
           

      

 

  

 

              

          

         

          

          

          

           

        

             

                

       

             

                

              

              

         

             

               

             

           

             

                 

              

             

 

                  

BOOK   REVIEW                             Regional  Labor  Review  (Spring  2020)  
 

High-Tech  High  Jinks,  Low-Road  Employment  
 

Lab Rats: How Silicon Valley Made Work Terrible for the Rest of Us 

by Daniel Lyons (NY: Hachette Books, 2018) 

reviewed by Nicholas Kapoor 

Daniel Lyons here comically portrays the bizarre fads that have taken over part of the current high-tech 

workplace. Activities that are slowly being integrated in places such as Silicon Valley, like Hackathons and 

Lego workshops, although ridiculous, are seemingly implemented with good intentions. However, as Lyons, a 

seasoned tech journalist, slowly began to look deeper into these trends he began to discover the motives behind 

many of these techniques and uncovered an unsettling reality about the modern workplace. His research focus 



            

                  

     

            

                

            

               

                 

          

             

            

           

         

            

                  

         

             

        

                 

      

              

           

             

           

              

             

           

              

             

             

               

     

               

              

that  work-related stress  has  even made  workers  physically ill.  Lyon attributes  this  primarily  to a  lack of  

humanity in the workplace. He argues that the leaders of the larger corporations are so focused on optimizing 

their profits that they forget that every single one of their employees is still a human. He discusses four different 

causes for workplace despair. 

The first cause, which is the most obvious, is money. Although the economy has been consistently 

growing over the past few decades, the middle and lower classes aren’t seeing any of the benefits of that 

growth. The middle-income household percentage of aggregate income dropped from 62 percent in 1970 to 43 

percent in 2014. Meanwhile, the share of upper-income households grew to 49 percent from 29 percent over 

that same time period. Essentially, workers are not being paid as they should. Not only is this unfair, but this 

majorly contributes to unnecessary financial pressures that the working classes have to deal with. 

Next, Lyon addresses our nation’s huge problem with job insecurity currently. A mentality that stems 

from a presentation from Netflix preaching that we employees should be treated like players on a team rather 

than a family. As Netflix was the poster-child for the internet revolution, this statement completely changed 

how companies treated employees in the future and essentially disintegrated years of traditional wisdom 

regarding how employees should be treated. Employees from this point on were essentially stripped of any sort 

of job security. Regardless of how well you are performing, the anxiety that you may or may not be doing well 

enough was now unavoidable. This sense of job insecurity is extremely psychologically harmful and often 

correlates with higher rates of depression and suicidal thoughts. This contributes to the overall theme of 

employees blatantly disregarding the well-being of their employees. Disguised as motivation or ways to 

improve the mindsets of their workers, philosophies like this are just excuses for employers to run their 

employees into the ground and forcing them to think it's okay. 

Another contributor to misery in the workplace that Lyons discusses is the constant and abrupt change to 

the work environment. As bizarre management fads continue to modify the workspace, workers struggle to keep 

up with the varying conditions. Something as simple as the physical space in which one works, workers are 

going from working in quiet, private offices to massive rooms called “open offices”. These open spaces are 

loud, lack privacy and flat out make employees miserable. Worst of all, companies advertise them as solutions 

to “foster collaboration” when in reality they’re just trying to save money on office space. We see a similar 

trend on the technological side of things. As technology continues to advance, companies are not considering 

the impact of implementing new technologies on their workers. Regardless of the unnecessary stress a new 

technology might inflict on an employee, if they think it will improve profit or productivity, companies will 

implement it. However, at the end of the day technology is supposed to be subordinate to humans, not vice 

versa, so in many cases the technology that is intended to make workers more efficient, will not only slow them 

down but also drive them nuts. 

Lyon’s fourth and final point, the dehumanization of the worker, perfectly wraps up all of the other three 

points. All the previous examples we’ve seen fall under the category of dehumanization. However, in this 



           

             

             

             

                     

                 

            

              

            

               

            

                

                

          

           

               

           

              

              

                   

    

                



       

 


