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MAPPING CURRENT ISSUES

AI is having impacts on who is hired or allocated work, and what that work is like. 

Research is needed to better understand the lived experiences of workers 
encountering AI, and on its wider societal impacts. Priority should be given to 
participatory research with the most vulnerable, with practical aims for steering 
AI development towards equitable applications, and away from discriminatory 
practices. 

The following are suggested research questions for future study.

• How widespread is the use of AI in managing people, and how does this vary
by organisation and sector?

• How common is algorithmic discrimination?

• How are employers assessing AI products and applying them?

• What sort of ethical guidelines (if any) do employers use when deciding to
use AI in their workplaces?

• Which AI technologies that are currently in use in workplaces are causing
different kinds of harms? For which groups?

• Where workers suspect unfair practices (e.g. in task allocation), how can
evidence be found, gathered, understood, and used to ensure justice?

Note that all of these questions can be explored across regions and sectors.

• Who reaps the benefits of AI technologies used in workplaces?

• Who is excluded from the benefits of AI in work?

• Where does AI bring benefit to workers? Is this more likely in certain sectors
or regions?

• How common are AI technologies with a stated goal of benefiting workers, in
comparison with those designed to benefit management and profits?

AI BENEFITS

WORKER DATA
• What kinds of workers have the highest levels of data regularly collected

about them?

• To what extent are informed consent processes adequate when it comes to
worker data?

• What is worker data primarily being used for?

• How common is it for workers to be able to access their own data, or
question its collection and usage?

• How commonly is worker data sold to data brokers?

• How commonly is worker data used for purposes external to their work,
e.g. law enforcement?
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AI and the Future of Work: Disenfranchisement



RESEARCH APPROACHES

AI NARRATIVES

KEY QUESTIONS
• How can researchers ethically and fairly engage in research with participants who are

disenfranchised and vulnerable?

• How can research best foreground the voices of those otherwise left out of AI and work
debates?

• How can research be used to increase visibility and open dialogue about disenfranchisement
with AI in work?

• How can we unpick, and to what extent can we separate out, disenfranchisement that is rooted
in pre-existing societal issues, from that which is created by new technologies?
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• What are the dominant narratives about AI and the future of work?

• Whose voices do these narratives primarily reflect?

• What kinds of narratives, from which kinds of people, are currently
missing?

• To what extent do narratives about AI and work impact public perceptions,
and those of decision-makers?

• What future visions of work with AI do different groups have?

Diverse participation:
While some recent research has looked at the experiences of vulnerable workers 
impacted by AI technologies, typically in the gig/platform economy, more work 
with more diverse types of workers is needed to broaden the voices being heard.

Contextualisation:
Disenfranchisement with AI in work may not mean the same thing to different 
people. Research is needed into what being disenfranchised with these 
technologies can mean in different contexts. Concrete case studies could provide 
a better picture.

Ethics:
Focusing on those who are disenfranchised inherently raises complex ethical 
issues. The work context also raises particular concerns, for example, a 
researcher is likely to be in a better paid and more secure job than participants 
who are experiencing disenfranchisement with AI in their work; the researcher's 
career may benefit from the research while the participants' may not. 
Understanding such dynamics, being transparent, and designing research 
sensitive to participants' needs and concerns will be essential.

Impact:
Improving the situation of those disenfranchised with AI in work needs to be a 
primary research aim, with concrete actions, measurable outcomes, and 
evaluation foregrounded in research design.
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This briefing is a synthesis of evidence and insights collected at a series of roundtable discussions and individual 
interviews conducted as part of a collaborative project between UCL and the British Academy. These were held with key 
stakeholders from policy, civil society, technology, business and research between April and November 2021. The 
briefing does not necessarily represent formally endorsed policy positions by the British Academy or UCL.



ECONOMIC QUESTIONS

INTRODUCTION

TECHNOLOGICAL QUESTIONS
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KEY CONCERNS

As AI develops and is deployed in the world of work, there is a risk that insights 
developed through research can fall behind the uses of these technologies. 
Understanding what good work alongside AI means now, and could mean in the 
future, are key areas for research.

The following are suggested research questions for future study.

Scope:
• Both job replacement and augmentation by AI are important areas for

research.

• Research is needed on how AI will impact work experiences in the short,
medium and long term.

Focus on greatest need:
• When researching AI impacts on work, we should address issues at all

levels, but acknowledge that low-paid and precarious work is most
pressing.

• When researching AI and job creation, we should be primarily thinking
about what jobs are created by AI which are not high skill/ high pay / high
value.

• Could AI provide alternative trajectories, or must it be bound to the trends of
increasing capitalisation?

• What work is actually needed, and how do we value and reward the most
essential forms of work?

• What could be useful ways of measuring AI benefits, e.g. worker wellbeing, and
wider ways of understanding costs, e.g. social and environmental impacts?

• Within different sectors, which kinds of jobs are likely to be changed/replaced?
Where are they distributed? Who typically does these jobs?

• What are likely to be the new jobs AI creates?

• How much replacement of work by AI is already happening? To what extent
are the sectors that were predicted to automate early already seeing worker
replacement?

• What is a good algorithm? How does a technologist decide that an algorithm is
operating in the best way?

• What informs developers and decision-makers choices about what kinds of
work to try to automate?

• How widespread is deployment of AI at the moment, versus how much is
rhetoric or over-use of the label “AI”?

• To what extent do the AI tools that are being used really impact productivity?
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METHODS

SOCIAL QUESTIONS

KEY QUESTIONS
• How can research into future possibilities of work with AI impact or steer trajectories in AI

development and use?

• How can expert and worker voices best be balanced in research design?

• What unique ethical concerns might research into AI in work raise, especially as precarious and
vulnerable workers should be of primary concern?

• How can research keep up with the rapid rate of AI technological development and change?
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• To what extent is AI technology being used in decision-making? Including in hiring,
performance management and reward? How is it being used in tribunal processes
and other areas of employment law?

• What do young people want from their future careers?

• What aspects of their roles do employees want to change, or preserve?

• What are the threats posed by AI to work that workers are most sensitive to?

• How can workers facing job automation re-imagine their work?

• What future visions of work do different groups of workers have?

• Worker lived experiences of technology are a crucial area for further 
investigation, requiring research across many forms of work.

Public engagement and participation:
This is still a very academic discourse, and we need to engage publics more 
broadly. We should be trying to engage publics in events and forums to help 
people understand and engage with AI debate. To this end, citizens’ juries, focus 
groups, and related methods are promising.

Visioning and narrative:
Negative discourse around technology can be off-putting for participants. Using 
speculative, visioning methods with arts and sciences combined to look into future 
possibilities is more empowering for participants from varied stakeholder groups.

Granularity:
To understand current AI impacts, we need to purposefully select some sectors 
where we think there is an interesting story to tell around AI, and then really try to 
get granular about: which roles within those sectors are impacted? What can we 
say about who does those roles? 

Action:
Even if we can forecast impacts (particularly negative ones), we need to consider 
how can we prevent them. Research in this space must be actionable. 

G
O

O
D

 W
O

R
K

 W
IT

H
 A

I
Research
Briefing

This briefing is a synthesis of evidence and insights collected at a series of roundtable discussions and individual 
interviews conducted as part of a collaborative project between UCL and the British Academy. These were held with key 
stakeholders from policy, civil society, technology, business and research between April and November 2021. The 
briefing does not necessarily represent formally endorsed policy positions by the British Academy or UCL.



INTRODUCTION

|	01	

MAPPING CURRENT ISSUES

The increasing use of AI in work environments leads to a growing demand for 
AI-related skills across industries and sectors. Businesses and government 
are investing in upskilling and training programs for learners and employees 
but face difficulties in actively translating their ambitions to feasible outcomes 
that can help foster an AI-enabled workforce. 
Wider questions about learning, skill-development and social dimensions could 
be relevant for academic research and could help inform a holistic strategy for 
an AI-enabled workforce. 

• What connections of different skill fields are necessary for a holistic AI 
skillset? What methods and frameworks could drive AI-skill building?

• How can the social effects of AI on the workplace be addressed? What skills 
are necessary for that?

• How can unequal access to AI skills be addressed across different industries 
and social contexts?

• How should we conceptualise AI and digital literacy for successful skill-
building?

• Is AI a paradigm shifting phenomenon for skills or are there lessons from past 
industrial transformations for the AI-enabled future?

SKILLS DEVELOPMENT
Transferable skills like complex problem solving or the ability to exercise 
judgement are an important component of the AI-skillset. However, transferable 
skills are not yet sufficiently incorporated into AI-learning and training 
programmes. Is there a lack of awareness surrounding the need for transferable 
skills or are methods for their use in the field of AI under explored?Understanding 
the commonalities between different platforms and knowledge 
and how they can be combined and applied to different contexts could be key to
identifying effective ways to develop transferable skills.
Soft skills like critical thinking and emotional intelligence build an important basis 
for developing any other AI-related skills. These skills need to be developed in 
combination with practical and technical AI-skills in the fields of coding or data 
analytics. What learning methods and programs would be the most successful in 
combining these two types of skills to form an agile and holistic skillset?
Investigating how different types of skills needed for AI interact with each other in 
learning processes could drive the integration of soft skills into a broader AI-skill 
framework. 

RESEARCH APPROACHES 
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Research approaches in the field of AI and future skills should be addressed 
in interdisciplinary fora to reflect the interconnectedness of the challenges 
faced in efforts to build an AI-enabled workforce. Bringing together both social 
science and natural-/computer science research approaches is therefore 
important for developing holistic AI-skill strategies.

https://smartcities.osborneclarke.com/future-living/transferable-skills-will-help-workers-thrive-age-automation/
https://www.dalecarnegie.com/blog/soft-skills-essentials-for-success-in-ai


TERMINOLOGY AND NOVELTY

SOCIAL INEQUITIES

KEY QUESTIONS
• How can connected AI-skills be fostered? How can soft-skills, technical skills and social skills 

be effectively combined for a comprehensive skill set?

• How can AI-skills be developed in a socially inclusive way? What conditions and factors are to 
be met for a successful strategy?

• To what extent can we learn from previous industrial restructuring processes when 
understanding the opportunities and challenges related to AI re-skilling, up-skilling and 
training?
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Reinforcing existing power structures: Employees in low-skill sectors are at a 
higher risk of being managed through algorithmic decision-making but AI-powered 
surveillance applications are increasingly used on employees across many sectors 
and industries. To what extent power structures are effectively reinforced by the 
use of AI in the workplace? What are the effects on employees’ motivation and 
attitudes towards their work? At the same time, it is important to identify what AI 
leadership skills and frameworks are necessary for assessing the risks and 
benefits of introducing AI into sensible work environments. This requires making 
broader interdisciplinary connections between AI ethics, labour law and AI-driven 
technology. 

Access to learning, retraining and upskilling: This access is unequally 
distributed across the population depending on geographical, demographic, 
gender and minority factors. Women and minorities are highly underrepresented in 
AI-intensive sectors. Despite increased efforts by both government and industry to 
address these issues, certain questions need further consideration in research. 
How can socially disadvantaged groups be engaged with AI and motivated to 
develop AI-related skills? What are the decisive factors and conditions to be met 
for motivating disenfranchised groups to build their AI-skills? 

Definition: In order for it to be successfully integrated into education systems and 
AI-skill development, a clearer vision of what AI is and what it means in the 
context of work is necessary. While a universal definition is not required, a 
comprehensive and open cluster framework that maps conceptual and 
disciplinary connections between skill and investigation areas would help identify 
what components are relevant when considering AI and associated skills in work 
environments. 

Fourth industrial revolution? It is questionable whether AI and its implications 
for work and skills should be considered as part of an entirely new paradigm. Are 
the underlying questions regarding capacity and skill building limited to digital 
technologies like AI or are there overlaps with other industrial transformation 
processes? Are there ways to examine data on the effects of AI in isolation from 
other factors?
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https://www.politico.eu/article/ai-workplace-surveillance-facial-recognition-software-gdpr-privacy/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1020402/National_AI_Strategy_-_PDF_version.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/focus/fourth-industrial-revolution
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