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CARE AND THE FUTURE
OF WORK

Karin Schwiter

Introduction

“Who does the care work for whom and under what conditions?” remains a fundamental ques-
tion that accompanies us from the cradle to the grave. Infants start crying when feeling left alone.
Older adults worry about being unable to care for themselves as they get older. This chapter aims
at exploring care work through the lens of the Future of Work debate. It analyses the options digital
technologies offer to shape how we organise care work in the future and it explores alternative
futures of care work.

There are manifold ways of exploring current transformations of how we work. The term
“Future of Work”™, however, has become synonym with a very specific narrative. The studies on
the Future of Work typically analyse how technological advancements impact on labour markets.
They are commonly based on the premise that technology will replace much of the human labour
force, i.e. machines will be able to take over many tasks currently done by human beings. Based
on this, they ask what kind of jobs will still exist in the future? And how do our societies have to
adapt? In his often cited book “The end of work”, Jeremy Rifkin (1995: xv), for example, argues
that “we are entering a new phase in world history — one in which fewer and fewer workers will be
needed to produce the goods and services for the global population™ and predicts mass unemploy-
ment. For many years the debate circled around “automation” and “robotisation” as buzzwords.
Most recently, it has been boosted by the new hype about Al, i.e. artificial intelligence (Schlogl
etal. 2021). Many such studies are produced by consultancy firms who typically use dramatic lan-
guage to suggest the necessity for urgent action. The most recent McKinsey report on the Future
of Work, for example, emphasises that “100 million workers may need to switch occupations by
2030” (Lund et al. 2021: 1). The consultancies then advise industry leaders and governments on
how to adjust their labour policies to stay competitive.

The debate has received substantial criticism for several problematic aspects (for an extensive
critique, see Parts 1 and 2 of this book). Most importantly, scholars problematise its technological
determinism, i.e. its often unidirectional and deterministic understanding of technology as impact-
ing society (Joyce et al. 2023). This frames technology as the driving force of change and indi-
viduals, firms and governments as its passive victims who struggle to adapt. Such narratives are
never merely descriptive, but highly political as they affect how we perceive the future. Spreading
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