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Executive Summary 

 
Uberization: an all-in-one concept in vogue that synthesizes both the best and the 

worse from the latest economic and technological revolutions. It symbolizes a brand (Uber), a 

way of doing business (Uberize), a way of going out of business (being Uberized) and, perhaps 

most importantly, constant change. Not surprisingly most of the experts who have tried to 

define it appeal almost instinctively to the Schumpeterian notion of creative destruction as a 

useful precedent. Uberization is sometimes confused with other concepts such as sharing or 

collaborative economies, or even with disruptive technologies; but it is none, while at the same 

time encompasses them all.  

 

The purpose of this paper, more than simply defining or differentiating what the 

concept actually stands for, will be to try to illustrate what the major consequences of 

Uberization are on the real economy. Some precedents will be analyzed so as to understand its 

origin, evolution and future of Urbanization. The analysis will depart from the economic and 

technological fields, through a literary review; will subsequently extend to a concrete sector 

(riding), in a particular country (France), via qualitative examination (interviews and 

conferences); and will finally present some conclusive quantitative data (study cases) that will 

facilitate a wider comprehension of the phenomenon.  

 

Keywords: (Creative Destruction), (Industrial Revolutions and General Purpose 

Technologies), (Uberization and Disruptive Innovations), (On-demand and Sharing 

Economies), Technological Displacement and Skill-Biased Technical Change).  
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Introduction 

 

 
I. Research question 

 
In the beginning of the last century, an isolated group of businessmen and 

industrialists –mostly in the US and Europe– shaped what was then considered as the basis of 

the economy of the future: mass production of goods through mechanization and labor 

intensive industries. That new reality, according to what modern economists and technology 

specialists say (Jeremy Rifkin, 1995), was the direct consequence of the trickle-down theory 

(théorie de l’effet de percolation or loi de débouchés) advocated by the French economist Jean-

Baptiste Say in the early XIXth, as well as the effect of the Second Industrial Revolution that 

took place in the late XVIIIth century. The XXIst century, in comparison, will be remembered 

not only as revolutionary one, but also as the age when an even more selected group of tech 

geeks and entrepreneurs reshaped the new on-demand economy through the use of digital 

technologies in what some believe is a more horizontal world.  

This “Second Machine Age” is becoming what several experts (Erik Brynjolfsson 

and Andrew McAfee) describe as the latest cycle of a hyper creative destruction once 

predicted by the Austrian economist Joseph A. Schumpeter. By the speed at which these 

disruptive technologies are replacing old patterns of work, prosperity and the notion of 

progress itself, some scholars and opinion leaders from the public and private sectors are trying 

to understand its causes to prevent the adverse waves brought by the so-called Uberization of 

the economy. The objective of this paper is to analyze both the origins, evolution and 

consequences of this digital revolution in the real economy, with a particular focus in the labor 

market, and to contemplate some of the measures so far proposed to counteract it’s harmful 

effects. The Uberization process in France will be taken as a main reference to synthesize the 

pros and cons of this revolution in some specific sectors (riding service, housing, food, etc.) 

and market, so as to reach a conclusion of what comes next for those industries and the 

individuals who are unable to keep up with the new transformations.   
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II. Research hypothesis 

 
The “Uberization of the economy”, as the head of Publicis Group Maurice Lévy 

called it in a now famous article from the Financial Times, is nowadays undeniable. The rapid 

transition from a local industrial goods model to a more global on-demand service one, by the 

means of the latest digital disruption, is patent in a world in which Internet platforms 

coordinate hundreds of thousands of freelancers to drive cars, rent rooms, deliver food and 

other goods as better alternatives to the classic service providers. What most of us visualized as 

another step towards the construction of a more collaborative economy, is actually turning out 

to tap all the resources that not long ago were efficiently organized by methods of 

mechanization or intensive labor. Being optimistic in regards of what there is to expect, it 

could be said that the exposition of the markets to this new trend will only result in the secular 

deflationary effect in favor of consumers. A more pessimistic scenario, in contrast, would also 

reconsider the detriment caused on the supplier’s side in terms of competition. A realistic 

analysis, like the one that will be presented here after, will modestly aim to recognize that 

employees will end up being those most affected. 

Indeed, much is the anxiety and few the certainties for a generation of employees 

that see the end of the nine-to-five and the long-term contracts as the new normal. Centuries of 

individual struggles and social turmoil to claim personal prerogatives and collective rights 

swept away in just a matter of decades. Most of societies still being regulated by obsolete labor 

codes and legislation: a century of rough technological Darwinism while we are still unable to 

counterbalance it with the original idea of a social contract. An “Uberized” economy requires 

that we all ask ourselves several important questions like: What results should we expect when 

some of the most basic notions of socialism or capitalism, for instance private property and 

salary, public health and retirement are transformed by the effects of the new technologies and 

the on-demand economy? What would be the advantage for the modern companies to keep 

assets and recruit new employees, when a huge number of freelancers are offering similar and 

sometimes better services at a lower cost without asking for any kind of social security? Or, 

event more relevant, how the States will finance itself without a taxation plan that effectively 

targets these new enterprises, business models and digital employment?  

  

 

 In order to try to answer these and other basic questions it is necessary to announce 

at this stage, at least three main hypotheses: 
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- The Uberization of the economy is, for good or wrong, a revolution that has 

already taken place and will not wait for any individual, organization country 

or government to catch up with it; 

- The consequences of this revolution may take us to a scenario of even more 

extreme social contrast and economic inequality if global measures are not 

adopted and implemented in the short and medium-term; 

- In the long-term, employees and the society in general will have to specialize 

more in tasks that are more “particularly human” and learn to work with new 

technologies instead of trying to “race against the machine”; likewise, 

governments will have to adapt and legislate accordingly.  

 

III. Literary review and methodology 

 
This paper will follow a methodology that consists of three sections or chapters: in 

the first part, the basic concepts of on-demand and collaborative economies or Uberization will 

be described and differentiated; disruptive technologies and technological displacement, 

among others, will be defined to facilitate the analysis of the main hypotheses in the 

subsequent parts.  

In a second time, a broader critical historical review of the political economy and 

the evolution of technologies will be offered, so as to clarify what’s the current situation and 

understand the major implications to be faced. For this section, we will constantly refer to 

several books and scientific papers to announce the main theories –pros and cons; thesis and 

antithesis–, from renowned experts in both the economic and technologic fields.  

Finally, several propositions will be given to try to answer some of the questions 

listed before; propositions that will be inspired from conferences, symposiums and interviews 

made in the context of the topic Uberization of the economy in France, as well as articles and 

blogs that relate to the matter. All the unquoted sources and references in the body of the text 

are to be consulted at the end of this paper in an alphabetic order.  
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1. Conceptual framework 

 

 
I. The economic, managerial & technologic terminologies.  

 

a. Economy 
From a Business Insider article dating from mid 2013 we learn that the “on-

demand economy is defined as the economic activity created by technology companies that 

fulfill consumer demand via the immediate provisioning of goods and services.” Furthermore, 

“supply is driven via efficient, intuitive digital mesh layered on top of existing infrastructure 

networks”1. The revolutionary aspect of this peculiar kind of economy is thus a combination of 

two important realities that characterize the way in which individuals and companies have been 

doing business for the last 5-10 years: immediacy (high speed) and intuitiveness (or cognitive 

ease). Some critics could of course oppose to this view the fact that the on-demand economy is 

not that recent a reality, and retrace the financial failure resulting from the .com bubble that 

busted in the late 1999-2000 as a milestone. Other experts might insist on the fact that 

regardless of when it started, the future of our economy is now dependent on the evolution of 

the Internet of things and the development of a high number of companies in this field that 

have been expanding at an unprecedented pace since the Third Industrial Revolution took place. 

Indeed, this concept of economy à la carte traces its origins back in the 90s when 

companies such as Webvan and Kozmo were pioneers in attracting important funding and 

being valuated in millions in a surprisingly short period of time. Some of these companies, 

startups that may or not reach the dreamed status of unicorns (surpassing the threshold of $1 

billion dollars), are still with us today as it is the case of the e-commerce platforms eBay and 

Amazon. Modern leaders of the on-demand economy have been successfully creating 

“business models that can satisfy the needs of consumers in a more cost-effective, scalable, 

and efficient manner than their predecessors [by] leveraging on technology while utilizing 

existing infrastructure”. According to the strategist Mike Jaconi, the on-demand economy’s 

framework consists on the best of the old and the new worlds of Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICT): 

                                                        
1 http://www.businessinsider.com/the-on-demand-economy-2014-7?IR=T  

http://www.businessinsider.com/the-on-demand-economy-2014-7?IR=T
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However, the most influential sectors within the on-demand economy are not 

limited, as some may believe, to the IT category. The peculiarity of what Mr. Maurice Lévy 

also called the “digital tsunami” 2 is that it encompasses a plethora of sectors and industries 

that go from the provision of simple services such as food and package delivery, to the more 

popular accommodation and transportation services; and from the more complex banking and 

financial services, to the more sophisticated law advisory and accounting consultancy. Another 

article from the weekly magazine the Economist also dating from mid 2013 tells us, for 

instance, how by march of that year 40,000 people rented accommodation from a well-known 

application that offers more than a quarter million of rooms in approximately 30,000 cities, in 

almost 200 countries around the world. The service provided is well known for its method of 

putting in contact guests who chose their rooms or spaces among the 250,000 possibilities and 

pay in advance for the entire service. This service, instead of the classic hotel chain or private 

hostel, is provided by particulars eager to make full use of the limited assets they possess3.  

 

Private rides through the use of a second leading platform had grown in an even 

more remarkable way if taken into account the awareness and potential of this à la carte ride 

service. The figures are more eloquent in this case, so according to calculations also dating 

                                                        
2 http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/377f7054-81ef-11e4-b9d0-00144feabdc0.html#axzz47Ww9XFCk  
3 http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21573104-internet-everything-hire-rise-sharing-economy  

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/377f7054-81ef-11e4-b9d0-00144feabdc0.html#axzz47Ww9XFCk
http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21573104-internet-everything-hire-rise-sharing-economy
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from 2013: “over $4.8 billion in capital have been invested in on-demand companies, with 

$2.2 billion invested in the previous 12 months [of 2012]4”. The riding industry alone amassed 

over 40% of that amount, from which almost 60% or “$1.2 billion were destined to finance the 

last round” of the transportation platform that barely 3 years ago was valuated only at less than 

$20 billion (the updated figures will be presented in the third and last section of this paper). 

When the startup revenues finally leaked at the end of 2013, its CEO stated to the newspaper 

the Washington Post Journal that the young company would be “at least doubling every six 

months”. What this data actually shows is that the transportation and accommodation 

industries are becoming economic giants in a still relatively adolescent on-demand economy. 

It’s just a matter of time to find those new champions in other sectors, willing to capitalize on 

new technologies that will keep helping them to reduce transaction costs, make sharing assets 

cheaper, and easier than ever at a much larger scale.  

A third, more general example of industries that have been empowered thanks to 

technological innovations in the on-demand economy is food delivery service. Historically 

limited to the needs from regular customers that would have to be met in a particular restaurant, 

another large group of entrepreneurs is attacking the more than $700 billion US restaurant 

industry with non-less negligible success. The supply options have been recently expanded 

beyond the traditional physical locations, to reach demand coming from basically the remotest 

point of any city. The main difference between the delivery service applications and the 

transportation and accommodation giants portrayed before being that competition is harsher for 

the former than for the latter, it is nevertheless true that early and adopters have been able to 

keep capitalizing on opportunities in the market, given the extension of the submarkets 

themselves and the wide set of tailored options that the restaurant industry has to offer.  

   

 

 

A second concept that comes out almost invariably when economists and business 

journalists talk about some of the services previously listed, and which is as important for the 

purpose of this paper, is that of collaborative economies. Better known in English as sharing 

economies, the term, according to a Financial Times article of July 2015 “is turning out to be 

many things, [including]: a way to turn more areas of human existence into ad hoc marketplace; 

a form of regulatory arbitrage; and an informal economy that facilitates tax evasion5”. To make 

                                                        
4 http://theweek.com/articles/538659/hidden-cost-ondemand-economy  
5 http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/a90562aa-20c4-11e5-ab0f-6bb9974f25d0.html#axzz42FoXdgVE  

http://theweek.com/articles/538659/hidden-cost-ondemand-economy
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/a90562aa-20c4-11e5-ab0f-6bb9974f25d0.html#axzz42FoXdgVE
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a difference with the previous concept, the on-demand economy simply means a service that 

lets its users to access value immediately, in an easy, intuitive way. The most distinctive factor 

of the sharing economy would be, in contrast, that it is a disruptive economic form that 

unleashes various sources of supply that range from those underused assets just mentioned 

(cars, houses, restaurants, etc.), but also the labor force to ultimately tap as many resources that 

would otherwise be underutilized. What is mine is yours: for not for free, prays the new logic. 

So it is important to keep in mind from now on that the spirit of collaboration behind this idea 

of peer-to-peer economy relates more to a tacit consensus among the bottom segment of 

owners and users –in need to create value from shared spaces, goods or their own personal 

talents– than to an actual and uninterested social friendly gesture.  

 As it was the case while defining the on-demand concept, we likewise learn that 

the notion of collaborative consumption is not new. “The sharing of resources is for example 

well known in business-to-business (B2B) […] as well as in business-to-consumer (B2C) 6”. 

Three major drivers enable sharing of resources for a broad variety of new goods and services 

as well as new industries. “First, customer behavior for many goods and services changes from 

ownership to sharing. Second, online social networks and electronic markets more easily link 

customers. And third, mobile goods and services make the use of shared goods and services 

more convenient”. Besides these three major drivers that would help us to distinguish the 

second from the first concepts so far defined (i.e. collaboration from on-demand economy), 

what really rules the former one is the real –even if not totally uninterested– desire of its 

adherents to share access to products or services, instead of just claiming individual use for 

themselves.  

 

 

What might complicate the distinction though, is when we read that the 

collaborative economy model is used to describe online “marketplaces such as eBay, but also 

other emerging sectors such as social lending, peer-to-peer travel experiences, peer-to-peer 

accommodation, peer-to-peer task assignment or travel advisory, car sharing or commute-bus 

sharing.” A very interesting article by Harvard Business Review will help us to elucidate the 

confusion and facilitate the transition to the third and most important concept in this section: 

Uberization. It’s author, Arun Sundararajan, argues that the collaborating economy 

marketplaces that derive from the need of immediacy and intuitiveness of the on-demand 

economy, “transcend the simple trade conduct on eBay and are instead inventing an entirely 

                                                        
6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharing_economy  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharing_economy
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new asset-light supply paradigm7”. According to this hypothesis, the initially well intentioned 

collaborative consumption would “enable the disaggregation of physical assets in space and in 

time, creating digital platforms that make these disaggregated components –a few days in an 

apartment, an hour using a Roomba, a seat in your drive from Berlin to Hamburg– amenable to 

pricing, matching, and exchange”. Therefore this reengineering of the entire traditional 

economy into a sharing stereotype is nothing else than a misnomer: the correct definition for 

the activity should instead be access economy. 

The reason being that when collaboration is market-mediated –which means that a 

company becomes an intermediary between consumers who don’t know each other– the whole 

idea of sharing losses its essence because consumers end up paying for the right to have access 

to anyone else’s goods or services. The “someone” (the idealized sharing partner) transforms 

into “anyone” (the conventional economic entity) who offers anything for a price regulated by 

the classic forces of offer and demand; with the only difference that the intermediation is done 

through more effective tools that have been systematically replacing the usual providers. Many 

are the watchers believing that this radical phenomenon, which combines all that has been 

described until now –speed and cognitive ease to reach instant gratification, as well as a more 

social motivated ideology of sharing goods and services by the means of applications that 

connect millions of users globally–, “is just the beginning of a technologically-driven 

economic shift, an on-demand revolution that will end up encompassing the entire economy”.  

 

 

The Huffington Post business blogger Sunny Freeman is probably the journalist 

who hast most accurately defined what Uberization means, when she stated that the formula 

currently being touted by a deluge of tech startups seeking to convince investors to adhere to 

the next revolutionary billion-dollar idea was: “take the power of Uber and apply it to X”. The 

Uber application, which most of us know as the leading platform that connects drivers and 

passengers through smartphones, is today known as the most highly valued tech startup 

worldwide: its estimated worth by late-2015, early-2016 being more than $62.5 billion. And 

yet even if the company still has to prove whether it is worth its multi-billion dollar valuation 

or whether it is just destined to become the most representative startup leading to a new .com 

crisis, the Uber –and the other Silicon Valley darlings– effect on the entire economy is 

undeniable. Amazon and eBay were among the first models, along with companies like Google, 

Apple and Facebook, that are not only growing in economic importance and highly influencing 

                                                        
7 https://hbr.org/2013/01/from-zipcar-to-the-sharing-eco  

https://hbr.org/2013/01/from-zipcar-to-the-sharing-eco
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social habits: they have transformed the old ways of doing business. Some specialists even 

suggest that the data collection giants are reconfiguring sectors beyond those of technology, 

economy and labor, and Uberizing education, medicine, art, leisure and even war industries. 

 For the last three to four decades, ever since the Internet was invented, 

Economists have been talking about the idea of deploying unused assets into the economy, 

which has finally happened in a massive, unregulated and unpredictable way. This movement 

that we now popularly know as Uberization, has the potential to disrupt every industry. The 

risk of an accelerated continuous renewal is so palpable now a days that even companies like 

the San Francisco startup whose name inspired the concept have been experimenting with 

Uberizing its own services since its arrival in 2009. From picking up people on the streets and 

dropping them off in a designated address, to delivering gifts and Christmas trees on holidays 

or food and dessert to wedding parties. As Nick Waddell, a specialist in the IT domain tells us 

in his blog Cantech Letter: “Technology is removing barriers, and sometimes those are really 

painful barriers for the stakeholders […] Some of these industries that have been protected by 

regulation have grown lazy, and, as they’ve grown laze, it’s been really bad for consumers.” So 

traditional players find themselves forced to incessantly adapt or die, and the effect of this 

dilemma is the creation of winners and losers, removing the middleman from the buyer/seller 

equation.  

 

Other specialist –tech savvies and free-market economists– may argue that 

removing the middleman from the economic equation could allow each employee (driver, 

concierge or restaurant manager) to become his or her own boss and work independently of a 

central company, depending only on an Internet connection, a personal computer or a simple 

smartphone. In the same Huffington article quoted before, Sunny Freeman also explains that 

“the current labor climate, in which the job market is shifting away from traditional 

employment and towards part-time and temporary work, self employment and alternative 

working arrangements, actually creates a perfect recipe for the Uberization of labor8”. This 

might of course be good news for high-skilled workers who don’t feel confortable with the 

idea of having a formal employer or boss, and somehow for low-skilled workers as well who 

are simply looking for better alternatives to inflexible schedules or location constraints. Now, 

it is important to keep in mind that the only predicable thing about Uberization is precisely its 

unpredictability, and that as it will be said explained here after, there’s a risk in the medium 

                                                        
8 http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2015/04/01/uberization-uber-of-everything_n_6971752.html  

http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2015/04/01/uberization-uber-of-everything_n_6971752.html
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and long term for both low and even some high-skilled employees to be displaced by extreme 

levels of Uberization such as automation and artificial intelligence. 

In addition, Uberization of the economy may as well exacerbate social inequality, 

which has been the tendency ever since the first liberal reforms were implemented on both 

sides of the Atlantic, 3-4 decades ago. Will Mitchell, chair in new technologies and 

commercialization at the University of Toronto, explains how the society will divide into two: 

those who can most afford to pay for the services will take advantage over those who have 

possession of the goods needed to provide them. He uses the metaphor of an Uber ride as an 

example: “in an extreme weather scenario, the rider willing to pay 100 times the normal Uber 

fares gets drive [while] the person who cannot could be left stranded”. This results in a more 

general paradox where, the also professor of strategic management at Rotman School of 

Business adds: “on the demand side, those who can most afford to pay for services will win out 

[…] On the supply side, those who already have possessions –cars or homes, for instance– can 

sell their services much more easily than those who do not.” What in the beginning was seen as 

a possibility of ever more robust and durable collaboration is transforming into a new scenario 

of social uncertainties. 

 

Indeed, for many participants in this on-demand, pseudo-sharing, recently 

Uberized economy, applications have become synonymous with raise in prices, more than a 

broader spectrum of options coming from service providers. The original idea was of course 

that of achieving ever more perfect competition, the logical evolution of a sober capitalism that 

aims to balance supply and demand; where almost perfect efficiency would be procured by 

incentives to price goods and services based on consumer’s preferences. As it has been the 

case in economics since the arrival of the very First Industrial Revolution, an aspiration for 

highly flexible prices coming from current market requirements has prevailed. For the very 

first time in history, a set of wider options were made possible by this particular era of 

technology, characterized by real-time data, payments by mobile platforms and geo-location 

services. This amalgam of possibilities has, in spite of all the good intentions, created a world 

where even the most basic sectors are auctioned off to the higher bidder, using the real-time 

data that was initially contemplated to favor the final users and buyers. Still, a company like 

Uber is a representative collaborative economy just because of the benefits riders obtains from 

it, in comparison to what the entire taxi industry has to offer.  

Where the San Francisco’s startup succeeded, was in replacing the need for an 

expensive item that is less necessary for many urbanites around the world than it used to be for 
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previous generations, with a cheaper and more efficient à la carte riding service. Will Mitchell 

is right when he affirms that a model that permits owners to rent out something they’re not 

using, to consumers who don’t have the means to acquire them but can pay for  “access”, is 

definitely a good business model these days. But Uber’s success goes beyond the on-demand 

aspect. What the company is really good at, is at connecting the actual owners and consumers 

in real time without having to invest itself in the acquisition of the cars, replacing the middle 

man or organization that was unable to adapt to the current standards: clients paying for a ride 

only if it brings them instant gratification, both economically and psychologically. No wonder 

why the easiest preys of Uberization are those companies and individuals with customers 

unsatisfied with the existing way in which they do business, industries where there has been 

little change in the delivery model and sectors where there are enough suppliers eager to 

provide the service as long as there is good demand for it.  

 

 

b. Management & technology 

 
For the purpose of this section, a second interpretation of the term Uberization 

could be made through the definition and categorization of the term disruptive innovations. 

The concept comes from Clayton Christensen, a Harvard professor who has vastly written on 

the challenges that companies face when they are in the process of developing new ideas. His 

main argument is that big companies are mainly focused on delivering value to their existing 

customers, but not necessarily pursuing constant innovation in order to attract new customers. 

Introduced for the first time in his brilliant book The Innovator’s Dilemma in 1997 (followed 

his The Innovator’s Solution), the author uses this generic term, even if he recognizes that not 

all technologies are intrinsically disruptive. It is its strategic usage that makes disruptive 

innovations what they aim to be. They are innovations that open the way for new “uses” in the 

classic economy, which consumers still need to recognize, explore and accept9. The main 

characteristic of disruptive innovations is that they try to empower marketers for them to target 

and effectively reach users who initially were not interested in a particular product or service.  

What innovators of this kind have to offer is not only a more competitive, and in 

general, lower prices, but also a more interesting experience for their new clients. Probably the 

most defining attribute of these so-called disruptive innovations is that they put the user and 

his experience at the center of the definition. The market, and even the companies that provide 

                                                        
9 http://lexicon.ft.com/Term?term=disruptive-innovation  

http://lexicon.ft.com/Term?term=disruptive-innovation
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the services are just seen as the answer to the needs of individuals, who most of the time ignore 

they are destined to become the final consumers. The blogger Hervé Kabla, a polytechnicien 

and CEO of Be Angels, a French digital agency specialized in social media tells us that the 

momentum for this trend is so important that “new forms of conception are emerging that go 

hand-in-hand with the definition of [disruptive] projects such as ‘design thinking’, which is an 

approach of innovation and its management that sees itself as a synthesis of analytical 

reflection and intuitive thought10”. This tool is at the core of new universities courses in 

business schools everywhere and serious academic research that leans on processes of co-

creativity requiring continuous feedback from the final users.  

 

Disruptive innovations can come in different forms such as: novel organization 

practices like the American company Nucor’s pay for performance schemes, instead of the 

conventional method of salaries; new business models like the one set up by the U.S. airline 

Southwest that implemented the low-cost approach-cost approach to flying; or cutting edge 

technologies like Intuitive Da Vinci surgical robot or IBM Watson Health, which help doctors 

to give their patients a more accurate diagnosis and medication. For entrepreneurs, market 

research that gauges plausible customer’s satisfaction, when the users aren’t still in the real 

market can be particularly valuable when it comes innovations. The original idea of speed or 

being the first in disrupting a market that comes from the on-demand terminology is here 

secondary: disruption represents both a new opportunity of success but also a risk of 

cannibalization. Paraphrasing Clayton Christensen: to embrace rupture, means to kill the actual 

activity of a company without having a guaranty of success. Ignoring rupture represents a 

certain dead in the medium-term11.   

It is not hard to realize that the dilemma that entrepreneurs and managers have 

been facing for the last decades means that workers, at their turn, are obliged to confront their 

own predicaments in terms of employment options. From a social point of view, disruptive 

innovations means much more than achieving lasting competitive prices and being able to 

address a new segment of users who didn’t even know they could become such in the first 

place. Technology –and new technologies accentuate it even more– has this distinctive 

characteristic that allows employers to put into relation two totally different persons to apply 

themselves on the same function, giving full meaning to the term “unit of work”. Companies 

                                                        
10 KLABA, Hervé, in : Bruno Teboul & Thierry Picard Ubérisation = Économie déchirée ?. Editions kawa. France, Mai 2015, 81pp. 
11 CHRISTENSEN, Clayton M. & Michael E. RAYNOR, The Innovator’s Solution. Creating and Sustaining Successful Growth, Harvard 

Business Review Press, Boston, Massachusetts, 2003, p... 
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like Amazon are pioneers in this field. Thanks to platforms such as Amazon Mechanical Turk 

(AMT), a micro-tasking tool that permits to gather people on-demand to work on 

dematerialized tasks, this disruptive innovator giant is leading what some critics see as a return 

to taylorism. As Bruno Teboul and Thierry Picard explain in a short study on Uberization, 

12“these tasks permit certain employees to obtain a complementary remuneration, and have 

control over their work schedules or simply work from home in exchange of a wage that is 

itself subject to the forces of offer and demand”.  

 

The employees on this platform are considered as mechanical Turks in reference to 

the famous robot built in Europe at the end of the XVIIIth century, whose main task was to 

make his audience believe it was able to play chess and solve sophisticated problems, while a 

person hidden inside the machine was actually the one who would manipulate it. In the same 

way as modern employees complain about the dissimulation of Amazon in regards of the work 

conditions and the unsophistication of the task they actually execute, the Europeans in the 

XVIIIth finally realized that the whole invention was nothing but a subterfuge. What Amazon 

Mechanical Turk actually does is using commissioners who, for a low wage and with no real 

chances of actually being employed in a permanent basis, transcribe in fractions of minutes 

fragments of reports from business meetings, which are immediately transformed into 

algorithms, and later broken into different pieces that are again reconstructed into new 

algorithms. Same procedure when these workers have to compile images, and also same 

operation for the facial recognition of other individuals from digital pictures.  

As it has been suggested so far, Uberization can lead to two radical paths if it is 

mishandled: economic unpredictability and social instability on the one hand, as well as 

unemployment or technological displacement as it is technically called today on the other. As 

journalist and bloggers are still trying to figure out what the meaning of a concept is, scientist 

and IT specialists warn us that acceleration in the adoption of new technologies or disruptive 

innovations, automation and artificial intelligence threatens the prospect of mass 

unemployment, affecting everyone from traditional drivers to more sophisticated workers. It is 

a reality that robotization will end up taking over humans in large sectors of the economy, if 

not all of them in the long run. Moshe Vardi, computer science professor at Rice University in 

Texas for instance, tells us how “we are approaching the time when machines will be able to 

                                                        
12 TEBOUL, Bruno & Thierry PICARD, Uberisation = Économie déchirée ? Editions kawa. France, Mai 2015, 81pp. 
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outperform humans at any task13”. However in our time, digitization of the economy is still the 

biggest danger since it is the term that encompasses innovation both in terms of technology 

and user’s experience. It may represent either economic success for a company if the 

adaptation is fruitful, or failure if the implementation of new strategies doesn’t pay.  

 

 

Today, not a sector or job in the entire economy is exempted of technological 

displacement. The shift from traditional societies, where technological improvements meant 

also new work opportunities, to hyper-specialized ones had as a direct consequence the 

accrued pauperization of semi-qualified and under-qualified workers. The extreme opposite to 

these Amazon Mechanical Turks are the relatively few over-qualified consultants and advisers 

with several professional certificates, high technical expertise and encyclopedic knowledge in 

the different fields of science. The career guaranties once offered by companies and 

universities to an entire generation of graduates and employees are now limited to target those 

individuals or groups with the right know-how, to rightly deal with the most challenging and 

profitable projects left on sectors that still haven’t yet been disrupted by innovation. “Become 

your own boss, deliver whenever you want and as much as you want14”, is the slogan proposed 

by Amazon for a second micro-tasking model consisting of an on-demand service for which 

the independent service provider is paid for each delivery that he or she makes. Announced on 

29th September last year, the move, which has not made public, is the latest sign that the 

world’s biggest e-commerce company wants to have more control over its standard packages, 

before finally adopting the use of drones that the CEO Jeff Bezos wants to implement to get 

them reach his customers.  

Amazon Flex, we read in a Reuters article published in February this year, “works 

like on-demand ride-hailing service Uber. Drivers use the app to sign up for shifts to pick up 

packages at small warehouses near metropolitan areas –as opposed to Amazon’s massive 

fulfillment centers– and deliver them to customer’s doors15”. Available in less than 20 cities in 

North America so far, the entire service is of course on its way to Uberize the entire traditional 

delivery services raging from the United States Postal Services to that provided by companies 

like UPS, FedEx and Estafeta. The only requirements asked to applicants are to be older than 

21, to have a car as well as a valid driver license, and a smartphone equipped with Android 

operative system. Flex drivers can make between $18 to $25 dollars per hour, but are not 

                                                        
13 http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/063c1176-d29a-11e5-969e-9d801cf5e15b.html#axzz42v8Czyxy  
14 http://www.lemonde.fr/entreprises/article/2015/09/30/amazon-invente-flex-le-travail-a-la-demande_4777417_1656994.html  
15 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-amazon-com-logistics-flex-idUSKCN0VR00O  

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/063c1176-d29a-11e5-969e-9d801cf5e15b.html#axzz42v8Czyxy
http://www.lemonde.fr/entreprises/article/2015/09/30/amazon-invente-flex-le-travail-a-la-demande_4777417_1656994.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-amazon-com-logistics-flex-idUSKCN0VR00O
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subject to any health or social insurance benefit. Car insurance and gas expenses are the 

responsibility of the drivers also. It is also the same kind of work status that permits Uber and 

its independent drivers to lower its prices and keep expanding rapidly into new markets.  

 

This pronetarianization of the jobs –as Joël de Rosnay describes it in his book La 

Révolte du ponétariat– is the result of the new division of work into hyper-cognitive and 

rudimentary-manual, which helps to explain the creation of a new class of digital employees 

who are able to produce, diffuse and sell digital services through the tools given and principles 

imposed by the digital economy. It includes of course the Uber drivers and Amazon Turks that 

were previously mentioned, but also a plethora of other independent service providers. All this 

is because consumers don’t trust anymore the usual providers in a wide range of sectors and 

industries: when it comes to choosing where to stay (from hotel to Airbnb), how to move (from 

taxis to Uber), where to eat (from a Restaurant to Deliveroo), what music to hear (from radio 

and TV to Spotify and Netflix), how to communicate (from phone to Skype), what to read 

(from books to Kindle). The consequences of this democratization of choices is that it reduces 

jobs to micro-tasking; a modality of work seen by many critics today as modern slavery, since 

it doesn’t actually give “free-lancers” a free choice and on the contrary makes them dependent 

of only one kind of retribution.   

Indeed, concludes Rodney in the same line of thought that was used in the 

beginning of this thesis, “the massive and collaborative production by this new pronetariat 

represents a revolution as important as the one that took place in the beginning of the industrial 

age, symbolized by the steam engine, intensive mechanization and automation. Nowadays 

though, thanks to the new tools brought by the digital and the Internet of things, the latest 

revolution is disrupting the old paradigms; in parts thanks to its virtues but also in spite of 

them. A new Industrial Revolution is leading the way but this time with inadequate means of 

repression, legislation and information.16” It has also been prescribed in the introduction of this 

paper that trying to stop the Industrial Revolution in turn, i.e. Uberization, would be as futile as 

it was for the followers of Ned Ludd to smash mechanized loom back in 1811, as a way to 

oppose destructions of the classic textile jobs by the means of automation. The age when 

someone like the emperor Vespasian, who was able to stop the advance of technology by 

forbidding the construction of a rustic machine, as we learn from the Roman historian 

Suetonius, is long dead, and humans need to learn more than ever to adapt to the new realities 

resulting of from late inventions and practices.  

                                                        
16 https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pronétaire  

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pronétaire
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Having devoted the first section of this thesis to the description of the most basic 

concepts related to Uberization of the economy, so as to know what’s the difference between 

on-demand and sharing economies for example, or disruptive technologies and technological 

displacement for instance; the second section that follows now will be dedicated to the 

politico-economical analysis of the origins and effects of technological advances, as well as to 

its direct and more important consequence: the progressive disappearing of jobs. For this, a 

historical review of the most important theories or hypothesis from major economists will be 

offered in the first place. On a second place, a parallel of the evolution of technology will be 

drawn. The final part of this second section will help to illustrate what is the current situation 

of the employment sector of the economy, which will be useful as a transition to the third and 

last section, where the case of Uberization of the economy in France is to be described. A final 

conclusion in which the key proposition to face digital disruption will be outlined subsequently. 

For this coming part, the main references to which we will have recourse are Joseph A. 

Schumpeter’s Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy; The End of Work by Jeremy Rifkin; 

Joseph A. Stiglitz’ The Great Divide; Le monde est clos et le désir infini, by the French 

economist Daniel Cohen; two books from MIT Sloan School of Management professors Erik 

Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee: Race Against the Machine and The Second Machine Age; 

Rise of the Robots by Martin Ford; as well as a history book of political economy, Histoire 

vivante de la pensée économique, written by ESCP professor Jean-Marc Daniel.  
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2. Critical historical review & evolution 

 

 
I. The political-economy review  

 

a. Creative Destruction from the classics’ perspective 
 

It was shortly after the Luddites began smashing the machinery they saw as the 

mother of all their evils, that the father of the classic economy, David Ricardo, conceived the 

abstract model that showed for the very fist time the possibility of technological displacement. 

At the end of the XVIIIth century, the English economist had imagined that technology might 

be salutary for the entire economy for basically the same reason why modern analysts believe 

technology make productivity more dynamic. The optimism came from the idea that as 

automation permitted to lower production costs, as well as to raise the offer of cheap 

merchandises: it all would eventually results in more purchase power, growth of markets and 

industries, and creation of new jobs and high salaries. It is this same ideology that represents 

the pillar of most of the economic policies of all XXIst century industrialized countries. It is 

also this creed that has dragged us inexorably towards more technological unemployment in 

the last decades, as well as to a record decrease in purchase power from consumers worldwide, 

and cyclical economic crisis.  

 The original theory according to which these spectacular benefits generated from the 

mix of technological progress and increase in productivity ultimately end up being profitable 

for the masses of workers through less expensive products, more jobs and increase in wages, is 

attributed to the French economist Jean-Baptist Say. According to him, the accrued offer of 

cheaper merchandizes sooner or later creates its own demand. In more precise words, the low 

prices resulting from the productivity processes eventually stimulate the demand of available 

products and services. The accrued demand naturally pushes towards supplementary 

production and ends ups supporting more demand, in a virtuous cycle of ever growing 

production and consumption. Furthermore, the accrued volume of sales guaranties that any loss 

in the work force initially caused by technological improvement will be rapidly compensated 

by new jobs to satisfy higher production levels.  

 

 Jeremy Rifkin tells us that one of the corollaries of the trickle-down theory is that even 

if workers are displaced by the new technologies, the unemployment problem will somehow be 
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solved by what caused damage in the first place. History seems to supports the idea that a 

raising number of jobless people in the labor market pulls the salaries down; employers usually 

respond to this situation by hiring more people instead of taking the risk of buying more 

expensive machinery, which moderates the impact of technology on jobs overall. A less 

optimistic approach to the classic and neoclassic theories sustaining that technology is salutary 

for the economy thanks to the constant renewal of the working force that it implies, came with 

the arrival of the socialist revolutions that took place in Europe throughout the XIXth century. 

Karl Marx, largely inspired from Ricardo’s views, partially understood that economic progress 

brought by the mechanization within capitalist societies, could also mean turmoil. He affirmed 

that the effort from employers to continuously reduce costs and control de means of production 

by replacing the employees by machines, anywhere and as often as possible, would create 

more problems than generalized value than expected.  

 The transfer of value coming from the traditional forms of work, and being capitalized 

through the automation of functions, inspired the German philosopher to believe that the 

elimination of the human factor from the production equation –having as a direct consequence 

the creation of an army of reserve– would lead capitalism to its end. It is the case nowadays 

that consumers in most developed nations, as well as in some developing economies, are 

spending less and less, and that the acquisition power of most of households has considerably 

stagnated. This fact will be discussed more in detail in the next section, but what is important 

to retain here is that the same debate that has been taking place for the last three decades, 

concerning labor precariousness or the fear technological displacement for a large segment of 

the industrial population, was already a main concern for the young European industrialized 

societies two centuries ago. Something interesting about Marx theory of immiserization, points 

out Joseph A. Schumpeter, is that “the base of the ‘industrial reserve army’ [concept], i.e., of 

the unemployment created by the mechanization of the process of production, [was almost 

entirely] based upon the doctrine expounded in Ricardo’s chapter of machinery17”.  

 

 The basic difference between Ricardo and Marx theories, tells us the famous Austrian 

economist, on the one hand, “Ricardo had at first been inclined to share the view, very 

common at all times, that the introduction of machines into the productive process could 

hardly fail to benefit the masses. [The English economist later] came to doubt that opinion, or 

at all events, its general validity and with characteristic frankness revised his position18”. He 

                                                        
17 SCHUMPETER, Joseph A., Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, Harper, p. 35. 
18 Ibid., p. 38.  
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later produced an example well known to modern economist thanks to which he showed that 

mechanization could also turn out to beneficial to labor. Marx, on the other hand and less 

skeptically, assumed that along with the constantly diminished number of employments, as 

well as that of “magnets of capital who usurp and monopolize all advantages of this process of 

transformation, grows the mass of misery, oppression, slavery, degradation, exploitation; but 

with this too grows the revolt of the working class, a class always increasing in numbers and 

disciplined, united, organized by the very mechanism of the process of capitalist production 

itself”. Famously as he is remembered, the German sociologist predicted that this 

centralization of the means of production, but also the imminent socialization of labor would at 

last reach a point where they became incompatible with the capitalist needs and mechanization 

irrelevant.  

 Even more notably and less extreme in his views; more conscious of the effects of 

mechanization, having personally experienced and deeply studied the effects of the Second 

Industrial Revolution that took place first in Europe, but almost immediately in the United 

Stated: Schumpeter predicted better than anyone else before him what the causes and the 

consequences of the “cooperation” between technology and capitalism on the modern societies. 

It is worth taking the time to make a more detailed analysis of the main ideas that can be found 

in Part II of his book Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, so as to better understand why we 

arrived to the economic point of inflexion in which we currently are. “Capitalism, he tells us, is 

by nature a form or method of economic change and not only never is but never can be 

stationary […] The fundamental impulse that sets and keeps the capitalist engine in motion 

comes from the new consumers’ goods, the new methods of production or transportation, the 

new markets, the new forms, of industrial organization that capitalist enterprise creates and of 

course the new technologies.”  

 

The emeritus Harvard professor prophetically explained that “the opening up of new 

markets, foreign or domestic, and the organizational development from the craft shop and 

factory to such […] illustrates the same process of industrial mutation –if I may use that 

biological term– that incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from within, 

incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one. This process of Creative 

Destruction is the essential fact about capitalism19.” An organic process indeed, in which 

modern economies are embedded more than any other industrial societies ever since the arrival 

of the First Industrial Revolution. We are able to assess “both as a fact and as a threat, that the 

                                                        
19 Ibid., p. 83. 
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impact of the new things –new technologies for instance– on the existing structure of an 

industry considerably reduces the long scope and importance of practices that aim, through 

restricting output, at conserving established positions and at maximizing the profits accruing 

from them.” An observation that has become, in the turn of the XXIth century, the 

philosophical base behind the hypercompetition model that a well-known business strategy 

experts such as the Richard d’Aveni use as a referential mantra. In his book: Hypercompetition: 

Managing the Dynamic of Strategic Maneuvering, this Dartmouth College professor argues 

that competitive advantage for companies is no longer sustainable over the long haul. 

Advantage, he affirms, is continually created, eroded, destroyed and recreated through 

strategic maneuvering (we will come back to this later)20.  

 Less notorious, or at least subordinated to his most preeminent concept of 

Creative Destruction, but maybe even more noteworthy given their numerous applications in 

the current context of entrepreneurial behaviors and modern economic practices, Schumpeter’s 

theories about rigid prices and monopolies will also help us to understand some of the roots 

and consequences of Uberization. In the same line of thought as Ricardo, for whom as it was 

mentioned before, the effects of technology in the labor market were unpredictable: 

Schumpeter defines rigidity as “a price […] if it is less sensitive to changes in the conditions of 

demand and supply than it would be if perfect competition prevailed.” He tells us that there are 

no major instances of long-run rigidity of prices and asserts that “whichever manufacturing 

industry or group of manufactured articles of any importance we choose to investigate over a 

period of time, we practically always find that in the long run prices do not fail to adapt 

themselves to technological progress –they fall in response to it.”  

 Employment vulnerability is, in a period of economic uncertainty, more than 

anything else the real cause of price rigidity, being this one “motivated precisely by the low 

sensitiveness of demand to short run price changes within the practicable range. People who in 

depression worry about their future are not likely to buy a new car even if the price were 

reduced [for example] by 25 per cent, especially if the purchase is easily postponable and if the 

reduction induces expectations of further reductions21.” So the elemental question that arises 

from this asseveration is to know if the lack of rigidity in prices that we’ve witnessed for the 

last decade is the fruit of the newest digitalized technologies, and if this digital revolution has 

been more beneficial than harmful for consumers, seen also as employees. But before we get to 

this analysis, which will be useful either to prove or deny the expectations of those optimists 

                                                        
20 http://www.strategy-business.com/article/14886?gko=c7ef4  
21 Ibid., p. 95. 

http://www.strategy-business.com/article/14886?gko=c7ef4


‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 24 

who believe that the exposition of the markets to the new technologies will eventually result in 

the traditional deflationary effect in favor of the consumers, lets get familiarized with the 

second scenario. For historical reasons, a more pessimistic scenario that reconsider the 

detriment caused on the supplier’s side in terms of competition, as said in the introduction of 

this paper, comes from the idea that a lack of it –of perfect competition– has always been 

detrimental for the economy as a whole, at least in the long term.  

 Schumpeter, skeptic as he always was and as prophetically as ever, tells us 

about this plausible situation which “the introduction of new methods of production 

[technologies] and the new commodities is hardly conceivable with perfect –and perfectly 

prompt– competition from the start. And [that] this means that the bulk of what we call 

economic progress is incompatible with it”. Furthermore, he affirms that “there are advantages 

which, though not strictly unattainable on the competitive level of enterprise, are as a matter of 

fact secured only on the monopoly level, for instance, because monopolization may increase 

the sphere of influence of the better, and decrease the sphere of influence of the inferior [or 

simply] because the monopoly enjoys a disproportionately higher financial standing.22” We 

will come back to this analysis given almost word-by-word by some of the modern pioneers of 

the Third Industrial Revolution, whose ideas both in economics and technology have paved the 

way to disrupt industries such as banking, the entire automobile sector and, even more 

impressively, aerospace. 

 

The author of this eminent book that is Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, 

whose careful reading is precious for the good understanding of what has configured our 

contemporary societies both from a unique perspective that synthesizes marvelously prudent 

political analysis and exhaustive economic research; also tells us how certain situations emerge 

in that process he called the creative destruction turmoil, in which many firms that could’ve 

been able to survive had they weather the first storm that separates the weak from the strong, 

might have to perish in favor of the latter. This veiled remark, which in more modern words 

doesn’t mean anything different from the term technological Darwinism already employed, 

illustrates a reality that can be only tolerated by democratic governments under the disguise of 

public concessions officially recognized by governments. On the author’s own words: outside 

the field of public utilities [fiscal monopolies for instance], the position of a single seller can in 

general be conquered –and retained for decades– only on the condition that he [the seller] does 

                                                        
22  Ibid, p. 101.  
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not behave like a monopolist23.” And yet the first thing that is thought to the future generations 

of entrepreneurs is that practically any investment must entail a minimum of safeguarding so 

as to make the project we are working on attractive for investors in the first place.  

As it was the case for the rigidity of prices, Schumpeter concludes, “long-range 

investing under rapidly changing conditions, especially under conditions that change or may 

change at any moment under the impact of new commodities or technologies, is like shooting 

at a target that is not only indistinct but moving –and moving jerkily at that. Hence it becomes 

necessary [for entrepreneurship at least] to resort to such devices as patents or temporary 

secrecy of processes or, in some cases, long-period contracts secured in advance. But these 

protecting devices which most economists accept as normal elements of rational management 

are only special cases of a larger class comprising many others which most economist 

condemn although that do not differ fundamentally from the recognized ones24.” What we 

know for sure, independently of the optimistic or pessimistic views we’re incline to 

sympathize with, is that any project or enterprise would in most cases be implausible if it 

wasn’t for a minimum set of exceptionally favorable situations, only likely to arise in a proper 

context and time; but also and more importantly at the risk of a minimum amount of collateral 

consequences that most of the time are suffered buy employees as we’ll see.  

 

b. The price to pay for economic progress 

 
Ever since the luddites launched the first organized public revolt against 

machines in the first decade of the XIXth century, workers have worried about the adverse 

effects of automation on the labor market. Their contemporaries, experts in the fields of a still 

nascent science called economics (tributary of a more ancient discipline known by French 

physiocratie), have tried to reassure them of the salutary effects of a trickle-down theory that 

states, instead, that new technologies rime with creation of new jobs while the old ones that are 

not suitable for our modern societies as a whole are naturally destroyed. And yet if it is true 

that for over 200 years these experts were right, this logic is not valid for a new generation of 

employees who, as it was mentioned in the beginning of this paper, see the end of the nine-to-

five and the long-term contracts as the new normal. The main problem today, as Nobel Prize-

winning economist Paul Samuelson proved, is that just like outsourcing and offshoring do not 

necessarily increase the welfare of all workers, it is also a proved fact today that technological 

progress is not a raising tide that automatically raises all incomes. “Even as overall wealth 

                                                        
23 Ibid., p. 99. 
24 Ibid., p. 88. 
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increases, as tell us Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee from the MIT Center for Digital 

Business, there can be, and usually will be, winners and losers. And the losers are not 

necessarily some small segment of the labor force like [.] In principle, they can ne a majority 

or even 90% or more of the population25.” 

The problem nowadays, as Jeremy Rifkin attested in his extensive study on the 

causes of The End of Work, is that this theoretical pillar of capitalism doesn’t stand as firm as it 

did for the last two centuries. As economist defended the idea that productivity enables 

companies to produce goods at a lower price and in higher quantities; that these same products 

being cheaper would consistently stimulate in exchange more demand; and that this same 

demand, in an already known virtuous cycle advocated by the adepts of the laisser-faire, 

laisser passer doctrine would be ever-lasting: jobs are being decimated as productivity keeps 

reaching historical records, this time affecting even the most developed economies and the 

most sophisticated professions.  

 

 

In his famous preamble to the 2006 edition of his major book so far, Rifkin 

gives the name of productivity enigma to the situation the world has faced for the last 3 

decades ever since the first neoliberal reforms were adopted in the US and the UK, but also 

other regions in the yet non-industrialized world. He argues that although certain observers 

blame globalization and the lower cost of labor in developing countries, and cheap imports, 

what he actually considered as being the fundamental cause of unemployment pretty much 

everywhere is the spectacular increase in productivity, as well as the most recent advances in 

technology.  Taking as a reference the period that goes from 1995 (year in which he published 

The End of Work) and 2002, he tells us that according the a study made by the Alliance Capital 

Management, in a time where industrial productivity has augmented by 30% worldwide jobs in 

manufacture have decreased by a 16%, which according to him is just a hint of what the 

correlation between these two factors might be a in near future. Referring to the myth so in 

vogue during the last decade that a manufacturing hub such as China that was until recently 

undisputable in terms of cost and output, even this Asian giant was not except from the effects 

                                                        
25 BRYNJOLFSSON, Erik and Andrew MCAFFE, Race Against the Machine. How the Digital Revolution is Accelerating Innovation, 

Driving Productivity, and Irreversibly Transforming Employment and the Economy, Digital Frontier Press, Lexington, Massachusetts, 2011, 

92pp.  
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of the productivity enigma since it also represented for the country the loss of 15 million jobs 

in the manufacturing industry, or 15%26 of the total sector of activity.  

The services sector on the other hand, that we also know by the name of white-

collar sector, goes through a similar situation of precariousness as smart technologies have 

signified a rise in productivity representing that an equivalent number of employees in 

activities as varied as banking, insurance, wholesaling and retailing are more and more 

exposed to the new paradigms. The observers from Alliance Capital Management had of 

course estimated that the white-collar jobs would chase the same curve as manufacturing or 

blue-collar sector within the 40 years that followed the submission of the report. These 

predictions lead Paul Safo, director of the Institute for the Future in Menlo Park California, to 

point out that until the 1980s the world of business was symbolized by men who would talk to 

men indirectly through machines –the new normal will be more and more machines dealing 

with machines without human intervention27. The obvious question that comes to mind is to 

know if the new demand will be satisfied by machine consumption. 

In another famous book that he calls The Age of Access, The New Culture of 

Capitalism, Where all of Life is a Paid-For Experience, Jeremy Rifkin prophesizes that 

intelligent machines –a mix of informatics, robotics, nanotechnologies and biotechnologies– 

will progressively replace human work in all sectors going from the most rudimentary such as 

agriculture, to the heavy industries of manufacturing and the most subtle service activities 

some of which we have mentioned already. The XXIst century will see an ever-rising number 

of workers from the physical as well as the intellectual, but also from the most repetitive tasks 

to the most conceptual or sophisticated ones to be done by machines that will be cheaper and 

more effective than human beings28. By the mid XXIst century, according to his previsions, 

what he calls the merchant sphere will have the technological means and the organizational 

capacity to supply abundant good and services to an accrued base of the population by using 

only a fraction of the resources and energy utilized by the work force that feeds us and 

entertain us today. Alea iacta est: “by 2050, only 5% of the world adult population will likely 

be employed in the more traditional industrial sectors29.”   

New technologies destined to become the workforce hereinafter: new products, 

coupled with new services will depend upon new skills and qualifications that will in this 

fashion be reserved for a new elite of professionals who are still hard for hew companies and 

                                                        
26 RIFKIN, Jeremy, La fin du travail, Éditions La Découverte, Paris, 2006, p. XXXII.  

27 Ibid., p. XXXIV. 
28 Ibid., p. XXXV. 
29 Ibid., p. XXXVI. 
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entire industries to characterize. New technologies that we will describe more in detail in the 

coming section and that are already capable of giving a somehow more precise diagnosis, 

business strategy, technical advise/consultancy or lectures that will ultimately replace those of 

physicists, nurses, technicians, engineers, accountants, lawyers and professors indistinctly. The 

advanced model set up by Ricardo to show the possibility of technological unemployment not 

acknowledged before, consisted on the basic idea that at a certain stage of technological 

evolution, “the equilibrium wages for workers might fall below the level needed for 

subsistence. [Stage at which any] rational human would see no point in taking a job at a wage 

that low, [would rather chose to] go unemployed and the work would be done by a machine30”.  

 

 

Wassily Leontief, a second Nobel Prize laureate, warned us that with the 

introduction of more sophisticated and complex computers, “the role of humans, seen as the 

main factor of production, was destined to diminish in the same way as that of horses used for 

agriculture purposes progressively lost relevance until it was completely replaced by tractors31.” 

In his book A Farewell to Alms, the economist Gregory Clark gives us an even more detailed 

example of the same phenomenon: “There was a type of employee at the beginning of the 

Industrial Revolution whose job and livelihood largely vanished in the early twentieth century. 

This was the horse. The population or working horses actually peaked in England long after 

the Industrial Revolution, in 1901, when 3.25 million were at work. Though they had been 

replaced by rail for long-distance haulage ad by steam engines for driving machinery, they still 

plowed fields, hauled wagons and carriages short distances, pulled boats on canals, toiled in 

the pits, and carried armies into battle. But the arrival of the internal combustion engine in the 

late nineteenth century rapidly displaced these workers, so that by 1924 there were fewer than 

2 million. There was always a wage at which all these horses could have remained employed. 

But that wage was so low that it did not pay their feed32”. 

Historically, the most important changes of paradigm in economic terms have 

taken place within a context of convergence either between different energetic regimes or as 

we see now with the arrival of digital technologies. At the end of the XIXth century and the 

beginning of the XXth, for instance, it was the case of the telegraph and the telephone that 

appeared almost as the same time as oil and the gas engines and became the mechanisms of 

command and control preceding the Second Industrial Revolution. Jeremy Rifkin gives us the 

                                                        
30  BRYNJOLFSSON, Erik and Andrew MCAFFE, op. cit., p. 37. 
31 RIFKIN, Jeremy, op. cit., p. 24. 
32 BRYNJOLFSSON, Erik and Andrew MCAFFE, op. cit., p. 37. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 29 

examples of how during the entire XIXth century it was Great Britain that had found the way to 

dominate the entire world economy by being the first nation to exploit the reserves or coal and 

develop the steam technologies 33 . Similarly, the United States were able to impose their 

influence and replace their ancestors thanks to the important reserves of domestic oil that 

helped them to secure an abundant source of energy at a low cost to maintain the military 

machinery that keeps governing directly or indirectly the world economy today.  

 

Industrial technologies from previous revolutionary periods had that in common 

that they would target human work from its most basic aspect of physical tasks, replacing only 

those particular activities that required muscles and basic reasoning with relatively rudimentary 

machines. The essence of the new technologies that we know now, byproducts of the Third 

Industrial Revolution based on informatics, are targeting those activities that are purely 

intellectual with innovating software, through coding and programming. The implications from 

this new reality are palpable, as we’ve seen before and will keep showing in the next section, 

in several sectors and industries, covering the entire spectrum of human activities. It is 

important to remember that by the end of last century already 75% of the labor force from 

industrialized countries –the percentage is higher for developing economies– was employed on 

tasks that demanded accomplishing basic functions that automation, robotics and computers 

could fill more efficiently. This lead William Winpisinger, former president of the 

International Association of Machinists, to quote a study made at the time by the Fédération 

Internationale des organisations de travailleurs de la métallurgie in Geneva (on of the sectors 

with more exposure to technological displacement), to forecast that 2% of the then labor force 

worldwide “would be largely enough to produce the merchandises necessary to cover the total 

demand34.”’ 

The major consequences of all this, those that we should keep in mind to better 

understand the effects of Uberization in the economy, have taken place in the sector of the 

tertiary, more commonly known as that of services. What Jeremy Rifkin calls the process of 

reengineering in his multiple books, does not diverge that much from that of Uberization that 

we’ve employed so far. The only difference is that the latter focuses on the most advanced 

technologies coming from the digital industries, while the former describes the overall 

pernicious effects of technology and its continuous evolution on society. His analysis is 

nonetheless richer than most of the recent studies on that he acknowledges the changes in 

                                                        
33 RIFKIN, Jeremy, op. cit., p. XXXVII. 
34 Ibid., p. 28. 
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different countries and regions in the world, but also on that he encompasses equal expertise on 

economics and technology, as few experts have been able to do for the last 30 years. He is 

unavailable in terms of the data he’s gathered during all this time and in terms of the accuracy 

of his estimations. This is the reason why this subsection, as it was the case with Schumpeter 

in the previous subsection, is largely inspired from his work.  

 

In the chapter that he devotes to the tertiary, he tells us that for the first time in 

modern history, the one sector that economist and entrepreneurs had considered as almost 

unaffected by the new technologies and which had even proved its resilience by absorbing 

those jobs destroyed in the primary and secondary sectors, was on the verge of being disrupted 

–to use today’s jargon. In an article published on February 1994 that he quotes, The Wall Street 

Journal warned that a historical mutation was taking place on services that would imminently 

see a definitive displacement of a growing number of employees by a booming IT sector: 

“technological advances are today so rapid that companies can now eliminate more jobs than 

the ones they’re actually creating, to keep production at desired levels while they increase 

sales.35” From 1991, the CEO of the United States postal services, Anthony Frank, announced 

that by 1995 he would replace around 50,000 employees by automated visual inspection 

machines. The reengineering and new Information Technologies first stroke the banking sector 

between 1989 and 1993, followed by more specialized professions such as accounting, law, 

communications, air transportation, retailing and hotel industries. In total, according to The 

New York Times, 350,000 jobs36 were lost in the four years period.  

Estimations concerning the banking sector only stated that before 2000 the 

number of branch offices would diminish by 25%, while the number of jobs would decrease by 

20% as a result of the combination between reengineering and automation. A good example of 

this trend at the time was the now omnipresent ATM that once were a rarity only used by 

certain subsidiaries in the US. Since its invention in the early 1980s, banks worldwide 

dismissed almost 180,000, or 27% of the personnel37, and replaced them with automated teller 

machines. A particular case within the insurance sector was that of Aetna and Casualty and Co, 

a company with 22 offices and 3000 employees in 1992. By a similar simplification of their 

personal, a change in hierarchy and a replacement of agents and executives by new computers, 

the personal was successfully reduced to 700 employees barely three years later and the 

                                                        
35 Ibid., p. 196. 
36 Ibid., p. 198 
37 Ibid., p. 200. 
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financial department saved more than 100 million dollars thanks to the team’s good 

reengineering praxis.  

 

 

Indeed, with the arrival of the new technologies in the information and 

telecommunication fields, the simplification and decentralization of the work spaces along 

with the now generalized use of laptops and other portable work tools, employees were more 

and more able to work from home and save money for their companies and increase 

productivity. The first projections for the XXIth century concluded that by the end of the year 

2000, not less than 20%38 of the American population (or 8 million) would operate at least 

partially as teleworkers. Companies like AT&T were pioneers in the implementation of this 

new scheme by giving their employees the first mobile kit that would include a laptop and 

cellphones, but no fixed address in what was at the time the revolutionary “virtual office”. By 

implementing the same strategy, the well-known accounting cabinet Earns & Young was one 

among many of the top-consulting firms able to cut costs by reducing working space by almost 

3%. It also permitted IBM to eliminate the physical offices of 5000 employees who stayed at 

home and instead used their cars to meet with clients at their own offices, and reduce from 

15% to 20%39 of its working surface area in expensive buildings in Manhattan.  

 But if smart machines and new technologies have gradually succeed to 

transform the most sophisticated segments of the tertiary sector, where the real disruption has 

taken place at staggering speed is in the segments of retailing and wholesaling, also known as 

the inferior tertiary. “Modern mass distribution first appeared in the US in the years 1870-1880, 

tells us Jeremy Rifkin. By the end of the XXth century, the largest department stores dominate 

a sector that employs more than 19,6 million people, or 22% of the workforce in the sector40.” 

Wholesalers, as it was the case of executives and agents employed by Small and Medium 

Companies, are less and less numerous at the time being. Retailers like Wal-Mart have been 

swelling intermediaries since the 1990s by directly addressing the manufacturers and suppliers. 

New computerized tools for planning and control in situ allow these retailers to place orders 

directly from factories and warehouses thanks to Electronic Data Interchange: a now quiet 

common electronic communication method that provides standards for exchanging data via 

any electronic means. This technology can reduce by at least 25% the need of personnel 

originally assigned to the task. 

                                                        
38 Ibid., p. 200. 
39 Ibid., p. 207. 
40 Ibid., p. 210. 
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The numbers are as eloquent as for the previous segment: only in 1992, this 

specific activity of the inferior sector lost more than 60 000 jobs. Since 1989, the entire inferior 

sector lost some 250,000 employees and it was estimated that by the end of the century most of 

the retailing would disappear, or at least the intermediation by the classic retailers in favor of 

consolidated giants such as Sears-Roebuck (that is almost gone today) Wal-Mart (that has been 

unable to adopt to digitalization), but also Amazon (that as we described before has taken the 

concept of retailing to a whole new dimension). All indices at the time would also show a 

regular decline on sales at traditional stores in favor of the first sales online. In 1982, the time 

spent by a client at a mall or shopping center was an hour and a half. Ten years later, the time 

spent diminished to a bit more than an hour, while the number of stores visited went down 

from 3.6 to 2.6. Between the four years between 1988 and 1992, sales from these stores 

decreased by 3%. For an increasing number of clients who complain about wasting time 

looking for a parking space and time dedicated to shopping itself, online economy would 

represent the solution to most of their problems.  

As Jeremy Rifkin predicted, “the reengineering wave and automation 

represented, at the turn of the XXth century, only the beginning of a major technological 

metamorphosis that would accelerate exponentially and ineluctably for the years to come… 

Which would of course affect jobs and employees the most41.” The prediction came true even 

faster than we thought it would, and most of the people affected still don’t understand what 

exactly was the source of this unrelenting acceleration. Higher productivity and improved 

efficiency, from an economic point of view, were obviously an important factor. They 

permitted economies of scale to take place in the first place, and consequently opened the door 

for mass consumption. Technological evolution is the second, and definitely more important 

factor that will help us explain where the most recent disruptions come from and the reasons 

why it is harder for the companies and the society as a whole to keep up with them.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
41 Ibid., p. 223. 
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II. The technological factor  

 

a. Exponential technological advancement 

 
For centuries, anthropologists, historians and philosophers have asked 

themselves the important question of what truly constitutes development for humanity. As we 

have all at least once in our lifetime asked ourselves what has been the single or series of 

events that shaped the world as we know it: while some have pointed out that it was the 

invention of agriculture, others thought that perhaps the constitution of societies, or even the 

appearance of politics, religion and rules… Our generation is more and more inclined to 

believe that, being today relatively omnipresent and almost omniscient, it is the advancement 

of technology that represents, if not the only, at least the most constant force that defines our 

species. A proof of this is that for thousands of years, as Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew 

McAfee indicate it, humanity followed a very gradual upward trajectory in terms of progress: it 

was achieved very slowly and almost invisibly. Farming and domestication, disputes and 

settlements, the world of ideas and that of superstition, religion were not able to exert complete 

influence, and even less condition our existence. Now if we take a look on the historical 

curve 42 , it becomes obvious that a very particular phenomenon revolutionized human 

civilization far more than any previous event in our entire history: 

         

                                                        
42  BRYNJOLFSSON, Erik and Andrew MCAFFE, The Second Machine Age. Work, Progress, and Prosperity in a Time of Brilliant 

Technologies, W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., New York, 2014, p. 7. 
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It has already been mentioned several times in this thesis that the Industrial 

Revolutions, which have been “the sum of several nearly simultaneous developments in 

mechanical engineering, chemistry, metallurgy, and others disciplines”, have represented the 

three most important, sporadic technological breakthroughs. The abrupt change in the 

precedent graph corresponds to the first of those three capital moments in the late XVIIIth early 

XIXth centuries in which the steam engine was developed and improved by James Watt and his 

contemporaries. As we know, prior to this invention, the first engines were highly inefficient 

and would waste even more resources than the actual the actual energy they were meant to 

produce. It was, as the American anthropologist Ian Morris tracks it in his book Why the West 

Rules: “the biggest and fastest transformation in the entire history of the world.” The First 

Industrial Revolution drove humanity in what Brynjolfsson & McAfee also call the First 

Machine Age –the first time technological innovation took over progress in a way that it 

“made a mockery of all the drama of the world’s entire history43.” 

A Second Machine Age –which barely differs from the term of Third Industrial 

Revolution used before– is doing in the new millennium what the steam engine did for our 

ancestors more than two centuries ago, by the intensive usage of computers as well as the more 

efficient exploitation of other innovative technologies. As foreseen by pioneers like Jeremy 

Rifkin whose concerns and observations were quoted several times in the previous section: the 

full potential of these new technologies has recently been achieved, but yet not fully according 

to postmodern analysts. Second Machine Age means that innovative technologies such as 

digitization have the capabilities to continue improving and doing even more innovative and 

unprecedented things. This “inflection point” that has been reached, which in the graph would 

be represented (ceteris paribus) by an almost completely vertical line drawn towards the 

horizon, means that things will likely continue to be done at an even faster pace but also in a 

better way. A more optimistic view will dominate the tone in this section; a perspective that 

comes from those who believe that as “technical progress is improving exponentially […] 

digitization is improving the physical world”44. And even if rapid and accelerating digitization 

is likely to bring economic environmental disruption, workers with the right skills and with the 

right mindset will thrive.  

 

As technological progress has always left behind some people –more and more 

people as times goes by–, it is also true that there has never been a better time to be an 

                                                        
43 Id. 
44 Ibid., p.11.  
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employee who, with the right education and a decent to good ability to use new technologies, 

can become a successful entrepreneur. But being optimistic doesn’t mean not seeing things the 

way they really are: there has never been a worse time for workers who, with only basic set of 

ordinary skills and abilities to offer, are unable to compete with modern computers and robots 

that integrate those skill and abilities by means of digitalization and advances artificial 

intelligence. We can tell from a simple statement such as the one given by Frank Levy and 

Richard Murnane in their book The New Division of Labor, how the new spirit of times 

radically differs from the Marxian anthropocentric idea of work. The new division they focus 

on, instead of being that of antithesis between employers and employees for the control of the 

means of production, takes place between people and computers. “In any sensible economic 

system, people should focus on the tasks and jobs where they have a competitive advantage 

over computers, leaving computers the work for which they are better suited45.”  

A paragraph that would’ve caused indignation a bit more than a century ago, 

when humans would compete not against computers but rather be seen as the most 

sophisticated piece of machinery ever invented, is now a commonplace in newspapers and 

magazines from all around the world. Back at the time, computers were humans; even in 

during the entire first half to XXth century the closest to computers were people, women most 

of the time, who would spend most of the day tabulating results and doing complex arithmetic. 

Within the next decade after the end of the Second World War, the first modern inventors 

came up with ideas to design machines that would replace those employed in “intellectual 

tasks”. The first inventions were purely mechanical; the second-generation electro-mechanical, 

until the threshold of digital machines was attained. What shocks the youngest generations 

today is not learning that their grandparents were once employed as arithmeticians and 

recorders: the real shock comes from realizing that fully entered as we are in the XXIth century, 

there’s still some people out there whose job is to undertake this repetitive and rudimentary 

responsibilities. The question that is usually asked to experts is how digital progress became so 

sudden after being gradual for so long? 

 

Two concepts are essential for understanding the remarkable progress that has 

been undertaken in so little time. The first and most popular one comes from the observations 

made by a co-founder of the microprocessors maker Intel in 1965. In a famous article from the 

Electronic Magazine, “Moore noted that the number of transistors in a minimum-cost 

integrated circuit had been doubling every 12 months, and predicted that [that] same rate of 

                                                        
45 Ibid., p. 15. 
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improvement would continue into the future. Moore’s Law was born46.” One of the most 

interesting facts about this law is how it differs from the general laws of physics for example, 

which govern mechanics and thermodynamics; laws that even though descriptive and in most 

cases still unverifiable by most of the people (without the appropriate expertise), are true no 

matter where. “Moore’s Law, in contrast, is a statement about the work of the computer 

industry’s engineers and scientists; it’s an observation about how constant and successful their 

efforts have been47.” A sort of sustained success that is rarely applicable in other domains. The 

reason is also explained by Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee as follows; two main 

reasons actually. First, they tell us, while transistors and other elements of computing are 

constrained by the laws of physics, as cars, airplanes for instance, the constraints in the digital 

world are much looser. 

The second reason that Moore’s Lax has held up so well for so long is what the 

authors call “brilliant tinkering”: finding engineering detours around the roadblocks or 

limitations thrown up by physics. Wavelength division multiplexing or WDM were developed 

when communications traffics threatened to outstrip the capacity even of fiber-optic cable. 

Besides of network bandwidth improvements, variations of the law have been applied to 

improvement over time in disk driver capacity and display resolution. There are no limits to 

the methods deriving from brilliant tinkering that had help to skirt the limitations imposed by 

physics to innovation. Mike Marberry, a current executive at Intel, summarizes Moore’s law 

when he states that “if you’re only using the same technology, then in principle you run into 

limits. The truth is we’ve been modifying the technology every five or seven years for [the last] 

40 years, and there’s no end in sight for being able to [keep doing so].48” Doubling happens 

both quickly and reliably in most of cases whenever it comes to digital advancements.  

 

 

The second concept that experts consider relevant for understanding these 

advances comes from an ancient story that relates to the invention of the game of chess, which 

originated in what we know today as India in the sixth century CE if we are to believe the story. 

The story tells that the game was invented by a very cleaver man who traveled to the capital of 

the Gupta Empire to present his invention to the ruler. The emperor, impressed by the 

ingenuity of the inventor, but also by the difficulty and beauty of the game, allowed his subject 

to name his own reward. The clever man asked only for a certain amount of rice to feed his 

                                                        
46 BRYNJOLFSSON, Erik and Andrew MCAFFE, op. cit., p. 18. 
47 BRYNJOLFSSON, Erik and Andrew MCAFFE, op. cit. (The Second Machine Age), p. 41. 
48 Ibid., pp. 42-43.  
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family, to be rationalized in a very simple manner. In fact, the inventor even suggested that 

they use the chessboard to determine the amount by placing one single grain of rice on the first 

square of the board, two on the second, four on the third, and so on so that each square receives 

twice as many grains as the previous one. The rule agrees, putting in question the cleverness of 

his subject and recognizing his modesty and loyalty. Almost immediately he sees that the 

constant doubling of grains of rice eventually results in a tremendously large number. The 

inventor ends up with 264 - 1 grains of rice, a pile that turns out to be even bigger than the 

Mount Everest; he also ends up, according to some versions of the story, beheaded by the 

monarch who feels duped. 

  This story, as told by the American inventor and futurist Ray Kurzweil in a 

more eloquent, summarized way, will help us to better understand and visualize the notion of 

exponential function. “After thirty-two squares, the emperor, had given the inventor about 4 

million grains of rice. That’s a reasonable quantity –about one large field’s worth– and the 

emperor did start to take notice. But the emperor could still remain an emperor. And the 

inventor could still retain his head. It was as they headed into the second half of the chessboard 

that at least one of them got into trouble49.” Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee recognize 

that our brains being not well equipped to understand sustained exponential growth, we usually 

tend to underestimate –as the emperor in the story did– how bug the numbers can get. Intuition 

and experience are outsmarted when we realize how staggering the effects of taking any 

number to the X power can be (as in “take the power of Uber and apply it to X”). Some of 

these staggering effects in the real economy today, are direct consequence of digitization and 

new technologies reaching the second half of the chessboard at the rate that was predicted by 

Moore’s Law.  

 

It has been said several times already that the results of the combined historical 

evolution of the economic phenomena that was described in detail in the previous chapter, plus 

the exponential growth –in both quantity and quality– of the most recent technological 

innovations, will be felt across virtually every activity and sector. Our two MIT experts agree 

with economists on the fact that “some technologies are significant enough to accelerate the 

normal march of economic progress [for which] they have to spread throughout many, if not 

most, industries; they can’t remain in just one.50” Examples are given, such as the steam engine 

invented by Watt; electric power would be a second good example. “The first one didn’t just 

                                                        
49 Ibid., p. 47. 
50 Ibid., p. 47. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 38 

massively increase the amount of power available to factories ad free them from the need to be 

located near a stream or river to power the water wheel […] Electricity gave a further boost to 

manufacturing by enabling individually powered machines […] The cotton gin, [in contrast], 

was unquestionably important within the textile sector at the start of the nineteenth century, by 

pretty insignificant outside of it.51” This versatility is a key factor of the term general purpose 

technologies (GPTs) that economist assign to that historically selective group of technological 

innovations so powerful that they interrupt and accelerate the normal speed of progress. 

Brynjolfsson & McAfee confirm that computers, information and 

communications technology and digitalization belong to the same category as steam power, 

electricity and the electricity combustion engine. As it was the case for the steam engine that 

Watt developed and improved, the latest generation of GPTs have not only gotten better over 

the last decades, they have also led in the process to complementary innovations, or in the own 

words of the two analysis: to a cascade of benefits that is both broad and deep.” Digitization, in 

short, can’t be categorized as a single project that provides one-time benefits only. It is instead 

that ongoing process of creative destruction that entrepreneurs and innovators use to make 

definitive changes at the level of tasks, the jobs, processes themselves and of course 

organizationally.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. Technology vs jobs 

 
In his latest book published to date, Le monde est clos et le désir infini, The 

French economist Daniel Cohen makes an analysis of the most important concepts and ideas 

that have been presented in this paper until now. Drawing his inspiration from some of the 

same authors and specialist so far mentioned, which he recognizes are spearheading both in 

terms of technological innovations and plausible economic responses to the consequences of 

digitalization, he explains the paradox vis-à-vis the future of jobs and workers. “Never before, 

he tells us, the technological perspectives announced by digital advances were so brilliant, and 

the perspectives of growth so disappointing.” He shares with us some macroeconomic figures 

                                                        
51 Ibid., pp. 75-76. 
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from both the US and Europe, a sort of updated version of Jeremy Rifkin’s original 

observations. In America for instance, 90% of the population has not seen any augmentation of 

their purchasing power for the last 30 years. In The EU, average growth in revenues per capita 

decreased from 3% to 1.5%, to .5% during the same period. He concludes that we’re all living 

our first Industrial Revolution without growth, and asks himself this question: “why the Age of 

Digitalization does not produce as much acceleration as the Electronic Age did a century 

ago?52”  

The first answer to that question comes from the asseveration that it is not 

enough to replace employees by machines if what we’re aiming is to create growth. What it’s 

needed from new technologies is to make the employees displaced to become more productive 

at whatever it is they do. Cohen gives as an example the XXth ambition that consisted in giving 

the peasants the opportunity to find better jobs in an industrialized city that those they could 

have back in the farms. This leading directly to the second answer that consists on how the first 

industrialized societies successfully accomplished the task of urbanizing a broad layer of the 

population. “Postindustrial societies are way less ambitious. All they do is trying to manage 

social interactions more efficiently (through car-sharing and social media), to reduce the 

nuisances (both auditive and ecologic) or to offer a broader variety of TV shows and 

entertainment […] What they are unable to do though, is to produce a brand new consumption 

society that offers more to its citizens than simply acquiring [or producing] the newest tablet or 

the latest generation of a smartphone53”. 

In an also recent study made by the Oxford academics Carl Benedikt and 

Michael Osborne54, the two experts stipulate that thanks to digitalization almost 50% of the 

jobs are at risk of disappearing in favor of machines. This interesting study confirms the 

hypothesis stating that it is the intermediary professions that are predominantly targeted: 

accountants, auditors, retailers, real state agents, personal assistants, doctors, pilots, teachers 

and economists, as mentioned before. Those less threatened would be: psychoanalysts, dentists, 

athletes, priests and writers (“no risk for novelists so far”, tells us Daniel Cohen jokingly). 

Their analysis is inspired from the famous Moravec’s paradox (first articulated by Hans 

Moravec, Rodney Brooks, Marvin Minsky and others in the 1980s). The idea behind suggests 

that the physical activities that actually survive digitalization and automation are those that 

require more sensorimotor coordination from humans. The argument given to explain this 

                                                        
52 COHEN, Daniel, Le monde est clos et le désir infinit, Albin Michel, Paris, 2015, p. 15. 
53 Ibid., p. 16.  
54 BENEDIKT, Carl and Michael Osborne. The Future of Employment: How Susceptible are Jobs to computerisation? In: 
http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf Consulted on April 2016.  

http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf
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paradox is that it could be the result of what some experts still consider as primitive evolution, 

which took place millions of years ago and favored our species today with a comparative 

advantage in the domain of senses and perception; this in contrast to the more recent cognitive 

or purely scientific relative advantage that are surprisingly easier to imitate in technological 

terms55.  

Modern informatics and the Internet of things would push us, following Cohen’s 

analysis, to do tasks that are seen as more spontaneous, for which creativity is an essential 

feature, a Fourth Industrial Revolution perhaps; this In contrast to the Second Industrial 

Revolution –that of electricity and assembly line methods– when our grandparents were asked 

to accomplish tasks that were everything but creative. Some of the most interesting reflections 

about Moravec’s paradox opened the door to economist such as David Autor to prove why the 

middle classes are disappearing in modern societies affected by the arrival of technologies of 

information and communication. An also reputed professor from the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, Autor decomposes the American modern workforce in three different levels to 

illustrate the transformations that digitalization has brought about and what is to be expected 

from it. Managers, professionals and superior technicians would occupy level 1; level 2 would 

be composed of jobs in the middle of the social hierarchy; finally level 3 would integrate those 

jobs at the bottom of the ladder.  

It is worth once again taking some time to understand what the latest 

hierarchization of the workforce represents already for modern societies. David Autor 

observations are that right before the great recession that followed the subprime crisis, jobs 

belonging to the 3rd category or level grew in double digits during the years 1999-2007; jobs 

situated in the middle of the social ladder were those most affected. Confirming some of the 

numbers given by Jeremy Rifkin in 1995, he shows how the 2nd level jobs plummeted from 

60% by 1970 to only 45% by 2012. In France also, a study mentioned by Daniel Cohen 

showed that employment in this category plunged by 9% within the years 1993 to 2010 (but 

also from 10% in Denmark and the United Kingdom, 7% in Germany). Furthermore, during 

the recession that followed the subprime crisis in 2008, it was also the jobs from this same 2nd 

category that barely grew or didn’t grow at all as compared with 1st and 3rd levels. Autor’s 

conclusions are thus radical in that they prove it is not (as French economist Jacques Attali 

once famously predicted when he said “machines would become the new proletarian class56) 

non-qualified jobs that are disappearing: it is intermediary jobs that are the most affected. 

                                                        
55 COHEN, Daniel, op. cit., p. 98 
56 RIFKIN, Jeremy, op. cit., p. 27. 
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Middle classes, tells us Daniel Cohen, developed in part thanks to the process of 

bureaucratization that went hand-to-hand with the development of industrial society57.  

Digital society nowadays interrupts the trend by focusing only on the cost-

cutting aspect that derives from new technologies. The main effects, we know them in part 

thanks to the studies undertaken by contemporary French economist like Thomas Piketty and 

Emmanuel Saez, are that information society –as it is also called– builds on an economy of 

reputation that rewards disproportionally those professions and individuals that belong to 1st 

category, at the expenses of those jobs and professionals that historically belonged to the 

middle-classes and the 2nd category described by Autor. Some might believe that at least the 3rd 

category of the workforce is stable and even growing in numbers in terms of employees 

recruited. Data from salaries and wages show us a less optimistic scenario where, even if new 

jobs have been created in the 3rd level to replace those lost in the 2nd, most of the profits 

derived from digitalization en technologies of communication and information are 

substantially destined to the most skilled positions from the 1st level and to those who actually 

hire them: the now famous 1%. 

 

So the panorama that appears to us after the latest recession is that of workers 

who, being unskilled enough to compete for the upper-level jobs, have found themselves in a 

situation of economic and social precariousness. Their wages, as a result of continuous 

technological advancement, have trended downwards for the over 30 years not only in the US 

but also en other developed European countries such as Germany, the UK and France. And the 

forecast for the years to come seems even more drastic as digitization and other disruptive 

innovations keep dragging us into the second half of the chessboard. Moore’s Law, as it was 

said before, not being a one-time blip but an accelerating exponential tendency, will 

complicate the projections even more. Economic theory is clear on the respect that even though 

technological progress has increased productivity and overall wealth, the division of rewards 

has dramatically made some people worse off that they were before the innovations took place. 

The meaning of this, as most of the experts that we’ve quoted so far estimate it, is that the 

gains of those who win are usually larger than the losses of those who are hurt, creating this 

reality of winner-takes-all that is only a small consolation the few lucky ones that find 

themselves on the winning side.  

So the main three drivers of the latest industrial revolution, accordingly to 

Brynjolfsson & McAfee who summarize them brilliantly, consist of new technologies being 

                                                        
57 COHEN, Daniel, op. cit., pp. 100-101 
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digital, exponential and combinatorial. They assert that “technologies like big data and 

analytics, high-speed communications and rapid prototyping, have augmented the 

contributions made by more abstract and data-driven reasoning, and in turn have increased the 

value of people with the right engineering, creative or design skills.58” They also emphasize on 

the structural economic that have created the three overlapping sets of winners and losers first 

defined David Autor, with the only difference that they assign each of the categories a more 

specific name, and broaden the analysis at every level to facilitate the comprehension. So the 

three pairs are: high skilled vs. low-skilled workers; superstars vs. everyone else, and capital vs. 

labor; each set with well-documented facts and compelling links to digital technology. They 

begin the analysis by introducing us to the now well-known notion of skill-biased technical 

change (SBTC), which they assure is key to understand the three phenomena in question.  

 

The effects of the skilled biased technical chance have been monitored by a 

group of economist that include Lawrence Katz, Alan Krueger, Frank Levy, Richard Murnane, 

Daron Acemoglu among many others who carefully compiled the data covering half a century 

of economic ups and down related to technological factors as well as politico-economic. Their 

work tells us the story of the divergent paths of millions of workers ever since the first oil 

shock took place. In short, before 1973, at least in America, most of workers enjoyed of a 

constant increase in wages that was directly related to constant grow in productivity, regardless 

of their education level. “Then came the massive oil shock and recession of the 1970s, which 

reversed the gains for all groups […] By the early 1980s, those with college degrees started to 

see their wages growing again. Workers with graduate degrees did particularly well. 

Meanwhile, workers without college degrees were confronted with a much less attractive labor 

market. Their wages stagnated or, if they were high school dropouts, actually fell59.” Even 

more striking was for this group of experts to find out that as the number of college graduates 

almost doubled between 1960-1980 (from 758,000 to 1,589,000), their relative wages also 

increased putting in check the basic rule of economics that states that greater supply should 

normally lead to lower prices.  

 

                                                        
58 BRYNJOLFSSON, Erik and Andrew MCAFFE, op. cit. (The Second Machine Age), p. 135. 

 
59 Ibid., p. 136.  
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What is also new, besides the fact that demand for upskilling has increased faster than 

its supply, is that as our century unfolds automation and digitalization will affect wider swaths 

of work. A good example to illustrate this is that even the low wages earned by factory 

workers in developing countries –corresponding to the third level described by David Autor 

that are supposed to keep growing in numbers in developed economies– have not prevented 

them from losing the battle against cutting edge technologies, new business models and 

organizational practices overall. Terry Gou, the famous founder and chairman of the 

electronics manufacturer Foxconn, announced for instance that his new plans for years to come 

for the Taiwanese company will be not only to open a new factory in India to balance its 

dependency on Chinese labor, but also to replace around one million of the jobs remaining in 

Mainland China with robots. These robots main tasks will be to accomplish rudimentary 

functions such as spraying paint, welding and basic assembly. Notwithstanding, the dilemma 

that a country like China faces is even more compromising than that of countries like the US or 

France, considering that the education level and service industries in the second biggest 

economy are much lower and less developed vis-à-vis those of the two western countries.    

Now that we have explained into detail the politico-economic origins and early effects 

of the new technologies that took place during the First and Second Industrial Revolutions 

(steam engine and internal combustion engine), on the words of the first critics and specialists, 

some of whom are still a reference for us even today. Having also described the evolution of 

the latest disruptive technologies brought by the Third Industrial Revolution or Second 

Machine Age, which corresponds to the Internet of things; and listed off the main theories 
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regarding the consequences on the labor market in general terms. And finally, as we have also 

specified the main concepts relating from the on-demand economy jargon that will help us to 

navigate more easily across the current wave of creative destruction that represents generated 

by the digitalization of everything… It is time for us to move to the third and last section of 

this thesis that will relate to the social consequences of Uberization, the extreme case of 

digitalization is happening right now in a massive, unregulated and unpredictable way, as it 

was said before. France will be the object of our case study. 
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3. Uberization in practice: study case in France 

 

 
I. Socio political context & impressions 

 

a. Digitalization à la France 
 

In little less than two decades, as it’s been said in the last two sections, the latest 

industrial revolution –the arrival of digitalization– to both developing and developed 

economies, has represented by all means a radical transformation in almost all the sectors and 

activities as we traditionally knew them. This, in short, has meant that for a new generation of 

companies –and the old resilient ones that have found a way to survive– a change in the way in 

which profits are made and growth achieved has taken place. We explained on the first section 

of this paper how the appearance of on-line economy, or the immediate provision of goods and 

services through new technologies first revolutionized the old ways of doing business and 

creating value in some countries. Pioneers such as Jeremy Rifkin, in the first instance, and 

more recently scholars and experts like Eric Brynjolfsson and Andrew Mcaffe, have warned us 

of the numerous implications of these changes on modern societies; among which rise of 

unemployment or technological displacement is the most palpable and worrying. Other critics 

have also helped us to filtrate, within the complex amass of neologisms that originated on the 

process of what defined as a Second Machine Age, the most relevant concepts and to 

understand their true meaning and recognition on more practical basis.  

In spite of the amalgam of repères that should help to orientate us, we see how 

the same technologies defy different realities that depend on the circumstances of each country 

and region of adoption: social openness, political leverage, individual adaptability and over all 

public and private interests, just to name some. The only certitude being that no industry or 

profession is exempted from what Maurice Lévy popularized as Uberization: governments, 

companies and employees will always react in terms of their inherited values; and those same 

values will define the outcome, failure or success of new enterprise and entrepreneurs. When it 

comes to digital technologies, France is a case a part given a history and complexity, but also 

because of the multiplicity of actors and the interests at stake. 

On a more personal basis, my own experience in France during the last 

academic year has granted me the opportunity to understand better some of the consequences 

that digital giants such as Google, Apple, Facebook and Amazon (GAFA) have brought to the 
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country. It is nevertheless Uber –and to a certain extent Airbnb– the foreign entity that has had 

more impact on the real economy so far, for several reasons that I will expose next. First of 

them given the fact that, unlike the famous GAFA, it has imposed an entirely new business 

model to an existent profession that was unable to innovate for decades; and second of all, 

because this business model has been able to resist one of the most regulated markets, but also 

one of the most powerful unions. In a nation that still praises social advantages and that 

actively defends them against raw liberalism, the taxi service has been one of the activities 

most favored by the state. Uber and other digital platforms, even though they disrupt certain 

industries or professions, are more and more seen just as more effective response to an 

unsatisfied need from customers and in certain instances suppliers. As a local journalist from 

the FrenchWeb.fr magazine confirms: “Ubetization is the consequence, and not the cause60”. 

So to be clear from the start, Uberization not only represents a threat from American startups 

and other foreign entities, it is a more complex phenomenon –sometimes even locally 

generated– that we will try to clarify here after.  

So how does an entity or an individual get Uberized? The blogger Olivier 

Ezratty tells us that most of the migration of value (not creation, just a change of hands via 

optimization of resources) is nowadays linked to intermediation mechanisms and to the 

Internet of things. Their biggest representatives are Amazon on the commerce sector, Google 

in advertisement and research, Netflix in video entertainment and Airbnb in housing or space 

sharing, or Uber in the riding service. He confirms what has been said here several times 

already: “no sector could be exempted from this transfiguration, only those that promptly 

adopted the still blurred canons of ‘digital transformation’ and ‘open innovation’.61” Already 

familiarized with the concepts thanks to the Marketing of Innovations class that I took this 

semester, I asked our local expert, the ESCP associate professor Boris Durisin, to explain me 

this process of pursuit of growth and value creation from companies in their natural race for 

subsistence.  

 

 

During our meeting I quote a statement attributed to Cisco’s CEO John 

Chambers, through which he affirmed that 2/3rds of the biggest world companies would cease 

to exist during the first quarter of this century. He confirms that the source comes from the 

innovation consulting firm Innosight (cofounded by Clayton Christensen), then adds that the 

                                                        
60 http://www.frenchweb.fr/uberisation-du-business-et-taxisation-de-la-relation-client/226621  
61 http://www.oezratty.net/wordpress/2015/eviter-uberiseration-1/  

http://www.frenchweb.fr/uberisation-du-business-et-taxisation-de-la-relation-client/226621
http://www.oezratty.net/wordpress/2015/eviter-uberiseration-1/
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fatidic year actually turns out to be 2027 and that the big companies we’re talking about belong 

to S&P 500 family. We analyze together some of the main references he uses during his 

lectures to show his students the number of companies that disappeared between 1917-1987, 

according to Forbes Magazine (1987) and Foster and Kaplan (2001). From the Forbes100: 61 

firms ceased activities, 18 managed to stay in the top 100, 16 underperformed the market and 

only 2 outperformed the market average (corresponding to 7.5% (General Electric with 7.8% 

and Eastman Kodak with 7.7%). He also shows me a second slide where he keeps data from 

analysis, based on 197, 1930, 1948, 1963, 183 and 1997, on 200 largest US manufacturing 

firms. The results are that only 5% of them appear in the top list, all periods considered; but 

even more interesting, partially confirming Innosight’s forecast: more than half of all the firms 

appear period after period, and each time period 35% of companies are new comers.  

The example of Eastman Kodak is actually a very illustrative one because it 

confirms what the blogger Manuel Diaz calls Kodakization62 (another term in vogue similar to 

that of Urbanization). Manual Diaz also explains –similarly to what was Xerox’s main reason 

to lag behind vis-à-vis digitalization– that Kodak didn’t know how to leverage on its 

innovations, just on the brand name and reputation related to it, which made of it a worldwide 

undisputed leader in cameras for an entire century. Boris Durisin calls this same phenomenon 

the Xerox Grounding Error (that also was born in the 90s), which depicts the situation of a 

company that, even if possessing all the necessary elements to achieve success, simply ignores 

how to exploit them or, even worse, refuses to do so, losing competitive advantage to new 

entrants and existent competitors. Real entrepreneurs know what they’re giving up, but they 

never know what they might get in exchange. A first cause of decline is thus internal; let’s now 

talk about the external causes.  

 

 

The also visiting professor at Bocconi University tells me that indeed, what 

explains the failure of Xerox and Kodak is that, even though they had the existing capabilities 

to create a new market for their offerings (governed existing value trajectories), neither of them 

was able to leverage on them to ultimately take advantage over competitors. He then elaborates 

on a second cause that has been named after Lewis Carol’s character the Red Queen, from his 

well-known book Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. The Red Queen Effect would represent, 

as the story tells: “a slow sort of country [in which], you see, said the Red Queen to Alice, it 

takes all the running you can do to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else 

                                                        
62 http://manueldiaz.fr/connaissez-vous-la-kodakisation/  

http://manueldiaz.fr/connaissez-vous-la-kodakisation/
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you must run at least twice as fast!63” In more simple terms, what the Red Queen Effect 

demands from companies is to find way to keep growing at double digits so as to make sure 

they cross the famous chasm that separates innovators and early adopters from laggards. A 

good metaphor that symbolizes what General Electric and Eastern Kodak once were in 

comparison with their direct competitors. Boris Durisin concludes our meeting refereeing me 

to a famous sentence attributed to the two management experts Levinthal and March, which 

prays as follows: “the basic problem confronting organizations is to engage in sufficient 

exploitation to ensure its current viability and, at the same time, to devote enough energy to 

exploration to ensure its future viability.64” 

 In the particular case of France, being a state and not a private company or 

organization, the second –external– cause would correspond more what the blogger Bertrand 

Duperrin calls “the illusion of preeminence of offer over demand”. In what he considers as a 

vicious interpretation of the trickle down theory previously mentioned, he directs his critics to 

the taxi industry. He gives the name of taxization to a policy of supply that dictates that clients 

should accept whatever taxi drivers offer to them; the opposite of what Jean-Baptiste Say 

advocated with a policy of supply that would be aligned with the optimal demand in a given 

market. Duperrin adds that the taxization of any business and that of the relation with 

customers would be equivalent to believing that the mediocrity of a service that was once 

efficient but currently outdated, can become once again adequate as long as the government 

sets up the appropriate barriers of entry to protect it65” 

 

Strategy was not guided, in this case, by what should normally be the interest 

for any company: to gain competitive advantage through the experience of its customers. For 

most of the taxi drivers in France, there was until recently an explicit indifference towards 

clients’ expectations, which in essence opened the door to a company like Uber to become 

what it is now. It also inspired others to recreate its business model and to apply the formula to 

other sectors and industries: Uberization came over almost simultaneously. It is not a 

coincidence if it was in Paris that, during a work trip in 2008, the three founders of Uber found 

the inspiration still needed to revolutionize the problem of taxization. Departing from two 

basic notions of on-demand economy, the immediate provisioning of a service via an efficient 

and intuitive digital platform, they created the application that would allow private drivers and 

                                                        
63 In: Marketing of Innovations’ Book of Slides, Boris DURISIN, year 2015-2016. 2nd semester: January-April 2016, p. 5. 

64 Ibid. p. 6. 
65 Op. cit., http://www.frenchweb.fr/uberisation-du-business-et-taxisation-de-la-relation-client/226621 

http://www.frenchweb.fr/uberisation-du-business-et-taxisation-de-la-relation-client/226621
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customers in search of more effective and innovative solutions to connect. Garret Camp, Travis 

Kalanick and Oscar Salazar original idea was simple and sweeping: ubiquitous and reliable 

transportation, for everyone and from everywhere. Furthermore, they argue, with Uber drivers 

set their own hours and are their own boss, Kalanick has always sustained, “there is a core 

independence and dignity you get when you control your own time”.  

And yet Uber does not have control on everything. From inception, Travis 

Kalanick, the company’s CEO, has struggled to find a balance value creation and stability in 

the countries where Uber first established. Launched in 2009 in the San Francisco Bay, a rapid 

growth enables the company to easily expand to 25 cities outside the United States. He’s partly 

sponsored by a major fundraising coming from Goldman Sachs.  It is during the 2011 edition 

of the Salon LeWeb in Paris that the company officially launches its riding service in 

metropolitan Paris. From august 2013, Google Venture invests US258 million on the startup, 

elevating the amount of capital invested on Uber to US2.7 billion. The company decides to 

expand even more its services to reach, by 2015, 51 countries in 253 cities worldwide.  But the 

first symptoms of what some see as a viral expansionism appeared even way before this 

second expansion. In Paris, the consequences have been drastic than at any other city and this 

in part helps to explain the vivid opposition against all that is related to the company’s name 

and practices. Here is a summarized story of what has happened since last year, first from my 

own experience, then followed by information that I was able to gather from interviews, 

conferences, public organizations and local media.  

 

Months before I first move to Paris for my exchange academic year, I had 

already read extensively from what the reactions were to Uber aggressive expansion in 

different countries in Europe and North America, where most of protests had taken place. I 

learned from articles and friends living in on both regions that some of the manifestations had 

turned into violent riots by taxi drivers contesting what they called the imminent “Uberization 

of their profession”. The launch of the integrated service knows as UberPop in 2014, allowing 

unregistered drivers to provide a shared service to clients everywhere in Paris, had outraged 

those accredited professionals whose rights and privileges were on the verge of “disruption”. 

So by the first week of June, these angered taxi drivers, backed by the local firm Groupe 7 (G7) 

that represents more than half the taxis in Paris, started to burn tires and to snarl traffic across 

the city. In reaction to this, in what seemed to be a prudent decision from Uber representatives, 

a declaration was made arguing the company was willing to suspend its low-cost shared 

service relying on nonprofessional drivers. It is the journalist Sam Schenchner who, in his 
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article for The Wall Street Journal66, better resumes what came next and more specifically 

what was the initial reaction from the government officials. 

Mark MacGann, Uber’s public policy chief for Europe, was behind the 

declaration in question, and the condition he tried to set in exchange for Uber to suspend the 

service was that “the French government also should loosen rules on how to become a licensed 

driver for Uber’s other services.  The immediate reaction from French Minister Bernard 

Cazeneuve was that “there [could] be no conditions whatsoever. There was simply the law to 

respect.” Uber still decided they would suspend the service, but its representatives also made 

the resolution they would contest the government’s position in France’s higher constitutional 

courts. Schenchner describes what is already common practice for the San Francisco startup, 

valued at more than US50 billion but locked in disputes in several cities around the world. 

French culture and institutions has nonetheless made Uber experience more difficult and yet 

the city represents one of the top ten sources of revenue and growth to the startup, besides it is 

out of question for the company’s directors to leave the market to the nascent competitors that 

could one day aspire to disrupt them. Kodakization is not an option for Uber.  

 

Bruno Lasserre, the head of France’s competition authority quoted in the article, 

confirms that “new models are challenging the power of state. [Models that] say: let’s win 

some time, let’s start legal appeals, and when all is said and done, it will be too late, and we’ll 

be too big to shut down.” As a result from this, two of the high profiles from Uber France, 

Pierre-Dimitri Gore-Coty, chief of Western Europe, and Thibaud Simphal (that I was able to 

interview in November), general manager of France, were set to go to trial on September, 

risking prison for two years. Pierre declares to Schencher what will be a commonplace 

argument from entrepreneurs and, whose objections will be presented here after, that “Uber 

offers far better service, creates jobs and positions cities for a future where people no longer 

need to own cars.” He adds: “instead of trying to calm down taxis by claiming Uberpop is 

illegal, the government should be pushing new regulations that deal with the underlying 

demand for this service.” The head of the influential G7, Nicolas Rousselet, son of the major 

ally of former French President Mitterrand, André Ruosselet, obviously disagrees with these 

declarations. He demonized what he believes is “a libertarian fantasy, where all we have is the 

law of the jungle”. It’s been said he personally asked Mr. Cazeneuve to intervene and use his 

authority to deter Uber directives from even more aggressive investment in French market.  

                                                        
66 http://www.wsj.com/articles/uber-meets-its-match-in-france-1442592333 

http://www.wsj.com/articles/uber-meets-its-match-in-france-1442592333
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A possible consequence of this intervention was that, tells us Schenchner, is that 

in spite of the fact that most of Uber drivers had car-service licenses, Groupe 7 strategy to 

claim unfair competition and demand a crackdown in the beginning of 2014, actually worked, 

or at least for some time. The French government imposed a 15-minute delay for drivers as a 

minimum time to pick up passengers who had hailed the car through an application service. 

But this time Uber was not alone: other car-hailing companies joined the appeal against the 

resolution and eventually won. However Uber fought back the government’s initial attack by 

launching what we now know as Uberpop, for which professional drivers were not required 

given that Uber’s directives decided to categorize the new service within the car-sharing 

segment. And here is where the battle actually starts between the French government and the 

defiant startup, continues Schenchner: the country’s consumer protection authority referred 

Uber to French prosecutors for falsely claiming the company’s service being legal. Then Uber 

strikes back by authorizing expansion of the business to Lyon, France’s third most populated 

city.  

 

The rest of the story is already known, Uber expressed willingness shut down its 

car-sharing business but some key members from the government opposed any resolution that 

would imply a concession in favor of the company. There was even a meeting arranged 

between the recently appointed Manuel Macron, French Economy Minister, and Uber’s CEO 

Travis Kalanick as well as other members of the parliament and executives in which the startup 

directives declared they were even ready to disclose drivers’ earnings to tax authorities for 

regularization in exchange of fair treatment from the part of the government. Schenchner 

quotes Mr. Kalanick saying the was no intention from the company run from regulators, as 

long as it was a fair regulation that applies for all the players equally. Even though Mr. Macron 

openly criticizes the old policies and regulations as not being adequate in a fast-growing 

sharing economy in which a country like Frances is expected to play a more and more 

important role, he has no actual power over the decisions that could make change in the taxi 

industry. The sector is in full charge of Mr. Cazeneuve who officially halted Uberpop on the 

3rd July of 2015, a service that at the time was employing around 10,000 drivers or about the 

same as the licensed Uber drivers from the traditional Uber service, and just 3,000 less than the 

licensed drivers working for G7.   
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b. Qualitative & quantitative research 

 
In order to understand better what actually happened during those first weeks 

and the way how Uber operate in France since 2011, I decided to participate to a conference 

that took place on November the 5th at Institut d’études politiques (IEP), better known for 

local as SciencePo. The topic of the night was De quoi l’Uberisation est-elle le nom ? (What 

does Uberization represent or stand for?). Thibaud Simphal, who as I just said is the general 

manager of Uber in France, and Jean Pisany-Ferry, a well-known local economist and public 

figure, animated the soirée. The atmosphere is heavy as it is usually the case when debates like 

this are organized in public universities. The first to intervene is Mr. Simphal, who explains 

how the current situation for entrepreneurs in France is indeed revolutionary; he talks about 

Fordism and Taylorism as immediate precedents for Uberization; he gives some examples of 

companies that survived to previous technological revolutions, and learned to adapt fast and 

successfully to the digitalization wave (General Electric, for instance).  

Thibaud Simphal affirms that what is actually bothering the public opinion 

about Uber and its business model, and Uberization globally, is not that a new industry has 

replaced an old one: “what really angers those who are affected is that they realize it’s just a 

more effective recipe that is substituting their deficient business models”. In the same line of 

though, Mr. Pisany-Ferry adds to this that what Uber actually reinvented was the concept of 

enterprise; he explains how the startup model is so efficient that even all the taxi companies 

together, in cities like London, Seoul and San Francisco also, are unable to compete and to a 
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certain degree stop Uber from becoming what it is already: the global leader in private 

transportation. He also talks about the cons behind Uber’s business model: lower salaries and 

no benefits overall, contractual conditions usually being imposed by the employer; deficient 

taxation system that permits the startup to partially evade fiscal responsibilities. 

Notwithstanding, he acknowledges that the most important issue for French society from now 

on is not if there’s a way to stop this, but instead to find the best way to adapt to a new age of 

continual changes or unrelenting digitalization of the entire economy.  

 

 

 

Some numbers are given, to which I will come back later because they’re only 

estimations or simply come from internal surveys. I ask several questions to both speakers, 

such as why are Uber and Airbnb perceived as the mean invaders, while other companies with 

even more capitalization and exposure, as it is the case of Amazon and Google, are well seen 

in general terms and even appreciated by the public opinion? The answer is that while Uber is 

disrupting an already existent, well-protected sector in France, Google, being the archetypical 

innovator, has no direct competitors and thus the consequences –good or bad– from its 

activities are less obvious. I also ask what’s the main difference between Groupe 7 strategy 

and Uber’s vis-à-vis future employees and why Uber is becoming more successful a recruiter if 

it is true that they make less profit than taxi drivers? M. Simphal states that what is actually 

attractive for new drivers when they chose to join Uber, is the fact that there’s a natural trend 

towards liberalization of professions that pushes the new generations to chose independency 

over profitability; the feeling of control of one’s own time over financial security with a 

supervisor. 97% of Uber drivers, according to one of an internal survey undertaken by the 

company, confirm that they prefer to work for a company that offers them this possibility, 

instead of having a boss.  

I ask a third question about what was the government’s response to Uber 

entering the French market, in terms of what Sam Schenchner describes in his article for The 

Wall Street Journal. Both speakers agree on that it was catastrophic in regards of the image the 

authorities gave from France vis-à-vis the oligopolies they’re still protecting; not to mention 

that the oligopoly in question is inefficient, less secure than its competitors and not as reliable 

in terms tariffs for users. There are pros and cons, people in favor and against Uber or G7; the 

public reaction is of course understandable because jobs have been lost and people’s 

confidence is at jeopardy, but the most important is to keep in mind that new jobs are also 
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being created in the process. Uber won’t change the labor standards dictated by new 

technologies and the arrival of digitalization, but in can at least cooperate with the government 

to try to find solutions that are reasonable and sustainable for all the parties involved. In this 

respect, it must be said that the company agreed to participate in the conciliation proposed by 

the Commission Attali, as a means to foment dialogue between the two parties and solve future 

conflicts, but directives, unions and taxi drivers from Groupe 7 refused to reach any 

compromise to change the current situation.  

 

To understand better the reasons of Uber’s success in France, before making a 

transition to the effects of the Uberization of its economy, all sectors included, it would be 

interesting to show some of the most relevant results from a survey undertaken by the advisory 

firm 6T67, among a sample of 6,476 of the company’s clients. These results were compared 

with the data coming from alternative surveys made by other advisory firms, specialized in 

mobility and transportation, among, in their case, a different sample of taxi, Autolib’ and 

autopartage (auto-sharing) customers. Between July 2014 and July 2015, in metropolitan 

France and Western Switzerland (accounting for 65 million inhabitants), a million people 

would have used, at least once in that one-year period, Uber riding service (tradition or sharing 

–before it was suspended). So first question: Who are they? One third of Uberpop (when it was 

still active), were students, and 63% were less than 30 years old. 25% of the professional 

drivers hired by the startup to provide the riding service are students. Only 10% of the students 

are clients of Uber, while 48% are executives (cadres). In contrast, only 1% of the total 

customers are retired employees (in comparison these segment represents 13% of taxi’s users). 

The conclusion to this first question is that Uber has created its own demand and a new niche 

market.  

Second question: When and where? 37% of the rides take place during 

nighttime, and 47% after midnight for Uberpop. For taxis, night rides represent only 20% of 

their revenues. Mostly but not only in Paris, 44% of clients commute from the peripheries to 

the capital city and back. Autolib’ only takes 27% of its customers out of Paris (according only 

to 6T results; Autolib’ assures that at least 44% concern the entire Île-de-France). 

Communauto, classic autopartage, realized 12% of its journeys outside Paris. Third question: 

For how long and what for? Uber rides last 22 minutes for 9km, which more or less represents 

25km/h in average. The cost is €17. Autolib’ is usually slower 40 minutes for 9km as well, or 

13.5km/h. For Communauto, 5 hours for 40km, being a category of its own for those users that 

                                                        
67 http://6t.fr/blog/etude-inedite-sur-limpact-duber-sur-la-mobilite-des-utilisateurs/  

http://6t.fr/blog/etude-inedite-sur-limpact-duber-sur-la-mobilite-des-utilisateurs/
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decided to get ride of their car for good and use the service on permanent basis. As for the 

purpose of the rides: 83% of Uber for private reasons (47% for leisure and 21% for 

connections to airports and stations); 56% for taxis, while 43% for professional aspects. 40% 

of the surveyed clients said Uber rides allowed them to go to places where they wouldn’t 

usually go by traditional means. 

 

Fourth question: Why? Mostly in comparison with taxis, the question asked to 

adults (parents) was if the would let their own kids take an Uber by themselves? Knowing they 

have more information of the chauffer, and to a certain degree also over the ride itself (they 

can monitor the progress and when the rider is drop off at his or her final destination), 53% of 

the respondents said they would trust Uber more than they trust taxis (38%) on the kind of 

service they provide. Fifth and final question: What do French riders think about the 

Uberization phenomenon, is it good or bad for the society? Or, to go beyond morality: is it 

more useful and viable on the “long-run”? They agree on the fact that Uber is slowly killing 

the taxi industry. The numbers are more eloquent here: before Uber, clients used to take 3.4 

taxis a month on average; after the startup arrival in Paris, the just take .8 per month for their 

déplacements irréguliers. As for the viability or sustainability aspect that Uber assures is one 

of its core propositions as a startup, 64% of the people who switched to it from taxi service 

believe they were somehow inspired to change their behavior vis-à-vis VTC’s more modern 

services (this applies also for Autolibr’ and autopartage users68).  

In other words, what Uber was able to achieve according to these testimonies 

was contributing to reduce dependency on motorized vehicles, which is representative of the 

values of the new generations that are more ecologically concerned as well as ecologically 

conscious. 6T also asked its respondents how many cars their families possessed before and 

after they ran into Uber. The results here favor more services like Communauto and Autolib’ 

than Uber: 67% of autopartage, whose main objective is actually killing the excess of cars in 

circulation, said they changed their daily attitudes thanks to Communauto proposition. Autolib’ 

reached a bit more than a third of that, 23% to be exact, which is still quiet considerable 

compared with Uber, with only 5%. Taxi users, in contrast, barely reached the 1%. Now the 

interesting part of this analysis is that results are only considered in relative value, not in 

absolute terms. Taken into account the much higher number of trajets, it is Uber that 

contributes the most to reducing dependency on motorized vehicles overall: in absolute values, 

                                                        
68 http://transports.blog.lemonde.fr/2014/12/10/a-quoi-sert-vraiment-une-autolib/  

http://transports.blog.lemonde.fr/2014/12/10/a-quoi-sert-vraiment-une-autolib/


‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 57 

the startup has already suppressed 22,000 cars, more or less twice as much as Autolib’ and 

autopartage together69. 

 

 

After what’s been said until now, it shouldn’t be a surprise for anyone to see 

how the digital revolution simply adopts different names depending on the repercussions it has 

on a certain sector and country, the strength of its impact on it. France, of course, illustrates 

this in its own particular way for several reasons, most of which we have already identified. So 

even if Uber gave birth to what we now know as Urbanization to describe the consequences of 

the digitalization of the taxi industry, whose most harmful effect is the precariousness of the 

traditional driver’s profession: other sectors of activity, that might be less notorious but still 

key actors in French economy, are also suffering. What’s criticized over and over when it 

comes to the Uberization of other professions, as it is the case of the publishing and 

bookselling industries, is the integration of the service that has been successfully executed by 

another digital pioneer such as Amazon. Indeed, since 2013, participants like the British Virgin 

have been forced out of the French market because unable to compete with the American 

startup strategy. In 2014, not less than 57 bookstores Chapitre have no other choice but to ring 

down the curtain. The French writer and editor Olivier Frébourg explains: “to prioritize the 

development of digitalization means to kill the intermediaries, and with the diffusion, 

distribution, and ultimately the bookseller70.”  

What Amazon proposes, besides distribution, is the classic publication of books, 

their promotion, investing on amateurs’ new works’ and publishing online. As it was 

mentioned in the first section of this paper, the company’s famous Mechanical Turk now 

absorbs even the few intermediation jobs remaining in the industry. A third critic that is made 

to digitalization is that of disintermediation affecting the tourism and hosting sectors. The 

French Union des métiers et des industries de l’hôtellerie (Umih), is concerned about the speed 

at which Airbnb is literally invading the local market. According to an article from The 

Guardian, “Paris is now the top destination for home-sharing […] with more than 40,000 

holiday rentals in the French capital listed on the site.71” The main argument against this third 

American startup would the destruction of jobs, or to be more precise, that of the 

intermediation between the local employers and employees. “The café, hotel, restaurant and 

night bar sectors were until recently creators of jobs. All these activities together would 

                                                        
69 http://transports.blog.lemonde.fr/2015/09/21/les-chiffres-qui-expliquent-pourquoi-uber-cartonne/ 
70 http://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2015/06/26/de-quoi-l-uberisation-est-elle-le-nom_4662261_4355770.html  
71 http://www.theguardian.com/travel/2015/feb/27/paris-becomes-airbnbs-top-home-sharing-city-destination  

http://transports.blog.lemonde.fr/2015/09/21/les-chiffres-qui-expliquent-pourquoi-uber-cartonne/
http://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2015/06/26/de-quoi-l-uberisation-est-elle-le-nom_4662261_4355770.html
http://www.theguardian.com/travel/2015/feb/27/paris-becomes-airbnbs-top-home-sharing-city-destination
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employ around 1 million people in the country. Confronted to an explosion of disloyal 

competition, 2014 was the first year where this figure shrank.”  

 

A fourth critic comes this time from those professionals that belong to the 1st 

category described by the economist Autor and all, that of the high skilled employees. What is 

reproached this time to the new technologies would be the illegal exercise of the law; a non-

negligible number of on-line law services propose legal advisory from non-authorized 

professionals, who charge just a small fraction of what an actual law firm would, just to 

prepare a dossier for a hearing at a First Instance Tribunal for instance, where the formal 

advise of a real attorney is not needed. Vis-à-vis what they also consider as “disloyal 

competition”, l’Ordre des avocats (Bar Association) complains regularly with the government 

and accuse those who provide the services of being “pirates” of the law. Banks and insurance 

institutions are also amongst the most popular high skilled professions that worry about 

Uberization of the banking-finance activities. They explicitly accuse “GAFA (Google, Apple, 

Facebook and Amazon) as well as other financial technology societies taking over the 

traditional banking and financial business models, by luring new clients through new 

approaches and strategies. Google might offer –which means for free– a higher number of 

services given that what represents more value for them is not the banking sector itself but the 

data obtained from customers and commercialized by other means.72” 

As we just saw the critics are diverse, coming from different sources and sectors 

of activity. The main fears are, however, more or less the same: felling threatened by new 

technologies or simply becoming the latest victims of the Uberization of the economy. 

Demonization, blame and even violence are commonplace; but so is, more and more, a rising 

number of experts and local entrepreneurs who face reality as it is and find a way to change it 

on their advantage, or at least inform objectively about the true implications. One of these 

experts, a successful entrepreneur and president Syntec Digital, is Mr. Guy Mamou-Mani, who 

I had the opportunity to interview on the context of a second conference that took place at 

ESCP. His intervention being on the topic of Ubérisation, Digitalisation et Consulting, 

represented for me the opportunity to see the phenomenon of Uberization from a different 

perspective, a more enthusiastic as well as optimistic approach to a certain extent. Here after 

I’ll summarize some of the main point he raised during his presentation.  

 

 

                                                        
72 http://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2015/04/29/pour-que-la-finance-devienne-notre-amie_4624993_3232.html  

http://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2015/04/29/pour-que-la-finance-devienne-notre-amie_4624993_3232.html
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He starts his intervention by confirming that what Uberization (or digital 

transformation, as he prefers to call it) is changing are the most basic concepts inherited from 

capitalism: time, private property and the notion of work. He argues that it is not just a simple 

matter of digital transformation that concerns our societies today: other transformations are 

occurring, that will perhaps be more radical in the future, on more important domains. The first 

example he gives is that of the Automobile industry (Uberization obliges), and invites us to 

think of how many among our relatives and friends still see the acquisition of a car as a 

necessity. Only a two or three of the people in the audience, between 25-35 years old more or 

less, raise their hands and confirm they still consider buying a car as a priority for work or 

leisure. Autolib’, Communauto and Uber come to everybody’s minds as alternatives to a 

private vehicle. Same with housing: most of us rent a space on a flat or an apartment in Paris 

instead of financing the purchase of our own place. It doesn’t have to be permanent, also for 

short stays and visits we’re more inclined to sharing a room via Airbnb or at least open to 

experience couchsurfing if personal revenues are low but we still want to travel. No enterprise 

or business, not any job or professional activity either could possibly find a way to escape from 

being subject to the current digital revolution.  

Mr. Mamou-Mani acknowledges that the main problem that France is facing is 

a“rattrapage” (catching up) problem. Resistance to change, as it was advanced before, 

characterizes French culture. He ironizes that the country had the privilege to count among his 

ministers the Minister of Economics, Industry and Digitalization Mr. Arnaud Montebourg who 

spent most of his time at office deterring entrepreneurs and businessmen to slow down the 

technological revolution (which he actually did during at the 2013 version of the Salon LeWeb: 

“We need to slow down innovation to protect the old business73”) to allow laggards to catch up 

with the trend. Our speaker says France was lucky to lose such a distinguish member for 

political reasons –and obvious lack competence; the new Minister Macron, whom we’ve 

crossed already, has spent most of his time at office trying to go hand in hand with the national 

pioneers and innovators. New technologies are all about adaptation, which doesn’t mean that 

all sacrifices are to be made; yet opposition to change has been a national congenial defect for 

too long already. 

 

 Adaptation doesn’t mean having to give up the country’s social advantages that 

have been gained after centuries of personal effort and social struggle; Mr. Mamou-Mani 

                                                        
73 http://www.challenges.fr/economie/20131213.CHA8393/leweb-ce-qu-a-vraiment-dit-arnaud-montebourg-sur-l-innovation-et-
les-vieux-business.html  

http://www.challenges.fr/economie/20131213.CHA8393/leweb-ce-qu-a-vraiment-dit-arnaud-montebourg-sur-l-innovation-et-les-vieux-business.html
http://www.challenges.fr/economie/20131213.CHA8393/leweb-ce-qu-a-vraiment-dit-arnaud-montebourg-sur-l-innovation-et-les-vieux-business.html
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insists it is nevertheless all French responsibility to recognize that there are some privileges 

that just make no sense in a modern, globalized world. But not everything should be seen in 

black and white, or good and bad: France can count upon his excellent level of education to 

undertake the challenges. There are actually two main challenges that every modern economy 

has to face while sailing through the latest wave of digital innovations. #1 is a technical 

challenge. It is not a coincidence if the acronym GAFA is composed only by American 

developers. Europeans, and French in particular, graduate from their top schools some of the 

best engineers, mathematicians and physicists in the world. The key factor for a technical 

revolution depends today upon Information Technologies, which are clustered by the group 

that our speaker represents. Indeed, the Syndicat professionnel numérique is the engine of 

French digital transformation, composed of 412,000 salaried employees that account for a 

US50 billion turnover; offering 35,000 job opportunities every year, and creating in average 

10,000 effective jobs since 2014. All this in a sector that is growing at only 2% annually (in 

comparison with 6% worldwide, 5% Asia and 4% Europe).  

French digital sector could of course grow more, according to Mr. Mamou-Mani, 

and here is where the new efforts and young energy has to be reallocated. Then he explains 

where the 2% growth really comes from: 90% from traditional IT activities and 10% from the 

famous SMACS (that stands for Social Media, Mobility, Analytics –or Big Data–, Cloud 

Computing and Security74). We’re surprised to hear that the traditional companies, which in 

theory should account for 90% portion of the total 2% growth in the sector, is stagnating or 

nearing 0% growth; while the SMACS are the crucially leading the digital economy of the 

country, expanding at 20% in relative terms or the total 2% in absolute terms. And now we 

move to what he says is the #2, and decisive, human challenge. French people are true 

champions in regards of technological usage or mobility (number 15 out of 28 in the European 

Union); but French companies are in retard. There’s a good reason for that, the rattrapage 

process is particularly difficult to achieve in a country where infrastructure is not an asset in 

certain cases or for certain industries. Banking would be an adequate example, mobile banking. 

 

One simple questioned is asked to the audience: what country in the world 

counts with one of the most (and probably the most) innovative online banking platforms, but 

with no physical branch or subsidiaries at all? The answer, which our speaker says should be 

already an evidence for all of us future managers and entrepreneurs of the digitalization era, is 

far from obvious: Kenya. The company, M-PESA, a hybrid between mobile payment system 

                                                        
74 http://www.syntec-numerique.fr/publication/conjoncture-perspectives-2015-2016  

http://www.syntec-numerique.fr/publication/conjoncture-perspectives-2015-2016
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and online banking platform, makes indeed of the African nation one of the ITC pioneers in 

that sector. An article from The Economist explains why, for example: “paying a taxi ride 

using your mobile phone is easier in Nairobi than it is in New York”. It also explains how the 

group Safaricom launched the mobile-money system almost 10 years ago, and why over 17m 

Kenyans or two-thirds of the country’s entire population now uses it: a combination of low 

cost, convenience, efficiency and, of course, security. Around 25% of the gross national 

product flows through it. M-PESA, which was “originally designed as a system to allow 

microfinance-loan repayments to be made by phone [has ever since it was launched] been 

extended to offer loans and savings products, and can also be used to disburse salaries or pay 

bills, [saving] users further time and money. 75 ” The company has already expanded to 

Tanzania, Afghanistan and India; and the idea has inspired world-class banks to do the same in 

developed countries.  

The reason why Kenyans succeeded there where French barely saw the 

opportunity? Mr. Mamou-Mani says it is for twofold: the Kenyans had neither banks, nor 

telephones [!] He elaborates on this arguing that a mix of excess of infrastructure and 

confidence prevented group AccorHotels to anticipate what Airbnb (without a single room in 

their assets) founders discovered; or what Groupe 7 missed when Uber (with not single car 

owned) first imposed its business model in Paris. The trend that Uberization presupposes 

consists in being light: no assets or employees represent low costs and fewer expenses, in 

exchange of huge profits and rapid immediate exposure. So the problematic that this new 

reality represents for old companies, is that there is an imminent risk posed by digitalization 

for which they need guidance. Professional advisory that would permit them to achieve their 

transition through the latest Industrial Revolution before all sectors become victims of the 

same danger.  

 

 

This kind of advisory is offered in France by cabinets such as Synthec Digital, 

that as we said before is presided by Mr. Mamou-Mani, but also by other traditional and more 

international private firms like EY, KPMG, PWC, Deloitte, BCG, etc. Some basic, more 

general, and yet very useful guidance can be found on certain websites that some local NGOs 

put at the service of the public also. One of these organizations is the Observatoire de 

                                                        
75 http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2013/05/economist-explains-18  

http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2013/05/economist-explains-18
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l’Ubérisation76*, whose main purpose is to inform the society about everything that’s related 

with the topic of digitalization since 2015. Gregoire LeClercq, CEO of a company and 

president of the Fédération des Auto-Entrepreneurs, in association with Denis Jacquet, himself 

an entrepreneur and president of Parrainer la Croissance, undertook the initiative to create this 

digital space dedicated to the exchange of ideas on the sharing information regarding the 

phenomenon. Among other experts and entrepreneurs that constitute the observatory team, we 

find Jean-Michel Billaut and Bruno Teboul, who we have already referred to in this paper. The 

website is indeed very helpful in that it permits the visitor to make himself a clear idea of what 

Uberization is and how if involves society; which are the sectors that have been most affected; 

where exactly it comes from and what’s at stake, and more.  

One of the observatory’s most instructive tools is their Cartographie des 

Secteurs Uberisés (most affected sectors digitalized by percentage). They are only 

approximations of what the real indices are but they can still be representative of how 

important it is to take prompt measures to counterbalance the effects. Here is a summary of the 

most important activities charted: Taxis, the most affected sector so far, would have been 

Uberized at 70%. Book publishers and distributors disrupted by Amazon at 60% more or 

less. Hotels by 50%, after the digitalization of the tourism business carried out by Airbnb. 

Lawyers, the latest victims of the phenomenon, would have been subjected to a 30% reduction 

in the exercise of their functions thanks to WeClaim or LegalStart. Accountants to 40% by 

ECL, Compte-Clementine or Ca Compte Pour Moi. Banks and other financial institutions 

saw their activities affected of 40% also. Restaurants decreased their profits by 30%, after 

Vizeat –the Airbnb of the food industry– and other startups arrived to the market. Health has 

also been Uberized at 30%, as e-santé provides personal care, specialized therapy and even 

manufactures bionic prosthesis for its clients.   

                                                        
76* http://www.uberisation.org/fr. The content taken from French websites and references will be translated in the respective section 
Figures and Tables at the end of this paper, right after the Bibliography and before the Annexes sections.  

http://www.uberisation.org/fr
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Private personal services, with platforms that propose delivery and services in 

situ such as baby-sitting, home cleaning and laundry service, home improvements or do-it-
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yourself, have also suffered shifted of 70% to digitalization. Construction and renovation, 

with new actors like Hellocasa who take a plumber, an electrician and even a home decorator 

to client’s homes, by 20%. Renting or leasing, thanks to Zilok and OuiCar, has been affected 

at 70%. Education, with the upcoming and popularization of Massive Online Open Courses 

(better known as MOOC), has been altered at 70%. Finally, even Public services (with 

startups like Jobijoba) suffered digital transformations at a level of 30%. Last but not least, the 

Stocking business for people who are looking for a place where to lock goods of all kinds, 

30%. So what these percentages show to those people concerned about Uberization, both from 

the private and public sectors, is the degree at which their profession, activity, enterprise and 

society has transitioned from traditional to the digital economy. But the function of the 

Observatoire goes beyond the simple monitoring and estimation of the consequences of 

Uberization in the traditional economy. The organization also actively participates in the 

promotion and diffusion of on the matter, covering topics like French and Uberization, The 

Uberization of Banking, The Sharing Economy, The European Union and the Uberization, 

Anticipating Disruption and Uberization and The Future of Work: Redefining Employments, 

Statutes and Protections.  

Coming back to Mr. Momou-Mani’s intervention, to the second decisive 

challenge that represents the human factor; there were a couple of questions raised at the end 

of his presentation that I think will facilitate the transition to the focal point of the thesis: the 

consequences of Uberization in the labor market. One person in the audience observed that, if 

French banks indeed decided to completely switch from physical branches to digital services to 

imitate the Kenyan model, the profits might of course end up being higher, but there would be 

massive layout in return and even more social turmoil. On the same line of thought as the 

current Minister of Economy Mr. Manuel Macron has responds when faced with the dilemma, 

our speaker retorted that it is better to loss jobs now and find alternative occupations for 

employees, than missing the digital wave and even more jobs and or even something worse in 

the future anyways. Mr. Mamou-Mani closed his intervention declaring he’s a convinced 

proponent of the American economist Bernard Stiegler’s famous assertion: ‘employment is 

dead, long live work!’ 

 

 

c. Back to initial questions & case study analysis 
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In one of the first articles 77  that inspired me to work on the the topic of 

Uberization, the ESCP professor and also academic director of the European Executive MBA, 

Mr. Frédéric Fréry, raises several questions that were useful to illustrates the consequences of 

the digitalization phenomenon on the labor market. Among the most essential ones –some of 

which were already evoked in the introductory section of this paper– are questions such as: 

what would be the advantage for a modern company on recruiting its own employees when a 

community of independent workers –free-lancers– can produce similar and sometimes even 

better results, without the burden of setting up a formal organization with managers and 

controllers, regulations, social and fiscal costs? After decades during which companies didn’t 

hesitate to externalize employees, is it the turn for employees to externalize their skills and 

expertise by proposing their know-how to several companies in search of the highest bidder? 

How will the State and other social welfare organizations finance themselves if a significant 

part of the tasks realized by independents employees are accomplished through platforms and 

applications, which are owned mostly by foreign companies that barely comply with the fiscal 

obligations and tax contributions required by their host countries?  

All these questions, as we were able to assess in the precedent sections, raise 

dissimilar historical conjectures that both economists and technologists were forced to confront 

in different times and locations, while facing the consequences of previous Industrial 

Revolutions and the overall effects of innovations. Each situation, either inspired by luddites in 

the XIXth century, in England, or by American workers when Fordism and Taylorism came 

along in the XXth century; or even by unsatisfied employees from the tertiary sector in 

contemporary economies, has often ended up in complex arrangements that struggled to 

accommodate the interests of all the actors involved. Today’s questions and situations are not 

the exception: the digital employees of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Klaus Schwab)78 are 

as skeptical and defiant vis-à-vis the latest mutations. So the main question remains: how will 

Uberization dictate the new rules of work and what will be the main effects for modern 

societies? 

 

In France, but also in most of Europe, the last 30-40 years have brought major 

mutations in terms of work and employment. In what is likely the most recent study on the 

matter79, Cécile Jolly and Emmanuelle Prouet sustain that all along this period, the region has 

suffered from deep transformations that range from tertiarization of the economy to 

                                                        
77 http://www.hbrfrance.fr/chroniques-experts/2015/03/6521-votre-entreprise-est-elle-menacee-duberisation/  
78 https://www.weforum.org/pages/the-fourth-industrial-revolution-by-klaus-schwab/  
79 http://www.strategie.gouv.fr/sites/strategie.gouv.fr/files/atoms/files/ddt-avenir-travail-10-03-2016-final_0.pdf  

http://www.hbrfrance.fr/chroniques-experts/2015/03/6521-votre-entreprise-est-elle-menacee-duberisation/
https://www.weforum.org/pages/the-fourth-industrial-revolution-by-klaus-schwab/
http://www.strategie.gouv.fr/sites/strategie.gouv.fr/files/atoms/files/ddt-avenir-travail-10-03-2016-final_0.pdf


‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 66 

feminization of employment, from polarization to flexibilization and dualization of work. This 

within a strong context of globalization, fragmentation of the value chain and production 

procedures, as well as hyper-acceleration of technology, that were already there before as 

we’ve seen to a certain extent in the previous sections. The combination of all this phenomena, 

according to their investigations, have modified both intrinsically and extrinsically the quality 

of work, giving birth to a new classification of professional activities such as nomadism, 

telework and auto-entrepreneurship (to name just a few). Furthermore, it has also conditioned 

our perception of traditional assets –or at least the way in which we dispose of them–; and that 

of the government in regards of how to create regulation that frame new business models and 

attitudes, to make sure the changes are faire and sustainable for society as a whole. And yet the 

response is still far from being at level of the expectations.  

From the 1980s on, the world witnessed the first disruption of markets provoked 

by the intensification of commercial exchanges and global competition. “Outsourcing and 

offshoring were, Jolly & Prouet believe, at the heart of cost optimization strategies that enabled 

the conquest of new markets by those companies prepared for international competition80.” 

The old models resulting from the Second Industrial Revolution –Fordism and Taylorism– had 

to endure changes that put into check the core of their most valuable asset until then: localized 

work. Through strategies of delocalization and those of fiscal optimization that followed, the 

governments were next on the line in witnessing social welfare undermined. But the worst 

consequences of globalization were felt by a raising number of employees in the Old 

Continent. The two specialists claim, for instance, that in comparison to the 1 out of 3 jobs that 

were created in the tertiary sector during the period known in France as “Les Trente 

Glorieuses”, 2 out of 3 jobs saw the day by the end of the 1980s. Data from 2014 suggests that 

almost 4 out of 5 jobs belong to that category now. 

 

Deindustrialization brought along new jobs in the service sector, thanks to the 

constant growth of new activities that were until then inexistent; but the new working 

conditions were nonetheless not as favorable as before (inferior wages, short term contracts 

and part-time employment). Unions, and union representation as an alternative method for 

dispute resolutions, were affected, as it was the case of the traditional culture of collective 

negotiation that was born with the old industries. More or less at the same time, the 

reappearance of mass unemployment became a tool for employers to exploit against salaried 

employees, while the liberalization trend that came with the Reagan-Thatcher reforms boosted 

                                                        
80 Ibid, p. 10. 
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the markets favoring almost exclusively the constitution of oligopolies and, more recently, 

monopolies. Contemporary economists like the French academics Emmanuel Saez, Thomas 

Piketty and the Nobel Prize Jean Tirole have shown the concrete negative effects of this on 

society, given that oligopolies and monopolies normally destabilize the natural tendency of 

value sharing that competitive markets incite, ultimately resulting on high indices of growing 

inequality. The still recent crisis of 2008, and the recession that it produced, accentuated the 

process of creative destruction of industrial jobs in favor of those in the tertiary sector –as well 

as the already familiar tendency, widely known by employees today, of appealing to more 

independent workers instead of resorting to the old-fashioned full-time employees.  

New technologies accompanied these economic and social transformations, 

mostly because it was them that permitted to standardize the production processes by making 

them first transferable and later transportable. In spite of the numerous technological advances, 

Jolly & Prouet tell us, “productivity gains were caused more by the reorganization of 

production than by automation itself 81 ”, which applies also for digitalization. The 

overwhelming introduction of innovative machinery and innovative business strategies –we 

explained before how disruptive innovations stand for novel organization practices, new 

business models or cutting edge technologies– broadened the spectrum of professions and 

activities in free fall. So it is the actual combination of the two, that put society in the critical 

situation described by experts so far, which consists in the realization that even though 

technological progress is a sine quoi non condition for growth: it implies an inversely 

proportionate impact on the labor market.  

 

The extreme case or most noxious example of globalization, in how it 

negatively affects the deindustrialization process, comes from what our two French experts 

describe as fragmentation. They estimate that along with the automation of activities and the 

more and more frequent long distance realization of tasks (or telework), this phenomenon 

means that the disruption of the entire value chain will soon be complete, and that it is not only 

altering the classic organization of work, but also the boundaries of companies as entities or 

organizations. Indeed, there’s a clear propensity towards disintegration of firms and complex 

private and public institutions in that they’re now only able to focus on what is called a 

particular field of expertise, instead of the old habit that consisted in doing everything at home. 

Functions are externalized, at least those that are secondary to the company’s main purpose. 

Historically seen as a family, subordinated to a nucleus personified by a boss, employees have 

                                                        
81 Ibid, p. 12. 
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been displaced from their simple subordination role and acquired the more complex title of 

subcontracted workers. The immediate result being that the frontiers or boundaries represented 

by the professional spaces are now blurred and in some cases even inexistent. Other side 

effects are the deterioration of the once so central customer relationship, not to mention the 

dissolution of the also once indispensable working space.  

Furthermore, companies, by externalizing the provision of labor force or by 

triangulating the work relationship, as Cécile Jolly and Emmanuelle Prouet call it, push to the 

limit of employment conditions by forcing professionals to “opt” for free-lancing over direct 

subordination or, what is worse in their eyes, over precarious work provisions. A very 

interesting fact about the current situation though, point on which the two experts agree with 

other opinions included in this thesis so far, is that at least a new upgraded –4.0 version– 

relationship between client and free-lancer is being created. “Relationship that […] opens the 

ways to a come back of payments by commission (remunerations à la ‘façon’)82”, which go 

hand in hand with micro-tasking models but were also popular, we learn, during the First 

Industrial Revolution and now permitted by jobbing platforms like Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, 

but with a local flavor: Fribiz is the leaders in France. So a clear path of over-qualification or 

de-qualification seems to be a constant of human history for at least the last three centuries.  

 

Which brings us back to the notion of polarization that was already analyzed in 

a previous section through the opinions of economists Autor and Brynjolfsson & McAfee 

(high skilled jobs versus low-skilled jobs), and that of flexibilization, on which we will focus 

hereafter. So for the thesis, as we just saw, that in general terms modern companies externalize 

work because they prefer to focus on the most sophisticated or more cognitively demanding 

activities, instead of the more standardized and routine-intensive ones; there’s the antithesis 

that comes from contemporary workers whose anxiety is patent, and caused by a latent risk of 

displacement, feeling of obsolesce, professional uncertainty or more plainly put by the simple 

threat of losing their jobs. This is what polarization is all about, a process that the 

aforementioned experts affirm divides contemporary workers into two categories: ‘les 

ascendants’ and ‘les descendants’. On the one hand those whose qualifications enable them to 

be part of a privileged, a quiet restricted world of professionals for whom all doors all open; 

while on the other hand we find the rising number of effectives who are moderately qualified 

and highly affected by globalization and the Second Machine Age, for whom all doors are 

                                                        
82 Ibid, p. 13. 
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restricted. The mix of fragmentation and polarization is at the origin of a more recent array of 

atypical circumstances, those that free-lancers have to face when in need of a job in Europe.  

From the UK, where by the turn of the century the zero-hour contracts were 

implemented for the first time; to France, where for the time being modifications to the Labor 

Law are still in process of negotiation to ‘encadrer’ the new rules of the famous CDD (fixed-

term contracts); or even in the social-democratic Germany, the situation is more or less the 

same: flexibilization rules the labor market. Since it is France the country that concerns us for 

the purpose of this paper, let’s briefly analyze the evolution of the flexibilization of contractual 

legislation that has taken place in the country during the last 30 years. It is indeed from the mid 

1980s, as Jolly & Prouet remind us, that French politicians began to support the idea of more 

flexibility in regards of the working time within organization. “Along with the procedures 

launched with the objective of diminishing the legal length of time at work […] reforms were 

set to facilitate the ‘suppression of the administrative authorization of economic deposition in 

1986’, even if the formal reason for dismissal remained restrictive [for CDI or permanent work 

contracts]83.” 

At the turn of the new millennia, the trend extends significantly to encompass 

the adjournment of collective negotiations and the breach of the individual contract by 

conventional means, as well as the encouragement of self-employment through the 

formalization of the auto-entrepreneurs status. As for temporary contract legislation, 

flexibilization might have been less recurrent but equally conclusive. A prescription dating 

from August 1986 also facilitated the access to Contrats à Durée Déterminée (or CDDs), 

although the first legal recognition dates from 1979. Its formal usage will, withal, be codified 

until 1990 by a law that frames more consistently the events of recourse and appeals; law that 

will remain unchanged until 2000, followed by jurisprudence that will popularize the resort to 

CDD between the years 2003 to 200884. All these changes, which are the inevitable corollary 

to the first catalysts revised in this section (tertiarization, globalization, fragmentation, 

polarization, etc.), are only the premise to further adjustments that will have to be made –and 

which are already in process– after the wave of current disruptive innovations passes, and 

finally gives modern societies, politicians and legislators, a much needed respite to 

contemplate the damages caused by the strength of the digital revolution, and to keep framing 

rules accordingly.    

                                                        
83 Ibid, p. 19. 
84 Id.  
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So to recapitulate, the sum of the variables that represent, since the 1980s, 

globalization or international competition; fragmentation of the value chain and gains in 

productivity, thanks to externalization of functions; the resulting polarization of workers into 

two categories, as well as the organizational changes caused by the fracture; and finally the 

flexibilization of the working status that accompany the introduction of new business models 

and disruptive technologies, are intimately correlated and ultimately affecting dearly 

employees and social stability. In France and Europe, the phenomenon more recently known as 

Uberization of the economy, has coincided with an important rise in unemployment or, in the 

best of cases, severe obsolescence of skills that Cécile Jolly and Emmanuelle Prouet were not 

only able to qualify, but also to quantify in their study. To begin with the quantitative analysis, 

let’s first consider the results obtained from the measurement of changes in the labor market by 

sector of activities that have taken place from 1949-201485: 

 

 

 

What this graph shows us is the historical trend of the four most important 

activities that encompass the first, second and tertiary sectors, which until recently provided for 

                                                        
85 Ibid., p. 23.  
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most of the job creation in France (and in the European Union in a similar fashion). The 

Schumpeterian movement of creative destruction before described, that incorporates today the 

sum of variables just mentioned, has meant for those people concerned that gains from 

capitalism and technological advancements are not benefiting all of them equally. Furthermore 

and as we also suggested in previous paragraphs, the new forms of employments created 

within the sole service industry, which has been taking over the agricultural, industrial and 

construction sectors altogether, are less and less stable to permit workers to live sustainably out 

of their input, given that salaries are low and risk of displacement/replacement is high. Let’s 

take a look to what the effects of this risk of reallocation can be, if only considering the one 

key sector of services that is IT86:  

 

 

 

This second graph illustrates the consequences of the booming of mobile and 

Internet industries on employment. It is here that polarization has most flagrantly taken its toll 

on labor, giving birth to the fraction of jobs –digital divide– into high skilled and low-skilled 

(or ascendants et descendants). These two industries, as we can see, have not even been able to 

create enough jobs in the sector of Information Technology that they belong to. If at first 

                                                        
86 Ibid., p. 27. 
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glance it might seem like the development of e-commerce platforms and the introduction of 

technologies that helped to optimize the transportation and stock of goods, as complementary 

activities to those first created by the IT, might have had a positive effect on job-creation to 

compensate for the insufficiency of mobile and Internet: it hasn’t been the case. The creation 

of new jobs within these two subsectors came along with a progressive disappearance of 

routine occupation and tasks. What the progressive automation of professions implies, 

Brynjolfsson and McAfee already suggested, is that this kind of jobs will be completely 

eliminated, unless we find a way to actually make them complementary. 

Now the response that some critics have recently advanced, to somehow try to 

justify or palliate for the loss on formal employment, is that independent work or free-lancing 

has at least been increasing in inverse proportion to the decline on salaried employment and on 

Contrats à Durée Indéterminée (CDIs). In their study, Jolly & Prouet also warn us that, at least 

in France, data compiled and analyzed by them since 2000 tells us a slightly less optimistic 

version of the story. If on the one hand it is true that the number of people hired informally is 

more and more considerable year after year; on the other hand it is also hard to contest that 

their situation is more and more precarious. They give us some specific figures about the 

French market where “even though there has been a substantial growth on independent work in 

the last 10 years, salaried work still remains overwhelmingly present: “out of ten people 

actually employed [in the country], almost nine are primarily as salaried workers for a 

company”. Observation that would also apply for some other developed economies in the 

European Union among which Germany, the United Kingdome and the Netherlands are the 

most representative87: 

 

                                                        
87 Ibid., p. 33. 
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The resurgence of independent worker’s figure, that as we can see is not as 

significant as it is in nations like the UK and the Netherlands, comes with a certain instability 

that comes from the fact that they are less and less inclined to acquire material assets that 

provide a minimum confidence among employees. But this instability also results from a more 

simple evidence, which consists on the low wages or compensations that they normally have 

access to. The numbers are once again more eloquent than words to describe they situation in 

France: “at the bottom of the ladder, 1 non-salaried employee out of 10 declares a null revenue 

given that he hasn’t received any secondary benefit from his/her work, or simply because he’s 

remunerated in a different way (through dividends for instance). Among those few who would 

have a positive revenue, 1 non-salaried employee out of 10 declared less that 440 euros a 

month in 2011; while 1 out of 4 less than 1,020 euros, and half of them less then 2,070 euros 

monthly. At the top of the ladder, the situation is not that different as one might expect, 1 out 

of 4 non-employed workers claimed €4,030, while 1 out of 10 more than €7,470 as revenues.88” 

In comparison, the latter figure (for the top compensated free-lancers) barely represents twice 

what a salaried-employee from the bottom tenth decile makes in terms of income distribution.  

A case in point that symbolizes more than any other the effects of digitalization 

on the resurgence of independent employment is –both critical and widely criticized as we 

                                                        
88 Ibid., p. 33. 
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have seen so far– that of the arrival of Uber as the leader employer in the segment. Since 2010-

2011, years in which the American startup launched its famous platform in Paris, it has 

appealed and made use of independent drivers only, who provide a riding service without the 

intermediation of a third party in charge of buying or leasing the required assets. This 

alternative method of employing drivers via an application, follows the dynamic of 

fragmentation of the value chain that, our two experts tell confirm, it reinforces by reducing 

transaction costs. The service provided is unquestionably better and more efficient than that 

offered by traditional taxi drivers and chauffeurs. And yet, organizations like this, maybe 

implicitly but also actively participate in the process of job creation in a context of polarization 

and of course uncertainty vis-à-vis the future of work in a Uberized world. This can be true on 

the one hand. 

 

 

This business model can by all means be more convenient for individuals 

craving for flexibility; but the kind pseudo independence that comes with it is more a prejudice 

than a benefit, once they become part of the pauperized category that was described earlier (no 

contracts, less social benefits and no secondary contributions). On the other hand, Uberization, 

in spite of all the criticisms that have been made, shouldn’t be considered as a menace or as a 

disrupter in the big picture that is the labor market. In this respect, Cécile Jolly and 

Emmanuelle Prouet are very clear: “indeed, it can be said that the effectives within the 

independent employment sector are rapidly increasing during the last years, which confirms 

the success of the platforms that hire and the effectiveness of their business models. However 

and even more interestingly for the dynamics of employment, it seems like this success is not 

made in detriment of the labor market and the salaried employment as a whole, given that also 

the latter has been growing overall.89” Being France a still relatively immature market to assess 

what the consequences of the arrival of Uber, Airbnb, Amazon and other platforms will be on 

the long run, the two experts take as a reference how the situation has evolved in the US 

market to complete their study: 

                                                        
89 Ibid., p. 33. 
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“As inconclusive as these results can be, they suggest that there can be enough 

growth for the activity generated by the platforms, to guaranty the development of employment 

in its various forms [salaried and independent]90”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
90 Ibid., p. 33. 
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d. Conclusion 

 
So if the arrival of new business models and disruptive technologies, instead of 

destroying more employees than those they create, can actually help to lever independent 

workers that are seen as low-skilled or simply unable to find a job: how can regulators act to 

balance the interests of the few most affected for the benefit of all? A good example of how 

new technologies and platforms like Uber are changing society in a not that notorious but still 

effective way, comes from a series of interviews that the French journalist Anne-Sylvaine 

Chassany91 did to private drivers employed by the American startup in Paris. One of these 

drivers, Baba, was raised in the suburb of Bobigny in northern Paris. A highs-school dropout 

who became a criminal as a teenager, he was able to leave prison without charges or a record at 

17, being still a minor, but was convicted again as an adult in 2012. More or less at the time 

Uber had launched its application in the city, one of his friends, knowing Baba was out of 

prison for a second time and without a chance to find a job in the formal economy, offered him 

to work as a chauffeur for Uber using one of the taxies he owned. For 4 years now, he has been 

working as a private driver and even gained a license to operate a taxi of his own. He admits 

that without a job like those a company like Uber creates, he would have been unable to stay 

out of prison and make a living. 

The morale of the story, tells us Mrs. Chassany, is that in suburbs such as 

Bobigny, the arrival of companies like this and its French competitors Heetch and Chauffeur-

                                                        
91 http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/bf3d0444-e129-11e5-9217-6ae3733a2cd1.html#axzz48TU1YIqB  

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/bf3d0444-e129-11e5-9217-6ae3733a2cd1.html#axzz48TU1YIqB


‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 77 

Privé, has represented a way out for thousands of undereducated local youngsters of immigrant 

descent. These suburbs or banlieues, as they are known by French, were ignored by politicians 

for decades, until the riots of 2005 took place and the government decided to invest in them to 

make a change. But in spite of the 40 billion euro that were destined to renovations, 

unemployment is still above the average and crime is still common at those places; not to 

mention recent threat of terrorism, discrimination and racism that affect both residents and 

visitors. According to the journalist, joblessness in the Parisian suburbs raises to 22%, which is 

twice as much as the national rate, while a third of those who suffer from it belong to the 

segment of 15 to 29 years old. Uber’s arrival represented the creation of more than 15,000 jobs 

in the industry, like the one Baba kept.  

The promise made by Uber’s CEO Travis Kalanik to disclose information and 

open the company’s database to the government, in exchange of a fair treatment in the country 

for the startup, has allowed academics as Augustin Landier from Toulouse School of 

Economics, and David Thesmar, professor at the École de hautes études commerciales de 

Paris (HEC), to conduct some of the first detailed surveys to understand how Uber is changing 

French labor market. Some of the results from these surveys tell that a big majority of the 

drivers are male, much younger than traditional taxi drivers, and tend to suffer more than other 

segments of the population from prolonged unemployment. Furthermore, declares Mrs. 

Chassany, “unlike US drivers […] who tend to use Uber to add to their income, 81 per cent of 

the French drivers have no other job. Two-thirds say they want ‘to start a new long-term 

career’. A fifth work more than 40 hours a wee. Most ears 20 an hour, more than twice the 

minimum wage.92” Professor Thesmar from HEC concludes the note saying: “Uber is a social 

game changer. Starting the company is usually the best way for immigrants to integrate, 

[which] is what Uber shows: if you make it easy for those youngsters to set up companies, it’s 

more efficient than any urban policy or state subsidies.”  

It is still to early to know for certain what the future holds for companies like 

Uber, and how politicians, local competitors and the public opinion will react to the ne 

advances of digitalization. The company has faced many challenges for the last two years, not 

only in France but also in many other European countries. In recent declarations, trying to end 

to the fractions relations across the EU, Mr. Kalanick pitched the company as an answer to the 

chronic unemployment in many cities of the Old Continent. He promised, for example, that by 

the end of 2015 the company would have created 50,000 new jobs, with the number growing 

                                                        
92 Id.  
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“exponentially” to become a “huge job generator” for the years to come93. And yet among its 

numerous European challengers, Uber has found some allies in cities like Brussels. 

Declarations like the one that the Belgian commissioner for industry and the internal market 

made on November 2015, when she stated that trying to fight Uber was like “fighting with 

print in medieval times”, may help to change the bad image of a company –and the negative 

connotation of the noun that it inspired: Uberization–, to represent only what its name actually 

stands for: extremely good? 

 

 

 

 

Final remarks: the future of work? 
 

 

The questions that most of us ask about the consequences of new technologies 

in modern economy and the way how they affect, for good or bad, our lives, are usually more 

than the answers –or at least our ability to find them– that explain all the rapid changes that 

they generate. It was the case for me while I was working on this thesis; as it was also the case 

for most of the experts that I resorted to in a modest effort to try to find some objective 

responses. While reading through the pages of Schumpeter’s classic Capitalism, Socialism and 

Democracy; but also through those of the modern economists Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew 

McAfee’s The Second Machine Age and The Rise of the Machine; I couldn’t help to notice 

something interesting. That no matter the professional background or trajectory, the authority 

of the person in a certain field or expertise, or even his or her reputation as a historical figure; 

there’s one constant that unites all the opinions. Technology is, in contrast to most social 

sciences, unpredictable because it follows a linear path. This in opposition to economy, for 

instance, that follows an irregular one; something similar to what the German philosopher 

Hegel called the dialectical approach. In this fashion, according to what historians of political 

economy tell us, two mechanisms help us to define and understand economic growth in our 

time. 

There’s a kind of growth that modern academics and philosophers call 

Keynesian and a second kind that they call Schumpeterian; both of them in honor of the two 

important economists of the XXth century. The first depends on an increasing number of 

                                                        
93 http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/489cf62a-9f2e-11e4-a849-00144feab7de.html#axzz47nyFMOlB  

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/489cf62a-9f2e-11e4-a849-00144feab7de.html#axzz47nyFMOlB
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consumers and the size of their wallets, as the French philosopher Luc Ferry explains94, while 

the second depends on continuous innovation and obsolescence of the old in favor of the new 

(either products or services, styles or business models). Within the historical context in which 

we live now, it is the Schumpeterian model that dominates economy, as Keynesianism did 

during from the end of the Second World War to the end of the 1980s. Internet and 

digitalization, as by-products of the Third Industrial Revolution in which we are all submerged, 

are in their own way Schumpeterian.  

 

But the interesting thing is that technology goes beyond economic 

classifications and is little by little transcending the human factor in ways that, for the first 

time in history, it is not only routine jobs or even complex services that are being replaced by 

machines. The Rise of the Robot95, as the Silicon-Valley designer and software developer 

Martin Ford calls it, means that humans will progressively be displaced by automation an 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), on certain activities that, barely 5-10 years ago, experts thought it 

would take them decades to fully undertake. Public opinion has also changed consistently in 

the last few years as shown by several studies. According to a recent survey published in 

March of this years by Pew Research Centre: “two thirds of Americans believe that within 50 

years robots and algorithms will do a great deal of the work people now perform. That 

technology [might] transform everything from manufacturing to medicine seems inevitable.96” 

The latest proof of what awaits us from this face-à-face with modern machines is the recent 

defeat of the Go champion Lee Se-dol, who many consider to be one of the world’s best living 

players of the famous Asian board game, by Google’s AlphaGo.  

Two other famous precedents of men confronting AI date from 1997 and 2004. 

The first of them was when IBM’s Deep Blue computer defeated world chess champion Garry 

Kasparov in a six-game match; the second when another IBM computer called Watson scored 

much higher than the US champion Ken Jennings on the TV show Jeopardy! The difference 

with its predecessors is that the sophistication of AlphaGo seems to announce that modern 

machines might have reached a level that scientists call singularity (Ray Kuzweil). The 

implications of this are that, sooner than what we expect, machines might be capable to learn 

and self-improve, and even autonomously rebuild themselves in ways that we will be 

                                                        
94 FERRY, Luc (2015), L’innovation destructrice, Champs actuel-Flammarion, Paris, p. 13. 

 
95 FORD, Martin, Rise of the Robot. Technology and the Threat of a Jobless Future, Basic Books, New York, 2014, 334pp. 
96 https://espresso.economist.com/6996f040c99a2e0bb010cc407c78bd4f  

https://espresso.economist.com/6996f040c99a2e0bb010cc407c78bd4f
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unprepared to understand. Exponential advances like this, completely different from the 

innovations we’re already struggling to catch up with in our already disrupting era, ultimately 

make us realize something basic. If we considered a big segment of the world population today 

as lacking the right set of skills to work in the modern, competitive world, the question that 

should come to out mind is: what will be our role in a world where even the most specifically 

human task will be outperformed by the work of way more talented and much more 

knowledgeable machines? 
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