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Abstract 
Despite high approval ratings for unions and growing worker inter-
est in organizing, employees in the United States still face significant 
barriers to securing collective bargaining agreements. A key factor 
is employer counter-organizing: efforts to suppress unionization 
through rule changes, retaliation, and disruption. Designing so-
ciotechnical tools and strategies to resist these tactics requires a 
deeper understanding of the role computing technologies play in 
counter-organizing against unionization. In this paper, we examine 
three high-profile organizing efforts—at Amazon, Starbucks, and 
Boston University—using publicly available sources to identify four 
recurring technological tactics: surveillance, spacing, screaming 
and scabbing. We analyze how these tactics operate across contexts, 
highlighting their digital dimensions and strategic deployment. We 
conclude with implications for organizing in digitally-mediated 
workplaces, directions for future research, and emergent forms of 
worker resistance. 
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1 Introduction 
A 2022 Gallup poll found that 71% of Americans approve of labor 
unions [76], and workers are filing union petitions at almost double 
the rate recorded four years ago [127]. Nearly half of U.S. workers 
say they would vote for unionization if given the chance [96], yet 
private-sector union membership is strikingly low [26]. 

One key explanation for this apparent paradox of high support 
for unions but low participation, as documented by labor scholars 
in the United States, is retaliation and union busting by employ-
ers [107]. Despite legal protections, union elections in the U.S. are 
far from fair and free. Firms routinely surveil, fragment, and intim-
idate workers, preventing them from exercising their legal right 
to organize [107]. Recent developments in workplace technology 
have exacerbated these issues, shifting workplace power dynam-
ics heavily in favor of employers and opening new avenues for 
tech-facilitated union busting [37, 59, 88, 108, 160]. 

In this paper, we examine how employers weaponize digital tech-
nologies to counter-organize—that is, to actively obstruct workers’ 
efforts to organize and unionize. Drawing on three recent Ameri-
can union campaigns at Amazon, Starbucks, and Boston University 
(BU), we develop a set of four recurring tactics of tech-facilitated 
union busting: Surveillance, Spacing, Screaming and Scabbing. A 
quick summary of our results is available in Figure 1. Additionally, 
we find that these are not isolated tactics, but mutually reinforcing 
practices that form a broader regime of technologically-mediated 
counter-organizing and control [90, 112]. 

In developing an understanding of the technological tactics used 
in union counter-organizing, we make two main contributions to 
the human-computer interaction (HCI) community. First, we extend 
existing research on workplace technology to show how technolo-
gies in managerial contexts can become active tools of suppression 
in contemporary labor struggles. Second, by developing a general-
ized theory of how data and digital technologies facilitate union 
busting, we outline a design space for analyzing and contesting 
these tactics and for guiding future efforts to develop countermea-
sures and supportive infrastructure for labor organizers. Together, 
these contributions better position the HCI community to meet 
labor organizers where they are, to more fully understand the chal-
lenges of organizing under digital regimes, and to develop future 

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0007-5072
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9558-3530
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7477-6782
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9552-1137
https://doi.org/10.1145/3772318.3791507
https://doi.org/10.1145/3772318.3791507
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://doi.org/10.1145/3772318.3791507
mailto:dcalacci@psu.edu
mailto:ncyk@umich.edu
mailto:amcdon@bu.edu
mailto:freddyr@bu.edu


CHI ’26, April 13–17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain Frederick Reiber, Nathan Chan-Yeong Kim, Allison McDonald, and Dana Calacci 

Spacing 
using digital technologies to reduce 

workers’ ability to communicate 

● Increase physical space 
between workers to limit 
organizing opportunities 

● Create a culture of fear or 
implement workplace rules 
to reduce digital 
communications 

Surveillance 
using digital technologies to extract 
information from organizing workers 

● Identify pro-union workers and 
create a hostile workplace to 
push them out 

● Create and use large data sets 
to predict unionization and then 
target counter-organizing 

Screaming 
weaponizing digital networks to send 

anti-union propaganda 

● Leverage digital workplace 
networks to send constant 
anti-union messaging 

● Weaponize employer control to 
ensure that workers can't opt-out 
of anti-union messaging 

Scabbing 
facilitating the replacement of labor 

with digital tools 

● Use digital technologies like gig 
work apps to find scabs 

● Give scabs access to 
employee-created data to ease 
the effort of scabbing 

● Reroute orders to different 
stores or shops 

Figure 1: A graphical representation and summary of our four tech-facilitated union busting tactics. 

technologies and practices that can strengthen collective action and 
protect the right to organize. 

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. First, we review 
related HCI and labor scholarship, with background on organizing 
and counter-organizing. We then describe how we selected our 
cases and developed our framework. Section 4 presents our tactics 
and their interplay, providing definitions and discussions of how 
they are used for counter-organizing. Section 5 details how each 
of the tactics was used across campaigns. To conclude, Section 6 
discusses what our results mean for design, working conditions, 
and the future of labor organizing. 

2 Literature Review and Background 

2.1 HCI and Labor 
Human-computer interaction has a rich history of studying the role 
digital technologies play in labor and the workforce. During the 
initial rise of gig and platform work, scholars were quick to point 
out the potential for abusive systems [42, 77, 78, 95]. Recognizing 
the need to combat abusive systems, HCI researchers developed 
tools like Turkopticon [77] and Dynamo [144] that helped correct 
information imbalances and provide workers with spaces for collec-
tive action. Other HCI scholars have sought to empower workers 

by building tools to analyze worker data [28, 29], to give workers 
more agency over scheduling [103], and to promote worker well-
being through alternative platforms created through participatory 
design [184]. More recently, HCI researchers have studied the im-
pacts of AI and automation on the workforce, seeking to understand 
how AI-enabled automation may present new challenges and reca-
pitulate older forms of extraction and restructuring [86, 101, 102]. 
Both embedded in or explicitly discussed in these works is an un-
derstanding of power, that the workplace is often a place of con-
flict between employee and employer, with technology helping 
to mediate it [11, 56, 101, 159]. As Anwar, Pal, and Hui write, the 
“restructuring of control through algorithmic systems in the gig 
economy produces information and power asymmetries that enable 
platforms to control workers while simultaneously obfuscating this 
control process” [11]. 

The nature of this conflict is best illustrated by workplace surveil-
lance issues. HCI studies in construction [97], education [110], trans-
portation [104, 136], and logistics [9, 33, 34] have sought to under-
stand the role of digital tools in more traditional work, finding that 
increased surveillance often leads to unsafe working conditions 
and an increased workload on the worker [110, 136, 147]. Workers 
also have little to no control over workplace surveillance issues, 
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with workplace bottom lines taking precedence over workers in-
terests, well-being, or safety [35, 160]. According to sociologist 
Christian Fuchs, “workforce surveillance technologies are means 
of class struggle used by employers to try to strengthen capital’s 
power against workers, lower wage costs, and increase absolute 
and relative surplus value production” [51]. The answer to combat-
ing these harms, historically, has been organized labor and labor 
unions [4, 21, 101]. With their ability to leverage collective action, 
unions have historically been able to push back against significant 
workplace harms, serving as a counterbalance to the employer’s 
control over the workplace. 

This shows the necessity of HCI research on pro-worker struc-
tures: labor unions, worker centers, and other worker advocacy 
organizations. We are not the first HCI researchers to make this 
claim—that we should target design research outside or against the 
logics of employment—nor to call for design work supporting orga-
nized labor. Spektor et al. [155] study the effects of an algorithmic 
room assignment system on hospitality workers. The work, done 
in partnership with UNITE HERE, focused on empowering union 
members in their workplace interactions with algorithmic systems. 
Thuppilikkat, Dhar, and Chandra [162] studied the role of formal 
unions in platform worker struggles, highlighting the role appli-
cations like WhatsApp play in bridging the spatial and temporal 
gaps left by the rise of gig work. Kapoor et al. [88] investigate the 
privacy issues of tech labor organizers, finding new challenges in 
organizing under remote work, and Khovanskaya et al. [93] draw 
on the historical tactics of unions to help provide tools for advo-
cacy in platform-mediated work. Finally, Khovanskaya, Sengers, 
and Dombrowski [94] interviewed on-the-ground labor organizers, 
seeking to understand the challenges within organized labor data 
practices and ultimately calling for a shift towards more bottom-up 
approaches. All of these papers recognize the value of studying 
unions in HCI, noting both the power behind worker collective 
action and the need for understanding human-computer interaction 
within worker struggles [49]. 

However, understanding, designing, and ultimately supporting 
unionization efforts requires more than investigating and designing 
technology for organizers and workers. We extend this discourse by 
studying how employers’ technology use creates barriers to union-
ization [37, 176]. By motivating our work explicitly in support of 
unionization, we respond to calls from other HCI researchers to in-
corporate political standpoints into design and HCI scholarship [45]. 
We also seek to situate this work as a bridge between labor-focused 
scholarship in HCI and direct accounts from organized labor, which 
constitute many of the sources we use in our case studies [62, 138]. 

2.2 Labor Organizing Against Technology 
Within the academic literature, there are also a number of works 
that seek to understand broad threats to labor unions from com-
putational technologies, which fall into two main categories. The 
first focuses on how technology is being used to limit the insti-
tutional power of labor unions. In Michael Walker’s work on AI, 
contracts, and unionization, he highlights the potential for AI to 
lay off unionized workers, the potential for task displacement, and 
the potential rise of more online forms of collective action [171]. 
Charlotte Garden’s work has highlighted the failures of labor law to 

respond to new technologies, studying how developments in work-
place surveillance have gone beyond what labor law covers [52] 
and arguing that labor law has failed to respond to the technology-
driven fissuring of the workforce [53]. Others have argued that 
the rapid adoption of digital technologies and automation could 
diminish the need for unions, with the mass replacement of human 
labor necessitating a shift in their role [125]. 

Scholars have also examined the role of platform and gig work 
in reducing organized labor. Tammy Katsabian argues that digital 
technologies are used to blur the lines of employment, with platform 
workers losing the legal scaffolding of the National Labor Relations 
Act (NLRA) [89]. HCI scholars have pointed out data imbalances 
within gig and platform work, making it harder for organizers to 
develop an understanding of their workplace [27]. 

The second broad theme is that of employer control over the 
workplace, ensuring that workers do not question their role within 
the workplace or attempt to engage in collective action. The key 
theory for understanding this dynamic is labor process theory. 
Originally developed in the 1970’s by sociologists and later ex-
panded upon by HCI and communication researchers, labor pro-
cess theory focuses on the everyday interactions within the labor 
process as a way of understanding the coercion and consent of 
workers [23, 25, 44, 56]. Building upon this, scholars in critical man-
agement studies have identified numerous ways algorithms and 
computational tools can be used to control the workforce, creating 
the six “6 Rs” framework—restricting, recommending, recording, 
rating, replacing, and rewarding [90]. Other scholars have looked at 
the role of digital scheduling and discipline, early forms of what is 
now known as automated management, in preventing the building 
of worker resistance [75, 177]. 

While these studies reveal how technology can be used by em-
ployers to control the workforce and how technology erodes unions’ 
power in the workplace, they do not examine how employers 
weaponize technology against specific organizing efforts [16]. Some 
recent sociological scholarship has examined this phenomenon in 
single case studies, such as Teke Wiggin’s work on algorithmic 
management during the Bessemer, Alabama, union drive [174]. We 
build on this work by extending our analysis across multiple case 
studies to identify recurring tactics used by different employers to 
counter unionization, responding to the need for understanding 
how employers are using digital technologies to suppress worker 
organizing [16]. 

2.3 What it Takes to Organize 
In order to understand employer counter-organizing, we must first 
understand what it means to organize. We draw our organizing 
definition from Michael Grinthal, who defines organizing as “the 
processes by which people build and exercise power by collecting 
and activating relationships” [60]. Accordingly, our analysis fore-
grounds the relational dynamics of union organizing, including 
relationships among workers and between workers and employers, 
rather than the legal infrastructure governing American unions. 
Counter-organizing, then, is the employer’s attempts to stop the 
building of relationships and the exercising of their power. Our 
work analyzes the role of technology within counter-organizing. 
Shifting our focus in this way means that we are significantly less 
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interested in the legal or financial aspects of unionization, which 
are often the focus of union busting literature [53, 89, 106, 109]. 

Examples of how organizing hinges on relationship-building can 
be seen in many union organizing practices. For instance, workers 
seeking to unionize often engage in power mapping, a strategy 
in which organizers map out both the social and labor relation-
ships of their workplace. Doing so requires numerous one-on-one 
conversations between a union organizer and their fellow work-
ers [5, 154]. The importance of relationship-building is also visible 
in more direct forms of collective action. For example, when Los 
Angeles teachers organized a sit-down protest, they emphasized 
that resistance and change was only possible due to strong ties 
among workers and durable alliances with parents and community 
members [72]. 

3 Methods 
To understand the role technology plays in union busting, we adopt 
an exploratory case “struggle” (study) approach [139, 182], using 
three cases of contemporary union busting—Amazon, Starbucks, 
and Boston University—to identify recurring patterns in the role 
of technology and to build a preliminary theoretical framework. 
To aid in replicability and validation, we provide citations to our 
corpus documents in the case studies section, give a full listing of 
all documents in our corpus within the appendix, and maintain an 
offline version of the corpus documents available upon request. 

3.1 Case Struggle Selection 
Our first criterion for case selection was that contemporary digital 
technology needed to have played a significant role in counter-
organizing. This had been identified in each of our cases in recent 
reporting [17, 32, 69, 135, 168, 174]. Second, we wanted to pick 
cases that had direct pertinence to formal unionization. Because 
platform workers are often (mis)classified as independent contrac-
tors, they lack formal recognition and collective bargaining rights, 
producing dynamics beyond the scope of this study; for that rea-
son, they were excluded from the potential cases. We also chose 
to focus on positions that are more service-driven, responding to 
current arguments that service jobs are the future of work and 
the critical battleground for worker organizing [40]. Our third cri-
terion followed from other HCI research that has adopted a case 
study approach [153], namely choosing cases that were (a) acces-
sible to us via multiple data sources and (b) spanned dimensions 
previously identified as important when studying labor struggles, 
including precarity, union structure, industry, ideology and strat-
egy [73, 75, 131]. This led us to three cases: Amazon, Starbucks, and 
Boston University. We also presented our choice of cases to two 
active labor activists in our networks for feedback. Both supported 
our selection while providing critical instances for us to analyze. 

3.2 Development of Cases 
To develop an understanding of these cases, we started with a small 
corpus of documents with which the first author was already fa-
miliar. We then expanded our corpus by following the citations 
in documents already included and through keyword searching. 
Keyword searches were conducted for each case study individu-
ally through web searches (Google and Google Scholar), popular 

publications that cover labor struggles (e.g., the Guardian, Vox, and 
Jacobin), and labor publications (Labor Notes and Working Mass). 
Search terms included “union busting,” “work technology,” “tech 
union busting” and “labor organizing” in conjunction with key-
words identifying our cases. 

In general, we included any documents that added insights into 
the role technology played in counter-organizing or union busting. 
We incorporated materials that provided background on working 
conditions, organizing efforts, and the broader context of our cases. 
We further expanded our review through National Labor Relations 
Board (NLRB) filings and documents, as well as articles recom-
mended by academics or organizers knowledgeable about the cases. 
Much of our analysis centered on early organizing phases, from 
the initial public desire to unionize to attempts at securing a first 
collective bargaining agreement. However, we did not exclude doc-
uments that discussed behaviors outside of these phases if they 
highlighted a potential example of union busting by the employer 
and occurred recently enough to remain relevant (within 3 years 
of initial organizing). We also included two documents from be-
fore 2018, as they were cited by our sources and helped to provide 
context to the working conditions at specific employers. As we 
collected documents, we produced summaries and memos of each, 
drawing out the critical details relevant to our research questions. 

Completing this iterative search gave us a corpus of 142 relevant 
documents—a mix of primary and secondary sources, including 
firsthand accounts of the events, strategic reflections by organizers, 
academic analyzes of organizing drives, legal documentation from 
NLRB cases and a few reports of leaked Amazon documents detail-
ing developments in their anti-union technologies. In the Amazon 
and Starbucks cases, many of the documents focused on the same 
instances of counter-organizing; we excluded documents that only 
reiterated stories we had already seen multiple times. In the Boston 
University case, most of the issues were discussed in multiple cor-
pus documents; however, our coverage of spacing instances was 
limited to only two documents: a worker reflection and an NLRB 
case file. Importantly, we did not conduct an investigation into em-
ployer statements. While employer statements did come up—often 
in popular publications—we did not directly search for or include 
employer counter-arguments. Finally, the first author was also an 
active participant in the organizing of one of our cases, Boston Uni-
versity. As such, some of the articles studied included reflections 
and reports that were either written by the first author or included 
quotes from the first author, a potential source of bias discussed in 
our positionality statement. 

3.3 Development of the Four Tactics 
After familiarizing ourselves with the cases, we set about fully 
answering our primary research question—what are the recurring 
roles of technology in counter-organizing against unionization? We 
reflected on both the memos from developing our struggles and the 
firsthand knowledge gathered from the authors’ multi-year experi-
ence in labor organizing. Doing so produced an early draft with five 
tactics—surveillance, spacing, screaming, stalling and scabbing— 
and a preliminary understanding of them. The first author then 
verified and refined the tactics by coding the corpus, highlighting 
instances of workplace technology that facilitated or assisted in 
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Case Struggle Document Count Surveillance Spacing Screaming Scabbing 

Amazon 58 16 12 10 9 

Starbucks 54 10 5 8 5 

Boston University 30 7 2 6 5 

Table 1: Total counts and breakdowns of the documents reviewed along with the identified instances of technology facilitated 
union busting. 

union busting and categorizing them within the codebook. This 
left us with four consistent tactics of tech-facilitated union bust-
ing, prevalent across all three cases studied and described in the 
following sections. Table 1 summarizes the number of occurrences 
of each tactic through our review. 

As we refined our set of tactics, we elected to remove stalling, 
which emerged meaningfully only in the Amazon case. Although 
we had initially defined this tactic as the use of digital or data 
technologies to slow or impede organizing, it did not appear con-
sistently or clearly enough across our corpus to warrant inclusion. 
The primary example showed Amazon relying on an automated 
HR system to deny necessary worker accommodations—frustrating 
and harming workers—before later switching to a human-reviewed 
system in ways that disincentivized workers from unionizing [174]. 
We also noted an instance in which Amazon declined to participate 
in previously agreed-upon Zoom sessions, though this tactic’s role 
in counter-organizing was minimal [109]. While stalling is indeed 
a common union busting tactic, it did not meaningfully intersect 
with workplace technologies or with counter-organizing practices 
in our review, and thus we chose to exclude it. 

3.4 Positionality and the Struggle of Studying 
Labor Struggles 

As labor organizers, researchers, and individuals with varying eco-
nomic backgrounds, we are interpellated, like all political subjects, 
through the tactics of technology, capital, and labor. These positions 
have deeply influenced our thinking, both in deciding to conduct a 
project on tech-facilitated counter-organizing and during the pro-
cess of researching. Several authors have been involved in labor 
activism, including organizing within their own union, organizing 
within local labor activist groups, and writing for a labor audience. 
As mentioned above, the first author was also directly involved 
with organizing at Boston University, and thus is subject to a poten-
tial insider or confirmation bias. Though these positions offered us 
firsthand experience of the tactics, we sought to overcome potential 
limitations in relying on personal experience by grounding our 
analysis in written coverage. 

Additionally, as researchers within well-resourced research insti-
tutions, we are largely distanced from the precarity of contemporary 
work and union struggles. We also see technology not as a neutral 
tool but as a sociopolitical one, often driven by managerial preroga-
tives of control and surveillance. Our framework, heavily informed 
by critical HCI [45], labor studies [107, 169], and STS [55, 74, 175], 
is not neutral. Instead, this work is inherently partial, grounded in 
worker solidarity and framed around the tech-driven challenges 
workers face when attempting to organize. One way this is reflected 

in our work is that we have consciously chosen not to consider 
employer statements, which often directly contradict narratives 
provided by workers. For example, Starbucks has continuously 
denied that the closing of stores had anything to do with unioniza-
tion, despite both the NLRB finding and Starbucks Workers United 
claiming otherwise [164, 173]. We are thus highly critical of man-
ager statements, narratives, and politics in reviewing our corpus. 
Importantly, this goes beyond simply disputing facts but also the 
narratives and politics around factual data. While this position may 
bias our results, we feel that this is a more accurate approach given 
the realities of union-drives [106–109]. 

3.5 Limitations 
First, our results do not describe all possible ways an employer 
may weaponize workplace technologies to union bust. Instead, we 
looked for recurring tactics, which help inform design and orga-
nizing more broadly. Second, we acknowledge that by reviewing 
documentation about union drives rather than conducting direct 
data collection, we may miss relevant incidents that were not docu-
mented publicly. While interviews could provide more information 
on how workers counteracted these tactics, our experience and 
the types of sources that were most useful in this study suggest 
that it would not have provided significantly more information for 
developing a model of tech-facilitated counter-organizing. Many of 
the critical data points were uncovered through legal proceedings 
or company leaks, as employers often have no requirement or in-
centive to disclose counter-organizing. Finally, all of our analyzes 
are situated in the United States. While there are ample examples of 
these tactics being used abroad—especially by global corporations— 
further work is needed to expand and validate these tactics in other 
labor contexts. 

4 The Four Tactics of Tech-Facilitated Union 
Busting 

In this section, we detail the four recurring tactics of tech-facilitated 
union busting identified through our case analysis: surveillance, 
spacing, screaming and scabbing. For each of these, we provide 
definitions and brief examples of how these tactics are leveraged 
during counter-organizing. In-depth discussions of each case strug-
gle are saved for the following section. Additionally, we situate each 
of these tactics within prior work, which informed our thinking 
in developing these tactics. Following this overview, we detail the 
interplay between each of these tactics, recognizing that while we 
have chosen to present these tactics as distinct, they operate in 
synthesis. 
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4.1 The Four Tactics 
4.1.1 Surveillance. Perhaps the most well-studied tactic, surveil-
lance, captures the ability of employers to track, monitor, and infer 
the behavior or personal traits of employees [13, 14, 37]. As Sum, Shi, 
and Fox write, “technological advancements since the late twentieth 
century have led to the age of digital surveillance, making it easier 
for employers to constantly monitor their workers both inside and 
outside the workplace” [160]. Scholars have highlighted numerous 
problems with surveillance systems, including health and safety 
issues, an amplification of work expectations, and a decrease in the 
separation between work and non-work [37, 110, 136]. While these 
direct harms to workers are themselves threats to organizing, we ar-
gue that surveillance also plays a distinct role in counter-organizing 
by disrupting the collective formation of workers. 

One of the collective issues identified through our review is 
a data-imbalance [27] in which employers are able to leverage 
workplace surveillance technologies to increase the accuracy and 
depth of information on their workforce. Employers can then use 
this to better plan and react to union organizing, saving resources 
and limiting the power of unions to create disruption through the 
employer’s lack of information. Company leaks and reports also 
described employers developing systems to predict unionization. 
By combining both workplace and public datasets, employers likely 
have the ability to predict if a shop floor is at risk of unioniza-
tion, even before deep organizing has begun. This significantly 
shifts the power towards employer counter-organizing, as it al-
lows counter-organizing to begin before workers are organized 
enough to resist [107, 108]. There is also the risk that employers 
will identify pro-union or organizing workers. Workers observed 
organizing will often face retaliation, such as being assigned in-
creasingly difficult tasks in an attempt to prompt them to leave 
or provide grounds for termination [88, 105]. Employers will also 
surveil workers in digital spaces, with our review finding instances 
of employers sneaking into closed employee group chats to moni-
tor for potential organizing and identify workers with workplace 
grievances. 

4.1.2 Spacing. The second tactic observed through our review is 
spacing. Extending prior scholarship that identifies precarity and 
spatial dynamics as barriers to workplace resistance [75, 137, 162], 
we define spacing as employers’ use of technology, or rules regu-
lating workers’ use of technology, to fracture collective formations 
of workers by constraining their opportunities to communicate. 
Through our review, we identified two primary ways this occurs. 
First, employers would leverage digital technologies like security 
cameras and management software to physically space out workers, 
making them unable to communicate and thus minimizing potential 
organizing opportunities. Workers and organizers reported being 
heavily isolated, sometimes confined to a single station with no 
contact from coworkers for the entire shift. Other times, employers 
weaponized their digital scheduling software to shift pro-union 
employees to different stores, diluting union support. Second, em-
ployers sought to limit digital communication through workplace 
rules and by creating a culture of fear. Examples of this include shut-
ting down internal communications or managers telling workers 
not to post issues on social media. 

Importantly, our notion of spacing differs from the “fissuring” 
of the workforce identified in previous literature, wherein corpo-
rations increasingly outsource labor, liability, and accountability 
to third-party contractors [27, 53]. While fissuring and spacing 
similarly describe separations enforced within a workplace to curb 
worker power, fissuring can be seen as a management technique to 
restructure a workplace, removing the previous legal structures to 
help workers [123]. Spacing, on the other hand, represents the direct 
or indirect action by an employer to curb worker’s communicative 
power within or around the workplace. 

4.1.3 Screaming. Company propaganda during a union drive is 
nothing new [106, 107]. Workers attempting to organize will of-
ten find themselves overwhelmed with anti-union propaganda, 
as employers attempt to create an atmosphere of fear, intimida-
tion, and confusion within the workforce [106]. Examples include 
employer-written letters, consultant-prepared videos, and company 
newsletters, many of which urge workers to vote no, highlight the 
potential for job losses, and warn that managers may be harder on 
their workforce. Employers can also run captive audience meetings, 
where employees are forced to listen to the potential “harms” of 
unionization [114]. 

Digital workplace technologies heavily amplify the opportu-
nities for employers to push anti-union messaging, essentially 
screaming at employees to avoid collective bargaining and union-
ization [15, 113]. As observed in our review, employees attempting 
to unionize are met with a constant barrage of digital anti-union 
literature through their phones, work emails, and other digital sys-
tems of communication. Examples included workers receiving app 
notifications highlighting the risks of unionization or work emails 
from university leaders arguing that unionization was the incorrect 
model for academic workers. Scholars have highlighted the blur-
ring of work and private life due to digital technologies [132], with 
employees now receiving and responding to work messages outside 
of normal employment hours [71]. Digital screaming weaponizes 
this breakdown of work and private life, with employers now able 
to push anti-union messaging to workers’ devices outside of work, 
and in some cases, in the middle of the night. Unlike union commu-
nications, workers have little option to avoid employer screaming. 
These digital forms of anti-union propaganda are often packaged 
with necessary work communications, forcing employees to inter-
act with them. 

Our choice to term this tactic “screaming” is deliberate. In our 
experience, employer messaging is most effective when it seeks 
to overwhelm workers and drown out workers’ own narratives. 
In this conception, messaging succeeds not through the ability to 
contend with worker messages but instead as a display of power 
that is communicated through its consistency and scope. While 
the multiple functions of corporate propaganda are important and 
deserve future study, we lean on the term “screaming” here to char-
acterize the use of digital technology specifically as an amplifying 
tool for corporate messages in our case struggles. 

4.1.4 Scabbing. The final tactic of our review on tech-facilitated 
union busting is scabbing. Drawing inspiration from colloquial 
uses of the term to describe workers who strike-break [6, 41], we de-
fine scabbing as the use of computational technologies to facilitate 
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Tactics (X to Y) Relationship from X to Y Relationship from Y to X 

Surveillance & 
Spacing 

Digital surveillance systems are often used to enforce 
physical spacing. Example: Amazon leveraged its 
workplace surveillance systems to space organizers and 
workers. 

A physically spaced out workforce may turn to digital 
channels, but doing so presents new opportunities for 
employer surveillance. Example: Starbucks Workers 
United utilized social media to help organize across their 
spaced out workplace, allowing their employers to 
digitally surveil them. 

Surveillance & 
Screaming 

Systems like algorithmic management provide new 
dimensions for employers to scream at their workforce. 
Example: Amazon’s A to Z app, used for employee 
management, would send anti-union messaging to 
workers. 

Digital screaming can help implement surveillance 
systems by having workers self-report or attest on 
working conditions. Example: Workers at BU were 
screamed at through workplace emails about the 
attestation form system. 

Surveillance & 
Scabbing 

Surveillance systems make it easier for workers to scab, 
as the information needed to replace the worker is 
available digitally. Example: BU’s learning management 
system gave them access to much of the course related 
data of striking workers. 

Scabs hired through gig work apps are easier to control 
through the app’s built-in surveillance systems. 
Example: Numerous academic works have argued gig 
work amplifies control, including [147, 178]. 

Spacing & 
Screaming 

A spaced out workforce has fewer opportunities for 
communication with pro-union sources, which may 
increase the power of employer screaming. Example: 
Boston University would send anti-union emails to 
workers who were not receiving union emails. 

Employers will send propaganda designed to scare 
workers, attempting to discourage talking to union 
organizers. Example: Amazon claimed that union 
organizers would share personal data with bad actors. 

Spacing & 
Scabbing 

Workers are easier to replace when spaced out, as 
employers don’t need to worry about social connections 
when hiring a scab. Example: Prior work on striking 
argues that relationships are critical for participation and 
to deter worker scabbing [6], but technological spacing 
lowers the potential for these relationships. 

As gig work platforms are used to replace union labor, 
their inherently dispersed labor process can increase 
workplace spacing. Example: Amazon utilized its gig 
work app, Amazon Flex, to replace striking workers 
likely without their awareness and reducing 
opportunities for workers to communicate. 

Screaming & 
Scabbing 

Employers will leverage their digital networks to argue 
they are not hiring scabs or replacing labor. Example: 
Starbucks used its website to claim that they are not 
closing stores because of unionization, disputing NLRB 
claims. 

The ease with which employers can replace labor or 
reorganize around strikes is often used in screaming to 
discourage workers from taking disruptive actions. 
Example: Amazon claimed that striking workers would 
have little impact due to their ability to reroute orders. 

Table 2: Summary of the interplay between our identified tactics with an example from our case review or the literature. 

the replacement of union labor. Rather than understanding tech-
nology as an inevitable harbinger of automation, independent of 
the political aims of management, technology as scabbing captures 
the contingent and multifaceted processes by which management 
replaces workers and curbs worker power. 

Within our review, we identified three ways that digital technolo-
gies have facilitated scabbing. First, employers leveraged digital 
tools to aid in finding scabs, using information and communication 
tools to hire replacements for pro-union or organizing workers. 
Second, employers used computational tools to reorganize their 
workforce, rerouting orders to different store or shop locations and 
thereby limiting the impact of striking workers. Third, employers 
used technologies to lower the workload of replacement workers. 
As we will see in our case struggles, scabs were able to leverage 
information and data created by striking workers to more easily 
replace them, thus lowering the impact of the strike. 

4.2 Mutually-Reinforcing Tactics: Towards a 
Regime of Counter-Organizing 

Critical to our analysis is recognizing that these tactics should not 
be understood separately; instead, they constitute a broader appara-
tus of tech-facilitated union busting. Take, for example, spacing and 
its interplay with the other tactics. When workers are spaced out 
and unable to communicate, the effectiveness of employer scream-
ing is potentially increased. Now, organizing workers are unable to 
inoculate other workers against company propaganda, essentially 
making it so that the employer is the only source of union-related 
information and thus positioning them as the sole source of credible 
information [106]. This then allows the employer to create a culture 
of fear around unionization, further amplifying employee spacing 
as workers become afraid to talk to organizers. Workplace digital 
surveillance allows the employer to better target spacing, more 
easily identifying which workers are organizing and thus which 
workers to remove from the broader population. Additionally, dig-
ital surveillance is often the primary way of enforcing physical 
spacing, with workers’ locations being actively tracked on the shop 
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floor. Spacing also makes it easier to scab striking workers, as 
employers have an easier time replacing workers who don’t rely 
on social connections at work, reducing potential backlash from 
scabbing. 

This dynamic, in which individual tactics reinforce each other 
and thus their own power, is not unique to spacing. As we detail in 
Table 2, each of our counter-organizing tactics interweaves with 
the other tactics, forming a broader system of tech-facilitated union 
busting that is incredibly difficult to overcome. Spacing, then, illus-
trates how each tactic gains strength from the others, operating not 
in isolation but as part of a tightly interwoven apparatus of digital 
counter-organizing. Recognizing this systemic character is crucial 
not only for our analysis but also for designing strategies of worker 
resistance. 

5 Case Struggles 
We now turn to our case struggle analysis. Here we more deeply 
analyze the role of digital workplace technologies in union bust-
ing. Across all three cases, employers were consistent in their use 
of surveillance, spacing, screaming, and scabbing, although each 
applied these tactics in different ways. A summary of our results is 
available in Table 3. 

5.1 Amazon 
Amazon is currently the second-largest employer in the United 
States, with an estimated 1.6 million workers in 2022. The company 
presents itself as embodying the “future of work,” advertising its 
expansive automation systems and arguing for their increased im-
plementation [158]. Reality and workers, however, tell a different 
story. In this case, we primarily focus on two instances of organiz-
ing at Amazon, while also drawing on leaks from Amazon’s internal 
anti-union infrastructure. First, we focus on a union campaign in 
Bessemer, Alabama, in which fulfillment center workers attempted 
to join the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union. At the 
time of writing, workers have rejected unionization twice: once in 
2021 and a second time in 2022, with a third court-mandated vote 
currently unscheduled [152]. Second, we review the organizing ef-
forts at JFK8, a warehouse in Staten Island, NYC. Here, workers were 
able to win recognition from the National Labor Relations Board, 
but have gone without a first contract since their election on April 
1, 2022. Since then, the workers have affiliated themselves with 
the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, which is attempting 
to organize workers within the delivery operation [59, 109, 140]. 
In general, these drives have relied on more traditional tactics 
like physical media and door-knocking, with Amazon both heavily 
counter-organizing and weaponizing the legal system [79, 108, 109]. 
Finally, we note that for all of the leaks discussed, it is unclear which 
sectors of Amazon’s business are being target as many of them come 
from Amazon’s global intelligence projects [141]; however we are 
aware that these tools have been deployed against Amazon-owned 
Whole Foods which is discussed below. 

5.1.1 Surveilling those who drive and predicting a union drive. Part 
of the reason Amazon has evaded collective bargaining agreements 
is that Amazon doesn’t wait for organizing to gain traction. In 2020, 
Business Insider leaked internal documents from Amazon, highlight-
ing a data science tool used to surveil and predict which Whole 

Foods stores were at risk for unionization [134]. By combining 
both internal and external data, including employee turnover, calls 
to human resources, and violations recorded by the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration, Amazon ranked stores in a “heat-
map” system, warning the employer of which stores were at risk 
of unionization [134]. Further reports of the leaked memo detailed 
Amazon’s desire for more funding and staffing to help optimize 
and combine different sources of surveillance data [91, 141]. The 
ability to predict which stores are at risk of unionization makes 
organizing incredibly difficult for organizers, as Amazon can better 
target specific stores for union busting, allowing them to lower their 
financial costs. For example, Amazon may hire and fire workers at a 
faster rate, preventing organizers from building a base, or Amazon 
may provide short-term marginal relief over workplace issues, only 
to later roll them back after union risk is lower. 

Our review also revealed numerous reports and leaks of surveil-
lance practices, including job listings for anti-union “intelligence 
analysts” [130], the surveillance of internal employee communi-
cations [81], and employers spying on private worker Facebook 
group chats [38]. All of these digital surveillance practices enable 
Amazon to union bust in ways that current labor laws or organizing 
practices are unable to overcome. Workers who wish to leverage 
their legal right to unionize risk identification, even in channels 
thought to be private. Once identified, Amazon can leverage their 
almost unilateral control of the workplace to ensure that organizers 
never build momentum. Even if individual organizers do manage 
to avoid being targeted, the collective privacy issues around group 
prediction allow Amazon to union bust at the store level, making it 
no surprise that Amazon rarely faces a union election. 

5.1.2 Screaming and spacing when workers try to organize. Despite 
these challenges, workers have tried to organize. Reflections of 
the Bessemer, Alabama drive described it as a former steel town, 
highlighting its predominant Black population, decreasing pub-
lic sector opportunities, and an eroded welfare system [79, 111]. 
Opened during the onset of the pandemic, Amazon’s Bessemer 
facility was originally met with applause from city leaders, as it 
represented new sources of income and city revenue for the stagnat-
ing town [12]. The jobs, however, were less than ideal. Pro-worker 
outlets described the already isolating and exhausting conditions 
as becoming even more extreme under the heightened microman-
agement imposed during the pandemic [133]. Rightly frustrated, 
employees reached out to the Retail, Wholesale and Department 
Store Union (RWDSU) for help in a union drive. After some initial 
card collecting in the summer of 2020, RWDSU sent organizers to 
the warehouse, heavily amplifying the ongoing union battle [108]. 

One of Amazon’s earliest tactics was to send a barrage of anti-
union propaganda, screaming at their employees. Academic ac-
counts detailed the numerous digital avenues used to scream at 
organizing workers. At the warehouse, Amazon placed what aca-
demic John Logan referred to as “acid screens”—large digital mon-
itors constantly warning workers about the dangers of signing a 
union card [106]. Workers found themselves bombarded with work 
emails, text messages, and app notifications containing anti-union 
messaging, often with a link to the anti-union website that Ama-
zon had set up [108]. Many of these constant blasts occurred on 
the employees’ personal devices, like phones, as Amazon’s A to 
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Case Struggle Surveillance Spacing Screaming Scabbing 

Amazon 

Workers are surveilled 
with security cameras and 
are monitored in private 
digital channels like 
Facebook group chats. 

Organizers are physical 
separated through 
management software and 
cameras, and workers are 
made to be afraid of 
speaking to organizers 
through employer 
communications. 

Workers are blasted with 
anti-union messaging 
through phone 
applications, emails, and at 
the workplace. 

Amazon is easily able to 
re-route orders through it 
digital fulfillment system 
or hire scabs through its 
gig work platform. 

Starbucks 

Starbucks’ Media Relations 
Department was 
monitoring social media 
and public discussions on 
union related posts. 

Workers are told not to 
discuss organizing or 
workplace issues online 
and union supporters are 
moved around to different 
stores. 

Workers are sent mass 
texts and memos about the 
harms of unionization 
often linked to an 
anti-union website. 

Starbucks uses its digital 
hiring system to more 
easily find replacement 
workers. 

Boston 
University 

Workers not on strike were 
required to attest to 
working through an online 
digital survey. 

BU failed to provide the 
union with necessary 
digital contact information 
including work emails. 

Workers received constant 
emails from the employer 
arguing against 
unionization or putting the 
union in a bad light. 

Learning management 
software designed to help 
organize courses aided in 
replacing striking 
instructors. 

Table 3: High level summary of how each tactic played out in all three case struggles. 

Z app—a required tool for work—would send push notifications 
to workers. As one worker put it, “they were constantly sending 
us anti-union propaganda in the middle of the night, super early 
in the morning, while we were working” [174]. This is a canoni-
cal example of screaming, weaponizing the digital network of the 
workplace to heavily push anti-union messaging. 

When looking at Amazon warehouses broadly, we found nu-
merous examples of spacing in our corpus. Reports from Vox, 
The Atlantic, and The Verge detailed an oppressive regime of spac-
ing [43, 47, 54]. During the pandemic, a relatively high instance 
of Amazon organizing, Amazon leveraged an artificial intelligence 
and camera system to enforce worker spacing during the labor 
process. However, as Vox and the Open Markets Institute describe, 
these spacing tools were really used to union bust [54, 70]. As de-
tailed in the Open Markets Institute report, “the corporation uses 
its surveillance infrastructure to move around employees whom 
management suspects of collectively organizing. ‘They spread the 
workers out,’ said Mohamed, adding that ‘you cannot talk to your 
colleagues’” [70]. 

Important here, again, is the overlap between the four tactics; the 
physical spacing of the workforce was facilitated by surveillance 
technologies. This pattern—of worker spacing being shaped by our 
other tactics—also occurred with screaming. As anthropologist Orin 
Starn noted in his write up of Amazon’s union busting, Amazon 
would scream to their employees that union organizers might 
share personal data with bad actors [128]. This is a combination of 
screaming and spacing, with the employer screaming at employees 
to be afraid of workplace organizers, thus manufacturing space 
between workers. 

In Bessemer, Amazon went so far as to lobby city officials to 
change the light timer outside the warehouse, preventing organiz-
ers from reaching workers on their way to work, suggesting that 

organizers had little—if any—ability to communicate with workers 
at the facility [22]. Thus, Amazon weaponized its workplace digital 
technologies to enforce spacing between workers and to scream 
at its employees, ensuring that organizing was unsuccessful. For 
Bessemer, these challenges coalesced into a lost first election: 1798 
votes against and 738 for, although the status of this election is still 
contested [129, 151, 152]. 

5.1.3 Click here to hire a scab. Amazon has also continued to con-
test its other recent election results. As stated above, Amazon cur-
rently has one unionized warehouse, JFK8. Amazon is refusing to 
bargain with them, instead attempting to challenge the constitu-
tionality of the NLRB [65, 122]. 

In 2024, in an attempt to get Amazon to recognize its employ-
ees’ rights, workers at five delivery stations and three fulfillment 
centers—including JFK8—launched a holiday season strike, with re-
portedly thousands of workers participating. The goal was to slow 
down holiday packages and affect holiday deliveries [145, 150]. 

In our corpus review, we read claims from Amazon—published by 
popular outlets—that assured packages would not be delayed, high-
lighting their ability to shift orders from one hub to another [122, 
150]. We also reviewed an academic account of a similar instance, 
in which striking workers in Germany were unable to disrupt Ama-
zon’s business. As sociologist and labor scholar Nantina Vgontzas 
notes, Amazon’s fulfillment operating system provides them with 
added flexibility when dealing with economic disruptions [168]. As 
Amazon’s orders are primarily digital, Amazon can simply pause 
orders at striking facilities or reroute orders to non-striking facili-
ties, distributing the struck labor. The effect is that an individual 
shop floor’s strength is weakened, effectively scabbing the struck 
work. This, in turn, weakens workers’ economic strength as they 
now need to organize across fulfillment centers, further shifting 
the balance of power in favor of the employer. 
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The New York Times also reported that Amazon hired scabs 
through its gig work app, Amazon Flex, which allows people to 
deliver packages in their own cars [150], explicitly leveraging digital 
technology to union bust and scab. Amazon—likely—did not inform 
the gig workers that they were scabbing. While we were unable 
to find documentation of the calls for work, previous incidents of 
gig work apps being used to scab—such as the UNITE HERE Local 
11 strikes—did not include such information, with workers only 
becoming aware after accepting and arriving for the job [24]. Thus, 
the holiday strike offers a critical lesson: traditional tactics falter 
against the flexible, tech- and data-driven approach of Amazon. For 
any meaningful disruption to occur, workers may need to rethink 
how to organize against a company that can reroute both packages 
and people with the tap of a button. 

5.2 Starbucks 
Starbucks, unlike Amazon, has had a less traditional path to or-
ganizing. Described as a worker-to-worker model of organizing, 
workers at Starbucks relied heavily on digital spaces for organizing, 
subverting the physical spacing created by the Starbucks business 
model [17]. Our main focus is the ongoing Starbucks Workers 
United (SBWU) campaign, which seeks to unionize workers across 
the United States. Originating in Buffalo and Rochester, New York, 
Starbucks Workers United came out of a group of salts—workers 
who get a job with the primary goal of organizing a union—backed 
by the Rochester Regional Joint Board of Workers United [63, 83]. 
After an initial filing and vote in late 2022, baristas at the Elmwood 
store in Buffalo, New York voted to unionize, becoming the first 
officially recognized union shop out of Starbucks’s 9,000 company 
owned locations in the U.S. [10, 149]. Since the initial drive, baristas 
nationwide have voted to join SBWU, which now represents ap-
proximately 550 stores in at least 40 states. However, at the time of 
writing, they are without a first contract. In our work, we primarily 
focus on this ongoing struggle for both union recognition and to 
secure a first contract. 

5.2.1 Smothering a digital union drive. Critical for understanding 
organizing at Starbucks is the campaign’s reliance on social media 
and the eruption of activity following the initial union vote. Reading 
through news coverage, we found a rapidly increasing number 
of unionized stores as the campaign progressed [63, 64, 67]. A 
significant factor in this rapid rise, as detailed in academic coverage, 
was the role of digital technologies. In his book chapter on Starbucks 
Workers United, labor relations scholar Eric Blanc describes how 
workers leveraged social media and digital communications to 
build a nationwide movement. For example, workers often posted 
clips of themselves striking, dealing with bad managers, or facing 
illegal firings on platforms like TikTok. On other occasions, workers 
would join other digital protest movements, like the online pro-
Palestine movement, leading to company-wide boycotts. As one 
worker recalled, “We knew from the beginning that to bring the 
company to the table we’d have to damage their image enough 
to make them scared they’d lose a whole generation of Gen Z 
customers, [...] all media was important, but the campaign’s reach 
was widest online” [17]. Other academic work reinforced this theme, 
highlighting how the use of Instagram and TikTok gave workers 
better control over their union’s narrative, as the more direct means 

of communication allowed them to dispute the progressive image of 
Starbucks [32]. However, this reliance on digital tools for organizing 
has also opened new opportunities for union busting and employee 
surveillance. 

Unlike Amazon, our review did not find reports of Starbucks em-
ployees needing to deal with constant electronic surveillance within 
the labor process. In fact, we found the opposite, with a news arti-
cle highlighting that the lack of direct workplace surveillance was 
helpful [66]. Instead, workers faced surveillance through many 
of the digital tools used in organizing. Reviewed NLRB documents 
confirmed that workers were being surveilled through their social 
media, with the Starbucks media relations department monitor-
ing and tracking the likes, shares, and comments on union-related 
posts [120]. Popular articles described how workers who appeared 
on television [19] or signed public petitions [20] were targeted for 
retaliation. Other reports revealed that managers pressured em-
ployees not to discuss workplace issues publicly, arguing that it 
was in the best interest of the partners—Starbucks’s term for its 
employees—to keep such matters internal. Managers also moni-
tored workers’ Instagram stories, requiring employees to carefully 
consider what they posted online [32, 100]. Additionally, these in-
stances serve as examples of spacing, as they demonstrate how 
employers use both workplace pressure and digital surveillance to 
limit the ability of workers to organize and communicate through 
digital platforms. 

Starbucks also leveraged their own internal digital network to 
scream at employees. Articles from a PhD student covering the 
drive highlighted how Starbucks had been sending mass texts to 
workers, delivering anti-union material and propaganda [48]. Other 
coverage detailed memos sent to workers [100] and employers’ fab-
rication of tweets [67]. These screams would often urge workers to 
vote no on unionization and point them to their union busting web-
site One.Starbucks [18]. The website currently contains numerous 
anti-union talking points, highlighting how a union could “prohibit 
your store manager from working directly with you on employ-
ment concerns” or “require you to pay union dues” [157]. As an 
interviewed worker for In These Times put it, Starbucks had created 
a “fear culture,” with workers being afraid to discuss unionization 
efforts for fear of losing their jobs, and thus their income and health 
insurance [68, 143]. 

5.2.2 The digital storefront as digital control. We also found Star-
bucks weaponizing shop floor digital technologies, allowing them 
to target specific stores in their counter-organizing. One of the 
most covered topics in the news was credit card tipping [39]. One 
of SBWU’s main asks at the bargaining table was for employees 
to be able to receive tips through digital transactions. Before 2022, 
customers could tip only with cash or through Starbucks-managed 
platforms like the Starbucks app or Starbucks Card. In an attempt 
to dissuade workers from unionizing, Starbucks began rolling out 
support for credit card tips at non-unionized stores only, essentially 
trying to bribe workers not to unionize [8, 183]. 

Another well-documented action in our corpus was the “churn-
and-burn” of the Starbucks workforce. We reviewed numerous 
reports of Starbucks closing stores in response to union organizing, 
essentially burning their workforce. For example, Starbucks closed 
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every store in Ithaca after it became the first U.S. city in which all lo-
cations were unionized [7]. In Buffalo, two of the original stores that 
had attempted to unionize were closed, one for a remodel and the 
other to become a training store [64]. In total, the NLRB found that 
Starbucks had closed 23 stores to counteract union organizing [173]. 
At other, more crucial stores, Starbucks would lean heavily into the 
churn. In Seattle, the birthplace of Starbucks, workers found them-
selves being shifted around three different shops after one store 
petitioned for an election. Here, the strategy, as argued by Jacobin, 
was to mix organized and non-organized employees, reducing the 
likelihood of a successful election [8, 85, 148]. 

We observe that the Starbucks churn-and-burn was largely fa-
cilitated by digital technologies. Starbucks’s hiring platform is dig-
ital [92], as is their scheduling platform [87], allowing them to 
more easily find new employees or weaponize scheduling to union 
bust [58]. For us, these are prime examples of scabbing and spac-
ing. Organizing workers who are fired by Starbucks are quickly 
replaced through a digital hiring system—or, in Seattle, shifted and 
spaced across stores through a digital scheduling system. Credit 
card tips, however, are a bit more complicated. The weaponization 
of credit card tips does not neatly fit within one of our individ-
ual components but rather represents a synthesis of our tactics. 
Surveillance logics around digital transactions shift control in 
favor of the employer, giving employers more tools to weaponize 
against union-organizing. The employer then does so through tar-
geted reorganization of the labor process, which also functions as 
a scream, telling workers not to unionize. 

5.3 Boston University 
We now turn to our third case study, graduate worker organizing 
at Boston University. Over the past decade, graduate workers have 
emerged as a growing force in U.S. labor organizing and are now 
one of the biggest organizing waves the U.S. labor movement has 
seen in decades [166]. While universities have historically engaged 
in less aggressive union busting than the employers in our first 
two cases, workers at Boston University still faced similar chal-
lenges, morphed by the blurred boundaries between labor and edu-
cation [124]. Much like our other two cases, we focus on organizing 
after a public announcement of unionization up to the securing of 
a first contract. However, unlike the other two cases, BU workers 
were not up against a multi-national corporation, but instead a 
private research university. This likely made it much easier for BU 
workers to successfully organize an employer-wide strike. Workers 
at Boston University are also significantly more protected than 
workers in our other two case struggles, as the university—unlike 
Amazon or Starbucks—has a direct incentive to keep students in 
their programs and maintain their dual-roles. 

5.3.1 A spaced workforce while screaming at faculty. Organizing at 
a university presents unique spatial challenges. Universities are in-
credibly spread out as academic workers are scattered across dozens 
of buildings, floors, and offices. This dispersion makes digital com-
munication tools—email, Slack, and similar platforms—essential for 
both work and organizing. Yet, these systems are often controlled 
by the university, raising concerns over employer surveillance 
and worker privacy. Workers at Boston University also recognized 
this, as we read reports of workers developing their own systems 

of communication, mostly through a worker-run Slack [50]. These 
channels, however, were far from frictionless. Challenges in creat-
ing networks outside of the workplace lead to uneven participation 
and constrained communication, leaving certain departments dif-
ficult to reach and workers with little information about ongoing 
organizing or union activity [50]. 

These conflicts were also amplified by the university screaming 
at the broader community. In our review, we found numerous exam-
ples of the university provost’s office sending out anti-union emails 
to the broader community [31, 115]. Examples of these included 
arguments that graduate work is not “labor,” the need to avoid 
bringing in a third party (a union), or highlighting lower turnout 
in specific union-related votes [82, 142]. Workers attempted to or-
ganize against these emails with an in-person walkout, indicating 
they lacked effective digital tools to counter workplace screaming. 
This was reinforced by BU’s control over digital contact lists. As 
of 2014, the NLRB requires employers to provide unions with em-
ployee contact information so they are better able to reach and 
communicate with the employees they represent. However, NLRB 
documents highlighted how the University refused to provide any 
information, forcing the union to file an unfair labor practice for 
access [121]. Refusing to share employee contact information lim-
its organizers’ ability to reach workers and further amplifies the 
effectiveness of employer messaging. As scholar John Logan notes 
in his article on corporate union busting, denying access or even 
providing outdated information is a common union busting tactic, 
and our review suggests that this strategy has extended into the 
digital realm, another example of spacing [109]. 

5.3.2 Surveilling yourself on strike. After months of bargaining, 
graduate workers decided to walk off the job, recognizing the need 
to put economic pressure on the university to secure a contract [36, 
167]. BU retaliated immediately. A new tactic was the creation 
of an attestation form, which required non-striking workers to 
attest to working through a digital web-based survey in order to 
receive a paycheck. After protests over the university’s original 
plan—having advisors and administrators report which of their 
students were striking—the university quickly switched to an online 
digital survey that required workers themselves to attest to fulfilling 
job duties for the week [2]. The almost instant implementation of 
these forms sent workers and organizers into confusion, as workers 
found the messaging and guidance around self reporting to be 
“really inconsistent” [1, 2]. 

Digitization of this process alters the power dynamics in two 
key ways. First, the use of these digital forms required workers to 
interface with the university directly, representing a form of digital 
surveillance. No longer was employer surveillance managed by a 
human who could potentially exert solidarity and “forget” to report. 
Instead, it was managed by a computational tool that directly serves 
the employer, allowing them to better identify workers who are 
striking and to more accurately withhold pay. The attestation forms 
also helped to provide the employer with significantly better data. 
As mentioned earlier, the union members reported failing to have 
accurate data on organizing [50], but with a mandatory attestation 
system, the university now had week-by-week, department-level 
intelligence on strike participation. One of the potential ways to 
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disrupt production is by creating information disruptions, prevent-
ing employers from knowing who is striking or where a strike is 
likely to occur. These attestation forms likely gave management 
a strategic advantage in targeting counter-organizing efforts, al-
lowing them to better predict the strike’s trajectory or timing for 
bargaining concessions. We also observed reports of these attesta-
tion forms serving as a form of screaming, with workers reporting 
emails about the self-reporting “two to four times a day” [165] and 
one instance of the University publicly emailing out the names of 
people who did not complete the attestation form [3]. 

5.3.3 When software is scabbing. Finally, we observed two in-
stances in which software was used, or threatened to be used, to 
facilitate scabbing. The best-publicized case stemmed from a leaked 
email by university administrators, which suggested using “gen-
erative AI [to] give feedback or facilitate ‘discussion’ on readings 
or assignments” [163]. This email prompted immediate commu-
nity backlash, after which BU denied any intention to use AI as 
a scab. While we found no evidence that the university actually 
deployed generative AI in this way, the incident highlights how 
generative AI may pose a threat to organized labor [99, 146]. How-
ever, as researchers, we want to be cautious in making broad claims 
about the potential for AI-enabled scabbing specifically. As noted 
previously, universities have strong incentives to keep graduate 
workers enrolled and within the academic system, making em-
ployee terminations significantly less likely. In most other labor 
disputes, employers who could replace striking workers with AI 
would probably do so well before a walkout. 

A more concrete case involved the learning management system 
(LMS). According to reports from Boston.com, some striking grad-
uate instructors were locked out of their course sites—including 
the university’s LMS, Blackboard, and the system for submitting 
final grades [3]. We also reviewed accounts of graduate instructors 
removing their own materials from the LMS out of fear that struck 
work would be continued by a human replacement instructor in 
their courses [50, 84]. Although specific details remain unclear— 
likely because replacement instructors did not want to publicly 
reveal their process—we are confident that the university’s LMS 
was used to help facilitate scabbing. It is important to recognize 
the distinction between a digital course space, which is controlled 
by the university, and an analog course managed directly by an 
instructor. In a digital system, workers are much more easily re-
placed, since course materials, grades, and attendance records are 
all stored on a server, with access that can be quickly reassigned 
by a university administrator. In contrast with an analog system, 
most—if not all—of the organization and content can be withheld 
by the striking workers, as they are not compelled to respond to 
employer orders. This episode illustrates how employer-controlled 
technologies—even those ostensibly designed to support workers— 
can be leveraged against them. While LMS developers likely did 
not intend to undermine labor actions, design practices that con-
solidate institutional control can, when activated during a strike, 
weaken workers’ bargaining power and ability to advocate for fair 
conditions. 

6 Discussion 
Through our case struggle analysis, we have identified four consis-
tent tactics that help characterize the ways in which technology 
is being leveraged to union bust against workers attempting to or-
ganize their workplaces. We now discuss the implications of these 
results in two main ways. To start, we discuss the implications 
for labor and labor organizing, contextualizing our results within 
contemporary debates around the labor process, privacy, and or-
ganizing. We then engage in a discussion of research and design, 
arguing for a deeper understanding of technologies for organizing, 
for designing around shop-floor conflicts, and for further work in 
this space. 

6.1 Labor Implications 
6.1.1 Digital technologies more explicitly embed union busting within 
the labor process. Employers have a long history of developing pro-
duction technologies in ways that counter worker autonomy and 
collective power. In Labor and Monopoly Capital, Harry Braverman 
argues that industrial technologies are designed to maximize man-
agerial control through deskilling, which he famously describes 
as the separation of conception from execution [23]. David No-
ble similarly shows how General Electric’s postwar investments 
in shop-floor automation were an explicit response to the union 
militancy of the 1940s, redistributing control over production in 
order to curb labor power [126]. Joan Greenbaum extends this 
tradition by theorizing the rationalization of work under digital 
systems, demonstrating how managerial uses of computing tech-
nologies reorganize labor in ways that devalue skills and degrade 
working conditions [57]. Our findings point to the continuation 
of these dynamics—for example, Starbucks’ use of scheduling soft-
ware to keep workers separated—but they also suggest an important 
shift. Rather than weakening unions indirectly through transfor-
mations of the labor process alone, digital workplace technologies 
increasingly function as more explicit instruments of union busting 
embedded directly in workers’ everyday labor. 

Workers in our cases were required to navigate digital tools 
that were simultaneously essential for performing their jobs and 
functioning as direct tools of counter-organizing. For example, 
Amazon’s workplace applications not only coordinated labor but 
also propagated anti-union messaging, directly communicating 
employer opposition to organizing efforts. In this respect, digi-
tal workplace technologies more closely resemble concrete anti-
union interventions, such as captive audience meetings, rather 
than the more indirect forms of labor control emphasized in classic 
labor process accounts [106, 107]. Noble’s analysis helps clarify 
this distinction. In his accounts, the implementation of automation 
aimed to redistribute power by reconfiguring production, trans-
ferring control over work from a unionized workforce to a non-
unionized workforce [126]. In our accounts, workers faced not only 
this redistribution—through the scabbing tactic—but also direct and 
explicit union busting with tools that disseminated propaganda or 
predicted unionization. Workers need not only contend with labor 
process technology at the macro level but also at the micro level, 
as employers are able to counter-organize in more direct, precise, 
and explicit ways. 

https://Boston.com
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6.1.2 Traditional workplaces are facing similar challenges to gig 
workers. This deeper embedding of counter-organizing capacity 
within the labor process also presents theoretical implications for 
how scholars understand power in digitally-mediated workplaces. 
The shift suggests that workplace control increasingly operates 
through infrastructural and technological mechanisms rather than 
through physical displays of authority or force, much more similar 
to the way scholars understand the limited power of gig workers [42, 
93]. Similar to earlier analyses, workers in our cases lacked control 
over the data they produced. For example, graduate workers at 
Boston University were forced out of course spaces they had created. 
For unions—especially those rooted in “bread-and-butter” models of 
collective bargaining—this transformation necessitates a rethinking 
of strategy. Organizing cannot focus solely on wages and scheduling 
or even on traditional forms of employer opposition; it must also 
grapple with the technological systems that structure workers’ 
interactions, obscure managerial decision-making, and reshape 
possibilities for collective action. Doing so, however, is likely to be 
a challenge, as other work has shown that workers’ direct employers 
are not always in charge of their labor conditions [89]. To build 
durable workplace power, organizers must attend simultaneously 
to the conditions of work and to the digital infrastructures that 
increasingly mediate them, treating both as sites of contestation 
rather than neutral background features of employment. 

6.1.3 Workers need privacy at the workplace. One of the other crit-
ical themes in our results is the need for workplace privacy. Unlike 
more historic forms of union busting, workers under digital regimes 
often face increasingly opaque monitoring [4, 160], with the work-
ers in our case struggles being surveilled in private or outside of 
work channels. Thus, workplace organizers need to be critically 
aware of their digital trail. Workers should assume that all digital 
communications on workplace platforms, including private mes-
sages on these platforms like Slack, are accessible to the employer; 
thus, workers should avoid organizing through them. Organizers 
should also attempt to increase the digital distance between them-
selves and their workplace. This includes not installing company 
software on personal devices when possible and avoiding the use 
of workplace-managed technology for personal or union functions. 
Additionally, we see opportunities for union staffers to help provide 
digital-organizing training, equipping workplace organizers with 
the necessary tools to understand potential tech harms and to better 
organize in workplaces augmented by technology. Many of these 
challenges could be solved by strong federal privacy regulation; 
however, as Sum, Shi, and Fox point out, large tech companies have 
significant lobbying power, and thus meaningful policy change 
remains a challenge despite this well-documented need [160]. 

We also wish to stress the importance of collective privacy. Our 
results, especially those regarding surveillance, suggest that our 
definition of meaningful privacy needs to be extended beyond the 
individual. As Calacci and Stein argue, current data protection laws 
are likely to fail as they protect the privacy of the individual data 
subject, and thus allow for harms through the lack of collective pri-
vacy [30]. Our results bolster this argument, as workers at Amazon 
faced collective prediction in addition to individual surveillance. 
These harms cannot be avoided through individualized security and 
privacy strategies. To rectify this, we echo the call from a recent 

report from Data & Society, which argues for legal protections that 
“eliminate the employer surveillance prerogative” with a ban on the 
electronic monitoring of workers [119]. Although such a ban would 
not halt all counter-organizing tactics discussed here, we believe 
that it would meaningfully mitigate barriers to organizing, given 
that many of the other tactics are, as our results indicate, deeply 
intertwined with surveillance. 

6.1.4 Deep organizing is even more critical under technological 
regimes. Finally, we also want to stress the importance of deep 
organizing, especially in tech-dominated workplaces [116]. Em-
ployer screaming and spacing add new levels to the obfuscation of 
working conditions, surveillance makes it much easier to single out 
organizing workers, and scabbing reduces the power of potential 
strikes. Thus, we strongly suggest workers not only develop models 
of the social connections within their workplace but also of the 
technical systems. Our results indicate that these sociotechnical 
systems are deeply impacting union drives, and thus we recom-
mend workers be pro-active in understanding potential tech harms 
or threats. One strong tool for this analysis is the workers’ inquiry. 
Originally developed by Marx in the 1880s, the workers’ inquiry 
is a set of questions that seeks to expand upon our understanding 
and points of leverage within the workplace. Recently expanded 
upon by scholars of digital economies, the digital workers’ inquiry 
seeks to build knowledge about the workplace from the bottom-
up [161], leveraging the knowledge workers develop through their 
labor [179–181]. While currently applied primarily by data, plat-
form, and AI workers [172, 181], we see opportunities for more 
traditional workers to apply similar methods, especially as similar 
technology enters their shop floors. 

6.2 Design and Research Implications 
6.2.1 Recognizing the co-option of technology within union busting. 
In doing this work, we have become deeply cynical about most con-
temporary discussions of technology design when they intersect 
with worker struggles. Across all three cases, employers readily 
weaponized available technologies to union bust, doing so even 
in the face of public pressure. This dynamic is, of course, not new. 
In their 2022 paper, “Designing within Capitalism,” Wolf, Asad, 
and Dombrowski found that none of the design projects aimed 
at helping workers address wage theft succeeded. Highlighting 
the constraints of designing within a hostile political economy, 
they conclude that there is a systemic barrier to pro-worker social-
computing projects [176]. Although we have not conducted a paral-
lel analysis, focusing instead on the harms of design, we advance a 
similar point: attempts to design interventions for organizing under 
technologically saturated regimes are likely doomed to fail. 

Employers have little—if any—incentive to refrain from weaponiz-
ing workplace technologies to counter-organize, especially given 
the limited power of labor law in the face of new digital tools [53]. 
Our results contain numerous examples of ostensibly “non-political” 
technologies—digital hiring platforms, internal communication 
tools, scheduling systems—becoming sources of counter-organizing. 
These cases suggest that design interventions that do not explic-
itly engage with or shift employee power are readily co-opted for 
union busting. Much of this vulnerability stems from the politi-
cal economy of workplace technology in the United States. Unlike 
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other nations, U.S. corporate law has long been hostile to arrange-
ments that constrain owners’ or managers’ exclusive discretion [80], 
rendering it nearly impossible to meaningfully correct the power 
imbalances embedded in work technologies. Other design-oriented 
approaches—such as digital workerism—while effective for advo-
cacy and research, remain structurally outside workplace and shop 
floor conflicts, limiting their ability to address the harms we iden-
tify [27, 29]. Moreover, the tactics we identify—surveillance, spacing, 
screaming, and scabbing—do not directly impede the legal ability 
to unionize; rather, they strike at the core of unionization itself: the 
ability to organize. 

If workers are to meaningfully exercise their legal rights, we 
must expand our understanding of what it takes to unionize a 
workplace and seek to combat not only formal legal barriers but 
the sociotechnical conditions that erode collective capacity. From 
a design perspective, this requires treating co-option not as an 
untended consequence but as a predictable outcome of employer 
control. Rather than asking how technologies might “support” or-
ganizing in the abstract, designers must grapple with how tools are 
embedded within relations of control, ownership, and enforcement 
that overwhelmingly favor employers. This suggests a shift away 
from artifact-centered interventions and towards strategies that 
explicitly align with worker power even when such approaches sit 
uneasily with dominant paradigms of technological design. Fully 
realizing this means not engaging with design approaches premised 
on neutral or comprehensive stakeholder analysis; we give an ex-
ample in Section 6.2.2. Absent such commitments, efforts to design 
for organizing risk reproducing the very asymmetries they seek to 
contest, offering new surfaces for managerial control rather than 
durable resources for collective struggle. 

6.2.2 Designing for sabotage. Following Khovanskaya et al., we 
also turn to historical union tactics [93] as a means of grounding 
pro-worker struggle design. In her 1917 article, “Sabotage: The 
Conscious Withdrawal of the Workers’ Industrial Efficiency,” Amer-
ican labor leader and feminist Elizabeth Gurley Flynn argues for 
sabotage. She writes, “Sabotage means either to slacken up and 
interfere with the quantity, or to botch in your skill and interfere 
with the quality of capitalist production, or to give poor service. 
Sabotage is not physical violence, sabotage is an internal, indus-
trial process” [46]. As design researchers and organizers, we see 
significant value in deepening our understanding of resistance and 
strongly advocate embracing Flynn’s notions of sabotage. 

Workers have already started to engage in this work. Through 
our review, we identified grass-roots developers who have created 
a fake job application tool to help combat Starbucks’s hiring of 
scabs. As designers and activists, we see opportunities to aid in 
this work, helping to provide technological scaffolding for workers 
to better engage in sabotage. HCI researchers already have a deep 
history of designing against harmful technologies in gig work, 
recognizing data imbalances and pushing back against them [29, 77]. 
We advocate for expanding this work, pushing beyond correcting 
data imbalances and moving to more direct forms of resistance 
facilitated through technologies. Examples of this could include 
apps that inform gig workers if they are being hired as a scab 
before accepting the job, systems that help coordinate workplace 

slowdowns and boycott overtime, or data science tools to aid in 
identifying economic weak points for striking. 

One in-depth example of this is leveraging technology to orga-
nize a work-to-rule “strike.” As described by Labor Notes’ editorial 
board, a work-to-rule attack involves following the rules of the 
company handbook or union contract to the letter, skipping all 
the daily shortcuts and extras on which company production is 
dependent [98]. This includes things like delaying truck routes 
for a required 20-minute safety check, ensuring that all necessary 
equipment is available, completing paperwork in detail, or calling 
managers about anything slightly tricky. Doing so while the threat 
of a strike is active allows workers to keep their paychecks, slow 
down production, and ensure that employers keep their expen-
sive strike contingency plan in place. The challenge with these 
“strikes” is that employers will often label this as a partial strike or 
a slowdown. Workers organizing a work-to-rule campaign must be 
incredibly careful not to provide their employer with evidence of 
union coordination. We see opportunities for security and privacy 
technology to help facilitate this kind of slowdown. Anonymous 
messaging applications that don’t identify users or organizers could 
be used to coordinate or disseminate information while ensuring 
the employer is unable to connect it to the union. Workers could also 
develop digital literature highlighting how to work to the rule, pro-
viding workers with easy checklists detailing the necessary safety 
regulations, and—if done securely—avoiding employers becoming 
aware of a coordinated work slowdown. 

6.2.3 Uncovering the invisible work of organizing. Finally, we see 
research opportunities in furthering this work. Digital work tech-
nologies can make labor, laborers, and the conditions of labor in-
visible [61, 77, 117, 118, 156]. Counter-organizing during labor is 
no different, with many of the strategies identified being shrouded 
in tech-obfuscation. As researchers with a strong technical back-
ground, it is imperative that we continue to find and document these 
challenges. Finding cases with enough documentation to ground 
our analysis was more challenging than expected, as labor orga-
nizers and scholars tend to focus on organizing strategies rather 
than the barriers to it. Researchers familiar with both computa-
tional technology design and qualitative methods are thus uniquely 
positioned to help build out this work. We see opportunities for 
HCI researchers to utilize their skills to engage in research from 
below, helping to deepen collective understanding of tech organiz-
ing harms and empower workers. For example, interviews could be 
conducted to understand how workers overcame and resisted the 
tactics identified within our results. The development of this work 
could also lead to data leverage for the workplace, helping to iden-
tify points of contestation over computational technologies [170]. 

7 Conclusion 
Workers want unions—the numbers are clear—yet many face sig-
nificant challenges in their ability to organize or fight back. One 
reason is workplace technology, which is increasingly weaponized 
to facilitate counter-organizing. Through our review of three case 
struggles, we identified four recurring tactics: surveillance, spacing, 
screaming and scabbing, often interwoven in practice. In doing so, 
we have offered one of the first studies, to our knowledge, on the 
role technology plays in undermining unionization. This work not 
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only helps inform strategies for organizing and designing against 
oppressive technologies, but also aims to spark new discussions on 
how best to support worker resistance and dignity in the face of 
evolving technological barriers. 
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