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YOUR BOSS IS AN ALGORITHM 

 

What effect do robots, algorithms, and online platforms have on the 

world of work? Using case studies and examples from across the EU, 

the UK, and the US, this book provides a compass to navigate this 

technological transformation as well as the regulatory options 

available, and proposes a new map for the era of radical digital 

advancements. 

From platform work to the gig-economy and the impact of artificial 

intelligence, algorithmic management, and digital surveillance on 

workplaces, technology has overwhelming consequences for 

everyone's lives, reshaping the labour market and straining social 

institutions. Contrary to preliminary analyses forecasting the threat of 

human work obsolescence, the book demonstrates that digital tools 

are more likely to replace managerial roles and intensify 

organisational processes in workplaces, rather than opening the way 

for mass job displacement. 

Can flexibility and protection be reconciled so that legal frameworks 

uphold innovation? How can we address the pervasive power of AI-

enabled monitoring? How likely is it that the gig-economy model will 

emerge as a new organisational paradigm across sectors? And what 

can social partners and political players do to adopt effective 

regulation? 

Technology is never neutral. It can and must be governed, to ensure 

that progress favours the many. Digital transformation can be an 

essential ally, from the warehouse to the office, but it must be tested 

in terms of social and political sustainability, not only through the 

lenses of economic convenience. Your Boss Is an Algorithm offers a 

guide to explore these new scenarios, their promises, and perils. 
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Introduction 

In October 2015, after organising a conference session on platform work at the 

International Labour Office, we were invited to present our research to the 

European Parliament in Brussels. The Parliament’s building is a maze and, as 

expected, we immediately lost our way among the corridors in search of the 

meeting room. We were rescued by an old classmate, who since our time together 

at university had become a parliamentary assistant. He met us by chance several 

floors away from the room where we were to speak and volunteered to 

accompany us. On the way there, he asked what had brought us to the EU 

Parliament. We replied that we had been summoned to talk about ‘platform 

workers, like Uber drivers, you know’. He was flabbergasted: ‘Isn’t this a 

problem of antitrust and transport regulation? Why on earth’, he questioned, ‘are 

you labour lawyers interested in this?’. We replied that the most pressing issues 

we saw were the drivers’ working conditions and their employment status. Being 

classified as self-employed workers, they could count on very little legal 

protection. It was also an entirely unbalanced relationship, due to the massive 

use of algorithms and other digital means of surveillance. We bet against him 

that soon this would be one of the most tantalising topics in the hectic debate on 

the future of work, and it would also help to shed light on other vital issues at 

the intersection between labour and emerging technologies, the use of artificial 

intelligence (AI) and extensive adoption of big data in workforce management. 

It was an easy bet to win, let’s be honest. From 2015 onwards, work for companies 

such as Deliveroo, Uber, Grubhub or online platforms such as Amazon 

Mechanical Turk, UpWork and Jovoto has made the front pages of newspapers 

around the world, thanks to multiple lawsuits that workers have filed virtually 

everywhere these businesses operate. Meanwhile, numerous other issues, much 

broader than the legal classification of workers, came to light. Platforms 

increasingly seemed a pilot test for nascent forms of algorithmic governance – 

the use of information technology to govern the labour force, from hiring to 

firing, involving constant performance appraisal powered by the large amount 

of information collected. These practices are now a common feature of our 

economies, affecting blue- and white-collar jobs well beyond the expanding 

boundaries of platform work. Many governments all over the world are 

pondering whether to step in to regulate in this field. Trade unions and labour 

rights advocates are demanding a more effective enforcement of existing legal 

frameworks. Meanwhile, research on this topic burgeoned: countless 

publications, conferences and seminars showcasing platform work in all its 

ramifications have been set up in the last few years. 



Much ink has already been spilled. We have admittedly contributed our part to 

this deluge of research. We wrote many articles, essays and reports for 

international organisations. We were presenters in many academic, institutional 

and political initiatives, and we discussed these issues in our classes. We have 

learned a great deal from these experiences. We gained innumerable insights 

from audiences and fellow speakers who took part in these meetings. However, 

we must admit that, unsurprisingly, many of the questions we received during 

these discussions became recurrent. 

Wouldn’t it make sense – many people wonder – to turn a blind eye to the 

conditions of these precarious workers, given that they will soon be replaced by 

self-driving cars or remotely controlled drones? Shouldn’t we be grateful for any 

form of algorithmic management replacing human arbitrariness with automated 

supervision, to finally get rid of human biases and market failures when hiring 

and managing workers? Shouldn’t we instead concentrate all our intellectual 

resources on the professional skills that will be needed in a changing labour 

market? Wouldn’t it be better to let wages and protections adjust, to avoid 

companies slamming even harder on the accelerator of full automation? 

Shouldn’t we begrudgingly replace all these old-fashioned labour rights with 

modern, ‘fluid’ social security measures, including universal basic income? Don’t 

we risk slowing down innovation and hindering technological development by 

granting twentieth century-style protections to the workers involved in the most 

innovative sectors of our otherwise crushed economies? Wouldn’t it be easier to 

introduce lighter labour protection regimes to avoid the digital platforms 

running away from our countries in search of more welcoming shores?  

No! Our sincere answer to all these questions is simple. And it is a firm response, 

honed during our years of research. 

With this book we do not only aim to offer arguments in support of this blunt 

stance, but also to help redefine the issues on the table. We want to show how 

technology can be used to positively change our life and work, as long as we do 

not let the tech industry self-regulate by purporting to govern public decisions as 

the sole arbiter of our fate. We also want to discuss how new technologies will 

allow us to save time and energy by automating hazardous, menial, or repetitive 

jobs. At the same time, we warn that some connected tools risk subjecting 

everyone to invasive and relentless surveillance regimes, including at the 

workplace. The use of some of these devices, then, should be limited, if not 

banned altogether, to safeguard the fundamental values, rights and freedoms 

that govern our democratic societies. 

If we were to listen to gurus of game-changing technologies, digital evangelists 

and their many cheerleaders stationed between public institutions and 

specialised magazines, we would end up being victims to a grave 



misunderstanding. Trying to govern innovation – they contend – would be 

pointless and harmful. Tech companies increasingly invoke government 

intervention in order to dictate rules on controversial issues such as 

misinformation and the fight against online hate, freedom of speech, or 

commercialisation of data rights, but no other legislative intervention ever seems 

to end well. Very few politicians attempt to discuss introducing rules to outlaw 

AI applications used to profile candidates when they apply for a job, to check 

their creditworthiness when people ask for a mortgage, or to assess personal risk 

factors when it comes to buying insurance. Regulating platform work, therefore, 

would be sheer madness. ‘You don’t want platforms to shut down, do you? We’d 

lose thousands of jobs! Not to mention the satellite activities supported by the 

apps. If there was no food-delivery, lockdowns and quarantines during the 

pandemic would have been hell for everyone’. It’s as if the economies of some of 

the most industrialised countries in the world really could depend on the 

delivery of meals and parcels by bike to the point of accepting any condition 

imposed by these companies so they can do us the favour of staying solvent. 

Surely there should be a line? 

In order to avoid these lapses of reason, we must first demystify a fallacy, namely 

the misconception that the state of progress is deterministically given (‘things can 

only get better’). Too many observers and self-proclaimed disruptors lament the 

incapacity of current legislation to keep pace with the ‘brave new world’ by 

resorting to the argument of inevitability and irreversibility of innovation.1 They 

often argue that we should tear the crusts off our old laws and rights, claiming 

that existing rules are irreversibly mouldy. 

To dispel these die hard myths, suffice it to say that the impact of social changes 

is prominently determined by corporate decisions and, above all, by societal 

choices. Information and communication technology (ICT) only accelerates, 

validates and consolidates these changes. In short, it is certainly not the fault of 

digitalisation if work becomes precarious, nor can we impute exclusively to 

technology the ever-increasing disregard for the dignity of human work.2 

Although today the eponymous word ‘Uber’ is a global metaphor for all the 

phenomena of atomisation of work relations, as media keep quoting for example: 

‘Uber of dog-sitting’, ‘Uber of helicopters’, ‘Uber of laundry’,3 the modern trend 

of work commodification has certainly not been inaugurated by the California-

based platform. Work arrangements that are parcelled out in countless discrete 

tasks (the single delivery of a pizza slice, the short online translation, the 

transcription of receipts, even the effort of tagging photos online to refine 

machine learning engines) and distributed in seamless micro exchanges that 

replace more stable and better regulated work relationships are simply the most 

well-known examples of a much wider tendency,4 a phenomenon that ranges 

from casual work to subcontracting, from sham self-employment to franchising. 



Discussing the impact of new technologies on freedom, democracy, justice and 

politics, Jamie Susskind wrote that many of the problems of our times have more 

to do with individual options and interests than with digitalisation itself.5 Far 

from being set in stone, innovation takes the direction that we set, with our 

actions and aspirations, and moves at the speed that we impose on it. In short, all 

the great transformations are nothing more than a sum, sometimes virtuous, 

sometimes vicious, of countless personal and collective choices. There are no 

good and bad technologies per se, there are distorted or mindful uses of 

innovation. Thus, the quality of present and future work depends explicitly on 

how we conceive, negotiate and organise it. This will be one of our key messages 

throughout this book: the use of digital tools at work can and must be governed 

to ensure that technological progress favours the many and not the very few. 

Of course, this is not about advocating less innovation, particularly where 

progress already lags behind. In too many areas, even in industrialised countries, 

fast internet connection is a mirage and other investments in new technologies 

fall short especially in terms of skills, high capacity networks and advanced 

solutions for businesses and public services, as revealed by the Digital Economy 

and Society Index (DESI).6 The COVID-19 pandemic has made it clear, for 

example, how poor some digital infrastructures are, as well as how conservative 

corporate culture is when it comes to adopting new organisational patterns. 

Remote work has been vital during the emergency, to decongest commuting 

routes, mitigate the contagion risk, allow business continuity and keep people 

safe. But when fast internet is confined within the Zone 1 of big cities and firms 

impose micromanagement even on people working from home, growth is really 

kept at bay. Real innovation is scarce. Hence, we need more of it and for it to be 

better distributed and this is why we must all have a voice in managing its 

implications on people’s lives and work. 

At the same time, an overestimation of the wonders of new tech has monopolised 

the conventional debate on work. Yet, unlike in regard to medicine, 

electrification, biotechnology, infrastructure and air travel, the business 

applications of digital advancements seem to have very little ground-breaking 

effects in many areas. New technology today is often merely used to perform 

more effectively actions and functions that, in the past, involved using more 

energy (which is very welcome!) or that, in many cases, we were wary to 

implement due to values and principles, such as human dignity, which today 

may seem irrelevant. Think, for instance, of the collection and use of biometric 

data, intrusive facial recognition for authentication,7 or private mass tracking to 

deal with health emergencies. 

Often, a certain prevalent fatalism accompanies an attitude to downplay the 

scope of the ongoing shift. According to many observers, large segments of the 

workforce will still be engaged in traditional activities for a long time, sheltered 



from encroaching digitisation and the formidable competition of tech giants. We 

firmly disagree. Some sectors, in fact, may serve to test business models that, if 

successful, will be exported elsewhere. The contractual precariousness of these 

types of workers and the subjection to intrusive managerial practices in exchange 

for little job and income security are just some of the symptoms of the great 

transformation currently taking place.8 

There are numerous studies which have described the advent of the newest 

technologies and mapped their corrosive effects on work.9 They range from 

physical devices such as exoskeletons and ‘wearable’ electronic bracelets to 

immaterial tools such as algorithms and AI. On the brighter side, these 

technologies can process information in real time, preventing accidents caused 

by human errors and reducing the hazards and strain of certain routine and 

tedious tasks. At the same time, as we explain in the second chapter of this book, 

they enable so much meticulous and pervasive monitoring of workers that all too 

often leads to appalling abuses. We should not resign ourselves to the idea that 

to reap the benefits in terms of greater safety and relief of physical work fatigue 

we should accept surveillance habits unravelling at an increasing pace. 

Some major technological breakthroughs also enable the allocation of many 

managerial functions to non-human agents (‘management-by-algorithms’). 

Workers in manufacturing, logistics and office-based occupations can receive 

orders from an automated decision-making system, be continuously monitored 

by GPS trackers or digital log-stamps and fired for not achieving the goals set by 

computational tools measuring average community targets and the clients’ level 

of satisfaction, with little (if any) possibility of redress. Many new technologies 

enable reconfiguring organisational procedures, workplace practices, talent 

acquisition, retention and enhancement. This results in a parallel erosion of job 

autonomy and skill depreciation: workers eventually experience loss of agency 

and a sense of alienation from their work, weakening abstract thinking while 

favouring persistent homogeneity. 

Software are deployed to digitise scheduling, set promotion and compute 

remuneration – and this is where the platform businesses also come into play, as 

we discuss thoroughly in the third chapter. The division of labour carried out by 

some digital platforms conceals the activities of too many workers behind a 

curtain of invisibility, by disguising this work as automated. To put it bluntly: an 

army of ghost workers, as Mary Gray and Siddarth Suri describe them,10 is 

obscured in the backroom of the wondrous digital economy, deputised as they 

are to trigger processes, to repair errors, to program code strings, or even to 

relocate bikes and scooters of shared-mobility businesses, or to cook a 

hamburger, store and deliver parcels. The dirty job of the new economy’s second 

wave is not done by super intelligent machines, but by invisible, dispossessed 

machinists. 



This is not an encouraging scenario. We end up being subject to innovation, 

rather than generating it. This is a betrayal of any ‘emancipating’ promise of 

digital technologies. They rose as a tool for libertarian ‘rebels’, they often turn 

into instruments of bureaucratic repression. They were supposed to simplify our 

lives, foster freedom and enable social connection, they instead have proved to 

be a trump card for surveillance, measurement, hegemonisation, blackmail, 

commodification, spamming, wiretapping, haranguing and punishment. They 

arrived as a space open to no holds barred competition, they have become a 

hunting ground for oligopolists perpetuating a tailspin of data extraction and 

digital enclosure in a world dominated by winner-take-all markets. They aimed 

to turn us into a new Prometheus, the titan who stole knowledge from the gods 

to offer it to men, instead they have handed us over to low value-added services 

that stoke frivolous desires and satisfy low-cost consumerism.11 They were 

supposed to reduce inequalities, they ended up raising barriers, exaggerating 

imbalances and deepening social oppression. 

The widespread reaction to all of this was sudden and thunderous. Socio-

economic earthquakes often lead to political shockwaves.12 Many of the electoral 

results of recent years, such as Trump’s victory in 2016, the success of Brexiters 

in the UK and the bolstered electoral performance of extremist parties in many 

European countries, demonstrate a severe rejection of the inequalities that 

technological gaps have precipitated.  

Law professors Alan Bogg and Mark Freedland have written that precarious 

work makes our democracies unstable, or at least less liberal.13 It is difficult to 

disagree. To be sure, populist responses, as well as calming ones, only exacerbate 

the ailments that they are expected to cure. Even worse, they are often part of an 

agenda that has opposite hidden objectives. To give some examples: the people 

who voted to Make America Great Again, ensnared by the sirens of star-spangled 

protectionism, often found themselves paying the hefty bill for shameless anti-

labour policies that harmed the middle class. Similarly, the UK’s exit from the 

European Union and the desire to ‘take back control’ seriously threatens to 

weaken the many employment rights of British working people that EU 

membership helped to build.14 Nevertheless, the deep roots of social 

vulnerabilities and resentment should not be overlooked or looked down upon. 

It is instead our duty to investigate the economic and social reasons of discontent, 

to mitigate their symptoms and correct their causes.15 

To conclude, the point is not to indulge in a grotesque ‘back to the good old times’ 

attitude! Technology can be an indispensable ally, from the factory to the desk, 

from the warehouse to the office. It is critical, however, to constantly challenge it 

on the ground of social and political sustainability, not only through the lenses 

of economic convenience. For this reason, we direct our research toward fighting 



against a fanfare version of progress, which is nothing but a lot of talk and food 

delivery. 

* * * 

Our analysis springs from the premise that to shape the future it is necessary to 

take care of the present. One cannot speculate on the future of the work without 

investigating in depth today’s unresolved issues and healing open wounds. 

What happens to the jobs that will not be swept away by technology? Can 

flexibility and protection be reconciled to ensure that the existing regulatory 

frameworks uphold innovation? How can we negotiate the extent and intensity 

of increasingly insidious surveillance techniques? How should we regulate the 

processing of data collected in the workplace without abdicating fundamental 

values? How likely is it that the business model of gig-economy platforms 

spreads to other industries and emerges as a new productive paradigm? What 

investments and cuts are needed to sustain productivity? In what way is a fair 

distribution of the dividends of technological progress ensured? How should we 

adapt welfare systems to make sure non-standard workers are not left behind? 

Do we need a new social compact to reduce inequalities, contain resentment and 

expand opportunities? And what should go into it? What are the social partners 

and political players doing, and what can they do, to accompany the transition? 

Two even more fundamental questions must be answered: what are we willing 

to give up and what are we aiming for? 

This book aims to address bewilderment, answer some doubts and offer realistic 

solutions. It deals with the three major vectors of change that are redesigning the 

modern world of work: automation, algorithms and platforms.16 Together, these 

forces can bring us into a completely new work reality, for which we are not yet 

equipped. They are a moving target as they change rapidly and profoundly, 

along with the environments where they operate. These three transformative 

vectors affect the entire cycle of options available to entrepreneurs: potential 

dislocation of tasks and jobs, digitisation of decision-making processes, 

intensification of command-and-control roles, opportunities for outsourcing and 

effects on job quality and task discretion. We therefore need a compass to orient 

ourselves in this unchartered territory. 

This book is based on the stubbornness of facts. and is the result of several years 

of research across various methodological silos. Using case studies from across 

the EU, the UK and the US, it focuses on two classical dimensions of labour 

studies, the individual and the collective by marshalling both empirical and 

normative arguments. It starts from an assumption: rules do not necessarily halt 

economic activities. It is not true that our entire regulatory landscape is obsolete 

and to be thrown away. Nor is it true that we should make unchallenged room 



for new business models, by giving up attempts to govern work and technology. 

On the contrary, regulation is an ally of authentic innovation, since it allows a 

level playing field between competitors, prevents the abuse of dominant 

positions, enables the most daring experiments and protects their results. It also 

mediates between conflicting interests and lowers transaction costs, by ensuring 

determinacy and predictability in the application of the law, and rebalances 

disparities. 

Your Boss is an Algorithm moves on from legal problems to deal with the 

fundamental issues that affect the whole of society and concern those of us who 

want to shape an alternative path of the transformation of work. It is also a law 

book that adopts a socio-legal and comparative approach, while speaking 

everyone’s language and drawing examples from everyday life. If we really 

needed to frame it in a literary genre, we would like to consider it as a dispatch 

from the work front. We hope that our readers will obtain enough insights to 

make up their mind independently. And we hope to make them aware of one 

important message: tech and its consequences are human phenomena, they 

depend strictly on the social and regulatory fabric on which they impact. They 

can, in short, be regulated and it is beneficial to do so quickly. Some tools are 

already there, some can be identified through collective discussion. The most 

crucial thing, however, is not to take mercurial innovation for granted nor to be 

afraid to manipulate it for the benefit of all. There is plenty of human leadership 

to exercise in writing the future history of innovation. Not only is this not 

impossible, it would not even be unprecedented. We hope to be convincing 

enough. 

It’s time to get started!
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