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To what extent does Artificial Intelligence (AI) negatively impact the labor force? 

 It has become common today to dismiss the way goods and services are produced in our 

society. As individuals, we no longer dwell on how they are made and who they are made by. 

The labour force is one of the most important elements to a business, as gasoline is for a car. 

However, due to recent developments in technology, firms are beginning to invest in mindless 

yet quicker and more intelligent machines that improve the production systems. This growing 

tendency makes society question whether these machines will really improve production and 

more importantly, what will become of the workforce. To further investigate this circumstance, 

the aspects of productivity, knowledge and relationship development will be discussed 

throughout this paper. Hence, I firmly believe that the prevalence of artificial intelligence (AI) 

harms the economy’s workforce as it acts as direct competition to the human capability. As a 

result, the use of AI puts their jobs, skills and personal successes at risk. 

 Yet some readers may challenge my view by insisting that AI is the pathway to a brighter 

future for humanity. This side of the argument can be discussed through the perspective of David 
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Allen, author of Getting Things Done, where he maintains that “we need to think of productivity 

systems as supporting systems for our decision process” (Welker, 2017). Allen is implying that 

businesses and HR leaders have yet to discover the true potential of AI and due to this, become 

suspicious and hesitant towards its purpose in the labor force. This apprehension is heightened 

by the fact that it is potentially detrimental to 47% of America’s population in the near future 

(Frey and Osborne, 2013). Nevertheless, experts from the MIT Sloan School of Management 

Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee may suggest otherwise and argue that “technological 

change frequently leads to increases in output demand… which requires more 

labor” (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2015). This statement is supported by the standard economic 

explanation, where technological development leads to more efficient productivity, and 

ultimately the generation of more output to meet demand. As a result, sales revenues and profits 

increase which will allow business leaders to invest more resources into education and training 

for employees. Furthermore, this training will allow for increased human ability to work with 

machines, in the sense that machines are left to “do the computational work they do well” and 

humans with the “big picture and interpersonal skills” (Parker, 2018). From this standpoint, it 

seems unlikely that the degeneration effect will occur, given the prospect of humans and robots 

working together in the near future. 

 Similarly, it is indicated by CEO Mark Mader that AI will enhance the decision making 

process and make working much easier and productive for employees. This is explained by the 

concept of machine learning, where robots and machines are programmed around three foci: 
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task-oriented studies, cognitive stimulation and theoretical analysis (Carbonell, Michalski and 

Mitchell, 2013). In the early 2010s, AI technologies developed further capabilities of deep 

learning, which are present in devices that we use in our everyday lives, e.g., Google Home. 

Deep learning takes technologies a step further where deep neural networks “learn from 

exposure to millions of data points” (Venkatesan, 2018). Technicalities aside, AI’s method of 

learning through example allows for convenience in the workplace - a goal for many businesses. 

For example, AI can “automatically gather information” (Welker, 2017) and turn this newly 

gathered data into a detailed schedule, which can thoroughly aid project management. This is one 

of the many examples of AI’s potential and as a result, emphasises the benefits it can give to 

humanity. Moreover, this learning process is carried out through human interaction, where “most 

apps and programs require the user to purposefully interface with the tool…”, (Welker, 2017) as 

stated by productivity psychologist Melissa Gratias. Hence, this defeats the argument about the 

lack of interaction critics may pose. As famously put by Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg, 

discouraging AI is “arguing against safer cars… against being able to better [medically diagnose] 

people”, (Marsden, 2017) which could indicate putting society at risk. 

 However, in the midst of this progress, businesses tend to overlook the true impact on the 

workforce. The speed and efficiency at which the machines are able to work at may “make 

humans an endangered species” (Makridakis, 2017). One of these implications is conceived as 

automation complacency by author Nicholas Carr, where he outlines the increasing reliance on 

computerized systems and the gradual decline in attention span and motivation. It is our attention 
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and determination on specific tasks which allow us to put the skills we learn into practice, 

whether it’s problem solving at work or in the home. Thus, the intrinsic motivation to learn 

dissipates, and is quickly replaced by laziness; this is emphasised by Google software developer 

Vivek Haldar, where he suggests that “sharp tools” create “dull minds” (Carr, 2014, pp. 78). As a 

result, the laziness that overcomes our desire to learn and practice prevents employees from 

building their individual skill sets to tackle the problems of today’s society - it is suggested by 

Carr and author of Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell, that in order to become an expert at carrying out 

a specific job, one must hone a particular skill for that job for ten thousand hours. With the aid of 

AI, the development of these skills is hindered rather than advanced, which eventually presents 

us with the degeneration effect. To understand the premises of the degeneration effect, Carr 

makes use of a memory experiment where four words are given to test subjects:  Hot, Cold, Tall 

and Short. The subjects are then asked to have memorised the words when one of the pair is 

incomplete. When doing this, the brain is working much harder to retain the words and their 

pairs. Hence, with the introduction of a machine that eases this process, we become complacent 

and reliant on the machine. In support of this claim, Fig. 1 below depicts the probability of 

certain occupations getting replaced by automation in 2017. As shown, the majority of jobs that 

are getting replaced are those in the service and data processing sectors, which do not require 

much brain power. Thus, a trend can be found: the less work an individual has to put in, the more 

likely he or she is to be replaced by quicker robots. 
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 This effect can further be illustrated in a McKinsey study conducted in 2016 (Chiu et.al. 

2016), which points out that jobs that involve “data collection, data processing, and predictable 

physical work” are the most susceptible to replacement by technology (Makridakis, 2017). As 

suggested, the efficiency of technology causes workers to become redundant and consequently 

become replaced by faster methods of working. 
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Fig 1: Workforce in the US: Probability of automation replacement by 
occupation 2017. 

Source: Morgan Stanley. "Workforce in The United States: Probability of 
Automation, as of 2017, by Occupation." Statista - The Statistics Portal, 
Statista, www.statista.com/statistics/791711/us-impact-of-automation-on-
workforce-probability/, Accessed 26 Nov 2018



 In addition, the need for interpersonal relationships between client and employee are 

crucial in developing a long-term relationship; it is argued by many critics such as Nicholas Carr 

that AI destroys this attempt at forming stable relationships. This can be depicted through Carr’s 

example of regular check-ups at the doctor’s office. Harvard Medical School student Dayron 

Rodriquez writes that electronic note taking and use of a computerized system to “check” a 

patient “…alters the nature of communication, relationships, and physician’s sense of 

professional role” (Carr, 2014, pp. 103). To further emphasise this occurrence, an Israeli health 

maintenance organisation indicates that physicians spend “between 25 and 55 percent of their 

time looking at their computer screens” (Carr, 2014, pp. 103). By allowing machines to take full 

control of assessing patients or clients, employees begin to lose their social capabilities, which 

can harm the reputation of the business. Having these interpersonal skills are important as they 

are in constantly high demand for jobs in consulting, medical care and other fields. A study 

conducted by MacCrory et al. (2014) examined the seven core skills across 647 occupations 

from 2006-2014, and as predicted, one of the seven is interpersonal skills. As far as scientists are 

aware, AI technologies are still unable to replicate emotions and therefore it is still important for 

employees to make conversation and form relationships with business clients. This is emphasised 

by the Deming model (2015), which “links the growing importance of social skills to the 

technology-driven rise of flexible and self-managed teams, job rotation and worker multitasking” 

(Hughes and LaGrandeur, 2017). As a result, the presence of AI diminishes employee-employer 

or employee-client relationships and has negative connotations for an individual’s socialising and 

overall mental capabilities. 
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 In conclusion, despite the obvious and more subtle advantages (such as improved 

production processes and enhanced decision making) that AI presents the labour force and 

businesses worldwide, society should not lose sight of the individual value and skill each 

employee may hold. In essence, firms face a trade off between effectiveness of production and 

the possibility of job redundancy, which has greater implications overall. Consequently, it should 

not be ignored that AI has the potential of erasing the working population from existence and 

thus, solutions such as “creating new forms of job identity to encouraging lifelong 

learning” (West, 2018, pp. 2) should be considered. Otherwise, the labor force that we are so 

familiar with may be wiped from existence. 
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