
 

Behind those headlines: Don't believe claims
robots threaten half our jobs

October 31 2019, by Michael Coelli and Jeff Borland

  
 

  

Most of the headlines derive from a single study. Over the past six years its
predictions have been anything but accurate.

Should we believe headlines claiming nearly half of all jobs will be lost
to robots and artificial intelligence?

We think not, and in a newly released study we explain why.

Headlines trumpeting massive job losses have been in abundance for
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five or so years.

Even The Conversation has had its had its share.

Most come from a common source.

It is a single study, conducted in 2013 by Oxford University's Carl
Benedict Frey and Michael Osborne.

This study lies behind the claim that 47% of jobs in the United States
were at "high risk" of automation over the next ten or so years.

Many claims, one source

Google Scholar says it has been cited more than 4,300 times, a figure
that doesn't count newspaper headlines.

The major predictions of job losses due to automation in Australia are
based directly on its findings. Commentaries about the future of work in
Australia have also drawn extensively on the study.

In Australia and elsewhere the study's predictions have led to calls for a 
Universal Basic Income and for a "work guarantee" that would allocate
the smaller number of jobs fairly.

Our new research paper concludes the former study's predictions are not
well-founded.

It has two weaknesses.

First, the method used to make predictions has major flaws.

Second, the predictions have not fared well when compared to actual
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changes in employment in the United States in the time since they were
made.

Flawed method

The study authors asked a group of machine learning experts to identify
jobs from a long list that could be automated.

The experts concluded that half of the jobs on the list could be done by
robotics and artificial intelligence in the near future.

What's wrong with that?

While those interviewed were experts in machine learning, they were not
experts in the many jobs they considered. They were simply asked to
look at a short text description of each job along with a list of tasks
associated with it.

Some of their predictions might make sense, such as most driving-
related jobs being at risk.

Those jobs seem unlikely to vanish entirely in the next decade; but given
recent developments in driverless cars, their demise might not be far
away.

But other predictions are harder to understand, such as the claim the jobs
of accountants, marketing specialists and claims investigators are at risk
over the next decade or so.

Standard descriptions of the tasks undertaken by accountants include
interpretation of information about accounting records and
organisational performance. Interpretation is usually regarded as outside
the scope of work that can be done by artificial intelligence.
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The work of accountants may well change with advances in artificial
intelligence, but it is unlikely to be lost.

Exaggerated retelling

Equally troubling, we show the study's predictions are inconsistent with
the study authors' views about how robots and artificial intelligence will
affect jobs.

The authors write that recent advances in robotics are still struggling
with the challenge of manipulating small objects. Yet their study ends up
predicting many jobs that require this sort of manipulation are at high
risk of being lost in ten to 15 years.

Keep in mind the authors did not themselves claim all the jobs they
identified would be lost. Instead, they claimed it would become
technologically feasible to replace them.

Unfortunately, that was a distinction almost entirely lost in the
headlines—which portrayed the study's predictions as forecasts of what
would happen.

But replacing workers with machines requires more than having the
machines available.

It requires investment in new (and likely very expensive) technologies. It
requires governments to permit their use (as with driverless cars). And it
requires workers be trained in their installation and maintenance.

Little predictive power

The study was initially published in 2013, six years ago, so it is possible
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to evaluate the predictions that were made by comparing them against
actual changes in employment.

When we do this, we find the predictions don't add anything to our
understanding of actual employment changes in the United States.

Economists already had developed a well-grounded and empirically
supported framework for understanding the effect of technological
change on employment.

That framework is built on the concept robots and computers are very
good at undertaking tasks that are routine, not so good at less routine
tasks.

It has performed well in explaining employment in Australia and 
internationally and did so in the US between 2013 to 2018.

Our calculations show this framework better explains what happened to
the number of people in jobs by occupation in the US from 2013 to
2018 than the study's predictions.

Note that we did not examine whether the study correctly forecast what
would happen (that would have been a big ask), merely whether its
framework produced better forecasts than or added value to the existing
framework. It did neither.

Some jobs will grow, others will die

Routine jobs will indeed dwindle as machines replace workers, but other
jobs are likely to flourish. One occupation that stands out is personal
care. Classified by the study as at high risk of automation, employment
in it in the US has nearly doubled since the study was published.
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Reality is often more complex (and interesting) than headlines.

For a more believable account of what is likely to happen we suggest a
paper from the leading labor economist in the field, David Autor. Its
title: "Why Are There Still So Many Jobs? The History and Future of
Workplace Automation."

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Behind those headlines: Don't believe claims robots threaten half our jobs (2019,
October 31) retrieved 17 July 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2019-10-headlines-dont-robots-
threaten-jobs.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

6/6

https://economics.mit.edu/files/10865
https://economics.mit.edu/files/10865
http://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/behind-those-headlines-why-not-to-rely-on-claims-robots-threaten-half-our-jobs-125935
https://phys.org/news/2019-10-headlines-dont-robots-threaten-jobs.html
https://phys.org/news/2019-10-headlines-dont-robots-threaten-jobs.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

