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Abstract 
Algorithms already play a large role in certain types of 
contemporary work, and they will doubtless come to 
dominate the shape of nearly all forms of work in the 
coming years. This position paper suggests that 
nascent forms of algorithmic management may impact 
the ways that we understand employee efficiency, 
worker satisfaction, and organizational learning. This 
work also inquires about the role that algorithms should 
or could be playing in informing individual workers 
about their own professional patterns. Participation in 
this workshop will also be useful in helping the author 
design a future course on algorithms and knowledge 
work in the coming year. 
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Introduction 
For nearly all of time, work practices have employed 
technology of one kind or another, creating, in the 
process, skilled craftspeople [1], deskilled and 
‘informated’ office workers [12], or, as we are now 
beginning to see increasingly, algorithmically-entangled 
knowledge workers [5,10]. Along with the rise in 
mobile devices and infrastructures that support 
increasingly distributed forms of knowledge work, we 
see a recurrence of what might be called a ‘digital 
piecework’ era [2,6], in which the organization is no 
longer the locus of work in the way that is has been so 
in the past—as a localized site of management 
supervision—but rather, is merely the administrative 
referent that serves as a brand or clearinghouse for 
task delegation. In many ways removing organizational 
management from the direct line of sight over workers 
could be seen as a liberatory move, one that appears to 
restore worker agency. On the other hand, this move 
also likely presages a potentially more problematic 
future—one in which data and algorithms are likely to 
play a very large part, from assessing competence to 
controlling worker activities. Understanding the 
expected contours of this eventual algorithmic future is 
my primary motivation for attending this workshop. 

Like many potential workshop attendees, I foresee the 
coupling between algorithms and work becoming 
increasingly intimate. One key way in which algorithms 
are becoming more entangled with work can be seen 
within platforms/organizations like TaskRabbit. Here 
data is used to match the ‘right’ work with the ‘right’ 
worker [11]—to professionally matchmake. These 
practices raise the question of how a correct fit is 
determined (i.e., what parameters are used in the 
sorting algorithm and how they are valued relative to 

one another) and how these design decisions might 
relate, at a minimum, to worker satisfaction and/or 
organizational learning. Do these methods create a 
more satisfied workforce or a series of similar, 
repetitive tasks? Do these methods create a 
constellation of hyper-experts or a diversified 
workforce? This is just the beginning of a nested set of 
questions that beg for critical reflection and discussion. 

In parallel, one might also take a page from the 
Quantified Self movement to explore how algorithms 
can or should inform how individual workers personally 
relate to their work [7]. At a base level, productivity 
statistics—and, concomitantly, emergent definitions of 
productivity—will likely loom larger and larger in the 
working lives of knowledge workers in the future. Like 
an athlete seeking to shave minutes off her time, a 
knowledge worker of tomorrow may seek to better 
understand how she can maximize her environment(s), 
adjust her digital toolset, or temporally arrange her 
work day, etc. to perform more optimally. It seems 
likely that algorithms can play a part in providing 
workers with these types of reflexive insights, though 
how legitimated this will become—and in turn, how 
available these types of tools and applications will be—
is certainly an open question. Perhaps even the 
distinction between personalized algorithmic 
information and organizational-level algorithmic 
information will prove a site of tension, one that could 
seed a new type of hacker ethos with unforeseen 
implications.  
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