
 1 

Scott Miller 

May 18, 2018 

STS112 A 

Mechanization of Labor: What Does it Mean for Society? 

In the 1960’s, President Lyndon Johnson commissioned the foundation of the National 

Commission on Technology, Automation, and Economic Progress.1 This commission concluded 

that while technology does in fact lead to the eradication of certain jobs and professions, it does 

not eradicate work.2 The fear of how technology will affect the labor market is far from a new 

sentiment, it is a concern that has permeated centuries. In England during the early 19th century, 

the Luddite movement was driven by this very fear, to the point where artisan textile workers 

destroyed textile machines in protest to automation.3 My essay intends to analyze how 

technology has affected labor in the past, how it may affect labor in the present and prove that 

the long-term benefits of technological advancement will outweigh the short-term issues. 

Historical Context 

The centuries of fear regarding automation have not been misguided or driven by weak 

information. There is justifiable concern for the displacement of labor from automation. In his 

2013 piece for The Wilson Quarterly, Automation Anxiety, David Akst states that from January 

1990 to January 2010, the United States has lost 6.3 million jobs in the manufacturing sector and 

has only regained 500,000 since then.4 He goes on to discuss a 1936 Life Magazine issue that 

introduced an industrial machine called the Milwaukee-Matic, that would eliminate 18 jobs per 

machine.5 While these findings are obviously frightening for individuals facing unemployment at 

the hands of automation, it is important to remember that they do not account for the new jobs 

that have been created due to the new sources of demand brought on by technological advance.6 

In a December 2017 study conducted by the McKinsey Global Institute titled, Jobs Lost, 

Jobs Gained: Workforce Transitions in a Time of Automation, researchers concluded that while 
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the adoption of technology and automation typically results in substantial short-term labor 

displacement, “it creates a multitude of new jobs and unleashes demand for existing ones, more 

than offsetting the number of jobs it destroys even as it raises labor productivity.”7 While current 

jobs may be changed dramatically or all together eliminated, it is crucial to remember that these 

immediate sorrows often beget long term benefits that ultimately outweigh their original harm. In 

1850, agriculture accounted for 60 percent of total employment in the United States.8 However, 

by 1970, that share had diminished to 5%.9 Clearly, the labor market was able to adapt and react, 

had it not, the unemployment rate in 1970 would have been much higher than 6.1%.10 There is a 

fear that technology will begin to displace workers as it continues to advance and become more 

complex. However, it is reassuring to learn that since the inception of the personal computer in 

1980, even after factoring in the jobs originally displaced, 15.8 million new jobs have been 

created.11 This suggests that humans are capable of adapting to increases in technology, it simply 

requires a shift in educational focus and priorities. The fact remains that while technology has led 

to layoffs and the elimination of professions in the past, they have also led to major increases in 

productivity and efficiency that result in the creation of new professions.12 This evidence should 

serve as both a promising and comforting sign for our current situation and future situations that 

may arise. 

Analysis of the Current Situation 

In Jobs Lost, Jobs Gained: Workforce Transitions in a Time of Automation, researchers 

found that currently 6 out of every 10 occupations have more than 30% of activities that are 

considered technically automatable.13 This implies that jobs will more than likely change in the 

immediate future as automated solutions begin to penetrate the economy. It is important to 

clarify that this does not mean jobs are immediately in jeopardy, it simply means that jobs will 

more than likely begin to take different forms and require new skills, training, and approaches. 

While the current threat of total automation in most professions is not as daunting as it appears to 
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be in the future, it is safe to assume that in the near future we will begin to recognize minor to 

major shifts in current occupations. Although nearly half of all global work activities the 

technical capability to be automated with the adoption of currently demonstrated technologies, it 

is likely that the proportion of work that will actually be displaced will be much lower.14 This is 

due to a variety of other factors that will facilitate adoption, technological capability is far from 

the sole determining factor.15 The primary factors will include a combination of economic and 

social determinants, including financial capability and willingness to invest in the transition 

away from traditional practices.16 This is a long winded way of saying that businesses will have 

to assess on an individual basis whether or not it is financially practical to invest in these 

technologies. The adoption of these technologies will likely begin with large corporations or 

industries with the financial capabilities to do so, smaller businesses will likely take longer to 

catch on. Eventually however, most employers will view the shift as inevitable and move to 

automation. 

A Look Towards the Future 

In another study conducted by McKinsey, What the Future of Work Will Mean for Jobs, 

Skills, and Wages, analysts have calculated that by 2030, there will 300 million more people 65 

years or older than there currently are now.17 With increases in medical technology, people will 

generally live longer lives and spend more on healthcare services.18 This means that there will be 

a large spike in demand for healthcare professionals ranging from doctors and nurses to in-home 

personal care aids.19 This wide array of opportunities will create a variety of opportunities for 

those who eventually lose their original jobs due to automation. Using their midpoint to rapid 

automation scenarios, McKinsey research estimates that by 2030 between 75 – 375 million 

workers will need to switch occupational categories to currently existing fields or one’s that 
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simply have not been invented yet.20 Some occupations seem to be less susceptible to automation 

than others.21 According to McKinsey: 

“Automation will have a lesser effect on jobs that involve managing people, applying 

expertise, and those involving social interactions, where machines are unable to match 

human performance for now. Jobs in unpredictable environments—occupations such as 

gardeners, plumbers, or providers of child- and elder-care—will also generally see less 

automation by 2030, because they are difficult to automate technically and often command 

relatively lower wages, which makes automation a less attractive business proposition.” 

It is comforting to know that while advances in automation will obliterate certain professions and 

careers, that many jobs that require human interaction and the application of expertise to those 

interactions will remain a viable option for career paths. This can apply to lawyers, doctors, 

businessmen and women, politicians, professors and seemingly endless other disciplines. I view 

this as a positive sign, that we may witness a divergence from the current state of society in 

which individuals are absorbed in their smart phones and tablets, and return to a world that 

prioritizes human interaction once again.  

Necessary Adjustments for Labor Transition 

While the immediate effects of technology adoption are certainly painful for those who 

experience displacement, the long term effects are generally worth it. Technology may destroy or 

dramatically alter current professions, but it never fails to create new opportunities and demand 

for laborers of all levels. However, in order to capitalize on new opportunities within the 

workforce, laborers will need to prioritize certain areas of education in order to adjust. In the 

McKinsey study, Jobs Lost, Jobs Gained: Workforce Transitions in a Time of Automation, the 

authors report that, “Moreover, all workers will need to adapt, as their occupations evolve 

alongside increasingly capable machines. Some of that adaptation will require higher educational 

attainment, or spending more time on activities that require social and emotional skills, 

creativity, high-level cognitive capabilities and other skills relatively hard to automate.”22 This is 

another promising sign that our society will eventually move away from the isolated, 

smartphone-obsessed world that we are currently living in. By developing major advances in 
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technology and automation, society may be able to prioritize social and emotional development, 

which seems counterintuitive. Our generation is one that emphasizes technological intelligence 

and fluency as it is viewed as the key to excelling in our current economic climate. However, this 

research seems to indicate that as automation becomes increasingly prevalent, it is the social and 

emotional capabilities that will be lucrative and desirable characteristics. 

The importance of labor force training in the public and private sectors cannot be stressed 

enough. If employers hope to find capable and productive employees, it is necessary that both 

public policy and funding for training programs are made a priority. According to McKinsey, in 

recent years “public spending on labor force training and support has fallen in most OECD, and 

corporate spending on training has declined in the United States.”23 Additionally, most 

educational systems around the world are still entrenched in educational models that have not 

changed significantly for 100 years and still prepare students for careers in an industrial 

society.24 The antiquity of modern educational systems are a legitimate justification for the 

prevalent concerns regarding the automation of jobs. If school systems were to modernize their 

curriculums to prepare students for the modern labor market, this fear could be significantly 

assuaged. 

Effects on Wages 

Experts expect that in the coming future countries with advanced economies will 

continue to demonstrate increased polarization between upper and lower classes.25 Conversely, 

developing countries with weaker economies will experience significant growth of the middle 

class.26 McKinsey explains this phenomenon: 

“Looking at changes in employment by occupation at today’s relative wage levels, shows 

that most job growth in the United States and other advanced economies will be in 

occupations currently at the high end of the wage distribution. Some occupations that are 

currently low-wage, such as nursing assistants and teaching assistants, will also increase, 
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while a wide range of middle-income occupations will have the largest employment 

declines.”27 

 While this analysis is concerning for advanced economies across the world, researchers 

have also found that increased investments in infrastructure projects may provide opportunities 

for middle class workers.28 To combat this polarization, it is necessary that these countries craft 

legislation and policy that will ease the transition for workers displaced by automation. While 

many people will object to deliberate government involvement in the markets, in my opinion 

these periods of economic transition are the unique situations in which the government should 

intervene and create systems that manipulate the economy in order to counteract natural 

economic forces. 

Conclusion 

 While there is a justifiable fear of automation and its effect on the job market around the 

world, history has demonstrated that while automation does initially result in short-term layoffs 

and job displacement, these issues are temporary. The major improvements in technology that 

are being made today will force society to reassess the skills and capabilities that we currently 

prioritize. Technology will force jobs to change dramatically or create new professions and fields 

all together. This is a process that has occurred over and over throughout the course of human 

history and will continue to do so for the rest of time. 

At the conclusion of my first (but not last) Science, Technology and Society class here at 

Colby, I have arrived at a conclusion about an issue that I had initially struggled with. Change is 

a natural process that we as humans should embrace. I am a strong supporter of technological 

advancement as I believe it forces society to adapt and evolve in the way that it was intended to. 
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