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n just 14 years, this millennium has already seen 
remarkable technological advances. America’s 
relationship with technology has grown closer and 

more complex as digitalization pervades nearly every 
corner of daily life. Consumers can shop online, check 
in with social media, and pay bills before getting out 
of bed in the morning. Smarter cars help drivers stay 
in their lanes, and smarter thermostats can warm up 
the house before commuters arrive home from work. 
With instantaneous access to boundless information, 
incalculable hours are saved each day. It would seem 
that modern technology is drastically improving 
worker efficiency. 

But the darker side of these technological advances 
is their tendency to replace American employees. 
The supermarket’s automated checkout lanes are 
convenient and fast, but they eliminate employment 
opportunities for the American workforce. Online 
media caters to individuals’ interests and is usually 
free, but the declining interest in printed material 
has challenged brick-and-mortar news providers 
everywhere. Examples are plentiful and raise 
reasonable concerns over the future of the American 
workforce in a highly digitized, automated society. 

Do improvements in automation, robotics, and 
artificial intelligence simply displace American 
workers, or will technology create more jobs than it 
destroys? The answer is as nuanced as it is important. 

The Skeptical Take on Automation

Skeptics argue that automation has and will displace 
American workers. This displacement is observable 
in restaurants and supermarkets, manufacturing 
and banking, even in our hospitals and classrooms. 
If businesses can be expected to maximize profits, 
and human workers cost more than robots, then 
businesses can be expected to choose automation. 
Jobs requiring a human touch – lawyers, doctors, 
consultants, artists, designers – will be spared; 
everything else may be threatened. Future generations 
will witness higher rates of unemployment when 
automation results in widespread layoffs. 

Moreover, technological improvements can facilitate 
outsourcing jobs overseas. In the past, customer 
service representatives lived and worked in the United 
States; today, consumers often speak with company 
representatives who live thousands of miles away. As 
automation simplifies manufacturing, factories can 
be placed overseas, where wages are lower and less 
stringent regulation allows for increased productivity. 
While consumers often consider products “Made 
in the USA” to have a higher quality than imported 
goods, technological advances simplify foreign 
manufacturing and may narrow the quality gap 
between domestic and imported goods, removing a 
significant disincentive for outsourcing.

Technological advances also threaten to aggravate 
existing economic inequality in the United States. 
Improvements in robotics and artificial intelligence 
capabilities will most immediately affect low-skill, 
low-wage jobs. Whereas, automation will not displace 
higher paid professional services workers, like 
investors and lawyers. In an economic system where 
most unskilled jobs are completed by machines, 
displaced workers have much more difficulty finding 
employment. If automation displaces large numbers 
of American jobs, those workers will find themselves 
in a very unfavorable job market.

The Optimists on Automation

Automation proponents frequently identify the 
historical relationship between jobs and technology 
advances as cause for confidence in the future of 
American workers. Disruptive technologies have 
replaced workers for thousands of years. Scribes and 
copyists, for example, lost their jobs to the printing 
press; telecommunications improvements rendered 
switchboard operators obsolete, but in modern 
America there are not large groups of unemployed 
scribes or switchboard operators. Workers transition 
into other jobs. While technological advances can 
present challenges to workers in the short term, 
displacement from technology is part of a long-
term progression toward increased productivity and 
efficiency.
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In fact, technological improvements often result in 
job creation. Consider the example of the Internet’s 
implications for American retailers. As we increasingly 
shop online, turning a profit has become more and 
more difficult for brick-and-mortar stores, which 
causes layoffs for salespersons and cashiers. However, 
the popularity of online shopping has encouraged 
businesses to develop more interactive websites and 
social media accounts, and the development and 
execution of social media strategies frequently requires 
full-time workers. Today, there is high demand for web 
designers and programmers, and similar employment 
opportunities can be expected to emerge as 
digitalization penetrates further into American culture.

The need for a human touch in many jobs is a third 
argument for remaining positive about technology’s 
impact on American employment. Sure, a machine in 
a doctor’s office can greet patients, notify doctors of 
arrivals, and schedule follow-up appointments, but can 
a machine have empathy for a sick patient or treat an 
embarrassing situation with sensitivity? In a classroom, 
artificial intelligence can present information and 
successfully answer questions, but can a computer 
program develop creative solutions to connect with 
students? There are many jobs that are not appropriate 
for automation, because machines do not show 
compassion, feel empathy, exercise creativity, make 
subjective judgments, or innovate the way humans do. 

Others feel that regulatory frameworks and 
governments can prevent many negative consequences 
of automation before they occur. High rates of 
employment are essential to a flourishing American 
economy, and governments have good reason to 
address the possible downsides of technological 
advances for employees. Increasing requirements 
for severance packages and developing retraining 
programs have been suggested as means to mitigate 
technology’s threats to American workers. 

A Changing Concept of Work 

In any case, modern technological developments will 
probably change the concept of work. It has been said 
that automation and artificial intelligence technologies 
will provide an unprecedented amount of leisure 
time for Americans. In a 2014 interview concerning 
technology and unemployment, Google co-founder 
Larry Page said, “If you really think about the things 
that you need to make yourself happy – housing, 
security, opportunities for your kids … It’s not that 
hard for us to provide those things.” Mr. Page suggests 
that the value placed on work has caused Americans 
to pursue career paths that are unnecessarily time-
consuming and stressful, and he is hopeful that the 
next generation will have a shorter work week and more 
leisure time. 

While the accuracy of Mr. Page’s forecast remains to 
be seen, his prediction demonstrates the extent of 
the transitioning American understanding of work. 
If machines can be taught to complete menial and 
repetitive tasks, shouldn’t humans enjoy all, or at least 
some, of that saved time? 

Bottom Line: It’s Complicated

The impact of modern technological improvements 
on American employment is multifaceted and 
controversial. There is legitimate cause for concern. 
Already, automation has displaced American workers, 
and improvements in automation can be expected 
to increase job displacement – at the very least, in 
the short run. New artificial intelligence capabilities 
threaten many unskilled, lower paying jobs, which 
could contribute to greater income inequality in 
the United States and higher rates of outsourcing. 
Disruptive technologies can enable incredible 
improvements in efficiency and productivity – at the 
cost of rendering workers obsolete. 

Others believe that an automated future will have 
overall benefits for American workers. Throughout 
human history, technological changes have displaced 
workers and created new jobs; they will continue 
to do so. As technology penetrates all corners of 
American life, new opportunities for employment will 
be identified and filled. The importance of a human 
touch for many jobs should not be underestimated, 
and human agency will prevent technological 
improvements from having extensive negative 
consequences for the American workforce. Whatever 
happens, understanding the future of technology and 
American employment is incalculably important.


