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for individuals, communities, and societies
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Al and work

Artificial intelligence (Al) technologies
are developing apace, with many
potential benefits for economies,
societies,communities,and
individuals. Realising their potential
requiresachieving these benefits
aswidely as possible, as swiftly as
possible,and with as smooth
atransitionas possible.

Across sectors, Al technologies offer
the promise of boosting productivity
and creating new productsand
services. These technologies are
already beingapplied in sectors
suchas retail, manufacturing, and
entertainment,and there is significant
potential for further uptake, for
example in pharmaceuticals,
education,andtransport.

With this potential, come questions
about the impact of Al technologies
onwork and working life,and renewed
public and policy debates about
automation and the future of work.
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Although much of the publicand
policy debatesabout Aland work has
tended to oscillate between fears of
the ‘end of work’ and reassurances
that little will change in terms of overall
employment, evidence suggests that
neither of these extremesiis likely.
However, there is consensus that Al
will have a disruptive effect on work,
with some jobs being lost, others being
created,and others changing.

While technology is oftenthe
catalyst for revisiting concerns
about automation and work, and
may play aleadingrolein framing
publicand policy debates, it is not
aunique or overwhelmingforce,
and non-technological factors -
including political, economic,and
cultural elements - will contribute
toshapingthe impact of Al on work
and working life.

Arange of studies and authors have
made predictions or projections
about the ways in which Al might
affect theamount, type,and
distribution of work.



THE IMPACT OF Al ON WORK:
CONFIDENCE IN CURRENT PROJECTIONS

Thereis consensus inacademic literature that Al will have a considerable
disruptive effect on work, with some jobs being lost, others being created,
and others changing.

Thereare many different perspectives on automatability’, with a broad
consensus that current Al technologies are best suited to ‘routine’ tasks, albeit
tasks including complex processes, while humans are more likely to remain
dominant in unpredictable environments, or in spheres that require significant
social intelligence.

Studies of the history of technological change demonstrate that, in the longer
term, technologies contribute to increases in population-level productivity,
employment,and economic wealth. However, such studies also show that these
population-level benefits take time to emerge, and there can be significant periods
inthe interim where parts of the population experience significant disbenefits.

Evidence from historicaland contemporary studies indicates that technology-
enabled changes to work tend to affect lower-paid and lower-qualified workers
more than others. This suggests there are likely to be significant transitional
effects, which cause disruption for some people or places.

Overthe last five years, there have been many projections of the numbers of jobs
likely to be lost, gained, or changed by Al technologies, with varying outcomes
and using various timescales for analysis. Most recently,a consensus has begun to
emerge from such studies that 10-30% of jobs in the UK are highly automatable.
Many new jobs will also be created. The rapid increase in the use of administrative
dataand more detailed information on tasks has helped improve the reliability

of empiricalanalysis. This has reduced the reliance on untested theoretical
modelsandthere is a growing consensus about the main types of jobs that will
sufferand where the growth in new jobs willappear. However, there remain large
uncertainties about the likely new technologies and their precise relationship to
tasks. Consequently, itis difficult to make predictions about which jobs will see
afallin demand and the scale of new job creation.
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Implications for individuals,

communities, and societies

This disruption has different
implications for different people
and places.

In recent years, technology has
contributed to aform of job
polarisation that has favoured
higher-educated workers,

while reducing the number of
middle-income jobs,and increasing
competition for non-routine
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manual labour. Concentration

of market power may also inhibit
labour’sincome share, competition,
and productivity.

One of the greatest challenges
raised by Al is a potential widening
of inequality, at leastin the

short term, if some workers are
disproportionately affected and
benefits are not widely distributed.



The extent to which technological
advancesare - overall -asubstitute
for human workers dependson
abalance of forces, including
productivity growth, task creation,
and capital accumulation. The number
of jobs created as aresult of growing

demand, movement of workers to
differentroles,and emergence of new
jobs linked to the new technological
landscape allalso influence the overalll
economic impact of automation by
Altechnologies.
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Potential
policy responses

Policymakers can shape the way that these novel technologies affect the
economyand workforce. Inthe context of Aland work, two policy-related

priorities emerge:

e Supportingthe use of Al technologies to improve productivity; and
e Ensuringthat the benefits of Altechnologies - and the productivity
gainsthey support —are shared across society.

Potential areas for policy makers to explore include:

e Ensuringthat the workers of the future are equipped with the
educationand skills they will need be ‘digital citizens’;

e Addressing concerns over the changing nature of workinglife, for
example with respect to income security and the gigeconomy,andin
tackling potential biases from algorithmic systems at work;

e Meetingthelikely demand for re-training of displaced workers through
new approaches to trainingand development;and

e Introducing measures to share the benefits of Alacross communities,
including by supporting local economic growth.
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Inthe face of significant uncertainty
about the nature of work over the
next few years and decades, the case
forthe UKto adoptabroader post-16
curriculumis strong. Educating young
peopleinthe sciences, maths, arts,

and humanities could equip them with
awider range of skills and the ability
to think, interpret,and understand
across several disciplines and provide
astronger basis for lifelong learning.

SUMMARY



for the humanities and social sciences

The British Academy
10-11 Carlton House Terrace
London SW1Y 5AH
+44(0)207969 5200

Registered Charity:
Number 233176

thebritishacademy.ac.uk
¥ @BritishAcademy_
Bl TheBritishAcademy

@ britacfilm
«ib BritishAcademy

Issued: September 2018

Cover image: ©danielvfung/iStock

Design by Soapbox, www.soapbox.co.uk

THE

ROYAL
SOCIETY

The Royal Society
6-9 Carlton House Terrace
London SW1Y 5AG

+44(0)20 74512500

Registered Charity:
Number 207043

royalsociety.org
¥ @royalsociety

El @theroyalsociety
© RoyalSociety



