corporate -and 20 individual gig worker profiles. Multiple miniature graphs are arranged to 

offer a holistic view, setting the stage for the subsequent analysis. 

  

 

Figure 1: Utilization of Featured Reviews 
Figure 2: Relevant Qualifications in Relation to  

Gig Work 
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Figure 5: Number of Portfolio Items Shared 

  

Figure 3: Relevant Education in Relation to  

Gig Work 

Figure 3: Number of Certifications 
Shared 

Figure 4: Relevant Experience in Relation to  

Gig Work 
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4.2 Quantified Analysis 
 

Based on the formulated theoretical framework, the analysis can be interpreted in terms of the 

three main drivers of organizational legitimacy - cognitive, moral, and pragmatic legitimacy - 

and the strategies used by gig workers to build their legitimacy in the digital economy. These 

interpretations are crucial for understanding the observed differences and similarities between 

individual and corporate gig workers. They are also vital for comprehending the implications 

of these patterns regarding legitimacy. 

 

 

Figure 7: Number of ‘Top Skills’ Mentioned Figure 5: Number of Verifications Applied 
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Cognitive Legitimacy Drivers 

The cognitive legitimacy is evaluated through the lens of the "Number of portfolio items 

shared" and "Number of 'Top Skills’ mentioned" graphs. Corporate gig worker profiles excel 

in portfolio items, with an average of 32.7 (62% more than individual profiles), signaling a 

stronger alignment with stakeholder expectations, a key component of cognitive legitimacy as 

posited by Suchman (1995). On the other hand, individual profiles display a diverse array of 

top skills, which could resonate more broadly with stakeholders. 

Moral Legitimacy Drivers 

Moral legitimacy is derived from the "Relevant education concerning gig work," "Relevant 

experience concerning gig work," and "Relevant qualifications concerning gig work" graphs. 

Both corporate and individual profiles showcase high levels of relevant experience and 

education, reflecting a commitment to ethical conduct and social responsibility, central to 

Suchman's (1995) concept of moral legitimacy. Notably, corporate gig worker profiles report 

75% more relevant qualifications, suggesting a potential distinction in their commitment to 

moral principles. 

Pragmatic Legitimacy Drivers 

Pragmatic legitimacy is apparent from the "Certifications" and "Number of profile verifications 

applied" graphs. Corporate profiles surpass individual ones with an average of 6.1 certifications 

per profile (88% more) and a greater number of profile verifications, evidencing their ability to 

deliver value effectively, a primary attribute of pragmatic legitimacy as per Suchman (1995). 

However, the "Utilization of featured reviews" graph shows an 80% presence on corporate 

profiles versus 15% on individual ones, hinting at power imbalances that could impact their 

perceived legitimacy. 

Proactive Legitimacy Strategies in the Gig Economy 

In line with Herrmann et al.'s (2023) propositions, it is evident that both corporate and 

individual gig workers employ various legitimacy-building strategies. The dominance of 

portfolio items and top skills suggests a strategy of conformity, conforming to stakeholder 

expectations to build cognitive legitimacy. Meanwhile, the higher number of certifications and 

profile verifications among corporate profiles indicates a strategy of professionalism, 

demonstrating their ability to meet expectations and deliver value. 
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However, the disparity in featured reviews raises questions about the use of client reviews as a 

strategic tool. The notably higher presence of featured reviews on corporate profiles might 

suggest an imbalance that could undermine their perceived legitimacy. This trend could also 

indicate that corporations possess superior capabilities in managing their online reputation, a 

crucial aspect in the era of digital economies. 

In conclusion, this analysis provides insights into the distinct strategies employed by corporate 

and individual gig workers as they navigate the gig economy. It underscores the areas where 

power imbalances and resource differentials may influence their perceived legitimacy. 

 

4.3 Qualitative Analyses 

4.3.1 General Analyses of Coded Profile Descriptions 

The integration of quantifiable aspects and personal narratives from the coded text data offers 

invaluable insights into the gig economy landscape (see Appendix 10.2). These elements 

highlight the pivotal role they play in shaping the professional identities of gig workers and 

driving their marketplace performance. 

A sophisticated interpretation of this data, underpinned by Suchman's (1995) theoretical 

structure, facilitates a deeper understanding of how gig workers strategize to establish their 

legitimacy. The profiles of gig workers serve as a testament to their strategies, integral to the 

three main pillars of organizational legitimacy: cognitive, moral, and pragmatic. 

Cognitive and Moral Legitimacy: Customer Reviews and Services 

The data collected brings to light the importance gig workers place on customer satisfaction, 

positive reviews, and exceptional customer experience. These aspects can be associated with 

the construction of cognitive legitimacy. There are 22 instances of "Customer Satisfaction," 18 

of "Positive Reviews," and 16 of "Customer Experience," signifying an understanding and 

alignment with stakeholder expectations. 

Simultaneously, markers of pragmatic legitimacy, like "Recommendation" and "Rating," 

appear 15 and 9 times respectively. This demonstrates the capability of gig workers to meet 
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client needs effectively. The use of "Customer Support" (appearing 7 times) illustrates an 

adherence to social norms and thus signifies an aspect of moral legitimacy. 

Distinct markers of cognitive legitimacy, such as "Differentiating from Competition" (2 

instances) and "Passion" (2 instances), underscore their unique market positioning, an essential 

part of their legitimacy-building process. 

Pragmatic and Cognitive Legitimacy: Professional Competence 

In the realm of professional competence, "Expertise" dominates with 55 instances, followed by 

"Competence" and "Work Experience," with 18 and 28 instances respectively. This strong 

emphasis signifies gig workers’ concerted efforts to construct pragmatic legitimacy by 

demonstrating their capacity to deliver value (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). The concepts of 

"Professionalism" (13 instances) and "Self-promotion" (23 instances) indicate the pursuit of 

cognitive legitimacy, aligning their professional image with market expectations. 

Moral Legitimacy: Relationship Management 

For moral legitimacy, themes of "Teamwork" (16 instances) and "Collaboration" (12 instances) 

are prominent, signaling a value for cooperative relationships in the gig workers' environment. 

Traits such as "Trustworthy" and "Polite" appear thrice each, further solidifying moral 

legitimacy through the portrayal of respectful and reliable client interactions. 

Pragmatic Legitimacy: Service Attributes 

Emphasis on being "Reliable" and offering a strong "Value Proposition" (11 and 12 instances 

respectively) suggests an endeavor towards pragmatic legitimacy. A strong focus on 

"Affordability" and "Availability" (7 instances each) underpins their commitment to delivering 

practical value to clients, reinforcing their pragmatic legitimacy. 

4.3.2 Corporate vs Individual Profile Descriptions 

Customer Service and Reviews 

A comparative analysis of profile descriptions reveals that corporate gig workers (with a 

Groundedness score of 33) lay more stress on “Customer Experience”, “Satisfaction”, and 

“Positive Reviews” than individual gig workers (Groundedness score of 16). This signifies a 
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more pronounced focus on cognitive and moral legitimacy, aimed at aligning with customer 

expectations and demonstrating a strong ethical commitment. 

Professional Competence 

Corporate gig workers place a stronger emphasis on their “Competence” (Groundedness score 

= 57), indicating a greater focus on pragmatic legitimacy by showcasing their professional 

capabilities. On the other hand, individual gig workers underscore their “Work Experience” 

(Groundedness score = 32), employing this as a cognitive legitimacy tactic to align with 

stakeholder perceptions of skill attainment through experience. 

Relationship Management 

The theme of "Collaboration" is more pronounced among corporate gig workers (Groundedness 

score = 8) than their individual counterparts (Groundedness score = 4), reflecting a strong 

pursuit of moral legitimacy. Remarkably, "Punctuality" is exclusively highlighted by individual 

gig workers (Groundedness score = 6), implying an individualized strategy for building moral 

legitimacy. 

Service Attributes 

Corporate gig workers stress more on “Affordability” and “Availability” (Groundedness score 

= 9) than individual gig workers (Groundedness score = 5), suggesting a lean toward pragmatic 

legitimacy. However, individual gig workers' emphasis on "Uniqueness" (Groundedness score 

= 2) denotes a strategic effort to build cognitive legitimacy. 

To summarize, the data indicates a divergence in strategies adopted by corporate and individual 

gig workers. Corporate gig workers appear to prioritize cognitive and pragmatic legitimacy 

through a focus on customer satisfaction, competence, and collaboration. In contrast, individual 

gig workers tend to highlight elements related to cognitive and moral legitimacy, with a 

significant emphasis on work experience, punctuality, and unique offerings. 
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5. Discussion 

This study explored the strategies employed by corporate and individual gig workers to 

establish legitimacy in the gig economy, drawing insights from the theoretical framework of 

documented entrepreneurial strategies and drivers for organizational legitimacy. The analysis 

of quantitative and qualitative data has provided valuable findings that have implications for 

gig workers and the gig economy as a whole. 

"Steering Legitimacy: The Role of Cognitive, Moral, and Pragmatic Drivers" 

The cognitive legitimacy drivers play a significant role in the establishment of legitimacy by 

both corporate and individual gig workers. Corporate gig workers demonstrate credibility 

through an extensive portfolio, certifications, and verifications, showcasing their alignment 

with stakeholder norms and expectations. On the other hand, individual gig workers emphasize 

their top skills, showcasing a wide range of abilities to cater to client demands. By aligning 

their actions and characteristics with stakeholder values and effectively communicating their 

mission and objectives, gig workers enhance their cognitive legitimacy. 

Moral legitimacy is another critical aspect in the gig economy, and gig workers, whether 

corporate or individual, strive to uphold social responsibility, moral principles, and legal 

obligations. Corporate gig workers focus on providing excellent customer service and earning 

positive reviews, demonstrating their commitment to customer satisfaction. Individual gig 

workers emphasize their personal attributes and unique services, aiming to build trust and 

transparency. Adhering to ethical standards and complying with legal requirements are essential 

for gig workers to establish and maintain their moral legitimacy. 

Pragmatic legitimacy is vital for gig workers to showcase their ability to deliver value and 

achieve desired outcomes. Corporate gig workers highlight their professional competence, 

expertise, and self-promotion, emphasizing their performance and specialized knowledge. 

Individual gig workers leverage their work experience and punctuality, showcasing their 

capabilities in meeting client needs. By effectively managing their roles, responsibilities, and 

stress levels, gig workers enable themselves to enhance their pragmatic legitimacy. 
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"Dual Approaches: Corporate and Individual Paths to Legitimacy" 

Certifications, Verifications, and Professionalism 

The research demonstrated that 'Corporate' profiles tend to showcase a higher number of 

certifications and verifications, further emphasizing their professionalism, a strategy identified 

as key to establishing legitimacy in the gig economy. These verifications serve as digital badges 

testifying their abilities in specific areas. In contrast, 'Individual' profiles, while also presenting 

certifications and verifications, seem to balance these elements with a greater emphasis on 

practical skills and personal attributes. 

Relevant Experience, Education, and Networking 

Regarding relevant experience and education, individual gig workers often reported more 

relevant experience. This perhaps reflects the significance of networking, with individuals 

leveraging their experience to gain referrals and opportunities for collaboration. On the other 

hand, 'Corporate' profiles presented more relevant qualifications, possibly stemming from a 

wider array of projects handled or a more diverse team of gig workers. 

Reviews, Ratings, and Client Satisfaction 

The analysis showed a significant disparity between 'Corporate' and 'Individual' profiles in the 

context of featured reviews. 'Corporate' profiles had a much higher incidence of featured 

reviews, possibly pointing towards the strategic use of client reviews and ratings. High ratings 

and positive reviews are known to boost the legitimacy of gig workers in the eyes of potential 

clients, which could explain the emphasis on collecting feedback and ensuring positive 

customer experiences. 

Aggregated Dimensions and Personal Branding 

The qualitative analysis further revealed key aggregated dimensions derived from the gig 

worker profile descriptions. The distribution of these dimensions, including "Customer 

Reviews and Services," "Professional Competence," "Relationship Management," and "Service 

Attributes," provides a clear illustration of personal branding efforts. These dimensions not only 

foster a trust bond with potential clients but also establish a reputation for consistency and 

reliability. 
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Corporate vs Individual Strategies 

The 'Corporate' and 'Individual' profiles illustrated different approaches to demonstrating their 

skill sets and qualifications. Corporate profiles leaned towards a greater emphasis on portfolio 

items, certifications, and verifications. This reflects a proactive strategy of skill demonstration 

to establish their legitimacy in the absence of traditional markers of credibility. In contrast, 

'Individual' profiles displayed a broader range of top skills, signaling an emphasis on personal 

branding. 

Key Findings 

In conclusion, gig workers, whether corporate or individual, employ various strategies to 

establish legitimacy in the gig economy. These strategies span cognitive, moral, and pragmatic 

organizational legitimacy drivers and include skill demonstration, professionalism, networking, 

client reviews, and personal branding. The distinct emphasis placed by corporate and individual 

profiles underscores the diverse paths to legitimacy. The insights offer valuable guidance for 

gig workers and hint at further research directions to fully capture the evolving dynamics of 

this rapidly changing work landscape.  
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6. Conclusion 

This research set out to answer the question, "How do corporate gig workers in the online gig 

economy create legitimacy for their ventures?" Grounded in the theoretical framework of 

organizational legitimacy drivers and entrepreneurial strategies, the study offered critical 

insights into the diverse methods deployed by gig workers to enhance their perceived 

legitimacy. 

The primary way that cognitive legitimacy was emphasized was through the demonstration of 

abilities and credentials that met stakeholder expectations. The research showed that, in order 

to support their cognitive legitimacy, corporate gig workers frequently present sizable 

portfolios, qualifications, and verifications. On the other hand, individual gig workers placed 

more emphasis on a wide range of abilities and personality traits. 

The study also emphasized the value of moral and pragmatic legitimacy in the gig economy. 

Corporate and individual gig workers both displayed a dedication to upholding moral standards, 

legal requirements, and social responsibility. Pragmatic legitimacy was fueled by the capacity 

to provide value and uphold professional competence. 

In terms of entrepreneurial strategies, there was a clear disparity between corporate and 

individual profiles. Individual gig workers emphasized the value of networking, practical skills, 

and personal branding, while corporate gig workers strongly emphasized skill display, 

professionalism, and client feedback. Thus, this research highlights the complexity and 

diversity of the legitimation strategies used by gig workers. Understanding legitimacy within 

the gig economy is as dynamic as it continues to grow and evolve.  

These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of legitimacy-building in the gig economy 

and provide insightful information for both existing and future gig workers. However, further 

research must be done in this field, concentrating in particular on how institutional factors, 

technological developments, and sociological trends affect legitimacy-building strategies 

within the gig economy. 
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7. Implications of the Research 

The findings of this research have several implications for gig workers, platform owners, and 

researchers in the gig economy. Understanding these implications can contribute to the 

development of effective strategies that promote legitimacy and support the sustainable growth 

of gig work. 

1. Gig Workers: 

o Embracing Certifications: The study found that certifications, verifications, and 

professionalism play a pivotal role in the creation of legitimacy of 'corporate' gig 

workers. Therefore, gig workers, both individual and corporate, should seek out and 

obtain certifications in their field. This could be developed through continuous learning 

programs, online courses, or collaborating with platforms offering these services. 

o Leveraging Personal Branding: The study revealed that individual gig workers 

frequently strike a mix between credentials, real-world abilities, and personal 

characteristics, emphasizing the significance of personal branding. Gig workers could 

focus on developing this connotation by coming up with a distinctive value proposition, 

participating actively on social media, and developing a unified brand identity across 

platforms. Additionally, they could spend money on expert services to improve their 

web profile. 

2. Platform Owners: 

o Establishing Fair Review Systems: According to the research, platform owners should 

give priority to establishing fair and transparent review systems given the importance 

of customer reviews in establishing legitimacy. They could accomplish this by putting 

in place strict guidelines against fraudulent reviews, designing a system that allows staff 

to rate clients, and routinely improving their review algorithms. A system where 

workers can rate clients, and regularly update their review algorithms. 

o Providing Networking Opportunities: The study showcased that networking is a key 

component of each gig worker's strategy for legitimacy. Platform owners could organize 

online networking meetings, develop tools for gig workers to communicate and work 

together, or engage with experts in the field to host webinars and workshops. 
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3. Researchers: 

o Exploring Corporate Gig Work: The distinctive legitimacy-building techniques used by 

"corporate" gig profiles offer a chance for additional study. Researchers could examine 

the importance of leadership in corporate gig work or perform case studies concentrating 

on successful corporate gig profiles to further this. They could also look into how 

organizational culture affects gig work environments. 

o Unraveling Institutional Influence: The study found that gig workers' strategies are 

influenced by platform policies and market dynamics.  Researchers could delve deeper 

into the relationship between specific regulations (e.g., payout schedules, dispute 

resolution, etc.) and the perception of the legitimacy of gig workers, or they could look 

at how market trends affect the strategies of gig workers. 

By considering these implications, gig workers, platform owners, and researchers can 

contribute to the growth and sustainability of the gig economy while ensuring the legitimacy 

and well-being of gig workers. 
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8. Limitations and Future Research 

Although the current study offers insightful information about the techniques gig workers use 

to portray themselves in their profile descriptions, there are several limitations to consider. First 

off, because the study's focus was mostly on the textual analysis of profile descriptions, it's 

possible that it missed some vital elements of self-presentation that call for more detailed 

representation, like pictures, videos, or portfolio samples. 

Secondly, this study focused solely on a single point in time, thus it cannot take into 

consideration how self-presentation techniques might have changed over time. Self-

presentation tactics may change over time due to shifting market trends, technological 

advancements, and worker demographics, as the gig economy is dynamic and continually 

growing.   

Furthermore, the current study did not consider the potential impact of the platform's design 

and policies on the self-presentation techniques used by gig workers. The ways that gig workers 

can market themselves may be shaped by certain platform features or limitations. Lastly, despite 

meticulous efforts to select profiles that align with specific prerequisites, the self-reported 

nature of the data inherently encompasses biases and/or inaccuracies. 

Future research directions could take a variety of forms given these constraints. The results of 

this study may be validated by more thorough research across a range of gig platforms, as well 

as potential platform-specific self-presentation tactics, which could be documented. Gig 

workers' self-presentation techniques may evolve, and longitudinal research may be able to 

monitor these changes. A deeper understanding may also be gained by examining the 

interaction between platform design and the self-presentation of gig workers. 

To provide gig workers with useful advice, future research may also examine the efficacy of 

various self-presentation techniques in landing gigs, earning capital, and gaining customer 

approval. In order to determine what criteria customers or clients value most when choosing a 

gig worker, it would be beneficial to inquire about their perceptions. 

These suggested directions for future research could contribute to advancing our knowledge of 

the dynamics of self-presentation in the gig economy, ultimately promoting the success of both 

platforms and gig workers. 
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10. Appendices 

10.1 Example of Sampled Gig Worker Profile 
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10.2 Coded Corporate -and Individual Gig Worker Profiles 
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