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An existential crisis

If this is all true, will our field not very soon become very 

outdated in terms of how we understand and study the world 

of work? 

How could we as social scientists (and not AI or robotics specialists) 

understand and contribute something of value to this topic area? 

How could we as researchers empirically study the future 

(rather than being ‘futurism gurus’ who only write think-pieces); 

what data would we use for that? 
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A Dean, a colleague, a Dad, and a friend

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)

That stuff about disruptive 

innovation is all science 

fiction!

I’m afraid we will lose our 

humanity through these 

novel technologies.

I wish I could build a time 

machine and go back to 

the society I knew when I 

was younger.

Let mankind destroy 

itself, if they so want—

give the Earth back to 

nature.
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A research question with several layers

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)

“How (and why) are competing narratives of the future of work 

construed and subscribed to by different actors?”

How (and why) are competing narratives of the future of work 

construed and subscribed to by different actors?

How (and why) are competing narratives of the future of work 

construed and subscribed to by different actors?

How (and why) are competing narratives of the future of work 

construed and subscribed to by different actors?
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The (good ol’ boring) ‘prediction paradigm’

(Frey & Osborne, 2013, “The Future of Employment: How susceptible are jobs to computerisation?”)

“47 per cent of occupations in the United States are at 'high risk' of 

automation in the next 10 to 20 years”

(good ol’ boring) 



First-order chaos = Events that do not respond to 

prediction. For example: the weather. A weather 

forecast with a good level of accuracy will ‘come true’

based on its accuracy, not because the weather 

adapts to the prediction.

Second-order chaos = Events that do respond to

prediction. For example: political elections and the 

stock market. This makes them less predictable.

►►The illusion of determinism: “Only one path leads from the past to the 

present, but from the present many possible paths branch out to the future.”
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The problem with predictions

(Harari, 2015: “Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind”)



Optimists = Tend to focus on the potential of new technologies to augment human 

labor.

Pessimists = Focus on the threat of automation 

and the massive job loss that would come with.

Sceptics = Believe that claims about the velocity 

and scope of projected transformations in the 

world of work are vastly exaggerated, and that the 

future will look more or less like the present, with 

a few tweaks here and there.

Department of Work & Organization Studies, Faculty of Economics & Business8

There are three types of people in this world ☺

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)

So, who is right?
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That is probably the wrong question to ask!

Narrative economics: “The future cannot so much be accurately 

predicted, than that it is willed into being through the dominant narratives 

of powerful stakeholders.”

(Beckert & Bronk, 2018: “Uncertain futures: 

Imaginaries, narratives, and 

calculation in the economy”)
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Framing contests

(Sarah Kaplan, 2008, “Framing contests: Strategy making under uncertainty”)

“Activities in which social 

movement actors engage in an 

attempt to mobilize others 

around a specific point of view”

→ Actors, responding to their 

own incentives, shape agendas 

and control information flows

to steer strategic choices in a 

preferred direction. 
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The (much cooler) ‘imaginaries’ paradigm

(Karl Čapek, “Rossum’s Universal Robots”, 1920)

(Karl Marx, “Fragment on Machines”, 1857)

(John Maynard Keynes, “Economic Possibilities for 

our Grandchildren”, 1930)

(David Graeber, “Bullshit jobs”, 2013)

Imaginaries = “emotion-laden stories about 
future society that inspire people into 

collective action/resistance” (Levy & Spicer, 2013)

(much cooler) 
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Two studies, six abductive research steps

How to empirically study something that has not happened yet? 

✓ Study 1: content analysis of 485 print press articles from last 5 years

✓ Study 2: survey of 570 stakeholders from 5 actor groups (i.e., Economy/labor 

market experts, Tech/innovation experts, Policy makers/public administrators, 

Authors/journalists, and Engaged citizens)

Step 1: Preliminary Survey Development

Step 2: Frequency Analysis of Common Narratives and Actors in the News Media

Step 3: Final Multi-Actor Survey Development and Administration

Step 4: Content Analysis of (Counter)Narratives in the News Media

Step 5: Analysis of Multi-Actor Survey Data

Step 6: Mixed-Method Analysis of News Media and Survey Data
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Example
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Seven narratives about the Future of Work (i)

Narrative 1: Dataism = “The wide-scale acceptance of the authority of 

algorithms and Big Data, effectively transforming all political and social 

structures into data-processing systems based on 

real-time tracking and predictive analysis.”

Phenomena:

✓The emergence of a fully data-driven society

✓The demise of privacy

✓Growing dependency of humans on technology

✓The rise of a powerful elite of rich and technocrats

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)
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Seven narratives about the Future of Work (ii)

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)

Narrative 2: Exterminism = “The rich hoarding all the resources while the earth 

burns, in the process eliminating all people who produce little or no economic value.”

Phenomena:

✓Climate change

✓Ecological disasters (e.g., mass flooding, climate refugees)

✓An increased risk of war

✓Growing economic inequality
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Seven narratives about the Future of Work (iii)

Narrative 3: Re/upskilling = “The need for continuous retraining in response to 

the obsolescence of existing skills (reskilling), and/or the necessity to learn 

entirely new skills (upskilling) in adaptation to 

changing demands.”

Phenomena:

✓Workers needing to keep up with new technologies

✓Partial automation (of tasks)

✓Emergence of new types of jobs and industries

✓Learning to work with algorithms and ‘cobots’

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)
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Seven narratives about the Future of Work (iv)

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)

Narrative 4: Augmentation = “Computers (algorithms) and humans working 

together, by design, to enhance one another, such that the intelligence of the 

resulting system improves.”

Phenomena:

✓AI making human work faster and easier

✓ Increased productivity

✓Tech enhancing rather than replacing human labor
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Seven narratives about the Future of Work (v)

Narrative 5: Singularity = “Artificial intelligence (AI) transcending human 

intelligence, as a result of exponential growth in the technology leading up to a 

‘point of no return’.” (also: ‘Robocalypse’)

Phenomena:

✓Humanity entering a new phase of evolution

✓Full automation (of jobs)

✓ Intelligent machines surpassing human capacities 

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)
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Seven narratives about the Future of Work (vi)

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)

Narrative 6: Job destruction = “The mass unemployment of workers in many 

industries as a result of automation and structural shifts in the labor market .”

Phenomena:

✓The disappearance of jobs and industries

✓Not compensated for by new job creation

✓Mass unemployment
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Seven narratives about the Future of Work (vii)

Narrative 7: Work deintensification = “The opposite of work intensification, 

the historical phenomenon characterized by increasing levels of work intensity, 

heightened pressures during work hours, and the potential for work to invade 

the private life through demands on personal time—so, the idea of humans 

working less in the future.”

Phenomena:

✓Universal basic income (UBI)

✓Less work hours (cf. Keynes: 15-hour work week)

✓More leisure time

✓Pursue passions, renaissance of craftwork

(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)
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(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)
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Near future Distant future

Never Good Bad Good Bad

Dataism

Exterminism

Re/upskilling

Augmentation

Singularity

Job destruction

Work deintensification
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Never Near future: 

New Tech, Acceptance, Trust, 

Information Seeking

Distant future:

Politics, Ideology, Social 

Movements

Good Bad Good Bad

Possible actions Imagine Support Resist Co-create Organize/Vote

Where to start?

✓When you read something about the future of work, don’t just look at what is predicted and by 

when, but who is saying it and why (what society do they want? how does it benefit them?)

✓ What is your utopia/dystopia? What society do you (not) want?

✓ What should we do (or stop doing) in the short, mid, and long term:

❑ To move towards desirable scenarios?

❑ To reduce the risk of undesirable scenarios? 

❑ That can create ‘points of no return’ for the distant future?

❑ That we have most control over, from our role/position of influence? (cf. career choice)

❑ To partner with others who have control/influence we don’t have?



24 Department of Work & Organization Studies, Faculty of Economics & Business

Take-home messages





Extra slides
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Why? Corresponsive mechanisms
✓ People select into environments that are consistent with their dispositions, which are 

consequently further developed, reinforced, and strengthened by their experiences in 

that environment.

✓ Over time, this leads to homogeneity within social environments, such as occupations 

and organizations. This theory, thus, offers a plausible account for the similarities and 

differences we found within and between the groups of actors in our data. 

✓ It also explains why it is so difficult for actors to engage in perspective taking. Not only 

do they hold different views of the future of work. It is quite hard to take the perspective 

of a person who is different to you in every way, not only today but as a result of their 

cumulative life experiences. 

(Woods, Edmonds, Hampson, & Lievens, 2020: “How our work influences who we are: Testing a theory of vocational and 

personality development over fifty years”)
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(Dries, Luyckx, & Rogiers, 2023: “Imagining the (distant) future of work”)
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(Webb, 2019: “How to do strategic planning like a futurist”)
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(Schoemaker, 2020, “How historical analysis can enrich scenario planning”)

Step 1. Define the problem, the purpose, and the audience of the scenario exercise.

Step 2. Define a time frame and region, and identify issues outside of control.

Step 3. Identify facts and trends in the past and present (e.g., ageing society).

Step 4. Compose a list of questions you would like to ask the Oracle of Delphi.

Step 5. Infer your uncertainties from 4, and project different outcomes from there.

Step 6. Evaluate how internally consistent, plausible, and relevant your scenarios are.

Step 7. Evaluate your strategic readiness on key decision points in each scenario.

Step 8. Create a strategic vision that can work in many different scenarios.

Step 9. Create a portfolio of strategic actions to choose from when reality branches off.

Step 10. Identify indicators to monitor all scenarios in real time. 
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(Schoemaker, 2020, “How historical analysis can enrich scenario planning”)
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(Taylor [Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War College], 1988: “Alternative world scenarios for strategic planning: Futures report”)
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https://feb.kuleuven.be/research/FEBTalks



Comments?

Questions?

Contact me at nicky.dries@kuleuven.be
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