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Digitalization as an everyday reality

Digital technologies have become an essential part of our everyday lives. While they 
were still a curious novelty in the 1960s and 1970s, they seem to permeate an ever-
increasing part of today’s societies (Levin & Mamlok 2021). By now, they are no 

longer confined to offices, where people need to physically sit in front of computers to 
use them. Instead, they are ubiquitous, with handheld devices being portable, and wear-
able technologies frequently even unobtrusive (Delabrida Silva et al. 2018). Augmented 
Realities blur the lines between technology and reality, while Virtual Realities even place 
a technological layer over our realities (Arena et al. 2022). Our technologically embed-
ded lives create a myriad of data, which is used for various kinds of communication and 
as a currency. It is shared on social media for social interaction and to cultivate a per-
sonal image (Hall 2018). Moreover, it is routinely shared with companies for marketing 
and product development, sometimes in exchange for services (Cao et al. 2022). Thus, 
the datafication of our lives pulls us into a complex network of interactions.   

With the digital shifts in our lives, social structures are also shifting. The question 
of social participation is no longer restricted to material factors: it also takes on digi-
tal dimensions. Where society becomes interwoven with technologies, these technolo-
gies turn into a gatekeeper. Mastering them becomes a necessity for fully participating 
in society. Those who lack technological mastery – or even consciously decide against 
using technologies – risk being excluded from society. They may have insufficient access 
to public services and leisure offers, see an erosion in their social networks, and even 
experience challenges in their working lives (Comi et al. 2024). New social inequalities 
emerge, shaped by the command over digital technologies. These new social inequalities 
run along and across generations (Van Dijk 2020). Generations differ in their use of 
digital technologies, which creates a digital divide within societies. The members of the 
younger generations often have well-developed digital skills, having been born into a 
digital society. This circumstance earned them the title of digital natives. In contrast, the 
individuals who are middle-aged and of working age today were for the most part not 
born into a digitalized society. They witnessed the digital turn, having been obliged to 
pick digital skills up at a later point of their lives. They are therefore sometimes referred 
to as digital immigrants (Elaoufy 2023; Prensky 2001). At the same time, digital skills 
differ within generations. Such differences align with, for example, differences in educa-
tion, occupation, place of residence, and attitude toward technologies (Van Dijk 2020). 
Thus, how we fare in current societies is linked to our use of digital technologies. 
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Our digitalizing world of work

As societies digitalize, work changes. A transformative digitalization takes place in the 
work domain, which changes its character. Digital technologies are increasingly being 
used in workplaces, for example, for communication, planning, administration, moni-
toring, and production. To use them, workers need to develop new skills or update the 
ones they have. Otherwise, they run the risk of being unable to successfully carry out 
their work tasks as time goes on (Komp-Leukkunen et al. 2022). The emerging digitally 
assisted tasks handle a higher information flow and access new knowledge at a faster 
pace. These changes alter the quality of work and the demands on the workers. The 
physical demands of work may decrease because digital solutions separate the infor-
mation flows from material flow. They reduce the need to handle documents on paper, 
machines through physical presence, and meetings through attendance in person. At the 
same time, the psychological demands of work may increase because multitasking at a 
quick pace becomes the norm. The boundaries between work and private life blur, and 
the status of being truly disconnected from work becomes harder to achieve. As a result, 
stress and information overload can occur (Komp-Leukkunen 2023). How these shifts 
play out differs across sectors, occupations, and individuals, creating a stained-glass 
effect of shifts rather than a uniform development. 

While some jobs change due to digitalization, others disappear altogether. 
Researchers already warned for years that repetitive tasks can be automated, making it 
possible to shift them from humans to machines. Depending on how high the share of 
repetitive tasks in an occupation is, an entire occupation or parts of it can be automated 
(Cassandro et al. 2021). Workers in these occupations may become redundant, stream-
ing into unemployment or early retirement. However, the majority of these displaced 
workers can find new employment in a different occupation with similar skill require-
ments. Thus, technological displacement seems to lead to a flow between occupations, 
rather than a mass exodus from the labor market (Kurer & Gallego 2019). Recent 
technological advancements have provided a new twist to this situation. The emerging 
technologies using generative Artificial Intelligence can now also take over job tasks 
without routine character. For example, they can generate texts and produce pictures 
according to user specifications. This capability also affects occupations that deemed 
themselves largely immune to technological displacement, such as marketing, education, 
and human resource management (Ooi et al. 2023). However, since these technologies 
are still new, their effect on the different occupations is not yet known. On the one hand, 
they may simply lead to another shift in work tasks. On the other hand, they may have 
the more far-reaching consequence of creating further redundancies. A combination of 
both is also possible. 

On a more positive note, the digitalization of work also creates jobs. The Information 
and Communication Technology sector has been expanding over the last decades, pro-
viding work opportunities to a growing number of people. Of course, the workers in this 
sector need to have the required skills, which means that individuals need to go through 
training or retraining before they can enter this sector. A simple transfer of unemployed 
individuals into this sector is not possible. Moreover, workers in the Information and 
Communication Technology sector need to stay informed on technological progress, 
making life-long learning particularly relevant for them (Marshall 2011). Additionally, 
digitalization creates new jobs across all other sectors. With new job tasks emerging, 
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new occupational profiles are also appearing. For example, the occupations of data 
analyst and data scientists only established themselves after Big Data became widely 
available (Baumeister et al. 2020). In another example, the occupation of a prompt engi-
neer only emerged after generative Artificial Intelligence made it possible to give natural 
language commands to software (Mesko 2023). More new professions will probably 
emerge as digital technologies keep evolving. 

Nordic perspectives on digitalizing work

When we trace the effects of digital technologies on working lives, our attention will 
invariably be drawn to the Nordic countries. Nordic societies are advanced in their 
process of digital transformation. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (2019) reported that when it comes to digital skills, the Nordics are in the 
most advanced group. For example, more than 90% of the Danish, Finnish, Icelandic, 
Norwegian, and Swedish populations use the internet, with more than 80% of them 
using it on a daily basis. The citizens of these countries already have high digital skill lev-
els, and their countries installed life-long learning schemes that will keep them abreast of 
future technological developments. The European Commission (2022) reached a similar 
conclusion in their Digital Economy and Society Index. This index considers digital skills 
and infrastructures as well as the digitalization of businesses and of public services. It 
shows that Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden already progressed particularly far 
in their digitalization of public services, while being above average in all other dimen-
sions. Denmark stands out among the Nordics because of high internet connectivity, 
whereas Finland stands out because of its well-developed human capital. 

The far progressed digitalization of Nordic societies makes them particularly inter-
esting and instructive case studies on digitalizing workplaces. In these countries, we 
can already today see the impact of digital developments that will only come about in 
other countries in the future. While other countries still have a stronger need to plan and 
conceive how digital technologies can be integrated into work, the Nordics can already 
learn from their experiences. These country differences are smaller when it comes to 
already established digital technologies, such as computer use in general. However, 
they are better pronounced when it comes to more advanced technologies, such as 
Artificial Intelligence (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
2023). Therefore, this special issue serves two purposes. First, it portrays the challenges 
and benefits that Nordic countries currently experience in their digitalizing workplaces. 
Second, it provides a glimpse into new developments in digitalizing workplaces. Even 
though it is just a glimpse, it may serve as a weak signal, already indicating what further 
developments we can expect in the future. 

The first article in this special issue explores how the COVID-19 pandemic altered 
the use of technology at work. This pandemic brought about a sudden leap in the digi-
talization of working lives because physically visiting workplaces was often impossible. 
Digital solutions made up for this limitation. The pressure to accept this increase in digi-
talization was high, because it was often the only way to carry out working tasks and run 
businesses. In their article, Arianna Poli, Annika Heuer, and Andreas Motel-Klingebiel 
explore how older Swedish workers experienced this situation. Older workers were at 
a disadvantage during the COVID-19 pandemic because of their less developed digital 
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skills and lower involvement in training activities. Poli, Heuer, and Motel-Klingebiel 
document the diversity in individual experience of technology-related changes at work. 
They show that low-educated workers in particular had difficulties using digital tech-
nologies and were dissatisfied with technological changes at work. Thereby, this article 
underlines the crucial distinction between the use of digital technologies at work and 
the satisfaction with digitalized work. The one does not need to coincide with the other. 

The second article takes a closer look at how workers feel about digital technolo-
gies. It suggests that questions of well-being at work are connected with digital technol-
ogy use, with some individuals thriving on such technologies while others suffer. Tuuli 
Turja, Jari Hakanen, Oxana Krutova, and Pertti Koistinen analyze Finnish survey data 
to gain a better impression of the diversity of experiences. They find that in most cases, 
digitalization not only increased the workload but also made work more satisfactory. 
In some cases, the increased workload was perceived as unsatisfactory and stressful. In 
other cases, digitalization reduced the workload, which also created a feeling of satisfac-
tion. Hardly anybody reported that digitalization reduced the workload, which made 
work boring and unsatisfactory. These findings cast a spotlight on varying reactions 
to the same phenomenon. Not only the way in which digital technologies change our 
working lives can vary, but also how individuals react to these changes. Future research 
should consider both kinds of diversity. 

The third article zooms in on a particular group of older workers, namely on older 
self-employed individuals. These individuals can approach digitalization as they like – 
being their own bosses and making their own rules. Consequently, they can decide on 
their use of digital technologies based on features of the technologies as well as their 
own preferences. If they fundamentally disagree with the use of digital technologies, they 
can even go as far as to avoid using them altogether. Visa Rantanen and Kathrin Komp-
Leukkunen illustrate this point through three case studies of older Finnish self-employed 
individuals. These individuals take very different approaches to handling digital tech-
nologies at work, ranging from hesitancy to embracing it. Nevertheless, none of the 
individuals studied decided to avoid it altogether. This circumstance highlights the fact 
that the digitalization of society is already so far progressed that a working life without 
digital technologies is by this point hard to realize. 

The fourth article turns to the most drastic possible reaction to digitalization, 
namely the one that requires exiting the workforce. This option is more widely avail-
able to older workers, who may already have accumulated enough pension rights to 
qualify for early or full retirement. Per Erik Solem, Linda Hauge, Tale Hellevik, and 
Katharina Herlofson study the retirement preferences among older Norwegian workers. 
They find that difficulties with digital technologies can leave older workers yearning for 
early retirement. Their workplaces can facilitate such difficulties just as much as they can 
steer retirement decisions. This insight demonstrates that workplaces play a pivotal role 
in how the digitalization of working lives affects employees. 

The fifth and final article revisits the well-known discussions on the effects of com-
puter use on retirement age. These classical discussions emerged in the early years of the 
digitalization of working lives. Kathrin Komp-Leukkunen explores whether the effects 
of computer use in Denmark and Finland have changed since then. She shows that 
computer use and computer training are commonplace occurrences for older workers 
by now. In contrast to the beginning of the digital turn in workplaces, they no longer 
constitute an exceptional occurrence or a major obstacle to older workers. Quite the 
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contrary: by now, using a computer at work allows individuals to work until a later age. 
It increases their employability, and it gives them access to jobs that are less physically 
demanding. Both of these changes help to realize extended working lives, which are 
ranking high on political agendas across Europe. This article thus reminds us that the 
effects of digitalizing working lives are not set in stone. They are in flux, and we regu-
larly have to question what we know in order to keep detecting the shifts. 
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