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Sociological perspectives on digital labour: 
employment, skills and labour relations

Prof Jörg Flecker

EPTA Conference 2016, 21 October 2016

Employment effects: Automation and…

 New wave of industrial automation: the „Internet of things“

 Automation in service industries and the public sector

 Restructuring of global production networks, relocation of work

 Rationalisation and intensification of work
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Digitalisation and the ‚prosumer‘ 

 Digitalisierung in customer service

 Consumers‘ self-service

 Work of ‚prosumers‘

 Gamification: Topcoder, 
Duolingo etc.   
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Skills and quality of work

Professionalisation
Technology as a tool, support for

skilled work, upskilling

Degradation
Standardisation of tasks, 
deskilling, strengthened
surveillance
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http://www.automotiveit.eu/vw-bringt-datenbrillen-in-den-serieneinsatz/news/id-
0051337

Augmented Reality

VW bringt Datenbrillen in den Serieneinsatz
AutomotiveIT, 23. November 2015

„Bei der Kommissionierung 
erhält der Nutzer in seinem 
Sichtfeld der Brille automa-
tisch alle notwendigen Infor-
mationen wie den Ent-
nahmeplatz oder die Teile-
nummer eingeblendet. Das 
Wearable scannt zudem die 
Barcodes der Bauteile: Ist 
das richtige Teil entnommen, 
wird es grün eingefärbt, 
wurde das falsche Bauteil 
gegriffen, erscheint eine 
Warnung in rot.“
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Digitalisation and structural change

Online trade: Internet, warehouses, transport, delivery
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Example: Creative crowdworking

 Research project (2014‐2016): “Work and technological change in 
Creative Industries. Employment in local creative milieus and 
perspectives of virtual work.”*

 Self‐employment, intensive competition, market access, acquiring 
occupational identity

 Long hours (including job search, availability); time pressure; 
night work; weekend work; being on call; short reaction times; 
boundaryless work, no holidays

 Why? Competition, surveillance, customer ratings, online 
reputation, low pay

 Evading regulation of working hours, minimum wages

*Project funded by the Anniversary Fund of the National Bank of Austria (project number: 
16030)
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Digital labour: What are the aims?

 Labour saving technology: automation

 New products, new services, new forms of delivery

 Enhancing efficiency in the workplace and along value chains

 Degrading work cheapening labour

 Reorganising workflows, strengthening control and surveillance

 Production of ‚placelessness‘, outsourcing and offshoring

 Tapping new pools of labour, lowering labour costs and
increasing flexibility

 Evading national regulation

… and who decides?
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Digital work – a proactive agenda?

 Employment: Growth??, reduction of working time, 
redistribution of productivity gains, questioning unpaid labour

 Quality of work: 

 Re‐regulating employment relationships, protecting self‐
employment

 Opposing large‐scale degradation of work, pro‐active 
‘humanisation of work’

 Limiting and shortening working hours, reducing flexibility

 Securing fundamental rights (right to work, freedom of 
association, abolition of child labour) 

Univ.-Prof. Dr. Jörg Flecker
Institut für Soziologie

Digital work – a proactive agenda?

 Technology policy: Unconditional state support? 

 Human‐centred technology and humane work organisation

 Avoidance of night work; limits to flexibility; ban on digital 
surveillance; supporting work‐life boundaries

 De‐commodification and social security in light of double 
mobility of capital and labour

 General liability of contractors in (cross‐border) value chains

Democratise to save democracy!
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