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Abstract
This conversation examines why worker-centered research is simul-
taneously valuable and difficult to realize in practice. We suggest
that the economic systems which surround workers affect not only
their day-to-day working lives, but also the design of work tech-
nologies by HCI researchers. We hope to engage the CHIWORK
audience in a wide-ranging discussion about the ways that eco-
nomic factors introduce friction into, and may explain the origins of,
our current system design practices. We hope to imagine together
what a more worker-centered future could look like.

CCS Concepts
• Social and professional topics → Economic impact; • Human-
centered computing→ Human computer interaction (HCI).
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Motivation
The concept of “the user” remains foundational to HCI, grounding
the field’s interest in how people interact with and are affected by
technology [13, 35]. This figure is meaningful not as an abstract in-
dividual, but as someone situated within the social, organizational,
and technical contexts that shape their interaction with technologi-
cal systems. Without attention to the user, the complexities they
face [30], or the data they provide [9], studying interactions with
technology or designing tools for use risks becoming detached from
the circumstances that give those interactions meaning.

∗Panelists are listed in alphabetical order by family name.
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CHIWORK and related communities have increasingly pushed
beyond narrow usability concerns toward broader commitments to
worker-centered design, including attention to well-being, dignity,
and the broader conditions under which work is performed [16, 17].
These approaches seek to support workers not merely as productive
system users, but as people embedded in broader relations of care,
solidarity, and organizational life [2, 37].

At the same time, researchers in CHIWORK are well-acquainted
with the tensions of holding both user- and worker-centered ori-
entations to design [24]. Systems designed for work must answer
simultaneously to the worker as user and to the organization as
an economic actor [31, 32]. Even technologies intended to support
workers remain embedded in organizational settings where they are
evaluated not only by how they support workers, but by how they
improve productivity, coordination, accountability, and other orga-
nizational outcomes. As a result, technologies intended to support
workers may also reorganize work in service of broader economic
objectives.

This tension becomes especially visible in how computing re-
search engages with workplace efficiency, particularly through
efforts to optimize how workers spend and allocate their time. Effi-
ciency is a recurring concern in CHIWORK and related venues [10,
23], and is often pursued through systems that help workers com-
plete tasks faster, better allocate their time, or offload effort through
automation. Notable examples include re-imagining how workers
spend their time via on-the-go work tools [25, 41] or helping them
understand how they spend their time through time-tracking tech-
nologies [3]. A recurring narrative about integrating AI tools at
work is to help refocus [36], offload [12], or otherwise optimize [38]
worker’s time to allow them to work on more “meaningful” tasks.

Yet efficiency gains in workplace systems are rarely unambigu-
ous in whom they benefit. Technologies that help workers “domore”
or “work faster” may improve worker experience, but they may also
increase throughput, intensify pace, expand managerial oversight,
or otherwise serve the interests of managers and owners. As partici-
patory design and value-sensitive design scholars have long argued,
workplace technologies mediate competing stakeholder interests
rather than serving a singular user alone [11, 29]. We therefore
argue that evaluating workplace technology requires attention not
only to the immediate user interaction, but to the broader economic
arrangements in which work is organized and assessed. In most
cases, workplace design is touched by existence within capitalist
systems that shape how time, productivity, and value are defined,
measured, and contested.
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In this Conversation, we examine why worker-centered research
is simultaneously valuable and difficult to realize in practice. We
begin from the observation that systems designed for work must
continually reconcile the situated needs of workers with the orga-
nizational demands through which work is evaluated, compared,
and made accountable. This requires translating heterogeneous
and irreducibly situated forms of practice into representations that
can be compared, measured, and acted upon across organizational
settings. We argue that much of the friction facing worker-centered
design emerges from this process (i.e., of rendering situated work
into commensurable forms in order for organizational coordination
and evaluation to occur at scale.)

We intend this Conversation to engage the range of CHIWORK
attendees, specifically asking researchers and practitioners to com-
municate across institutional and generational boundaries towards
what understandings of time, and related concepts like efficiency,
ultimately motivate them and their work. We particularly want to
engage CHIWORK researchers and practitioners who want to offer
supporting or counter examples to the content below.

Panelists & Provocations
Molly Q Feldman is an Assistant Professor of Computer Science

at Oberlin College. Her research broadly studies how workers (and
workers-in-training) craft both programming and natural languages.
How does understanding the role of the economy aid the HCI
researcher? We argue that it can help them, and those in training,
understand the underlying assumptions of the field. Recent work
has begun to acknowledge this directly, for example by connect-
ing CHI’s focus on novelty with capital [19]. Here we consider
the discussion of efficiency above as an additional example. While
efficiency is a normalized metric in HCI for work, the concept ex-
tends to other related disciplines, such as software engineering
(SE). For instance, measurement practices aimed at efficiency are
ubiquitous [1, 4, 21], but can range in effectiveness [34]. We argue
that understanding the wider role of the economy may elucidate
where such measurements come from, why they are deemed impor-
tant, and what their alternatives are. This understanding can aid
researchers who study workers in the tech sector [18, 20] as they
start to experience an increasingly precarious labor position [6].
With SE as just one example, how can we extend this idea into other
inter-disciplinary collaborations focused on the worker? In doing
so, what barriers of translating ideas, concepts, and approaches may
we encounter, and how can we work together to address them?

Amanda Zadorian is a Visiting Assistant Professor of Politics at
Oberlin College. She is a critical political economist trained at The
New School for Social Research. She studies the role of ideas and iden-
tities in rentier capitalist development.
What if we consider the future as a technology of the present? The
future is paradoxical: it is inherently unknowable, yet we invent
technologies (forecasting, planning, scenarios, discounting) to at-
tempt to know it; it is desirable, and yet neglected by our supposedly
inherent short-termism [14]. These qualities of the future are per-
formative: in purporting to describe the future they in fact shape the
present. To say that a particular practice represents “the future of
work” is to intervene in present workplaces, because claims about

the future create the rationale for investments in new technologies
or training in the present.

As the field that studies, and arguably naturalizes, capitalism,
economics is key to understanding the future as a technology of the
present. Neoclassical economics adopts a point of view in which
time itself is commodified: given a price [8]. Labor, too, is commod-
ified through time [26]: we think of work extensively (how many
hours?) rather than intensively. Rising employment precarity is a
cancellation of promises that made the future knowable for work-
ers, in favor of making the future more shapeable by capital–which
controls more of the social surplus as it pays workers less.

What particular technologies of the future (discounting, forecast-
ing, etc.) do HCI researchers and practitioners adopt, what are their
disciplinary and ideological origins, and how do these technolo-
gies reproduce assumptions about the commodification of labor
through time?What impact might this have on the balance of power
in present workplaces?

Michael Muller, Independent Researcher, has worked in participa-
tory design, CSCW, HCI, and human centered AI. Michael co-proposed
and co-founded the CHI reviewing subcommittee on Critical and Sus-
tainable Computing and Social Justice.
Who owns the knowledge of the work? The workplace democracy
program in Scandinavian participatory design recognized that labor
had knowledge of how the work gets done. Labor could unveil that
knowledge to management in exchange for shared power to define
work practices, work flows, and work technologies [15].

Historically, management have tried to move that knowledge
into resources that they control, such as supervisors and technolo-
gies [7]. When successful, management can misappropriate the
knowledge of workers, reducing labor’s power to advocate for the
health, safety, and wages of workers, and for humane working
conditions [39].

One of the “success stories” of computing involves the Analytic
Engine of Babbage and Lovelace [40], which was based on Jacquard
looms. The punchcard-like Jacquard loom technology displaced
workers’ knowledge and skill of weaving, absorbing that knowledge
into the management-controlled technology of the looms [33]. The
loom became the computer, and the weaver became an attendant
to the needs of the loom. Management could hire fewer, less-skilled
workers, and could pay them poorly.

We in HCI enable management’s absorption [5] of labor’s knowl-
edge into technologies. We create technologies to measure work
times, and we thereby assist management to govern those work
times. What are our responsibilities when our technologies mis-
appropriate labor’s knowledges, skills, and work practices into
management-controlled resources? How can we use our design
power to create humane alternatives?

Vera Khovanskaya is an Assistant Professor at the University of
Toronto’s Faculty of Information. She studies how technological sys-
tems reshape the labor process and how unions intervene in struggles
over their design and deployment.
ForHCI researchers studying automation and technological change,
the key question is not only whether new workplace technologies
save workers time, but how new workplace technologies shape and
expose the ways workers spend their time and reorganize expecta-
tions around work time. For example, time-tracking systems make
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work more granularly accountable [22], support worker remote
and on-the-go activities [27], and tie workers’ activity to external
market outcomes [28].

But these arrangements do not emerge from technology alone.
The technologies themselves are shaped by broader political-economic
conditions, while their adoption and interpretation within work-
places are mediated through organizational priorities, institutional
norms, and market pressures. For CHIWORK, this suggests an
empirical agenda focused not only on how workers adapt to eval-
uative systems, but also on the actors, systems, and practices in-
volved in constructing, maintaining, and contesting how work is
made measurable and organizationally legible. How are metrics and
benchmarks for accounting for worker time selected, revised, and
justified? And, while some of this mediation work is carried out by
designers and technical practitioners familiar to HCI knowledge
communities, it is likely that much of mediation is undertaken by
analysts, managers, operations staff, and other organizational ac-
tors who remain peripheral to conventional HCI accounts of design.
Who builds and maintains the systems through which work is made
visible and comparable? And how might attention to these actors
reshape how CHIWORK understands workplace design?
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