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• Research on AI at work still rather conceptual and prospective

• Empirical research: unit of analysis either macro (e.g. labour 
market) or very micro (individual tasks )

• However, to assess AI’s REAL consequences for work
• Study the actual work practices embedded in a particular context 
• Include the design of AI systems as these influences its use
• The most interesting findings are the ripple 2nd order effects 
• To study all this: relational ethnographies are needed!
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AI@Work: practice perspective
 • A practice is a bundle of interconnected actitivies, eg. Predicting crimes, 

operating patients, creating promotion materials, selecting candidates, 
sorting vegetable seeds etc. 

• Shared instead of individual; 

• Recurrent instead of accidental;

• Sociomaterial: practices are not purely social but are always intertwined 
with material elements, such as tools, technologies, and physical spaces.

• Micro-macro: ripple effects / 2nd order effects / institutionalization



Focus on jobs
Which jobs will vanish 
because of AI?

Focus on tasks
Which tasks can or cannot 
be performed by AI?

Focus on work practices
How do sociomaterial practices
in the context of organizations
change with the introduction of 
AI?

First studies on the influence of AI 
on work

Later studies on the influence of AI 
on work

Practice-based studies 

Insight: A job includes 
many tasks that may or 
may not be taken over by 
AI.

Insight: Tasks are aimed at 
individual employees and 
not at a broader effect on 
work.

Perspectives on changing work

Requirees relational ethnography





DIscriminative AI Generative AI Avenues for mid-range theory development

Scope Task specific Multi-purpose Enabling easy integration into and reshaping of a 
diverse array of professional fields and sectors

Adoption Top-down Bottom up Shifting the balance of power and control within the 
organizations. Raising questions of governance, 
oversight and ethical use. 

Behavior and 
output

Structured Emergent Creating unpredictable, biased and ‘hallucinated’ 
content, wrought with ethical concerns, for 
knowledge workers, managers, organizations, and 
professional institutions.



GenAI’s multipurpose use

• Workers increasingly rely on GenAI as their go-to source for all manner of 
information search, brainstorming, proofing work, coding, constructing 
images

• GenAI can ‘democratize’ knowledge by reducing dependence on others. 

• But what are the implications for managers ?







Implications for the social fabric of 
organizations

GenAI use can disrupt the flow of 
Expertise, Trust and Sociality 

Future of work: collection of one-man 
bands? 

Baygi and Huysman (in press) “Generative AI and the Social 
Fabric of Organizations”, Strategic Organization 



EMERGENT CAPABILITY

• GenAI can produce unpredictable outcomes (and lead to 
outcomes that often surprises its own developers Wei et 
al 2022). 

• This is due to its emergent capability = Self-organizing 
collective behavior that appear when a large collection of 
things acts as one .e.g molecules and waves. 

• How to work with tools that have unpredictable 
outcomes?



“ To ride a spirited horse is to encounter a lively animal other. In its pre-or 
nonhuman context, the horse has a life of its own …. (Don Ihde) 

GENAI is like a spirited HORSE because it has a (limited) ‘life of its own’  
prompting brings it to life, but the underlying model is operating 
continuously

Capacity to surprise, fascinate, frustrate, and even ‘disobey’. It is never 
entirely predictable. 

This spiritedness and unpredictable capacity makes it risky (hallucination) 
but also alluring and generative, particularly in creative work.

SPIRITED HORSE 





• Fast content provider, many reality shows, highly 
commercial, large marketing/sales/promotion department

• TV shows are mainly considered advertising opportunities

• Promo is main ‘client” of the marketing department

• Quickly jumped on GenAI to economize on the production of 
promotion material

• Midjourney as main tool

“Promo-department” at Broadcast.com



The Work Practice: 
Designing Promotional Material for a Client

• Shared by: 10 people – clients / designers / producers

• Routine practice

• Socio-technical: Midjourney as the main "colleague” (“the spirited 
technology”)

• Ripple Effects: All creative decisions are made in the initial concept 
phase by one solo-worker. What follows – production and post-
production – becomes low skilled repetitive execution work.



Graphic design before Midjourney



Storyboard with Midjourney



Production stage: recreate/imitate the image 



Graphic design with Midjourney



• Working with GenAI as a spirited technology not only triggers solo 
work but also pushes the creative levels (wow effect)

• Reconfiguring of roles and work practices

• Implications for the creative industry (including e.g. fast 
productions, mimicking, artists copy rights, legal and reputational 
risk, model collapse)

Some reflections



• Its not possible to develop a typology of AI@Work

• Every context reveals very different (long term) effects

• Collecting many cases for comparative analysis

• Collaborations with organizations is our life bload
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