
 

Will a robot take my job? Researcher says
this view is overly pessimistic
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With the impact of industrial robots on the U.S. labor markets in the past
two decades, and an ever-increasing presence of machine-driven
technology (such as artificial intelligence and ChatGPT), many
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employees have feared that one day robots will take their jobs.

Not necessarily so, according to research recently published by Yong
Suk Lee, an assistant professor in the University of Notre Dame's
Keough School of Global Affairs. He and his co-author, Auburn
University's John Chung, found that industrial robots, particularly those
used within the automotive industry, complemented human workers
rather than replaced them—some even working collaboratively, side-by-
side. Not only that, but the advanced digitization and automation of that
industry likely increased labor productivity and created new tasks,
requiring the hiring of more employees. In some cases, robot technology
may have supplemented the workforce by filling in gaps that were left
vacant when employees quit or moved on to other positions.

The work is published in the journal ILR Review.

The study's authors examined the influence of robots on the U.S. labor
market between 2005 and 2016, analyzing the data in five-year intervals.
For the first five years, robots did have a negative impact on the number
of human employees and their local wages, but that impact rebounded
and turned positive in more recent years, beginning around 2010.

Comparing data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development and the
International Federation of Robotics, the researchers were able to track
that reversal and determine its source. Productivity could have increased
due to three factors, they wrote: the automation of tasks and a reduction
in production costs, the improvements of robot technology performing
the same tasks, and the creation of new tasks spurred by those
automation technologies and abilities.

Productivity gains from task automation occur when robots are able to
perform certain tasks better or faster than humans, the researchers
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wrote, providing a cost savings. Second, newer models of robots that
work faster and more accurately than older models can also increase
productivity, without displacing workers. Many of these new automation
tasks require human workers to operate and manage them, however,
especially as they become more complex, which increases the demand
for laborers.

There has also been a recent shift in how robots are being used and what
they are doing, Lee said. "When robots were initially introduced, the
intent was to cut costs and replace human workers. But now companies
are using 'collaborative robots' or 'cobots,' which are designed to work
together with humans."

Lee explained that in the automobile industry, for example, industrial
robots were set up in a production line and human workers had to be
kept separate from the machines due to the danger of proximity with
large, moving parts. "But now the industry trend is to create a smaller
robot that's more agile and soft," Lee said, "so that if it bumps into its
collaborative human partner at all, it will just stop. It interacts more,
making it a much safer environment. This new collaborative
environment implies that the goal of robots is not necessarily to replace
human beings, but to actually augment them."

The implications for labor workers will be different now that the robots
can potentially make them more productive, rather than laying them off,
Lee said. "New and advanced robot technology is more sophisticated in
that they can be programmed to do multiple tasks. If you think of 
artificial intelligence or specialized software being incorporated into the 
robot technology, then the robots can 'learn' and adjust to the
environment."

When companies learn to harness robotic technology, they can
efficiently produce their goods and exceed production targets, and
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eventually take on more work or begin new projects, Lee explained: "As
a company adopts new technologies, sometimes new tasks are created
that we didn't even know existed before but that are now being
initiated."

But along with that new technology and those new tasks, Lee said,
human experts still need to be hired to design, develop and manage those
capabilities. "Our findings pointed to the automotive sector in the U.S.,
which is the largest adopter of robotics, and we see this transitioning of
what an automobile is, what the industry is (i.e., electric vehicles). I
think that will create a different type of demand for tasks, skills and
workers. Robots can not only help existing workers, but can help recruit
new, specialized workers in that domain as the technology evolves."

The other side to that coin is that there's a constant shortage of
manufacturing workers, Lee added. "The demand for robots is changing
as we need to augment labor to fill in those gaps where there is a
shortage of employees."

The researchers also found evidence of spillover effects on other
supporting industries within and outside of the specific manufacturing
sector. Relying on commuting zones as their parameters of influence,
they saw a boost in the service sectors within that local economy. "We
found growth in the professional services like accountants, lawyers, etc.,
for example, but also in retail, food and other services," Lee said.

Regarding the quickly evolving artificial intelligence and ChatGPT
technologies, Lee suggested we learn to harness these revolutionary
capabilities rather than fear them. "They could create new opportunities
that we haven't yet seen or thought of," Lee theorized. "And then there
may be fresh demands for completely new jobs and new employees."

The researchers concluded that the impact of robot technology on jobs
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will continue to evolve, and that further research will be able to shed
light on how and where those impacts will occur, as well as on how
robots and human labor may interact.

"Humans are the ones creating these new technologies and adopting
them—and their intentions actually matter," Lee said. "I think 
technology will become a larger factor in either the inequality or well-
being of human laborers in the future."

  More information: John Chung et al, The Evolving Impact of Robots
on Jobs, ILR Review (2022). DOI: 10.1177/00197939221137822
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