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Rapid technological advances are changing the way people work.
Now, machines are able to do complex tasks once thought impossible. 
We’ve been here before – think what the car meant for horse handlers 
and harness makers. But have we reached the point where machines 

can do jobs once performed exclusively by humans?

Will robots take our jobs?



Why the future of work is at a tipping point
In recent years, three conditions have converged to make technologies like Artificial Intelligence 

and robotics more commercially viable, raising new questions about the implications for workers.

1. An explosion of data 
The digitised economy is generating more 
data than ever – from global imports to 
medical implants to social media.

2. Plummeting data storage costs
Data processing and storage capacity 
now seem limitless, while costs 
continue to drop. 

3. Increasingly powerful machines
Thanks to Moore’s Law, computing 
power doubles roughly every two years, 
while costs essentially halve. 
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Source: Mearian, Lucas. Computerworld, 2017. Source: Moore’s Law. Source: IDC, 2017.
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1 zettabyte = 1 trillion gigabytes

About 200-250 average-length songs 
usually equal one gigabyte of data.
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Crunching 
big data

Neural nets are running 
simulations on massive 
amounts of data to spot 
rules and patterns just 

like humans can.

Managing 
logistics

Robotics, machine
vision and sensors are

being deployed to manage 
global manufacturing and 

supply chains.

Making
recommendations

When it comes to making 
purchases, predictive 

analytics reveals a customer’s 
needs and desires with 
astonishing accuracy.

Learning from
each other

Computers can now
sync new findings across 

networked machines, 
accelerating the pace
of machine learning.

Learning
from mistakes
Always-improving 

email spam detection 
shows how machines 

can get better at
a task over time.

Are machines catching up to humans?
Computers follow rules, while people learn and evolve through experience. However, 

with Artificial Intelligence, machines are learning to do things only humans used to do.
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There are certain skills and innate abilities that still give us 
an advantage over machines:

Humans still have the upper hand
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New technologies bring new opportunities
While new technology has often been perceived as a threat, historically

it hasn’t led to a permanent reduction in the total number of jobs. Actually,
it often drives increased demand and creates new professions.

Sensorimotor 
skills 
People use their senses to 
process what they see, 
hear or touch and act 
accordingly – often 
subconsciously. Most 
robots remain far clumsier 
than a young child.

Cognitive 
functionality
Much of what humans 
do daily depends on a 
capacity to perceive 
context, learn from 
experience and make 
decisions based on 
incomplete information. 
Machines can’t, yet.

Power loom operators wanted
Textile jobs in Britain boomed from 
1810-1840 because of the power loom. 
Why? Mass-produced textiles were 
cheaper, causing demand to explode.

Car mechanics wanted 
While motorised transport led to the 
decline of jobs related to horse transport, 
it created jobs to manufacture and service 
cars and trucks.

Mobile app developers wanted
The smartphone changed how we use 
and create software. Now there are 
millions of app developers – a career 
that didn’t exist 15 years ago.
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Jobs are changing, not disappearing
Cheaper and more powerful technologies continue to raise a lot of questions.

But as work evolves, machines are unlikely to fully replace humans any time soon.

Tomorrow’s jobs will likely be in areas where humans 
retain an advantage over machines:

But even these jobs might have some vulnerable tasks, 
like robots performing microsurgery.

Highly unpredictable 
circumstances

Think plumbers or lawyers, 
where the ability to adapt 

on the spot is crucial.

Complex personal 
relationships

For example, relationship 
managers, doctors and 
nurses – where trust, 

comfort and connection 
are important.

Real 
creativity

Machines have yet
to replicate personal 
expression, emotion,

opinion and imagination 
like an artist.

What will jobs look like in the future?

Source: Ford, Martin. 2017.
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