
Most of the head lines about tech nol ogy in the work place re late to ro bots ren der ing peo ple un em- 
ployed. But what if this threat is dis tract ing us from an other of the dis tort ing ef fects of au to ma tion? To
what ex tent are we be ing turned into work ers that re sem ble ro bots?

We fret over ma chines tak ing jobs, but tech nol ogy has al ready sapped many roles of
their hu man ity

The robots are already here, and
they’re made of flesh and bone Brett
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Take taxi driv ers. The pre vail ing wis dom is they will be re placed by Uber driv ers, who in turn will
ul ti mately be re placed by self-driv ing cars. Those laud ing Trans port for Lon don’s re fusal to re new
Uber’s li cence might like to con sider how, long be fore that com pany “dis rupted” the in dus try, turn-by-
turn GPS route man age ment and dis patch con trol sys tems were de-skilling taxi driv ers: in stead of
build ing up nav i ga tional knowl edge, they in creas ingly rely on sat navs.

Fears about hu mans be com ing like ma chines go back longer than you might think. The sort of al go- 
rith mic man age ment we see in the mod ern gig econ omy – in which driv ers and rid ers for dig i tal plat- 
forms such as Uber and De liv eroo are dis patched and man aged not by hu man be ings, but by so phis ti- 
cated com puter sys tems – has its roots in a man age ment the ory de vel oped by Fred er ick Tay lor in the
early 20th cen tury. As a young man, Tay lor worked as a shop fore man for a steel-mak ing cor po ra tion in
Philadel phia, where he di ag nosed in ef fi cien cies he saw as be ing prod ucts of poorly struc tured in cen- 
tives, un mo ti vated and some times shirk ing work ers, and a huge knowl edge gap that ren dered man age- 



ment in ef fec tive. Man agers, he pro claimed, knew too lit tle about the work force, their tasks, ca pa bil i ties
and mo ti va tions.

Tay lor and his dis ci ples ex tolled the virtues of break ing down tasks into in puts, out puts, pro cesses
and pro ce dures that can be math e mat i cally an a lysed and trans formed into recipes for ef fi cient pro duc- 
tion. Over decades, and across dif fer ent in dus tries, his the o ries have been used to ap ply time-and-mo-
tion stud ies to work places, work ers and what they pro duce. The assem bly line is the most recog nised
ex am ple of Tay lorism: un skilled work ers en gage in repet i tive, mind less tasks, at tend ing to semi-fin- 
ished parts that, in the end, are com bined into a whole prod uct.

Over time, Tay lorism be came syn ony mous with the evils of ex tract ing max i mum value from work ers
while treat ing them as pro gram mable cogs in ma chines. An early case in point: in 1917, at the height of
wartime, ap prox i mately 100,000 Aus tralian work ers took part in a gen eral strike. The ac tion was
sparked by the introduction of time cards, which recorded ev ery minute spent at jobs and breaks. To- 
day, it’s hard to think of time cards, even dig i tal ones, as in no va tion. They have faded into the back- 
ground of of fice life, busi ness-as-usual for many work ers. But back then they were seen as a new tool of
op pres sion. Man agers could use the in for ma tion to learn how fast ev ery one worked and de mand a
quicker pace. This de mean ing model was de cried as “robo tism”.

Tay lor’s ap proach jump-started de bates about data-driven in no va tion and sur veil lance that con- 
tinue to day. The mod ern, dig i tal ver sion of Tay lorism is more pow er ful than he could have ever imag- 
ined, and more de hu man is ing than his early crit ics could have pre dicted. Tech no log i cal in no va tions
have made it in creas ingly easy for man agers to quickly and cheaply col lect, process, eval u ate and act
upon mas sive amounts of in for ma tion. In our age of big data, Tay lorism has spread far be yond the fac- 
tory floor. The al go rith mic man age ment of the gig econ omy is like time cards on steroids.

And it’s not just taxi driv ers who are be ing de-skilled. The lo gis tics and truck ing in dus tries utilise
even more ex ten sive and in ten sive datadriven sys tems that con trol fleets and em ploy ees. Em ploy ers
utilise an ar ray of sen sors to track lo ca tion, tim ing, driv ing and other as pects of per for mance. Com plex
al go rithms, an a lyt ics soft ware and other hid den com po nents of man age ment sys tems gen er ate in tel li- 
gence which is then used to in struct truck driv ers. Cor nell Univer sity pro fes sor Karen Levy has doc u- 
mented how these in tense man age ment sys tems re duce work ers’ au ton omy and can in cen tivise sleep
de pri va tion and speed ing.

Tech nol ogy also al lows much more so phis ti cated per for mance man age ment of em ploy ees than dur- 
ing Tay lor’s lifetime. Back then, em ployee re views were costly in re source terms. They re quired face-to-
face meet ings or doc u ments that took time to pull to gether. To day small busi nesses as well as giants
such as Ama zon are us ing dig i tal tools to cre ate continuous streams of data for em ployee ap praisal.
Con stant mon i tor ing, and the ad di tion of peer re view to su per vi sor feed back, can cre ate overly com pet- 
i tive, and some times hos tile, dy nam ics be tween em ploy ees.

It’s not just the in ten sity of the mon i tor ing that is dif fer ent. Sur veil lance is in creas ingly hid den. In
Tay lor’s ana logue era, work ers were acutely aware when they were be ing ob served by man age ment with
stop watches and note books. To day man age ment tools are much less vis i ble. A cashier at a fast-food
fran chise who rings up pur chases with a vir tual cash reg is ter app on her tablet might be un aware of the
pro grams run ning sur rep ti tiously in the back ground, log ging key strokes, record ing au dio or video,
trans mit ting data and con tin u ously rat ing per for mance. Work ers who might know that their boss mon- 
i tors calls, texts, and brows ing on their em ployer-is sued smart phones might be sur prised to learn that
the de vice also com mu ni cates ge olo ca tion data, al low ing track ing of their move ment 24/7.



The first line of de fence against dig i tal Tay lorism is to re sist its re lent less creep within and out side
the work place. Tay lor’s logic has be come em bed ded in our ev ery day lives through our al ways-on dig i tal
en vi ron ment. There is no easy so lu tion to this. To find reme dies, we’ll need to ex per i ment with reg u la- 
tion and strength ened work ers’ rights through in sti tu tions – such as unions – which have be come
weak ened. France’s ef fort to pro mote the “right to dis con nect” by ban ning work places with 50 or more
em ploy ees from send ing emails on week ends or hol i days might not be per fect, but it is a step in the
right di rec tion.

We also need a shift in per spec tive. Tay lorism starts from the as sump tion that em ploy ees are in nate
shirk ers. While there will al ways be some who want to game the sys tem and put in as lit tle ef fort as pos- 
si ble, there are plenty who don’t. When the guid ing as sump tion of man age ment is that em ploy ees won’t
be pro duc tive un less forced to be by con stant ob ser va tion, it en gi neers low morale and pushes peo ple to
act like re sources that need to be mi cro man aged. Too of ten, we be come what we’re ex pected to be.

On pa per, mak ing hu man be ings be have like sim ple ma chines might de liver greater ef fi ciency. But
mod ern day Tay lorism threat ens some thing that those kinds of mar ket analy ses fail to cap ture: the
value of be ing hu man.


