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The platform economy has contributed to new ways of organising business, 
work, and consumption. To understand the shape and scope of these changes, 
it is crucial to pay simultaneous attention to these three domains. The new ways 
of organising, dividing and coordinating work are interlinked with specific ways of 
consuming services made available by digital platforms. This article analyses a case 
study of a delivery platform company with a specific business model marked by 
strong territorial roots and promoting relational proximity between the platform, 
workers, and clients. It proposes an approach to the service relation between the 
platform, workers, and clients allowing to explore institutional, intersubjective and 
spatial–temporal dimensions that shape it. Intersubjective, because they point 
to particular modes of communication and involvement between the parties. 
Institutional, as the platform reflects the organisational environments within which 
it operates. Spatio-temporal, as this service relation promotes flexible spatial and 
temporal arrangement that articulates various urban actors.
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1 Introduction

Digital work platforms have changed the way work is organised (Del Bono, 2019; Pesole 
et al., 2018), thus changing traditional working relationships (Graham et al., 2020; Sasikumar 
and Sersia, 2020; Vallas and Schor, 2020). The main characteristic is that work is performed 
through a digital device without the organisational layout of a company (Da Silva, 2020), 
which traditionally consists of two types of structures. On the one hand, a technical-functional 
structure, in which workers are assigned to different workplaces according to their skills, thus 
performing different roles that complement each other in the pursuit of a common goal. On 
the other hand, a social structure in which workers establish horizontal relationships with their 
co-workers and vertical relationships with their hierarchical superiors, the latter being 
responsible for delegating tasks. In return, in work carried out through digital platforms, the 
mandatory use of technological devices breaks with the traditional model of a company, in the 
sense that everything is done in a virtual environment. In other words, there is no face-to-face 
relationship between worker and client, the work is coordinated, regulated and monitored 
through algorithms, and in this way the role of delegating tasks by hierarchical superiors is 
replaced, and the work is disseminated to a crowd, thus replacing the functional structure of 
a company, and often without the worker being aware of the final goal of their work. 
Furthermore, workers on these platforms are hired as casual labour, sometimes paid by the 
piece, which is a return to the work model of the old days (ILO, 2018, 2021).
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Whilst work has been deeply analysed in scientific research on 
digital platforms, consumption has been considerably less 
problematised (Cruz and Gameiro, 2023; Alonso and Fernández 
Rodríguez, 2021). However, the relationship between work and 
consumption in the platform economy cannot be overlooked, as 
they are two dimensions of the same reality. Based on a case study 
about a Portuguese company, this article aims to discuss this 
relationship by analysing the triangular service relation between 
platforms, workers and clients. This case study presents a delivery 
platform company with a specific business model characterised by 
a territorial rootedness that promotes relational proximity between 
platform, workers and clients. The research seeks to operationalise 
an analytical proposal on the triangular service relation between 
platforms, workers and clients (Cruz and Gameiro, 2023), to 
specifically discuss its institutional, intersubjective and socio-
spatial characteristics.

Concerning the institutional dimensions, it is important to 
problematise the structure and dynamics of the business operation 
of these digital platforms. They invite workers and clients to 
standardise a set of routines for accessing work and consumption, 
and to relate to each other through mostly virtual, but also face-to-
face contact, especially in the case of the labour universe of deliveries 
(ILO, 2024). On the other hand, these institutional dimensions 
suggest taking into account the fact that they are shaped by the 
institutional contexts in which they operate (Vallas and Schor, 2020), 
with different economic, political and legal characteristics. The 
intersubjective dimensions point to the importance of taking into 
account the specificities of communication dynamics, encouraging 
reflection on the diversity of cultural and linguistic devices that take 
place in a context of virtual communication through digital platforms 
(Aroles et al., 2019). The spatio-temporal dimensions highlight the 
fact that workers are very often hired globally, so that clients have 
access to the greatest possible diversity of potential workforce 
available, in a web of social relations guided by particular preferences 
or by the inexistence of alternatives. In this context, it is worth 
stressing the prominence of migrant workers absorbed by digital 
platforms (van Doorn and Vijay, 2021), especially delivery platforms, 
through which these workers aspire to eventual legalisation in their 
host countries.

After explaining the aim and theoretical framework of the article, 
the next section presents its methodological approach, followed by a 
description of the data collected and, finally, a discussion and 
concluding remarks.

2 Method

In this section we start by presenting the company and the region. 
Next, we  discuss the methodological approach, providing details 
about our options and the data collection procedures.

This research is a case study of a young delivery company with 
some unique characteristics: being a pioneering delivery company in 
a deprived region of the Portuguese countryside; featuring an 
entrepreneurial initiative of young university graduates and claiming 
to have social concerns and to provide a highly personalised client 
interaction. These characteristics caught the attention of the 
researchers, who were interested in the phenomenon of delivery 
specially from the consumption perspective.

Xicos was founded in 2018 in Covilhã. Since then it has grown to 
two other nearby cities with the same business model, Fundão and 
Castelo Branco, and since 2021, it has been expanding through 
franchising to 12 more municipalities, all in the centre of the country, 
except Elvas, in the Alentejo Region. In this study, we analysed Xicos’ 
head office in Covilhã.

Covilhã is located in Cova da Beira, a small region in the 
mountainous countryside of Portugal. Orlando Ribeiro describes it as a 
“depression between the high hills of Serra da Estrela and Serra da 
Gardunha that close it from North, South and West” (Ribeiro, 1949, 
p.  24). It has an area of only 1,373 km2 and consists of three 
municipalities: Belmonte, Covilhã and Fundão. Covilhã is the biggest, 
with 46,455 inhabitants, followed by Fundão with 26,503 and Belmonte 
with just 6,204. Covilhã hosts a university that is responsible for creating 
jobs in the region and also for dynamizing people’s mobilities and 
migrations, which since 2018 has become more expressive. Fundão has 
also been growing due to municipal policies attracting population and 
companies. However, it is essential to highlight that the most critical 
demographic dynamic of the region is the population decline, mainly 
youngsters, due to internal migration to the coast and emigration.

When the company was founded in 2018, no delivery companies 
existed in the Cova da Beira region. In Fundão, Xicos is still the only 
delivery company. At a national level, currently “Uber Eats is the main 
Online Food Delivery player in Portugal (with a market share of 
30%)” (Loureiro, 2021, p.12), but in the centre of the country, local 
food delivery companies play a significant role as there are several 
cities that the more prominent delivery companies do not yet cover.

Xicos presents itself as a brand of more than delivery. It claims to 
be a community, highlighting its Portuguese heritage, as we can see in 
the way they define their mission:

"Xicos are not just a brand: they are not Chicos, moody or grumpy 
guys, they are not just couriers and they are not just about food. 
They are a 100% Portuguese brand; they are an app and a website; 
they are patriotic, clever and funny; they are people; they are a 
community; they are purple and orange and they have more 
attitude than a Portuguese feijoada1." (Xicos' website)

In 2023, the company reached a turnover of one million euros. In 
2021, there was a significant change in how the company operated and 
its structure with the merger with Upeats. This 100% Portuguese 
start-up began operating in 2020  in Greater Lisbon. This merger 
enabled a major technological leap forward. It also involved a change 
in the company’s image and marketing. In terms of employees, Xicos 
started with 2 people and currently has a team of 154.

Concerning the methodological options of the research, it is a 
case study identified as relevant due to the particularities described 
above. The aim was to gain an in-depth and comprehensive 
understanding of the company’s structure and operation and its 
relational dynamics in the region, namely with the clients. Therefore, 
we  conducted semi-directive interviews with nine people, in 
particular one founder, four employees and four clients, between June 
2023 and January 2024. The founder is a former student at the 
University of Beira Interior, where one of the authors is a professor. 

1 Traditional Portuguese dish.
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This condition was important for carrying out the empirical research, 
as the founder was willing to be interviewed.

As we were at the company’s headquarters for 1 day, we chose to 
approach one worker directly and, following a snowball strategy, 
we managed to contact three other workers. With regard to clients, 
one of the authors had privileged contact with some of the company’s 
clients, so we interviewed those who were available. The interview 
with the founder focused on the themes of ownership and business 
dynamics; work organisation model, work and consumption, data 
extraction function and platform politics. The interviews with workers 
were oriented around reasons for seeking work at Xicos, working 
hours, satisfaction and motivation in the field, type of relationship 
with customers and future work perspectives. The customer interviews 
focused on the reasons for being a Xicos customer, comparative 
analysis between Xicos and other delivery platforms, the type of 
communication the company establishes with the customer, and the 
company’s role in the local community.

The interviews took place in the headquarters of the company 
(workers), and by zoom (clients), between June 2023 and January 
2024. The respondents signed an informed consent prepared by the 
researchers, authorising the use of data for research purposes.

At the same time, we gathered information on the case as much 
as possible by collecting previous studies, newspaper articles and 
interviews in the media and by systematically monitoring the 
institutional communication available on the Xicos website. These 
informations helped with the analytical framing of the interviews.

3 Results

This section is structured according with the analytical model 
used in the research (Cruz and Gameiro, 2023) and explained above. 
We provide data for each analytical dimension studied - institutional, 
problematising the structure and dynamics; intersubjective, point out 
the importance of the intensity and quality of comunication flows and 
spatio-temporal, analysing the situational context of the business case.

3.1 Institutional dimension

The discussion of this dimension is anchored in Mintzberg (2023)'s 
perspective on the relationship between organisational structure and 
the dynamics of its operation. In particular, the basic components, 
work coordination mechanisms and organisational workflows.

The main basic components of Xicos are the strategic apex and the 
operational centre. The strategic apex corresponds to the company’s 
administration, which guarantees the effective implementation of the 
company’s mission and is occupied by four people, former students, 
university colleagues and former couriers of the very company 
they founded.

"At the time, it was a bit of an entrepreneurial motivation, so to 
speak, apart from anything else (...) but it was also created to fill a 
gap that existed here in our area, in this case in the city of Covilhã, 
because there was only home delivery of pizza. (...) It was this 
ambition. We saw this opportunity, we took it (....) and it worked". 
(Founding partner, male, 25 years old).

One of the main missions of the company’s strategic apex is to 
establish strategic partnerships in order to make the company 
more profitable.

"The logic of the current partnership is one of specialisation. Xicos 
has been left with logistics and contact with partners and clients: 
We want the part we're good at. And that's what we've been doing 
since the beginning. The restaurants, the partnerships, the 
couriers, everything. (Founding partner, male, 25 years old).

The company’s operational centre is made up of two profiles of 
professionals: the head office staff and the couriers. The main function 
of the head office is to centralise communication between clients, 
restaurants and couriers. At client level, the head office handles phone 
calls with change requests, as well as service requests from clients who 
do not place their orders online. In addition to controlling workflows, 
the head office also assists couriers with delivery issues, streamlining 
their daily work:

The difference [from the experience of working for this company] 
is the communication with the head office, they are always ready 
to help if I have any questions, and today I could not find the 
number of one of the clients, the house number of this client, I 
called and then? They said this, this, this and this. They gave me 
all the support I needed.” (Courier, male, 41 years old).

The fact that the head office workers have already been couriers 
means that this role acts as a rite of entry into the company (Machado 
et al., 2013) facilitating workflows and communication, as all recruited 
workers start in this position.

"I speak in the head office - the head office behind the computer 
that manages orders and deliveries in the call centre - nobody ever 
goes there without having been on the ground. You can't speak, 
and you won't be able to speak, in a correct and heartfelt way if 
you don't do it". (Founding partner, male, 25 years old)

The head office therefore plays a fundamental role in coordinating 
all the company’s activities.

With regard to the mechanisms for coordinating work, at the 
same time that Xicos has adopted a certain standardisation of the 
work process by no longer having its own fleet of vehicles, the 
company is still favouring fluid and flexible coordination mechanisms: 
mutual adjustment and direct supervision. There is flexibility in the 
organisation of work, with the promotion of tailor-made solutions to 
problems that arise. This personalised response is possible because 
there is (still) direct supervision by the founding partners, who are 
always present, both physically and virtually. The existing WhatsApp 
group reinforces this connectivity being widely used by the teams. 
Communication between the head office, the couriers and the 
restaurants is daily and constant. Internally, informal communication 
flows are very strong, with mutual support between colleagues and 
with the supervisors.

"We are synchronised both in terms of the way we work and on a 
personal level... On the right personal level (...)" (Founding 
partner, male, 25 years old)
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"It's the way (...), (...), treat us, not like bosses, but like friends, 
because they always help you, with whatever you need" (Courier, 
male, 41 years old).

In terms of working hours, the couriers’ availability is 
communicated by them on a weekly basis and adapted to their needs, 
which seems to contradict the more usual patterns of this job based 
on place and temporal control practices (Heiland, 2022).

"The couriers' availability to work is shared on a weekly basis, 
according to people's lives... Sometimes there are people who just 
want to cover some gaps (...) they work about 6 hours a week" 
(Founding partner 1, male, 25 years old)

"The couriers can either tell us "give me all the days" or next week 
"look, I'm sorry, but next week I  can only work Monday and 
Tuesday” (Founding partner, male, 25 years old).

In terms of the relationship with the workers, work control is also 
flexible. Services are not yet adjusted by algorithms, but manually, and 
they say that “we do not need to know how many kilometres have been 
driven this week. No, I do not want to know. What I want to know is (...) 
how much he’s getting paid” (Founding partner 1, male, 25 years old).

Concerning work, it is important to note that in 2024 Xicos 
received national media attention because, following an inspection 
by the Autoridade para as Condições de Trabalho (Labour Conditions 
Authority) in 2023, a ruling was made recognising the contract of 
three couriers and the company regularised the situation, being the 
only company in the country that did not contest the court’s decision 
(Pereira, 2024).

This flexibility in the organisation of work is also evident in the 
way the physical workplace in Covilhã is organised and managed:

"Here in Covilhã we have the office (...) it's rented (...) we still have 
this space, it's big (...) we have to make the best out of it, we have the 
head office, we have a little room for the couriers, where they can 
leave things, we have clothes hangers, stools (...) whenever they need 
to leave things here (...) we're here to find solutions (...) and then 
we have the office inside." (Founding partner, male, 25 years old).

3.2 Intersubjective dimension

This dimension focuses on the forms of external corporate 
communication (Cornelissen, 2020) practised by Xicos and involving 
different parties. The logic of support service and advice to clients and 
partner restaurants is under analysis, as well as the options of 
coordination with local services.

As mentioned before in relation to the workflow, at Xicos, external 
communication is an absolutely central part of the business dynamic. 
Xicos is committed to proximity communication with clients and 
partner restaurants, providing a telephone line and a contact via 
WhatsApp for the head office.

"Sometimes we have clients who call the head office and say: 'Hey, 
what have we got today? (...)' If it's a client of a certain age, we say: 
'Well, today we have the special of the day from this restaurant 
(...). Well, we have Portuguese stew, Valencian rice (...)'" (Founding 
partner, male, 25 years old).

"It's not just about having the tablet at the partner's place, there are 
people who have never worked with the delivery system (...) it's 
necessary to maintain a constant dialogue, a constant helpline, 
every missed call is a returned call (...) there are people who have 
never worked with the delivery system, we  have partnerships 
today that if it wasn't for the "hold on, we'll be right there, we'll do 
a test with you", if we didn't have this, we wouldn't have established 
the partnerships (...) (Founding partner, male, 25 years old).

Regarding this topic, one client highlighted the different 
possibilities of virtual and telephone communication offered by Xicos: 
“we can contact the courier directly, or someone who is always on the 
helpline, or even via WhatsApp” (Client, female, 41 years old). As one 
of the company’s first clients, she says that she already knows all the 
couriers who make the deliveries, which helps to speed up 
communication with the company, especially in the case of personal 
deliveries to the workplace or home.

Another client, who consumes products from other platforms 
similar to Xicos, mentions the advantage of the communication 
options offered by this company compared to other platform companies:

“There’s an advantage they have that the others do not have, 
which is that if there’s a problem you can get through to their 
helpline (...) it’s important to be able to talk to someone, explain 
what’s going on and why you are not getting your orders.” (Client, 
female, 39 years old).

Xicos promotes the use of humour in client relationships and as 
a brand image. The website and the app are full of jokes and there is 
a section where the expressions of Xicos couriers are published. This 
approach contributes to the creation of a corporate identity and a 
differentiated corporate reputation (Urde and Greyser, 2016; Melewar 
et al., 2012), potentially fostering emotional relationships with clients 
and within the company. Some messages are strongly present in the 
speech of the founding partner interviewed, namely being 100% 
Portuguese  - “there is nothing more Portuguese than the name 
Chico” (Founding partner, male, 25 years old), being local and 
wanting to promote localism - specifically through partnerships with 
local restaurants rather than the big globalised chains - “we do not 
have a partnership with McDonalds” (Founding partner, male, 25 
years old), and being socially responsible. Xicos claims to be inclusive 
by seeking partnerships and offering services that can meet all 
customer profiles. “We have a target from the restaurant that sells 
meals for 5 euros [to] (...) people who order lunch and dinner every 
day.” (Founding partner, male, 25 years old), making some 
adjustments to the delivery fee to suit the situation and the client 
profile. The case of blind clients is particularly illustrative in this 
respect, as Xicos can speed up the ordering process for these clients 
through its telephone service.

The case of university clients is particularly relevant because, as 
we  mentioned in the previous section of the article, Covilhã is a 
university city that depends heavily on academic dynamism.

"We always have to be active (...) the question of special offers (...) 
this week, as we know it's an exam week, we have special offers 
every day, we did a joint campaign with the students' residence 
(...) if you buy a pizza, we offer you another one (...). The barbecue 
menu offers a one and a half litre drink (...) the next day we offer 
a drink and chips (...) everything is dynamic (...) everything is 
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developed by us, it's not the partner, we have to take the lead (...) 
(Founding partner, male, 25 years old).

3.3 Spatio-temporal dimension

The analysis of this dimension integrates both the discussion on 
the perspective of platforms in cities, not only as companies, and the 
perspective of the urban geography of platforms, which defines them 
as a flexible spatial arrangement with a central role in the organisation 
of cities (Richardson, 2020). In the case of Xicos, it is a flexible spatial 
and temporal arrangement that allows the articulation of different 
urban actors and the exercise of its corporate social responsibility.

The in-depth knowledge of cities and their mobility dynamics, 
reinforced by the flexibility of the platform, which allows comments to 
be added, is a differentiating element mentioned by a client: “it’s very 
simple, we put notes and they come and bring it to us.” (Client, female, 
54 years old), as opposed to other competitor companies that rely solely 
on geolocalisation (address). Another client highlights the option of 
combining different addresses, such as work and home. If the delivery 
address is already outside the work area, Xicos suggests alternatives, 
such as organising an intermediate meeting point with the client.

A client who orders lunch every day during the working week also 
mentions the possibility of accommodating different addresses and 
shares that there might be an opportunity to improve the app itself.

“In the settings of the app we have the possibility to change the 
address, but when we place the order we don't have that possibility 
and I  think this sometimes causes some confusion because 
we don't remember when we placed the order (...) I think this 
would be something to improve, to offer the possibility to define 
the address when we  place the order." (Client, female, 41 
years old).

The institutional discourse, as well as the interviews with the 
founding partner, show a desire to do something for the local 
area, combined with a sense of opportunity. Xicos sought to 
respond to a local need by creating a network based on a web of 
relationships between organisations, people and companies, 
which, in addition to generating work and profit, also brings 
dynamism to the area, something that is clearly satisfying for 
the founders:

“It was always this idea: to deliver to people’s homes and give them 
this comfort, a service that was not yet available here in the area. 
So everything was in place for it to be a success.” (Founding 
partner, male, 25 years old).

In this context, we highlight the case of a client who says that 
because the organisation she works for has a lot of traffic in the 
restaurants area at lunchtime, it is common for them to place collective 
orders with Xicos: “We place collective orders (...) it’s more practical, 
we do not have to leave our workplace” (Client, female, 39 years old).

Xicos has tried to promote corporate social responsibility in a very 
simple way, by offering a daily discount to certain entities. During the 
Covid-19 pandemic, Xicos supplied clients working in essential 
services (security forces, health services) without charging any 
delivery fees. It has also worked with local municipalities in processes 

to promote support for vulnerable populations, with deliveries 
guaranteed by the municipality. A possible protocol with an NGO 
supporting the elderly population is currently being analysed.

4 Discussion and concluding remarks

The description of the results in the previous section highlights 
several characteristics that make Xicos’ mode of operation different 
from other platformed delivery companies and suggest new analytical 
approaches to the literature on platforms and the intensification of 
recent and alternative ones. Firstly, the profile of the company’s 
administration and its organisational operating dynamics tend to 
deviate from the trends observed in the platform economy (ILO, 
2024). The fact that the company started with a clear start-up logic - an 
idea, little capital and people, with the partners taking on the role of 
couriers, and for a long time not having an app - was a hallmark of an 
organisational culture of experimentation that has a tradition in 
Portugal (Freire, 1995, Startup Startup Portugal, 2023). The young age 
of the founding partners and of the company itself may be a factor that 
reinforces this effect, which may eventually be lost as the company 
grows and with time and maturity. Nevertheless, the current 
organisational culture is characterised by a desire to innovate, to offer 
a service that combines the modern logic of platformisation with 
attention to the worker, the client and the promotion of the local area. 
The company’s external communication conveys this message very 
clearly. This finding is pertinent, as it challenges the approaches in 
scientific literature that highlight the narrative of a standardised and 
capital-oriented platformisation (Schor et al., 2020).

Another aspect in which Xicos seems to promote a different way 
of experiencing the reality of work and consumption in the context of 
platforms is by encouraging sociability through the strong 
intersubjective component that involves clients, couriers and other 
workers, as well as partner restaurants. With regard to couriers, Xicos 
shows a concern for organising work and managing people, without 
resorting to the algorithmic logic typical of platforms that offer tasks, 
define working hours, calculate payments, add evaluation mechanisms 
and even determine whether couriers remain connected to the 
platforms (ILO, 2024). Concerning clients, in contrast to the profile of 
a markedly solitary prosumer (Alonso and Fernández Rodríguez, 
2021), the logics of engagement identified in the Xicos case study seem 
to create the possibility of proximity and collaborative relationships 
that maintain the strong physical and bodily component typical of 
client support services alongside the use of the platform. This service 
relation brings the consumer closer to an ‘electronic homo socius’, as 
opposed to the ‘electronic homo economicus’ suggested in the 
literature (Alonso and Fernández Rodríguez, 2021). With regard to 
the partner restaurants, there is also this logic of accompaniment and 
proximity, in the sense that when Xicos establishes these commercial 
partnerships, it favours a line of permanent dialogue, which is 
absolutely necessary since for many of these restaurants it is their first 
experience with the delivery system. In doing so, the company fulfils 
what could be called the external dimension of social responsibility 
(European Commission, 2001). In other words, corporate social 
responsibility goes beyond the sphere of the company itself and is 
extended to the local community involving business partners. This 
finding adds to the analytical approach to the literature on platforms 
considering that the platformisation appears to be  a much more 
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negotiable process than standardised work and consumption process 
(Ecke, 2022). However, it must be emphasised that Xicos’ growth logic 
to other medium size cities has the potential to distance it from the 
paradigm of functioning associated with its foundation.

In a place with a low population density and an increasingly 
ageing population, this profile of action gives Xicos a social 
innovation character, which takes on great importance, since it means 
that the company brings new ideas that contribute to solving urgent 
needs in the local area. Xicos is currently playing a central role in 
urban dynamics (Richardson, 2020), operationalising what can 
be called digital social innovation (Qureshi et al., 2021), as it involves 
the use of digital technologies in the development and implementation 
of innovative business models and services aimed at improving the 
well-being and action of socially vulnerable groups. The differentiated 
and so far very successful way in which Xicos combines tradition 
with technological innovation seems to be the key not only to its 
impressive growth (reaching a turnover of one million euros in 2023), 
but also to its validation as a benchmark in the Portuguese delivery 
market. This empirical research adds new insights to the literature on 
platforms as it underlines the extent to which urban ecosystems can 
be based on this profile of platformisation of delivery services.

The purpose of this article is to present and analyse the 
preliminary results of an ongoing investigation into the Xicos platform 
company. From what has been described and discussed above, it is 
clear that the strategic and operational management of the company 
currently differs from the dominant operation of the platform 
economy (ILO, 2024). The continuation of this empirical research will 
allow us to discuss the extent and direction in which this differentiated 
profile will change as the company grows, both in terms of the number 
of employees and partnerships, but also in terms of turnover growth, 
in the context of a foreseeable increase in competition.
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