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Summary 
 
The digital transformation of the 21st century constitutes an incisive development which 

can be described as the fourth technological revolution and allows for radical new possi-

bilities of transferring work to technical systems. This is especially true for the adoption 

of certain tasks by decision-making systems which are supposed to relieve humans phys-

ically but in particular cognitively in decision-making processes. This trend can be ob-

served, for example, in the context of vehicle control. Decision-making systems have so 

far offered primarily low-level decision support, for instance with the highlighting and 

evaluating of potential decision alternatives. More recent decision-making systems, how-

ever, are able to execute tasks in decision-making processes without human intervention 

on an unprecedentedly high level. Such decision-making tasks can comprise the inde-

pendent initiation of decision-making processes or the formulation of abstract decision 

goals.  

 

This development is made possible by two essential drivers of digital technology: big data 

and artificial intelligence, for both of which algorithms constitute the basis of their deci-

sion-making rules. Big data applications support the inclusion of an enormous number of 

data points into their algorithmic decision-making processes. Artificial intelligence grants 

decision-making systems the ability to combine existing rules and data points in such a 

new way that they are capable of advancing their own structures without human input. 

Such systems are therefore about to reach a high degree of autonomy from human control 

and influence. In the near future, the final stage of this evolution could be found in fully 

autonomous decision-making systems. 

 

The development of decision-making systems to date can thus be designated as automa-

tion as it was put into effect under the premise of fixed, human-defined decision-making 

rules. This new form of designing decision-making systems created by the embedding of 

big data and artificial intelligence, on the other hand, can be described as autonomation, 

meaning the development towards autonomous systems. Fully autonomous systems can 

be distinguished by their independent rule-making, rule adaption and organization, pro-

active goal setting and the absence of influence from human users. 

 

Benefits and drawbacks of such autonomous decision-making systems are not uncon-

tested. Especially in areas where the application of autonomous decision-making systems 

will most likely be a reality in the foreseeable future, intensive discussions about the eth-

ical consequences of their employment take place. These areas include, among other 

things, autonomous driving, autonomous weapon systems and autonomous medical deci-

sion-making. The central aspects of these debates are incalculable effects of decision au-

tonomation, missing control, unclear attribution of responsibilities and the loss of human 

in favor of machine autonomy. 

 

Another area which is also affected by the autonomation of decision-making processes 

are consumption decisions. Under the premise that consumption decisions have signifi-

cant consequences for the economic production and therefore for the economic system as 

a whole, the danger persists that a central organizing principle of liberal, democratic mar-

kets will be affected by the negative ramifications of the autonomation of consumption-

relevant processes: the principle of consumer sovereignty. Consumer sovereignty means 

that consumers are able to determine the economic production of goods through inde-

pendent, informed decision-making processes. It serves as guiding principle of Western 

economic systems and is protected in particular through legal regulations. There is grow-

ing evidence, however, that this principle is substantially threatened as a result of phe-

nomena such as digital nudging and algorithmic marketing and by the erosion of control 

and autonomy and the increase of mechanisms of surveillance, discrimination and ma-

nipulation. 

 

This thesis therefore examines the question what influence the increasing autonomation 

of consumption-relevant decision-making processes will have on the principle of con-

sumer sovereignty. As the principle of consumer sovereignty is mostly expressed in the 

power relation between consumers and producers, answering this question will revert to 

a neighboring construct: consumer power. Consumer power designates precisely this 

power relation and has been researched in different studies with established measuring 

instruments. To measure consumer power, this thesis hence takes up some of these meas-

uring instruments, such as the Consumer Empowerment Index. 



The digital transformation constitutes an incisive development which 
allows for radical new possibilities of transferring work to technical 
systems. This is especially true for the adoption of certain tasks by 
decision-making systems which are supposed to relieve humans 
physically but in particular cognitively in decision-making processes. 
Recent decision-making systems are able to execute tasks in deci-
sion-making processes without human intervention on an unpreced-
entedly high level. This can be observed in a multitude of contexts 
from navigation, surveillance and warfare to medicine and economy. 
Especially in economical decision-making, the implementation of 
decision-making systems in various forms has greatly increased 
in the last few years. This dissertation examines the phenomenon 
of decision autonomation in consumption decisions from the per-
spective of consumer protection, analyzes the development of the 
phenomenon and asks the question of how this phenomenon can 
be critically evaluated with regard to the principle of consumer sov-
ereignty. The dissertation also proposes a model for the measure-
ment of consumer sovereignty and develops solutions for a possible 
decline in consumer sovereignty with an increasing progression of 
decision autonomation of consumption decision.
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