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1. Introduction
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is yet nowhere near re-

trieving “artificial general intelligence”: the ability 
to undertake a wide variety of cognitive tasks that 
humans can (Acemoglu & Restrepo, 2020; Malone, 
Rus & Laubacher, 2020). Nevertheless, different fields 
of AI, such as machine learning, robotics, computer 
vision, and natural language processing, are already 
succeeding in performing complex problem-solving 
tasks as humans would normally do; voice assistants, 
image recognition, and algorithmic hiring1 are just a 
few examples. Although the effects of AI implemen-
tation on labour yet remains unclear2, it is essential to 
understand how workers perceive its impact on their 
work and related outcomes.

Based on qualitative research, this policy brief pro-
vides firm-specific insights about whether and how 
workers (in-)directly affected by AI implementation 
experience a change in their work and work environ-
ment. We interviewed 25 workers at two multina-
tional private-sector companies that have recently 
implemented new AI applications. The semi-struc-
tured interviews took place in 2018-2019 and 2021. 
To detect patterns in workers’ perceptions, we ana-
lysed respective interview transcripts using the quali-

1. For more information about how AI is used in hiring process-
es, please see the second ai:conomics policy brief.

2. To read up on the current scope of the effect of AI on work 
and workers, please see the first ai:conomics policy brief.

Key messages
 z This policy brief provides insights about how 

workers (in)directly affected by AI implementation 
experience a change in their work and work envi-
ronment.

 z  For this purpose, we conducted 25 in-depth inter-
views with workers from two multinational pri-
vate-sector companies that implemented AI.

 z  Findings suggest that, although several workers 
were aware of threats such as technological re-
placement and highlighted human’s superiority 
in certain tasks, most workers acknowledged the 
added value of AI. 

 z  Furthermore, most workers experienced increased 
productivity, while some also feared higher work-
loads as a consequence. 

 z  Nevertheless, no substantial changes in tasks, skill 
demands, well-being or satisfaction were found as 
a response to AI implementation. 

 z  Interestingly, perceptions of future employment 
security depended on the implementation context: 
interviewees from one company were mostly aware 
of potential displacement effects, while in the other 
the AI was perceived as a complementing tool.

 z  While this brief allows for nuanced insights on in-
dividuals’ perceptions, more qualitative firm-spe-
cific research is necessary to fully comprehend 
how different implementation contexts of AI can 
affect various types of workers.

Is artificial intelligence changing 
our future of work? Perceptions of 
affected workers
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them to sometimes answer our questions regarding 
innovative, not necessarily intelligent, technologies. 
In case the workers do relate to the AI specifically, it is 
mentioned explicitly throughout this brief.

The second company (“Company B”) is a service 
provider that implemented a conversational AI with 
an intelligent search engine and chatbot function. 
The software provides answers to queries related to 
human resources (HR). The user-friendly self-service 
tool is not only supporting operational HR employees 
(hereafter referred to as “HR agents”) during their 
tasks in phone and e-mail service, but also enables 
employees from other functions within Company 
B (hereafter referred to as “customers”) to search 
for answers themselves before contacting the HR 
department. Ultimately, the AI is aimed at reducing 
the number of queries and therefore, decreasing the 
agents’ work pressure and freeing up time to work on 
other tasks. 

We conducted 16 interviews at Company B, out 
of which 14 had the same job: the HR agents who 
primarily answered HR-related queries via phone or 
e-mail. To our understanding, their areas of expertise 
could vary, so that some of them were responsible for 
talking to only active employees, and others also con-
sulted applicants or retired employees. All HR agents 
were directly interacting with the AI. The remaining 
two interviewees were also familiar with the opera-
tions within the HR service centre, though having su-
pervisor-related roles including content responsibility.

tative coding software ATLAS.ti. Note that apart from 
the distinct organisational characteristics framing 
the AI implementation, also the interview guidelines 
for both companies differed slightly. This variation 
in qualitative data collection limits the possibility 
for comparison or generalisation, while allowing for 
more nuanced insights on individuals’ perceptions.

2. AI use-cases, organisational setting, 
and role characterisation
 The first company (“Company A”), a manufacturer 

of electronic components, implemented an intelligent 
image-recognition technology used for quality con-
trol in their production process. The AI is added onto 
a rule-based, automated optical inspection software 
and is aimed at strengthening quality assurance. Fur-
thermore, the intelligent technology offers a second 
instance of decision-making, supporting the opera-
tors in assessing the quality of products on the line. 

We conducted a total of nine interviews at Compa-
ny A, among them, two quality control operators, three 
production line operators (one with additional techni-
cal know-how), a production line leader, a shift leader 
and two project leaders who are involved in the man-
agement of the company’s AI-project. Not all these 
workers directly interact with the AI at their workplace, 
as we also aim to examine effects on workers in ad-
jacent jobs. The interviewees in Company A work in 
a highly digitalised production environment, leading 

Figure 1. Overview of interviewees in Company A & B

Company A Company B

Quality control operators
directly working with the AI

Production line operators
without permission to work with AI

Other workers in production line with
more technical and/or leadership skills

Management and AI project leaders

HR agents directly 
working with the AI

Other workers in department 
with more technical and/or 
leadership skills
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In both use cases, interestingly, the AI is imple-
mented in tasks that in principle may be con-
sidered routine, with an occasional transition 
to a non-routine cognitive component under 
specific circumstances. For instance, in Company 
A, checking product images for production mis-
takes is a repeated task that follows standard 
procedures and defined rules. When operators 
detect a novel mistake however, they need to 
check products from multiple angles and more 
carefully, implying that they are transitioning 
into a rather non-routine cognitive task in that 
moment. In Company B, explaining standardised 
procedures to customers on the phone or via 
e-mail follows protocol and can be interpreted 
as a routine task. However, once special cases 
that go beyond standardisation occur, solutions 
must be tailored to the specifics of a customers’ 
problem, also forcing agents to break their rou-
tine approach and explore alternative ways.

3. How did workers perceive changes in 
their work and work environment?
We examined workers’ perceptions related to their 

interaction with technology, and consequent changes 
in subjective productivity measures, changes in work-
load as well as in their tasks and skills. Furthermore, 
we investigated technology-induced changes in work-
ers’ well-being, satisfaction and their perceptions of 
job security. 

3.1 Working with innovative technologies
At Company A, the AI component was running in 

the background of another, rule-based optical inspec-
tion technology which the workers have been accus-
tomed to. Only two interviewees from our sample 
were directly working together with this software 
and thus, the AI. Both identified its added value such 
as trustworthy recommendations, increasing work 
speed and quality. One of them explicitly acknowl-
edged cost effectiveness as an organisational benefit, 
while also voicing concerns about anticipated head-
count reductions. This interviewee was convinced of 
the need for humans to make final quality decisions, 
which may be an indicator of hesitation towards the 
accuracy of the implemented AI. When asking the 
other 7 out of 9 interviewees who were not directly 
affected by the AI (7/9), about their perceptions in 
regard to working with other innovative technolo-
gies such as e.g., robots, the findings are dispersed as 
well. Some acknowledged technologies’ potential to 
prevent mistakes, increase process speed, and ease 

overall work (3/7). However, as one of the workers 
affected by the AI, some other informants also feared 
technological replacement (3/7) and one interviewee 
mentioned a lack of confidence in using the latest 
technologies due to their complexity (1/7). Another 
critical voice stated that software generally lacks in-
sights into what exactly some problems entail (1/7), 
again implying perceived human superiority in deci-
sion tasks.

At Company B, the AI was perceived as a sup-
porting tool which some interviewees found helpful 
(7/16), some under the condition that information 
still had to be double-checked by a human (2/16), 
while others denied its helpfulness altogether (2/16). 
Moreover, five interviewees claimed that the tool had 
limited knowledge and therefore room for improve-
ment. The fact that the AI was only able to react to 
queries with generic answers without any customi-
sation (2/16) was emphasised particularly, leading us 
to interpret that the interviewees still believed that 
humans were superior in their job, more particularly, 
their non-routine tasks, due to humans’ cognitive 
flexibility. Overall, the general perception of the AI 
tool is mixed. A few informants found it neutral 
(2/16), while more had positive impressions (5/16). 
Yet others were undecided (4/16), mentioning poten-
tial displacement and the importance of continuously 
valuing human capabilities in their job.

“So, I think … it’s good how [technology is] 
developing and what you can use …, but 
you shouldn’t forget your common sense 
and not always run after [every trend], but 
first think about whether it’s good and 
whether you’re using it properly.”

3.2 Productivity and workload
Although at Company A only two interviewees di-

rectly worked with the AI, other workers (7/9) might 
have also been indirectly affected in terms of their 
productivity and workload. Some of them explained 
that they measured their own productivity based 
upon the status of key performance indicators (KPIs) 
(3/7), while others presumed that they were produc-
tive on a daily basis (2/7). Remarkably, interviewees 
believed that technology increased their own produc-
tivity (3/7), potentially due to an increase in the speed 
of work (1/7). Apart from one informant denying an 
effect of technology on productivity (1/7), more inter-
viewees expressed that the initial image-recognition 
technology eased work (3/7) and secured quality 
(1/7). Accordingly, one of the quality control operators 
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stated that the AI made processes faster (1/2), while 
one of the managers noticed an improvement in the 
efficiency and quality of products (1/2). None of the 
interviewees mentioned that the image-recognition 
technology or its integrated AI affected their produc-
tivity or product quality negatively. Contrarily, one 
interviewee explicitly acknowledged machines’ supe-
riority in outcome quality:

“I always say, I think, the quality a human 
produces is different from what robots 
produce. … I do think [technology] can be 
a relief and computers have more brain 
[than humans].” 

Although technologies seemed to influence the 
pace of work and the quality of products, its impact 
on workload remains unclear. While employees in 
leadership positions voiced that the AI should lead to 
a reduction of workload among the production line 
workers (2/4), who themselves hold rather diverged 
opinions. Some of them expressed to have experi-
enced an increase in workload (2/5), while one claims 
the opposite (1/5). Another believed that workload 
decreased, but that production speed as well as the 
repetition of conducted tasks increased (1/5). Inter-
estingly, most workers believed that their workload in 
the future will also increase (4/5). Evidently, the actu-
al effect of the AI on the current or future workload 
of workers remains yet undetermined.

At Company B, the HR agents defined their own 
productivity in two different ways: the number of 
completed queries in a day (6/14) and the perceived 
quality of their calls (3/14). When asked how the AI 
influenced their efficiency and effectiveness, most of 
them reported a positive effect (12/14): the AI helped 
to complete tasks faster (6/14), thus speeding up 
work processes and saving time (4/14). 

“[The] search function is already an aid 
and lets me find things faster so I can get 
more done in the day or finish [fifteen 
minutes] earlier. Some tasks I can do 
faster.”

Results regarding the effect of AI on agents’ way 
of work and workload were, however, less aligned. 
Although some informants voiced that the AI in-
deed made work faster and saved time by providing 
support and additional information (7/14), others 
believed that the AI did not substantially impact 
their work (4/14). Since the AI is claimed to simply 
represent a different approach to achieve the same 

result (1/14), one of the supervisors did not necessar-
ily notice workload reduction caused by the AI either 
(1/2). Hence, although it seems that the AI helped the 
HR agents in their work by assisting and providing 
fast information, it remains uncertain to which ex-
tent their workload improved. This could stem from 
the observation that the AI lacked some specialised 
knowledge which could have inclined customers to 
continuously consult the agents as well. 

3.3 Changes in tasks and skill demands 
Besides an impact on productivity and workload, 

AI can also impact employees’ tasks and skills (Ac-
emoglu & Restrepo, 2020; Brynjolfsson, Mitchell, & 
Rock, 2018; Samek, Squicciarini & Cammeraat, 2021). 
At Company A, some interviewees were working in 
the same jobs, and therefore, performed the same 
tasks and utilised similar skills sets. Although none 
of the interviewees mentioned a significant impact 
on their tasks, some implied that the nature of their 
tasks changed because of technological innovations: 
for instance, one worker expressed that there was 
more room to structure tasks autonomously and 
prepare for new orders (1/7). In addition, another 
interviewee mentioned that they gained additional 
responsibility since they had to oversee more pro-
duction lines (1/7). This interviewees’ impression 
that the AI responsibly detected simpler errors in 
inspected products autonomously, therefore leaving 
workers to check more complex errors, may allude 
to a change in complexity within the task of product 
inspection. Nonetheless according to two informants, 
no new skills were needed to work with the AI. One 
interviewee labelled the AI as a “normal computer” 
running in the background of various processes (1/7). 
Other workers did not mention a need for reskilling. 
Management, however, addressed that more spe-
cialists may be needed for complex tasks such as 
programming or optical inspection processes in the 
future (1/2).

At Company B, HR agents’ usual tasks involved 
reacting to queries by giving information via e-mail 
and phone. Most of them too voiced that the im-
plementation of the AI did not change their tasks 
(11/14). Although the nature of the tasks apparently 
remained the same, one interviewee indicated that 
it created more room to learn about topics more in-
depth (1/14). Furthermore, while most HR agents 
stated that no new tasks were generated (11/14), one 
interviewee mentioned the introduction of the AI tool 
to the customers as a new task (1/14). Some others 
believed that improving the AI might be a new task 
for the future (3/14). Both supervisors also indicated 
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and/or stress (3/16), constant organisational changes 
and adapting to them (3/16), as well as the mainte-
nance of work quality (1/16). Positive contributors to 
job satisfaction on the other hand were social aspects 
such as closeness to colleagues (6/16) and managers 
(3/16) as well as interacting and communicating with 
other people (5/16), especially helping them (4/16). 

3.5 Job security and future development
As interviews at Company A were conducted with 

workers in different positions, it may not be surpris-
ing that findings on perceived job security are incon-
clusive. While some did not change their future career 
plans (2/9), others were proactively taking measures 
to develop skills that they deemed necessary to keep 
up with technological change, and thus, remain em-
ployable (4/9). The differences in these statements 
may be correlated with the positions and their re-
spective development prospects, e.g., one operator 
stated that there are only limited options for future 
development within production. The same interview-
ee was uncertain and pessimistic about the future, 
convinced that there will be no operators in the line 
anymore in the upcoming 10 years, fully aware that 
software partially is taking over certain tasks: 

“So, the future does not look bright. At 
some point, there will probably no longer 
be any operators on the lines, only the line 
leaders who will take over.”

Most of the production line workers were rather 
pessimistic about the future (3/4), while threats were 
perceived less urgent by workers with additional 
technical or leadership responsibilities (2/3). The em-
ployees in upper management positions were fully 
aware of AI having the potential to replace human 
labour (2/2) and were striving to build autonomous 
processes (1/2). In an environment with a relatively 
high number of temporary contracts and loaned 
work, high turnover is not unusual (1/9). While ap-
parently there was no formal communication of 
potentially labour-displacing effects of the imple-
mented AI (1/9), production line workers were mostly 
well-aware that headcount may be reduced as a 
consequence (3/4). Especially, certain organisational 
policies that facilitated voluntary turnover, such as 
settlement programs and temporary contracts raised 
assumptions of displacement (1/9).

“So, I think the only thing that 
distinguishes [humans] from robots or 
something like that is that [humans] 

that improving the AI could be a new task for the 
HR agents (2/2). Nevertheless, neither supervisors 
(2/2) nor agents (13/14) indicated that new skills are 
needed to interact with the AI, potentially backed by 
one claim that the AI acted as a regular search engine 
(1/14). Although it appears there was no real impact 
on performed tasks or required skills, some interview-
ees identified improving and training the AI as a po-
tential future task. This might require some different 
skills, e.g., technical skills, as well.

3.4 Well-being and satisfaction 
When asked how interviewees from Company A 

viewed their well-being, some assessed that the im-
plementation of innovative technologies eased their 
work (2/9). One other noted no change in well-being, 
while another said that well-being declined due to 
the increase in production speed. Strong social con-
tacts were mentioned twice as an important predic-
tor for well-being, one interviewee even stated that if 
robots were to replace most humans in the produc-
tion, work would be less enjoyable: 

“At some point, [a colleague] is bound 
to be replaced [by computers/robots]. 
But I think to myself, you need this social 
[aspect] in work. And not only in [your] 
personal life.”

As an inhibitor of employee well-being, workers’ 
perceived stress may also depend on technology 
use (Salanova, Llorens & Cifre, 2013). Interviewees 
at Company A had ambiguous perceptions of stress 
caused by new technologies. While some reported 
an increase in stress (4/9), others perceived a decline 
(3/9). Individual statements hinted toward technolo-
gies having reduced stress related to the difficulty of 
the task itself, i.e., tasks becoming easier (1/9). Simul-
taneously, the implementation of technologies ap-
peared to have increased stress related to the speed 
in which tasks were performed (2/9) and how often 
they needed to be carried out (2/9). One informant 
particularly observed that newly implemented tech-
nologies and their implications led to increased stress 
at first while decreasing stress over time (1/9). 

At Company B, most of the interviewees were 
satisfied with their job (13/16), while a few acknowl-
edged fatigue (2/16) or the desire to change their 
job (1/16). The AI-tool was not mentioned as a factor 
affecting job satisfaction, neither positively nor neg-
atively. Factors that have been explicitly identified 
to negatively affect job satisfaction were unfriendly 
customers on the phone (3/16), (mental) exhaustion 
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can show feelings, that’s the only thing, 
and that makes one a bit afraid of being 
replaced.”

In Company B, job security was evaluated positively 
by most interviewees (10/16), out of which one men-
tioned that their perception was only positive under 
the condition that no tasks would be outsourced. One 
out of the four informants who were rather uncer-
tain about their job security also referred to previous 
headcount reductions and the assumption that stand-
ardised processes may be outsourced in the future. 
Accordingly, some interviewees uttered preferences to 
switch their position, department, or employer in the 
future (4/16) or develop further skills (2/16). Contrarily, 
some informants desired to remain in their jobs until 
retirement (5/16), while others did not have any specif-
ic plans for their professional future (3/16). 

The overall positive evaluation of job security at 
Company B implies that the introduced AI had not yet 
been related to a potential decline of secure employ-
ment. This may be associated with age, as the major-
ity of informants who stated to wait for retirement 
were in their late fifties (4/5), compared to younger 
to middle-aged interviewees wanting to develop fur-
ther professionally or not planning for any particular 
change. Furthermore, this can be related to the fact 
that the AI was perceived as a tool benefitting work 
(9/16), rather than reducing customer calls, and was 
compared to a colleague or friend by some of the 
interviewees (2/16). Sceptical voices acknowledged 
that the AI tool may currently be beneficial; however, 
a certain reasonable balance should be remained: 

“[The AI-tool] is a medium which definitely 
simplifies daily work, but the bottom line 
is that it should not be developed enough 
or used to rationalise the displacement of 
various jobs at some point.”

4. Conclusion
What do our findings reveal about innovative and 

intelligent technologies’ effects on perceptions of 
work? Remarkably, although quite some interviewed 
workers were aware of threats such as technological 
replacement, most informants were still able to ac-
knowledge the added value of technological progress: 
they mostly perceived the AI as a supporting tool and 
highlighted human superiority in decision-making as 
well as flexibility. Furthermore, while most workers 
noticed an increase in productivity, some of them 
also feared an increase of their workload based on a 

technology-induced increase in work- and production 
speed. Moreover, we neither found substantial changes 
in tasks nor current skill demands, potentially result-
ing from the AI technologies being embedded within 
familiar tools and work processes in both use-cases. 
However, the absence of changes in tasks and skills 
may also only be valid in the short run, as the inter-
views were conducted shortly after AI adoption. In 
addition, we did not detect clear patterns of a direct 
effect on well-being or satisfaction as a result of AI 
implementation. However, perceptions of future em-
ployment security depended on the implementation 
context: in one company the interviewees were mostly 
contemplating technological displacement effects 
more pronouncedly, while the AI was rather perceived 
as a supporting, complementing tool in the other com-
pany. This may partially depend on organisational com-
munication strategies surrounding the AI implementa-
tion and its consequences for workers’ job security. 

Ultimately, while this brief aimed to provide in-
sights on how workers experience AI implementation, 
additional qualitative firm-specific research is essen-
tial to fully comprehend how different implementa-
tion contexts of AI can affect various types of work-
ers. Additionally, although we did not find substantial 
evidence that AI adoption changed workers’ tasks, 
skill demands, well-being or satisfaction in the short 
run, long term consequences of AI adoption on these- 
and related outcomes are yet to be understood. 

Accordingly, workers’ individual experiences high-
lighted in this brief can serve as a basis for consider-
ations surrounding firm-specific AI implementation. 
Even though the interviewed workers have not been 
able to observe substantial changes in tasks, skills, 
well-being and satisfaction, they can still worry about 
their workload and employment security in the fu-
ture. This implies that even though AI may currently 
not incur drastic changes in jobs yet, affected workers 
are not limiting their concerns to the short run. Most 
of them seem to anticipate these changes in the fu-
ture, showing clearly that workers need to be taken 
along in the journey of AI implementation. Aside 
from monitoring AI-induced changes, mitigating any 
occurring fears and concerns among workers seems 
increasingly important. For instance, concerns can 
be addressed by transparently informing workers of 
potential effects and offering opportunities to proac-
tively shape their professional future. 
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