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Abstract 
Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon prison project was based on three central assumptions: the omnipresence of the “watcher”; the 
universal visibility of objects of surveillance; and the assumption, by the “watched,” that they are under constant observation. While 
the metaphor of the panopticon, following Michel Foucault’s work, was often applied to workplace and workplace surveillance to 
highlight the “disciplining” power of the supervisor’s “gaze,” this paper argues that it is only with the recent advent of digital 
employee monitoring technology that the workplace is becoming truly “panoptic.” With modern electronic means of surveillance, 
the supervisor is always “looking”—even when not physically present or not actually watching employees—as all worker actions 
and movements may now be recorded and analyzed (in real time or at any time in the future). This paper argues that the modern 
workplace approximates Bentham’s panoptic prison much more than the “traditional” workplace ever did and examines the 
implications of this fundamental historical change in the paradigm of employee monitoring for power relations in the modern 
workplace. 
 

Introduction 

This paper seeks to contribute to the growing body of literature on the increasing use of new digital 
surveillance and analytics technology by employers to monitor employees. This issue has already been 
addressed in a significant number of studies. A large proportion of existing analyses has focused on the 
implications of new workplace surveillance technology for employee privacy. Thus, Ajunwa, Crawford, 
and Schultz (2017: 772), for example, argue that modern “limitless” employee monitoring has rendered 
worker privacy “illusory.” Bodie et al. (2016) observe that the data gathered by employers on workers often 
include information on employee aptitudes and skills, health and fitness, psychological disposition, etc., 
which constitutes a significant invasion of privacy. The implications of new employee monitoring for the 
right to privacy are also discussed by a wide range of other academics (e.g., Ball 2010; Lane 2003; Nolan 
2003; Schumacher 2011; Zureik 2003; Rothstein 2000), and these implications are one of the central themes 
in the debate on modern workplace surveillance in non-academic media outlets, such as The Financial Times 
(O’Connor 2016a, 2016b; Kuchler 2014), The New York Times (Dougherty and Hardy 2015; Lohr 2014; 
Walker 2017), BBC (e.g., Derousseau 2017; Peñarredonda 2018), CBS (e.g., Kashdan 2015; Delgado 2018), 
The Week (2015), and many others.  

An issue that overlaps with privacy concerns, and that is also widely addressed in existing literature, is the 
potential of new means of workplace surveillance to lead to discrimination. For example, Rosenblat, Kneese, 
and boyd (2014a: 6) observe that employers’ access to sensitive information about employees may be used 
“in ways that can mask discrimination.” Bodie et al. (2016: 46) observe that the quality of the data about 
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workers and the way they are analyzed by employers may be flawed and pose “special problems for 
discrimination.” Ajunwa, Crawford, and Schultz (2017) argue that the practice of collecting data on worker 
health may result in discrimination with respect to promotion, pay increases, bonuses, etc. Similar concerns 
are raised with respect to “corporate wellness programs” (discussed in detail below) by Hendrix and Buck 
(2009), who identify a whole range of ways in which the data on workers’ physical conditions gathered as 
part of these programs might lead to different forms of discrimination (see also Hinton 2006). It may be 
noted that the potential of different forms of new surveillance technologies to result in biases and 
discrimination has also become quite widespread in non-academic literature (e.g., Hamblen 2015; Sheppard 
and Richter & Hampton 2019; Silverman 2016; Moran 2017; Rose 2008).  

Another issue that has received significant attention is the relationship between the digital monitoring of 
employees and increases in work intensity, often going hand in hand with worker burnout, stress, and other 
related health problems. Thus, Mulholland and Stewart (2013: 548, 550, 552) observe that the ability of 
management “to directly monitor and control worker performance and productivity” leads to a dramatic 
increase in the intensity of work, which is accompanied by permanent worker stress and frequent burnouts. 
Moore, Akhtar, and Upchurch. (2018: 17) also demonstrate that new monitoring technologies result in 
“intensified control mechanisms over workers,” which often result in overwork and stress. Jeske and 
Santuzzi (2015: 64) similarly show that new employee surveillance technologies “intensify stress, adversely 
affecting job satisfaction” (see also Mulki et al. 2008; Stanton and Julian 2002; Hodson et al. 2014). In more 
recent years, similar conclusions have been drawn with respect to “on-demand” or “gig” workers that find 
jobs via specialized digital platforms. Thus, as Rosenblat (2018: 139) has demonstrated with respect to 
Uber’s drivers, surveillance of these workers is highly detailed “from the shakiness of their phones to their 
passenger sourced ratings.” One of the issues here is that the surveillance and evaluation algorithms that 
Uber and other platforms use are highly opaque—they may be described as “black box” algorithms 
(Pasquale 2015)—and workers do not have any information on how they operate. In this setting, they are 
forced to do their best to get good feedback from customers or risk having their profiles deactivated. This 
often involves engaging in additional—often unseen and unpaid—labor (Moore, Akhtar, and Upchurch 
2018), such as adopting a more communicative and emotional attitude (see Hoschild 1983) in order to please 
the customer, which in turn creates additional stress (Rosenblat 2018; Raval and Dourish 2016; Gandini 
2016).  

The contribution of this paper to the existing body of literature lies in examining in more detail the 
implications of the new paradigm of workplace surveillance for power relations in the workplace. If 
workplace surveillance was previously focused on employee performance and was limited to supervisors’ 
eyes, it is now continuous and increasingly extends to the health and fitness of employees (monitored and 
analyzed using new technologies). With modern means of surveillance, the supervisor is always “looking,” 
even when not physically present, because all worker operations and movements may be recorded and 
analyzed. As a result, the modern workplace is becoming truly panoptic, which has very important 
implications for what Foucault referred to as “disciplinary” power (1979) and “bio-power” (2009) in the 
context of the workplace. In his early works, Foucault (1976, 2006) examined how the architectural design 
of institutions such as asylums, clinics, and hospitals enabled the spatial distribution of individual bodies 
and the organization of a field of visibility, which gave the “watchers” the power to observe, scrutinize, and 
control the behavior of each patient. In Discipline and Punish (Foucault 1979) and in some of his later 
writings and lectures (e.g., Foucault 1980, 1985, 2010), Foucault, borrowing Bentham’s term “panopticon,” 
shows that the nature of power present in such institutions is not reducible to power as repression or “power 
over”; it also involves the “technologies of the self,” or the exercise of power over oneself, as the “watched,” 
aware of being under constant observation, end up internalizing the existing rules and norms, and start 
behaving in the required manner without coercion. In his later works, Foucault (2003, 2009) focuses on a 
different technology of power—biopower—which emerged in the second half of the eighteenth century and 
later developed in a symbiotic relationship with disciplinary techniques. Its subject was the state and its 
object was the population, increasingly seen as having aggregate characteristics—birth rate, mortality rate, 
recurrence of epidemics, etc.—and governments started to focus on the welfare of the population, and 
particularly on health issues, beginning to medicalize the population through various campaigns and 
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policies. As Foucault (2003: 243) put it, after “a first seizure of power over body in an individualizing mode, 
we have a second seizure of power that is not individualizing but… massifying, that is directed not at man-
as-body but at man-as-species [that]… I would call a ‘biopolitics’ of the human race.” I will use Foucault’s 
insights to help grasp the changes that are taking place in the workplace surveillance paradigm with the rise 
of digital employee monitoring technologies. 

This paper is structured as follows: In Section 1, I argue that workplace surveillance historically focused on 
employee performance and was based on visual observation and “subjective” (i.e., not based on automated 
analytics) evaluation by supervisors and managers. In Section 2, I examine examples of new workplace 
surveillance technologies. This prepares the ground for Section 3, where I discuss the qualitative changes 
that these technologies bring to employee monitoring and their implications for power relations in the 
workplace.  

Section 1: “Traditional” Workplace Surveillance: An Imperfect Panopticon 

Let us start by observing that worker surveillance is a structural necessity in capitalism. Indeed, one of the 
central features of this mode of production is the separation of direct producers from the means of production 
and the consequent transformation of human labor into a saleable commodity, used for the extraction of 
surplus. As Marx (1976: 274) observed, capital only comes to life when it meets in the marketplace “a 
special commodity”—labor-power—and “arises only when the owner of the means of production… finds 
the free worker available, on the market, as the seller of his own labour-power.” What is characteristic of 
the wage-labor relation (as has also been noted by classical political economists such as Smith and Ricardo; 
see Manokha 2015) is a structural divergence of interest between two parties: employers, who generally 
seek to obtain as much as possible from employees and to pay as little as possible, and employees, who have 
the opposite interest—to work less and get as high of pay as possible. What this implies is that, from the 
point of view of employers, surveillance of employees becomes a necessity in order to ensure that the 
commodity they purchase—human labor-power—is used as productively as possible: “the worker works 
under the control of the capitalist… [who] takes good care that the work is done in a proper manner,” which, 
in turn, involves the development of “a barrack-like discipline… in the factory… dividing the workers into 
manual labourers and overseers” (Marx 1976: 549; emphasis added).1  

Thus, it is hardly surprising that Foucault, following Bentham, referred to the capitalist factories as one of 
the panoptic settings (alongside asylums, clinics, and hospitals), observing that prisons resemble factories, 
which in turn resemble prisons (Foucault 1979: 198). As a matter of fact, the very origin of the idea of the 
panopticon is related to the organization of factory labor: it was developed by Bentham’s younger brother 
Samuel to oversee a force of inexperienced Russian serfs at the workshops of Prince Potemkin. Jeremy 
Bentham acknowledged this and later observed that his panoptic prison project could be applied wherever 
the “watched” are required to internalize the necessary rules and to exercise self-discipline, including “to 
the business of... manufactories” (Bentham 1971: 501–503). 

Now, following Foucault and several other authors, the history of “traditional” workplace surveillance in 
capitalism—based on visual “gaze” and abstract time—could indeed be viewed as a series of attempts and 
innovations on the part of employers to render the workplace as panoptic as possible. However, as we will 

                                                   
1 In recent years, the term “surveillance capitalism,” first employed by Foster and McChesney (2014) and later 
developed by Zuboff (2015, 2016, 2018), is increasingly employed to refer to the collection and monetization of user 
data by various platforms, as well as to the practices of worker surveillance using digital technology. This term, 
however, is unfortunate because it sees surveillance in capitalism as a new feature specific to our historical period. 
Surveillance of workers has always been present in capitalism for the reasons just discussed; in addition, since the 
early days of capitalism, capitalist firms have also engaged in the analysis of their markets, the activities of 
competitors, and consumer tastes and preferences. In this view, the term “surveillance capitalism” is a form of 
tautology (see Manokha 2018). 
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see below, it is only with the rise of digital means of employee surveillance that this goal is finally being 
achieved. But let us first look at the “traditional” paradigm of workplace surveillance and its main 
characteristics. 

One of the first elements introduced by employers in the context of the “traditional” workplace surveillance 
paradigm was abstract time. The use of time to control the labor process actually predated capitalism and 
had already been used to mark, for example, the workday of guild laborers in medieval Europe (Dohrn-van 
Rossum 1996). However, in this context, time had not yet been privatized—it had not yet entered each 
workplace to measure in a specific manner the effort of each worker—and guild laborers could set their 
own pace of work as they saw fit. The privatization of time occurred only with the rise of capitalism and 
with its commodification of human labor and the entry of the clock into each workplace beginning in the 
eighteenth century. With the introduction of clocks, “the full abstraction of work time into commodified 
hours would occur” and they significantly increased employers’ “disciplining capacity” (Snyder 2016: 34, 
38). This allowed factory owners to shift to a pay-by-the hour system and to fix the number of hours that 
workers had to work per day, as well as to begin to create different surveillance mechanisms to ensure 
compliance (Huggett 1973; Smith 1980). By the end of the eighteenth century, “the marriage between work, 
the hour, and pay became standard within the factory” (Snyder 2016: 36).  

Here it is useful to recall Marx’s (1976) distinction between extensive and intensive exploitation as a means 
to increase surplus-value. The former involves methods that augment the amount of time dedicated to work 
(e.g., elongating the time spent working); the latter refers to techniques seeking to increase worker 
productivity (e.g., accelerating the rhythm of work or making the laboring process more efficient). Extensive 
exploitation characterized factory labor processes in the nineteenth century before it met with more and 
more worker resistance and gave rise to reform movements in the latter half of the century. This compelled 
factory owners to focus instead on productivity improvement, which, at the time of Marx’s writing, mostly 
involved “further improvement of machinery” (Marx 1976: 533–524). It is the attempts to increase intensive 
exploitation that later led employers to the search for better means of employee surveillance and to the 
adoption of new measures that may be seen as efforts to perfect the panoptic dispositif of the workplace. An 
important landmark in this respect was the birth of “scientific management,” which Frederick Taylor (1919), 
an engineer and efficiency consultant, systematized and popularized. Taylor (1919: 13–14) analyzed the 
labor process in order to maximize worker productivity and argued that this could be achieved in two ways: 
first, by limiting the time wasted during the production process (especially by combatting “worker 
soldiering,” by which he meant “deliberately working slowly”; second, by the slicing of the labor process 
into a set of basic operations. Taylor (1919: 27) believed that it was “only through the adoption of modern 
scientific management” that employers will succeed in “obtaining the maximum output of each man and 
each machine.” Taylor’s “scientific management” effectively involved the development of more and more 
sophisticated techniques of worker surveillance and monitoring (Crowley et al. 2010). “The rule of the 
Taylorist system is that the unobserved worker is an inefficient one” (Rosenblat, Kneese, and boyd 2014: 
2). Or, as Snyder (2016: 31) put it, “from this point of view, Chronos is a taskmaster, vigilantly surveilling 
the movements of his subjects, stopwatch in hand.” In this respect, Taylor’s innovations contributed to the 
further development of disciplinary power within the workplace establishing, to use Foucault’s (1995: 152) 
terms, “a kind of anatomo-chronological schema of behaviour” under the gaze of the supervisor. We may 
also mention the micromotion studies of Frank and Lillian Gilbreth, who sought to extend Taylor’s work by 
developing more rigorous techniques of worker observation—the filming and timing of a worker’s 
operations in order to compare the times of each of the worker’s motions and to synthesize the best elements 
into a method that would become standard for the job in question (Price 1992: 60). The work of the Gilbreths 
also involved an additional dimension of worker surveillance, which consisted of providing employers with 
guidelines concerning what they should pay particular attention to in worker supervision (e.g., worker 
postures, their “therbligs”—fragments of hand movements—techniques used) (Price 1989). 

In addition to these developments in the paradigm of workplace surveillance based on visual observation 
and abstract time (which remain largely unchanged, despite some additional innovations), we need to 
mention one important historical exception to such techniques—Henry Ford’s experiment with monitoring 
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worker hygiene and health. When Ford introduced a moving assembly line in 1913, the increase in 
productivity was immediately dramatic, but so was the rise in worker turnover: in 1913, every time the 
company wanted to add one hundred men to its personnel it had to hire 963 men, as workers found the work 
too exhaustive and left shortly after being recruited (Sward 1948: 48–49). Ford’s solution to this problem 
was to double wages in 1914, which immediately led to a decline in worker turnover. But higher wages 
came with a condition: the adoption of healthy and “moral” lifestyles by employees, who were expected to 
lead “a clean, sober and industrious life” (Ford Motor Company 1915: 8). This involved “personal hygiene, 
cleanliness of homes, and… bathing frequently” (Ford Motor Company 1915: 13). To monitor workers’ 
compliance with these standards, Ford set up a “Sociology Department” staffed with about thirty 
“inspectors” who would make surprise visits to workers to “collect information on every one of the 
employees” on living conditions and lifestyles (Ford Motor Company 1915: 9).  

Now, Ford’s concern with the health and “morals” of employees, as Gramsci (1971) pointed out, had to do 
with the changes in the “objective conditions”—the rise of mass production and an increased intensification 
of labor, which required physically fit laborers capable of enduring the rhythm of the assembly line. Gramsci 
(1971: 303) argued that Ford’s assembly line was a “more wearying and exhausting” form of the 
“consumption of labour power,” and Ford’s attempt to control the workers’ health and morality were the 
means to preserve “a certain psycho-physical equilibrium which prevents the physiological collapse of the 
worker, exhausted by the new method of production.” Ford’s “Sociology Department” was eventually 
closed in the early 1920s for reasons that will be discussed below when we compare this experiment with 
modern techniques of health and fitness monitoring adopted by corporations. Let us first examine the latest 
innovations in monitoring worker productivity as well as the growth of the so-called “corporate wellness 
programs” that focus on employee health and fitness.  

Section 2: From Visual “Gaze” to Digital Monitoring and Analytics 

Moore, Upchurch, and Whittaker (2018: 2) observe that with the emergence of “technologies that can be 
used to measure, track, analyse and perform work,” management can now “control work at ever-more 
intensified levels.” In what follows, I will mostly focus on surveillance exercised over employees that are 
hired in a “traditional” way—that is, as members of staff present on employers’ premises and/or using 
employers’ equipment (e.g., trucks, computers); however, I will also mention briefly some of the key 
developments in the surveillance of “gig” or platform laborers.  

Let us begin with the rise of Industrial Internet of Things (IIoT), a system of networked smart objects and 
workers that enables “real-time access, collection, analysis, communications, and exchange of process, 
product and/or service information, within the industrial environment” (Boyes et al. 2018: 3–4). The 
development IIoT was “partly inspired by the success of RFID technology… used for tracking objects, 
people, and animals” (Kortuem et al. 2010: 30). The factory of the future is now expected to be a place 
where objects “sense, log, and interpret what’s occurring within themselves and the world, act on their own, 
intercommunicate with each other, and exchange information with people” (Kortuem et al. 2010: 30; 
emphasis added). In other words, IIoT involves the development of digital equipment installed not only on 
“things” (inputs, conveyor belts, etc.) but also on workers. On one hand, this further illustrates the fact that, 
under capitalism, human labor is treated as a thing—as a production input like any other; on the other hand, 
this further demonstrates the enhancement of the surveillance capacities of employers over workers. While 
this process is still in its initial stage of development, there already exist some indications about the nature 
of the digital surveillance that is being deployed and, ironically, one of the key innovators here is again the 
Ford company. Thus, Ford is now experimenting with skintight bodysuits equipped with sensors that 
workers wear in order “to help improve their postures and enhance productivity” (Millman 2018). This 
body-tracking technology, which traces everything that the workers (referred to as “industrial athletes”) do 
using fifteen sensors connected to a wireless detection unit, was launched at Ford’s Valencia Engine 
Assembly Plant in Spain (Millman 2018). But it is not just big factories that introduce such technologies. 
For example, a small US producer of products used in the oil field industry, Afton Manufacturing, recently 
employed a comparable technology (known as WaspTime RFID technology) and, in two years, claims to 
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have obtained significant gains in productivity (7,280 hours and $6,000 in time and productivity saved each 
year) (Waspbarcode n.d.). While it is common to present the use of sensors on workers in the context of 
IIoT as primarily contributing to their safety, it is obvious that, in reality, it is all about increasing worker 
productivity, which arises (at least in part) from the increased surveillance of employees that these 
technologies permit (e.g., Key Management Group 2016; Schmid 2018). 

Another major area in which such technologies are widely used is warehouse work. Thus, Amazon 
warehouse loaders carry devices that indicate to them the shortest way to the shelves, give them a real-time 
indication if they are running behind on their targets, and allow managers to send messages to these devices 
to tell workers to speed up, to stop talking, etc. The British grocery chain Tesco outfitted its employees with 
armbands that track assignment completion time, order fulfilment, and other information to track workers 
transporting goods to about ninety aisles of shelves (Boitnott 2015). This system of tracking is also widely 
used by firms specializing in delivery. Thus, in 2009, UPS had already started using technologies that 
transmit data from remote sensors and GPS devices to computers for analysis (Kaplan 2015: 32). The 
monitoring system that now governs the working life of a driver for UPS includes handheld delivery-
information acquisition devices as well as more than two hundred sensors on each delivery truck that track 
everything from backup speeds to stop times to seat belt use (Kaplan 2015). In addition, employers are 
increasingly able to track employee movement not only inside but also outside the workplace (Ajunwa, 
Crawford, and Schultz 2017: 769), and this practice is likely to grow much further (Kaplan 2015: 32).  

Some firms develop tracking devices that also allow the analysis of “social dynamics at work”—how 
employees talk to one another, in what tone of voice, how they sit at lunch tables, etc. Thus, in 2015, the 
Boston-based analytics firm Sociometric Solutions supplied some twenty companies with employee ID 
badges fitted with microphones, location sensors, and accelerometers in order to examine how employee 
interactions affect performance (The Week 2015). One of its clients, Bank of America, thus discovered that, 
in the cafeteria, certain people only sat with three other people (at four-seat tables) while others sat with 
eleven other people (at twelve-seat tables). Those who sat at larger tables were 36% more productive and 
had 30% lower stress levels when the company started layoffs (The Week 2015). More recently, Walmart 
patented a similar system called “Listening to the Frontend,” which will record the conversations of cashiers 
and shoppers and monitor specific noises, like the beeps of item scanners and rustling of bags (Delgado 
2018). A whole sector of the “quantified workplace” has emerged in the US in which firms, such as Evolv, 
specialize in studying in real time how millions of employees behave each day using the data obtained from 
such tracking devices.  

Important developments have also taken place in the supervision of workers using computers. A new 
industry of “user activity monitoring” (UAM) technology has developed whose current market is estimated 
at $1.1 billion and is expected to grow to $3.3 billion by 2023 (PR Newswire 2018). The products (e.g., 
ActivTrak, InterGuard, Activity Monitor) enable employers to record and analyze employee activity with 
respect to email, social media, keystrokes, printing, etc. As a rule, employers are provided with a possibility 
to compare employee performance, to run reports on selected users over any time period, and to identify 
unusual behavior patterns. The adoption of UAM technologies is now highly widespread, particularly in the 
United States (The Week 2015). 

In addition, there are two other technological developments that deserve a special mention, as they 
demonstrate the extent to which new technologies may further commodify human labor in ways that might 
have appeared unimaginable only a few years ago. The first of these involves the “microchipping” of 
employees—placing RFID implants under the skin—a process developed by the Swedish enterprise 
Epicenter, most of whose employees now have these microchips implanted. Another company based in the 
US, Three Square Market, also recently microchipped half of its employees at a “chip party” organized for 
the event (BBC 2017). The key advantage of the implant, according to the chief executive of Epicenter, is 
that it “replaces a lot of devices” (Telegraph 2017) and allows individuals to operate printers, open electronic 
locks, or purchase snacks from vending machines with a wave of the hand. Because of the device’s 
convenience, Three Square Market representatives believe that “everyone will soon be doing it” (BBC 
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2017). At the same time, it is acknowledged that these chips would enable management to track every single 
movement of employees, including the duration of toilet breaks, as well to get insights into their food 
consumption through the monitoring of their purchases from the company’s vending machines. 

The second important development is a recent product designed to allow employers to track employee brain 
activity at work. Launched by SAP, a software firm, and Emotiv, a leader in mobile “neuroinformatics” 
solutions, the product labelled Focus UX is capable of detecting employees’ “cognitive state and then 
adapt[ing] the user experience (UX)” to best fit what they are able to handle at that moment (Cabahug 2018). 
This, it is claimed, will improve “well-being and productivity in the workplace” (Cabahug 2018). Although 
marketed as a means for employees to avoid “cognitive overload,” it is obvious that gathering the 
information concerning employee brain activity and attention levels has the potential to become one of the 
most extreme forms of employee surveillance that has ever existed (see Reuters 2019). It should be noted 
that similar technologies are already being adopted in China (Parsons 2018). 

The second category of surveillance to which employees are increasingly subjected is the monitoring of 
their health and fitness, particularly in the Anglo-Saxon world where there has been a proliferation of 
“corporate wellness programs”—“employer-sponsored programmes designed to support employees as they 
adopt behaviours that reduce health risks, and… enhance personal effectiveness” (Berry, Mirabito, and Baun 
2010). Two-thirds of US employers now offer some kind of wellness program (Kaiser Family Foundation 
2014), which usually involve weight-loss initiatives, gym membership discounts, smoking cessation 
programs, personal health coaching, or classes in nutrition or healthy living. Most firms use financial 
incentives to encourage employee participation in these programs (Cawley 2014: 811). According to a 
survey of representative US employers, such financial incentives increased to a record $693 per employee 
in 2015 from $594 in 2014 and $430 five years earlier (Begley 2015). The market size for wellness programs 
in the US is estimated at $6 billion and is expected to cross $13 billion by 2023, growing at 8% per year 
(Arizton 2018). Globally, the market size in 2014 equaled $40.7 billion and was expected to “gain 
momentum across the world in the coming 5-10 years” (Global Wellness Institute 2016: 11). 

What is important is that an increasing number of wellness programs involve the collection and analysis of 
personal data concerning employee fitness and health. As Ajunwa, Crawford, and Schultz (2017: 763) 
observe, employers “mine employee data—which prescription drugs they use,… when they stop filing their 
birth control prescriptions. Walmart, for example, assesses employee data to nudge employees toward 
weight loss programs or to suggest physical therapy instead of expensive operations.” Swedish Scania 
requires employees to “to come to work in a condition that makes them ready and able to work” in 
accordance with the company’s routines and performance standards” (Holmqvist and Maravelias 2011: 79). 
Although it is acknowledged that “Scania cannot command their employees to eat properly, to exercise, and 
to educate themselves,” it is assumed that employees should take care “of health-related things such as 
physical fitness and personally traits,” for Scania expects from its employees that “they remain ‘attractive’ 
and ‘capable’” (Holmqvist and Maravelias 2011: 80). 

Many wellness programs resort to biometrical screening and, increasingly, to the use of wearable technology 
to digitally monitor employees. Thus, devices such as Fitbit, which can record information related to health, 
fitness, sleep quality, fatigue levels, and location, are now being used by employers as part of their wellness 
programs (Manokha 2017). One of the first was BP America, which introduced Fitbit bracelets in 2013. In 
2015, at least 24,500 of BP’s employees were using them, and more and more US employers have followed 
suit. Many other US companies have since used such technology. For example, Profusion used Fitbits and 
other apps to track 171 personal metrics—including sleep quality, heart rate, and location—twenty-four 
hours a day for thirty-one staff members and then, based on the results obtained, divided its personnel into 
“Busy and coping” and “Irritated and unsettled” (O’Connor 2015); Appirio gave Fitbits to around four 
hundred employees in 2014; in the same year, Vista Staffing Solutions, a healthcare recruitment agency, 
started a weight-loss program using Fitbits and Wi-Fi-enabled bathroom scales (O’Connor 2015. A number 
of analysts predict that, in several years, data-driven incentives concerning employee health and fitness will 
become the norm (Moran 2017; see also Cabahug 2018). 
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Having looked at these examples, let us now examine the changes that they bring to workplace surveillance 
and their implications for power relations among employers and employees.  

Section 3: Towards Absolute Panopticism  

As mentioned above, the metaphor of the panopticon had been applied to workplace and workplace 
surveillance before the advent of digital employee monitoring technology. While this was certainly a valid 
metaphor that helped, in particular, to highlight the disciplining “power” of the supervisor’s “gaze,” the 
traditional workplace did not really operate as a panoptic setting as originally intended by Bentham. Indeed, 
from Bentham’s project, we may infer the following three key features of the panoptic prison: (1) the 
omnipresence of the inspector, ensured by his total invisibility; (2) the universal visibility of objects of 
surveillance; and (3) the assumption of constant observation by the watched. The traditional workplace 
surveillance paradigm never fulfilled these conditions: the “inspector” (the supervisor, the manager) could 
never be assumed to be omnipresent by workers, as he was always visible; the employees knew that they 
were being watched only when the “watcher” was present, and there was no universal visibility of 
employees; and, as a result, there could be no assumption of constant surveillance on the part of workers. In 
addition, even when the supervisor was actually looking, there was a possibility for workers to avoid 
laboring at full capacity.  

The rise of electronic means of surveillance has fundamentally changed the workplace, and it may be argued 
that, for workers placed under digital surveillance, the three main assumptions behind the panopticon are 
now increasingly fulfilled: the omnipresence of the employer is ensured by the digital gathering and storage 
of all information concerning productivity; their universal visibility is guaranteed by the fact that everything 
that they do, including the organization of their lunch or toilet breaks, may be monitored; and, as a result, 
workers must assume that they are constantly observed. However, the transformations brought about by 
new technologies do not stop there. As we saw earlier, it is increasingly not just worker productivity that is 
monitored by employers, but also their fitness and health. It may thus be further suggested that, in the 
workplace, what Foucault (2003; 2009) referred to as “biopower”—which he saw as totalizing (directed at 
aggregates such as populations)—is becoming individualizing and, therefore, also disciplinary. One of 
Bentham’s predictions was that, in a panoptic setting, we would observe not only the presence of 
“disciplinary” power, to use Foucault’s (1979) term, but also the development of self-discipline or the 
“technologies of the self,” to borrow another of Foucault’s (2010) terms. When we examine modern 
workplace surveillance, there are indeed indications that both of these dimensions of power are greatly 
enhanced.  

As regards the dimension of “disciplinary” power as “power over” (as some of the authors mentioned earlier 
have observed), employers are now better equipped to detect any non-productive activity or insufficient 
effort and to discipline the employees in question. For example, in a recent undercover investigation of 
working conditions at an Amazon warehouse near Glasgow by The Daily Mail (Kelly 2016), it was 
discovered that the use of new surveillance technology enabled managers to undertake an immediate 
disciplinary action against those pickers who ran behind the assigned schedule or those who were deemed 
to have taken too long during bathroom breaks. The study of warehouse operators by Moore, Upchurch, and 
Whittaker (2018: 23–24) demonstrates that digital tracking is used to monitor individual productivity and 
time spent on breaks, which has resulted in the dismissals of some operatives within weeks of the start of 
the deployment of this technology. Another example is Afton Manufacturing, mentioned in the previous 
section, whose manager states that, before adopting the employee tracking technology, “employees had a 
tendency to stretch out breaks sometimes up to 25 or 30 minutes a day, instead of the 20 minutes allocated” 
(Waspbarcode, n.d.), but, with the new technology, anyone taking breaks that are five minutes longer than 
permitted may be singled out and disciplined if needed. It may be added here that such technologies allow 
for a much more individualized surveillance than before (Ball 2010: 89) and the number of employees that 
may be monitored in such individualized and detailed manner is now potentially unlimited (Lohr 2013). 
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Alternatively, as regards Foucault’s (2010) “technologies of the self,” the individualized focus of new 
technologies also increases the pressure put on each worker to perform better, to beat the targets, to 
outperform team members. Thus, with respect to UPS’s monitoring system discussed above, it has been 
found that some workers now attempt to outperform and beat the targets. For example, “one new hire was 
beating his quota by an hour and a half to two hours every day” (Kaplan 2015: 31). Others confess that 
being under such close surveillance is like being beaten by “a mental whip... people get intimidated and they 
work faster” (Kaplan 2015: 31). Moore, Upchurch, and Whittaker (2018: 24) report that warehouse workers 
placed under digital monitoring felt the need to work faster and “everybody speeded up.” Analogous insights 
may be drawn from Snyder’s (2016) and Levy’s (2015) studies of long-distance truck drivers, which also 
reveal that drivers under constant electronic monitoring feel the pressure to work more. For example, they 
feel the pressure not to take mandated breaks and to continue working even when sleep is necessary. As a 
result, returning to Marx’s (1976) distinction between extensive and intensive exploitation, it may be 
observed that the increase in the disciplinary power in the modern workplace contributes to the growth of 
both forms of exploitation—employees tend to work longer and more intensely. To refer to the case of UPS 
once more, its surveillance system allowed the firm to find out which drivers were underperforming and 
then take measures to increase the number of deliveries per day so that, within four years, the company was 
delivering 1.4 million additional packages per day with one thousand fewer drivers (Kaplan 2015: 32). 

The monitoring, evaluation, and analysis of employee productivity is now increasingly complemented, as 
we saw in the previous section, by the focus on employee health and fitness. What we are dealing with here 
may be described as a form of privatization and exercise of biopower in the workplace whose extent and 
reach, thanks to new technologies, is incomparably greater than what Ford’s “Sociology Department” ever 
hoped to achieve (Ajunwa, Crawford, and Schultz 2017: 742). In addition, Ford had to put an end to the 
monitoring of workers lifestyles because it was both costly and was increasingly seen by workers as 
intrusive and paternalistic (Ford [1902] 2002: 54). Modern techniques of obtaining information on employee 
health and fitness, by contrast, do not seem to face such constraints. The gathering of data using biometric 
screening or wearable devices is less intrusive than home visits, and it is also much cheaper to analyze and 
process. Now, what is crucial here is that the individualization and growth of biopower seems to further 
reinforce the panoptic dimension of the workplace and, particularly, the imperative for self-discipline on the 
part of employees. The incentive to pursue healthy and “moral” lifestyles for Ford’s employees was not to 
lose eligibility for a doubled wage; for modern employees, what is at stake is their very employability—
their attractiveness as employees expressed in their overall ratings or scores. This puts extra pressure on 
workers to not only be productive but also physically fit and requires more self-discipline (e.g., to adopt 
dietary restrictions, to exercise more regularly, to quit smoking). As a result, as has been confirmed by the 
research conducted by André Spicer, corporate wellness programs “are creating guilt and anxiety in 
employees” (qtd. in Berinato 2015). As reported by Spicer, “one big wellness program…led previously 
happy employees…to become anxious,…to make them think they needed to be more attractive to their 
employer, and if they did something like smoking a cigarette, they felt it affected their employability” 
(quoted in Berinato 2015). We may also recall Scania’s “twenty-four-hour employee” policy, which puts 
the pressure on employees to “remain ‘attractive’ and ‘capable’” (Holmqvist and Maravelias 2011: 80). 

Now, two observations need to be made here concerning the issues that cannot be adequately addressed 
within the scope of this paper. First, the developments that I have discussed primarily concern traditional 
forms of employment. As regards platform labor, the surveillance dispositif here is still in the making, but 
we can observe that it is significantly different—it is much less panoptic and is based on “action at a 
distance,” to borrow Bruno Latour’s (1987: 219) term. The monitoring of employees is not done within the 
confines of the workplace and it does not measure and analyze productivity in the same way. What plays a 
more important role here is the evaluations that “gig” workers receive from their clients, usually aggregated 
as scores. Thus, workers registered with digital platforms—for example, in housekeeping (Workday, 
Upwork, Elance, TaskRabbit) or urban transportation (Uber, Lyft, Zipcar)—are assigned scores based on a 
range of indicators (the number of tasks performed, the time spent on a given type of task, reactivity in 
responding to task offers, etc.). There is certainly an important aspect of disciplinary power present here—
if the score of an “independent contractor” declines below a certain threshold, the platform may simply 
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deactivate the profile of the worker in question. Nevertheless, platform workers, as a rule, have more 
freedom concerning the organization of their time and work (when to make themselves available for jobs, 
how many jobs to accept, when to stop working, etc.) in comparison to “traditionally” employed workers. 
In addition, their fitness and health are not monitored. These differences perhaps explain why such workers 
tend to see platform labor as giving them more freedom (Gandini 2016). 

Second, the rise and adoption of new workplace surveillance technologies must be placed within a wider 
socio-economic context. Indeed, the existence of a possibility to exercise more control over employees and 
to obtain their compliance with new monitoring protocols does not mean that this possibility will necessarily 
be realized in practice. What needs to be explained is why this is actually happening. While it is beyond the 
scope of this paper to address this question in detail, it may be plausible to suggest that this is a result of the 
rise of neoliberal policies and the development of “flexible capitalism” (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005; 
Cappelli 1999; Kalleberg 2011; Standing 2011). As noted by Snyder (2016: 3), the term “flexible 
capitalism” “captures a variety of changes to production processes, employment arrangements, management 
strategies, and the like that are reshaping the conditions of work.” It involves significant disruptions to 
secure and predictable career trajectories with the growth of precarious employment, irregular scheduling, 
and the erosion of associated social and economic rights and benefits that characterized employment 
relations in advanced industrial countries before the advent of neoliberalism in the late 1970s (Kalleberg 
2009, 2011; Standing 2011, 2014). At the risk of oversimplification, we may suggest that, in the current 
context of intense competition for and precarity of jobs, capital has acquired significant relative power over 
labor, and these structural conditions, at least in part, explain the lack of any significant resistance on the 
part of workers to the changes in workplace relations: for employees in this context, the costs of losing 
employment are very high. The rise of “flexible capitalism” may also account for the development of 
corporate wellness programs. As it was in the case of Ford’s “Sociology Department,” contemporary 
concern with employee health may be seen as the need for employers to have a workforce capable of 
enduring the intensity of work and the conditions of work that are marked by significant increases in work-
related illnesses and injuries, employee fatigue, stress, and psychological breakdowns (Global Wellness 
Institute 2016:17) and the development of associated health problems or even chronic diseases such as 
diabetes or obesity (Berlant 2010: 26–27). These health issues are costly to enterprises in terms of health 
payments and the costs of employee turnover (Hassard et al. 2014). However, even if wellness programs 
manage to achieve certain minor positive results, such as reducing “risk factors, such as smoking” and 
increasing “healthy behaviours, such as exercise” (Mattke et al.,2013: 106; Global Wellness Institute 2016: 
12), they do not address the increases in the precariousness, insecurity, and intensity of work that are 
responsible for worker stress and illnesses, and they actually add more anxiety and stress and result in an 
increase in the need for “technologies of the self” so that workers can stay competitive. 

Conclusion 

The key objective of this paper was to examine new means of workplace surveillance and to analyze their 
implications for power relations between employers and employees. I have shown that digital employee 
monitoring technology has important implications for both the disciplinary power of employers and for the 
“technologies of the self,” that is, for power that employees exercise over themselves without coercion. I 
have provided examples of employers obtaining significant gains in productivity from employees as new 
technologies enable them to increase both intensive and extensive exploitation of workers. I have also 
examined some evidence indicating that, placed under digital surveillance, workers themselves seek to be 
more productive and to outcompete colleagues and fellow employees. In addition, I have also analyzed what 
I have called the increasing privatization of biopower in the workplace, that is, the growing ability of 
employers to monitor the individual health and fitness of their employees, which further contributes to the 
increase in the disciplinary power of employers and also has implications for the “technologies of the self” 
that workers are led to adopt. Finally, while employee monitoring technologies adopted by digital platforms 
to track and evaluate their “independent contractors” have largely remained outside the scope of this paper, 
I have outlined the implications of their adoption to be explored in more detail in future research. 
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Now, it is crucial to note that the panopticon is a metaphor and that the workplace is not a panoptic prison—
workers are not inmates, they have rights and legal protections, and they may organize to resist or limit the 
use of new surveillance technologies by employers. Yet, and this is something that requires explanation, the 
instances of resistance have so far been very limited. As Foucault often emphasized in his discussions of 
disciplinary institutions, as well as in his more general analyses of the exercise of different forms of power, 
instances of resistance or “counter-conduct” (see, in particular, Foucault 2009) are fundamental elements of 
any power relation. As suggested in the last section, this lack of resistance may have to do with the changes 
in social and economic structures that have been established with the advent of neoliberalism in the last four 
decades or so. Indeed, for workers to accept the minute tracking of movements, including lunch breaks and 
toilet breaks, or for platform workers to accept precarious work and, in addition, to engage in affective and 
unseen labor to please the customer in order to obtain a good rating, alternative employment must be scarce 
and social protections in the case of unemployment need to be poor or non-existent. Such “voluntary 
servitude” (Hardt and Negri 2000) seems to be inseparable from what neo-liberal policies have produced—
“free individuals,” meaning free from state welfare support, free from trade union membership or assistance, 
and increasingly free from subjectivity and humanity. In addition, we may recall that Ford had to end the 
monitoring of workers’ lifestyles because home visits by his inspectors were increasingly seen by workers 
as intrusive and generated more and more resistance. Modern technologies (perhaps with the exception of 
implanted microchips) may appear, from the point of view of workers, to be much less intrusive. Indeed, 
the process of information gathering is not directly visible by employees, and it does not involve physical 
contact with those gathering the data. This might be another reason for the lack of significant opposition to 
digital workplace monitoring. However, extensive additional research is required to test these hypotheses.  

Here, it is important to acknowledge the fact that the new workplace surveillance technologies focusing on 
worker productivity reviewed in this article are still in their early stages of development, and that the 
geographical scope of their adoption is far from universal. The same applies to the means that employers 
use to monitor the health and fitness of employees. The further adoption of these technologies will depend 
on the legal frameworks and instruments that exist in each country as regards the labor market and privacy 
protection, on union militancy, and on many other factors. The arguments made in this paper, therefore, 
should not be seen as implying any determinism. Yet, the lack of any meaningful resistance on the part of 
employees and unions so far, as well as the speed with which new technologies emerge and constantly push 
further and further the “frontiers of the possible,” seem to indicate that the gradual transformation of workers 
into increasingly docile and machine-like entities is likely to continue.  

The risks of this are hard to overestimate: what we are dealing with is the process of the transformation of 
human workers into things with objective indicators such as productivity levels, physical shape, cognitive 
characteristics and various aggregates of these measures that compute a comparative worth of each 
employee with respect to other. We seem to be entering a historical period in which machines are more and 
more resembling human workers, while human employees are treated more and more like machines. The 
role of digital workplace surveillance technologies in the latter process, as this paper has sought to show, is 
central. Karl Polanyi (1944) famously observed that treating human labor power as a “fictitious commodity” 
would lead to the destruction of society; the question that our generation needs to raise is what will the 
transformation of human workers into digital sets of aggregate scores and trajectories on managers’ 
dashboards ultimately lead to?  
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