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ABSTRACT  

This study examined how research on employee legal protection had developed and how far it had 

absorbed the governance problems created by digitally mediated work. A hybrid design combining 

bibliometric performance analysis, term co-occurrence mapping, and systematic review procedures was 

applied to 2,253 Scopus-indexed records published between 1955 and 2026 and retrieved in September 

2026. Topical precision was assessed using a relevance-coded random sample of 200 records, while 

performance indicators were recomputed for journals-only and high-precision subsets. Output grew at 

an annual rate of approximately ten per cent between 1995 and 2025, yet the field remained highly 

fragmented: 94.3 percent of 4,385 authors contributed only one document, author productivity followed 

a Lotka exponent of 4.2, and source distribution departed from Bradford’s law. Only 37 percent of 

sampled records were core to the topic. Digital themes rose from below 2.5 percent before 2015 to 23.0 

percent in 2025, while occupational safety declined in relative share. After age normalization, digital-

theme documents were cited above the field average. The findings showed a shift from physical and 

contractual risks toward informational and algorithmic risks, supporting compliance design for 

platform-based ventures. This study offered the first field-level bibliometric map of employee legal 

protection and quantified its digital reorientation. 
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1. Introduction  

The employment relationship is legally asymmetric by construction. One party owns the productive 

assets and directs how work is performed; the other supplies labour under terms it seldom sets. 

Employee legal protection—the body of mandatory rules, procedural entitlements, and enforcement 

mechanisms that constrains employer discretion—exists to correct that asymmetry. For founders and 

managers, this is not a peripheral compliance cost. The rules that determine who counts as an employee, 

what information an employer may collect, how tasks may be allocated, and how a working relationship 

may lawfully be ended shape venture cost structures, scaling decisions, and organisational design. 

Research has long recognised that protective law does not simply arrive at the organisational boundary 

and take effect. Organisations interpret ambiguous legal mandates and construct compliance structures 

whose meaning is then read back into the law itself (Edelman, 1992), while the expansion of 

employment rights helped produce the modern human resource function (Dobbin & Sutton, 1998). 

Parallel work in business ethics found that private regulatory instruments improved labour standards 

unevenly and remained dependent on local enforcement capacity (Frenkel & Scott, 2002; Yu, 2008). 

More recently, a distinct research front has formed around technology. Existing non-discrimination law 

is poorly equipped to detect disparate treatment produced by automated systems (Todolí-Signes, 2019; 

Zuiderveen Borgesius, 2020), machine learning in personnel selection generates liabilities that 

conventional human resource governance does not anticipate (Hamilton & Davison, 2022), and 

workplace data collection has outgrown consent-based instruments (Areheart & Roberts, 2019; Ebert 

et al., 2021; Holland & Tham, 2022). Platform work has also made employment classification a decisive 

regulatory question. 

What is missing is a view of the field as a whole. Existing reviews are domain-specific and do not 

establish the size, growth trajectory, structural properties, or thematic composition of employee legal 

protection research. It is therefore unclear whether the field is consolidating around a stable core, which 

protective domains are expanding or contracting, and how far the digital reorientation observed in 

individual studies is visible in the aggregate literature. 

This study addressed that gap by mapping Scopus-indexed literature on employee legal protection, 

testing whether its structural properties survived restriction to a topically precise core, and examining 

digitally mediated work in depth. It asked four questions: What are the field’s volume, growth 

trajectory, and citation structure? How concentrated or fragmented are its sources and authorship? What 

thematic clusters organise the field, and how have they shifted? How far has the field reoriented toward 

digital work governance? The study contributes the first field-level bibliometric map, quantifies the 

thematic reorientation with age-adjusted impact measures, and translates it into implications for 

digitally intensive ventures. 

2. Literature Review  

2.1. The Protective Function of Labour Law 

Employee legal protection is a layered system. Its substantive layer establishes minimum standards for 

wages, working time, safety, non-discrimination, and termination that cannot be contracted away 

(Davidov, 2016; Deakin & Wilkinson, 2005). Its procedural layer provides grievance channels, 

representation rights, and access to tribunals. Its institutional layer comprises inspectorates, courts, and 

collective actors whose capacity determines whether substantive and procedural rights operate in 

practice. Studies of wage claims in insolvency, maternity protection, and outsourcing show how these 

layers can diverge when enforcement machinery is weak or responsibility is legally indeterminate. 

 

 



 

International Journal of Digital Entrepreneurship and Business (IDEB), Volume 7 | Page 44 

2.2. Institutional Mediation and Legal Endogeneity 

The study adopted institutional theory, particularly the legal-endogeneity perspective. Protective 

mandates are often ambiguous; organisations resolve that ambiguity by building visible compliance 

structures; and courts and regulators may subsequently treat those structures as evidence of compliance 

(Edelman, 1992). Protection is therefore co-produced by regulators and regulated firms. The presence 

of a policy is a poor proxy for effective protection, and structures built in response to law may become 

durable organisational features. This perspective is especially suited to digital work because algorithmic 

management multiplies the ambiguity that organisations can resolve in their own favour. 

2.3. Domains of Employee Legal Protection 

Six domains recur across the literature: occupational safety and health; non-discrimination and equality; 

privacy and data protection; social security and remuneration; employee voice; and employment status. 

These domains encompass physical, psychosocial, and neurotechnological risk; disadvantage produced 

by automated models; collection and inference of worker information; wages and benefits attached to 

non-standard work; whistleblowing and retaliation; and the threshold question of who qualifies for 

protection in platform work. 

2.4. Prior Reviews and Open Questions 

Existing syntheses remain valuable but partial. Meta-analytic work has established the prevalence of 

workplace mistreatment without addressing the legal architecture responding to it, while sectoral and 

jurisdiction-specific reviews have examined artificial intelligence, precarious platform labour, armed 

conflict, harassment regulation, and gendered exclusion. None establishes whether these segments form 

a single integrating field or several weakly connected literatures sharing vocabulary but not intellectual 

infrastructure. Accordingly, the present review is descriptive and structural and is organised around the 

four research questions stated in the introduction. 

3. Methodology  

The study adopted a hybrid design combining bibliometric performance analysis, science mapping, and 

systematic review procedures. Reporting followed PRISMA 2020 where applicable to reviews without 

effect-size synthesis. Three analytical layers were used: a performance layer describing volume, impact, 

and concentration; a mapping layer recovering the semantic structure of the field; and a synthesis layer 

in which a screened subset was read closely and coded. 

Data were drawn from Scopus. The search was executed on 28 September 2026 in title, abstract, and 

keyword fields using TITLE-ABS-KEY (employee legal protection), without restrictions on language, 

document type, or publication year. The query returned 2,253 records covering 1955–2026. All records 

were retained for performance analysis and science mapping. For the synthesis layer, non-substantive 

items, records without identifiable authors, and in-press records were removed. Journal articles and 

reviews published from 2019 onward whose titles indicated digitally mediated work were retained, 

yielding 95 documents for close reading. 

Performance indicators were computed in Python 3.11 using pandas and SciPy. They included annual 

output, citations, h-index, source and author concentration, co-authorship intensity, and open-access 

share. Citation counts were normalised by publication year. Source dispersion was assessed against 

Bradford’s law, and author productivity against Lotka’s law. Science mapping followed the VOSviewer 

procedure implemented in Python. Noun phrases were extracted from English titles, spelling variants 
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were merged, generic and query-echo terms were removed, and co-occurrences were normalised by 

association strength and clustered with the Leiden algorithm. 

Thematic classification used regular-expression dictionaries derived from the mapping layer and 

literature review. Categories were non-exclusive. Topical precision was assessed on a random sample 

of 200 records coded as core, peripheral, or off-topic. Indicators were recomputed for journals-only and 

high-precision subsets. The study analysed published bibliographic metadata and involved no human 

participants, personal data, or intervention; ethical approval was therefore not required. 

Table 1. Retrieval, Screening, and Eligibility of Records 

Stage Criterion Applied Excluded Remaining 

Identification Scopus query; no restrictions — 2,253 

Screening Non-substantive, authorless, and in-press records removed 169 2,084 

Eligibility Journal articles and reviews from 2019 onward 1,303 781 

Included Documents addressing digitally mediated work 686 95 

Source: Data processed by the authors (2026). 

4. Findings  

4.1. Growth Trajectory and Citation Structure 

The corpus spanned 72 years, from one record in 1955 to 161 records in 2025; 148 records from 2026 

were partial. Output increased from 9 documents in 1995 to 161 in 2025, a compound annual growth 

rate of 10.1 per cent. Across the corpus, 2,253 documents received 15,529 citations, with a mean of 

6.89, a median of 1, and 43.4 per cent remaining uncited. The corpus h-index was 53. 

4.2. Fragmentation of Sources and Authorship 

The documents were distributed across 1,453 sources, and 77.7 per cent of sources contributed only one 

document. Bradford zones required 138, 564, and 751 sources, indicating no small consolidated journal 

core. Among 4,385 distinct authors, 94.3 per cent contributed exactly one document. Lotka’s law 

yielded an exponent of 4.20, far steeper than the classic inverse-square form. The field therefore lacked 

a stable institutional core. 

4.3. Semantic Structure and Thematic Reorientation 

The term co-occurrence map recovered six clusters covering individual rights and privacy; digitally 

transformed labour law; workplace safety and employee voice; disability and health-care workplaces; 

corporate compliance and employment boundaries; and United States health-coverage rule-making. 

Digitalisation, artificial intelligence, and algorithmic management formed the largest coded theme with 

195 documents. Its share remained below 2.5 per cent before 2015, reached 13.2 per cent in 2020–2024, 

and rose to 23.0 per cent in 2025. 

4.4. Topical Precision and Robustness 

In the relevance-coded sample, 37.0 per cent of records were core, 30.0 per cent peripheral, and 33.0 

per cent off-topic. Fragmentation persisted in the journals-only and high-precision subsets. In the high-

precision core, 716 documents were spread across 514 sources, 93.3 per cent of authors contributed 

once, and digital themes accounted for 27.5 per cent of 2025 output. Thus, fragmentation was not merely 

an artefact of the broad retrieval. 

 



 

International Journal of Digital Entrepreneurship and Business (IDEB), Volume 7 | Page 46 

Table 2. Descriptive Profile of the Corpus 

Indicator Value 

Documents 2,253 

Distinct sources 1,453 

Distinct authors 4,385 

Total citations 15,529 

Corpus h-index 53 

Open-access documents 610 (27.1%) 

Annual growth, 1995–2025 10.1% 

Source: Data processed by the authors (2026). 

5. Discussion  

The analysis produced four principal results. The field grew at approximately ten per cent annually for 

three decades; it remained structurally fragmented across sources and authors; its most-cited works were 

drawn largely from management, strategy, and sociology; and it underwent a measurable reorientation 

toward digital work governance. 

These results extend specialised reviews of algorithmic discrimination and platform classification by 

confirming the technological shift at field level while qualifying claims of a completed paradigm 

change. The reorientation was visible in publication volume and age-adjusted impact, but only one 

technologically focused document appeared among the ten most cited. The direction of travel was clear, 

yet the cumulative citation centre had not moved to the same extent. 

The fragmentation finding also complicates the assumption that employee legal protection constitutes 

a coherent evidence base. In a core that was more than ninety per cent on-topic, the modal author still 

published once, no journal held more than 1.6 per cent of output, and the most influential protection-

focused works appeared largely outside specialist labour-law journals. The field therefore resembled 

parallel conversations sharing a vocabulary more than a single accumulating programme. 

Legal-endogeneity theory helps explain this dispersion. Ambiguous mandates encourage organisations 

to construct visible compliance structures, and scholarship follows those structures into human resource 

management, business ethics, occupational medicine, and information systems. Algorithmic 

management amplifies ambiguity by relocating decisions into systems that may be opaque to workers, 

regulators, and employers. This suggests two propositions for future work: legal endogeneity may 

operate most strongly where technological opacity is greatest, and scholarly responses to new protective 

problems may lag organisational responses. 

For digitally intensive ventures, employment classification and worker-data governance have become 

central design variables rather than after-the-fact compliance matters. Firms using monitoring, 

biometric identification, or algorithmic allocation should document the basis of automated decisions 

before deployment. Safety systems must also address psychosocial and neurotechnological risks, not 

only industrial hazards. For policymakers, the absence of an integrated evidence base supports 

commissioning explicit cross-disciplinary synthesis when regulating platform and algorithmic work. 

6. Conclusion  

This study mapped the development, structure, and thematic trajectory of research on employee legal 

protection and assessed its reorientation toward digitally mediated work. Using 2,253 Scopus-indexed 

records, bibliometric performance analysis, term co-occurrence mapping, topical-precision checks, and 

close reading of 95 recent digital-work studies, it established a field-level baseline. 
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The field was large, expanding, and structurally weak. Publication was dispersed across many outlets, 

most authors contributed only once, and these patterns persisted in a topically precise core. 

Digitalisation, data, and algorithmic management moved from the periphery to the leading edge of 

annual output and attracted citations at or above the age-adjusted field norm, while occupational safety 

became more historical than central. 

The study’s contribution is to replace assertion with measurement. It shows that technological 

transformation is real in volume and age-adjusted impact but remains incomplete in the cumulative 

citation structure. For managers and founders, employment classification and worker-data governance 

now constitute principal protective exposures and require design decisions before deployment rather 

than reactive compliance after challenge. 

7. Limitations and Future Study  

The study relied on a single database, which under-represents monographs, national-language legal 

scholarship, and practitioner commentary. Classification used titles rather than abstracts, so allusive 

studies were coded conservatively. Topical precision was limited because only 37 per cent of a random 

sample was core to the topic. Reliability checks used a single independent AI-assisted coder rather than 

two human coders, and citation windows remained asymmetric despite year normalisation. Data for 

2026 were partial. 

Future research should replicate the analysis across Scopus, Web of Science, and a legal repository such 

as HeinOnline; use abstract- or full-text topic modelling to reduce dependence on title vocabulary; and 

undertake a comparative review of how platform-worker classification has been resolved across 

jurisdictions. Longitudinal research could also test whether legal endogeneity is strongest under 

technological opacity and whether scholarly responses systematically lag organisational ones. 
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