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Will a robot run my organization in 10 years?  Maybe. I know a chief executive’s job, which 

requires a fair amount of problem-solving and creativity, is probably less susceptible to 

automation than middle-skill jobs such as machining and bookkeeping. At the same time, new 

research shows that most jobs have some proportion of tasks that can be substituted by 

workplace automation -- including a CEO’s job. 

 

Concerns about technology replacing workers isn’t new. Over the past 200 years, mechanical 

looms replaced artisans, electric streetlights displaced lamplighters, cars replaced horses (thus 

limiting the need for blacksmiths) and personal computers diminished the need for typists. 

Technological advances have long taken a toll on specific professions and industries. They also 

raise our overall living standards. 

 

The difference today is that digitization is dramatically reducing transaction costs and helping 

spread the changes farther and faster than before. Moreover, a new kind of automation—artificial 

intelligence—puts different kinds of jobs at risk than the mechanical automation of previous 

eras. Particularly affected are tasks that require cognitive skills, many of which are found in 

middle-skill jobs. 

 

So we now see increased anxiety related to the impact of technology and automation on the 

future workforce, which is leading to a steady stream of academic and commercial research. 

MIT's Andrew McAfee and Erik Brynjolfsson published The Second Machine Age in 2014, a 

relatively upbeat assessment of the impact of new technology on the workforce. In 2015, Martin 

Ford’s Rise of the Robots drew attention with its dire outlook and dramatic policy proposals, 

even winning the FT & McKinsey Business Book of the Year Award. Among Ford’s policy 

prescriptions: a guaranteed basic income for families (an idea introduced a half-century ago by 

President Johnson’s National Commission on Technology, Automation, and Economic 

Progress). 

 

New Technology 

 

In November, McKinsey Global Institute published a report suggesting that, based on current 

technologies, most jobs (95%) won’t be jeopardized over the next five years. But new 

technology will change them.  

 

Authors Michael Chui, James Manyika, and Mehdi Miremadi looked at 2,000 distinct types of 

work activities in 800 occupations and found that 45% of work activities could be automated, 

affecting workers in a wide variety of roles. For example, up to 20% of the activities of a chief 

executive could be automated, such as analyzing operations data and reviewing status reports. 

 

As MIT economics professor David Autor observes, this is part of the evolution and 

improvement of working conditions. In a 2014 study, he described how, because of Polanyi’s 
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paradox—the concept that humans know more than we can describe—we’ll never be able to 

program a computer to mimic certain abilities.  

 

While robots can apply math to carry out routine tasks, humans must complement their robot 

“colleagues” with nonprogrammable capabilities, such as the ability to be flexible and use 

common sense to solve unexpected problems. 

 

In 2015, Autor published a paper in the Journal of Economic Perspectives that explained why 

automation advances up to this point have not eliminated most jobs. His main premise: while 

workplace technologies may substitute for labor, those that cannot be substituted are generally 

complemented by it. For example, as the number of ATMs in the country quadrupled between 

1980 and 2010, the number of bank employees increased. ATMs reduced the number of cash-

handling tasks but technology provided new data on customers and thus new opportunities for 

banks to become more involved in relationship banking. Tellers became sales representatives. 

 

Productivity Gains 

 

Autor points out we’ve seen automation in agriculture and manufacturing replace “physically 

demanding, dangerous, and menial work,” creating safer, less onerous working conditions for 

many in the middle class. Moreover, many productivity gains from workforce automation have 

increased the demand for goods and services, in turn increasing the demand for new forms of 

labor. 

 

Change is upon us. As McKinsey’s authors advise, in this era of rapid technological changes, the 

smart approach is to keep track of the speed and direction of automation, understand the needs 

and requirements to stay competitive, and determine where, when and how much to invest in 

automation.  Even if it’s at the expense of a chief executive’s job. 
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