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Outline of the talk

What kinds of AI system are coming into the workplace?
The value of human work and leisure, and some possible
scenarios for NZ: some advice for government planners
Impacts of AI on workers

- AI systems for hiring new workers
- AI systems for monitoring workers
- AI systems for managing workers.

Wider impacts of AI in the workpace
- Impacts on consumers
- Impacts on society more generally.
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What kind of AI system are entering the workplace?

1. Robots.
E.g. ‘self-driving vehicles’
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A self-driving vehicle near you. . .
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An effector robot for warehouse work?
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An effector robot for police work??
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What kind of AI system are entering the workplace?
2. Decision systems.
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What kind of AI system are entering the workplace?
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E.g. ‘What’s the likely outcome of this input?’
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What kind of AI system are entering the workplace?
3. Text processing systems.

OpenAI’s GPT-2 system.
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GPT-2 seems to be a good writer!

GPT-2 was trained on 8 million Web documents. . .
And then asked to continue a story which it hadn’t seen before.

In a shocking finding, scientists discovered a herd of unicorns
living in a remote, previously unexplored valley, in the Andes
Mountains. Even more surprising to the researchers was the
fact that the unicorns spoke perfect English.

GPT-2 continued as follows:
The scientist named the population, after their distinctive
horn, Ovid’s Unicorn. These four-horned, silver-white
unicorns were previously unknown to science.

Now, after almost two centuries, the mystery of what sparked
this odd phenomenon is finally solved.
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Text generation

Dr. Jorge Pérez, an evolutionary biologist from the University
of La Paz, and several companions, were exploring the Andes
Mountains when they found a small valley, with no other
animals or humans.

Pérez noticed that the valley had what appeared to be a
natural fountain, surrounded by two peaks of rock and silver
snow.

Pérez and the others then ventured further into the valley. “By
the time we reached the top of one peak, the water looked
blue, with some crystals on top,” said Pérez.
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Text generation

Pérez and his friends were astonished to see the unicorn
herd. These creatures could be seen from the air without
having to move too much to see them—they were so close
they could touch their horns.

While examining these bizarre creatures the scientists
discovered that the creatures also spoke some fairly regular
English. Pérez stated, “We can see, for example, that they
have a common ‘language,’ something like a dialect or
dialectic.”

Dr. Pérez believes that the unicorns may have originated in
Argentina, where the animals were believed to be
descendants of a lost race of people who lived there before
the arrival of humans in those parts of South America.

U3A Invercargill 14 / 28



Text generation

Pérez and his friends were astonished to see the unicorn
herd. These creatures could be seen from the air without
having to move too much to see them—they were so close
they could touch their horns.

While examining these bizarre creatures the scientists
discovered that the creatures also spoke some fairly regular
English. Pérez stated, “We can see, for example, that they
have a common ‘language,’ something like a dialect or
dialectic.”

Dr. Pérez believes that the unicorns may have originated in
Argentina, where the animals were believed to be
descendants of a lost race of people who lived there before
the arrival of humans in those parts of South America.

U3A Invercargill 14 / 28



Text generation

Pérez and his friends were astonished to see the unicorn
herd. These creatures could be seen from the air without
having to move too much to see them—they were so close
they could touch their horns.

While examining these bizarre creatures the scientists
discovered that the creatures also spoke some fairly regular
English. Pérez stated, “We can see, for example, that they
have a common ‘language,’ something like a dialect or
dialectic.”

Dr. Pérez believes that the unicorns may have originated in
Argentina, where the animals were believed to be
descendants of a lost race of people who lived there before
the arrival of humans in those parts of South America.

U3A Invercargill 14 / 28



How should NZ prepare for AI entering the workplace?

Commentators often seem quite confident about how AI will affect
human work.

‘AI won’t cause widespread unemployment.’
(New jobs will be created by the new technologies, as in the past.)
‘AI will cause lots of unemployment.’
(Too many types of job will be replaced, too soon.)

We don’t think we can make confident predictions on this.
Instead, we suggest government planners think about three
possible scenarios that could arise.
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Three possible scenarios

Scenario 1: ‘Enabling AI’
The main effect of AI is to improve the productivity of workers.
No mass unemployment; instead, NZ workers are more efficient.

Scenario 2: ‘Replacing onshore’
NZ workers are displaced by AI, into lower-value work.
The AI systems doing the displacing are NZ-owned.
(So NZ can recover some of their profits through taxation.)

Scenario 3: ‘Replacing offshore’
NZ workers are displaced by AI, into lower-value work.
The AI systems doing the displacing are owned offshore.
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How should the NZ govt react to each scenario?

In the enabling scenario, we think the government should seriously
consider reducing the working week.

NZ workers will be more productive, so we can choose to work
less for the same pay. ←This could be good for ‘wellbeing’.

In the replacing scenarios, there’s a danger of further inequality.

If AI profits stay onshore, govt should use tax to fund redistribution.
A practical scheme is ‘kurtzarbeit’, where workers reduce their
hours (with incomes supplemented by the govt), making room for
those without work.

If AI profits go offshore, the govt should consider:
Investing in offshore AI, in a sovreign wealth fund
Building NZ versions of profitable AI systems.
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There’s a shorter working week in each scenario!

In the enabling scenario:
We should choose to adopt a shorter working week.

In replacing scenarios:
There’s less work to go round. . .
We suggest sharing out the work that remains.

So the government would be well advised to ready itself for a world
where NZers work (a little) less.
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How to prepare for an AI world with (a little) less work?

1. Invest in education.
Broad education will be helpful, in training people for an AI world.
There should also be greater emphasis on education ‘for its own
sake’.

2. Encourage people to value community.
Time spent not working can be spent with friends, family.
In reorienting ourselves towards community, Māori and Pacific
groups have lots to teach us.
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So what will a world with more workplace AI look like?

(1) For workers?
(2) For our wider society?
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(1) Effects of AI on workers

To examine this, we look at the ‘lifecycle’ of a worker’s job.

First, she has to get a job.
She hears about a job vacancy. . .
She applies for the job. . .
There’s a selection process. . .

Then, when she’s doing her job:
She is allocated tasks (by her manager)
She is monitored, and evaluated (by her manager)
She may work alongside AI systems, and share work with them.

All of these processes already involve an increasing amount of AI.
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AI in recruitment processes

AI can help with the hard job of shortlisting job candidates.
There are decision systems, that learn from the CVs of successful
candidates.
There are interviewing systems, that judge applicants’ responses
to questions.
Some of these engage with applicants via video, and process
nonverbal as well as verbal behaviour.

These systems can be very useful—but we must must be cautious!
Do recruitment systems perpetuate existing bias in recruitment
processes?
Recommendation: recruitment software used in NZ should have
audit functions, and actively support unbiased processes.
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AI in management: (i) Task allocation

There’s a new kind of company, where workers are assigned tasks by
a machine.

This is called the gig economy.
Uber, Deliveroo. . . Translation services. . . ‘Mechanical Turk’. . .

In gig economy companies, workers are often vulnerable.
They are often ‘contractors’ rather than employees, with no
collective bargaining rights.
Gig jobs are often simple enough that AI will soon be able to do
them.
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AI in management: (ii) worker evaluation/monitoring

Workers are often monitored automatically too.
In the gig economy, this is (partly) done through customer ratings.
In ‘standard’ work, your location or computer activity might be
monitored.

Monitoring is sometimes done to ensure health and safety.
But overly intrusive monitoring can be stressful.

How long are you spending browsing the web? On social media?
What keys are you pressing??
Monitoring seems to be increasing for home workers during
covid. . .

There are privacy concerns about monitoring. . .
and health and safety concerns too.
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‘Working alongside’ an AI system

A couple of quick points.

‘Control problems’:
If you’re supposed to be checking your AI coworker, is there a
danger you fall into autopilot mode?
Who’s responsible, if the thing you are jointly doing goes wrong?

Handover issues:
Chatbot: Sorry, I don’t understand. Shall I pass you to a person?
Human: I’ll refer you to my AI colleague for the details.
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(2) Effects of AI on society

Our focus here is on effects on ‘professions’, that are important in
structuring society, and are often highly regulated.

Medicine, Law, Education, Banking, Journalism.

Firstly, AI is likely to bring some great benefits here.
Currently, professional advice is only available to people with lots
of money.
Use of AI in the professions is likely to improve access for
consumers.

But there are worries too.
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(2) Effects of AI on society

Some worries:

Professions have important social functions: do we want to hand these
over to AI systems?

Doctors and teachers do pastoral work alongside their ‘official’ job.
Can we entrust that work to AIs?
Journalists should report the truth.
But Facebook’s newsfeed algorithm is set up to do something else.

Will AI interfere with the career structure of certain professions?
Junior lawyers start off doing ‘discovery’. . .
But that’s increasingly done by AIs these days.
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Final thoughts. . .

The world of AI is extremely exciting, and promises lots of benefits.

But it’s up to us to decide how we want AI to be deployed.

Let’s
Spread the benefits equally. . .
Work a bit less. . .
And keep society functioning!!
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