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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This monograph offers a comprehensive interpretation of changes in managerial 

control within employment in relation to the technological transformations of recent 

decades, from computerization and the digitalization of work to digital remote work. 

The analysis is grounded in a processual and non–dualist conception of organization 

and draws on conceptual categories from Bruno Maggi’s Theory of Organizational 

Action and Norbert Elias’s figurational–processual sociology. From a long–term 

perspective, it situates transformations in organizational control within the historical 

trajectory extending from the post–Fordist turn to the present. 

The theoretical reflection is complemented by an analysis of trend data drawn from the 

European Working Conditions Survey (1991–2021). These data are interpreted using 

three ideal–typical forms of managerial control—new Tayloristic control, panopticon 

control, and controlled autonomy—developed through an extensive review of the 

theoretical and empirical literature. 

The findings point to a long–term shift toward the type of control referred to as 

“controlled autonomy”, affecting employment as a whole and accelerated first by 

digitalization and then by digital remote work. The monograph concludes by 

considering the potential implications of artificial intelligence for the future configuration 

of control and autonomy within employment. 

The introduction by Paola M. Torrioni highlights cross–cutting interpretative 

perspectives for assessing the text’s theoretical and analytical contribution within the 

contemporary debate on organized work. The afterword by Matteo Rinaldini places the 

core concept of controlled autonomy in dialogue with classic contributions from labuor 

process theory and outlines directions for future research on digital work. 

 

Keywords: controlled autonomy; digitalization; digital remote work; managerial control, 

long-term processes. 
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“There is no freedom without limits.” 
Isaac Asimov, The Caves of Steel, 1953 

 
PREFACE 

 
by Paola Maria Torrioni 

 
Autonomy, control, and processual dynamics in work organizations 
 
In recent decades, the lexicon of autonomy has progressively colonized the language 

of work, organizations, and, more broadly, social relations. Terms such as self–

organization, accountability, flexibility, empowerment, and shared leadership have 

become central elements in managerial discourse, public labor policies, and narratives 

of organizational innovation. As Boltanski and Chiapello have famously shown, 

autonomy has established itself as a normative value of the “spirit” of contemporary 

capitalism, presenting itself simultaneously as a requirement of modernity, a lever of 

competitiveness, and a promise of individual emancipation (Boltanski, Chiapello 1999, 

Italian translation 2005)1. 

However, this growing discursive centrality of autonomy does not coincide with a 

retreat of control. On the contrary, a substantial body of sociological and organizational 

scholarship has shown how the emphasis on autonomy accompanies a profound 

restructuring of control mechanisms, which tend to become less visible, more diffuse, 

and increasingly internalized through cultural, normative, and relational devices 

(Kunda 1992, Italian translation 2000; Barker 1993). In this sense, speaking of 

autonomy in contemporary work entails questioning the transformations of 

organizational power rather than assuming its disappearance. As numerous studies 

on the changing forms of control demonstrate, control is not eliminated but 

reformulated: it shifts from direct supervision to the definition of objectives, from the 

detailed prescription of tasks to the evaluation of results, and from external discipline 

to self–discipline (Ouchi 1979; Kunda 1992, Italian translation 2000; Barker 1993)2. 

It is within this tension between the valorization of autonomy and the persistence of 

control that Roberto Albano and Ylenia Curzi’s contribution is situated. Their work 

 
1 On the role of autonomy, accountability, and empowerment as normative vocabulary across labor 
policies and organizational practices, see also Rose (1999) and Dardot and Laval (2009, Italian 
translation 2013), who analyze these concepts as central elements of contemporary forms of 
government through freedom. 
2 This line of interpretation is extensively developed in studies on normative control and forms of indirect 
surveillance in contemporary organizations; for a review, see Sewell and Wilkinson (1992). 
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invites us to interpret organized work not as a field undergoing progressive liberation 

from constraints, but as a space of continuous reconfiguration of the relationship 

between autonomy and control. To grasp this reconfiguration, however, it is not 

sufficient to focus solely on discourse, organizational models, or institutional 

architectures; rather, we must shift our analytical gaze to the level of concrete work 

practices, where autonomy and control take shape in the unfolding of action. 

From this perspective, autonomy, far from being a natural given or a linear 

achievement, should be understood as a mode of situated regulation of the work 

process. Consistent with the theory of organizational action, it does not coincide with 

mere discretion granted within heteronomously defined frameworks, but with the 

capacity of actors to contribute to the production and transformation of the rules that 

orient action. The way of working is never entirely prescribed from the outside: even in 

the most structured contexts, concrete action entails continuous adjustments, 

interpretations, and negotiations in response to the variability of situations and 

expected outcomes (Barbini 2022: 12–5; Maggi 2003/2016, I livre: 27; Terssac 1992, 

Italian translation 1993). 

Autonomy thus emerges not as a stable attribute of the subject nor as an organizational 

concession, but as a practice enacted within the work process, in the inevitable gap 

between prescription and actual activity3. 

This practice unfolds within given constraints and power relations that condition its 

recognition, enhancement, or, conversely, its neutralization. In this sense, autonomy 

cannot be assumed to be an intrinsically positive value. For the sociology of work and 

organizational studies, the task is not to celebrate autonomy, but to understand the 

conditions of its possibility and its ambivalent effects. Autonomy may constitute a 

resource for learning, work quality, and cooperation; yet it may also translate into work 

intensification, decision–making isolation, and the transfer of risk from organizational 

structures to individuals. 

This ambivalence becomes particularly visible in work contexts characterized by the 

growing use of digital technologies and the expansion of remote working. Digitization 

and remote work affect not only the tools employed, but also transform the conditions 

 
3 The notion of autonomy referred to by Terssac should be understood as the situated capacity to 
produce rules in the course of action and should be distinguished both from the discretion granted by 
the organization and from a conception of autonomy as an individual attribute; on this point, see also 
Maggi (2003/2016, I livre). 
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of coordination, visibility, and regulation of work (Zuboff 1988, esp. chap. 10; Halford 

2005: 25–7). On the one hand, they expand the margins of operational autonomy, 

enabling more flexible forms of organizing working time and space (Dambrin 2004: 

359–361; Sewell and Taskin 2015: 1510–2); on the other, they reinforce modes of 

control centered on outcomes, traceability of activities, and the internalization of 

organizational expectations (Barker 1993: 409–12; De Vaujany et al. 2021: 676). 

In this sense, digital transformations do not introduce a radical discontinuity, but rather 

intensify already existing tensions, making the procedural and relational nature of the 

relationship between autonomy and control even more evident (Sewell, Wilkinson 

1992: 271–274; De Vaujany et al. 2021: 678–81)4 .  

Starting from this conception of autonomy as a situated practice, the relationship 

between autonomy and control is adopted as a privileged lens through which to 

interpret change in organized work from a historical and processual perspective. 

Autonomy and control are not treated as static, measurable, and mutually exclusive 

quantities, but as relational dimensions that are redefined over time within 

organizational processes, through technical and symbolic devices, managerial 

practices, and shifting configurations of power. Organized work thus becomes a 

privileged observatory of social change: a space where technological innovations, 

cultural transformations, redefinitions of power relations, and shifts in processes of 

subjectivation intersect. 

It is against this backdrop that the present monograph is situated. Positioned within the 

field of the sociology of work and organizational studies, it offers a long–term reading 

of the transformations in the relationship between autonomy and control in organized 

work. The volume builds upon a consolidated research program developed by the 

authors over more than fifteen years and provides a mature synthesis intertwining 

theoretical reflection with large–scale empirical evidence, thereby enabling a genuinely 

processual interpretation of the transformations of organized work. 

The following pages aim to elucidate some of the key themes running through Albano 

and Curzi’s work, allowing for a fuller appreciation of its theoretical and analytical 

significance within the contemporary debate on organized work. These interpretations 

 
4 In this perspective, the digitization and remote working are understood not as factors of radical 
discontinuity, but as devices that make more visible and accentuate tensions already present in the 
forms of work organization, according to a non–deterministic interpretation of technological 
transformations. 
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are articulated through a perspective that explicitly draws on Norbert Elias’s figurational 

sociology as a second–order interpretative resource, useful for highlighting the 

dynamism, non–linearity, and relational nature of the relationship between autonomy 

and control. Without positioning Elias as an explicit theoretical reference adopted by 

the authors, Albano and Curzi’s work nonetheless reveals—often implicitly yet 

consistently—a deeply processual conception of organized work, which renders this 

interpretative dialogue particularly fruitful. 

In particular, the introduction is structured around three interpretative axes which, 

although articulated differently across the various chapters, constitute a common 

thread running throughout the work. 

The first axis concerns the conception of work as a cultural and relational process. The 

transformations analyzed in the volume are interpreted through the rejection of any 

perspective that treats technology as an autonomous driver of change. Digitization, 

remote work, and artificial intelligence are not approached as external forces that 

linearly impose themselves upon organizations; rather, they are understood as 

elements embedded within ongoing social and cultural processes, contributing to the 

redefinition of practices, meanings, rules, and expectations. From this perspective, 

work emerges as a historically situated process in which technologies, organizational 

structures, and subjectivities are co–constructed over time. The analytical focus thus 

shifts from technical innovation per se to the social configurations within which it is 

designed, adopted, and used, recognizing the centrality of cultural and organizational 

dimensions in shaping the transformation of work. 

The second axis concerns the interpretation of autonomy and control as shifting 

balances of power. The text moves beyond an oppositional conception that portrays 

autonomy and control as alternative and incompatible poles and instead frames them 

as terms of a dynamic and processual relationship. Contemporary forms of work 

organization demonstrate that the extension of operational autonomy does not 

necessarily entail a reduction of control, but is often accompanied by its reconfiguration 

in less visible, more diffuse, and increasingly internalized forms. In this sense, control 

is not conceived as a resource permanently possessed by some actors and denied to 

others; rather, it is understood as a relational property exercised within configurations 

characterized by asymmetrical interdependencies. The analytical emphasis therefore 

falls on how these balances of power are produced, transformed, and continuously 

negotiated within organizational practices. 
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The third interpretative axis addresses the ambivalence of innovation processes and 

their effects on working conditions. The text highlights how the introduction of new 

digital technologies and the expansion of remote work open up potential spaces for 

flexibility, learning, and initiative, while simultaneously generating new forms of work 

intensification, individual accountability, and permeability of the boundaries between 

work and private life. The autonomy that is required—and partially granted—to workers 

is frequently accompanied by increasing pressure on time, performance, and self–

management capacities, with significant consequences for subjectivity and for the 

possibilities of constructing collective responses. From this perspective, innovation 

appears neither intrinsically emancipatory nor simply oppressive; rather, it emerges as 

an ambivalent process whose outcomes depend on the organizational configurations, 

power relations, and forms of regulation within which it unfolds. 

Before moving on to explore the above points one by one, a further consideration 

concerns the reasons why the monograph is included in the publications of the 

Observatory on Social Change and Cultural Innovation (MU.S.I.C.)5 .  

The work of Albano and Curzi is fully aligned with a perspective that analyzes the 

socio–cultural processes traversing contemporary society, taking change in organized 

work as a key phenomenon for understanding broader transformations in forms of 

social regulation, power relations, and modes of collective action. In this sense, the 

volume resonates with the approach of the Observatory, which operates within the field 

of cultural sociology and social theory with a marked interdisciplinary openness. Its 

orientation is to interpret innovation not as an isolated or purely technical event, but as 

a historical and relational process. The focus on the transformations of organized work, 

understood as intertwined cultural and organizational processes, makes the text 

consistent with MU.S.I.C.’s objective of producing critical knowledge capable of 

connecting social practices, institutional structures, and dynamics of change. 

The volume also reflects the research practices and collective reflection that the 

Observatory seeks to promote: the systematization of a research program developed 

over time; the dialogue between theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence; and 

the construction of a shared analytical language among scholars working across 

different disciplinary and professional fields. In this respect, its publication within the 

 
5 The MU.S.I.C. Observatory operates as a space for theoretical elaboration and empirical research on 
processes of socio–cultural change, with a marked interdisciplinary openness. For further information 
on the MU.S.I.C. Observatory, see https://www.dcps.unito.it/do/home.pl/View?doc=music.html 
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activities of MU.S.I.C. signals a consonance of analytical horizons, epistemic 

orientations, and cognitive aims. 

 

Work as a cultural and relational process  
 

The first interpretative axis concerns the conception of work as a cultural and relational 

process and rests on the rejection of any perspective that treats technology as an 

autonomous and self–sufficient driver of change. From this standpoint, digitization, 

remote work, and, more recently, artificial intelligence are not understood as external 

forces that linearly impose themselves upon organizations; rather, they are seen as 

elements that become embedded in pre–existing social and cultural processes, 

contributing to the redefinition of work practices, meanings attributed to work, operating 

rules, and organizational expectations. This approach runs through Albano and Curzi's 

work, particularly in the chapters devoted to reconstructing the theoretical and 

epistemological framework (chapter 2), where organized work is conceived as a 

historically situated process of action and decision–making, rather than a mere 

sequence of technically determined tasks6 . 

As a vast sociological literature has shown, information technologies do not univocally 

determine forms of work; rather, they acquire meaning and produce effects only within 

specific organizational and cultural configurations (Zuboff 1988; Halford 2005: 21–7). 

In line with this tradition, Albano and Curzi emphasize that the introduction of new 

technological artifacts cannot be understood without considering the ways in which 

they are designed, integrated into work processes, and incorporated into everyday 

practices (see in particular chapters 3 and 5, and, for historical contextualization, 

chapter 2). In other words, technologies do not merely support or constrain action, but 

actively participate in shaping the conditions under which action becomes possible, 

legitimate, and evaluable. 

From this perspective, work emerges as a historically situated process in which 

technological artifacts, organizational structures, and modes of action are co–

constructed over time, giving rise to non–linear and often unintended outcomes. 

Albano and Curzi show how this co–construction is especially evident in digitized work 

contexts, where increasing formalization of processes coexists with an equally growing 

 
6 In this sense, the rejection of deterministic interpretations of technology does not imply the denial of 
the role of technical artefacts in work processes, but rather the assumption of their social effectiveness 
as historically and organizationally situated. 
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need for local adjustments, situated adaptations, and skills that cannot be fully codified. 

In these passages, work appears not only as a site of execution, but also as a space 

for the production of meaning, in which the criteria defining what counts as “adequate 

performance,” “a job well done,” or “a significant contribution” are continually 

renegotiated (see chapter 5 and, for future implications, chapter 6). This attention to 

the symbolic dimension reinforces the interpretation of work as a cultural process, in 

which technical innovation is inseparable from transformations in systems of 

recognition and legitimation. 

The analytical focus thus shifts from technical innovation per se to the social conditions 

of its design, adoption, and use, recognizing the centrality of cultural and organizational 

dimensions in shaping the transformation of work (Orlikowski 2000: 404–6; Maggi 

2003/2016, I livre: 26–31). In this sense, Albano and Curzi assign a central role to work 

practices and local regulation mechanisms, showing how formal organization and 

codified procedures are never sufficient to ensure the functioning of production 

processes, particularly in technologically complex contexts. Informal practices, 

situational adjustments, and tacit skills therefore emerge as constitutive elements of 

organized work rather than as mere residuals of technical rationality. 

Another salient element concerns the unintentional and cumulative character of work 

transformations. Many of the observed changes—such as the shift toward outcome–

based control or the increasing demands for autonomy—are not the product of a 

unified plan or fully conscious strategy: rather, they emerge over time from the 

interaction of partial decisions, successive adjustments, and contingent responses to 

organizational problems (see chapter 2). This perspective makes it possible to avoid 

teleological interpretations of change and to restore organized work as an open 

process, marked by progressive sedimentation and frequently unexpected outcomes. 

Finally, the monograph highlights how transformations associated with digitalization 

and remote work contribute to rendering organizational boundaries increasingly 

porous, accentuating the interdependencies between work, professional, and life 

spheres (see chapter 5). Work practices increasingly develop at the intersection of 

multiple contexts, challenging traditional distinctions, such as that between working 

time and non–working time. This aspect further reinforces the conception of work as a 

relational process, embedded in networks of interdependence that extend beyond the 

formal boundaries of the organization. 
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This approach is fully consistent with an Eliasian processual sensibility, which invites 

us to interpret social change as the result of dynamically intertwined interdependencies 

rather than as the direct effect of isolated causal factors (Elias 1969/1980, Italian 

translation 1983: 502). Although Norbert Elias is not adopted as an explicit primary 

theoretical reference, Albano and Curzi’s work implicitly resonates with this tradition 

insofar as it interprets change in organized work as a non–linear, relational, and 

structurally open process in which technologies, actors, and institutions transform one 

another over time. 

 

Autonomy and control as shifting power balances 
 
The second interpretative axis concerns the reading of autonomy and control as 

shifting balances of power, moving beyond an oppositional conception that portrays 

them as alternative and mutually exclusive poles. Albano and Curzi show how, in 

contemporary forms of work organization, the expansion of operational autonomy does 

not necessarily entail a reduction of control, but rather accompanies its reconfiguration 

in less visible, more diffuse, and increasingly internalized forms. This approach is 

already clearly articulated in the reconstruction of the theoretical and epistemological 

framework (chapter 2), where the authors reject both interpretations that depict 

autonomy as progressive liberation from control and those that reduce all forms of 

autonomy to mere ideological illusion. 

Numerous studies have highlighted how control tends to shift from direct supervision 

of activities to the definition of objectives, the evaluation of results, and the shaping of 

the decision premises of action (Ouchi 1979: 838–40; Barker 1993: 423–30). In line 

with this literature, Albano and Curzi show how the autonomy required of workers is 

often functional to the consolidation of new modes of control that operate in less 

immediately recognizable yet no less incisive ways, affecting the conditions of action 

rather than individual conduct (chapter 3). Control is therefore not eliminated but 

displaced: from the modes of execution to the frameworks within which decisions 

become possible, legitimate, and assessable (chapter 4). 

Within this perspective, control is not conceived as a resource permanently possessed 

by some actors and denied to others; rather, it is understood as a relational property 

exercised within configurations characterized by asymmetrical interdependencies and 

constantly shifting power balances. The analytical focus therefore falls on the 
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processes through which these balances are produced, maintained, and transformed 

over time, rather than on their presumed stability (chapter 2). This approach enables 

the authors to interpret power as a dimension immanent to working relationships, 

manifesting itself in the capacity to influence which options are perceived as legitimate, 

which margins of choice are actually practicable, and which behavioral expectations 

are internalized by actors (chapter 4). 

A crucial theoretical step in this direction is the analytical distinction between autonomy 

and discretion, which runs throughout the monograph and is systematically elaborated 

in chapter 4, devoted to ideal types of control. Through this distinction, Albano and 

Curzi demonstrate how many of the forms of autonomy observable in contemporary 

organizational contexts are in fact discretionary powers granted within heteronomously 

defined decision–making frameworks, whereas autonomy in the strict sense refers to 

the possibility of influencing the rules governing the work process itself. This distinction 

makes it possible to grasp more precisely how organizational power operates not 

primarily by denying autonomy, but by channeling it and transforming it into a resource 

functional to coordination and control. 

The empirical analysis developed in the subsequent chapters shows that these power 

balances are far from static. In digitized contexts and, in particular, in remote work, the 

authors observe a continuous renegotiation of the relationship between autonomy and 

control, in which demands for initiative, accountability, and self–governance intertwine 

with mechanisms of monitoring, evaluation, and activity tracking (chapters 5 and 6). In 

these contexts, autonomy may take the form either of genuine room for maneuver or 

of a mechanism through which decision–making burdens, operational responsibilities, 

and the management of uncertainty—previously absorbed by the organization—are 

transferred to individuals. 

Viewed through an Eliasian lens, this dynamic can be interpreted as a transformation 

of power differentials and of the forms of self–control required of individuals in highly 

complex societies, where power does not disappear, but is redistributed and exercised 

in increasingly indirect ways (Elias 1969/1980, Italian translation 1983: 639 ff.). 

Autonomy and control thus appear as co–constitutive dimensions of organized work, 

whose relationship is continually redefined in accordance with shifting 

interdependencies among actors, technological configurations, and forms of 

institutional regulation (chapter 6). The contribution of Albano and Curzi lies precisely 

in rendering this structural instability of power balances analytically visible, removing 
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the analysis of contemporary work from static or teleological readings and restoring it 

to a fully processual understanding. 

 

Ambivalent effects on innovation processes 
 
The third interpretative axis concerns the ambivalence of innovation processes and 

their effects on working conditions, a theme that runs through Albano and Curzi's entire 

work and is dealt with systematically, especially in the chapters devoted to the 

digitization and remote working. The authors show how the introduction of digital 

technologies and the expansion of remote work open up potential spaces for 

operational autonomy, organizational flexibility, and situated learning, but at the same 

time produce new forms of work intensification, individual responsibility, and an 

asymmetrical redefinition of the boundaries between work time and lifetime7 . 

These dynamics are consistent with findings in the literature on telework and digitized 

work, which shows that the operational autonomy granted to employees is often 

accompanied by increasing pressure on working time, performance, and self–

management capacities, with significant effects in terms of stress, decision–making 

isolation, and the transfer of organizational risk to individuals (Dambrin 2004: 359–61; 

Sewell and Taskin 2015: 1510–3). In this sense, innovation appears neither intrinsically 

emancipatory nor simply oppressive, but as a structurally ambivalent process whose 

outcomes depend on the organizational configurations, power relations, and forms of 

regulation within which it unfolds (Gollac and Volkoff 2006: 14). 

The empirical analysis conducted by the authors across the various waves of the 

European Working Conditions Survey further shows that, in the long term, increased 

opportunities to influence the ways and timing of task performance are frequently 

accompanied by growing pressure on outcomes, deadlines, and temporal availability, 

particularly in digitized and remote work contexts. The autonomy required of workers 

thus assumes an intrinsically ambivalent character: on the one hand, it constitutes a 

necessary condition for coping with the complexity of production processes and the 

variability of operational situations; on the other, it becomes the channel through which 

 
7 In this context, the spread of digital technologies also contributes to the normalization of availability as 
an implicit expectation of the employment relationship, blurring the distinction between work time and 
non–work time and transforming continuous availability into an ordinary component of performance, 
especially in contexts of remote work and high operational autonomy (Mazmanian, Orlikowski, Yates 
2013: 1337–40; Cavazotte, Lemos, Villadsen 2014: 75–7). 
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the burdens of coordination, uncertainty management, and organizational risk are 

transferred to individuals (Gollac and Volkoff 2006: passim). 

This ambivalence is further clarified through the analytical distinction between 

autonomy and discretion, which shows how many practices labeled as “autonomy” in 

digitalized contexts do not translate into a genuine capacity to influence the rules 

governing the work process, but instead take the form of margins of choice within 

heteronomously defined decision–making frameworks (chapter 4). From this 

perspective, technological innovation does not appear as a univocally liberating or 

oppressive factor, but as a structurally ambivalent process whose outcomes depend 

on organizational configurations, power differentials, and the forms of regulation 

shaping the concrete use of technologies (chapters 3 and 6). 

Overall, the text demonstrates how digital transformations and the spread of remote 

work render particularly visible tensions that already characterize the relationship 

between autonomy and control, accentuating their processual and unstable nature. 

Working conditions thus emerge as the product of provisional and continuously 

renegotiated balances, in which autonomy may function both as an organizational 

resource and as a factor of vulnerability, with significant consequences for work quality 

and for the possibility of building collective responses (chapters 5 and 6). A processual 

reading makes it possible to grasp how these effects are never fixed once and for all 

but, instead, arise from constantly evolving configurations of interdependence among 

actors, technologies, and institutions, in line with an analytical sensibility of Eliasian 

inspiration (Elias 1970, Italian translation 1990: 150 ff.). 

 

Autonomy, control, and the future of work: questions raised by the authors 
 
The analysis developed in the volume opens broader questions concerning the future 

of organized work, particularly in light of recent technological developments. The 

diffusion of artificial intelligence systems, management algorithms, and predictive 

analytics tools introduces new modes of coordination, evaluation, and decision–

making that profoundly reshape the relationship between autonomy and control, 

intervening in the very conditions under which work is organized. 

On the one hand, these technologies promise to reduce uncertainty, support decision–

making processes and automate repetitive tasks; on the other, they significantly 

expand possibilities for monitoring, standardization, and continuous performance 
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evaluation. Artificial intelligence therefore does not represent a radical break with the 

dynamics analyzed in the text, but rather a further intensification of processes already 

underway, in which control increasingly shifts toward the definition of the conditions, 

criteria, and premises within which decisions are made. 

The crucial question, then, is not whether artificial intelligence will reduce or increase 

employees’ autonomy, but how it will be embedded within concrete organizational 

configurations. As numerous recent studies demonstrate, the effects of intelligent 

technologies depend decisively on design choices, modes of implementation, and the 

institutional contexts in which they are adopted. Seemingly neutral algorithmic systems 

may in fact reinforce pre–existing power asymmetries or, under certain conditions, 

open up spaces for regulated autonomy, depending on the governance arrangements 

that guide their use (Raisch and Krakowski 2021; Kellogg, Valentine, and Christin 

2020; Lebovitz, Lifshitz–Assaf, and Levina 2022; Meijer, Lorenz, and Wessels 2021). 

From a processual perspective, the adoption of artificial intelligence can be interpreted 

as a new moment in the renegotiation of the balance between autonomy and control. 

Far from completely replacing human intervention, intelligent technologies often 

require forms of supervision, interpretation, and adaptation that preserve the central 

role of workers. However, these forms of intervention tend to remain invisible, 

insufficiently recognized, and frequently absorbed into the logic of individual 

accountability, thereby contributing to an ambivalent redefinition of the conditions of 

the work experience. 

Albano and Curzi’s work offers particularly valuable conceptual tools for addressing 

these challenges. The focus on regulatory processes, configurations of controlled 

autonomy, and shifting power differentials enables a critical analysis of the integration 

of new technologies, avoiding both techno–deterministic approaches and naively 

emancipatory narratives. In this light, the future of organized work appears less as a 

linear trajectory toward greater autonomy or total control and more as a field of 

tensions, unstable compromises, and continuous renegotiations. 

This perspective reinforces the value of the volume as a contribution to the 

understanding of contemporary work. Rather than offering definitive answers, Albano 

and Curzi provide an open analytical framework capable of critically interrogating 

ongoing transformations and restoring organized work as an evolving social process, 

marked by the co–production of autonomy and control within ever provisional 

balances. 
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The text is therefore addressed to scholars in the sociology of work, organizational 

studies, and labor policy who seek to understand contemporary transformations 

without resorting to deterministic narratives or celebratory interpretations of autonomy. 

More broadly, it speaks to researchers, educators, and decision–makers interested in 

interpreting organizational change and technological innovation as historical and 

relational processes, shaped by tensions, ambivalences, and ongoing renegotiations 

of power relations. 
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“What do you know about these layouts?” one 
of us could ask him—an older man, respectful, 
one of the most dedicated. 
“Rumors. They’re for coaxial cables, for power 
control units, the inputs it receives, the outputs 
it records.” 
“And what is all this for?” 
“For the new automation systems, accounting, 
flows, information, regulations, instructions… 
That’s as far as I can go … I don’t know what 
kind of head the computer will have, up 
there…” 
Paolo Volponi, Le mosche del capitale, 1989 

 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
 

This work addresses a specific and highly relevant issue in organizational studies. It 

aims to contribute to a comprehensive interpretation of changes in managerial control 

over employees since the post–Fordist shift of the late twentieth century. These 

transformations have accelerated and become increasingly visible through a series of 

successive processes. These include automation (between the 1980s and 1990s), 

computerization (from the mid–1990s to the early 2000s), digitalization and the so–

called Fourth Industrial Revolution, and, more recently, the widespread diffusion of 

remote working. 

Our research on control and autonomy in organized work began several years ago, 

prompted by several readings, starting with Gilbert de Terssac’s book, Autonomie dans 

le travail (1992, Italian translation 1993); this was followed by others, several of which 

will be cited and commented on later.  

This research has resulted in several publications. Alongside extensive engagement 

with theoretical and empirical literature, we have also conducted quantitative analyses 

to capture large–scale processes. These contributions have been integrated into a 

unified analytical framework aimed at understanding changing forms of organized 

work, with particular attention to managerial control and the autonomy of subordinate 

workers.  

Rather than presenting entirely new findings, this monograph brings together and 

systematizes results that have so far been scattered across separate publications. An 

exception is represented by our initial explorations in the field of artificial intelligence 

(see Chapter 6). 
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Prior to this research, our scholarly interests were shaped by theories, frameworks, 

and concepts drawn from two main analytical traditions. 

The first strand, more directly related to the topics discussed here, is the Theory of 

Organizational Action (among others, Maggi 1984/1990; 2003/2016); the second is 

Norbert Elias's processual sociology (see, e.g., Elias 1939/1969, Italian translation 

1988; 1939/1987, Italian translation 1990), an author who did not systematically 

address the autonomy–control dialectic in modern work organizations, but whose 

sociological reflections provide several insights for examining this dialectic8. 

The decision to combine these two approaches is deliberate rather than accidental. As 

we argued in a contribution many years ago (Albano, Fabbri, Curzi 2011; 2012), both 

rest on a processual conception of social reality, where time is a structural and 

unavoidable dimension of analysis.  

They also reject dualism—especially the classic separations between individual and 

society or between action and structure—which often hinder explanations of social 

change, including in organized work.  

Despite their different disciplinary origins—interdisciplinary reflection on organizations 

and general sociology, respectively—the two theories share multiple points of contact. 

These affinities are particularly fruitful for the analysis of organized work, as we have 

tried to show in previous publications, and will try to do in this monograph as well. 

  

 
8 In truth, in The Court Society (1933/1969, Italian translation, 1980: 183), Elias briefly refers to the issue 
of forms of organizational control in large organizations that characterize contemporary society. As is 
his custom, he adopts a long–term historical perspective in his examination, establishing a link between 
the problems of contemporary organizational control and those that arose in the court society of Louis 
XIV, which he examined in depth. On the importance of Elias's processual sociology for organizational 
reflection, which is still largely unexplored, in “a variety of possible directions” see van Krieken 2018. 
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CHAPTER 2. EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
A significant part of organizational theory and research encounters interpretative 

difficulties because organizations are treated as concrete entities, separate from 

individuals and their actions. 

These difficulties become particularly evident when attention shifts to organizational 

change, its direction, and the extent to which it can be controlled by human actors. 

Morphostatic and morphogenetic aspects of organizations are examined separately 

from the structures and dynamics of individual personalities, as well as from individual 

choices and actions.  

This separation can be observed in both system–centered and actor–centered 

approaches. System–centered perspectives view organizations as governed by 

general laws, while actor–centered approaches interpret them as emergent and 

unintended outcomes of individual interactions. 

In both cases, individuals are not conceived as architects of their own history. 

On the one hand, they appear constrained by cultural and structural determinism; on 

the other, their individual rationalities dissolve into collective artifacts that are largely 

indeterminate and beyond intentional design. 

The epistemological stance underpinning all our research, past and present, rejects 

any form of organizational reification. We start from the assumption that human beings 

are competent architects of the systems and institutions they reproduce, as well as of 

the various forms of collective action that emerge, transform, and disappear within and 

across these systems: movements, associations, organizations, etc. The latter are 

understood as processes of action and decision–making guided by intentional and 

bounded rationality orientated toward satisfactory outcomes.  

The goals, boundaries, rules, and resources of organizational processes are neither 

overdetermined by external forces nor unpredictably generated by micro–level 

interactions. Rather, they result from choices among alternatives and from conflicts, 

negotiations, compromises, and agreements among organizational members and with 

relevant processes in the environment. 

This conception of organization has well–established theoretical roots. Italian scholar 

Bruno Maggi traced them through a systematic reinterpretation of classical 

organizational theorists, identifying a ‘common thread’ that he termed the Theory of 
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Organizational Action (1984/1990)9, in which he placed the main works of Chester J. 

Barnard, Herbert A. Simon, and James D. Thompson.  

The most distinctive aspect of Maggi's ‘reinterpretation’ is its grounding in the Max 

Weber’s epistemology, developed during the dispute over method (Methodenstreit) at 

the end of the 19th century and in some conceptual categories of his sociology, 

beginning with the concept of social action and its ideal–typical forms. 

In addition to the writings of the classics cited and those of Maggi himself, the 

conception of organization as a process of actions and decisions, or more briefly 

process–centered (to use a term introduced in Albano, Curzi, Fabbri 2020, passim), 

can also be found in other authors. For the discussion on autonomy and control in 

organized work, which we will deal with later, Giovanni Masino (2005) and Gilbert de 

Terssac (1992, Italian translation 1993) stand out in particular. Here, the use of the 

term ‘process’ refers to a way of conducting organizational analysis and should not 

therefore evoke in the reader the continuous search for ‘new organizational forms’ by 

prescriptive literature, ‘exemplary models’ or ‘best practices’. Within a process–based 

approach, on the other hand, we are not limited to a ‘deconstruction’ of the existing, as 

is the case with literature that is highly critical but offers few proposals. A vision of the 

organization as a process of actions and decisions guided by intentional and limited 

rationality, and therefore always perfectible, pushes us towards an active position—at 

every point in the decision–making chains, in the means–ends relationships—in the 

design and implementation of organizations, making use of both disciplinary 

knowledge and knowledge produced daily within concrete processes, in continuous 

dialogue with each other.  

From this perspective, organizational analysis focuses on travail d’organisation 

(Terssac 2011, Italian translation 2011), understood as the ongoing weaving of social 

relations and collective regulation through which rules and skills are continuously 

produced, recombined, and transformed. 

The relationship between individuals and organizations can be understood as a 

specific instance of the broader relationship between individuals and society and 

indeed organizational theory has long drawn on sociology, alongside other disciplines, 

to conceptualize this connection. We mentioned earlier how Maggi stands on the 

 
9 Maggi later redefined his theory as “Théorie de l’Agir Organisationnel” (2003/2016) to emphasize its 
Weberian epistemological grounding. However, the English translation remains unchanged.  
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shoulders of a giant of sociology, Max Weber, for his original reinterpretation of some 

classics of organizational thinking. 

In our own work, we have identified in the reflection of another sociologist, Norbert 

Elias, several important elements that reinforce a processual view of the relationship 

between the individual and the organization, as a special case of the individual–society 

nexus. The non–dualistic and processual conception that inspires his social theory has, 

indeed, many affinities with the ‘common thread’ of the Theory of Organizational 

Action. 

Elias’s sociological work10 is characterized by a sustained critique of the dual reification 

of the individual and society. He rejects both individualistic and holistic perspectives 

and proposes instead the study of ‘societies of individuals.’ For him, the two terms do 

not denote separate and static entities, but rather 'different but inseparable aspects of 

human beings, and [...] both aspects refer in general to the fact that humans are 

normally involved in structural change' (Elias, introduction to 1939/1969, Italian 

translation 1988: 52). Society—a general term that can be replaced with others 

referring to more specific forms of union of people in mutual relationships and 

interactions—should be understood as a vast and stratified intertwining of processes 

in which individuals, through their actions, form interdependent social bonds. 

Therefore, a reorientation of sociological thought and language is necessary to move 

beyond dualistic and reifying concepts and logical–argumentative structures.  

A central concept in this theoretical reorientation is that of figuration: a dynamic network 

of interdependent relationships among individuals; it “allows us to overcome that 

socially conditioned constraint [...] that has continually prevented us from thinking of 

human beings simultaneously as individuals and as society” (Elias 1970, Italian 

translation 1990: 151). In order to grasp the essential aspects of the figurations studied, 

social researchers must adopt a dual and intersectional perspective on the dynamics 

of social structures and those of psychic structures. Accordingly, accounting for social 

change requires attention both to sociogenesis—i.e. the emergence of institutional 

forms through social conflict11—and to psychogenesis, namely the transformation of 

 
10 We take up here, in modified form, reflections already formulated in Albano, Fabbri, Curzi 2011 and 
Albano 2023.  
11 Elias articulates with clarity what he means by sociogenesis in the following passage: “specific 
transformations in human coexistence, [the] change in human relations in a definite direction, 
autonomous movements of the web formed by interdependent individuals.” (Elias 1970; Italian 
translation 1990: 81, n. 5). 
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individuals’ habitus through socialization (Elias 1970, Italian translation 1990: 207–8). 

This applies to any relevant social phenomenon that one wishes to study: whether it is 

the process of the civilization of manners in European court societies (Elias 1933/1969, 

Italian translation 1980), the genesis and development of the naval profession (Elias 

1950/2007, Italian translation 2010), or a conflict between the established and 

outsiders in a working class suburb (Elias 1965/1976, Italian translation 2004), to cite 

a few important examples of his research. 

To complete this chapter, we turn to a theme that occupies a central place in both 

theoretical traditions: power. 

According to Elias, this is an element present in every figuration, a “structural 

characteristic of all human relations” (Elias 1970, Italian translation 1990: 97); its 

thematization is therefore central to the analysis of the sociogenesis and 

psychogenesis of every significant social change. 

Elias rejects the idea that power is something, a sort of “amulet” (Elias 1970, Italian 

translation 1990: 83), that is held or suffered, according to a ‘zero–sum’ view. Instead, 

he understands it as a relational and dynamic property, neither good nor bad, although 

it can be both: 

 

As a matter of fact, there is a changing differential of power representing the changing ability 

to influence (favor or limit) the choices, actions, desires, etc. of others (Perulli 2012: 30). 

 

In a social relationship, power is almost never entirely concentrated on one side: even 

in a consolidated asymmetrical situation, subordinates do not cease to exert some 

degree of influence over their superiors. In the continuous game of mutual influence 

and interdependence, the balance of power is always shifting, whether this occurs 

intentionally or, especially in the medium–long term, as an unintended consequence 

of mutual actions. 

The tensions arising from power imbalances do not have predetermined outcomes; 

they are the driving force behind changes in social relations and in the psychological 

structures of individuals. To emphasize this combination of relationality and 

processuality, Elias often uses expressions such as ‘power differentials,’ ‘power 

balances,’ ‘mobility (fluidity) of power balances,’ and ‘distribution of power’: 
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the power differential is what explains the pattern of interdependencies between human 

beings, in a sense the direction in which the figurational flow tends [...] the more the chances 

of reciprocal power are distributed among many people, the more difficult it will be for each 

individual to control the whole figuration and also to predict the consequences of their own and 

others’ actions (Perulli 2012: 30). 

 

A more marked distribution of power is particularly evident in modern societies, where 

the diversification of social activities and the division of labor are more advanced. In 

such contexts, inequalities and power differentials between individuals, groups, and 

social strata have, on the whole, gradually diminished, favoring the integration of 

specialized activities (“functional democratization” Elias 1970, Italian translation 1990: 

76). 

Regardless of its historically changing aspects, power always presents itself, according 

to Elias, as the possibility of influencing the decision–making premises of others within 

a system of interdependencies and thus of directing processes in a desired direction: 

 

[…] and it matters little if this opportunity is not actually used. What matters is that it opens up 

the possibility of compelling the will of others despite resistance […] The concept [of power] 

used by Elias […] focuses not on the realization of a form of action but on its potential. It refers 

to a capacity, and this capacity is not seen as a quality of social actors; rather, it is defined as 

a structural property of social relations (Roversi, introduction to the Italian edition Elias 

1939/1969, Italian translation 1988: 24–5). 

 

The Theory of Organizational Action also focuses on the reflection on power; this is 

because, in the words of one of its exponents: 

 

The concept of power is central to all organizational research, and in particular to studies 

dealing with the organization of work processes, the autonomy of individuals and groups and, 

more generally, human resource management and the relationship between people and 

businesses (Masino 2005: 108). 

 

Elias’ definition of power shares many essential aspects with that proposed by the 

Theory of Organizational Action. For both theories, power is seen as an attribute 

related to a social relationship: an ability to control and influence the actions of others, 

whose distribution varies in time and space due to multiple conditions, but in no case 
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is it an attribute that is permanently present in some individuals, groups, or categories 

of people and absent in others. According to the Theory of Organizational Action, 

power does not automatically derive from a position within a formal hierarchy. In every 

relationship of legitimate authority, the only ones we consider here, even subjects and 

agents in subordinate positions can exercise de facto power in directing organizational 

processes, and power is itself a process. In fact, even in the case of formal 

organizations, where a “major coalition” (Thompson 1967, Italian translation 1988) can 

be asserted more stably than elsewhere and in a more visible way, this is never a static 

element, an entity, but a constantly changing process. Thompson himself (see in 

particular chapters 3 and 10 of the aforementioned book) is a reference for the 

definition of power in the field of the Theory of Organizational Action. Both in the 

analysis of interorganizational and intraorganizational relationships, which are most 

relevant to our discussion, he places the concept of power in a dynamic relationship 

with that of dependence. In an asymmetrical exchange relationship, those in a position 

of advantage exercise more power than their counterparts and, conversely, suffer 

relatively less dependence. Dependence is a function of the needs that an individual, 

group, or social category must satisfy; power, on the other hand, is a function of the 

ability to control access to the resources that can satisfy those same needs12. 

 

Therefore, power and dependence can characterize any social relationship, whether it is 

conflictual, competitive, or cooperative (Maggi 2011, Italian translation 2011: 82). 

 

What ensures forms of power, whether legitimate (i.e., derived from law) or illegitimate 

(derived from pure power relations, including economic ones), is the ability to control a 

process of organizational action: 

 

Thompson [...] is very close to this point of view when he develops, in the wake of Barnard and 

Simon, his reflection on the 'control of decision–making premises' at the various analytical 

levels of the action process: in the relationships between processes, between the spheres of 

action of different subjects in a process, and in the regulation of each process itself (Maggi 

2011, Italian translation 2011: 82: 83). 

 

 
12 Thompson's reflection on power and dependence is based on concepts formulated in a 1962 essay 
by Richard M. Emerson. 
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Finally, the Theory of Organizational Action, in agreement with Elias's reflection on 

power (see Roversi’s quote above), emphasizes that power is first and foremost the 

ability to exercise control over the decisions and actions of others, using the various 

means available to influence the decision–making premises of participants in an 

organizational process (coercion, threats, suggestions, persuasion, negotiation, etc.): 

 

[The Theory of Organizational Action] defines the ability to exercise control as the key to 

interpreting [power relations, ed.]. What matters is not so much the actual exercise of control, 

but the ability and possibility to exercise it (Maggi 2011, Italian translation 2011: 82). 
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CHAPTER 3. IMPORTANT CHANGES IN ORGANIZATIONAL CONTROL FROM 
THE POST–FORDIST SHIFT TO THE EARLY 2000s13 

 
Having outlined the theoretical and epistemological framework, we now turn to the 

central focus of this contribution: changes in organizational control. We situate these 

changes within a specific historical context, spanning from the late 1980s to the 

present. Any historical periodization involves inevitably an element of arbitrariness. 

Historical phases are not the outcome of preordained plans, but analytical 

constructions identified retrospectively in order to interpret the present and, possibly, 

sketch out future scenarios. 

Here, we have decided to start with the 1980s, not because organizational control did 

not exist before then or because it was completely unrelated to how it is today. In note 

8, we have already mentioned how Elias linked the issue of organizational control in 

large organizations “of our day” (we are talking about a book written between 1933 and 

1938, although adapted and published only in 1969) to the problem of control that Louis 

XIV faced in the state organization during his reign. We will not go back that far in time. 

Our goal is to understand how control changes in relation to current technological 

transformations. To do this, based on our readings but aware that we may be 

contradicted by other research and other periodizations, for the purposes of this 

analysis, it is sufficient to focus on developments over the last few decades, roughly 

half a century. 

Our historical overview is based on what we have gleaned from reading some 

important works that address our topic of investigation.  

We begin with Le imprese oltre il fordismo (Masino 2005), a work explicitly grounded 

in the Theory of Organizational Action. The book systematically examines key features 

of so–called post–Fordist “new organizational forms”, which the author situates at the 

turn of the 1970s and 1980s.  

Although Norbert Elias is never explicitly mentioned, the epistemological framework of 

the book is consistent with his processual sociology. This consistency is particularly 

evident in the treatment of power as a dynamic and asymmetrical social relationship, 

rather than as a possession. The author has re–examined not only some of the 

research he participated in on “exemplary business cases” (Masino 2005: 185), but 

also a wide range of international sociological and managerial literature, thus taking 

 
13 We reproduce here, with some adaptations, reflections already formulated in Albano 2023. 
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stock of what has been achieved in about two decades in the face of the promises of 

the post–Fordist turn in the strictly organizational sphere14.  

Three issues addressed in Masino’s book are important for our discussion: what 

changes in the organization of companies with this shift? Did a half–century ago mark 

the beginning of an era of real and profound organizational transformations? And if so, 

do these entail a radical change in the relationship between employees and 

management within organizational hierarchies? 

The author first outlines the essential characteristics of the Fordist organizational 

model, which dominated from the second decade of the 20th century to the mid–1970s, 

especially in the United States and Europe. In general terms, it is understood as the 

marriage between the assembly line implemented by Ford at the High Park Plant in 

1913 and Scientific Management developed by Friedrich Taylor in the previous ten 

years and tested in numerous organizational contexts. By the term ‘post–Fordism’, he 

refers to a heterogeneous and variable set of management techniques, corporate 

policies and industrial relations that are often presented in management literature as 

radically innovative compared to the Taylor–Fordist model (and in this sense would be 

‘post’). After briefly describing each of the main post–Fordist organizational forms—

Business Process Reengineering, Total Quality Management, Lean Production, and 

the Socio–Technical System—Masino argues that the change they have brought 

about, taken together, has not been of great substance. First, because Fordism—even 

in its years of maximum expansion—coexisted with other organizational models, 

including in the automotive sector. In the latter, some ‘new organizational solutions’ 

had already been proposed in the first half of the 20th century by two large Japanese 

manufacturers (Masino 2005: chap. 2). In England and the US, not all cars were 

produced on assembly lines, even if they were mostly luxury products intended for a 

non–mass market. 

But the supposed ‘turning point’ fades significantly when we look closely at the 

principles underlying the new organizational forms that are supposed to represent the 

 
14 As is well known, the terms 'Fordism' and 'post–Fordism' (the latter alternating with other terms, such 
as 'flexible capitalism') are also used to denote changes in the more general economic and social 
organization since the late 1970s: see the interview in the digital magazine Machina with Enzo Rullani, 
Senior Researcher in Knowledge Economics at Ca' Foscari University in Venice, available at the link: 
https://www.machina-deriveapprodi.com/post/fordismo-postfordismo-digitalizzazione-l-orizzonte-
strategico-del-capitalismo. We will not delve into the relevant literature here, as we are limiting ourselves 
to considering organizational forms exclusively, even though, as with any other social phenomenon, 
these have some level of interdependence with other aspects of social life. 

https://www.machina-deriveapprodi.com/post/fordismo-postfordismo-digitalizzazione-l-orizzonte-strategico-del-capitalismo
https://www.machina-deriveapprodi.com/post/fordismo-postfordismo-digitalizzazione-l-orizzonte-strategico-del-capitalismo
https://www.machina-deriveapprodi.com/post/fordismo-postfordismo-digitalizzazione-l-orizzonte-strategico-del-capitalismo
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substantial innovation: decentralization and decision–making autonomy, 

empowerment of workers at all levels, organizational flexibility, benefits of new 

information technologies, functional democratization of the company and stakeholder 

participation, social responsibility. Masino challenges these claims through an 

extensive review of empirical research and through his own critical reinterpretation of 

post–Fordism anchored, on the one hand, to Foucault's theory of power—with 

particular reference to the text Surveiller et punir (1975, Italian translation 1976)—and, 

on the other hand, to the Theory of Organizational Action. In particular, he seeks to 

reveal three main illusions embedded in the rhetoric of post–Fordism: participation, 

new technologies, decentralization.  

The first consists in considering new business and human resource management 

techniques as practices that allow anyone who works to contribute to business 

decisions and develop their skills.  

The illusion linked to new technologies makes them appear as a factor capable of 

reliably improving all aspects of working life. Masino rejects this naive optimism, but 

also the opposing deterministic views, which see technological innovation as an 

inevitable risk of impoverishment of work.  

Technology—understood both as a set of artifacts and as a body of technical 

knowledge—certainly exerts an influence. However, it does not determine 

organizational outcomes automatically; what ultimately matters are the organizational 

choices related to its design, adoption, and use. 

This position shows a strong affinity with Elias's reflection on the relationship between 

“technicization and civilization.” It suffices to recall what he wrote in 1986 in an essay 

(published posthumously in 1995 by the journal Theory, Culture and Society); these 

two processes 

 

are only two of the interwoven strands of the many stranded development of humankind. I 

certainly do not consider one of the two as the base and the other as the superstructure, the 

one as the cause and the other as the effect […] There is no fundamental sphere in the 

development of humankind that forms the basis for all others. The Alpha and the Omega of 

this development are human beings—or indeed humankind itself (Elias 1986/1995: 12). 

  

Finally, the illusion of decentralization consists in the belief, also a priori, that 

outsourcing various stages of production allows companies to obtain, on the one hand, 
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significant advantages in terms of efficiency and adaptability to the environment and, 

on the other, to create an integrated social context capable of preventing—or at least 

easily resolving—conflicts between stakeholders. 

Underlying the critique of these three “illusions” is the discussion of intra–

organizational power. Referring to Foucault's metaphor of the Panopticon and to some 

categories of the Theory of Organizational Action—in particular the definitions of 

autonomy, heteronomy, and discretion—the author defines power as “exercisable 

control capacity” (Masino 2005: 80 and passim).  

Using this conceptual apparatus, he interprets the 'new organizational forms' not as a 

departure from Fordism, but rather as a phase of more radical affirmation of the latter's 

basic principles. 

In Fordism, management imposed a clear separation between decision–making and 

execution: decisions were made by management, while execution had to comply fully 

with them, which was ensured through direct and constant supervision. In post–

Fordism, on the other hand, management acquires greater control without necessarily 

exercising it directly. At the same time, it more effectively limits the assertions of 

autonomy made by employees, replacing them with the granting, or imposition, of 

discretionary power. 

 

We could say: no more hierarchy, no more perpetually present supervisors, no more precise 

taylorist codification of movements and activities. Coercion exists, but it is self–produced at the 

peripheral level thanks to the design of the system; its exercise is decentralized and delegated 

to the subjects who undergo it, becoming self–coercion (Masino 2005: 80). 

 

The new post–Fordist organizational forms do not differ from the Taylorist–Fordist ones 

because of less control by management, but rather because this control is carried out 

in other ways and by a smaller number of people over a larger number of others, 

extending its scope to complex activities (a thesis already supported by Manske 1990–

91), for which it has always been impossible to apply the Taylorist principle of a clear 

separation between decision–making and execution. In other words, according to this 

analysis, the new organizational forms do not, on the whole, imply a reduction in 

managerial control or a real increase in the autonomy of the execution group. The 

latter's room for maneuver—which is all the more necessary given the greater 

variability of organizational procedures imposed by adaptation to turbulent 
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environments and greater technical variance—develops within limits that the actors 

impose on themselves. This happens in the knowledge that any deviations that are not 

functional to the organizational design defined by management can be identified more 

easily and at any time. 

In conclusion, Masino’s central thesis sees the transition from Fordism to post–Fordism 

not as a reduction in the exercise of organizational authority over employees but, if 

anything, as a flattening of the hierarchical pyramid, an increase in the span of control, 

and a consequent concentration of power in the hands of a few. This requires a shift 

from direct supervision and highly formal hierarchical relationships, accompanied by 

the threat of sanctions for those who do not perform their prescribed tasks exactly, to 

self–control, empowerment, greater informality in hierarchical relationships, and 

flexibility to achieve set production targets.  

 

This reasoning closely parallels Elias’s analysis of the civilizing process15, particularly 

the progressive replacement of external constraints with self–control in highly 

differentiated societies: i.e., the emergence of a modal type of personality and 

individual behavior characterized above all by self–discipline. 

 

The individual is forced to regulate his or her behavior, making it increasingly differentiated, 

more regular, and more stable [...] this more differentiated and stable regulation of behavior is 

increasingly inculcated in the individual from an early age as a sort of automatism, as a self–

constraint from which he or she cannot escape, even if he or she desires to do so inwardly. 

The intertwining of actions thus becomes so complicated and vast, the tension imposed by the 

need to behave 'correctly' becomes so strong that, alongside conscious self–control, a system 

of self–control that operates blindly and automatically is also consolidated in human beings: 

this mechanism creates a barrier of heavy anxiety against any deviation from the usual 

behavior in society (Elias 1939/1969, Italian translation 1988: 643).  

 

In light of our epistemological view of organization, briefly outlined in the previous 

chapter, identifying correspondences between the transition from Fordism to post–

Fordism, described by Masino, and the broader process of civilization outlined by Elias, 

is not equivalent to saying that the latter determined the former. Rather, we can say 

 
15 As van Krieken (2018: 144–5) points out, as early as the 1970s, German sociologist Reinhard Bendix 
drew a parallel between the curialization of warrior knights and the shift from a ‘muscular’ managerial 
approach to a more 'humanistic and self–reflective' one in the exercise of authority in the workplace. 
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that the process of civilization constituted an adequate condition, in the Weberian 

sense, i.e., that it represents a context facilitating this transition. 

 

Let us now turn our attention to other research that allows us to further enrich our 

knowledge of the organizational changes that began in the late 1970s, which Masino’s 

text introduced us to. While Masino’s text covers a wide variety of work situations in 

more traditional manufacturing sectors (primarily the automotive industry), further 

studies have considered issues such as control, commitment, autonomy, etc. in other 

business areas. 

A particularly relevant study for our purposes, is provided the organizational 

ethnography that sociologist Gideon Kunda conducted in the mid–1980s in a 

successful high–tech company based in Silicon Valley, referred to simply by the 

pseudonym ‘Tech’ (Kunda 1992, Italian translation 2000). 

Just like Masino’s contribution, Engineering the Culture (the original title of Kunda's 

text examined here) makes no reference to Norbert Elias' sociology. However, 

connections can be found in this case as well, particularly in the way Kunda deals with 

the theme of organizational power. In fact, he focuses on subtle and symbolic 

mechanisms of control, constitutive of organizational culture, which replace the old 

hierarchical managerial methods, mainly based on external imposition16.  

In the 1980s, US and European managers and scholars wondered about the reasons 

for the great success of Japanese companies. One of the main interpretative keys was 

identified in the concept of organizational culture. Overall, these companies appeared 

to be cultural contexts, even more than industrial establishments, in which employees 

were encouraged to identify with the organization, producing a strong attachment to 

the company and greater motivation in the workplace. To limit internal conflict and 

regain competitiveness, many Western companies invested in their own 

'organizational cultures', implementing human resources and communication 

management aimed at creating greater involvement, loyalty, and commitment among 

staff towards their company, understood as a community. This was achieved mainly 

through participation in recreational or celebratory company events, even outside 

 
16 Kunda refers to another important sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu, from whom he borrows the concepts 
of ‘symbolic power’ and ‘symbolic violence’ to show how, through rituals and symbols, Tech 
management exercises normative control over employees, bordering on ‘manipulation’ of personalities. 
On the similarities between Elias and Bourdieu’s thinking on various topics, including power, see Paulle, 
van Heerikhuizen, Emirbayer 2012. 
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working hours, or by intensifying the symbolic dimension of the organization–

community through the spread of jargon and various communication actions such as 

the publication of brochures, magazines, and company newsletters for staff, etc. 

These and other practices were intended, according to management, to foster 

attachment to corporate values, internal cohesion, and the satisfaction of the 

organization's members, all of which are important elements in preventing conflicts 

between different points of view within production processes as much as possible17. 

Kunda’s research clearly highlights how the “engineering of organizational culture” in 

the case studied underlies a subtle strategy of ‘normative’ control, based on internal 

rewards (a job well done, self–fulfillment, a sense of belonging). Tech’s management 

understood that this was more effective than the 'utilitarian–remunerative' approach, 

well represented by productivity–linked pay mechanisms, studied in detail by Taylor's 

Scientific Management, or the 'coercive' approach18, typical of many organizations 

operating in the service of dictatorial regimes, but also of the combination of the latter 

two in a ‘utilitarian–coercive’ model, exemplified by the Ford Motor Company at the 

time of its founder. Organizations such as Tech, which seek to exploit the maximum 

creativity of their members, rather than merely applying them to standardized and 

repetitive activities, cannot create alienation or fear in the latter, but rather a moral 

bond, a positive orientation towards the organization, and full and total sharing of 

objectives. 

 

In short, the engineering of culture found in Tech presents itself as a pervasive, vast system 

requiring regulatory control based on the use of symbolic power. In essence, it represents an 

attempt by company management to corner the internal market in terms of the power to define 

reality, to prescribe and control the expression of ideas and emotions by members, to use 

members themselves as agents of control ( ) and, ultimately, to expand those aspects of 

 
17 In the fourth chapter of his book (1992, Italian translation 2000: 117 ff.), Kunda emphasizes “a 
profound truth: everyday life at Tech is full of rituals,” understood according to the definition he borrows 
from Steven Lukes (1975): “activities of a symbolic nature governed by rules that prompt participants to 
direct their thoughts and feelings towards objects that they believe to have a particular meaning.” (cited 
in Kunda 1992, Italian translation 2000) And, still drawing on Lukes’ analysis of power, he goes on to 
observe (Kunda 1992, Italian translation 2000: 119): “such manifestations [rituals] have the power to 
profoundly influence those who participate in them. [...] ritual is capable of determining the way in which 
social reality is perceived, interpreted, and understood [...] From this perspective, then, ritual can be 
seen as a mechanism of normative control.” 
18 The three models of control adopted by organizations to obtain compliance from their members had 
previously been illustrated by the Israeli–American sociologist Amitai Etzioni (e.g., in id. 1961/1975). 
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members’ selves that are determined and defined by the interests of the company (Kunda 

1992, Italian translation 2000: 258). 

 

A further key contribution is Gilbert de Terssac’s Autonomie dans le travail (1992, 

Italian translation 1993). Masino himself refers to this book to clarify his ideas on 

organizational regulation, the acquisition of autonomy by the execution group, and the 

enhancement of skills developed during the process. The text draws on the main 

findings of a field research program carried out in France by Terssac and several 

collaborators between 1977 and 1992, in which the objective was to show, on the basis 

of in–depth case studies in various industrial sectors, including nuclear power, that the 

automation of work processes does not preclude, but rather requires, assertions of 

autonomy and the development of skills by those carrying out the work. 

Faced with the adoption of increasingly complex machines and technological systems, 

work still requires members of the organization, even those in subordinate positions in 

the corporate hierarchy, to produce organizational rules, i.e., mechanisms for 

achieving recognized and formalized expected results.  

An aspect of particular relevance to our discussion is precisely the definition of 

autonomy, understood by Terssac as the ability of workers to produce rules governing 

work activity, whereas discretion refers to the residual ‘room for maneuver’ left within 

rules defined by management. 

This distinction is present in Terssac’s discussion, but it was better highlighted by 

Bruno Maggi in the introduction to the Italian edition of the book: 

 

Autonomy is only effective with the regaining of initiative, the expression of will and 

responsibility, knowledge and participation in the goals, in short, the operator's control over 

their own work. On the other hand, the elimination of manual tasks that may be induced by 

technical changes, or the increase in the content of tasks produced by changes in assignment 

or methods of performance, has nothing to do with autonomy. In particular, human relations 

interventions do not reintroduce autonomy into work but merely create 'a more favorable 

climate around heteronomous tasks' and ensure greater functionality (Terssac 1992, Italian 

translation 1993: 8–9). 

 

Working in organizations that allow for uncertainty in their processes, due in part to the 

use of sophisticated technological equipment, does not mean that those who perform 
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the work become mere supervisors of machines, definitively subject to the constraints 

imposed by automation. If anything, it means helping to solve problems generated by 

intrinsic or exogenous disturbances that hinder the smooth running of routines. It also 

means adapting prescribed procedures to the context, managing time discipline by 

addressing delays with accelerations or, conversely, temporarily swapping tasks within 

work groups to deal with exceptions, etc. The work prescribed by management 

obviously does not cease to exist, but must be supplemented by subsequent decisions 

to become real work: 

 

Work practices are never fully imposed from outside by a set of constraints that weigh on the 

action; on the contrary, operators are constantly forced to readjust their way of working 

according to the variability of the task to be performed and the variability of the results obtained 

(Terssac 1992, Italian translation 1993: 287). 

 

This has probably always been the case, even in the most Taylorist–Fordist system 

ever created.  

 

in classic organizational models, according to which activity can be reduced to observable 

gestures, the individual is isolated from the collective to which he or she belongs and 

constitutes a kind of constant and interchangeable entity (Terssac 1992, Italian translation 

1993: 287). 

 

However, local regulation, as opposed to prior and heteronomous regulation, acquires 

greater weight where processes allow for greater uncertainty19, and this is indeed the 

case in automated work situations, as considered in Terssac’s research, 

 
whose analysis reveals the transition from a universe of explicit constraints of obedience to a 

universe of implicit obligations of production: official rules are no longer able to define the work 

to be done with certainty and precision, nor to assign responsibilities to each individual, even 

though they remain a tool in the hands of managers to guide and control the behavior of those 

carrying out the work. The content of the formal rule changes, in that it is no longer expressed 

through strictly defined instructions, but through an attempt to involve subordinates in order to 

ensure continuity of production (Terssac 1992, Italian translation 1993: 287).  

 
19 This had been shown earlier by James D. Thompson, with his reflection on the varieties of 
interdependencies in organizational processes—which, incidentally, in Elias's language we would call 
“figurations”—and his famous typology of coordination (1967, Italian translation 1988: chap. 5). 



39 
 

 

This raises a key question: is this supplementary regulation of the prescribed 

organization autonomous in nature? Or, returning to the distinction made earlier, is it a 

matter of discretion, of local room for maneuver requested and recognized in advance, 

often tacitly, by management? To answer this question, Terssac offers the results of 

meticulous field research conducted with his interdisciplinary team (which combines 

ergonomics and sociology of work) in highly automated industrial settings: chemical, 

printing, nuclear, and cement factories. 

Although automation aims to design work processes as systems which are closed to 

uncertainty, in the execution phase they prove to be open to disturbances and 

inconsistencies. This is why the intervention of human operators is necessary, capable 

of controlling and regulating activities thanks to skills gained directly from operational 

experience. Management has an ambivalent attitude towards this 'executive 

autonomy': on the one hand, it recognizes its necessity, but on the other, it seeks to 

identify and formalize these skills with the aim of improving the automation of 

procedures or, alternatively, codifying them into expert decision support systems that 

can be shared among members of the organization. 

In other words, although there is a common implicit objective, which is the fluidity of 

production processes and their orientation toward the expected results, ‘games’ 

develop that see a continuous contrast between, on the one hand, the assertion of 

autonomy by the execution group and, on the other, the management's attempt to 

transform this autonomy into discretion: 

 

[...] in order to make the production obligation acceptable, management grants degrees of 

freedom and room for maneuver during the execution phase; in order to assert their autonomy, 

the executors seek to achieve results by developing organizational solutions that integrate 

production obligations (Terssac 1992, Italian translation 1993: 137). 

 

The execution groups therefore form their identity, integrated into that of the broader 

organizational process, locally, around the construction of rules: 

 

[…] the unwritten rule does not pre–exist the actions of the executors but is produced with the 

aim of serving the realization of these actions; the production of the rule is a social construction, 

which means that the organizational solutions it authorizes are negotiated within the execution 
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collective and are not imposed by a minority on the other members (Terssac 1992, Italian 

translation 1993: 151). 

 

The obligations arising from these local, and sometimes temporary, agreements are 

no less binding than formal ones; they are social norms. They do not presuppose the 

existence of an already formed collective with its own identity and values pre–existing 

the construction of the rule; on the contrary, it is precisely in the negotiation of rules 

that the work collective constitutes itself as a group endowed with a ‘we’. 

Through compromise, rules acceptable to the parties are formed, individual and group 

identities are formed at work, and skills are formed that are then subject to further 

negotiation. Negotiations around rules and skills take place within a framework that is 

not necessarily harmonious but is often characterized by conflicts between 

management and employees. We would add that, plausibly, cross–cutting conflicts 

may also develop, for example between professional categories competing for the 

recognition of skills20. 

Negotiations around rules and competences do not lead to a functional balance for the 

entire organization but continually call into question power differentials: as Terssac 

writes, “the unwritten rule is the response practiced by executors to improve their ability 

to govern the process” (Terssac 1992, Italian translation 1993: 209)21. 

The tension between autonomy and heteronomy, therefore, is never resolved in a 

definitive or predictable way. However, a clear lesson we can draw from Terssac's 

work—as well as from Masino’s—is that the key principle of Scientific Management, 

namely the clear separation between planning and execution of activities, always 

remains latent in managerial action, ready to manifest itself when the opportunity 

 
20 Terssac’s reflection is constantly underpinned by Jean-Daniel Reynaud’s theory of social regulation, 
to which he explicitly refers; Reynaud, moreover, is the author of the book's preface. Our observation, 
on the other hand, also refers to Crozier's analysis of intra–organizational power and regulation 
dynamics (starting from id. 1963, Italian translation 1969), which we believe is consistent with Terssac’s 
analysis of the dynamics examined. 
21 In a piece written many years later, returning to the subject, Terssac made it clear that his analysis is 
in no way close to a functionalist view of organization; on the contrary, he expressed himself in a way 
that is very much in tune with Elias's thinking: “The work of organization [i.e., the way in which actions 
aimed at accomplishing a task are structured, Ed.] is a provisional response because the social rules 
produced form an order that is all the more fragile when the initiative is not symmetrical and the power 
to act is not equally distributed. Within this normative production, different claims are made on the rules 
that modify power relations. On the one hand, organizational work is an opportunity to test the balance 
of power expressed in the confrontation, or even clash, between the protagonists; on the other hand, 
the adjustment around the rules is a struggle to change the balance of power so that innovators or 
protesters are recognized in their competence and legitimacy to legislate.” (Terssac 2011, Italian 
translation 2011: 104, italics in the original). 
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arises. This principle remains, even if the utopia (or dystopia, depending on your point 

of view) of its creator—eliminating any gap between actual execution and the 

prescribed optimum—is never fully realized. 

 

In the three works examined, we found strong similarities, in some cases recognized 

by the authors themselves, with the epistemological framework outlined in the previous 

chapter, in particular with the procedural conception of the individual–society 

(individual–organization) relationship and with the relational conception of power and 

the ever–changing power differentials.  

Taken together, the previous chapters provide us with a broad theoretical and historical 

framework for a research program on how managerial control changes in conjunction 

with certain important technological transformations. This program is still ongoing, and 

other colleagues have also made important contributions to it. The main results 

obtained so far within this program will be discussed in Chapter 5. But first we must 

introduce a methodological interlude, presenting the analytical tool developed within 

this research program. 
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CHAPTER 4. THEORETICAL INTERLUDE: THREE IDEAL TYPES OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL CONTROL 

 
The following chapters examine managerial control and work autonomy in 

contemporary work practices, with particular attention to digitally intensive work 

settings. 

Our overarching research question concerns the prevailing trends shaping formal 

organization and work control in the present phase of transformation. This leads to two 

more specific questions: Is the current transformation associated with a strengthening 

of external control mechanisms? Or does it instead involve a growing reliance on 

internalized forms of control? 

To address these issues, we draw on a broad body of theoretical and empirical 

research literature, primarily qualitative, on surveillance and organizational control22. 

On the basis of this literature, we identify three analytically distinct ways in which 

management may intensify control over employees and work practices. 

These three forms of control are conceptualized as ideal types, in the Weberian sense. 

It is worth briefly recalling what this research tool developed by Max Weber (1904, 

Italian translation 1958/1974) consists of. The ideal type is not intended as a 

comprehensive description of empirical reality, but rather as a heuristic device that 

accentuates certain features in order to make reality intelligible. As such, it always 

offers a partial and revisable description, serving to bring order to reality and to identify 

meaningful connections within its inexhaustible variety: 

 

Social science, as we want to promote it, is a science of reality. [...] Life offers us an 

undoubtedly infinite multiplicity of processes that arise and disappear in a reciprocal 

relationship of succession and contemporaneity, 'within' us and 'outside' us. Any conceptual 

knowledge of infinite reality on the part of the finite human spirit rests, in fact, on the tacit 

assumption that a finite part of it must form the object of scientific consideration and therefore 

 
22 We distinguish organizational control from surveillance, understanding the latter as any process 
involving the collection, recording, storage, processing, classification, evaluation, and use of data and 
information for the purpose of exercising control over individuals and groups (Ball 2010; Fuchs 2011; 
2013; Lyon 2001; Sewell 2012; Walker 2017). Beyond surveillance, control may also rely on other 
mechanisms, such as socialization and indoctrination (Ouchi 1979; 1980; Simon 1947/1957, Italian 
translation 1980). The more effective these processes of socialization and indoctrination are, the less 
reliance there is on surveillance. Drawing on Simon's detailed analysis of the means through which 
individuals' decision–making premises are shaped, we define organizational control as the set of formal 
and informal, direct and indirect methods through which the decisions of the organizational members 
are influenced so as to ensure their mutual compatibility and their alignment with the organization’s 
overall objectives. 
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be ‘essential’ in the sense of ‘worthy of being known’ (Max Weber 1904, Italian translation 

1958/1974: 84–5). 

 

Weber’s entire work is rich in ideal types of different kinds, some formulated at the 

highest level of sociological abstraction, others referring to historical phenomena of 

broad—thought not universal—scope. For example, Weber repeatedly explores in his 

writings “means–ends rational action”, in which means are selected in relation to ends, 

with consideration of the consequences of action. This represents a very abstract ideal 

type, because means–ends rationality can, at least in principle, be found in any human 

society. The same does not hold for other ideal types elaborated by Weber, such as 

bureaucracy, industrial capitalism, or the medieval city. These also refer to social 

phenomena of broad historical significance but are nonetheless situated in specific 

historical and spatial contexts. As Weber himself points out, an ideal type, or pure type, 

should not be confused with concrete, observable human action; it is neither a 

descriptive account of empirical behaviour, even in approximate terms, nor a 

prescriptive model of behavior.  

Applied to our research in the organizational field, this implies that the defining features 

of each ideal type may coexist—albeit to different degrees—within any concrete 

organization. 

The first ideal type of managerial control, which we term ‘new Tayloristic control’, is 

based on direct, visible and effectively exercised surveillance. The second, ‘panopticon 

control’, relies on potentially permanent but less visible surveillance. Both ideal types 

assume that workers will behave opportunistically in the absence of external control. 

In contrast, the third type, ‘controlled autonomy’, is grounded in strong forms of self–

control on the part of workers, fostered by a community– and identity–based 

conception of the organization. 

We now turn to a more detailed examination of the defining features of each of these 

three pure types. These ideal types will guide our analysis in the following chapter, 

where we interpret the changes in the forms of managerial control from the early 1990s 

to the present day, as well as their relationship with the use of new information and 

communication technologies. 

 

New Tayloristic control relies primarily on direct, visible, top–down forms of 

surveillance. Workers are subject to continuous and pervasive surveillance by one or 
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more hierarchical superiors, who verify compliance with predefined rules and standard 

operating procedures during task execution. Direct control is exercised either through 

face–to–face hierarchical supervision or through technically mediated forms of 

oversight (Callaghan, Thompson 2001; Cavazotte, Lemos, Villadsen 2014; Edwards 

1979; Halford 2005; Sewell, Taskin 2015).  

Technological surveillance involves the use of algorithms and digital devices that guide 

workers step by step through their tasks and automatically detect deviations from 

prescribed procedures (Gorecky et al. 2014). This type of control constitutes one of the 

essential characteristics of organizations based on the principles of Scientific 

Management (Taylor 1911/1919). 

This form of control is accompanied by the stable assignment of fully predetermined 

tasks to workers. Task rotation is not permitted, nor are workers given opportunities to 

interact with one another while performing their tasks. They receive detailed 

instructions that precisely specify the methods, tools, timing, and locations of work. 

Coordination between individuals is achieved through standardization. The assigned 

tasks, in turn, are part of a process of transforming inputs into outputs, the overall 

structure of which is rigidly predetermined by industrial engineers in the planning 

department – or, today, by ICT specialists. 

Since there is no room for deviation from the prescribed procedures, workers have 

very limited opportunities to learn while performing their jobs. They are expected to 

develop an organizational personality (Albano et al. 2018a)23 that is completely hetero–

directed—i.e., neither oriented toward autonomy nor toward the exercise of discretion. 

To this end, a key role is played by the careful selection and training of workers in the 

precise methods required to perform the job in the best way possible (the one best 

way). Training takes place primarily on the job, under the supervision of a functional 

superior, and is delivered once and for all, unless procedures are subsequently 

modified. To secure workers’ acceptance of formal authority and discipline, 

 
23 Barnard (1938, Italian translation 1970) was the first to distinguish between ‘individual personality’ 
and ‘organizational personality.’ The former is the set of personal characteristics, values, motivations, 
and abilities that an individual possesses regardless of their role in an organization. Organizational 
personality, on the other hand, is the identity that an individual assumes when they choose to be part of 
an organization, carry out activities, take on responsibilities—or, conversely, decline responsibilities by 
agreeing to carry out orders from above—in accordance with the objectives and rules of the 
organization. For a description of four ideal types of organizational personality, including the one 
mentioned above, see Albano et al. 2018a: 199–204. 
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management offers economic and material incentives, the level of which is tied to 

productivity. 

A substantial body of qualitative empirical research, conducted across different work 

settings and time periods, documents the use of new digital technologies as a means 

of intensifying direct and effective surveillance. Examples include Halford’s (2005) 

study of ICT–supported work practices introduced in a large British financial services 

company, and Cavazotte, Lemos, and Villadsen’s (2014) analysis of smartphone use 

among professionals in a Brazilian law firm. The latter shows that, following the 

introduction of new digital work practices, managers intensified communication and 

exercised closer and more continuous control over their subordinates’ day–to–day 

activities. Similarly, Sewell and Taskin (2015), in their study on teleworking in a Belgian 

biopharmaceutical company, observed a stronger predetermination of teleworkers’ 

tasks, tighter control over the time allowed to complete tasks, and tighter regulation of 

working hours. Along similar lines, Davenport (2013) suggests that the adoption of big 

data–based decision support systems and data visualization technologies at Procter & 

Gamble has contributed to increased rigidity in defining the key stages of managers' 

decision–making processes. 

Perhaps the most striking illustrations of digital neo–Taylorism emerge from empirical 

studies of the digitalization of Amazon’s fulfillment centers (Cattero, D'Onofrio 2018; 

Delfanti 2021; Staab, Nachtwey 2016), as well as from research on the use of digital 

platforms by global companies (e.g., Amazon, Uber, Foodora, and Deliveroo) to 

mediate the provision of both physical and digital services (Bergvall–Kåreborn, 

Howcroft 2014; Newlands 2021; Rosenblat, Stark 2016). Schörpf et al. (2017) note that 

even platforms designed to support creative work tend to reproduce a Taylorist logic 

in the organization of work. This logic manifests itself in the allocation of standardized 

and fragmented tasks to isolated workers; in the ex–ante definition of experience and 

skill requirements, largely predetermined by platform providers through embedded 

platform design rules; in the detailed specification of tasks; in the demand for high 

output within short time frames; and in the close monitoring of workers' activities 

through customer–based performance evaluations conducted according to criteria set 

by the platform providers. 

 

Panopticon control, like new Tayloristic control, operates through pervasive, top–down 

surveillance of organizational members’ task performance. Compared to new 



46 
 

Tayloristic control, however, it operates through less visible surveillance, grounded in 

three key mechanisms (Foucault 1975, Italian translation 1976; Sewell 1998; Sewell, 

Wilkinson 1992; Simon 2005; Wilson 1995; 1999). First, a system of permanent, 

comprehensive, and unidirectional visibility ensures that any deviation from 

established rules can potentially be detected at any time. Second, the dissociation 

between those who see and those who are seen means that workers never know 

whether they are actually being monitored at a given moment, while remaining 

constantly aware of the possibility of being seen. Third, a system of threats and 

sanctions is applied pervasively, leaving individuals no opportunity to canceal behavior 

deemed unacceptable and thereby evade sanction. In this way, the disciplinary effect 

remains continuous even when surveillance itself is not. 

As in new Tayloristic control, control also remains external in this ideal type, as 

compliance is achieved by mobilizing individuals’ fear of being seen engaging in 

behaviors that deviate from expectations. Compared to new Tayloristic control, this 

makes it possible to continuously monitor the activities of a larger number of employees 

with fewer supervisors. 

This type of control is accompanied by an almost complete predetermination of the key 

structural aspects of the production process: standard times; individual phases, 

activities, and tasks; working methods; tasks assignments and required skills. From 

this perspective, this type of control shares clear similarities with control based on the 

principles of Scientific Management. However, the two types of control differ in the way 

interdependencies are coordinate (Thompson 1967, Italian translation 1988): in the 

former, coordination occurs primarily through standardization, while in the latter it is 

achieved through planning. Coordination through planning, in turn, requires workers to 

assume a partially self–directed organizational personality (Albano et al. 2018a: 201–

2) and thus to exercise a limited degree of discretion in performing their tasks in order 

to achieve prescribed outcomes. For example, such discretion may involve 

adjustments to the pace of work or to the order in which tasks are performed. 

Employees may be required to make discretionary decisions in response to variations 

arising at specific stages of the process that threaten the completion of tasks within the 

standard time allotted for those and subsequent stages. 

Despite these differences between the two types of control, the implication of the formal 

organization is the same: workers have little opportunity, at least in principle, to 
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exercise autonomy in task design, task execution, or other aspects of the regulation of 

their work, and they enjoy limited opportunities for skill development. 

Enterprise resource planning systems, customer relationship management tools, 

supply chain management software, cloud computing, artificial intelligence–based 

expert systems, and other technological developments further extend the scope of this 

type of control. These systems enable comprehensive visibility of work processes; 

streamline and automate human supervisors’ work of comparing, classifying, and 

evaluating behavior; and release the “range of oversight” from space–time constraints, 

rendering supervisor potentially omnipresent not only in space but also over time 

(Galič, Timan, Koops 2017; Simon 2005). 

A number of empirical studies on the use of information and communication 

technologies document the emergence of forms of organizational control that closely 

approximate this ideal type (Fernie, Metcalf 1998; Fuchs 2011; 2015; Menzies 1996; 

Rosanvallon 2011; Sia, Neo 2008). Delbridge Turnbull and Wilkinson (1992), Sewell 

(1998), and Sewell and Wilkinson (1992) show that the use of ICT–supported 

management information systems with panopticon effects constitutes a core 

component of the implementation of JIT and TQM production systems, as well as a 

means of accelerating and intensifying work across a variety of work settings. 

Panopticon control ensures that workers exercise discretion to deal with unexpected 

problems in the course of task execution. At the same time, it enables management to 

identify the most frequent discretionary work practices and those associated with 

positive outcomes, thereby facilitating the development of standard procedures based 

on best practices. 

Similarly, Elmes, Strong, and Volkoff (2005) document the panopticon effects of using 

an enterprise resource planning system in a global manufacturing organization owned 

by an American company. In this case, workers perform their tasks in accordance with 

management expectations – that is, by complying with the rules and procedures for 

task completion embedded in the system, while also exercising discretion to manage 

exceptions in order to prevent undesirable knock–on effects. Finally, Leclercq–

Vandelannoitte (2011) argues that the adoption of mobile technologies in a large 

French construction company is part of a broader managerial control strategy, 

involving the implementation of invisible and pervasive surveillance of construction site 

foremen’s activities, as well as the imposition of new constraints, such as the 

requirement to engage in greater discretionary effort to manage construction site 
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expenditures. Similar dynamics of panoptic control have also been observed by Bisht 

et al. (2023) and Carreri, Gosetti, and Masiero (2023) in the financial services sector 

in India and Italy, respectively; by Moro et al. (2019) in some Italian automotive 

companies redesigned in line with Industry 4.0 principles; and by Huang (2023) and 

Veen, Barratt, and Goods (2020) in food delivery services organized through digital 

platforms in China and Australia, respectively. 

 

The third type of managerial control is grounded primarily in the internalization of 

control by organizational members. It reflects a conception of the organization as a 

community, in which management places trust in employees, expects their loyalty, and 

encourage full adherence to—and identification with—the organization’s values and 

objectives. 

Individuals are held accountable for achieving specific results, but they retain 

autonomy over how those results are attained. Consequently, they can take initiative 

in preventing and resolving unexpected problems that might otherwise undermine the 

effectiveness of the production process. They can also participate in decisions 

affecting their work, as well as in the evaluation of results.  

However, workers’ autonomy assumes a peculiar character, aptly captured by the 

oxymoron of controlled autonomy (Appay 2007). It is based on the workers’ ability to 

identify the most appropriate means of achieving specific objectives and performance 

targets, which are defined in accordance with the overall objectives of the organization 

as set by senior management24. 

The absence of standardized task– result relationships underpins the adoption of this 

form of control. Uncertainty, regardless of its source, requires to broaden workers’ 

capabilities so that they can respond effectively to the situations they encounter, while 

still striving to meet production targets. Under these conditions, full alignment between 

individual and organizational objectives becomes essential. To achieve this alignment, 

however, management cannot rely primarily on forms of external control. 

One way of pursuing this objective is through skill training (Ouchi 1979; Simon 

1947/1957, Italian translation 1980), both intensive at entry and ongoing over time. 

Ongoing training includes on–the–job training (e.g., through job rotation), formalized 

training programs—also those provided by institutions external to the organization—

 
24 To use another now classic expression (Ouchi 1979), managerial control is primarily output control. 
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and, more broadly, any additional training activities that workers independently 

undertake in order to develop and enhance their skills and knowledge. 

Training also seeks to foster the individual's identification with the organization, 

understood primarily as a community. To this end, management organizes meetings, 

conferences, and talks with external consultants, training workshops focused on the 

organization's culture and values, as well as social events. Teamwork further enhances 

employees' ability to deal with unexpected events and problems. Within a team, the 

knowledge, skills, and abilities of different workers are combined in a highly flexible 

way, depending on the nature of the problem to be solved. 

Management also uses additional techniques to engage workers and encourage the 

internalization of values and norms embedded in the organizational culture, such as 

persuasion, profit sharing schemes, and public recognition. These mechanisms are 

particularly powerful—and at times even manipulative, insofar as they affect both the 

organizational and the individual personality—because they aim not only to induce 

organizational members to act in accordance with management’s expectations, but 

also to experience such behaviour as the outcome of their own free choice (Wilson 

1999). 

An individual’s ability to effectively mobilize and collaborate with their knowledge and 

skills to achieve organizational goals, as well as to internalize the values and norms of 

the corporate culture, are key reputational elements of their organizational personality: 

a personality that is able to exercise autonomy while accepting the implicit obligations 

of production (Albano et al. 2018a: 202–3). This ability is also subject to continuous 

peer review. As a result, a horizontal (many–to–many) system of surveillance among 

organizational members—aligned with the organization’s culture, that is, the culture 

promoted by management—contributes to the reinforcement of individual self–control 

(Barker 1993). 

Finally, another defining feature of controlled autonomy is that management only 

temporarily accepts the exercise of autonomy by operators in carrying out their work, 

insofar as it serves to ensure the smooth functioning of the production process. Once 

autonomous solutions have proven effective, management seeks to transform the 

outcome of autonomy into discretion; in the most extreme cases, the expertise 

produced during the processes can be incorporated into intelligent machines within 

highly digitalized work processes. Management thus admits—and even expects—
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operational staff to learn new things while working but continuously seeks to 

appropriate and codify their knowledge and skills. 

According to several scholars (Hirsch–Kreinsen 2016; Johansson et al. 2017; 

Kagermann, Wahlster, Helbig 2013; Taskin 2010; Wilson 1999), digitally transformed 

organizations (e.g., virtual organizations and smart factories) and new highly digitalized 

work practices (such as virtual teams, remote and mobile work, smart or agile work) 

are increasingly supported by managerial control strategies and forms of work 

organization that approximate this ideal type. 

In his study of sales teleworkers in an electronics company, Dambrin (2004) finds that 

teleworkers enjoy autonomy over the means used to accomplish tasks and to address 

unexpected problems, as well as greater discretion over working hours. Similar 

findings emerge from research on smart working conducted across many Italian 

organizations of varying sizes and economic sectors (Osservatorio Smart Working 

2016). Valsecchi's (2006) study of teleworkers in an Italian telecommunications 

company likewise shows that the primary control mechanisms used by management 

consist of internal training aimed at socializing workers into organizational values and 

an increased emphasis on trust. Several subsequent studies more broadly suggest 

that remote and mobile work represents a turning point toward forms of controlled 

autonomy (see, among others, Chatterjee, Sarker, Siponen 2017; Downes, 

Daellenbach, Donnelly 2023; Leclercq–Vandelannoitte, Isaac, Kalika 2014; Pianese, 

Errichiello, da Cunha 2023; Ponzellini 2023; Porter, van den Hooff 2020). Other 

authors, by contrast, show that controlled autonomy is equally relevant in face–to–face 

work carried out within organizational premises (Tirabeni, Miele 2020). From this latter 

perspective, empirical studies conducted in Germany indicate that the widespread 

adoption of new digital technologies in industry is associated with several key changes 

in the organization of work (Bonekamp, Sure 2015; Pfeiffer et al. 2016): management’s 

expectations that workers will independently undertake the training to enhance their 

skills; increased emphasis on teamwork; and growing demands for flexibility, problem–

solving, and innovation. However, workers appear to have limited ability to influence 

the broader aspects of the system, which are increasingly predetermined by ICT 

(Edwards, Ramirez 2016). 

 

It is now useful to summarize the defining features of the three ideal types of 

managerial control in a synoptic description. This overview will also serve as a 
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reference point in the following chapter, when we will establish a link between the 

indicators used in our empirical analysis and the pure types illustrated here. 

 

- ‘New Tayloristic control’: planning of completely and strictly predetermined activities; 

detailed tasks assigned on a permanent basis; absence of individual and group job 

rotation and discretion; visible hierarchical supervision, pervasively exercised over 

task, with limited span of control; a requirement of mere acceptance of company 

discipline in the execution of activities; no opportunities for learning beyond those 

provided in the initial training phase and, consequently, no scope for autonomous 

and innovative behavior; coordination through standardization; employee 

involvement centered on financial remuneration, in turn linked to productivity and 

full compliance with prescribed procedures.  

- ‘Panopticon control’: planning of highly predetermined activities; detailed tasks with 

limited room for maneuver, restricted to exceptional situations; invisible hierarchical 

supervision, potentially exercisable over task execution, with a wide span of control; 

a requirement of wholehearted adherence to program requirements; few 

opportunities to learn new things on the job; coordination through planning; 

employee involvement centered on full adherence to company discipline, supported 

by material incentives linked to productivity and by the fear of being identified in the 

event of procedural breaches.  

- ‘Controlled autonomy’: strictly pre–set production targets, with variations allowed in 

the local regulation of timing and methods of execution; flexible organizational roles, 

with ample room for maneuver aimed at ensuring the achievement of results; control 

exercised primarily over achieved outcomes rather than over strict compliance with 

procedures; trust in employees’ maximum commitment to achieving expected 

results; management’s temporary acceptance of limited expressions of autonomy, 

with efforts to transform them into discretion by codifying them as best practices; 

intensive initial training followed by ongoing training, including self–directed 

learning; coordination through planning with opportunities for feedback; employee 

involvement centered on personalized incentives, on persuasion rather than on 

command, on leadership oriented toward people as well as tasks, and—above all—

on the promotion of shared corporate values, a sense of community, and 

opportunities of self–fulfillment at work. 
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CHAPTER 5. THE IMPACT OF DIGITALIZATION AND REMOTE WORK 
 
Starting in 2017, we have examined changes in forms of managerial control over 

employees associated, first, with the gradual computerization of work25 in the early 

1990s, then with digitalization26 from the 2000s onward, and more recently with the 

expansion of remote work practices27. 

Drawing on a processual conception of social reality (see Chapter 2), we have adopted 

a long–term historical perspective to investigate whether these technologically driven 

changes in forms of managerial control are linked to a broader process of 

transformation affecting employment as a whole, at least since the post–Fordist shift 

of the 1980s (see Chapter 3). 

Without assuming a deterministic influence of ongoing transformations, and while 

acknowledging the heterogeneity of the associated forms of control (see, among 

others, Carreri et al. 2020; De Vaujany et al. 2021), we have addressed two questions:  

 

- whether a general trend can be identified, as a stylized fact28, underlying the 

observed forms of managerial control across different sectors and geographical 

and cultural contexts beyond the specificities of the cases examined; and  

- whether, and in what direction, digitalization and remote work shape this trend. 

  

In this respect, our approach departs from dominant strands in the literature. On the 

one hand, it differs from perspectives that tend to focus exclusively on the present, 

thereby producing a static view of the phenomenon and risking an interpretation of 

technologically induced change in managerial control as temporary disruptions of an 

 
25 The term computerization refers to the use of computers and communication networks to process, 
store, and transmit information (Butera 2014: 7). 
26 The OECD (2019: 7) defines ‘digitalization’ as “the use of digital data and technologies as well as 
interconnection that results in new, or changes to existing, activities” and distinguishes it from 
‘digitization,’ “i.e., the conversion of analogue content (e.g., text, images, video, audio) into binary code 
(0 and 1) (i.e., a digital format) that can be read and manipulated by computers.” In general, the term 
‘digitalization’ refers to work practices in which the definition of timing, modes of execution and 
communication is embedded in algorithms, platforms, and digital devices. 
27 In this chapter, we revisit and rework the results and reflections already developed more extensively 
in three previous papers: Albano, Curzi, Parisi 2021, Albano, Curzi 2024, and Albano, Curzi 2025. 
28 We refer directly to what the Hungarian–born British economist Nicholas Kaldor said in a lecture in 
1958 (later in Kaldor 1961/1968): “Since facts, as recorded by statisticians, are always subject to 
numerous snags and qualifications, [...] the theorist should be free to start off with a stylized view of the 
facts—i.e. concentrate on broad tendencies, ignoring individual detail.” (Kaldor 1961/1968: 178). This 
“focusing on broad” and stylized trends, necessarily remaining on the surface of events, is only one of 
the ways in which scientific research proceeds in the historical and social sciences; equal importance 
must be given to qualitative studies that investigate the same facts in depth. 
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otherwise stable equilibrium. On the other, it also diverges from more contingent 

approaches that concentrate primarily on transformations attributed to the intensive 

use of ICT and digital technologies (see, e.g., De Vaujany et al. 2021; Leclercq–

Vandelannoitte, Isaac, Kalika 2014; Stark, Pais 2020; Sitkin, Long, Cardinal 2020). 

At the empirical level, we conducted secondary analyses of data from the seven waves 

of the European Working Conditions Survey (1991–2021), carried out by the European 

Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions. Administered every 

five years since 1991, the survey provides a set of variables that can be considered as 

direct or indirect indicators of forms of managerial control. Examining trends in these 

variables allow us to reconstruct how managerial control within employment changes 

over time29. 

Operationally, the analysis was conducted in three stages. 

In a first exploratory study (Albano, Curzi, Parisi 2021), we examined changes in forms 

of managerial control by comparing the work of employees engaged in highly 

computerized and subsequently digitalized work activities (hereinafter referred to as 

‘digitals’) with that of those performing tasks characterized by limited use of ICT 

(‘traditional’)30. The analysis focused on employees working in organizations operating 

in industrial sectors, including logistics and construction, across twelve European 

countries (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Italy, the 

Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom). Twenty–nine 

variables, collected at six time points between 1991 and 2015, were considered. We 

examined both the levels and temporal trends of these indicators, interpreting them 

considering the three ideal types of managerial control (see Chapter 4) and 

systematically distinguishing between digitals and traditionals31. 

A second study (Albano, Curzi 2024) further extended the analysis, adopting a 

confirmatory approach. Changes introduced in the administration of the questionnaire 

in 2021 required a streamlining of its structure; as a result, only 14 of the 29 variables 

 
29 Data are collected through face–to–face interviews with workers, with the exception of the most recent 
available wave (2021), which was conducted during the Covid–19 pandemic using computer–assisted 
telephone interviews (CATI). The datasets are archived at the UK Data Service at the University of 
Essex and are available for secondary analysis for research purposes. Our findings are based on 
analyses carried out using IBM SPSS package on two datasets: the integrated dataset, 1991–2015 
(UKDA–7363–spss) and the 2021 dataset (UKDA–9026–spss). 
30 The former refers to employees who use information and digital technologies (e.g., computers, 
laptops, and smartphones) for at least three–quarters of their working time. 
31 The analytical procedure is described in detail in Albano, Curzi, Parisi (2021), which the reader is 
referred to for further information. 
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previously selected could be examined. At the same time, the scope of the survey was 

broadened to include all economic sectors, both private and public, as well as all 

occupational groups, encompassing administrative–intellectual and practical–

operational work32, across the same twelve European countries. Using the same 

analytical procedure, we compared trends in managerial control affecting digitals33 and 

traditionals between 2015 and 2021. This allowed us to extend the analysis of changes 

in forms of managerial control associated with digitalization—and earlier with 

computerization—over a period of approximately thirty years. This analysis was further 

complemented by an examination of differences in perceived autonomy and control 

between the two groups of employees. 

Finally, in a third study (Albano, Curzi 2025), using the same sample and the same set 

of 14 variables, we focused on remote work. With a few exceptions (see, e.g., Fabbri 

2018; Ojala, Pyöriä 2018), the literature emphasizes the close relationship between 

remote work and the digitalization of work. Our analysis of the EWCS data identified a 

link between the two, but one that was not particularly strong; accordingly, we treated 

them as analytically distinct. We therefore distinguished, within each category of 

employees—digitals and traditionals—between those who worked mainly outside the 

organization (hereinafter, referred to as ‘remote’ employees) and those who worked 

mainly within organizational premises (‘in–house’ employees). For each category, we 

compared differences in perceptions of autonomy and control between the two 

subgroups in the two years considered (2015 and 2021). Using multivariate analysis 

of variance (MANOVA), we then assessed the relative contribution of remote work and 

the digitalization of work to the underlying change in forms of managerial control over 

employees’ work. 

Table 1 presents the 14 variables common to the three studies. 

 

 
32 Using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), the results of which are reported in detail in Albano 
and Curzi (2024), we found that in both 2015 and 2021 there were no significant differences across 
economic sectors and that differences across occupational groups tended to diminish between 2015 
and 2021, in parallel with the growing share of digital employees in the workforce. These results are 
consistent with the argument that the expanding use of digital technologies across all areas of organized 
work is contributing to a gradual blurring of the boundaries between some classic analytical distinctions 
traditionally used to interpret employment, such as those between industry and the services and 
between intellectual and manual work (Marini 2018: 10 and passim). 
33 Given the substantial increase in the use of digital tools during the Covid–19 pandemic, we adopted 
a more restrictive operational definition of ‘digitals’, including only employees who reported “always” 
working with digital devices. 
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Table 1 — Variables measured up to 2015 and in 2021; methods used for 
harmonization and temporal comparison are reported in brackets 

Working hours fit in with family or other social commitments [very well/very well] 

Job involves working at very high speed [min. ¾ of the time/often+always] 

Job involves working to tight deadlines [min. ¾ of the time/often+always] 

Job involves learning new things [Yes/sometimes+often+always] 

You can choose or change your order of tasks [Yes/sometimes+often+always] 

You can choose or change your methods of work [Yes/sometimes+often+always] 

You can choose or change your speed or rate of work [Yes/sometimes+often+always] 

You are consulted before objectives are set for your work [most of the time+always/often+always] 

You are involved in improving the organization or processes [most of the 
time+always/often+always] 

Your job gives you the feeling of work well done [most of the time+always/often+always] 

You have the feeling of doing useful work [most of the time+always/often+always] 

You can influence decisions that are important for your work [most of the 
time+always/often+always] 

Past 12 months – on–the–job training (co–workers, supervisors) [yes/yes] 

Management trusts the employees to do their work well [strongly agree+tend to agree/strongly 
agree+tend to agree] 

Source: Albano, Curzi 2024 with adaptations 

 

These variables can be considered indicators of 

- autonomy: (“you can influence decisions that are important for your work;” “you are 

involved in improving work organization or work processes;” “you are consulted 

before objectives are set for your work;” “your job involves learning new things”); 

- discretion (“you can choose or change your order of tasks;” “your methods of work;” 

“your speed or rate of work”)34; 

- intangible incentives (“feeling of doing useful work;” “of work well done;” 

“management trusts employees to do their work well”); 

- work intensification (“your job involves working to tight deadlines;” “working at very 

high speed;” “on–the–job training provided by coworkers or supervisor”); 

- work–life balance (“working hours fit in with family or other social commitments”). 

 

Over the period considered (1991–2021), we observed a general trend affecting all 

employees toward an increase of managerial control practices that can be stylized as 

the ideal type of controlled autonomy. Between 1991 and 2015, this underlying change 

is more clearly and strongly pronounced among digitals. From 2015 to 2021, however, 

the trend toward this form of control also becomes clear among traditionals, displaying 

a marked and consistent acceleration. Since 2015, a growing share of employees in 

 
34 In another study (Albano et al. 2018b), we used Confirmatory Factor Analysis to show that perceived 
‘autonomy’ and ‘discretion’, although related, can be measured as two distinct latent factors. These 
factors underlie twelve observed variables—six for each dimension—drawn from the 2015 EWCS 
dataset. For further details on the results, readers are referred to that study. 
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both categories report being able to vary the timing and methods of task performance 

and to influence important decisions affecting their work, participate in the setting of 

objectives, and to contribute to improvements in the organization of work and work 

processes within their company or institution (Table 2).  

 

Table 2 — Indicators of modes of control: comparison between digitals and 
traditionals 

 2015 2021 

Indicators Digit. 

(42.1%) 

Trad. 

(57.9%) 

Diff. 

p.p. 

Digit. 

(54.7%) 

Trad. 

(45.3%) 

Diff. 

p.p. 

Job involves learning new things (2015: 

yes) (2021: sometimes+often+always) 

87.3 66.9 20.4 89.7 77.2 12.5 

You can choose or change your order of 

tasks (2015: yes) (2021: 

sometimes+often+always) 

79.3 58.9 20.4 82.7 68.6 14.1 

You can choose or change your methods 

of work (2015: yes) (2021: 

sometimes+often+always)  

76.1 62.6 13.5 77.6 69.7 7.9 

You can choose or change your speed or 

rate of work (2015: yes) (2021: 

sometimes+often+always) 

75.8 63.7 12.1 78.3 71.3 7.0 

You are consulted before objectives are 

set for your work (2015: always+most of 

the time) (2021: often+always) 

53.8 39.9 13.9 59.5 50.5 9.0 

You are involved in improving the 

organization or processes (2015: 

always+most of the time) (2021: 

often+always) 

56.0 40.8 15.2 61.7 50.8 10.9 

You can influence decisions that are 

important for your work (2015: 

always+most of the time) (2021: 

often+always) 

52.6 39.2 13.4 62.0 51.2 10.8 

Past 12 months – on–the–job training 

(co–workers, supervisors) (yes) 

48.4 34.3 14.1 55.9 45.3 10.6 

Source: Albano, Curzi 2024 with adaptations 

 

Compared to the earlier period (1991–2015), years between 2015 and 2021 are 

characterized by an expansion in the areas of action over which both categories 

perceive autonomy; this development is accompanied by a growing perception of 
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opportunities to acquire new skills while working. Furthermore, both digitals and 

traditionals attach increasing importance to intangible incentives35. 

Against the theoretical and historical backdrop outlined in Chapter 3, we argue that this 

general trend towards controlled autonomy can be traced back to the post–Fordist shift 

of the 1980s, when this form of control began to diffuse across many Western 

companies (see, among others, Berdicchia, Masino 2023; Hafermalz 2021). 

Subsequently, first the gradual computerization of work from the early 1990s, and later 

digitalization from the 2000s onward further reinforced this trajectory. 

EWCS data show that, between 1991 and 2015, the share of digitals within the 

workforce increased steadily, while the proportion of traditionals declined, rising from 

approximately one digital employee in six in 1991 to four in ten in 2015 (Table 3). In 

2021, partly because of the Covid–19 pandemic, digitals, according to our operational 

definition, surpassed the 50% threshold for the first time. The increase observed 

relative to 2015 is therefore substantially greater than the average growth recorded 

over the 1991–2015 period. 

 

Table 3 — Digitals and traditionals by survey wave, 1991 – 2021 (12 European 
countries)  

 1991 1995 2000/01 2005 2010 2015 2021 

Traditionals 84% 76.5% 73.9% 64.8% 59.7% 57.9% 45.3% 

Digitals 16% 23.5% 26.1% 35.2% 40.3% 42.1% 54.7% 

Valid cases 10,122 10,688 15,221 10,186 14,506 15,200 25,456 

Source: Albano, Curzi 2024 

 

The growing use of ICT and digital technologies across various areas of employment 

increases demand, in all occupations, for workers capable of using information 

technologies and digital tools to manage and communicate information, collaborate 

within work groups, innovate products, services, or processes, think critically, and 

solve problems (van Laar et al. 2017). More broadly, this development contributes to 

a blurring of the boundaries between industry and services on the one hand, and 

between manual and intellectual work on the other (Marini 2018). Our analysis of the 

2015 and 2021 EWCS data empirically corroborates this thesis (see in this chapter 

 
35 In both years, more than 80% of both digitals and traditionals reported feeling that they were doing 
useful work (87.3% and 84.6% respectively in 2015; 86.4% and 85.6% in 2021) or work well done (82.6% 
and 81.8% respectively in 2015; 81.6% and 83.2% in 2021) and that management trusted them to do 
their job well (85.1% and 84.7% respectively in 2015; 87.3% and 88.8% in 2021). 
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note 32). Combined with the preceding findings, this evidence suggests that intensified 

digitalization has reinforced the movement towards controlled autonomy across all 

economic sectors and, at least in part, across different occupational groups. 

Furthermore, even though perceptions of this form of control grew more rapidly among 

traditionals between 2015 and 2021, the values of the variables considered remain 

significantly higher among digitals. Compared to traditionals, a larger share of digitals 

report having discretion in choosing how and when to perform their tasks, as well as 

opportunities to exercise autonomy, reflected in their ability to influence key–work 

related decisions (i.e., objectives and the organization of work processes) and to learn 

new things while working. 

These findings challenge the thesis of the marginalization of human contribution in 

highly computerized and digitalized work processes36. This thesis—based largely on 

qualitative analyses of a number of ‘exemplary business cases’—has been central to 

studies drawing on labor process theory and Foucauldian studies, both referred to 

above in Chapter 4. According to the first group of studies, computerization and 

digitalization are expected to give rise to new Tayloristic forms of control over 

employees, at least until production processes become fully automated37. Foucauldian 

analyses, by contrast, emphasize the predominance of panoptic modes of control. 

However, neither of the two trajectories emerges from the trends observed in our 

analysis over a period of approximately thirty years. Instead, our findings are more 

consistent with the thesis advanced by Sabine Pfeiffer (2014), according to which 

computerization and digitalization increase the complexity of tasks, the artifacts 

involved, and the relationships that must be developed. This, in turn, heightens the 

need for employees to appropriate these elements through what Pfeiffer terms “living 

laboring capacity” (see also Pfeiffer and Suphan 2015). Such appropriation requires 

employees to deploy the experiential, tacit, and judgment–based competences, both 

individually and collectively. As Terssac (1992, Italian translation 1993) already argued 

on the basis of his field research on automation processes in the 1980s and 1990s, 

 
36 It is worth noting that the study by Albano, Curzi, and Fabbri (2018), which was based on a different 
data analysis method and, in part, on a different theoretical framework, had already pointed to similar 
conclusions, albeit in a provisional form, given the smaller sample size, the more limited set of variables 
analysed, and the shorter time frame considered.  
37 According to Gallino (2006, cited in Butera 2014: 3), automation, as the term is currently used, “refers 
to a variety of situations in which human physical and intellectual work is replaced by machines and by 
mechanical, hydraulic, pneumatic, electrical, and electronic servomechanisms capable of automatically 
performing sequences of operations.” 
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these capacities underpin the production of autonomous rules of execution, which may 

complement formal control rules or, in some cases, partially substitute for them. In this 

regard, the ‘stylized facts’ emerging from our analysis clearly call for further 

investigation using objective indicators, in addition to the subjective ones employed 

here, as well as for more fine–grained analyses of changes in intra–organizational 

control. However, some recent qualitative studies provide convergent evidence and 

may help to better interpret our findings.  

Ben–Ner, Urtasun, and Taska (2023), in their study of additive manufacturing 

technologies in the U.S. manufacturing sector, show that their adoption enables the 

production of customizable goods and generates complex, reciprocal 

interdependencies between tasks. These interdependencies, in turn, require two–way 

communication among workers involved in different stages of the production process, 

thereby increasing the need for decision–making autonomy on the part of both 

individual employees and work collectives. At the same time, the non–routine analytical 

and cognitive components of tasks gain greater weight, along with the importance of 

technical and engineering skills. These competences are no longer confined to 

engineers, but increasingly extend to lower–skilled operators, who perform fewer 

manual activities and for whom basic operational skills—such as tooling and 

maintenance—become less central. Similar dynamics have been observed following 

the introduction of digital technologies in the health and social services sector. In this 

context, the adoption and use of new technologies enhance the effectiveness of a 

range of daily care activities, including supporting patients’ food intake and adequate 

hydration, reducing the risk of falls, and facilitating getting out of bed with reduced pain. 

At the same time, nursing and care activities increasingly require the development of 

skills related to the use of new technologies, the management and evaluation of 

growing volumes of data and information, and, above all, significant work to adapt and 

change the technologies in order to respond to specific needs in particular contexts 

and situations (Choroszewicz 2024; Frennert, Petersson, Erlingsdottir 2023; Højlund, 

Villadsen 2020). 

As Terssac observed in the 1990s, “the ability to govern the process is neither given 

in advance nor can it be acquired once and for all” (1992, Italian translation 1993: 208). 

When process governance depends on human intervention, the achievement of results 

is inherently uncertain, as it depends on employees’ actual willingness to take initiative 

and assume responsibility. Furthermore, what is at stake in the “joint regulation” 
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between rules produced by management and employees’ autonomous local regulation 

(Reynaud 1979; 1989), is a reconfiguration of power differentials (see chapter 3, note 

21)38. As highlighted above (see chap. 3), management responds by shifting control 

from actions and decisions to employees’ decision–making premises, invoking the 

sharing of corporate values, a sense of community, and providing intangible incentives. 

In this regard, our data point to the growing importance attributed by employees—both 

digital and traditional—to the satisfaction derived from doing useful or well done work, 

as well as to management’s trust in their competence. Among digitals in particular, 

these elements are accompanied by a growing intensification of work39, which is not 

counterbalanced by significantly greater opportunities, compared to traditionals, to 

reconcile work with non–work commitments40. This finding underscores the ambivalent 

nature of controlled autonomy, which arises from the dialectic between autonomy and 

control at its core. We return to this issue at the end of the chapter. To address it more 

fully, it is first necessary to examine the role of remote work. In Terssac’s empirical 

research, as well as in other studies discussed above, the production of autonomous 

rules occurs within work collectives whose formation is facilitated by physical co–

presence and the synchronization of rhythms typical of face–to–face interaction. By 

contrast, the use of digital devices for remote work and communication—often 

 
38 This perspective casts new light on the willingness of work collectives to address disruptions and 
inconsistencies, even when these stem from design flaws (e.g., when production processes are 
configured as if they were closed systems). It also helps explain why members of work collectives may 
choose to share their skills and knowledge in order to develop autonomous rules, even when retaining 
cognitive resources individually might seem more advantageous in the short term (Terssac 1992, Italian 
translation 1993: 209). Such willingness, however, presupposes a significant capacity for conscious 
self–control, understood in the sense developed by Elias in a different context (1969/1980, Italian 
translation 1983: chap. 4). By bringing Terssac’s analysis into dialogue with Elias’s framework, we may 
argue that the effective exercise of autonomy, even when controlled by management, rests on 
employees’ ability to regulate their impulses and emotions, both as individuals interacting within work 
collectives and as collectives in their relations with management. Through these processes, 
autonomous rules of execution may reshape power differentials and reorient regulation toward greater 
effectiveness as well as higher levels of equity and justice. 
39 In response to the answer “Does your job involve working at very high speed?,” approximately 35% 
of digitals and 36% of traditionals reported doing so “at least three–quarters of the time” in 2015. By 
2021, these figures had increased to roughly 52% and 46%, respectively. A similar pattern emerges 
with regard to the question “Does your job involve working to tight deadlines?”: in 2015, 41% of digitals 
and 36% of traditionals reported working to tight deadlines “at least three–quarters of the time”; by 2021, 
the corresponding percentages had risen to 54% and approximately 42%. 
40 Our findings also suggest, in passing, that the notion of ‘surveillance capitalism,’ while undoubtedly 
evocative, adds littles to existing formulations of ‘flexible capitalism’ and ‘digital capitalism’ in accounting 
for the changes underway, at least with regard to intraorganizational control. As Marx, among others, 
clearly argued, capitalism is fundamentally oriented toward profit. In organizing the productive activity 
of an antagonistic social class (we refer here to the conflict between capital and labor), surveillance has 
always been implemented. Yet it entails costs which, like all costs, reduce profit margins. From this 
perspective, ‘close and cordial collaboration’—though not an end in itself—is nonetheless convenient 
for those who control an organization. 
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associated with the possibility of working ‘anywhere, anytime’—enables a 

reconfiguration of work performance along three key dimensions: mobility, 

desynchronization, and instantaneity. As Anthony Elliott (2019, Italian translation 2021: 

chap. 4), argues, these dimensions more broadly characterize contemporary 

transformations in social interaction driven by the intensive use of digital technologies.  

Our analysis of EWCS data shows substantial growth in the share of remote 

employees, both digital and traditionals. According to our operational definition, remote 

employees represented 35.9% of the sample in 2015 and 55.3% in 2021. In particular, 

in 2021, remote digitals account for 34% of total employment in the 12 countries 

considered, a share that has nearly tripled since 2015. Remote traditionals continue to 

represent a significant proportion of the workforce (around 20% in 2021), despite a 

sharp decline of approximately 10 percentage points compared to 2015. The tables 

below show that, in both years, remote work has contributed to further strengthening 

the growth trend in forms of control that we have stylized as controlled autonomy. This 

is a significant push, though less pronounced than that produced by the digitalization 

of work—to which remote work is only partially related—and the more general trend 

affecting employment as a whole. Furthermore, trends between 2015 and 2021 in the 

variables analyzed indicates that, although perceptions of controlled autonomy remain 

higher among remote digitals, they are growing significantly among in–house digitals. 

This finding suggests that controlled autonomy is rapidly gaining ground among this 

latter group as well. 

 

Table 4A — Indicators of modes of control: comparison between remote 
employees and in–house employees vs. digitals and traditionals 2015 (only 
differences > 3 p.p. are reported)  

Remotes In–

houses 

Diff. 

p.p. 

Digitals  Traditionals  Diff. p.p. 

Working hours fit in with family 

or other social commitments 

(very well)  

– – – 33.3 29.4 3.9 

Job involves working to tight 

deadlines (at least 3/4 of the 

time) 

41.4 36.9 4.5 41.4 36.2 5.2 

Job involves learning new 

things (yes) 

– – – 87.3 66.9 20.4 



62 
 

You can choose or change 

your order of tasks (yes) 

69.8 66.3 3.5 79.3 58.9 20.4 

You can choose or change 

your methods of work (yes) 

72.2 66.2 6.0 76.1 62.6 13.5 

You can choose or change 

your speed or rate of work 

(yes) 

72.5 66.9 5.6 75.8 63.7 12.1 

You are consulted before 

objectives are set for your work 

(always+most of the time) 

– – – 53.8 39.9 13.9 

You are involved in improving 

the organization or processes 

(always+most of the time) 

– – – 56.0 40.8 15.2 

You can influence decisions 

that are important for your work 

(always+most of the time) 

49.3 42.5 6.8 52.6 39.2 13.4 

Past 12 months – on–the–job 

training (co–workers, 

supervisors) (yes) 

– – – 34.3 48.4 -14.1 

Source: Albano, Curzi 2025 

 

Table 4B — Indicators of modes of control: comparison between remote 
employees and in–house employees vs. digitals and traditionals 2021 (only 
differences > 3 p.p. are reported)   

Remotes In–

houses 

Diff. 

p.p. 

Digitals  Traditionals Diff. 

p.p. 

Job involves working at very 

high speed (often + always) 

– – – 52.0 45.9 6.1 

Job involves working to tight 

deadlines (often + always) 

51.8 44.6 7.2 54.4 41.7 12.7 

Job involves learning new 

things 

(sometimes+often+always) 

86.2 81.2 5.0 89.7 77.2 12.5 

You can choose or change 

your order of tasks 

(sometimes+often+always) 

79.5 72.5 7.0 82.7 68.6 14.1 

You can choose or change 

your methods of work 

(sometimes+often+always) 

76.7 70.5 6.2 77.6 69.7 7.9 
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You can choose or change 

your speed or rate of work 

(sometimes+often+always) 

77.2 72.7 4.5 78.3 71.3 7.0 

You are consulted before 

objectives are set for your 

work (often + always) 

58.7 51.3 7.4 59.5 50.5 9.0 

You are involved in improving 

the organization or processes 

(often + always) 

– – – 61.7 50.8 10.9 

You can influence decisions 

that are important for your 

work (often + always) 

60.6 52.8 7.8 62.0 51.2 10.8 

Past 12 months – on–the–job 

training (co–workers, 

supervisors) (yes) 

52.5 49.4 3.1 55.9 45.3 10.6 

Source: Albano, Curzi 2025 

 

For both years considered, we also observed that remote digitals, compared to in–

house digitals, perceive greater discretion over when and how they perform their tasks, 

as well as greater opportunities to influence important decisions affecting their work, 

such as the choice of work objectives41.  

At the same time, these employees experience greater work intensification—

particularly in relation to meeting tight deadlines—and attach greater importance to 

intangible incentives, such as doing useful work. Similar differences are also observed 

between remote traditionals and in–house traditionals, especially in 2021. Drawing on 

several predominantly qualitative studies, we hypothesize that this additional shift 

toward controlled autonomy produced by remote work can be interpreted as a 

managerial response to the challenges posed by work performed at a distance, which 

renders coordination and employee involvement more complex. On the one hand, 

remote employees are more difficult to control through forms of direct supervision, 

whether actual or merely potential (see, among others, Leclercq–Vandelannoitte, 

Isaac, Kalika 2014; Ponzellini 2023: 74 and passim). On the other hand, remote 

interaction, mediated by digital tools, tends to have less durable and stable effects on 

 
41 For a detailed analysis of the results for both years, comparing remote and in–house digitals’ 
perceptions as well as remote and in–house traditionals’ perceptions, see Albano and Curzi (2025). 
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employees’ sense of normative obligation than face–to–face interaction (Fullin, Pacetti, 

Recchi 2024).  

It also important to note that remote work, beyond being spatially distant, is often also 

spatially and temporally 'mobile' enabled by digital devices and telematic networks. 

This feature allows for a 'desynchronization' of organizational activities, fostering 

situations of individualization and organizational flexibility, but at the same time 

introducing elements of confusion and distraction into working relationships. This 

increases the need for management to reinforce organizational loyalty through the 

organization of moments of co–presence, both work–related and recreational, identity–

based rhetoric and appeals to a sense of belonging to the corporate community (or 

‘family’) and respect for shared values.  

Some studies indicate that the desynchronization and flexibilization of working hours—

key features of digital remote work—can contribute to improved work–life balance (see, 

among others, Angelici, Profeta 2023). 

Our findings do not support this argument. Rather, in 2021, remote digitals—much 

more so than in–house traditionals—reported working, on average, more actual hours 

per week than they expected or preferred. Digital remote work thus seems to encroach 

upon employees' non–work lives, an effect that is not viewed positively by employees. 

This intrusion is not only physical but psychological as well. In 2015, when asked “How 

often in the last twelve months, have you kept worrying about work when you were not 

working?,” approximately 26% of remote digitals and 12% of in–house digitals 

responded “always” or “most of the time.” By 2021, this trend had consolidated among 

digital remote workers and had begun to affect all categories of employees more 

broadly. 

Employees who work remotely, enabled by digital tools, may enjoy flexible working 

hours; however, this organizational flexibility does not necessarily translate into an 

advantage at the individual level. In fact, we can reasonably argue that the temporal 

structuring of the means–ends chain through which production objectives are 

achieved—i.e., the definition of the ‘standard continuum’—remains largely a 

management prerogative. What varies at employees’ discretion, instead, are the 

intermediate time frames marking the different stages of this chain. Moreover, the 

standard continuum is primarily defined by prioritizing customer needs, especially in 

terms of timing, rather than workers’ preferences. This interpretation is supported both 
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by our findings on the increased prevalence of work under tight deadlines and by 

evidence from other research on flexible working hours (Bertolini, Fullin, Pacetti 2022).  

In a context marked by heteronomous and non–negotiable constraints, as well as 

complex interdependencies among work activities, employees are increasingly 

required to absorb delays, manage interruptions, and resolve inconsistencies arising 

from the desynchronization of work rhythms and the individualization of work 

relationships associated with remote work. As Elliott (2019, Italian translation 2021: 

188–191) argues, this demands an ability to flexibly recalibrate the pace and timing of 

one’s activities, to continually reschedule—often at short notice—previously planned 

tasks, meetings, and appointments, and to identify 'productive' uses of waiting times. 

It also entails working beyond standard hours or during periods typically reserved for 

non–work activities. These practices help account for the rise in “concern about work 

during non–working hours”, a phenomenon that appears particularly widespread 

among remote digitals. However, similar concerns are increasingly evident among 

other groups of employees, including those whose tasks involve limited use of digital 

technologies and are primarily carried out on company premises. In such cases, the 

phenomenon seems less attributable to the receipt of work–related communications 

outside working hours and more closely linked to managerial expectations that 

employees will do whatever is necessary to meet assigned targets. This dynamic may 

result in individuals being held accountable for outcomes that exceed their effective 

sphere of control, with potentially adverse consequences for their mental well–being 

(Thompson 1967, Italian translation 1988: chapter 9). 

As we conclude this chapter, the research conducted thus far suggests that 

digitalization and remote work have, on balance, accelerated a growing trend toward 

forms of control that we have stylized as controlled autonomy—a development already 

underway in employment at least since the post–Fordist turn and the rise of so–called 

‘flexible capitalism.’ This perspective makes it possible to relativize, without 

downplaying, the role attributed by some scholars to digitalization and remote work as 

major drivers of change in the organization of work under ‘digital capitalism.’ 

At the same time, the findings discussed above raise a further, crucial question: does 

controlled autonomy genuinely expand employees’ capacity to regulate their work in 

accordance with their own choices, alongside those imposed by the organization? Or 

does it instead amount to a form of discretion—i.e., an expectation that employees 
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manage uncertainty within a tightly bounded framework whose fundamental premises 

remain beyond their influence? 

The notion of 'controlled autonomy' refers not only to autonomous regulation of work 

that complements heteronomous regulation from above, but also to the dialectic 

between autonomy and control already analyzed by Terssac (1992, Italian translation 

1993: chapters 6 and 7). In asserting their autonomy, employees claim recognition of 

their competence and of legitimate authority to shape the rules governing the 

effectiveness of the work process, thereby—more or less intentionally—reconfiguring 

intraorganizational power differentials. 

For its part, management continuously seeks to identify and formalize innovative 

organizational solutions that emerge from everyday work, codifying them into 

procedures that can be standardized and shared. More broadly, it attempts to 

transform employees’ autonomy into imposed discretion. As Pfeiffer (2014) argues, 

this entails an ongoing and never fully completed process through which “living 

labouring capacity” (tacit knowledge, know–how) is translated into “labour power”, that 

is, codified into good organizational practices. This dialectic accounts for the 

intrinsically ambivalent character of controlled autonomy, a notion that encompasses 

markedly different situations. On the one hand, it may refer to contexts in which 

autonomous rules are genuinely generated to complement those imposed by 

management. On the other hand, it may refer to situations in which autonomy is 

transformed into discretion, with employees required to select, according to a logic of 

‘best fit’, from a set of predefined alternatives.  

Drawing on Norbert Elias, we do not interpret the processes analyzed here as 

movements necessarily converging toward clear–cut or univocal outcomes. Following 

another major sociologist, Alain Touraine (1973, Italian translation 1975), we may 

argue that the predominance of one pole or the other—effective autonomy or its 

transformation into discretion—depends on the prevailing relationships of domination 

in society at a given historical juncture, as legitimized by the political, institutional 

system. These broader relations of domination, in turn, shape power differentials within 

organizations. The findings concerning work intensification, the increasing blurring of 

boundaries between work and non–work life, and the growing concern with work during 

non–working time constitute convergent indicators of a trend toward the transformation 

of autonomy into discretion. They point to a weakening of employees’ ability to 

constitute work collectives grounded in a shared ‘we–identity,’ from which they might 
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derive the strength and solidarity necessary to negotiate incentives and working 

conditions with management according to a logic of “collective response to collective 

needs” (Albano, Parisi, Tirabeni 2019: 70). As we have seen, these dynamics affect 

digital employees more acutely and, within this group, especially those engaged in 

remote work. We may therefore hypothesize that digitalization—first and foremost—

and subsequently remote work have encountered a kind of ‘elective affinity’ with pre–

existing processes of individualization and atomization in employment, taking root 

within them and further reinforcing them (Elliott 2019, Italian translation 2021; Marini 

2018). Empirical assessment of this hypothesis requires more in–depth investigation, 

addressing both general trends and the underlying social mechanisms. Finally, it will 

be necessary to consider the possible implications of the large–scale diffusion of the 

most recent artificial intelligence applications for the control of organizational 

processes. The next and final chapter is devoted to this further transformation of control 

devices. 
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CHAPTER 6. NOT A CONCLUSION, BUT A FORWARD LOOK: WILL AI 
RESHAPE CONTROL AND AUTONOMY? 

 

Où va le travail humain? is the title of a book published in 1950 by Georges Friedmann, 

a foundational text in the sociology of work. At the time, this question was posed with 

considerable urgency in French society, and beyond, in an effort to grasp the 

implications of industrial automation of that period. Since then, Pandora, the goddess 

of invention, has repeatedly returned to visit us, and the question has resurfaced time 

and again. Recent advances in artificial intelligence (AI) render it more pressing today 

than ever. 

The effects generated by artificial intelligence—and, more broadly, by the so–called 

‘digital revolution’ (Elliott 2019, Italian translation 2021)—are already substantial and 

are likely to expand further in the years ahead, affecting multiple domains of human 

societies. Among these, the world of work and professions stands out as one of the 

most profoundly affected. In this domain, as in others, AI has given rise to both hopeful 

expectations and deep anxieties regarding its medium– and long–term consequences, 

not only in material and economic terms, but also, and perhaps above all, with respect 

to individuals’ mental, physical, and relational well–being. 

Contrary to what is often assumed in media–driven public debate, the development of 

artificial intelligence is not a recent phenomenon. Rather, it is the outcome of a process 

that began more than half a century ago, a long and layered evolution that has only 

become visible beyond specialist circles in recent years, owing to significant 

technological advances and their increasingly tangible impact on everyday life. Many 

scholars identify the well–known summer workshop held in 1956 at Dartmouth College 

in Hanover, New Hampshire, United States, as the starting point of the artificial 

intelligence development project (Boden 2018, Italian translation 2019; Berente et al. 

2021: 1434). As Simon points out AI “deals, in particular, with the phenomena that 

appear when computers perform tasks that, if performed by people, would be regarded 

as requiring intelligence—thinking.” (Simon 1995: 95). 

Similarly, it has been claimed that the label AI does not refer to a stable and clearly 

delimited set of technologies, but rather to “a moving frontier of next–generation 

advancements in computing.” (Berente et al. 2021: 1435). AI should therefore be 
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understood as a set of information processing operations performed by computers42 in 

ways that, in their structure, tend progressively to approximate those of human 

cognitive processing.  

In its early formulations, AI took the form of programs capable of performing operations 

of extraordinary computational speed and efficiency, as well as storing and retrieving 

information on a scale far beyond human capacities. 

However, these systems were able to carry out only a limited range of the tasks that a 

human brain routinely performs. In particular, they proved highly effective at drawing 

conclusions from sets of statements formalized in symbolic languages. For such 

operations to be possible, however, programmers had to define in advance the 

underlying assumptions, rules, and relevant data, specifying precisely the format in 

which information was to be supplied to the machine43.  

The machine, by contrast, was not capable of independently identifying implicit rules 

within large volumes of information expressed in heterogeneous formats and 

structures—a capacity that, to some extent, characterizes human neural networks. 

Among the earliest applications of ‘old–style’ AI, sometimes referred to as GOFAI 

(Good Old–Fashioned Artificial Intelligence) (Boden 2018: Italian translation 2019: 11), 

were expert decision support systems44. An expert system is a computer program 

capable of representing knowledge within a specific domain and applying specialized 

reasoning techniques to solve complex problems (Gill 1995). The construction of such 

systems is based on the knowledge elicitation from human experts and its codification 

 
42 More precisely, AI has less to do with physical machines (computers), which constitute its material 
support, than with a type of abstract entity that computer science defines as a ‘virtual machine,’ that is, 
“the information processing system that the programmer has in mind when writing a program, and that 
people have in mind when using it.” (Boden 2018, Italian translation 2019: 9). 
43 “It was up to the programmer to identify the goals, subgoals, actions, and operators relevant to a given 
domain; once this had been specified, however, the ‘reasoning’ could be left to the program.” (Boden 
2018, Italian translation 2019: 16). 
44 Based on bodies of static knowledge, these systems carry out exclusively deliberative processing, 
albeit at great speed, for which they have been explicitly programmed. In the 1980s and 1990s, expert 
systems were widely regarded as a form of artificial intelligence; today, however, some authors no longer 
include them under this label (Berente et al. 2021: 1435). Other scholars, advancing a more nuanced 
argument, emphasize that rule–based algorithms continue to play a significant role in AI systems, 
particularly when integrated, within hybrid architectures, with approaches developed subsequently, such 
as artificial neural networks (ANNs). From this perspective, rule–based systems have not disappeared; 
rather, they are combined with machine learning mechanisms, contributing to the development of more 
advanced AI architectures, such as those employed in robotics. As Boden observes, “an agent executing 
a plan must be able to stop or modify it depending on what happens in the environment; this strategy 
characterizes robots that combine situated and deliberative processing.” (2018, Italian translation 2019: 
99). In this context, the distinction between ‘old–style’ AI and contemporary AI is less clear–cut than 
some accounts suggest, leaving room for hybrid configurations in which different logics of control and 
adaptation coexist. 
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into explicit procedures, formulated as operational rules and logical constraints—such 

as conditional “if–then” structures (Yoon, Guimaraes, O'Neal 1995).  

Current AI applications, particularly artificial neural networks (ANNs), are distinguished 

by their capacity to learn, act, and adapt autonomously on the basis of the data to 

which they are exposed, without requiring humans to explicitly and exhaustively 

program45 the rules governing learning and reasoning. More specifically, contemporary 

artificial intelligence has evolved through two principal waves: predictive AI and 

generative AI (Raisch, Fomina 2025a). Emerging in the mid–2010s, predictive AI relies 

on machine learning algorithms, in particular ANNs that enable data–driven predictions 

within specific application domains, such as estimating future returns on capital 

investments or forecasting the job performance of candidates for an open 

organizational position. By computationally identifying patterns within large data sets, 

these algorithms can detect latent relationships too complex to be captured through 

human analysis. Moreover, they are capable of dynamically adapting to changes in 

data, revising and updating predictive models in response to newly available 

information (van den Broek, Sergeeva, Huysman 2022). In the early 2020s, a new 

wave of AI applications emerged, commonly referred to as generative AI. These 

include, among others, generative adversarial networks (GANs)46 and large language 

models based on transformer architectures (LLMs)47, which can produce new 

content—textual, visual, or otherwise—on the basis of patterns and regularities learned 

 
45 In some cases, oversight of ANN outputs remains the responsibility of a human operator; in others, it 
is delegated to the virtual machine itself. 
46 GANs—Generative Adversarial Networks (Goodfellow et al. 2014) consist of two artificial neural 
networks that operate in an adversarial relationship: a generator and a discriminator. The generator 
produces new representations based on the training data—for example, in the form of probability 
distributions—while the discriminator evaluates these representations, by assessing their consistency 
with the training data and a predefined objective function. Through this competitive dynamic, the system 
progressively learns to generate outputs that closely approximate the distribution of the training data 
(Berente et al. 2021). 
47 LLMs—Large Language Models (Vaswani et al. 2017) are neural networks trained on vast amounts 
of textual data and capable of generating content (such as text, audio, video, images, software code, 
and simulations) across a wide range of topics and application domains. They respond to prompts—i.e., 
text provided by the user to guide the model—by predicting the probability of sequences of textual units 
(characters, words, or strings). The content produced may take many forms, such as newspaper articles, 
poems, scripts, business plans, source code, scientific manuscripts, or marketing campaigns (Budhwar 
et al. 2023). The natural language interface considerably extends its accessibility, enabling use even by 
individuals without specialized skills in computer science, data science, or programming (Krakowski 
2025). However, the quality of the output depends heavily on the quality of the input—namely, the 
quality, timeliness, and relevance of the training data, as well as the precision and clarity of the prompt 
used to specify the task (Budhwar et al. 2023). Furthermore, unlike GANs, LLMs do not incorporate an 
internal evaluation mechanism; rather, they rely on a pre–trained language model (a “foundation 
model”), which may render their outputs less accurate and less robust in certain contexts (Raisch, 
Fomina 2025a). 
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during training. These developments, combined with expanding computational 

capacity and the exponential growth in available data (big data)48, now enable 

organizations to deploy computer systems to perform cognitive tasks traditionally 

regarded as the prerogative of humans—such as learning, reasoning, and decision–

making (Raisch, Krakowski 2021; Krakowski et al. 2025; Krakowski 2025). As a result, 

the boundary between what falls within human competence and what may be 

delegated to machines increasingly becomes a “moving target” across a wide range of 

occupations and application domains (Einola, Khoreva 2023). The use of LLMs further 

accelerates this trend, given their relative affordability and broad applicability across 

heterogeneous contexts and domains49. These developments have recently fueled an 

intense debate regarding the consequences of integrating artificial intelligence into 

organizations’ work processes. On the one hand, some perspectives highlight the risk 

that the diffusion of AI may, over time, result in job displacement or in the subordination 

of humans to machines, in line with the so–called “automation” thesis. On the other 

hand, alternative approaches highlight the potential for collaboration between human 

and artificial agents, as suggested by the “augmentation” thesis. In this context, a new 

term has recently been coined, ‘cybork’, a fusion of ‘cyborg’ (itself a portmanteau of 

cybernetics and organism) and ‘work’. The concept of cybork refers to configurations 

of work performed by hybrid agents, conceived as collective actants that are partly 

human and partly non–human: 'augmented' professionals and operators acting in close 

interaction with artificial intelligence systems. 

Drawing on an analysis of empirical studies published between 2018 and 202450 in 

leading international academic journals, Hillebrand and colleagues (2025) observe that 

 
48 As is now widely recognized even beyond specialist circles, big data is commonly defined in terms of 
the so–called ‘three Vs’: ‘volume,’ referring to very large quantities of data, typically beginning at the 
terabyte scale; ‘velocity,’ indicating the speed and dynamism of digitized data collection, storage, 
processing, and dissemination; and ‘variety,’ denoting data that are unstructured or semi–structured, 
heterogeneous, and often unsampled. 
49 In a study conducted on an early, non–multimodal (text–only prompt) version of OpenAI's LLM, GPT–
4, Bubeck et al. (2023) show that, beyond mastering natural language, the model is capable of solving 
complex and novel tasks across a wide range of domains—from literature and mathematics to coding, 
computer vision, medicine, law, and psychology—without the need for highly specialized prompts. GPT–
4 demonstrates capacities for abstraction, deduction, and the comprehension of complex ideas, as well 
as a limited form of interpreting human motivations and emotions. These features suggest a mode of 
flexible, general–purpose reasoning that more closely resembles human cognition than a rigid system 
confined to predefined tasks. 
50 The authors focus exclusively on empirical studies examining the use of artificial intelligence 
algorithms. The relatively recent integration of these applications into business contexts, combined with 
the time required to conduct and publish research, accounts for the recent time frame covered by the 
publications analyzed (Hillebrand, Raisch, Schad 2025: 346). 
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the automation thesis tends to prevail in research focusing primarily on non–salaried 

work performed through digital platforms and on activities characterized by low levels 

of qualification and skill51. In these studies, the dominant theoretical framework is labor 

process theory (Hillebrand, Raisch, Schad, 2025: 351). By contrast, research 

examining work conducted within employment relationships in public and private 

organizations, particularly in knowledge–intensive and professional contexts, shows 

that automation and augmentation can coexist and unfold simultaneously. In this 

second strand of scholarship, the main conceptual foundations lie in the behavioral 

theory of the firm (Cyert, March 1963, Italian translation 1970) and in Simon's 

perspective on organizational decision–making (Simon 1965, Italian translation 1968) 

(see Hillebrand, Raisch, Schad 2025: 348). Within this second strand, which is more 

directly aligned with the focus of our analysis, several studies emphasize that the use 

of AI enables the automation of repetitive tasks, thereby freeing up time and cognitive 

resources that can be redirected toward more complex or creative tasks (see, e.g., Jia 

et al. 2024; Raisch, Krakowski 2021; Man Tang et al. 2022)52. In such contexts, the 

extensive integration of AI into work processes might further reinforce the movement 

toward forms of control such as controlled autonomy. 

Moreover, Edelman and Abraham (2023) highlight emphasize that ‘freed–up 

resources’ may be redeployed to engage with generative AI algorithms to better 

understand and address problems, for example those arising from customer requests. 

Despite the growing use of AI algorithms in organizational decision–making processes, 

the literature broadly concurs that the human mind will continue to play an important 

role. At least in the near term, there is no expectation that machines will fully replace 

humans53 either in setting objectives or in exercising judgments. Certain capacities that 

 
51 The available empirical evidence supports the hypothesis that, in the short to medium term, ‘task 
displacement’ will primarily affect elementary and repetitive activities, as well as those that do not require 
advanced communication, collaboration, or critical thinking skills—see, for example, Cedefop's 
estimates for the EU27 countries (2022: 63). However, as has occurred at other historical junctures 
when 'revolutionary' technologies—such as mechanical looms or electricity—entered the scene, new 
activities, jobs, and skill profiles are also likely to emerge. One need only consider the many professional 
roles that have taken shape in recent decades, first with computerization and subsequently with 
digitalization and remote work: from front–end developers to big data scientists, from UX designers to 
cyber security and Internet of Things experts, among others. 
52 A qualitative study by Milanez, based on one hundred case studies conducted in manufacturing and 
financial firms across eight OECD countries, reports similar findings in a subset of the cases examined 
(Milanez 2023: 57–8). 
53 The study by Bubeck et al. (2023) on GPT–4 shows that, although the model represents a significant 
step toward general AI systems, it still exhibits important limitations, including the absence of long–term 
memory, intrinsic motivation, and self–awareness. Based on next–word prediction, the model is effective 
at solving sequential problems but struggles with tasks that require planning and critical reasoning—
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are difficult to automate remain pivotal, such as intuition, domain–specific know–how 

accumulated over time, contextual knowledge, critical and creative reasoning, as well 

as relational and interpersonal skills (see, e.g., Antony 2021; Chen, Hsieh, Rai 2022; 

Choudhary et al. 2023; Hillebrand, Raisch, Schad 2025; Krakowski, Luger, Raisch 

2023; Meijer, Lorenz, Wessels 2021; Milanez 2023; Newman, Fast, Harmon 2020; 

Raisch, Krakowski 2021; Shrestha, Ben–Menahem, von Krogh 2019). 

This perspective is reflected in the findings of the Global AI Jobs Barometer 2025 by 

PwC— PricewaterhouseCoopers54, the network of the four largest international 

consulting firms). Based on an analysis of nearly one billion job postings, the report 

highlights a more rapid decline in demand for formal educational qualifications in 

sectors most exposed to AI adoption, particularly in financial, legal, sales, and ICT 

services.  

At the same time, operational and continuously updated knowledge is becoming 

increasingly important, to be developed through ongoing self–directed learning: from 

exploring and experimenting with AI models to acquiring prompting skills, from 

systematically monitoring specialized information sources (such as blogs and 

technology channels) to sustained practice with digital tools. Nevertheless, the 

knowledge and skills acquired through formal education remain essential. In particular, 

certain skills—such as critical thinking, independent judgment, and social interaction—

continue to constitute core resources of human labor that cannot be replaced by 

current AI applications. If we are indeed witnessing a gradual transition toward hybrid 

decision–making processes, in which human and non–human contributions are 

intertwined, it becomes crucial to ask how this integration will be translated into 

organizational practices. Decisions regarding the coordination of human agents and AI 

 
particularly, the ability to scrutinize each step of an argument and revise it when found to be flawed—or 
that depend on conceptual leaps (‘Eureka moments’). In other words, the model performs poorly when 
content generation requires discovering or inventing new perspectives on a problem, rather than 
applying pre–existing knowledge to a given topic. Moreover, it does not learn from experience, does not 
adapt to changing circumstances, and remains highly sensitive to prompt formulation: if the prompt lacks 
precision and detail, the resulting output is likely to be inaccurate or irrelevant. In human communication, 
judgments of relevance rely on contextual cues and a vast body of shared background knowledge and 
tacit rules that enable immediate inferences—capacities that computer cannot replicate without explicit 
and detailed instructions. As Boden (2018, Italian translation 2019) observes, AI programs’ difficulty with 
relevance “is a linguistic–conceptual version of the inexorable frame problem” (Boden 2018, Italian 
translation 2019: 68), which “arises whenever certain implications tacitly assumed by human thinkers 
are ignored by the computer because they have not been made explicit.” (Boden 2018, Italian translation 
2019: 44). 
54 PwC, The Fearless Future: 2025 Global AI Jobs Barometer 
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/artificial-intelligence/ai-jobs-barometer.html#industry-insights. 

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/artificial-intelligence/ai-jobs-barometer.html#industry-insights
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systems will be decisive in determining whether, and to what extent, these tools 

reshape opportunities for the exercise of autonomy in organized work and forms of 

managerial control. 

A useful starting point for outlining necessarily provisional answers is the conceptual 

framework proposed by Raisch and Fomina (2025a). The authors focus on non–

routine decision–making processes55 that integrate generative artificial intelligence 

algorithms. 

Drawing on Posen et al. (2018) and, more broadly, on the Problemistic Search theory 

developed within the Carnegie School, Raisch and Fomina conceptualize decision–

making as a search process structured into three main phases. The first phase involves 

problem definition, understood as the diagnosis and identification of the problem’s 

constituent elements and the relationships among them, through which a 

representation of the search space for potential solutions is constructed. The second 

phase consists of generating alternative courses of action and assessing the 

consequences associated with each. Finally, the third phase entails selecting an option 

deemed satisfactory. 

On this basis, Raisch and Fomina identify three approaches to hybrid decision–

making, all of which share the feature that the human agent retains responsibility for 

the initial definition of objectives, which also apply to the operation of the virtual 

machine. These approaches differ in how tasks are allocated between human and 

non–human agents: 1) fully automated search; 2) sequential search; and 3) interactive 

search. In the first approach, the search process is fully automated and relies on 

generative adversarial networks in which predictive and generative AI components 

operate jointly within a closed loop. Through reinforcement–learning mechanisms, 

these systems iteratively refine both problem definition and solution generation. 

Problem definition is carried out by predictive AI, which incorporates new input 

generated by generative AI; solution identification, in turn, is performed by the 

generative component on the basis of evaluations provided by the predictive 

 
55 Routine decision–making refers to situations that have already been encountered, for which 
established procedures and predefined alternative solutions exist, and in which the decision consists of 
selecting the option deemed most appropriate. Non–routine decision–making, by contrast, occurs in 
contexts characterized by novel problems and initially unknown solutions (March, Simon 1958, Italian 
translation 2003), requiring an understanding of previously unexplored situations and the initiation of a 
search process aimed at identifying new solutions (Posen et al. 2018).  
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component regarding the alignment between the proposed solutions and the defined 

problem.  

In this first approach, human intervention is confined to the final stage of selecting 

among alternatives. AI provides support at this stage by offering a quantitative 

assessment of the extent to which the generated solutions satisfy the predefined 

objectives. Nevertheless, human intuition and judgment remain decisive in choosing 

the option deemed most appropriate to the specific context, considering available 

resources and constraints, as well as tacit and contextual knowledge that is not directly 

accessible to AI systems. This type of decision–making generates solutions that depart 

most markedly from the existing repertoire of known solutions and from the expert 

knowledge of the human decision–maker. At the same time, it is the approach most 

likely to reinforce managerial control, as the human agent retains only a margin of 

discretion within a decision–making space that is tightly constrained by the functioning 

of the algorithm. In the second approach, sequential search, the problem–definition 

phase relies on predictive AI algorithms. The use of explainable AI techniques, which 

enhance the interpretability of algorithmic outputs, enables the human agent to 

incorporate the results produced by the non–human agent into their own 

representation of the problem, thereby constructing a more comprehensive and 

accurate representation of the search space. By contrast, the solution–search phase 

is entrusted exclusively to the human agent, without support from generative AI. The 

process thus yields local solutions, close to the existing repertoire and grounded in 

established expert knowledge without generating new knowledge. This configuration 

preserves the autonomy of the human agent, specifically by allowing them to explore 

and assess alternatives, even beyond the search space defined by the AI–based 

problem formulation (see, e.g., Lebovitz, Lifshitz–Assaf, Levina 2022). 

The interactive search approach likewise relies on GANs, similar to the fully automated 

search. In this case, however, both the problem definition and solution search are 

conducted jointly by human and non–human agents. Throughout the process, the 

human agent provides continuous feedback to the AI system, fostering dynamics of 

reciprocal learning. Even in the phase of selecting among alternatives, the quantitative 

evaluation provided by the AI is combined with the heuristics and situated judgment of 

the human agent. The decision–making process thus tends to produce solutions that 

integrate newly generated knowledge, developed during the process itself, with prior 
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knowledge. This configuration explicitly preserves the exercise of human autonomy, 

both in defining the problem and in searching for solutions56. 

The main characteristics of the three approaches to hybrid decision–making, along 

with their differing implications for autonomy and control in organized work, are 

summarized in the table below. 

 

Table 5 — Characteristics of hybrid decision–making processes and their 
implications for autonomy and control in organized work 

Type Problem definition Solution Search  Selection Outcomes 

Fully 

automated 

search 

Predictive AI, 

supplemented by 

generative AI – 

produced data 

Generative AI, 

supplemented by 

predictive AI–

based 

assessments of 

solution–problem 

fit 

Human agent 

selects among 

predefined 

alternatives, 

supported by AI–

based 

quantitative 

assessment 

Solutions that 

depart markedly 

from the existing 

repertoire of 

known solutions 

Sequential 

search 

Explainable 

predictive AI 

Human agent: 

autonomous 

exploration of 

alternatives, even 

beyond the search 

space defined by 

the AI–based 

problem definition  

Human agent  Solutions close to 

the existing 

repertoire of 

known solutions 

Interactive 

search 

Explainable GANs 

with human–agent 

feedback 

Explainable GANs 

with human–agent 

feedback 

AI–based 

quantitative 

evaluation of 

alternatives 

combined with 

human heuristics 

The solution 

integrates the 

decision–maker’s 

existing expert 

knowledge with 

newly generated 

knowledge 

 
56In the conceptual framework proposed by Raisch and Fomina (2025a), which centres on the use of 
GANs, the continuous involvement of the human agent throughout the decision–making process 
characterizes only the interactive search configuration and thus represents just one possible option. In 
non–routine decision–making processes that rely on LLMs based on transformer architectures, by 
contrast, such involvement is always necessary, since in the absence of qualified interaction these 
applications tend to produce outputs of significantly lower quality—both in the problem–definition phase 
and in the search for alternatives (Krakowski 2025). Moreover, as noted by Azaria, Azoulay, and Reches 
2024 (cited in Raisch, Fomina 2025b), tools such as ChatGPT are most effective when used by experts 
with a strong command of their domain of activity. Such expertise enables them both to formulate 
appropriate prompts and to critically assess the outputs produced by the system. 
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Management’s choice among these approaches is strongly shaped by overarching 

organizational objectives and often reflects the tension between innovation and 

efficiency imperatives. For example, Raisch and Fomina (2025a) suggest that 

organizations prioritizing innovation may favor the first approach, as it is, on average, 

better able to generate solutions that are ‘distant’ from those already known. As noted 

above, however, this option may have counterintuitive effects at the micro level, 

reinforcing managerial control over decision–making processes and leaving human 

agents with little more than discretion. Alternatively, in an effort to balance “exploration” 

and “exploitation”, management may adopt a combination of approaches, employing 

fully automated search for certain problems and sequential search for others.  

A further managerial strategy may consist in initially deploying AI to explore new and 

complex problems through interactive search and, once the problem has been 

sufficiently understood and a satisfactory solution identified, subsequently 

standardizing decision–making in similar situations in order to pursue efficiency, 

effectiveness, and accuracy (Raisch, Krakowski 2021). From this perspective, the 

intensive integration of AI into decision–making processes may further accelerate the 

transformation of autonomy into discretion—a transformation already highlighted by 

Terssac in his research program (1977–1992) on the production of rules in blue–collar 

work, which also included an analysis of expert systems (1992, Italian translation 1993: 

chap. 6), and later by Pfeiffer in her work on the digitalization of work (2014). The 

findings reported by Milanez (2023: 75–6, 84–5) support this hypothesis. In some of 

the cases examined, employees actively participate in the design and adoption of AI 

applications, contributing their domain expertise to enhance the accuracy of the 

outputs generated by the AI. However, this initial involvement may serve as a prelude 

to subsequent task automation, whereby the skills embedded in the algorithmic system 

are progressively removed from the direct control of the individuals who originally 

developed them. These findings point to an additional dimension that warrants closer 

examination in order to understand how the integration of AI applications is governed 

and what its implications are for autonomy and control in employment: namely, the 

extent of users’ actual influence over AI adoption. In this regard, it is useful to draw on 

Masino and Zamarian, who argue that such influence regards the “decisions 

concerning in which macro–area of activities the artefact will be used, in which work 

processes, in which specific operations, by which operators, in which ways it will be 
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connected with other activities or other artefacts, and so forth” (Masino, Zamarian 

2003: 697). In contrast to Milanez’s (2023) findings, other studies suggest that this 

dimension is often neglected in organizational practice, with decisions regarding AI 

adoption made predominantly in a top–down manner and imposed on end users 

(Einola, Khoreva, Tienari 2024). The concrete ways in which human and non–human 

contributions are integrated, and the resulting implications for control and autonomy in 

decision–making processes, are also shaped by specific managerial choices. In 

particular, decisions concerning the operators responsible for using AI applications are 

especially relevant—above all regarding their level of expertise, understood as the 

skills and know–how accumulated in a given domain through experience and prior 

learning—as well as any time pressures imposed on the process and related activities 

(Raisch, Fomina 2025a)57.  

In both fully automated and interactive search configurations, intense time pressure or 

insufficient expertise may lead human agents to endorse the solutions proposed by the 

AI algorithm quickly and uncritically. Under such conditions, decision–making 

processes that would otherwise tend toward discretion (in the case of fully automated 

search) or autonomy (in the case of interactive search) may become highly 

prescriptive, leaving operators with virtually no room for maneuver.  

Similarly, in sequential search, time pressure may constrain the human agent’s 

capacity to explore and assess innovative solutions, thereby transforming potentially 

autonomous regulations into discretionary decision–making practices. Within this 

approach, the lack of domain expertise may also prevent the human agent from fully 

understanding the problem definition provided by the AI, potentially leading either to 

the underutilization of the system or to passive reliance on algorithmic guidance. 

In summary—and without drawing definitive conclusions—this chapter has sought, on 

the basis of an analysis of selected literature, to outline some possible answers to the 

question, ‘Where is augmented human work headed?’ With specific reference to the 

theme of control, the central focus of this monograph, the currently available empirical 

studies that we have examined—predominantly qualitative in nature—allow us to 

sketch, in broad terms, two possible scenarios. 

 
57 With regard to this latter point, we refer once again to the findings of the qualitative study conducted 
by Milanez (2023: 78–9; 80), which document that, in some of the cases examined, workers report 
increased work intensification. This intensification takes the form of faster task execution, higher 
productivity targets, and an expanded number of tasks to be performed. 
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On the one hand, artificial intelligence may further boost the movement toward forms 

of managerial control conceptualized as controlled autonomy. Considering the findings 

of our research thus far, this appears be the most plausible scenario. On the other 

hand, however, AI is a powerful technology, and, like other transformative technologies 

that have emerged throughout history, it may operate as a relatively autonomous factor 

in reshaping organized work and, more broadly, society. To invoke a metaphor, AI may 

be likened to a strong wind capable of altering a sailor's course; the crucial question, 

then, concerns the sailor's ability to chart a path toward a port of his own choosing. 
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ALEX 
It’s about this new thing everyone’s talking 
about. This new treatment that gets you out of 
prison in no time at all and makes sure you 
never come back in again. 
… 

PRIEST 
I take it you’re referring to the Ludovico 
Technique? 

ALEX 
I don’t know what it’s called, Father, all I know 
is that it gets you out quickly and makes sure 
you never come back in again. 
... 

PRIEST 
It has not been used in this prison yet. The 
Governor has grave doubts about it and I’ve 
heard there are very serious dangers involved. 

ALEX 
I don’t care about the danger, Father. I just 
want to be good. I want the rest of my life to be 
one act of goodness. 

PRIEST 
The question is whether or not this technique 
really makes a man good. Goodness comes 
from within. Goodness is chosen. When a man 
cannot choose, he ceases to be a man. 

(Excerpt from Stanley Kubrick’s Clockwork 
Orange, italics ours) 

 
AFTERWORD 

 
by Matteo Rinaldini 

 

The rapid spread of new digital technologies across all sectors of work has led to 

questions about their future consequences for work, both in quantitative and qualitative 

terms. In keeping with the title of the final section of Albano and Curzi’s book, this 

afterword does not aim to close the discussion, but rather to open it up to further 

complexities and to outline new directions for future research. After all, it would be 

presumptuous to think of ‘putting a final point’ to a debate on the relationship between 

new technologies and changes of work or to identify their outcomes with certainty. 

Indeed, the relationship between technology and transformations of work is an age–

old question that has always been at the heart of the social sciences. Of course, each 

wave of innovation has its own peculiarities that cannot be ignored and unfolds within 

specific historical contexts that shape its trajectory. However, over time, the 
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technologies introduced into the ‘dark laboratory of production’ have repeatedly fueled 

lively conflicts between different visions (and predictions) within the scientific 

community (and, of course, in society in general), and even the current debate on new 

technologies is part of this long–term dialectic. In a sense, the advent of the so–called 

digital revolution has merely revitalized a discussion that has always been present in 

the social sciences on the relationship between technological transformations and 

changes in the labor market, the employment structure, work organization, and ways 

of working. 

Building on these premises, the following pages broaden the scope of the analysis by 

first examining how new digital technologies have been interpreted by disciplines 

beyond sociology and organizational studies (particularly, labor economics) and by 

identifying the critical issues that emerge from these interpretations. The discussion 

then turns to a more explicitly sociological and organizational perspective which, in 

addressing the integration of new technologies into organized work, focuses on 

concrete work processes and the forms of regulation that structure them, leading to a 

proposal for a procedural and dynamic interpretation of the relationship between 

autonomy and control, as developed by Albano and Curzi. Finally, I conclude by 

revisiting several research areas that appear particularly important for understanding 

how work is changing in the so–called digital age. 

 

Economic approaches to the technological transformation of work 
 
The relationship between new digital technologies and the transformation of work is 

not of interest exclusively to the sociology of work and organizations. Labor economists 

(and, to some extent, innovation economists) have also engaged in an active debate 

on the ongoing transformation and its distinctive features compared with earlier 

periods. 

In recent years, the so–called Task–Biased Technological Change (TBTC) approach 

has gained particular prominence among labor economists, especially those working 

within the neoclassical tradition. This approach seeks to explain the dynamics of 

transformation in the employment structure starting from the spread of new 

technologies and to predict the outcomes in terms of the risk of job losses. Unlike 

earlier explanatory frameworks, TBTC focuses on the tasks performed by workers and 

on the characteristics that make them replaceable by new–generation technologies 
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(Autor, Levy, Murnane 2003)58. Within this analytical approach the so–called 

‘routinization hypothesis’ was born, that is the idea that routine tasks (whether manual 

or cognitive) are subject to technological replacement59. This hypothesis sparked a 

lively debate (the so–called ‘routinization debate’) on how and to what extent this 

substitution dynamic could explain the current polarization of the labor market (growth 

in the high and low segments of the labor market and contraction in intermediate 

segments), growing wage inequalities, and changes in career patterns and work 

organization (Acemoglu, Autor 2011; Autor, Dorn 2013; Autor, Handel 2013; Autor, 

Katz, Kearney, 2006; Autor, Katz, Kearney 2008; Goos, Manning, Salomons 2014; 

Fernández–Macías, Hurley 2017). Despite differing internal positions, this analytical 

perspective generally advances the thesis that  

 

- the routine content of the task opens up the possibility of technological substitution 

based on a principle of ‘comparative advantage’ (i.e., the principle that a routine 

task tends to be replaced by technology only if the latter is able to perform the same 

task at a lower cost than human labor) and that  

- as the cost of technology continues to fall, this process of replacement becomes 

increasingly powerful (Autor 2013). 

 

 
58 TBTC has emerged as the dominant explanatory framework for employment dynamics, displacing a 
previous interpretive model that had long served as the primary reference point for research on the 
relationship between employment and technological change: the Skill–Biased Technological Change 
(SBTC) explanatory model, based on the study of the relationship between skills and technological 
development (Bekman, Bound, Machin 1998). SBTC had made it possible to trace a precise historical 
evolution of the substitutive nature of technologies with respect to human labor: while technological 
development had initially displaced skilled labor during earlier phases of industrialization, for much of 
the twentieth century technological innovation came to play a complementary role to human labor, 
reducing demand for low–skilled jobs while increasing demand for highly skilled ones. Consequently, in 
quantitative terms, the loss of low–skilled jobs, mainly of a manual nature, would be accompanied by a 
growing demand for high–skilled jobs of a cognitive–intellectual nature. Building on a general rejection 
of the view that industrial and technological development is necessarily accompanied by deskilling, the 
debate within SBTC has largely centered on key theoretical and political questions, including what 
counts as skill, what employment effects the aforementioned polarization dynamic produces, and what 
role the education system should play. At the turn of the century, the view gradually gained ground that 
SBTC—often described as the ‘canonical’ analytical model—was unable to fully account for the 
qualitative and quantitative employment changes associated with the rise of information and digital 
technologies. In response to this perceived explanatory limitation in the digital era, several scholars 
proposed shifting the analytical focus from skills to task content. (Biagi, Sebastian 2020; Acemoglu, 
Autor 2011). 
59 According to the TBTC, it is no coincidence that highly skilled non–routine tasks (creative, analytical, 
managerial) and low–skilled non–routine tasks (activities characterized by personal interaction, care 
activities, non–standardized manual work), which are more difficult to automate, are relatively shielded 
from current technological substitution and, in some cases, even revalued. 
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This debate, which has taken center stage in discussion of the relationship between 

new technologies and work and has spread beyond the disciplinary boundaries of labor 

economics, has also attracted internal criticism. In particular, two criticisms have arisen 

within the routinization debate. The first concerns the semantic reductionism (or the 

lack of its problematization) of the concept of routine adopted: in fact, studies adopting 

the TBTC model often lack an adequate conceptualization of routine, even though the 

latter is a crucial concept for the theoretical framework to which they refer (Biagi, 

Sebastian 2020; Fernández–Macías, Bisello 2022); and this lack of conceptualization 

appears even more paradoxical in view of the interest that the concept of routine has 

always aroused in the social sciences, the different semantic variations (and practical 

implications) that it has assumed, and, therefore, its definitional complexity. Closely 

linked to the first, the second criticism (more methodological), concerns the limits of 

the process of pre–defining routine and non–routine tasks contained in the main 

datasets on which these quantitative analyses are carried out: ‘armchair’ definitions 

generated by ‘experts’ who, in attributing routine or non–routine characteristics to a 

task on the basis of the descriptions contained in the various datasets, are unable to 

take into account the variety of production technologies adopted in different contexts 

(accompanied by a different organization of work activities and tasks), the 

organizational and intra–organizational contexts in which the tasks are situated, and 

the productive transformations that have occurred over time. The classifications of 

routine tasks derived from datasets such as O*NET (one of the most widely used for 

these analyses) are only approximate indicators and measures of the type and quantity 

of routine work that exists and, above all, are structurally exposed to the risk of 

underestimating or overestimating the routine content of work and its potential 

replaceability by new technologies (Biagi, Sebastian 2020; Fernández–Macías, Bisello 

2022). 

The main focus of this line of thinking is the dynamics of human labor being replaced 

by new technologies. Within the ‘routinization debate,’ more optimistic and more 

pessimistic views are repeatedly compared, but the basic assumption of this approach 

is clear: human labor is conceived as a factor of production that can be replaced by 

capital on the basis of a purely economic principle (namely, ‘comparative advantage’). 

Indeed, for the TBTC approach, labor represents, in line with the neoclassical 

perspective where this approach was born and developed, an input of the production 

function, whose nature is independent of any power relationship, and the 
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institutional/organizational dimension in which labor is placed disappears. The same 

happens with technology, that is assumed as an external and naturalized element. At 

the same time, the hyper–rational idea of the optimal allocation of these two factors 

prevails (in other words, each factor receives a reward equivalent to its marginal 

contribution to the production process). 

 

The sociological perspective as an antidote to technological reductionism 
 
It would be wrong to underestimate the explanatory power of the approaches 

discussed in the previous section, but there are evident limitations in terms of 

abstraction, mainly attributable to the theoretical and analytical context in which these 

approaches are situated. In order to identify these limits, it is necessary to change 

disciplinary perspective, and to adopt a perspective typical of the sociology of work and 

organization, or at least to draw on its theoretical and analytical tools. 

Fernández–Macías and Bisello (2022), for example, point out the limitations of TBTC 

approaches in defining the task as a unit of work that generates output, and work as 

an input in the production process that requires certain skills to be performed. In other 

words, the criticism is directed precisely at the assumption of work as a factor of 

production and, more generally, at the strictly technical economic perspective with 

which TBTC approaches view work (an assumption and perspective deriving, 

precisely, from a neoclassical theoretical framework). In fact, such a perspective 

inevitably leads to obscuring the human agency inherent in work, preventing a full 

understanding of the social dimension in which work is situated, and this, in turn, leads 

to a series of important analytical limitations60. Firstly, this concealment fosters the idea 

that human labor can be dispensed with altogether and replaced by technology, even 

though it is precisely human agency that makes technology possible in the first place, 

through processes of codification and proceduralization. Secondly, neglecting human 

agency means overlooking that, for work to function as an input in the economic 

process, the cooperation of workers must be actively secured through a range of 

incentives, sanctions, and organizational choices regarding how work is structured 

(i.e., how it is divided, to whom it is assigned, and the degree of proceduralization and 

 
60 The term ‘hide’ was not chosen casually. It does not refer to an accidental oversight, but to a deliberate 
omission aligned with the objectives of TBTC models. If the aim is to measure the substitutability of labor 
and technology, and if substitutability ultimately rests on a principle of comparative advantage, then the 
two factors must be analytically ‘sterilized’ so that they can be treated as, at least potentially, perfect 
substitutes. 
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coordination required). In other words, what the TBTC approach overlooks is the 

organizational dimension: in TBTC approaches, a sort of naturalization of organization 

prevails, leading to tasks being considered as given and their social nature remaining 

unexamined. TBTC does not recognize that the very boundaries of tasks are the 

product of organizational choices, as is their degree of standardization, and that such 

choices are intertwined with power relations rather than oriented solely toward 

technical efficiency. Even the combination of certain tasks, rather than others, within a 

job reflects deliberate organizational decisions. Moreover, a job is not simply a set of 

tasks to be performed, but also a social position within the organization and in society 

at large, associated with differential access to material and immaterial resources, 

social recognition, and life opportunities. In this way, routine itself does not represent 

the content of tasks (on a par with manual, cognitive, or social content), as assumed 

by the TBTC model. The degree of routineness of tasks has more to do with how they 

are organized within the work process. Organizing a task in a more or less routinized 

manner is therefore a choice driven not only by efficiency considerations but also by 

underlying power relations. 

These limitations lead Fernández–Macías and Bisello (2022) to move away from the 

TBTC model and to propose an alternative, integrated taxonomy of tasks rooted in the 

organizational dimension. In particular, the two scholars formulate a proposal for a 

taxonomy of tasks structured along two axes: the substantive content of tasks, and the 

methods of organization and the tools involved. The first axis refers to the type of 

transformation activity required by the work object and the skills needed to perform it61. 

The second axis concerns how tasks are organized and the physical artifacts and tools 

mobilized in the work process62. 

 
61 The taxonomy of the substantive content of tasks is thus divided into three parts: i) physical content, 
i.e., actions involving the manipulation and transformation of material objects, which may require 
physical effort, dexterity in moving or manipulating, and handling of materials; ii) intellectual content, i.e., 
actions involving the management and transformation of information (which may consist of the 
processing of visual and/or auditory information and data and/or information and data with varying 
degrees of encoding) and problem–solving actions (which may range from research, collection, and 
systematization of data and information to problem identification and assessment and the generation of 
proposed solutions); iii) social content, i.e., interactions with other people, which may include relational 
activities with customers or buyers, training activities with colleagues, coordination and supervision 
activities, and care activities. 
62 Three specific dimensions relate to the way tasks are organized: i) autonomy, i.e., the worker’s ability 
to decide their own working hours, the order of the operations they are required to perform, the speed 
at which they must work, etc. (and, of course, the counterpart to this is the degree of control to which 
their work is subject); ii) teamwork, i.e., whether and to what extent tasks are expected to be carried out 
together with a group of colleagues; iii) routine, i.e., the degree of repetitiveness of the task and the 
degree of standardization of the operations within it. As for the physical artifacts used, the reference is 
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Importantly, this taxonomy makes it possible to identify multiple contents, 

organizational methods, and tools within each task and, by aggregation, within each 

job or occupation at the macro level, without treating these dimensions as mutually 

exclusive63. This taxonomy, therefore, allows us to define, albeit approximately, the 

internal composition of tasks (or, by aggregation, of jobs) in terms of their content, 

modes of organization, and tools. This is particularly useful given that changes in work 

are often partial, gradual, contradictory, and only rarely global, linear, sudden, or 

radical. 

However, Fernández–Macías and Bisello’s taxonomy risks overlooking those aspects 

of the work process that exceed (and stand in a dialectical relationship with) the task’s 

prescribed content and organization. This is the dimension of ‘living work’ that does 

not coincide with the execution of what is prescribed by the task, nor with the 

prescribed organization of work, but rather with the act of ‘bridging the gap between 

the prescribed and the actual’ (Dejours, 2020, 2021), a gap that, as is well known, is 

always different and unpredictable. In fact, proceduralization, on the one hand, and 

complexity and unpredictability, on the other, are not inversely related. As 

standardization intensifies and digitization expands, new forms of complexity tend to 

emerge in the work process, along with unpredictable situations that carry a high risk 

of disruption (Dejours, 2020, 2021). 

The ability to cope with complexity and the unexpected is therefore a fundamental 

aspect in understanding how work is changing. The studies by Pfeiffer and colleagues 

(Pfeiffer, Suphan 2015; Pfeiffer 2014; Pfeiffer 2016; Pfeiffer 2018), which examine 

changes in work in response to recent technological transformations, help fill an 

important gap in literature. In fact, while Fernández–Macías and Bisello urge us to 

consider the social positioning of tasks and routines and highlight the simplistic (or 

even naïve) assumption of the relationship between ‘routine task content’ and ‘potential 

automation/probable replacement’ that lies at the heart of routinization theory, Pfeiffer 

and colleagues go a step further by denouncing a sort of guilty obsession present in 

this line of research with the routine content of tasks in digital work environments, to 

the detriment of other fundamental dimensions of work. 

 
to whether they are i) analog or i) digital technological tools and, in the latter case, whether they are 
autonomous or semi–autonomous devices/systems. 
63 For example, it is possible to find high physical, intellectual, and social content in the same task at the 
same time and, as the creators of the taxonomy point out, to a certain extent, all tasks inevitably have 
all three types of content. 
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Pfeiffer (2014, 2016, 2018) and Pfeiffer and Suphan (2015) point out that a long 

tradition of qualitative research has clearly demonstrated the continuing importance of 

workers’ physical and sensory perceptions, intuitions, dialogical practices, and their 

ability to establish empathic relationships with the social and material contexts in which 

they operate, even in digital and highly automated work environments (Pfeiffer and 

Suphan 2015). The activation of this set of exclusively human skills is defined as the 

process of ‘subjectifying work action’ and represents an interpretation of the Marxian 

dialectical pair labor power (use value)’/’labor force (exchange value)’, which aligns 

closely with longstanding debates on the indeterminacy of work (Braverman 1974), a 

theme that has long shaped the tradition of Labor Process Theory (Comisso 2004). 

The “subjectification of work action” refers to a broad spectrum of skills and forms of 

knowledge that cannot be exhausted through the formal subsumption of work. These 

capacities stem not from abstract logic or rational calculation, but from the embodied 

use of the body and its senses. They enable workers to enact forms of resistance, to 

grasp the concrete dynamics of the work processes in which they are involved, 

processes that inevitably exceed formal proceduralization, to cope with unforeseen 

situations, to prevent disruptions in the work process, and to generate innovation 

(Pfeiffer 2014). However, nurturing these practical skills and knowledge (not to be 

intended as pre–theoretical knowledge) and, above all, developing the ability to use 

them, takes time. This highlights the importance of work experience and of the 

conditions that enable its development and enhancement within work processes 

(Pfeiffer & Suphan 2015). This applies not only to activities performed in ‘analog’ work 

environments, but equally (and perhaps even more so) to those carried out in complex, 

hyper–connected, and abstract settings shaped by the intensive use of digital 

technologies and automation, regardless of the routine nature of the tasks. 

In light of all this, the key issue raised by the use of new technologies is not merely the 

replaceability of routine tasks or the identification and measurement of such tasks. 

Rather, the question is whether, to what extent, and how digital technologies are 

accompanied by processes of “subjectification of work action”, a necessary condition 

for realizing the promises of the so–called ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’: economic 

development, greater efficiency, enhanced innovative capacity, and improved extrinsic 

and intrinsic working conditions (Kagermann, Wahlster, Helbig 2013)64 . 

 
64 All this leads Pfeiffer and Suphan (2015) to propose, in contrast to the TBTC model, the Labouring 
Capacity Index (LC–Index) as a tool for measuring the value of workers' experience and work capacity. 
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It is precisely this shift in perspective, away from the ‘obsession with routine’ and 

technological replacement, that makes it possible to revisit the longstanding debate on 

the relationship between autonomy and control and to restore it to a central place in 

the study of work processes, including those shaped by digital technology. 

 

Towards a sociology of processual work: figurations, power, and controlled 
autonomy in digitized work processes 
 
Organizational and technological transformations recursively redefine the boundaries 

of the relationship between control and autonomy. However, as Albano and Curzi 

argue, this relationship cannot be understood in static terms, as if it were, according to 

Norbert Elias when he argues with Parsons (1939/1969, Italian translation 1988), a 

situation of (normal) or disturbed (deviant) equilibrium, nor can it be reduced to simple 

dualisms. What we must observe is the changing intertwining of processes and 

equilibria in which autonomy and control appear as dynamic dimensions, constantly 

redefined by context and technological innovations. The contribution that sociology, 

namely the sociology that studies organized work, can and must offer is the ability to 

read social reality in its intrinsic processuality, open to outcomes that are never entirely 

predictable. 

It is on this level that Norbert Elias’ epistemological proposal (1939/1969, Italian 

translation 1988; 1969/1980, Italian translation 1983/2010) is crucial for both 

overcoming the traditional dualisms of the social sciences and offering adequate tools 

for understanding organized work, including work in the era advanced digitization and 

artificial intelligence. Sociology has inherited from its classical framework a series of 

dichotomies (individual vs. society, structure vs. action, actor vs. system) that risk 

constraining the interpretation of social phenomena, or more precisely, of social 

change, and encouraging reductionist analytical approaches: either structural forces 

or individual agency are privileged; either systemic constraints or individual strategies 

become the primary focus of analysis. The assumption of two distinct entities, homo 

clausus and the system, which at most can ‘interpenetrate’ (similarly to two distinct 

bodies), does not allow us to understand how change can occur, except by 

subordinating the former to the latter or vice versa and generating aporias (Elias 1969, 

Italian translation 2011). Norbert Elias, by introducing the concept of figuration, invites 

us instead to think of society as a set of mobile interdependencies, in which individuals 

and communities are inseparable aspects of the same process.  
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“The image of man as a ‘closed personality’ ... is then replaced by the image of man 

as an ‘open personality’ who, in his relationship with others, possesses a greater or 

lesser degree of autonomy, but never absolute and total autonomy, and who in reality 

has other men as his point of reference and orientation throughout his life and depends 

on them. The intertwining of mutual relationships between people, their 

interdependencies, are what bind them together. They are the core of what is defined 

here as configuration, the configuration of people who are mutually related and 

mutually dependent ... People ... dependent on each other ... through social learning, 

education, socialization, and socially induced needs ... present themselves as ... 

configurations. This is why ... it is not at all fruitful to conceive of the image of man as 

the image of a single, isolated man [but rather] as the image of many interdependent 

men who together create configurations, i.e., groups or societies.” (Elias 1969, Italian 

translation 1982/1998: 93) 

Moreover, these figurations have a direction, they are always in motion, they are never 

static, and their direction, their vectoriality, is given by the distribution of power within 

them, which is constantly changing in space and time. Power should not be understood 

as something that one possesses, but rather as a relational property and, more 

concretely, as the capacity to influence the decisions, actions, and aspirations of 

others65. The distribution of power should in turn be understood, in line with Elias’s 

language, in terms of power differential, since a situation in which power is completely 

absent on one side and completely present on the other is never realistically 

conceivable. 

The traditional dichotomous framework is therefore inadequate to account for changes 

in work and forms of control. Organized work cannot be understood as a system 

encompassing passive individuals, nor as a mere aggregation of subjectivities. Rather, 

it constitutes a relational and dynamic field in which power is not something actors 

possess, but is distributed, renegotiated, exercised, and experienced simultaneously. 

Therefore, the challenge is to relaunch a processual sociology of work that is not 

content with describing organizational (deviant or normal) situations or technological 

 
65 As Albano and Curzi remind us, drawing on Thompson (1967; Italian translation 1988) and Maggi 
(1984/1990; 2003/2016; 2011), power has its counterpart in dependence, understood as a function of 
the needs that actors seek (or are compelled) to satisfy. In an exchange relationship, the party that 
exercises greater power over the other is correspondingly less dependent on them. 
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effects, but instead investigates the processes, negotiations, conflicts, and 

transformations that shape everyday working life in the digital environment. 

Albano and Curzi propose reflecting on autonomy and control within a theoretical 

framework that moves beyond dualisms and static conceptions, embracing instead a 

procedural understanding of social processes. Within this framework, they conceive 

an ideal type of managerial control regime, defined as controlled autonomy (distinct 

from both neo–Taylorist control and panopticon control), which is extremely useful for 

understanding the transformations of digital work. This is a control regime where 

production targets are set in advance, but variations are allowed in the local regulation 

of times and ways of performing tasks; where there are flexible organizational roles 

that are guaranteed room for maneuver in order to achieve results; where control is 

focused more on the results achieved than on the correct application of procedures; 

where trust is placed in the maximum commitment of employees; where management 

accepts expressions of autonomy, transforming them into good practices; where 

training is ongoing and coordination is carried out through programs; where 

involvement is centered on personalized incentives and persuasion (rather than 

command); where leadership is people–oriented and not just task–oriented; and where 

there is a constant and strong emphasis on sharing corporate values, a sense of 

community, and the possibility of self–fulfillment at work. 

The authors present this managerial control regime as distinct from alternative models 

advanced within other theoretical traditions in sociology and organizational studies to 

explain contemporary workplace transformations. However, the regime of controlled 

autonomy appears to combine original elements with significant affinities with other 

strands of the literature. More specifically, I argue that the distance between Albano 

and Curzi’s proposal and other theoretical traditions lies less in the ideal typical regime 

of controlled autonomy associated with new digital technologies (in continuity with the 

post–Fordist turn), less in the procedural lens through which transformations of work 

are interpreted, and less in the de–reifying conception of power they adopt. Rather, the 

originality of their approach lies in the redefinition of autonomy and in the distinction 

they draw between autonomy and discretion, a distinction that is rarely articulated in 

other theoretical traditions, with the exception of the school of thought to which the 

authors explicitly refer (for further information, see: Terssac, Maggi 2022).  

The distinction between autonomy and discretion is not merely a theoretical flourish or 

a nominalistic issue, but rather a crucial analytical juncture when studying work 
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processes. Strictly speaking, discretion refers to the margin of action available within 

an externally regulated framework. In organizational processes, it is defined, albeit to 

varying degrees, by pre–existing rules that shape the work process, such as 

procedures or formal programs.66 Autonomy, by contrast, cannot be derived from 

procedure. It consists in the ongoing affirmation of one’s own rules in the concrete 

performance of the work process. This affirmation is inherent to action itself: it is 

impossible to conceive of a human agent who does not act and therefore does not 

choose, and every act of choice entails the assertion of a rule67. In fact, autonomy can 

only be affirmed; it cannot be granted by the procedure (in that case, it would be 

discretion). Moreover, the affirmation of one’s own rules in the concrete performance 

of the work process is essential to fill in what the procedure cannot foresee (and the 

procedure is inevitably deficient because it is predetermined with respect to the 

concrete performance of the action), but at the same time, autonomy is necessarily 

and inevitably a deviation from the prior rules of the procedure. Autonomy, therefore, 

is not provided for or granted (originated) by the procedure but is exercised (affirmed) 

by the subject involved in the organizational process. 

To grasp the analytical significance of Albano and Curzi’s proposal, it is helpful to 

highlight the conceptual bridges it establishes with other theoretical traditions, while 

also clarifying the differences that emerge when the notion of autonomy is explicitly 

theorized—or merely invoked without being fully conceptualized. 

I focus on the theoretical tradition of Labor Process Theory (LPT), as the authors 

explicitly engage with it and invoke it when underscoring the originality of their 

proposal. However, a similar exercise could be undertaken with other theoretical 

traditions that have shaped the sociology of work and organizational thought68. 

 

 
66 On the other hand, the etymological root of discretion (from the Latin discretum, past participle of 
discernere) refers to the ability to distinguish and judge correctly. Correctly, in turn, derives from rectus, 
a term used by the Latins to indicate what is right, understood as correct, regular, conforming to the 
norm, or normal (and in fact the Latins had another term for justice: iustitia). The functionalist meaning 
of the term discretion is therefore evident from its etymological root. It refers to the ability to discern and 
judge (and therefore act) in accordance with the norm (established a priori). 
67 The meaning of autonomy can be deduced from the Greek etymological root of the term autos, 
himself, nomos, law, therefore, one's own rule.  
68 The same exercise could be done on other strands of sociological and organizational thought, for 
example, socio–technical thought and its reconfiguration in the face of the spread of new information 
technologies in the 1980s. We refer in particular to Pava's contribution (1983) more than forty years ago 
and to the work that Pava himself was able to inspire even in the era of digitalization, long after his 
untimely death (Austrom, Ordowich 2020). 
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Control regimes and forms of autonomy compared: a critical dialogue between 
LPT and controlled autonomy 
 
Consistent with a Marxist perspective, LPT is based on a vision of a social order 

characterized by the dialectic between capital and labor (in which labor is by definition 

hetero–directed labor and control is a structural requirement of capital), and the 

structural asymmetry of the balance of power between the respective classes. 

However, this view does not necessarily confine the analysis of work processes to 

dichotomous frameworks, nor does it require conceiving of power as a possession that 

is either fully held or entirely absent. Rather, power can be understood as a more 

articulated and complex relational phenomenon. Furthermore, as Albano and Curzi 

note, much LPT–inspired research tends to interpret the digitization of work processes 

as a renewed form of Taylorist logic and to identify neo–Taylorist control as a defining 

feature of contemporary work organization69 . However, the LPT itself, in its theoretical 

development, has been more cautious in attributing clear–cut effects to technological 

transformations in relation to control and autonomy.  

Beginning with Andrew L. Friedman (1977), LPT has identified different control 

regimes, ranging from the Taylorist model of ‘direct control’ to ‘responsible autonomy’, 

under which workers are granted room for maneuver insofar as they remain 

accountable to organizational goals. In this second control regime, autonomy is neither 

absolute nor opposed to control, but rather incorporated within it, unlike the ideal–

typical regime of autonomy proposed by Albano and Curzi. Andrew L. Friedman (and 

we are not talking about a minor exponent of LPT) thus departs from interpretations 

that portray the post–Fordist turn as merely a disguised reaffirmation of Taylorist 

control. The notion of ‘responsible autonomy’ opens up the possibility of conceiving 

alternative control regimes, including forms that resemble controlled autonomy. The 

critical difference, however, is that Andrew L. Friedman’s concept of autonomy forms 

part of a managerial strategy: it is granted by management, rather than asserted by 

workers. As such, it corresponds more closely to what Albano and Curzi describe as 

discretion than to their concept of autonomy. Therefore, despite distancing himself 

from the idea that the neo–Taylorist control regime is the only possible scenario, 

Andrew L. Friedman’s notion of autonomy does not allow us to see the transformation 

 
69 On the other hand, it is difficult to deny the persistence of this control regime in work settings such as 
Amazon warehouses or large segments of the gig economy, where algorithmic prescription significantly 
constrains both autonomy and discretion. 
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of work as a truly dialectical and open process: it is, ultimately, a transformation of the 

control regime top–down generated with a predetermined goal. In the case of Albano 

and Curzi, the distinction between autonomy and discretion and the dialectical 

relationship between them allows us, in line with Elias’s idea of social processes as 

open processes, to conceive of alternative outcomes of the introduction of digital 

technologies into work processes. This remains true even though Albano and Curzi 

conclude, on the basis of their research, that currently the prevailing outcome of the 

application of new digital technologies is not greater autonomy, but rather increasingly 

powerful dynamics of transformation of autonomy into discretion70 .  

With Richard C. Edwards (1979), another leading scholar of the LPT tradition, the 

analysis of changes in the workplace takes on an additional level of complexity. 

Defining the workplace as ‘contested terrain’, Richard Edwards emphasizes that no 

control regime is ever definitive, but always exposed to tensions, resistance, and 

conflicts. The different forms of managerial control represent historical responses to 

changes in working conditions and workers’ resistance strategies71. The term 

‘contested’, therefore, does not simply indicate open conflict, but a structural condition 

of tension: every form of work organization arises as an unstable compromise between 

the needs of capital (efficiency, control, productivity) and those of labor (autonomy, 

security, recognition); these compromises are not set in stone, but are redefined over 

time, with technological, institutional, and cultural changes. The workplace is, 

therefore, a dynamic field of social regulation, a process where managerial strategies 

and workers’ practices continuously intertwine and recombine and, as a result, every 

organizational form is an unstable configuration that arises and reproduces itself in the 

incessant confrontation between capital and labor. The concept of ‘contested terrain’ 

allows us to think of organized work, even in the digital age, not as a given form (not 

as a ‘situation’, as Elias would have said, arguing with Parsonian epistemology), but 

as a process: new technologies (AI, algorithms, platforms, etc.) do not in themselves 

produce more control or greater autonomy, but open up a new contested terrain of 

 
70 This conclusion is very similar to what Pfeiffer and Suphan (2015) define as a sort of 'missed 
opportunity' when analyzing the transformative trajectories of work in Industry 4.0 contexts. 
71 Richard C. Edwards (1979) identifies three main modes of control: 'simple control', typical of early 
industrial capitalism, based on command and direct supervision by superiors; 'technical control', which 
arose with the introduction of new automation technologies (e.g., the assembly line) that incorporate 
control into the technical devices themselves; 'bureaucratic control', typical of large Fordist companies, 
based on formal rules, hierarchies, and standardized procedures. Despite the historical positioning of 
these modes of control by the author himself, they are to be understood as ideal types, and therefore 
potentially traceable in combination with each other in the same spatial and temporal reality. 
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renegotiation between management, workers, and technological devices. Far from 

being a given equilibrium, the contested terrain is a dynamic field of social regulation, 

a process where managerial strategies and workers’ practices continuously intertwine 

and recombine. Consequently, the contested terrain can be read as a dynamic 

configuration, continuously renegotiated through everyday power relations, and 

therefore intrinsically processual. It should also be noted that, for Richard C. Edwards, 

autonomy is not a condition granted by management as it is for Andrew L. Friedman 

(which would correspond to discretion, in Albano and Curzi’s terms), but, similar to the 

concept of autonomy proposed by Albano and Curzi, autonomy is conquered, 

asserted, and defended. However, autonomy for Richard C. Edwards is not an 

epistemic dimension of work as it is for Albano and Curzi: autonomy is never presented 

as an organizational value or a structuring principle, but as an effect or by–product of 

conflict, in other words, an effect subordinated to resistance; and resistance is a 

collective behavior, not simply an individual action, which can take different forms 

(sabotage, absenteeism, negotiation, instrumental use of rules) and generates 

counter–rules or forms of self–organization that, in fact, create islands of autonomy.  

Around the same years (namely, the early years of the post–Fordist shift), Michael 

Burawoy, in his famous Manufacturing Consent (1979/1982), showed how control can 

be co–produced from below through everyday practices, games, and workshop 

routines. The dynamics of consent production studied by Michael Burawoy represent 

a clear point of contact between the LPT and the regime of controlled autonomy 

proposed by Albano and Curzi. Michael Burawoy shows how workers actively 

participate in their own subordination: control is no longer imposed from above (as in 

Taylorism), but internalized and co–produced in everyday life; workers perceive 

themselves as autonomous in the management of their tasks (they decide the pace, 

intensity, and even the strategies for ‘scoring points’ in production games), but in reality 

their autonomy is functional to productivity and the regulation of the work process. In 

the context observed by Michael Burawoy, a manufacturing factory, the production 

bonus system and workshop culture produce a phenomenon of gamification ante 

litteram: work is experienced as a competitive game, in which individual success 

corresponds to company productivity; the performance standard is internalized as a 

personal challenge, not as an external imposition. The result is a form of autonomy 

that is culturally rather than hierarchically controlled. This resembles Albano and 

Curzi’s account of controlled autonomy, particularly when they describe its concrete 
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manifestation in organizational contexts as a shift in managerial control— from direct 

supervision of actions and decisions to the shaping of workers’ decision–making 

premises—through the promotion of corporate values, a sense of community, and 

intangible incentives. The affinity between the consensus–based control regime 

described by Michael Burawoy and Albano and Curzi’s ideal type of controlled 

autonomy becomes especially evident when the latter emphasize that controlled 

autonomy “is grounded primarily in the internalization of control by organizational 

members … in which management places trust in employees, expects their loyalty, 

and encourage full adherence to—and identification with—the organization’s values 

and objectives” (see chap. 4). Far from being a mere recipient of managerial strategies, 

the worker thus becomes an actor in his or her own subordination, internalizing the 

logic of production and transforming discipline into consent. In this sense, Michael 

Burawoy reveals a dynamic whereby capitalist control (the system) must pass through 

the subjectivity of the worker (the actor), turning more clearly than other exponents of 

LPT towards a procedural and figurational analytical perspective à la Elias, without 

abandoning a Marxian theoretical framework. However, even in this case, the 

analytical overlap between autonomy and discretion, or rather the failure to distinguish 

between the two concepts, inhibits the theoretical potential of Burawoy’s reflection. 
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counter–rules) 

Power as a structurally 

conflictual and 

dynamic relationship; 

unstable distribution 
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M. 

Burawoy 

Manufacturing 

Consent: control 

is internalized by 

workers 

Autonomy perceived 

as active 

participation. Control 

operates through 

culture, games, 

shared meanings 

Co–produced in 

daily routine, but 

functional to 

production 

Power embedded in 

practices and 

meanings. Strong 

processuality 

R. 

Albano 

and Y. 

Curzi 

Controlled 

autonomy: 

analytical 

distinction 

between 

autonomy and 

discretion; 

figurative reading 

of organizational 

dynamics. 

Autonomy and 

control are 

dynamically 

interdependent, 

never dichotomous; 

processual 

figurations are 

always open, 

redetermined by 

technologies and 

relationships. 

Asserted by the 

subject (not 

concedable). 

Responsibility 

for filling in what 

the prior rule 

cannot foresee. 

Power as a differential 

of power and vector of 

figuration: distributed, 

mobile, never wholly 

possessed. 

 

This brief comparison between the notion of controlled autonomy and the theoretical 

trajectories of the LPT theoretical tradition highlights both points of contact and 

significant analytical divergences. While it is true that authors such as Andrew L. 

Friedman, Richard C. Edwards, and Michael Burawoy have undermined the 

dichotomous view of control and autonomy, conceiving the latter as structurally 

intertwined with the processes of labor regulation, it is equally true that their elaboration 

remains partially anchored to a conception of autonomy as an outcome derived from 

managerial strategies, in the case of Andrew L. Friedman, or from conflict and 

resistance, in the case of Richard C. Edwards (Michael Burawoy’s analytical 

framework seems to be more complex). The proposal by Albano and Curzi, which 

makes a clear analytical distinction between the notions of autonomy and discretion, 

offers a perspective that goes beyond both the idea of autonomy as a concession and 

that of autonomy as a by–product of resistance. This allows us to interpret the digital 

transformations of work processes as truly open processes, configurations in which 

neither management nor workers have definitive power over the outcomes. In this 

sense, controlled autonomy not only engages with the insights of Labor Process 

Theory but also extends its procedural orientation, restoring the capital–labor dialectic 

as a contested terrain in which autonomy is neither an illusion nor a sporadic gain, but 
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an ongoing stake continuously renegotiated within the interdependencies among 

actors, technologies, and organizational structures. 

 

Beyond technological determinism: research perspectives on digital work 
 
Writing about digitalization often leads scholars to rely on linear and deterministic 

narratives: the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ as an epoch–making rupture, the remote 

work as a radical leap forward, and AI as a point of no return towards new ways of 

working. However, what we are observing is an open process, marked by both 

continuity and discontinuity, experimentation and regression. Adopting a process–

based approach allows to avoid both the naive optimism that presents new 

technologies as promising a liberated workforce and the deterministic pessimism that 

reduces them to yet another spiral of control and alienation. Digital technologies in 

themselves do not determine power relations and organizational forms, rather they are 

embedded in their reconfiguration. In this sense, digital work should be understood as 

a field of continuous negotiation: between autonomy, control, and discretion; between 

formalization and local regulations; and between algorithmic governance and the 

affirmation of non–codifiable skills. Digitization does not eliminate human work, but 

reshapes its content, its temporality, and its modes of coordination. The challenge for 

sociology, then, is to interpret these transformations not as a transition from one static 

state to another, but as open processes. 

The growing integration of AI into organizational processes, for example, should not 

be seen as a determining force behind ongoing transformations, nor merely as an 

‘empowering’ technology. Far from mechanically replacing human labor, AI operates 

as a new, often opaque form of regulation, that interacts with existing ones, enabling 

the redistribution of decision–making capacities, reshaping the premises of action, and 

reorienting coordination processes, thereby bringing questions of power back to the 

forefront in new ways. A process–based perspective centered on the dialectic between 

autonomy and control thus allows us to understand that AI does not so much represent 

a new technological regime but rather forms part of a generative process of new social 

configurations and new differentials of power that are unstable and continuously 

renegotiated. 

It is from this perspective that research should move forward, focusing on agency 

situated in contexts permeated by AI systems, an agency that is never reducible to the 
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mere execution of technological directives, but is instead engaged in a continuous 

process of negotiation with systems that prescribe, recommend, evaluate, and 

optimize. The key question is not only the substitutability of labor, but also the emerging 

configuration of human and algorithmic actors within work processes, understood as 

socio–technical systems embedded in Eliasian figurations. A research program 

informed by this approach should examine how the integration of AI into specific 

organizational contexts reshapes work processes: what spaces it opens, closes, 

redefines, or removes from individual control. Above all, it should ask how workers 

reinterpret, resist, translate, or incorporate these technologies into their everyday 

practices. 

This first line of inquiry connects to a second, equally significant concern: the 

temporality of digital work. Digital technologies have not only accelerated the pace of 

work but have also fostered unprecedented interconnections among cyber–physical 

systems that extend beyond the boundaries of individual organizations and spheres of 

life. As a result, organizational boundaries have become increasingly porous, and the 

modern distinction between work and non–work time progressively blurred. More than 

other technologies of the past, digitalization introduces the possibility of asynchronous 

temporality, rapid alignments, sudden accelerations, forced waits, and pervasive 

monitoring regimes. Digital technology is a device that can act through the implicit or 

explicit demand for continuous availability and forced synchronization between actors 

operating in different spaces and time zones; but these same technologies also allow 

the negotiation of working time and its boundaries by the individuals involved. The 

outcome can be either a reappropriation of time or an increase in its ‘tyranny’ (Wajcman 

2020; Rosa 2010, Italian translation 2015); but to assess this, it is necessary to 

consider the power differential that runs through and drives the social figurations being 

studied. 

Therefore, studying digital temporality requires moving away from both a view of 

working time as an objectively and universally given and linearly measurable entity, 

and a culturalist interpretation of it in terms of subjective experience. In fact, a research 

program focused on temporality should question how hyper–acceleration, hyper–

connection, and synchronicity affect the margins of autonomy and how these changes 

generate new forms of dependence or open up new possibilities for cooperative 

coordination. Furthermore, a research program on temporality should aim to 

understand how in digitized processes experience, which is a fundamental condition 
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for the subjectivation of work, is tested, compressed, or enhanced, but also reinvented 

through practices of micro–adjustment and situated learning. 

A third theme, the most cross–cutting and capable of holding all the others together, 

concerns the question of power. In an era in which digital technologies permeate 

production and decision–making processes, defining what is possible and what is not, 

and reshaping what becomes visible or remains hidden, measurable or resistant to 

codification, power increasingly operates through technological mediation. It is 

exercised through the adoption and use of digital devices, through differential access 

to technological resources, and through the capacities attributed to these systems, 

such as the power to render activities visible or invisible, measurable or opaque, and 

to recommend or impose ‘optimal’ choices. In other words, power takes on algorithmic 

forms, not because it ‘originates’ and ‘resides’ in algorithms, but because they actively 

participate ‘by delegation’ in the configuration of work, helping to define power 

differentials between subjects and between functions. One could argue that this has 

always been the case, that it is not a novelty brought about by digital technologies, and 

that technology and organization, as Pasquinelli has well described in his The Eye of 

the Master: A Social History of Artificial Intelligence (2023), have always been two 

synchronous levers in the process of disciplining work in capitalist development. 

However, one might respond, in an era such as the present one, dominated by 

‘Promethean shame’ and characterized by an unprecedented deployment of ‘world 

technology’ (Anders 1956, Italian translation 2003/2023) such as digital technology, it 

is even more urgent to reveal the existing power differential, the vector of social 

figurations. 

To make sense of these dynamics, we must adopt a procedural understanding of 

power. The sociology of work is therefore tasked with developing analytical tools to 

examine how interdependencies are reconfigured through the interaction between 

digital technologies, operational routines, and situated agency. What new asymmetries 

emerge from these configurations? Which existing asymmetries are attenuated? What 

spaces are opened for forms of autonomy that do not derive from managerial 

concession but from the situated affirmation of action? And how are such spaces later 

reabsorbed or reshaped through new forms of discretion? 

Bringing the question of power back to the center means reaffirming that work is never 

a mere effect of technology, but a dynamic process constituted through figurations of 

actors, tools, constraints, norms, and values. It also means recognizing that digital 
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technologies expand the field of possibilities for governing work, but also expand the 

possibilities for deviation, reinterpretation, creativity, and subjectivation. The aim is not 

to identify a predetermined outcome, but to investigate how trajectories open and 

close, how provisional equilibria emerge, how new normalities take shape, and how 

these are continually contested. 

In conclusion, approaching digital work from the perspective advanced by Albano and 

Curzi means recognizing that the future of work is not inscribed in technology, but will 

be shaped by the social configurations that emerge through daily negotiations, 

conflicts, organizational choices, and forms of subjectivation that workers are able to 

preserve or reinvent. It is within this fragile and shifting terrain that the future of work 

will ultimately be decided. 

After all, what distinguishes every work process, even the most digitized, automated, 

or supported by intelligent systems, is that it continues to require situated choices that 

no procedure can fully anticipate or eliminate entirely; choices that, ultimately, only 

human beings can make and cannot be relinquished. “When a man cannot choose, he 

ceases to be a man,” the prison chaplain tells Alex in Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork 

Orange. He is responding to Alex’s fascination with a supposed technique that 

promises to eliminate the need for choice—and thus the risk of choosing wrongly, 

which is precisely what Alex seeks to avoid. The introduction of increasingly 

sophisticated technologies does not allow us to abdicate the necessary condition of 

‘choosing’; it instead allows us to hide our choices. Every work process, even when it 

seems dominated by algorithms and automatisms, is based on human decisions 

(explicit or embedded), which continue to define the meaning of action. Recognizing 

this centrality of decision–making means assuming that work ultimately remains a field 

in which agency is exercised, rules are expressed, and powers are negotiated. Where 

human work will go in the digital age, as George Friedmann (1950, Italian translation 

1955) wondered more than sixty years ago in the face of the mechanical developments 

of his time, remains to be seen, but it will certainly not disappear. 
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