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Abstract 7 

Digital platforms increasingly mediate economic coordination, labor allocation, and deci- 8 
sion-making. As artificial intelligence becomes embedded within these platform ecosys- 9 
tems, automation no longer targets only manual labor. Instead, algorithmic systems are 10 
displacing routine tasks across both low-wage entry-level work and middle-management 11 
functions. This paper argues that the emerging phase of platform-mediated automation 12 
risks hollowing out labor structures from both directions, from below through the erosion 13 
of repetitive, junior roles, and from above through the automation of supervisory coordi- 14 
nation functions. Drawing on institutional economics, platform governance literature, and 15 
recent research on AI-enhanced learning and workforce development, the paper examines 16 
how this dual displacement creates structural vulnerability. Entry-level roles have histor- 17 
ically functioned as apprenticeships in which workers acquire tacit knowledge and critical 18 
judgment. At the same time, experienced workers are aging out of the workforce. If plat- 19 
forms curtail formative occupational layers, organizations may face a shortage of workers 20 
capable of exercising contextual reasoning required to manage complex systems. The pa- 21 
per situates these developments within broader debates about technological unemploy- 22 
ment, platform labor, and the political economy of capitalism. It argues that the challenge 23 
is not merely job quantity, but institutional continuity, how societies reproduce practical 24 
competence when platforms optimize for efficiency rather than formation. This study pro- 25 
poses a framework for evaluating platform ecosystems by their long-term effects on hu- 26 
man capital formation and institutional resilience. 27 
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 30 

1. Introduction 31 

Digital platforms have reshaped the organization of work by mediating economic 32 
coordination across distributed networks of firms and individuals. Rather than internal- 33 
izing production, platform firms such as Uber and DoorDash have relied on decentralized 34 
arrangements in which independent contractors supply both labor and capital, while the 35 
platform orchestrates matching, pricing, and evaluation. In this sense, platforms function 36 
as coordination layers within broader economic systems, consistent with a supply chain 37 
perspective in which production and distribution occur across interconnected organiza- 38 
tional networks rather than within a single firm [1]. 39 
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This model, however, may prove transitional. The technological advances that ena- 40 
bled platform growth, data analytics, algorithmic management, and real-time coordina- 41 
tion, may well also support the organizational replacement of labor-mediated service pro- 42 
vision with capital-intensive autonomous systems. The emergence of driverless mobility 43 
and automated delivery introduces a structural inflection point, allowing platforms to in- 44 
ternalize production through owned or controlled capital assets rather than coordinating 45 
human labor. 46 

This shift raises questions that extend beyond technological substitution. Institu- 47 
tional economists have long emphasized that technological change reshapes not only 48 
tasks, but also the distribution of rights, responsibilities, and control across economic ac- 49 
tors [2, 3, 4]. Platform-mediated automation therefore represents a reconfiguration of firm 50 
boundaries and labor relations, with implications for economic power, income distribu- 51 
tion, and workforce organization. 52 

The consequences may be particularly acute for labor formation. Automation has his- 53 
torically displaced routine tasks, but it has also generated new roles and pathways for 54 
skill development. Yet recent advances in artificial intelligence and algorithmic systems 55 
suggest a different trajectory. Automation increasingly targets both low-wage, entry-level 56 
roles and higher-level coordination functions, compressing the occupational structure 57 
from both directions. When entry-level roles disappear, a critical question emerges: how 58 
will future workers acquire the experience and judgment necessary to manage increas- 59 
ingly complex systems [5]? 60 

This paper argues that the current phase of platform-mediated automation risks un- 61 
dermining not only employment levels, but the institutional mechanisms through which 62 
labor capabilities are reproduced. Platforms may optimize for efficiency by eliminating 63 
redundancy, variability, and training costs, yet in doing so they risk eroding the very pro- 64 
cesses that sustain long-term organizational competence. The problem, therefore, is not 65 
merely one of technological unemployment, but of institutional continuity. 66 

To address this issue, the paper examines how the transition from labor-mediated 67 
platforms to capital-intensive autonomous systems reshapes the structure of work and the 68 
organization of economic activity. Drawing on institutional economics, platform govern- 69 
ance literature, and recent research on labor and technology, it develops a framework for 70 
evaluating platform ecosystems not only in terms of productivity gains, but also in rela- 71 
tion to labor erosion, workforce formation, and institutional resilience. 72 

2. Platforms as Labor Externalization Systems 73 

Digital platforms can be understood as organizational forms that restructure how 74 
production is coordinated across networks of actors. Rather than internalizing labor and 75 
capital within the firm, platform models externalize both, relying on independent contrac- 76 
tors to supply key inputs while the platform governs coordination through algorithmic 77 
systems. In this sense, platforms operate less as traditional firms and more as orchestrators 78 
of distributed production networks. 79 

From a supply chain economics perspective, this arrangement reflects a broader shift 80 
in how organizations pursue their objectives across internal and external relationships. 81 
Production, distribution, and service delivery occur through networks of organizations 82 
and individuals, with firms selecting among alternative configurations of labor, capital, 83 
and coordination mechanisms to achieve desired outcomes [1]. Platform firms extend this 84 
logic by minimizing direct ownership of productive assets while maximizing control over 85 
information flows, pricing, and performance evaluation [6]. 86 

Ride-sharing and delivery platforms illustrate this model clearly. Drivers provide ve- 87 
hicles, labor time, fuel, and maintenance, effectively bearing the capital and operational 88 
risks associated with service provision. The platform, in turn, manages demand 89 
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aggregation, route optimization, pricing algorithms, and reputation systems. This divi- 90 
sion of responsibilities allows platforms to scale rapidly without the fixed costs associated 91 
with traditional asset ownership, while also shifting variability and risk onto workers. 92 

Such arrangements are best understood through transaction cost and institutional 93 
lenses. Platforms reduce certain coordination costs, such as search, matching, and infor- 94 
mation asymmetry, while introducing new forms of control through algorithmic manage- 95 
ment. Workers are formally independent, yet their activities are tightly governed by plat- 96 
form rules, performance metrics, and dynamic pricing structures. This hybrid form blurs 97 
the boundary between market and hierarchy, combining decentralized labor supply with 98 
centralized coordination. 99 

The externalization of labor in platform systems also has implications for workforce 100 
formation. By design, these systems treat labor as modular and interchangeable, empha- 101 
sizing task completion rather than skill accumulation. Workers enter and exit the system 102 
with minimal barriers, and performance is evaluated primarily through short-term met- 103 
rics rather than long-term development. While this flexibility has expanded access to in- 104 
come opportunities, it also limits the extent to which platform work functions as a site of 105 
learning, apprenticeship, or career progression. 106 

Historically, organizations have relied on structured roles, particularly entry-level 107 
positions, to facilitate the development of tacit knowledge and practical judgment. These 108 
roles serve as pipelines through which workers gain experience, build competencies, and 109 
progress into positions requiring greater responsibility. Platform-mediated labor weakens 110 
this pipeline by fragmenting work into discrete tasks and reducing opportunities for sus- 111 
tained engagement with complex processes. 112 

At the same time, platform systems have proven highly effective in optimizing oper- 113 
ational efficiency. Algorithmic coordination enables real-time adjustment of supply and 114 
demand, reduces idle capacity, and enhances resource utilization. From the perspective 115 
of firm performance, the externalization of labor represents a rational response to compet- 116 
itive pressures, allowing organizations to achieve flexibility, scalability, and cost effi- 117 
ciency. 118 

This tension, between efficiency and capability formation, lies at the heart of the plat- 119 
form model. By minimizing commitments to labor, platforms reduce costs and increase 120 
responsiveness. Yet in doing so, they also diminish the institutional structures through 121 
which workers acquire the skills and experience necessary for long-term economic partic- 122 
ipation. This dynamic becomes particularly consequential as technological advances ena- 123 
ble the further reduction, and eventual elimination, of human labor within these systems. 124 

3. Automation and the Reversal of Platform Logic 125 

The defining feature of platform business models has been the externalization of 126 
labor and capital. By relying on independent contractors, firms such as Uber and Door- 127 
Dash have minimized fixed costs while achieving rapid scalability. However, emerging 128 
advances in autonomous vehicles, robotics, and artificial intelligence introduce a struc- 129 
tural shift that challenges this logic. These technologies enable platforms not merely to 130 
coordinate labor more efficiently, but to reduce or eliminate the need for human labor 131 
altogether. 132 

This development represents a reversal of the organizational strategy that under- 133 
pinned platform growth. Rather than functioning as intermediaries that match supply 134 
and demand across distributed actors, platforms can increasingly internalize production 135 
through the deployment of capital-intensive systems. Autonomous vehicles, delivery 136 
robots, and AI-driven coordination tools allow firms to substitute owned or tightly con- 137 
trolled capital for previously externalized labor inputs. In this sense, platform firms 138 
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begin to resemble more traditional vertically integrated organizations, albeit with digi- 139 
tally enhanced coordination capabilities. 140 

The economic incentives driving this shift are significant. Autonomous systems 141 
reduce variability in service provision, lower long-term labor costs, and eliminate many 142 
of the regulatory and classification challenges associated with managing large contractor 143 
workforces. While the initial capital investment required for autonomous fleets is sub- 144 
stantial, these costs are offset by scalability and declining marginal operating expenses. 145 
Once deployed, autonomous systems can operate continuously, without the constraints 146 
associated with human labor, including scheduling limitations, turnover, and variability 147 
in performance. 148 

Importantly, full technological substitution is not required for these dynamics to 149 
take effect. Partial deployment of autonomous systems, particularly in high-density ur- 150 
ban areas, predictable routes, or high-value service segments, may disproportionately 151 
affect human workers. Platforms can allocate the most profitable or efficient tasks to au- 152 
tomated systems while leaving residual, lower-margin work to human labor. This selec- 153 
tive substitution risks eroding earnings and destabilizing income streams for workers 154 
who rely on multi-platform strategies, combining ride-sharing, delivery, and other 155 
forms of contingent work. 156 

From an institutional perspective, this transition reflects broader patterns associ- 157 
ated with technological change. Automation has historically been accompanied by in- 158 
creasing capital intensity, the reorganization of production processes, and shifts in the 159 
distribution of economic power [5]. As in earlier industrial transformations, the intro- 160 
duction of new technologies alters not only how work is performed, but also who con- 161 
trols the means of production and how value is captured. In platform contexts, this im- 162 
plies a shift away from decentralized labor provision toward centralized control of pro- 163 
ductive assets and data. 164 

This shift also intensifies existing trends toward the de-skilling and fragmentation 165 
of labor. Task-based automation reduces the scope of activities performed by human 166 
workers, concentrating remaining roles in either highly specialized technical functions 167 
or low-value residual tasks. As artificial intelligence systems extend into cognitive and 168 
coordination domains, even roles previously insulated from automation, such as rout- 169 
ing, supervision, and customer interaction, become susceptible to algorithmic replace- 170 
ment. The result is a compression of the occupational structure, in which both entry- 171 
level and mid-level roles are diminished. 172 

At the same time, the pace of technological change has accelerated dramatically. 173 
Institutional adjustments that once unfolded over decades now occur within years, com- 174 
pressing the time available for workers, firms, and policymakers to adapt [5]. This accel- 175 
eration heightens the risks associated with labor displacement, as traditional mecha- 176 
nisms for retraining, skill development, and workforce transition struggle to keep pace 177 
with evolving technological capabilities. 178 

For platform firms, the implications are double-edged. On one hand, automation 179 
offers a pathway to increased efficiency, scalability, and control. On the other, it under- 180 
mines the very labor structures that supported platform expansion in the first place. As 181 
platforms internalize production through capital deployment, they transition from coor- 182 
dination mechanisms to producers, fundamentally altering their role within economic 183 
systems. 184 

This transformation sets the stage for a deeper examination of labor market conse- 185 
quences. If platforms increasingly substitute capital for labor, the effects will not be con- 186 
fined to employment levels alone. Rather, they will reshape the structure of work, the 187 
distribution of income, and the processes through which workers acquire skills and ex- 188 
perience. Platforms that once depended on distributed labor now face the opportunity 189 
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and incentive to replace it. The following section explores these dynamics through the 190 
lens of dual labor erosion, examining how automation affects both the lower and upper 191 
bounds of the occupational hierarchy. 192 

4. Dual Labor Erosion: Compression from Below and Above 193 

The transition toward capital-intensive platform systems does not produce a uniform 194 
pattern of labor displacement. Rather, it generates a dual process of erosion that com- 195 
presses the occupational structure from both ends. Automation displaces routine, entry- 196 
level roles at the lower bound while simultaneously encroaching on supervisory, coordi- 197 
nation, and middle-management functions at the upper bound. The result is not simply 198 
job loss, but a restructuring of the labor hierarchy that undermines both access and pro- 199 
gression within the workforce. 200 

 201 
4.1 Erosion from Below: Entry-Level Displacement 202 

 203 
At the lower bound, platform-mediated work has served as a point of entry into in- 204 

come generation for a wide range of workers. Ride-sharing and delivery roles, in particu- 205 
lar, have offered relatively low barriers to participation, allowing individuals to supply 206 
labor and capital in exchange for flexible earnings opportunities. These roles have func- 207 
tioned not only as sources of income, but also as informal sites of skill acquisition, where 208 
workers develop familiarity with operational systems, customer interaction, and time- 209 
sensitive decision-making. 210 

Automation threatens to eliminate many of these entry-level roles. Autonomous ve- 211 
hicles and delivery systems directly target the routine, repetitive tasks that define much 212 
of platform-based work. Unlike earlier waves of automation, which primarily displaced 213 
industrial labor, contemporary systems extend into service domains that had previously 214 
been insulated by the need for human presence and judgment. As these technologies are 215 
deployed, the availability of low-barrier entry points into the labor market may decline 216 
significantly. 217 

The consequences extend beyond immediate income loss. Entry-level roles have his- 218 
torically provided pathways through which workers accumulate experience and develop 219 
competencies that support upward mobility. When these roles are removed, workers face 220 
increased difficulty acquiring the tacit knowledge and practical judgment necessary for 221 
more complex positions. As previously noted, automation tends to displace tasks rather 222 
than entire occupations, but when the tasks that remain are concentrated at higher levels 223 
of complexity, access to those roles becomes more restricted, particularly in the context of 224 
an aging workforce and declining succession pathways within organizations [5, 7, 8]. 225 

This dynamic is particularly consequential in an environment characterized by de- 226 
mographic contraction and labor shortages. Declining birth rates and an aging workforce 227 
reduce the inflow of younger workers into the labor market, increasing the importance of 228 
accessible entry points for workforce development. The simultaneous removal of these 229 
entry points through automation exacerbates existing constraints, creating a paradox in 230 
which economies face both labor shortages and reduced opportunities for labor participa- 231 
tion. 232 

 233 
4.2 Erosion from Above: Algorithmic Coordination and the Displacement of Oversight 234 

 235 
At the upper bound, advances in artificial intelligence extend automation into do- 236 

mains traditionally associated with supervision, coordination, and decision-making. Plat- 237 
form firms have long relied on algorithmic systems to manage pricing, routing, and per- 238 
formance evaluation. As these systems become more sophisticated, they increasingly 239 
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substitute for human oversight functions that were once embedded within organizational 240 
hierarchies. 241 

Algorithmic management systems now perform tasks that include dispatching, mon- 242 
itoring worker performance, resolving customer issues, and optimizing resource alloca- 243 
tion in real time. These functions, which historically required layers of supervisory and 244 
middle-management roles, can be executed through integrated software systems operat- 245 
ing at scale [9]. As a result, the demand for human intermediaries within these coordina- 246 
tion processes is reduced. 247 

This development reflects a broader extension of automation into cognitive and or- 248 
ganizational domains. While early automation focused on physical tasks, contemporary 249 
systems leverage machine learning and data analytics to replicate aspects of human judg- 250 
ment, particularly in environments characterized by structured data and repeatable deci- 251 
sion rules. Although such systems lack the contextual awareness and ethical reasoning of 252 
human agents, they are often sufficient for routine coordination tasks, especially when 253 
combined with feedback loops and continuous data collection. 254 

The displacement of supervisory roles has implications for organizational structure 255 
and career progression. Middle-management positions have traditionally served as 256 
bridges between operational execution and strategic decision-making, providing workers 257 
with opportunities to develop leadership skills and organizational knowledge. As these 258 
roles are compressed or eliminated, the pathways through which individuals transition 259 
from task execution to strategic responsibility become less accessible. 260 

 261 
4.3 Compression and the Collapse of the Pipeline 262 

 263 
Taken together, these dynamics produce a compression of the labor structure that 264 

challenges conventional models of workforce development. Entry-level roles are reduced 265 
or eliminated at the lower bound, while supervisory and coordination roles are automated 266 
at the upper bound. The remaining positions tend to be either highly specialized technical 267 
roles or residual tasks that are not yet economically viable to automate. 268 

This pattern raises a fundamental institutional concern: the erosion of workforce for- 269 
mation itself. Platform-mediated automation risks undermining these processes by re- 270 
moving the intermediate stages through which workers develop practical expertise. When 271 
organizations optimize for efficiency by eliminating redundancy, variability, and training 272 
costs, they may also eliminate the conditions necessary for capability formation. As noted 273 
in prior work, the disappearance of entry-level roles raises a critical question: how will 274 
future workers gain the experience required to manage increasingly complex systems [5]? 275 

This challenge is compounded by the speed of technological change. Institutional ad- 276 
justments that historically unfolded over extended periods now occur within compressed 277 
timeframes, limiting the capacity of educational systems, firms, and policymakers to re- 278 
spond effectively. The result is a growing mismatch between the skills required by ad- 279 
vanced technological systems and the opportunities available for workers to acquire those 280 
skills. 281 

The implications extend beyond individual workers to organizational and societal 282 
resilience. Firms may find themselves with increasingly sophisticated technological sys- 283 
tems but insufficient human capability to manage exceptions, interpret ambiguous situa- 284 
tions, and exercise judgment in complex environments. At a societal level, the erosion of 285 
workforce formation mechanisms risks contributing to inequality, reduced economic mo- 286 
bility, and weakened institutional stability. 287 

In this context, the problem of automation cannot be reduced to questions of job 288 
quantity alone. It must be understood as a challenge of institutional continuity: the capac- 289 
ity of economic systems to reproduce the human capabilities on which they ultimately 290 
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depend. Platforms may optimize away not only labor, but the processes that make labor 291 
capable. The following section examines the broader implications of this dynamic, con- 292 
sidering how labor markets, firms, and policy frameworks may adapt, or fail to adapt, to 293 
the pressures of platform-mediated automation. 294 

5. Institutional Consequences: The Collapse of the Pipeline 295 

The dual erosion of labor described above points to a broader institutional conse- 296 
quence: the potential collapse of the mechanisms through which economic systems repro- 297 
duce human capability, consistent with prior work showing that crises often reveal struc- 298 
tural vulnerabilities embedded in institutional arrangements [4]. While discussions of au- 299 
tomation often focus on employment levels or wage effects, the more fundamental issue 300 
may lie in how workers acquire the experience, judgment, and tacit knowledge required 301 
to sustain complex organizational systems over time. 302 

Modern economies depend on structured pathways of workforce formation; but that 303 
division of labor, while increasing productivity, may degrade workers’ intellectual capac- 304 
ities absent countervailing institutions [10]. Entry-level roles, intermediate positions, and 305 
supervisory functions collectively form a developmental sequence through which indi- 306 
viduals progress from task execution to decision-making authority. These roles are not 307 
merely components of production; they are institutional arrangements that enable learn- 308 
ing-by-doing, mentorship, and the gradual accumulation of practical competence. As 309 
such, they serve a dual purpose: contributing to immediate output while simultaneously 310 
preparing the next generation of workers. 311 

From an institutional perspective, these pathways are embedded within broader sys- 312 
tems of rights, responsibilities, and expectations that govern economic activity [2, 3]. Or- 313 
ganizations design roles not only to complete tasks, but to structure participation, distrib- 314 
ute authority, and cultivate capability. The continuity of these arrangements is essential 315 
for maintaining the alignment between technological systems and human operators. 316 

Platform-mediated automation disrupts this alignment by selectively eliminating the 317 
roles that support workforce development. As entry-level and intermediate positions are 318 
reduced, the opportunities for workers to engage with increasingly complex systems in a 319 
meaningful way are diminished. Workers may be left with either highly routinized resid- 320 
ual tasks or highly specialized technical roles, with fewer pathways connecting the two. 321 

This dynamic can be understood as a form of institutional misalignment. Technolog- 322 
ical systems continue to advance in complexity, requiring greater levels of contextual rea- 323 
soning, judgment, and adaptability. At the same time, the processes through which work- 324 
ers develop these capabilities are weakened. The result is a growing gap between the de- 325 
mands of advanced production systems and the capacity of the workforce to meet those 326 
demands. 327 

This concern is not without historical precedent. Earlier waves of industrialization 328 
similarly disrupted traditional forms of skill acquisition, replacing artisanal knowledge 329 
with mechanized processes. However, these transitions were often accompanied by the 330 
emergence of new institutional structures—such as formal training programs, managerial 331 
hierarchies, and professionalized occupations—that provided alternative pathways for 332 
capability development. The current phase of platform-mediated automation differs in 333 
that it may remove existing pathways without generating sufficiently robust replace- 334 
ments. 335 

Prior work has emphasized that technological change interacts with institutional 336 
structures in ways that shape long-term economic outcomes, rather than merely produc- 337 
ing short-term disruptions. In the context of supply chains and labor systems, production 338 
processes are inseparable from the networks of organizations and workers that sustain 339 
them [1]. When these networks are optimized solely for efficiency, they may become 340 
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fragile, lacking the redundancy and developmental capacity necessary to adapt to shocks. 341 
Similarly, recent analyses of labor and technology highlight how automation can de-skill 342 
labor and concentrate control, raising concerns about inequality and the erosion of worker 343 
autonomy [5]. 344 

The implications of these dynamics extend beyond individual firms. At the level of 345 
the broader economy, the weakening of workforce formation mechanisms may contribute 346 
to reduced social mobility, persistent skill shortages, and increasing polarization between 347 
high-skill and low-skill roles. As entry points into the labor market become more limited, 348 
workers may face greater barriers to participation, while firms encounter difficulties in 349 
sourcing individuals capable of managing complex systems. 350 

This tension is further intensified by demographic trends. Aging populations and 351 
declining birth rates reduce the inflow of new workers, increasing reliance on the effective 352 
development of existing labor resources, as documented in prior work on workforce suc- 353 
cession and demographic transition [7]. When combined with the erosion of entry-level 354 
roles, these trends create conditions in which the reproduction of human capital becomes 355 
increasingly uncertain. As prior research has shown, workforce development challenges 356 
are already emerging as critical constraints within supply chain systems, where labor 357 
shortages and skill mismatches disrupt production and distribution processes [11]. 358 

The resulting scenario is one in which economic systems risk becoming both techno- 359 
logically advanced and institutionally fragile. Organizations may possess sophisticated 360 
automated capabilities, yet lack the human expertise required to interpret, manage, and 361 
adapt these systems in dynamic environments. In such cases, efficiency gains achieved 362 
through automation may be offset by reduced resilience and increased vulnerability to 363 
disruption. 364 

In this context, the challenge of automation must be reframed. Rather than asking 365 
solely how many jobs will be lost or created, the more pressing question is how economic 366 
systems will sustain the processes through which workers become capable participants in 367 
those systems. This is fundamentally a question of institutional continuity: the ability of 368 
societies to reproduce the human capacities that underpin production, coordination, and 369 
governance. In optimizing for efficiency, platforms risk optimizing away the conditions 370 
that make labor capable.  371 

Understanding this challenge requires moving beyond narrow measures of produc- 372 
tivity or employment and toward a broader evaluation of how technological change in- 373 
teracts with institutional structures. The following section considers these broader impli- 374 
cations, examining how labor markets, firms, and policy frameworks may respond to the 375 
pressures introduced by platform-mediated automation and the erosion of workforce for- 376 
mation pathways. 377 

6. Broader Implications: Labor Markets, Firms, and Institutional Stabil- 378 
ity 379 

The erosion of workforce formation pathways within platform-mediated systems 380 
has implications that extend beyond individual firms or industries. As automation and 381 
capital intensification reshape the structure of work, the effects propagate across labor 382 
markets, organizational capabilities, and broader institutional arrangements. Under- 383 
standing these implications requires situating platform transformation within a wider po- 384 
litical economy of technological change. 385 

6.1 Labor Market Polarization and Participation 386 



Platforms 2026, 4, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 15 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

As entry-level roles are reduced and mid-level coordination functions are auto- 387 
mated, the remaining opportunities tend to cluster at the extremes; highly specialized 388 
technical roles on one end and low-value, residual tasks on the other [12, 13, 14]. This 389 
bifurcation limits the availability of transitional roles that facilitate movement between 390 
skill levels, thereby constraining upward mobility. 391 

The implications for labor market participation are significant. Platform work has 392 
expanded access to income generation for individuals who may otherwise face barriers to 393 
traditional employment, including those seeking flexible schedules or supplemental in- 394 
come. As these opportunities diminish, workers may encounter reduced access to earn- 395 
ings without corresponding expansion of alternative pathways. This dynamic risks in- 396 
creasing both underemployment and labor force detachment, particularly among workers 397 
who rely on multi-platform income strategies. 398 

At the same time, the erosion of entry points may contribute to persistent skill short- 399 
ages in higher-level roles. As the processes through which workers acquire experience are 400 
weakened, the supply of individuals capable of performing complex, context-dependent 401 
tasks may decline. This paradox—simultaneous labor shortages and reduced participa- 402 
tion—reflects a structural misalignment between the evolving demands of production 403 
systems and the institutional mechanisms that support workforce development. 404 

6.2 Organizational Capability and Over-Automation Risk 405 

For firms, the transition toward autonomous systems introduces a tension between 406 
efficiency and capability. Automation offers clear advantages in terms of cost reduction, 407 
consistency, and scalability. However, the removal of human labor from key processes 408 
may also reduce the organization’s capacity to respond to variability, uncertainty, and 409 
unforeseen disruptions. 410 

Human workers provide forms of judgment, improvisation, and contextual under- 411 
standing that are difficult to codify within algorithmic systems. While artificial intelli- 412 
gence can replicate certain aspects of decision-making, it remains limited in its ability to 413 
navigate novel situations, interpret ambiguous information, and exercise ethical discre- 414 
tion. Organizations that rely heavily on automated systems may therefore become vulner- 415 
able to edge cases and systemic shocks that fall outside predefined parameters. 416 

This creates the risk of over-automation, in which firms pursue efficiency gains at 417 
the expense of resilience. By eliminating roles that contribute to experiential learning and 418 
institutional knowledge, organizations may inadvertently weaken their ability to adapt 419 
over time. As prior work has shown, production systems optimized for efficiency can be- 420 
come fragile when deprived of redundancy and developmental capacity [1]. In the context 421 
of platform-mediated automation, this fragility may manifest as a shortage of workers 422 
capable of managing, maintaining, and improving complex systems. 423 

6.3 Concentration of Power and Control 424 

The internalization of production through capital-intensive systems also has impli- 425 
cations for the distribution of economic power. Platform firms that once relied on decen- 426 
tralized networks of workers may increasingly consolidate control over both assets and 427 
data. Autonomous systems require substantial upfront investment and access to large- 428 
scale datasets, creating barriers to entry and reinforcing the position of dominant firms. 429 

As control over production becomes more centralized, workers may lose not only 430 
income opportunities but also bargaining power. The flexibility associated with platform 431 
work has often been framed as a benefit, yet it also reflects a shift in risk from firms to 432 
workers. The transition to autonomous systems reverses this dynamic in part, but without 433 



Platforms 2026, 4, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 15 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

necessarily restoring worker influence. Instead, it may concentrate decision-making au- 434 
thority within a smaller set of firms and technological systems. 435 

This concentration has broader institutional implications. The allocation of rights 436 
and responsibilities within economic systems, who controls production, who bears risk, 437 
and who captures value, is reshaped by technological change. In platform contexts, this 438 
concentration is reinforced by control over data, routing logic, pricing systems, and the 439 
capital-intensive assets that increasingly determine service delivery. 440 

Figure 1. The figure illustrates the transition from competitive, labor-intensive market structures to 441 
platform-mediated coordination and ultimately capital-intensive automation. As platforms scale, 442 
labor is first externalized through gig work and later displaced through autonomous systems. This 443 
process compresses occupational structures, weakens workforce formation pathways, and increases 444 
concentration of control, raising concerns about long-term institutional resilience. 445 

6.4 Institutional Stability and Social Provisioning 446 

At the societal level and as illustrated in Figure 1, the erosion of workforce formation 447 
mechanisms raises concerns about institutional stability. Economic systems rely on a con- 448 
tinuous process of social provisioning, through which individuals gain access to income, 449 
develop capabilities, and participate in productive activity. When these processes are dis- 450 
rupted, the effects extend beyond labor markets to include social mobility, community 451 
stability, and the legitimacy of economic institutions. 452 

Historically, periods of technological transformation have required complementary 453 
institutional innovations to sustain social cohesion. Educational systems, labor market 454 
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policies, and organizational practices have evolved to support transitions in the nature of 455 
work. The current phase of platform-mediated automation presents a similar challenge, 456 
but with the added complication of accelerated technological change and fragmented or- 457 
ganizational structures. 458 

If the processes through which workers develop capabilities are weakened without 459 
adequate replacement, the result may be a decline in both economic participation and in- 460 
stitutional resilience. Societies may find themselves with advanced technological systems 461 
but insufficient human capacity to manage and sustain them. This imbalance risks under- 462 
mining not only economic performance but also the broader social contract that underpins 463 
market economies. 464 

6.5 Reframing the Problem 465 

Taken together, these implications suggest the need to reframe the analysis of auto- 466 
mation within platform systems. The central issue is not solely the number of jobs lost or 467 
created, but the transformation of the institutional arrangements that support labor par- 468 
ticipation and capability development. Evaluating platform ecosystems therefore requires 469 
attention not only to productivity and efficiency, but also to the long-term effects on work- 470 
force formation and institutional continuity. Systems optimized for efficiency may ulti- 471 
mately prove brittle when they fail to reproduce the human capabilities on which they 472 
depend. 473 

The following section builds on this perspective by proposing a framework for as- 474 
sessing platform-mediated automation. This framework aims to provide a structured ap- 475 
proach for analyzing the trade-offs between efficiency, labor erosion, and institutional re- 476 
silience, offering a basis for both scholarly inquiry and practical decision-making. 477 

7. A Framework for Evaluating Platform Systems under Automation 478 

The preceding analysis suggests that existing approaches to evaluating platform 479 
firms are incomplete. Much of the literature assesses platform performance in terms of 480 
efficiency, scalability, and market expansion. While these metrics are important, they do 481 
not capture the broader institutional effects associated with platform-mediated automa- 482 
tion. In particular, they overlook the ways in which organizational design choices influ- 483 
ence labor formation, capability development, and long-term system resilience. 484 

To address this gap, this section proposes a framework for evaluating platform sys- 485 
tems under conditions of increasing automation and capital intensification. The frame- 486 
work is designed to complement existing performance metrics by incorporating dimen- 487 
sions related to labor, organizational capability, and institutional continuity. It provides 488 
a structured approach for analyzing the trade-offs inherent in platform transformation. 489 
 490 
7.1 Platform Institutional Resilience Framework (PIRF) 491 
 492 

The PIRF framework consists of four interrelated dimensions: 493 
 494 
(1) Productivity and Efficiency Gains 495 
 496 

The first dimension captures the conventional metrics of platform performance, 497 
including cost reduction, resource utilization, service reliability, and scalability. Autono- 498 
mous systems offer clear advantages along these lines, enabling continuous operation, 499 
reduced variability, and improved coordination across distributed networks. 500 

However, as prior research has emphasized, systems optimized for efficiency may 501 
become vulnerable when exposed to shocks or variability [1]. Evaluating productivity 502 
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gains therefore requires consideration not only of immediate performance improve- 503 
ments, but also of potential trade-offs in flexibility and resilience. 504 
 505 
(2) Labor Displacement and Income Effects 506 
 507 

The second dimension assesses the extent to which automation displaces human 508 
labor and alters income distribution. This includes both direct effects, such as the elimi- 509 
nation of specific roles, and indirect effects, such as reduced earnings opportunities 510 
within multi-platform income strategies. 511 

Importantly, this dimension should account for the uneven nature of displacement. 512 
As discussed earlier, partial automation may disproportionately affect high-value tasks, 513 
leaving workers with residual, lower-margin opportunities. Evaluating labor displace- 514 
ment therefore requires attention to how income streams are reconfigured, not simply 515 
whether jobs are eliminated. 516 
 517 
(3) Workforce Formation and Capability Development 518 
 519 

The third dimension focuses on the processes through which workers acquire 520 
skills, experience, and practical judgment. This includes the availability of entry-level 521 
roles, opportunities for progression, and mechanisms for learning-by-doing. This dimen- 522 
sion is central to the framework’s contribution. While productivity and labor displace- 523 
ment are frequently measured, the effects of automation on workforce formation are of- 524 
ten overlooked. Yet, as prior work has emphasized, the disappearance of entry-level 525 
roles raises critical questions about how future workers will develop the capabilities re- 526 
quired to operate and manage complex systems [5]. 527 
 528 
Evaluating platform systems along this dimension requires examining whether organi- 529 
zational structures support or undermine the development of human capital over time. 530 
 531 
(4) Institutional Resilience and Adaptability 532 
 533 

The fourth dimension captures the capacity of platform systems to adapt to chang- 534 
ing conditions, including technological shifts, market volatility, and external shocks. 535 
This includes both organizational resilience—such as the ability to manage exceptions 536 
and respond to unforeseen events—and broader institutional stability. 537 

From a supply chain perspective, resilience depends on the presence of redun- 538 
dancy, flexibility, and distributed capability across networks of actors [1]. Platform sys- 539 
tems that eliminate human roles in pursuit of efficiency may reduce these qualities, in- 540 
creasing vulnerability to disruption. 541 

This dimension also encompasses the distribution of control and decision-making 542 
authority. Systems that concentrate power within a narrow set of actors may achieve 543 
short-term efficiency gains but face longer-term challenges related to governance, legiti- 544 
macy, and coordination. 545 
 546 
7.2 Trade-Offs and System-Level Implications 547 
 548 

These four dimensions are not independent; they interact in ways that create trade- 549 
offs. Gains in productivity may come at the expense of labor participation or workforce 550 
formation. Reductions in labor costs may weaken organizational capability over time. 551 
Centralization of control may enhance coordination while reducing adaptability. 552 
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Understanding platform transformation therefore requires moving beyond single- 553 
metric evaluation toward a more holistic perspective. As supply chain economics sug- 554 
gests, production systems should be analyzed as networks of interdependent processes 555 
and actors, in which changes in one dimension propagate across others [1]. 556 

This perspective highlights the importance of balance. Platform systems that priori- 557 
tize efficiency without regard for labor formation may generate short-term gains but un- 558 
dermine long-term sustainability. Conversely, systems that maintain workforce develop- 559 
ment at the expense of efficiency may struggle to compete. The challenge lies in design- 560 
ing organizational arrangements that align technological capabilities with human devel- 561 
opment. 562 
 563 
7.3 Applications of the Framework 564 
 565 

The proposed framework can be applied across multiple levels of analysis. At the 566 
firm level, managers can use it to evaluate automation strategies, assessing not only cost 567 
savings but also the implications for workforce capability and organizational resilience. 568 
Decisions regarding the deployment of autonomous systems can be informed by consid- 569 
ering how changes in one dimension affect outcomes in others. 570 

At the industry level, the framework can be used to compare different platform 571 
models, identifying variations in how firms balance efficiency, labor utilization, and ca- 572 
pability development. This may help explain differences in long-term performance and 573 
adaptability across firms operating in similar markets. 574 

At the policy level, the framework provides a basis for evaluating the broader soci- 575 
etal effects of platform-mediated automation. Policymakers can use it to assess whether 576 
technological adoption supports or undermines workforce participation, skill develop- 577 
ment, and institutional stability, informing the design of interventions aimed at sustain- 578 
ing these outcomes. 579 
 580 
7.4 Toward a Broader Evaluation of Platform Systems 581 
 582 

The framework proposed here is not intended as a definitive model, but as a start- 583 
ing point for integrating institutional considerations into the analysis of platform econo- 584 
mies. By incorporating dimensions related to labor formation and resilience, it expands 585 
the scope of evaluation beyond traditional performance metrics. Platform systems 586 
should be evaluated not only by what they produce, but by whether they sustain the 587 
human capacities required to operate them. 588 

Ultimately, the transformation of platform systems under conditions of automation 589 
raises fundamental questions about the purpose of economic organization. If platforms 590 
evolve from coordination mechanisms into capital-intensive producers, the criteria by 591 
which they are evaluated must also evolve. Efficiency and scalability remain important, 592 
but they must be considered alongside the capacity of these systems to sustain human 593 
capability and institutional continuity. 594 

8. Conclusion 595 

Platform firms have reshaped economic organization by externalizing labor and co- 596 
ordinating production across distributed networks of workers and assets. This model has 597 
delivered significant gains in flexibility, scalability, and efficiency, expanding access to 598 
income opportunities while redefining the boundaries of the firm. Yet the same techno- 599 
logical capabilities that enabled this transformation now introduce a new phase in plat- 600 
form evolution, one characterized by the increasing substitution of capital for labor. 601 
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As autonomous systems become commercially viable, platforms face strong incen- 602 
tives to internalize production through the deployment of capital-intensive technologies. 603 
This shift represents not merely a continuation of automation trends, but a reversal of the 604 
logic that defined platform growth. In moving from labor-mediated coordination to capi- 605 
tal-driven production, platforms transition from orchestrators of work to producers 606 
within the systems they once mediated. 607 

The implications of this transition extend beyond employment levels. The analysis 608 
presented in this paper has emphasized the dual erosion of labor, in which automation 609 
compresses the occupational structure from both below and above, reducing entry-level 610 
roles while displacing coordination and supervisory functions. More fundamentally, it 611 
has highlighted the risk that platform-mediated automation undermines the institutional 612 
mechanisms through which workers acquire experience, develop judgment, and progress 613 
within the labor market. 614 

This concern reframes the problem of automation. The central challenge is not simply 615 
the quantity of jobs created or displaced, but the continuity of the processes that enable 616 
workforce formation. Economic systems rely on structured pathways through which in- 617 
dividuals become capable participants in production, coordination, and governance. 618 
When these pathways are weakened or eliminated, the long-term sustainability of both 619 
firms and labor markets is called into question. 620 

The framework proposed in this paper offers a means of evaluating platform systems 621 
along dimensions that extend beyond traditional performance metrics. By incorporating 622 
considerations of labor displacement, workforce formation, and institutional resilience, it 623 
provides a more comprehensive basis for assessing the trade-offs associated with automa- 624 
tion and capital intensification. This perspective aligns with a broader institutional ap- 625 
proach, in which technological change is understood as reshaping not only productive 626 
capacity, but also the distribution of rights, responsibilities, and capabilities across eco- 627 
nomic actors. 628 

Looking forward, the evolution of platform systems will depend on how organiza- 629 
tions, policymakers, and society respond to these challenges. Technological capabilities 630 
alone do not determine outcomes; institutional design and governance shape how those 631 
capabilities are deployed and who benefits from them. The opportunity remains to align 632 
automation with human development, ensuring that efficiency gains do not come at the 633 
expense of workforce capability and social stability. 634 

If platforms are to serve as durable components of modern economic systems, they 635 
must be evaluated not only by what they produce, but by whether they sustain the human 636 
capacities required to operate them. The future of platform economies will therefore be 637 
determined not solely by advances in artificial intelligence or autonomous systems, but 638 
by the institutional choices that govern their integration into the fabric of work and soci- 639 
ety. 640 
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