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Does Job Digitization Exacerbate Overwork?
—Evidence from the China Labor-force Dynamics Survey
CHEN Si, LYU Kangyin, LIANG Xiaocheng
( Northeast Normal University, Changchun 130117)

Abstract: Digital applications represented by the Internet, big data, and artificial intelligence ( Al) are
profoundly changing the working environment and styles. Using data from the 2016 — 2018 China Labor-force
Dynamics Survey (CLDS) and the Occupational Information Network (O * NET) database, this paper constructs
indicators of overwork covering the length and intensity of working time, and empirically analyzes the impact of job
digitization on employees’ overwork by using a two-way fixed-effects model. Then, based on the labor process
theory, it identifies four managerial control strategies for the labor process in the digital era and explores how job
digitization can influence employees’ overwork by strengthening labor control over employees.

The findings reveal that job digitization results in overwork among employees. After correcting for endogeneity
bias, this conclusion consistently indicates that employees in digitized jobs face the dual dilemma of overwork
characterized by long hours and high intensity. Mechanism analysis reveals that job digitization reinforces labor
control over employees through strategies such as direct control, deskilling, work-from-anywhere and pay-for-
performance compensation model, which in turn lead to overwork. Heterogeneity results indicate that the overwork
effect triggered by job digitization is mainly concentrated among youth and highly skilled groups. Although firm size
and industry involution reinforce this effect, employees’ overwork behavior manifests itself in the form of high
hourly and low-intensity grunt work. Further analysis reveals that the probability of paid and objective overtime for
employees in digitized jobs has increased, and even led to the habitual and invisible overwork, reflecting the
dilemma of employees’ regular overtime work in the digital workplace.

The potential contributions of this paper are as follows. First, it focuses on the causal relationship between job
digitization and working time and constructs a two-dimensional indicator of overwork to evaluate the impact of job
digitization on employees’ overwork. It emphasizes the necessity of regulating the healthy development of
digitization, and highlights that the focus of labor rights and interests protection in the new era lies in the
identification of overwork. Second, based on the labor process theory, it presents the labor control strategy from the
four dimensions of direct control, responsible autonomy, deskilling, as well as manufacturing consent, and
elucidates the mechanisms through which job digitization impacts employees’ overwork, providing evidence for a
comprehensive understanding of whether labor emancipation or labor control is achieved under the conditions of new
technology. Third, it explores the differential impact of job digitization on employees’ overwork, which helps
relevant departments to identify groups with an excessive labor burden in the digital era and to clarify the targets and
the types of enterprises that need to be better regulated for the protection of labor rights and interests. Fourth, it
further corroborates the hypothesis that job digitization leads to regular overtime work, thereby providing valuable
insights into the quasi-institutionalized dilemma of overwork in the digital era.

Keywords: job digitization; overwork ; labor control; labor process; working time; wage payment mechanism
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