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Executive Summary
As with other waves of automation, there has been immense hype around generative AI’s 
purported potential to transform how we work. Generative AI is a subset of AI that uses a 
particular type of machine learning to produce content such as text or images without preset 
instructions. Media speculation has focused on whether and how AI can either “augment” 
work or drive mass unemployment. However, looking at generative AI’s impact on different 
industries reveals a more complicated story. Understanding how AI will affect work requires 
looking at how work is organized, how industries are structured, and whose work and what 
work is valued. Generative AI and Labor: Power, Hype, and Value at Work integrates workers’ 
current and material experiences into public discourse and questions promotional language 
about the capabilities and seeming inscrutability of AI. Importantly, a narrow and intercon-
nected cast of AI companies are shaping the future of generative AI, its intended uses, and 
long-term impact. At the same time, workers’ agency is often framed as merely a choice to 
either harness its power or be “left behind.”

This primer is divided into three parts, each addressing a different dimension of generative 
AI’s labor impact. First, we define generative AI and discuss its different iterations as work 
technologies, and interrogate assumptions and claims about its capabilities. Part Two high-
lights how labor is critical to the development and continued expansion of generative AI 
technologies. Lastly, Part Three examines how generative AI’s integration into workplaces 
converges with existing practices of algorithmic management, data extraction, and struggles 
over agency and control. The summary below highlights key points from each section:

•	 The public availability and hype over applications like ChatGPT and Midjourney are only 
one form that generative AI takes, while enterprise applications of generative AI will likely 
have the greatest impact on workers. The narratives used to describe generative AI can 
elide its real capabilities, particularly in overstating claims about its abilities to replicate 
workers’ knowledge and expertise. Moreover, generative AI’s limitations and unresolved 
legal and ethical challenges raise serious questions about what principles we are willing to 
give up in the pursuit of innovation.

•	 AI is dependent on human labor, including data workers, creators whose content is 
amassed for training AI, and workers whose digital likenesses and voices are commodi-
fied and reproduced. AI development often relies on the exploitation of legal gray areas, 
whether by skirting labor laws in host countries where data work is outsourced, bypassing 
copyright and licensing protections, or disregarding consent with regards to workers’ dig-
ital likenesses. These workers share common challenges over pay and compensation, a loss 
of control around when and how one’s data is used, and struggles to build collective re-
sponses among isolated and often precarious workers.
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•	 Generative AI does not exist outside of current economic conditions of industries and 
their attendant inequalities and power dynamics. As employers integrate generative AI into 
workplaces, their application can obscure new dynamics of extraction, devalue human 
labor, and build on older practices of algorithmic control. In some cases, the outputs of 
generative AI require considerable human input in order to appear to be labor-saving, even 
as they enable employers to justify cost-cutting practices. Moreover, distinctions between 
technologies that augment work and those that manage workers may be further blurred 
with the growing use of AI assistants.

•	 If future advancements in AI will rely on the extraction of more work data, this is a pivotal 
moment. Generative AI will continue to raise new challenges around expertise, compensa-
tion, accountability, and professional ethics. Human labor is often devalued and reduced 
to data, suggesting a need to envision more expansive rights and protections for workers. 
Such unequal impact across industries will require a broader range of actors to address 
workers’ relationship to AI, particularly for industry-specific concerns such as setting eth-
ical and professional norms and workplace standards.
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Introduction
At the end of 2023, OpenAI hosted their DevDay, a one-day conference to celebrate the suc-
cess of ChatGPT and launch new features built on GPT-4o, the latest foundation model 
from OpenAI. The conference began with a two-minute video that featured the voices of 
people using ChatGPT. One artist talked about how the interface helps them communicate 
with their Filipino father in a loving but respectful way, while another artist claimed that 
ChatGPT helped him unlock new levels of creativity. A student and mother, short on time, 
used ChatGPT to help her study more efficiently so she could spend time with her family. A 
centenarian used ChatGPT for companionship, while a coder found it made their work easier 
and faster, freeing their mind from mundane tasks so they could be more innovative. The 
unspoken part of this video is that a myriad of jobs, from translators to tutors to coders, can 
and should be enhanced by artificial intelligence (AI) to free up time for humans to engage in 
more meaningful activities.

As with other waves of automation, there has been immense hype around generative AI. 
In the past, machines were lauded for their capacity to work harder and faster than hu-
mans, without rest or pay. Generative AI models that power applications like ChatGPT, 
Midjourney, and Copilot are hailed as the next revolution in work automation: intelligent and 
creative, capable of producing compelling stories, effective code, and hyper-realistic artwork 
that mimics human creativity in a fraction of the time.

Generative AI has the potential to transform many aspects of work, particularly as it evolves 
and new uses are introduced. This has led to a variety of economic predictions, ranging from 
mass job losses to huge economic and social gains.1 Proponents have argued that broad con-
sumer access to generative AI tools would lower the barrier to entry across occupations.2 A 
World Economic Forum report, for instance, argues that generative AI could mitigate ra-
cial and gender inequalities by bridging “opportunity gaps” for populations lacking access to 
formal digital skills training and literacy education.3 OpenAI CEO Sam Altman claimed that 
generative AI would create entirely new jobs.4 For a time, the “prompt engineer” — a role 
focused on writing effective queries for tools like ChatGPT — was touted as a new, high-de-
mand tech role that did not require a computer engineering degree but could reap six-figure 
salaries for its practitioners.5 In Fortune and other outlets, stories speculated that prompt en-
gineers would absorb other occupations, leaving behind those who failed to learn.6

Generative AI and Labor: Power, Hype, and Value at Work
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But AI is neither just a story about displacement, nor is it just about “augmentation” of work. 
As with past forecasts of mass AI-driven unemployment, such major economic disruptions 
have failed to materialize. Rather, the introduction of AI often changes how work is orga-
nized, how industries are structured, introduces new extractive dynamics, and shifts ideas 
about whose work and what work is valuable.

Moreover, there is no guarantee that economic and social gains will be distributed equally. 
Optimistic predictions can also obscure the true impact on humans who are implicated in the 
development and implementation of AI in the workplace. AI is dependent on human labor, 
not just for the initial development of generative AI, but for its future advancement. AI is 
built on extracting various forms of worker data, harvesting information from those workers 
who train, fix, and build generative AI; creative workers whose content is taken to train foun-
dation models; workers whose images and biometrics are commodified; and workers across 
many industries who have little agency over how and if generative AI models are integrated 
into their workflows. This means that embedding AI in the workplace is critical to the long-
term advancement of AI technology, which requires constant sources of new data.

This primer seeks to reinsert workers’ current and material experiences into the public dis-
course and question promotional language about the magical, infallible, and seemingly inscru-
table qualities of AI. In Part One, we define generative AI and discuss its different iterations as 
work technologies, and interrogate assumptions and claims about its capabilities. In Part Two, 
we draw connections between different global dimensions of data labor, and how the under-
lying data behind generative AI technologies impact workers’ livelihoods. In Part Three, we sit-
uate generative AI in the context of workplace adoption and identify how it is distinct from and 
connected to other forms of work automation.
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Part One:  
What is Generative AI?
The Fuzziness of AI

The term artificial intelligence has been so overused that it’s difficult to clearly define what 
qualifies as an “intelligent” system. In computer science, intelligence is characterized by its 
ability to learn, solve problems, and adapt to contexts. Achieving this goal draws on a wide 
range of disciplines, including computer science, psychology, neuroscience, and econom-
ics.7 These research areas have created robotics and programs with varying degrees of capa-
bility that may seem cognizant because they can accomplish tasks independently. This does 
not mean these systems are truly intelligent. Robots can easily locate items in a factory and 
deliver them to the appropriate individual, and algorithms can quickly match riders with 
drivers, but neither is considered intelligent because it cannot solve problems on its own. 
Instead, both systems use rule-based automated systems focused on pattern recognition. 
Generative AI, however, uses a particular type of machine learning that is trained on millions 
of pieces of data to identify patterns without preset instructions.8

Recent advances in computation power, model architecture, and machine learning tech-
niques that enable AI systems to be trained on unlabeled data have made it possible to scale 
AI, dramatically improving and expanding its capability. Generative AI is a subset of AI that 
uses a particular type of machine learning capable of making associations from millions of 
pieces of data to generate images or predict the next word in a sequence without preset in-
structions. Also called foundation models, generative AI models are trained on unlabeled 
data, the vast majority of data available on the internet. Foundation models can serve as 
the building blocks for text, audio, or visual applications. Since these models were trained 
using multiple forms of data, they can transform text to image, text to video, or text to audio. 
Large language models (LLMs) are a type of foundation model on which applications like 
ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude are built. Diffusion models, another type of foundation 
model, are capable of generating images and audio. Recognizable applications built on these 

Generative AI and Labor: Power, Hype, and Value at Work
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models include DALL-E, Midjourney, Stable Diffusion, and Sora. Despite their adeptness at 
predictions, generative AI cannot judge the quality of the data ingested or the content pro-
duced. Human data workers help fine-tune datasets, known as reinforcement learning from 
human feedback, which is needed to further refine a model to choose better responses and 
“de-prioritize” toxic or incorrect answers.9

This type of AI is useful when the task at hand requires learning, adapting, and creating from 
data. However, generative AI’s “intelligence” is likewise limited; while it can emulate out-
comes of human understanding and thought processes, it merely responds to prompts by 
summarizing content based on massive amounts of input data. These constraints have impli-
cations for understanding the type of work that it can automate.10

As a consequence, AI has become a catch-all marketing term to refer to a wide swathe of 
technologies, some of which may not include any form of machine learning. It has been used 
to describe everything from chatbots to robotics to detection systems like facial recogni-
tion cameras. Developers and venture capitalists are incentivized to make technology appear 
intelligent because claiming to employ AI can attract more funding. According to a study 
conducted by MMC, a venture capital firm based out of London, 40 percent of surveyed 
European start-ups that were classified as AI companies did not use any form of machine 
learning in ways that were significant to their business.11

Recently, Amazon’s decision to discontinue its cashierless checkout was widely criticized for 
hiding that it relied on nearly 1,000 workers in India who reviewed the majority of trans-
actions. When Amazon first debuted the technology, it promised shoppers that AI-powered 
cameras would let them shop and pay without ever having to talk to another human or wait 
in line.12 This example is not uncommon. Technology companies often use human labor to 
create the illusion of autonomous and intelligent systems. As scholar Milagros Miceli ob-
serves, “Using data workers instructed to ‘think and act like machines’ is not unheard of, nor 
is it a result of flawed technology. It is part of the business design of many start-ups.”13

The development of AI relies on a large global network of data workers who have been pur-
posely made invisible in order to make systems appear more autonomous, even sentient. 
OpenAI flaunts that GPT, its LLM, is trained on millions of data points scraped from the 
internet, but hides the fact that workers must make this data suitable for training. Workers 
perform a wide set of tasks including cleaning, labeling, keywording, and semantic segmenta-
tion.14 These practices convince the general public that there are more AI systems in use than 
there actually are, while obfuscating the difference between a basic algorithm and more com-
plex systems like generative AI. However, there is a difference, and its impact on work and 
labor are important to recognize.

What Does Generative AI Do?

Generative AI’s potential immersion into our everyday lives and its ensuing impact are still 
unfolding. However, the wide range of applications built on generative AI architecture fuels 
public interest in AI. As a consumer tool, it has thus far been a novelty, a tool for people to 
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experiment with. Anecdotal evidence shows that the tool’s utility is still limited to drafting 
emails, assisting with tutoring, and general queries.15 Even so, events like the 2023 Writers 
Guild of America strike, during which entertainment studios claimed that LLMs could re-
place skilled writers, made generative AI a full-fledged labor concern.16

Media reporting often describe those most affected by generative AI as “creative workers,” 
implying that generative AI can generate new information or act creatively. But this misrep-
resents the ability of generative AI, and downplays the many human skills and knowledge that 
AI purports to automate. Rather, understanding generative AI’s ability to recognize forms of 
tacit knowledge provides a clearer and more concrete way to understand the automation of 
skills. In a study on call center use of generative AI, researchers Erik Brynjolfsson, Danielle 
Li, and Lindsey R. Raymond, describe tacit knowledge as:

The knowledge and skills that individuals possess but are unable to express 
explicitly. It is often intuitive and nonverbal, acquired through personal ex-
periences, observations, and practice over time. Tacit knowledge is deeply in-
grained in an individual’s behavior and can be difficult to transfer or convey 
to others through traditional methods such as training or manuals.17

Generative AI models can recognize patterns in data, such as transcripts of call center in-
teractions, to identify the language workers use to build rapport with customers. When 
prompted, generative AI applications will replicate these elements in outputs, suggesting 
that some form of human ingenuity or creativity was required to generate these responses. 
However, generative AI models do not understand the motives, meaning, and context be-
hind interactions, such as easing a customer’s frustrations while troubleshooting a problem. 
Workers’ tacit knowledge gained through customer service experience is embedded in the 
language that AI systems appropriate. Reorienting our understanding of the type of labor or 
skill that generative AI is able to achieve, from creativity to replication of tacit knowledge, 
gives us a wider view of how occupations may be affected.

The Forms Generative AI Takes

The foundation models at the center of generative AI can be used to accomplish a variety 
of tasks, such as content creation, research and summarization, and task automation.18 
Given the wide range of tasks it can accomplish, various applications can be built on top of 
the model, such as chatbots and image generators. Users interact with these applications, 
not directly with generative AI models. While consumer-facing tools like ChatGPT and 
Midjourney are currently the most familiar forms of generative AI, companies that make soft-
ware for office work, like Zoom, Slack, Office 365, and Notion, are rapidly integrating gener-
ative AI into their products. Zoom users can opt into AI-generated transcripts of meetings as 
well as synthesis of the meeting discussion.19 Companies using Slack for communication and 
project management can query answers from across the entire organization’s users.20 Public 
institutions are also enticed by the promises of a more efficient and responsive government. 
New York City is already experimenting with an AI chatbot to answer business inquiries 
about city rules and regulations.21 A study by GitHub of developer satisfaction with Copilot 

Generative AI and Labor: Power, Hype, and Value at Work



- 8 -

CONTENTSData & Society

found that coders thought the application offered value by automating repetitive and boring 
tasks, allowing them to focus on more “meaningful” work.22 In these cases, applications pur-
portedly enhance worker productivity by automating some aspects of work. These applica-
tions may still have downstream effects, such as displacing transcriptionists or reducing the 
total amount of labor hours needed within a particular sector.

Other institutions intend to use generative AI to significantly change their business opera-
tions. For example, Duolingo has reached an agreement with OpenAI to potentially develop 
chatbots and other tools to spur more and “better” customized conversations with learners.23 
Call center companies are creating chatbots to guide workers, which could potentially replace 
human call center workers in the future.24 Adobe Creative Cloud is integrating AI into its 
suite of graphic design tools amid fears of job displacement for designers.25 Nevada will use 
AI to adjudicate appeals for unemployment benefits due to a large backload because of the 
pandemic. The state’s partnership with Google estimates that automating this process could 
reduce the amount of time it takes to render a decision from several hours to mere minutes.26 
These instances reflect more extensive automation of work responsibilities central to busi-
ness operations — making benefits determinations, fielding customer service requests, and 
teaching users how to converse in a foreign language — potentially displacing workers.

The following table categorizes applications of generative AI although there are overlaps as 
automation is not straightforward. Some applications may be marketed as augmentative, 
such as Adobe AI, but the company is also offering an enterprise model to large corporations. 
The line between augmentation and automation is thin, and the tipping point is determined 
by who controls the technology and who has a choice in its use. 
 
Types of Generative AI Applications in the Workplace

Consumer-facing 
tools

Integration into 
existing work 
applications

Specialized 
enterprise tools

Examples of 
applications

ChatGPT, 
Midjourney, 
DALL-E, Gemini

Zoom AI, Slack AI, 
Microsoft GitHub 
Copilot, Adobe AI

Duolingo AI chatbot, 
Call center chatbots, 
State of Nevada 
benefits adjudication

Data inputs to 
fine-tune the 
application

User-inputted data May include 
company’s user data 
such as documents, 
instant messages, 
code, and images

Industrial data 
collected on the job 
such as client-worker 
conversations, 
constituent data

Uses General: For 
individual consumer 
use such as drafting 
emails, image-
generation, and 
general queries

Augmentation: 
Applications assist 
users with specific 
functions such as 
code automation, 
transcription and 
summarization, 
workflow 
management

Automation: 
Application designed 
to significantly 
automate work that 
benefits the larger 
institution
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Major tech companies have also begun introducing AI agents, another layer of automation, 
into mainstream use. AI agents are given more autonomy to interact with their surround-
ings, gather data from sensors and other inputs, and perform tasks independently, without 
needing instructions. One example is customer chatbots that can respond to questions, pro-
cess transactions like issuing refunds, and escalate problems to a human agent if necessary.27 
Generative AI is taking many forms to appeal to a wide audience; however, not all uses of AI 
are appropriate, and failure to understand the limitations and contexts for the technology can 
have economic, legal, and social implications.

The Actors Behind Generative AI

With the release of an early demo of OpenAI’s chatbot, ChatGPT, AI suddenly became 
available to a large segment of the population. The easy-to-use application quickly gained 
attention and just three months later, OpenAI reported over 100 million active users.28 
Within six months, Anthropic’s Claude, Google’s Gemini, and Meta’s LLaMa were all 
publicly released. The rise of generative AI introduces a new set of actors into the tech 
space, including high-profile companies like OpenAI, Anthropic, and Hugging Face.

These companies join established tech giants like Google, Microsoft, Amazon, and Facebook 
in developing AI models. Although research labs DeepMind, OpenAI, and Anthropic began 
with a social mission, these entities quickly became intertwined with larger tech corporations. 
In 2015, OpenAI, for example, started as a nonprofit organization with a mission of “en-
suring that artificial general intelligence benefits all of humanity.” Four years later, it created 
a capped for-profit entity which allowed it to attract funding to hire more talent and purchase 
more computational power, according to the company’s CEO.29 This transition saw OpenAI 
develop a strong relationship with Microsoft, its first big funder, serving as the former’s ex-
clusive cloud provider, and coordinating research and product development.30

These close relationships and high-value funding from major tech players are typical of the 
landscape. Anthropic, started in 2021 by two former OpenAI executives, is heavily funded by 
Google and Amazon, to the tune of $6 billion. Amazon will also serve as Anthropic’s primary 
cloud provider.31 DeepMind was acquired by Google in 2014. Hugging Face is valued at 
$4.5 billion, with significant investments from Google and Nvidia.32 As AINow explains, the 
competition for computing power and microchips is so intense that these monopolistic rela-
tionships are almost inevitable.33 However, such close relationships should draw skepticism 
about the independence of these start-ups and concerns of further consolidation within the 
tech sector.34 These narrow and interconnected casts of actors are shaping the future of gen-
erative AI, its intended uses, and long-term impact.

Limitations and Concerns

AI and automation technologies are transforming work, but it is increasingly clear that while 
these tools are powerful, they have significant limitations. These limitations introduce risks 
and affect the quality and accuracy of results. Additionally, how we choose to use and regu-
late AI has significant social implications.

Generative AI and Labor: Power, Hype, and Value at Work
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One of the most discussed problems with generative AI is the tendency of the technology to 
“hallucinate,” or produce outputs that are false or made up. New York City’s AI chatbot, for ex-
ample, dispensed false information that could have resulted in companies breaking laws, theft 
of workers’ tips, residents losing critical affordable housing, and the city failing to enforce its 
own laws. In another instance, a judge determined that an airline had to honor a decision made 
by its AI chatbot although it conflicted with the airline’s own policies.35 Researchers Sourav 
Banarjee, Ayushi Agarwal, and Saloni Singla argue that hallucinations are not just infrequent 
mistakes, but inherent in LLMs, raising questions about the soundness of a key feature of the 
technology.36 On the other hand, researchers have also identified the problem of “plagiaristic 
outputs” whereby LLMs repeat, near-verbatim, text from training data.37 LLMs’ inconsisten-
cies in identifying sources of information contribute to this problem.

Despite the insistence of AI companies that information on the internet is “fair use” and that 
foundation models don’t plagiarize, this is actively being challenged in court by creators and 
companies like The New York Times, which have seen their work scraped to train models. As 
of October 2024, over 30 lawsuits have been filed against AI companies.38 In addition to le-
gality, generative AI raises important questions of ownership, privacy, autonomy, and profes-
sionalism. Many creators — writers, artists, musicians, journalists, and others — are rightly 
infuriated by the illegal scraping of their life’s work to build foundation models. Their work 
was taken without consent, compensation, or acknowledgment. Some creators are also wit-
nessing the theft of their identities and reputation, as generative AI produces work based on 
their styles, sometimes using their names. This raises ethical concerns about what principles 
we are willing to give up in the pursuit of innovation.

In addition, generative AI’s inability to judge the quality of data raises concerns of bias. 
Most foundation models are trained on unfiltered and unlabeled data from the entirety of 
the internet, which is rife with bias, prejudice, and stereotypes. Generative AI’s inability 
to parse nuance and relational complexities that are central to a person’s job, and limited 
scope of understanding of work-related situations, directly affects how it will be imple-
mented in the workplace.

With the release of each new version of an AI product, there is an underlying promise of in-
finite improvement — that limitations and biases will be fixed as we get one step closer to ar-
tificial general intelligence (AGI). New research shows that when AI models are trained on 
AI-generated data, the quality of the model’s output gradually degrades, an effect that gets 
worse as the output of subsequent models is also used as training data.39 There is a growing 
circularity in knowledge production of generative AI tools. For example, AI search engine 
Perplexity was found to use AI-generated articles as an information source.40 Given this lim-
itation, there is a strong incentive to identify and extract other forms of data, including indus-
trial data from workers.

As Part Three of this primer argues, these limitations and concerns intersect with economic 
and social decisions about when to use generative AI in the workplace and the resulting impact.
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Part Two:  
AI’s Dependence  
on Human Labor
There are major power imbalances between the small concentration of companies with the 
capital and resources to build and profit from AI systems, and the people whose data labor 
supports their production. The latter includes the millions of individuals whose materials 
are scraped into AI datasets: the writers, artists, photographers, and others whose work is 
commodified and scraped or sold by companies; the various workforces whose own digital 
likenesses are collected and reproduced; and the workers who train and build AI systems. 
While these workforces span sectors and geographies, they have many issues in common. 
These include challenges over pay and compensation, a loss of control around when and 
how one’s data is used, and struggles to build collective responses among isolated and 
often precarious workers in a rapidly changing marketplace of AI products. AI development 
also often relies on the exploitation of legal gray areas, whether by skirting labor laws in 
host countries where data work is outsourced or bypassing copyright and licensing protec-
tions to acquire more data.

Data work and the commodification of workers’ data is far from new.41 Terms like “data colo-
nialism” and “data capitalism” have been used to describe the extractive dynamics that have 
created a global economic model based on the conversion of massive amounts of data into 
commercial profits.42 This section considers how generative AI is built on human labor, and 
how the underlying business models have an impact on workers’ livelihoods, working con-
ditions, and avenues for challenging growing power imbalances between AI companies and 
workers.

Generative AI and Labor: Power, Hype, and Value at Work
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Amassing Content for Training Data

Generative AI models depend on vast amounts of data taken from multiple sources. For ex-
ample, in order to develop AI image generators, developers scraped millions of images from 
sites like Flickr, DeviantArt, Instagram, and Getty Images. Workers in creative and other 
industries are responding to the accelerated and systematic use of their content without 
their knowledge, consent, or compensation. Some have called on the industry to take the 
high road. The Authors Guild published an open letter calling on OpenAI, Alphabet, Meta, 
Stability AI, IBM, and Microsoft to “obtain consent, credit, and fairly compensate writers 
for the use of copyrighted materials in training AI.”43 In response to rampant web scraping of 
such materials by AI companies, some media organizations have responded by blocking AI 
web crawlers.44 Another proposal from regulators has been the application of “algorithmic 
disgorgement,” an enforcement strategy that would require companies to delete products 
built on ill-gotten data.45

Others have turned to legal challenges through copyright and licensing lawsuits. For instance, 
an ongoing class action lawsuit brought by several artists alleges that AI image generators 
used their artwork in training datasets without consent or compensation.46 Meanwhile, gen-
erative AI companies have largely prevaricated about the provenance of their training data. 
OpenAI chief operating officer Brad Lightcap refused to say whether Sora, its text-to-video 
model, was trained on YouTube content.47 At the same time, YouTube creators filed a class 
action lawsuit against OpenAI for using their transcripts,48 and an investigation from Proof 
News found that more than 48,000 YouTube channels were used by companies like Anthropic 
and Nvidia to train their AI models.49

Writers and content creators have been among the first to feel the impact of generative AI 
applications as a labor issue. In these contexts, creatives struggle with ownership, compensa-
tion, and control. However, other occupations and forms of professional knowledge are being 
commodified as they are incorporated into training datasets. For example, Remotasks, a sub-
sidiary company of Scale AI, demanded its contract data workers share datasets from their 
own daily business operations, which was used to train AI products that would be marketed 
to small businesses.50 Operators’ conversational data in workplaces like call centers have sim-
ilarly provided optimal “captive” settings for extracting more training data to build conver-
sational AI, for which workers are often not compensated. Similarly, as researcher Milagros 
Miceli highlights, data workers are sometimes required to generate data themselves, be-
coming part of the systems that they build, including recording their voices or uploading per-
sonal photographs.51

Workers face two kinds of challenges over ownership and fair compensation. First is how in-
dependent workers can find ways to collectively challenge the amassment of their data. These 
issues pertain not only to the practices of AI companies but also to other corporate actors. 
For instance, some authors are now contending with book contracts that contain clauses al-
lowing their books to be used to train AI. Informa, the parent company of academic pub-
lisher Taylor & Francis, struck a deal with Microsoft to sell the company access to its authors’ 



- 13 -

CONTENTS

publications for this purpose. However, academics who have written under the publisher 
claim they were neither asked nor even informed about the deal.52

Second, workers employed within organizations generally have little say over the content 
they produce. Much like the coercive dynamics that pressure workers to give up their data 
to employers, workers often have little leverage to refuse in relation to AI.53 Major media 
companies including Time Inc., Vox Media, Condé Nast, and News Corp have entered li-
censing deals with OpenAI to allow them to use their writers’ archives for LLM training. And 
media organizations themselves have used generative AI to repurpose their employees’ con-
tent.54 One popular tech blog used its former staff journalists’ faces and names to continue 
publishing by running their old work through AI summarizers.55 Labor journalist Hamilton 
Nolan has argued that such deals are equivalent to “selling your house for firewood,” as news 
organizations accept short-term profits at the cost of longer-term harm to the media eco-
system and the sustainability of media companies.56 In a British Academy report, researchers 
Kate Miltner and Tim Highfield point out that even in instances where more stakeholders 
have been brought into consultation and policymaking processes around AI, it is usually cor-
porate interests such as record labels or film studios that are involved, rather than creative 
industry workers themselves.57

In both cases — as independent freelancers or employees — there are limited legal mecha-
nisms for recourse through which workers can regain some degree of autonomy over their 
data. Few workers have the time, resources, and finances to leverage lawsuits to challenge the 
uncompensated commodification of their work. Moreover, scholars have observed that US 
copyright law was not designed for nor equipped to address the kinds of harms that genera-
tive AI companies are now raising.58 AI companies are also preempting such efforts: for ex-
ample, OpenAI announced a “Copyright Shield” that would defend users and pay damages 
against any legal claims for copyright infringement that might arise from AI outputs.59

Overall, workers whose data is being incorporated into generative AI’s massive aggregation 
of human knowledge must grapple with the question of what kind of relationships they want 
to have with generative AI. Responses may vary widely from one industry to another. During 
the 2023 Writers’ Guild contract negotiations, writers did not collectively advocate banning 
generative AI use in their industry, but instead pushed for writers’ control over its use as a 
complementary tool, and how writers could receive full credit and compensation in ways that 
preserved their livelihoods.

Data Workforces Behind AI

Human labor is present at every stage of development and operation of AI and automated 
systems. In order for data to be usable to train AI systems, it must first be processed and 
annotated, and human oversight is needed to assess AI’s output to further refine its perfor-
mance. A plethora of scholarship, investigative journalism, and writing from workers them-
selves have explored the experiences of this immense workforce, which encompasses data 
annotators, content moderators, data entry workers, and people who do a variety of tasks 
on crowd-work platforms. Researchers Mary Gray and Siddarth Suri have coined the term 
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“ghost work” to describe this hidden, often unrecognized workforce that is distributed glob-
ally and across numerous outsourcing firms.60

Recently, labor organizers within the tech sector have made efforts to push back against the 
exclusion of data workers from our understanding of who counts as a tech worker.61 While a 
tech company may formally employ only a few hundred workers, it relies on the work of tens 
of thousands of data workers. As workers consider the labor implications of AI within their 
own industries, this should include the data workforces and physical infrastructures that are 
rapidly expanding to meet computing needs and business demands.

Data workers generally face poor working conditions under outsourcing companies, in-
cluding low wages and wage theft by employers,62 job insecurity,63 and the suppression of 
labor organizing. Researcher Adrienne Williams discusses how these workforces are often re-
cruited from vulnerable populations that can serve as “captive audiences,” such as prison in-
mates, refugee populations, and people from regions facing severe economic crises.64 Projects 
like the Data Workers’ Inquiry, which features contributions from 16 data workers, high-
light similarities in working conditions and workers’ experiences across four continents.65 
Moreover, outsourcing companies have been criticized for exploiting gaps in labor protec-
tions or outright violations of labor laws. In May 2024, data workers in Kenya published an 
open letter to President Biden outlining how US companies like Meta flout local labor laws 
while creating dismal working conditions and undermining worker organizing.66 Researcher 
Julian Posada argues that emergent AI and labor regulation typically ignore data workers in 
both the client countries and the countries hosting the workforces.67

One major issue affecting workplace conditions is the nature of the work itself. Cleaning, an-
notating, and debiasing datasets is one of the main mechanisms to mitigate AI’s discriminatory 
or negative impact. Similar to the outsourced work of content moderators for platforms like 
Facebook, producing training data that enables a system to recognize inappropriate language 
or images requires a workforce to manually label toxic content. Numerous investigations into 
these workforces in countries like Kenya68 and Venezuela69 highlight the severe psychological 
toll on workers who must review toxic content. One example of this has been OpenAI’s con-
tract with Sama, an outsourcing firm in Kenya that required workers to manually review and 
label traumatizing content, including violence, hate speech, and sexual abuse material.70

Lastly, the growth of generative AI entails not only expansion of the data annotation industry 
but also the physical infrastructures that power both the development and continued opera-
tions of AI systems. Like other computing processes, generative AI technologies are highly re-
source-intensive, as data centers require immense consumption of water and electricity. Such 
resource extraction projects are also labor concerns, because they affect local communities’ 
health and economic well-being. These issues came to the fore following the construction 
of a data center in a historically Black neighborhood in Memphis, Tennessee, to power Elon 
Musk’s artificial intelligence company, xAI. While xAI promised local officials that the center 
would bring job growth and economic development, community organizations have said 
that the company made no effort to recruit local residents or offer them workforce training, 
but instead placed strains on local grid infrastructure and contributed to industrial pollution 
in the area.71 More broadly, both local and global environmental issues have been a major 
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dimension of tech worker organizing. Tech employees have strived to hold their employers 
accountable as tech companies’ growing investments in AI are undermining their own stated 
environmental goals to reduce their carbon footprints.72

Commodification of Workers’ Images and Voices

In addition to creatively produced content, the replication of individuals’ faces, bodies, and 
voices raises specific challenges around workers’ dignity, identity, and bodily autonomy that 
go beyond questions of ownership over content or creative styles. The reproduction of one’s 
image or voice is certainly not new, as many professionals’ unique faces and voices are a crit-
ical part of their work. However, these issues came to the forefront during the Screen Actors 
Guild-American Federation of Television and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA) negotiations, 
where the guild sought to secure a baseline of protections around the creation and use of dig-
ital replicas or digital alterations of performers, such as requiring informed consent, the right 
to information about specific uses of synthetic images, and the right to compensation for use 
of one’s image.73

Occupations with public visibility may have to grapple with this form of data commodifica-
tion in the future. This includes voice actors, social media influencers, government workers 
and politicians, journalists, sex workers, athletes, and various other public-facing occupa-
tions. In general, workers have little control or transparency over how their images are com-
modified. And the ability to reduce costs by replicating a worker’s image raises questions 
about unequal impact. Within the fashion industry, for instance, the availability of generative 
AI tools and 3D body scanning technologies has made it easier for brands to sidestep pay, 
contracts, and usage norms to use models’ images indefinitely and without compensation. 
Simultaneously, AI companies have promised to help brands bring more diversity through 
the use of “diverse” AI-generated fashion images, which may result in fewer opportunities 
for models of color.74 Similarly, within the music industry, researcher Enongo Lumumba-
Kasongo has argued that the commodification of Black artists may lead to a future where 
they “may have to regularly contend with the use of AI to invoke Black voices and forms of 
expression in the absence of actual Black performers.”75 Rather than addressing underrepre-
sentation, pay inequity, and racial discrimination, some industry actors may choose to side-
step these concerns with the aid of AI-generated content.

The personal nature of individuals’ images and voices also raises questions about workers’ 
dignity and bodily autonomy. With the wide availability of open-source AI image genera-
tors, nonconsensual image abuse has escalated as a tactic to harass, humiliate, or manip-
ulate workers across a variety of professions. There have been several high-profile cases of 
AI manipulation of public figures, including the postmortem AI recreation of the late actor 
Robin Williams’s face, and the use of actors’ AI-generated voices to bypass the SAG-AFTRA 
strike.76 Women and LGBTQIA+ public figures in particular have become vulnerable to AI 
deepfake pornography as a harassment tactic — including public figures such as singer Taylor 
Swift, Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez,77 an investigative journalist,78 and several 
actresses and social media influencers. Other tactics have been used to damage workers’ rep-
utations: in one case, several video game voice actors were harassed and doxxed online using 
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their synthetic voices to fabricate offensive content.79 This raises serious concerns about the 
impact on workers with far less power and political leverage, and because calls to regulate AI 
image misuse tend to only focus on the most extreme cases. In the age of social media, po-
litical targeting of some occupations leaves workers vulnerable to mass digital harassment — 
among them, for example, reproductive care workers,80 election workers,81 sex workers,82 and 
public school employees.83

These emerging issues point to a future where labor unions, regulators, and platforms may 
need to consider workers’ image rights as well as broader intersections between data collec-
tion, body autonomy, and dignity. Heavily unionized sectors have been able to gain some 
wins. Following the SAG-AFTRA/WGA strikes, SAG-AFTRA won some stipulations around 
obtaining actors’ consent to use their likenesses or voices for AI, although the deal has faced 
criticism for containing potentially-exploitable loopholes.84 The National Association of Voice 
Actors has advocated for contracts for performers that include consent, explicit limits on 
use of results and proceeds from AI/synthetic voice use, ability to opt out, and the storage 
and tracking of voice data.85 In terms of regulation, states like California passed legislation 
that would require consent from the estates of deceased performers to use their digital like-
nesses.86 At the federal and state levels, several bills have been put forward to combat non-
consensual deepfakes.87 However, while a baseline of informed consent may be a critical first 
step, major power and information asymmetries across industries remain symptomatic of 
broader challenges around pervasive worker datafication. The challenge may necessitate con-
ceiving of new kinds of labor rights and protections — such as bans on perpetual usage rights 
or a right to “retire” one’s synthetic image or voice.

Data & Society
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Part Three:  
Embedding Generative  
AI in the Workplace
A major narrative around the emergence of generative AI has been that — as a versatile and 
accessible technology — anyone can adopt it to enhance their workflows. Artists and de-
signers can produce dozens of fully fleshed-out images with the right prompts. White-collar 
professionals can save hours of their day by quickly assembling email responses. Teachers can 
brainstorm lesson plans and reallocate more time to their students. Workers can adopt gen-
erative AI as part of their everyday workflow. However, AI frequently enters the workplace 
through companies investing in AI, whether by integrating it into existing work applications, 
adopting specialized enterprise technologies, or, increasingly, placing informal expectations 
on employees to use such tools in their daily routines.

This section considers how we can critically interrogate some of the prevailing assumptions 
about how workers are using generative AI, what work is being automated and what isn’t, 
where it builds on older practices of algorithmic control, and its role within broader organiza-
tional and financial trends within industries. The stakes of generative AI go beyond individual 
workers’ choice to either harness its power or be “left behind.” While many aspects of gen-
erative AI seem new, it reinforces vulnerabilities within the economy and society that many 
workers are familiar with: struggles over how work is valued and compensated, who has deci-
sion-making power, and who benefits.

Automation, Deskilling, and Devaluation

Whether AI will displace jobs has dominated discussions about generative AI. Similar to 
past waves of automation hype, various estimates have circulated. In mid-2023, consulting 
firm McKinsey predicted that 30 percent of work hours would be automated by 2030.88 A 
year later, these projections were scaled back with more cautious, though still widely varying, 
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claims. In practice, automation rarely replaces human workers outright. Instead, it often par-
tially automates specific skills or tasks and reconfigures how humans work alongside ma-
chines.89 Proponents of generative AI highlight its ability to automate simple or repetitive 
tasks and assist in generating a “first draft,” enabling users to focus on more challenging 
work. While generative AI can augment work, it can also obscure new dynamics of extraction 
and devalue human effort.

As with past iterations of what scholar Astra Taylor calls “fauxtomation” — or the concealment 
of human labor behind automation — the output of generative AI often requires considerable 
reworking in order to appear to be labor-saving.90 Copywriters are hired to edit and “re-hu-
manize” poorly written, AI-generated text while being paid less for doing similar work they had 
done in the past under the rationale that they contribute less value.91 Workers are expected to 
take on responsibilities assumed to be seamlessly delegated to AI. An industry-wide survey re-
port from AP News examining journalists’ adoption of generative AI found that in some cases 
it functioned, as one journalist respondent put it, much like self-service checkout, in that staff 
journalists are increasingly expected to do extra editing or proofreading work that would have 
otherwise gone out to contract freelancers.92

In other cases, such as the growing use of AI chatbots, there is an assumption that generative 
AI can fully replicate what workers like customer service agents can do. In some cases, gen-
erative AI chatbots are similar to “autonomous” vehicles that require remote command cen-
ters where humans take the wheel when necessary.93 They may conceal entire workforces who 
must learn to “speak” like a bot. Writer Laura Preston described her experience working as 
part of a team of human operators behind a real estate chatbot named Brenda. She describes 
her role as intertwined with Brenda’s machine intelligence: “I wasn’t so much taking over 
for her as I was turning cranks behind the curtain, nudging her this way and that. Our mes-
sages were little collaborations. We were a two-headed creature, neither of us speaking on our 
own, but passing the words between us.”94 In other words, Preston, like other skilled workers, 
wasn’t just a backup to handle tasks the chatbot couldn’t manage; she was an integral part of 
the “intelligence” that powered the AI.

The devaluation of humans behind AI often conceals the extent of these human-machine 
collaborations and perpetuates a reductive understanding of skill and professional knowl-
edge. Proponents have touted generative AI, in particular, as a breakthrough for its ability to 
replicate specific kinds of expertise, spawning speculations of future “AI doctors,” “AI law-
yers,” and so forth. However, researchers have drawn attention to the prevalence of AI hal-
lucinations, which can bring significant harm in high-stakes contexts. In a recent Stanford 
study, Matthew Dahl, Varun Magesh, Mirac Suzgun, and Daniel E. Ho found that common 
legal practice technologies like LexisNexis (Lexis+ AI) and Thomson Reuters (Westlaw AI-
Assisted Research and Ask Practical Law AI) hallucinate between 17 percent and 33 percent 
of the time; they particularly struggled with accurate information about local law.95 In one 
such instance, a New York court sanctioned two lawyers for submitting a legal brief that con-
tained six hallucinated case citations.96 In the health care context, an AI transcription tool 
used in hospitals was found to fabricate entire sections of text, including racial commentary 
and imaginary medical treatments.97
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However, the problems of AI “expertise” extend beyond the risks of committing strictly 
factual errors. Occupations are not merely collections of discrete, operationalizable tasks; 
they encompass ethical norms and standards, context-based knowledge, and institutional 
memory, as well as constantly shifting social networks and relationships. While AI chatbots 
can simulate complex human social interactions, it is often the nuanced, relational dimen-
sions of social interactions that are most critical in navigating high-stakes occupational de-
cision-making. In 2023, for instance, the National Eating Disorders Association laid off its 
helpline staff shortly after they voted to unionize, replacing them with a “wellness” chatbot.98 
But the nonprofit was forced to suspend the bot after it told people calling the eating disorder 
helpline to try losing weight.99 AI-driven translation that misses cultural and context-based 
nuances can have similarly grave consequences; the growing use of AI translation rather than 
human interpreters in the US immigration system and international aid institutions has un-
dermined asylum cases through both subtle and overt mistranslation.100 These issues are ex-
acerbated by the fact that LLMs perform poorly in non-English languages, particularly those 
from Global Majority countries.101

Finally, it is important to consider that when certain roles or tasks are automated, it may lead 
to inequitable outcomes. In industries where generative AI has resulted in job cuts, these 
have often disproportionately affected junior or entry-level positions. As researcher Molly 
Kinder points out, recent diversity gains in Hollywood have been concentrated in such roles, 
where more than 80 percent of entry-level staff were women and people of color, compared 
to only one-third of executive producers.102 A January 2024 survey commissioned by the 
Animation Guild found similar patterns among animation artists and writers: most layoffs 
affected entry-level and junior roles, which are often crucial pathways for people from under-
represented backgrounds to enter the industry and advance their careers. As a result, these 
trends may lead to a less diverse industry that primarily favors white men and the already af-
fluent and well-connected.103 Similarly, some law firms are eliminating paralegal and junior 
administrative positions, even though such roles may be important for skills training, expe-
rience-building, and professionalization pipelines within the legal field.104 Other professions, 
such as software engineering, may face similar issues, as partial automation of tasks may re-
move opportunities for junior engineers to receive critical practice and learning through re-
petitive coding work.

AI and New Forms of Algorithmic Control

One dimension often overlooked in public discourse about generative AI is that beyond its 
potential to automate labor, its integration into pre-existing workflows can also regiment 
workers and further facilitate workplace datafication. Data is an integral part of work, and 
many employers manage workers through algorithms. Algorithmic management systems 
parse through many data points to arrive at automated decisions that are not transparent to 
workers. Capturing this data through worker surveillance systems allows for automation of 
task allocation, reorganization of workflows, disciplinary action, and other management deci-
sions.105 Although algorithmic systems affect frontline workers, employers are automating the 
responsibilities of managers who assign such tasks.
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While many of these uses are still nascent, generative AI technologies are gradually coming 
into use in divisions like human resources, where “people management” software employs 
generative AI to aggregate disparate data about employees and output summaries of their 
activities, assess their behavior, or produce performance evaluations.106 Generative AI is not 
only automating aspects of HR professionals’ jobs but also influencing how workers are man-
aged, promoted, or evaluated and how workers perform in response to these systems.

Employers’ use of generative AI to sort and evaluate workers thus raises many of the same 
challenges around power, bias, and accountability, as do other automated decision-making 
systems, such as hiring algorithms and screening tools for government benefits.107 In Nevada, 
for example, the state government contracted Google to use generative AI to analyze tran-
scripts from unemployment appeals hearings and issue recommendations on whether claim-
ants should receive benefits. But while such changes are promoted as essential for reducing 
application backlogs, critics counter that addressing any potential bias would require mean-
ingful human review, which AI implementation seems poised to undermine.108

A more extreme example of this can be found in call centers, where generative AI has been de-
ployed in real-time to guide employees’ behavior, such as how they handle an interaction or 
their emotional responses.109 In general, call center workers and similar customer service roles 
have long been subject to pervasive digital monitoring and automated management.110 In the 
past, companies like Cogito, which offers coaching and “behavioral analysis” software to mon-
itor customer service workers, have been criticized for creating hostile, hyper-surveilled work 
environments.111 The use of generative AI builds upon these practices by producing interpre-
tations and judgments of workplace interactions. For example, IBM touts a variety of uses for 
generative AI to “summarize and analyze complaints, customer journeys, and more.”112 Cogito 
itself recently announced the integration of generative AI to summarize and further quantify 
customer service interactions.113 Such software not only mines workers’ conversational data 
to train AI chatbots that may potentially replace them, but uses their past responses to gen-
erate scripts that manage and regiment their customer interactions.114 In other words, workers’ 
agency, professional judgment, and social interactions are increasingly restricted through such 
feedback loops.

Distinctions between technologies that augment work and those that manage workers may 
be further blurred with the growing use of AI assistants. In 2024, Uber announced it would 
launch an Open AI-powered chatbot in its driver-facing app that would provide drivers with 
“personalized answers” on questions around electric vehicle adoption.115 But while the chat-
bot’s current role is limited, the company’s track record of using drivers’ personalized data to 
steer their behavior and calculate pay rates raises questions about the extent to which such 
interfaces may deepen algorithmic control. The framing of chatbots as “assistants” rather 
than as algorithmic managers can potentially obscure the power dynamics that have allowed 
gig platform companies to distance themselves from the control they wield over their work-
forces. The opacity of these systems thus recall past challenges to algorithmic management 
around loss of control, unfair and discriminatory decisions, and a lack of avenues for re-
course. However, what is novel in this context is how generative AI is being deployed to ana-
lyze large quantities of text and simulate human reasoning and interpretations in a way that 
can appear “intelligent,” or even infallible.
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AI in the Context of Broader Business Models

AI is often invoked as an independent force that leads to seemingly inevitable outcomes, such 
as mass layoffs or declining working conditions. But such results do not happen in a vacuum. 
Existing economic models, social norms, and political conditions support how and whether 
new technologies are adopted. Often, decisions to introduce new technologies are only one 
component of much broader organizational and financial trends within industries.116 In some 
contexts, critics have drawn parallels between generative AI and the rise of gig platform com-
panies, where the core “innovation” may have less to do with efficiency than a growing re-
liance on outsourced contractor labor, intensified workflows, and increased competition.117 
Critically evaluating generative AI’s incorporation into workplaces should begin by asking 
what a particular tool allows employers to do, and what incentives are driving its adoption 
beyond promises of rising productivity.

For decades before the emergence of generative AI, journalists and screenwriters contended 
with rising job insecurity, inequitable payment models, and cyclical layoffs that were normal-
ized with new business models. Media companies have been in crisis for years, as private eq-
uity takeovers gutted the staff and resources of news outlets in favor of short-term profits for 
parent companies.118 Nevertheless, several media companies have cited generative AI as the 
reason behind mass layoffs. After years of financial decline, Arena Group, which owns Men’s 
Journal and Sports Illustrated, announced that it would start publishing AI-generated articles 
at the same time as it announced another round of job cuts.119 Major media executives have 
identified AI as a way to operate newsrooms in leaner, more flexible ways.120 Vice’s bank-
ruptcy filing illustrates this trend, as the company restructured to a “studio model,” transi-
tioning content production to social media and relying more on flexible contract labor.121 
These decisions may have less to do with AI’s effectiveness at replacing human workers and 
more with the de-prioritization of certain operations and roles. In the video game industry, 
for example, many companies adopted generative AI as a cost-cutting measure, often sacri-
ficing production quality and compensating for workforce attrition following layoffs.122

In Hollywood, the shift toward streaming services has similarly affected TV writers, where 
uncertain residual payments, shortened production schedules, and “lean” writing rooms has 
led to lower pay and weakened bargaining power.123 This is not a new phenomenon, but re-
calls other practices like algorithmically driven “lean scheduling” in retail, which shifts the 
workload burdens of understaffing on managers to handle routine tasks.

In other contexts, such practices are also justified by claims of labor shortages. In the nursing 
field, for example, NVIDIA and Hippocratic AI have claimed to address a shortage of nurses 
by implementing video calls with computer-generated animations that cost hospitals $9 an 
hour. In contrast, National Nurses United (NNU), the largest organization of registered 
nurses in the US, has pointed to Bureau of Labor Statistics data that shows a major work-
force surplus of actively licensed nurses.124 Instead, NNU argues that healthcare executives 
have adopted policies of understaffing nurses in order to extract maximum profits while at 
the same time eroding working conditions, leading to reduced retention rates.125
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Other practices can shift risks and costs onto precarious subcontracted workers. An employer 
may decide that a position no longer contributes enough value to warrant full-time employ-
ment because part of that role’s work is done with the aid of AI. In such cases, tasks might 
be broken into smaller components and divided between higher paid in-house work versus 
work that is contracted out. The rise of platforms like Upwork and Fiverr has created digital 
marketplaces that bring global workforces of freelancers who take on piecemeal gigs from cli-
ents. Workers on freelance gig platforms increasingly use generative AI for tasks like illustra-
tion, copywriting, translation, and coding.126 However, generative AI may accelerate a “race 
to the bottom” as these workers face increased competition.127 A Rest of World investigation 
into outsourced freelance work in countries like Nigeria, Mexico, and the Philippines shows 
that globally, workers are facing increasing competitive pressures that drive down rates amid 
dwindling commissions.128 In theory, augmenting work with AI could enable a designer to 
easily produce dozens of variations on an idea in rapid succession, but this does not mean 
that employers or clients will pay more for the larger number of outputs. Concept artist Karla 
Ortiz has written about being increasingly forced to compete with and “outbid” AI image 
generators in her dealings with clients.129

Finally, we must consider how the introduction of new technologies intersects with broader 
labor politics and power relations. What do narratives about workers’ disposability enable 
employers to do? While public interest in generative AI has largely focused on white collar 
and “creative” industries,130 many corporate applications have targeted frontline low-wage, 
feminized, and racially stratified occupations. These are also sectors that have seen a recent 
surge in labor organizing, strikes, and mobilizations around stagnant wages and poor treat-
ment during the COVID-19 pandemic. The discourse around generative AI has also fur-
thered racist, classist assumptions that low-wage jobs are unskilled, low value, and easy to au-
tomate away. Automation has consistently been used as a threat to discourage workers from 
demanding too much from their employers: in 2016, McDonald’s CEO stated that if the 
company’s frontline employees demanded a $15 minimum wage, they would be replaced by 
robots.131 Indeed, several major fast food retail companies have declared “AI-first” business 
strategies132 and have piloted experiments with generative AI. In 2022, McDonald’s part-
nered with IBM to replace drive-through workers with chatbots. Although this was quickly 
abandoned due to poor performance, the company is continuing to pursue AI integrations.133
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Conclusion
This primer argues that the labor impact of generative AI spans a vast landscape of work-
forces, labor processes, and geographies, even as AI companies perpetuate the rhetoric that 
generative AI merely enhances efficiency and automates away drudgery. Frontline workers 
who increasingly interact with AI and those workers whose labor underpins the technology 
are finding ways to challenge AI’s harmful impact, which includes new forms of control, de-
valuation of labor, deskilling, intensified work, and increased competition, among others.

But issues around compensation, working conditions, and job security also point to much 
broader emerging contradictions that lie at the heart of claims about generative AI’s present 
and future capabilities. As generative AI companies pursue ambitions to automate everything 
from customer service to medical diagnoses, we cannot allow claims about generative AI’s ca-
pabilities to go unchallenged. As this primer has shown, occupations are not merely clusters 
of tasks, and the replication of socially embedded professional knowledge is far from straight-
forward. Viewing generative AI’s capabilities as a form of “creativity” hides the reality of what 
types of tasks and knowledge are being automated. More important questions to ask are: 
What do such claims obscure, and what are the underlying assumptions about what can and 
should be automated? Humans step in and compensate for technology’s limitations, whether 
it is writers editing shoddy AI-generated text, remote workers steering a chatbot that cannot 
parse reality from hallucination, or data workers continually processing vast quantities of data 
in order for it to be fit for use. Yet while human labor is everywhere, such work becomes de-
valued and treated as a temporary stopgap before an assumed future of full automation. How 
AI is integrated into work raises important questions about the way we have constructed dif-
ferent categories of labor, the type of work that is performed, and what work and workers are 
deemed valuable or disposable.

Generative AI does not exist outside of current economic conditions of industries and their 
attendant inequalities and power dynamics. Within industries like media publishing, health 
care, service work, and the entertainment industry, generative AI has frequently been intro-
duced as a means to cut costs, to shift work to less costly contract workers, and to intensify 
practices of extracting more value from workers by collecting their data. This raises questions 
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about the sustainability, quality, and equity of both existing occupations as well as new con-
figurations of work.

A critical dimension of the devaluation of work has been the reduction of people’s labor to 
data, suggesting a need to envision more expansive rights and protections with regard to 
worker data. Workers are experiencing an accelerated loss of control around when and how 
their data is extracted and used. Moreover, the distinctions between workers who are users 
of AI versus those who help build it behind the scenes are becoming increasingly blurred. 
Yet a very small, powerful number of tech companies own the models and the computing 
power necessary to build today’s generative AI technologies and fund its future development. 
Future advancements of AI will continue to rely on data collected in the workplace, as the 
development of enterprise tools rely on workers as an iterative data source for future models. 
Further down the line, this can lead to worsening working conditions, greater precarity, and 
even displacement. However, AI regulation to date has not resulted in comprehensive data 
rights in the US. In contexts like the EU where data privacy rights have been codified, “data” 
often narrowly refers to personally identifiable information. There is an opportunity to more 
expansively define “data rights” to include both industrial data and personally identifying in-
formation. This is especially important given that AI companies have made no distinction be-
tween private and public information in their mass scraping of data.

Lastly, unequal impact across industries requires a broader range of actors to address workers’ 
relationship to AI. This is particularly true for industry-specific concerns, such as setting eth-
ical and professional norms134 and workplace standards. The labor implications of generative 
AI intersect with collective social goods, as AI technologies are integrated into fields like health 
care, education, government services, journalism, and law. In addition to contract discussions, 
labor unions and worker advocates may be able to negotiate with technology companies to take 
a high road on worker protections that set the standard for the entire industry.135 Others have 
developed AI principles, such as the Communications Workers of America 136 and the National 
Nurses United, which published a “Nurses and Patients’ Bill of Rights.” The latter combines 
issues around professional norms and workplace standards because nurses’ expertise in ethi-
cally implementing new technologies directly affects the quality of patient care.137 Governments 
must also play a leadership role, not only in regulating workplace AI but in setting rules and 
norms for public sector use of AI; the city of Boston, for instance, has produced guidelines for 
government employees on the use of generative AI.138

If future advancements in AI will rely on the extraction of more work data, this is a pivotal 
moment. Generative AI will continue to raise new challenges around expertise, compensa-
tion, accountability, and professional ethics. As entirely new systems of automation become 
a part of workplaces, unchecked surveillance and data collection intensifies, and lack of data 
rights allows for corporate ownership of material, reputational, and biometric data without 
worker consent, we need guardrails that address these changing power dynamics. Such con-
siderations should be a central part of public discourse regarding broader regulation of gen-
erative AI.
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