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For most of the twentieth century, the salon was a destination. You made an appointment, you
travelled, you sat in a chair in a room designed to be seen in, and you left. The journey was part of
the thing. So was the waiting, and the magazines, and the conversation with a stylist who had
known your hair for eleven years.

Then an app moved the chair into your living room, and a lot of quiet social machinery started
running in reverse.

This is more interesting than it sounds. When you change where a service happens, you change
who travels, who is visible, who is the host, and who can be observed. Those aren’t small
variables. They’re most of what a service interaction actually consists of.

The reversal of who travels

Start with the simplest change. In the salon model, the customer bears the transport cost, in time
and money. In the on-demand model, the worker does.

That single inversion carries a lot of weight. Travel time is usually unpaid or only partly
compensated, which means a technician’s effective hourly rate depends heavily on how tightly the
platform packs their day and how far apart the bookings fall. A worker with four appointments
spread across a city can spend as much of the day moving as working.

The International Labour Organization’s research on platform work has documented this
pattern across sectors, and the finding is consistent: the headline rate per job and the realised rate
per hour diverge substantially once unpaid time is counted. Location-based platform work carries
the additional burden of physical travel that remote gig work does not.

The customer experiences this as convenience. It is convenience. It’s just convenience that was
produced by relocating an inconvenience onto someone with less negotiating power.

The home changes the interaction

Salons are semi-public. There are other customers, other staff, a manager somewhere, a shopfront
on a street. That visibility does regulatory work nobody designed but everyone relies on. It
restrains behaviour on both sides.
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A private home has none of it. The worker arrives alone into a space they don’t control, with no
colleague nearby and no supervisor. Whatever happens is unwitnessed.

For the customer, the home is comfortable, private, and safe. For the worker it’s an unknown
environment entered repeatedly, several times a day, and the risk is not symmetrical.

Platforms know this and respond with technology: check-in features, GPS trails, in-app messaging
so phone numbers aren’t exchanged, ratings running in both directions, emergency buttons. Some
of it helps. But it substitutes surveillance for the ambient social oversight of a public room, and
surveillance protects a worker after an incident far better than it prevents one.

There’s a subtler shift too. In a salon, the customer is a guest in the worker’s professional territory.
At home, the worker is a guest in the customer’s personal one. Hospitality norms invert, and with
them a great deal of unspoken authority.

Emotional labour without the relationship

Sociologist Arlie Hochschild’s concept of emotional labour, the managed production of feeling as
part of a job, was practically written for the beauty industry. Technicians are paid for a service and
also, unmistakably, for warmth.

What the platform model does is strip out the thing that made that labour sustainable, which was
continuity.

A salon stylist builds relationships over years. The emotional work is real but reciprocal, and it
converts into loyalty, tips, and a client base that belongs to the stylist. Platform matching is usually
one-off. The worker performs the same warmth for a stranger, receives a rating for it, and moves
on. The relationship never accumulates, but the emotional demand doesn’t drop.

Worse, the rating system makes the warmth compulsory in a newly explicit way. A stylist who is
competent but reserved can build a fine career in a salon. On a platform, that reserve shows up as a
lower score and fewer bookings. The performance becomes a measured output.

Who is actually doing this work

Any honest account has to name the demographics, because they’re not incidental.

On-demand beauty work is overwhelmingly performed by women, disproportionately by migrant
women, and frequently by women whose immigration status is bound to their employment. That
combination shapes what kind of bargaining is possible. A worker who cannot easily change
employer has limited leverage over conditions, whatever the app’s terms say about independence.

Research from Pew Research Center on gig platform work has consistently found that platform
earners skew younger, lower-income, and more likely to belong to groups already facing labour
market disadvantage. The platform doesn’t create that stratification. It routes around it efficiently
and, in doing so, tends to harden it.

The classification question sits underneath everything. Independent contractor status gives genuine
flexibility, which many workers value highly and say so. It also removes sick pay, holiday,
insurance, and any floor under earnings. Courts and regulators across multiple jurisdictions have
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been arguing about where the line sits for a decade, and the argument is nowhere near settled.

The demand side is not frivolous

It would be easy to write this as a story about consumers wanting luxury on tap. That reading
misses most of what’s driving it.

Home services solve real access problems. New mothers who cannot get out. People with mobility
limitations or chronic illness for whom a salon is genuinely difficult. Shift workers whose free
hours fall outside opening times. Women whose cultural or religious preferences make a mixed
public salon unsuitable, and for whom a private appointment at home is not an indulgence but the
only workable option.

That last group is a substantial part of the market in the Gulf specifically, and it explains why home
salon services took hold there earlier and more thoroughly than in Europe. Platforms that let
customers book salon at home services in Abu Dhabi are serving a demand that predates the
technology by a long way. The app didn’t invent it. It formalised something that had been running
informally, through word of mouth and personal networks, for generations.

And formalisation has real benefits. Vetting, insurance, traceable payment, a complaints route, and
a record that an appointment happened. The informal version had none of that, and the workers in
it had less protection, not more.

What to actually watch

Three things will determine whether this settles into something decent.

Whether travel time gets paid. The clearest single test of whether a platform is sharing the value of
convenience or simply extracting it.

Whether ratings stay one-directional in practice. Two-way ratings exist on most platforms.
Whether a customer’s poor rating actually restricts their access, the way a worker’s does, is the
question worth asking.

Whether workers accumulate anything. A salon career builds a client list, a reputation, and
eventually the option to go independent. If a decade of platform work leaves someone with none of
those, the model has extracted a career’s worth of labour and returned no asset.

Analysis from bodies like the McKinsey Global Institute on independent work keeps landing on
the same conclusion: flexibility is genuinely valued by the people doing this work, and it is not a
substitute for security. Both can be true, and the platforms that last will probably be the ones that
stop treating them as a trade-off.

Final thoughts

The doorbell rings, someone comes in with a case, and an hour later you look better without having
left the house. It’s a small, pleasant transaction.

It’s also a service economy quietly reorganising itself around who has time and who has to travel.
Both things are happening at once, and the second one is invisible precisely because the first works
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so well.

Worth thinking about while you’re sitting in your own kitchen chair, being looked after by
someone who has been on the road since seven.
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