Appendix
Table A1. Identification of the first key theme: flexibility and work-life balance trap
	Stage 1 coding
	Stage 2 coding
	Stage 3 coding
	Description
	Interview quotes

	Flexibility, freedom, chain recruitment, 
	Autonomy, community
	Flexibility and work-life balance trap
	intrinsic orientation;

	Vala (45, F) A colleague of mine persisted me continuously to register and work for Upwork, since two years ago. However, I was not very convinced. Until several months ago when he had already too many projects ongoing and could not afford them alone. So he rather sub-contracted me (only by verbal agreement), and so I gave up and decided to accept his offer. I then realised what a fertile ground it could be, so I created my profile as well. This is my part-time work as a translator, as my main job is as English teacher. I like the flexibility and freedom. The money is not that good though, but maybe I am just getting started.

	Freedom of being my own boss, boundaryless labour markets, 
	Global labour markets
	
	
	Eli (33, M) It is good I do not have to beg people for basic jobs. I am relieved a bit from the idea on relying solely on local employment options. It helps to know that there is a more mixed demand for jobs out there, in the entire world, which could pay for my coding services. 

	The work-life balance trap
	No command over work
	
	Autonomy; work centrality

	Beni (29, M) There is no such thing as freedom in Upwork. It is 24/7 and nobody cares about the time difference. You have to be very available if you want to get the ‘top ranking’ badge. 

	All I do is wait for work requests
	
	
	
	Deti (27, F) I am enslaved to my email/Upwork profile notifications. I even have bad dreams about missing one. This just is not a life any more. 

	Side hustle, no dress code
no commuting

	
	
	Convenience
	Jeta (24, F) It is good that I do not have to travel anywhere or have any dress code for this second job. I come from my public sector job and work comfortably from my kitchen. 



Table A2. Identification of the second key theme: empowerment and social integration
	Stage 1 coding
	Stage 2 coding
	Stage 3 coding
	Description
	Interview quotes

	Reaching one’s potential without physical limitations, virtual unity with others
	Expressing full potential
	Empowerment; Social integration for disabled workers and for those who lack formal education 
	
	Eda (42, F) Due to my physical problems, I cannot go out of home without assistance. Every job I have tried to do, resulted to be too hard to reach, because we do not have here in Albania the right infrastructure. I then decided to work from home and created my profile at Upwork. However, it was difficult for me to use it, could not find the proper way to find the most suitable jobs for me. It took some times and self-taught materials and I started to get a grip at the first jobs. For me it has been a lifesaver. I made friends online, help them with social media and graphical and design content. Really made me forget about my limitations and felt like a normal human being again as I do work for very decent companies and employers and in the meantime have my own money. So socially and financially speaking it is empowering. I learned a lot in the process. However, it would be good if someone – governmental bodies or non-governmental organisations offer courses or trainings for our group of people.

	No discrimination
	Autonomy from visual judgement
	
	
	Gerti (26, M) I do not get to have “those” looks from other people and I do get to have my own money. I have solitary life anyways. 

	Equality and inclusion
	Fair play
	
	
	Dea (34, F) Nobody cares if I am a girl coder from Albania. I am equally considered only based on my skills. 

	Connected globally, living locally
	
	
	Authenticity, creativity 
	Deti (27, F) I appreciate that there are people out there to whom my designs and skills are beneficial. 

	I just need the skills 
	
	
	Opportunities
	Beni (29, M) I don’t really need to have a university degree at all, my professional IT diploma goes a long way. Of course English and computer literacy, but otherwise, no needs for masters or fancy diplomas. Just be good at your work.


Table A3. Identification of the third key theme: social exclusion and lack of identification
	Stage 1 coding
	Stage 2 coding
	Stage 3 coding
	Description
	Interview quotes

	Another brick in the wall
	Cannot see the worth of my work
	Lack of identification with work
	Social exclusion
	Gjoni (35, M) Working in Upwork means you are just another brick in the wall, easily substitutable by some other guy in South Africa or Malaysia. 

	Where does my work fit in the bigger picture
	Lack of work identity
	
	
	Genti (36, M) I am not sure how is my work making the world a better place. I mean, is there a bigger puzzle where I can fit the value of my work.

	Nobody knows what I am doing
	Community and reference groups perceive outsider
	
	Extrinsic validation
	Meri (31, F) I could be doing rocket science over here, but in terms of my local connections, I am a computer girl who God knows what she is doing in her room. My friends and family think this is just school work, and do not take me seriously when I talk to them about the benefits of this form of employment. 

	I do not feel it is right
	Fairness issues
	Identification
	Work system is not aligned with one’s beliefs, values and experience
	Seda (33, F) I am hired to do college students assignment. While I need the money, I feel this is not right as when I was a student, I had to do my own and there was no way out. Nowadays students can just pay someone to do their statistics assignment and work. There should be a limit to what can qualify as labour services really. 

	Ghost from my friends and family
	Social isolation
	
	
	Gerti (26, M) My mom and dad are concerned about me. I have gained weight, rarely have time to do proper holidays. 

	No social interactions with other workers
	Isolated and unknown
	
	
	Besi (42, M) I sometimes go to coffee shops to work. I feel I am missing hearing background noises that characterize normal office work.

	Serving others need but forgoing mines
	My needs are neglected
	
	
	Gezim (38, M) I am missing out on life just to have some sort of online career. In 10 years who will I be? 

	Short-termism
	Not a career
	
	Steppingstone
	Desi (28, F) I do not plan to do this forever, just to get on my feet financially, and then I am opening my own in-person business. 


Table A4. Identification of the fourth key theme: extrinsic motivation and entrapment
	Stage 1 coding
	Stage 2 coding
	Stage 3 coding
	Description
	Interview quotes

	Being there just for the work
	Payment orientation
	Just extrinsic motives
	Reality
	Genti (36, M) This is just a transactional work relation. No matter how much the online community glorifies it, we are just human-like robots who are part of the system to do somebody’s work. End of the conversation.

	Getting paid well but no other credit
	No latent motivation
	
	Manifest; money
	Neda (39, F) Nobody from my social connections can understand what I do and when I try to explain they think it is not a big deal. Better jobs are the one in the office with proper career ladder. 

	Underpaid to get in the market
	Draining competition
	
	
	Seda (33, F) Two weeks to get a notification whether I am hired to do a stupid task with a stupid payment. I think they have studied this business model very well in fact. They let us fight each other with lower payments and then reward us with breadcrumbs. 

	Enslaving competition
	No common bases for global competition
	
	Serving others 
	Besi (42, M) This is not serving anyone. I compete with other freelancers in India or Bangladesh to offer lower and lower bidding for a dude in the US or UK. 

	No social or health protection
	Outsider to the social and health security system
	Killing competition
	
	Genti (36, M) They pay us cheaply as they consider us with no other way out to making money. I feel nobody cares if I am sick or not feeling well. The show must go on and I am just a puppet in it.

	The rating system is slaying
	Chasing the payment
	
	
	Anton (30, M) Sometimes the communication for payment arrangements with the employers go on outside the platform. This is not very good for me, as the platform is the payment guarantee...
And then the rating system, what a slayer

	Subcontracting your way out 
	
	
	
	Beni (29, M) Why bother for anything really, as long as you have money (or not) there will always be someone willing to do it for less and less…

	I would not do this but have no other choice
	No perspective
	
	Entrapment
	Desi (28, F) I feel tied to this now. I quitted my job as it was very low paying, believing this would pay me better. Now I am looking for another job, with real people, not just inbox messages and email attachments. 



