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Abstract1
In many sectors, self-service is replacing service. Moreover, customers not only serve themselves, they also serve other
customers. Our main hypothesis is that a new aspect of the relationship between consumption and production is developing. Consequently, a new type of consumer is emerging, the working customer. These customers are characterized
by three features: a) working customers create use value; b) their skills are valuable economic assets and c) they are
systematically integrated into corporate structures, much as if they were employees. Three current research projects are
presented, that analyze changes in the everyday life of customers caused by the development of the working customer.
The research shows that the challenge of acting as a working customer is already an important part of everyday life. The
result is an erosion of private life, the sanctity of which has previously been an important characteristic of our society.
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Introduction

That customers are active is not a new idea. Customers
have always and in many ways, contributed to some
extent to the process of service provision. They have
always had to inform themselves about the products
and services on offer, they had to get to the point of
sale, transport the goods, prepare them at home and
to dispose of the wrapping and packaging. Customers
have thus never been completely inactive. However,
the role of the customer has been changing since quite substantially over the last century. Enterprises have
increasingly been transferring functions from employees to customers, clients and patients. Early milestones of this development are outlined below.
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One early step was the opening of warehouses in
major American and European cities at the end
of the 19th century (Porter Benson, 1988). For the
first time, customers could take the products they
wanted themselves and carry them to the cashpoint.
In food retailing, the first self-service store, the
Piggly Wiggly Store in Memphis, Tennessee, opened in 1916 (König, 2000). In Europe, supermarkets began to spread in the 1950s. Substantial
activities, such as acquiring information on the

goods, selecting and bagging them, were now accomplished by the customers themselves. This allowed enterprises to save a considerable amount
of costs. However, successful self-service did require certain things from customers. For instance,
they had to be able to read to understand the written information on the products that substituted
for the sales advisory service (König, 2000).
In the 1970s, self-service spread to many different
sectors of the economy, including gastronomy
(with the very familiar example of McDonald’s),
gas stations, home improvement stores and drugstores. IKEA even went one step further and shifted product assembly to the customers (Grün &
Brunner, 2002).
From the 1980s onwards, banks began to use
automated teller machines (ATMs), the first EC
machines, and subsequently, bank statement
printers and automatic machines for payment
and bank transfers (Voß, 2006).

Since then, customers have taken over many more activities which were formerly conducted by employees
(see below). There have been at least three different
driving forces to this development. One important factor was the aim to further rationalize processes (Ritzer, 2010). A second factor was the development of
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