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Foreword

Labour shortages and automation are often presented as opposing forces: one reflects the
difficulty of finding enough people, while the other raises concern that technology may replace
them. In reality, they are increasingly part of the same workforce challenge. Organisations
across the public and private sectors must respond simultaneously to demographic change,
skills shortages, rising employment costs, changing employee expectations and the
accelerating capabilities of artificial intelligence, robotics and automated systems.

The debate is therefore no longer confined to whether machines can perform work previously
undertaken by people. More important questions concern which tasks should be automated,
how productivity gains should be distributed, what happens to redesigned occupations, and
whether employees are given realistic opportunities to develop the skills required by new
operating models. Automation can relieve labour shortages and improve resilience, but poorly
managed implementation can create new dependencies, inequalities and workforce risks.

The consequences extend well beyond individual workplaces. Labour availability influences
public-service capacity, construction, manufacturing, logistics, social care, supply-chain
resilience and procurement costs. At the same time, automation affects investment decisions,
reshoring, industrial strategy, collective bargaining and the competitiveness of the wider
economy. The challenge is particularly acute where organisations must increase productivity
while preserving service quality, employee trust and accountability for decisions increasingly
supported by algorithms and autonomous systems.

The future workforce is therefore unlikely to be defined by a simple choice between people
and technology. It will be shaped by how effectively organisations combine the strengths of
both. Sustainable progress depends on investing in skills alongside systems, measuring
genuine rather than theoretical productivity gains, consulting employees before change
becomes irreversible and retaining meaningful human judgement where responsibility cannot
sensibly be delegated. Automation is not merely a technological decision; it is a strategic
workforce choice.



A Labour Market Under Pressure

The United Kingdom (UK) labour market has moved from the exceptional post-pandemic
recruitment squeeze into a more complicated phase of weaker hiring, persistent skills scarcity
and rising employment costs. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) estimated 702,000
vacancies in June to August 2026, below pre-pandemic levels, while unemployment stood at
4.9%, equivalent to 1.78 million people, and economic inactivity among those aged 16 to 64
reached 20.9%.

Scarcity has eased, but it has not disappeared evenly. ONS data showed roughly 2.5
unemployed people for every vacancy in late 2025, compared with 1.8 a year earlier, and
payrolled employees fell by 101,000 in the year to July 2026. Yet a labour market that looks
slack in aggregate can still leave particular occupations, locations and shift patterns chronically
short of suitable, qualified and available candidates.

Essential services illustrate that paradox most clearly. In England, the National Health Service
(NHS) reported 100,326 vacancies at 30 June 2026, a vacancy rate of 6.7%, down from 7.1%
a year earlier. Adult social care carried around 96,000 vacancies on any given day in 2025/26;
its vacancy rate fell to 6.2%, the lowest since 2015/16, and is still roughly three times the rate
across the wider economy.

Demography adds a slower but more durable constraint. Skills for Care projects that adult
social care alone will require a further 410,000 posts by 2040 to support an ageing population.
Across the wider economy, longer lives and changing retirement patterns mean employers
must retain experience longer, redesign physically demanding roles, and compete on
flexibility, development, and job quality as well as salary, particularly where work cannot be
relocated.

Automation is consequently moving from a technology agenda into workforce strategy. ONS
survey data show that 29% of UK businesses used at least one artificial intelligence (Al)
technology in June 2026, rising to 49% among those with 250 or more employees, compared
with just 9% when the question was introduced in September 2023. The central challenge is
deciding which tasks to automate and which capabilities remain distinctly human.

The Causes of Labour Shortages

Weak recruitment demand should not be confused with abundant labour. The Chartered
Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) found in spring 2026 that one third of
employers still reported hard-to-fill vacancies, even as 58% named cost management as their
highest priority. By summer, only 62% planned to recruit in the following three months, and
the net employment balance remained near a record low at +9.

Skills shortages are measurable, not anecdotal. The Employer Skills Survey 2024 identified
250,500 skill-shortage vacancies, representing 27% of all vacancies, while employers spent
£53.0 billion on training, equivalent to about £1,700 per employee. In real terms, spending per
employee remained well below 2011 levels, exposing a persistent and unresolved tension
across many sectors between immediate cost control and the long-term capability that
automation will itself increasingly demand.

Health-related inactivity also constrains available labour. ONS estimates that around 2.8
million people aged 16 to 64 are economically inactive because of long-term sickness,
Substantially above pre-pandemic levels. For employers, the effect extends well beyond
absence: experienced employees may reduce their hours, leave physically demanding
occupations altogether or require carefully redesigned roles before they can return to work
sustainably and productively.

Migration policy has altered another important labour-supply channel. ONS provisional
estimates put net migration at 171,000 in 2025, down from 331,000 in 2024 and 82% below
the 944,000 peak in the year to March 2023. Work-related arrivals from outside the European
Union fell from 471,000 in 2023 to 146,000 in 2025, while direct international recruits into



social care dropped to 30,000, from 105,000 two years earlier.
Employee Retention and the Competition for Labour

Retention has become strategically important because labour scarcity is expensive even when
headline hiring slows. Replacing an experienced employee consumes management time,
recruitment expenditure and induction capacity, and output is lost before a replacement
reaches full effectiveness. In specialist occupations, the greater risk is capability loss, because
knowledge of customers, assets, systems and suppliers leaves with the individual, weakening
operational resilience in ways that rarely appear in budgets.

Adult social care provides a stark case study. Skills for Care estimated a turnover rate of
23.1% in 2024/25, equivalent to about 335,000 leavers, although more than half of recruitment
came from within the sector. Workers benefiting from all five identified retention factors,
including better pay, training, relevant qualifications, full-time hours and avoiding zero-hours
arrangements, had turnover of 14.4%, compared with 42.2% where none applied.

Age and nationality also affect retention. Skills for Care found turnover of 38% among care
workers under 25, compared with 22.7% among those aged 60 and over. Meanwhile, posts
filled by British nationals fell by 40,000 in 2025/26 and by 130,000 since 2020/21. Employers
in care and elsewhere therefore need credible progression and pay routes for younger recruits
alongside flexibility, ergonomics and phased transitions for older, experienced staff.

The public sector faces the same arithmetic at far greater scale. The National Audit Office
(NAO) reported in July 2026 that public sector employment had reached 6.2 million people,
with staff costs of around £260 billion a year. It urged departments to identify shortfalls early
in high-demand areas such as digital technology, data, cyber security, Al and project delivery,
rather than assuming that total headcount growth automatically resolves shortages.

Flexibility has become part of the labour-market offer as well as a legal process. Employees
in Great Britain have had a statutory right to request flexible working from their first day since
April 2024, and the Employment Rights Act 2025 will require employers to show that any
refusal is reasonable. For operational roles, flexibility must be designed around service
coverage, making it a scheduling and job-design challenge rather than a simple home-working
question.

Retention also depends on preserving knowledge before it walks out the door. Phased
retirement, mentoring roles, documented procedures and structured handovers allow
experienced employees to transfer tacit understanding while reducing their hours. These
measures matter more as automation spreads, because experienced staff often understand
the exceptions, workarounds and failure modes that new systems must handle. Losing that
knowledge during implementation can quietly undermine the very technology investment
intended to relieve labour shortages.

Wage Pressure and the Rising Cost of Employment

Pay pressure remains significant even as hiring weakens. ONS data for May to July 2026
showed annual regular earnings growth of 3.5% across Great Britain, with public sector reqular
pay rising 6.3% and private sector pay 2.9%, the slowest private sector growth since 2020.
Consumer Prices Index (CPI) inflation reached 3.1% in August 2026, leaving real regular pay
growth of only 0.8% and employers balancing real wage protection against affordability.

The statutory wage floor has also risen. From 1 April 2026, the National Living Wage for
workers aged 21 and over increased 4.1% to £12.71 an hour, while the rate for those aged 18
to 20 rose 8.5% to £10.85. Employer National Insurance contributions (NICs) remain 15%
above the £5,000 annual secondary threshold, adding roughly £2,970 to the annual cost of a
full-time worker earning the National Living Wage.

Private employers are responding in different ways. Amazon announced that, from 27
September 2026, starting pay for around 70,000 UK frontline employees would rise by up to



5.6% to between £15.10 and £16.10 an hour, equivalent to £31,408 to £33,488 annually. Such
packages show why employers cannot assess automation decisions against basic pay alone:
they compare capital investment with the full recurring cost of recruitment, benefits, training,
absence and turnover.

Industrial Action and Workforce Relations

Industrial action remains a visible expression of labour-market friction, although its intensity
varies sharply by month and sector. ONS recorded 118,000 working days lost to strike action
across the UK in December 2025, of which 92,000 were in the public sector. That remains
modest compared with the 5.05 million days lost between June 2022 and December 2023, the
highest total for any comparable period in more than 30 years.

The NHS provides the clearest recent public sector case. Resident doctors represented by
the British Medical Association (BMA) undertook 21 days of strike action from July 2025 before
accepting a settlement in June 2026, with an average pay uplift of 6.6% to be implemented by
April 2027 and up to 4,500 additional training places. The government estimated each strike
day would cost around £50 million, implying roughly £1 billion overall.

The settlement arithmetic is instructive. The government said resolving the dispute would cost
around £200 million in the current year, less than a single additional week of strikes. Service
resilience during stoppages depended on redeployment, rota management and prioritising
emergency, maternity and cancer care. The operational lesson extends well beyond health:
strike resilience depends on spare capacity, cross-skilling and contingency planning
established long before any ballot takes place.

The legal framework changed substantially in 2025 and 2026. The Employment Rights Act
2025 repealed the Strikes (Minimum Service Levels) Act 2023 and, from 18 February 2026,
simplified several industrial action notice and ballot requirements while strengthening
protection against dismissal for protected industrial action. Employers must therefore base
contingency plans on current statutory trade union law, rather than on assumptions formed
during the earlier minimum service levels regime.

Industrial relations also affect supply chains. A strike may begin within one employer yet
spread through transport, manufacturing, healthcare, ports or contracted services where
inventories, labour cover and delivery windows are tight. Procurement teams therefore need
to understand supplier workforce relations alongside financial resilience. Contracts and
business continuity plans cannot prevent lawful industrial action, but they can address
escalation routes, alternative capacity, critical stock, communication protocols and recovery
priorities.

Productivity: The Central Workforce Challenge

Productivity ultimately determines whether higher labour costs can be absorbed without
equivalent price increases or service reductions. ONS flash estimates using administrative
payroll data showed output per hour 0.7% higher and output per worker 1.4% higher in the
year to the second quarter of 2026. However, survey-based measures suggested output per
hour had fallen slightly. For labour-intensive organisations, such small gains are easily
overwhelmed by rising employment costs.

Public services face the same arithmetic under tighter constraints. The 2025 Spending Review
committed government departments to combined annual efficiency savings of £13.8 billion by
2028-29, partly through better use of technology and reduced reliance on consultants. Rising
demand from an ageing population means that simply adding labour and expenditure cannot
be the only response, particularly where recruitment is already constrained in clinical, care
and technical occupations.

Investment in skills is part of productivity policy, yet UK employers have reduced it over the
longer term. The Employer Skills Survey valued training expenditure at £53.0 billion in 2024,
down from £59.0 billion in 2022 when expressed in 2024 prices. Underinvestment can create



a circular problem: scarce skills push up wages, while weak training limits the very supply
needed fo relieve scarcity and absorb new technology productively.

Technology investment can break that circle when implementation is disciplined. The
government-funded Made Smarter adoption programme in North West England reported that
330 manufacturers secured £7.1 million of matched funding, backed by £18 million of their
own investment, across 379 technology projects. Those projects were forecast to create more
than 1,700 jobs, upskill 3,200 existing roles and add £267 million of gross value added (GVA)
within three years.

Automation as a Response to Labour Scarcity

Automation is increasingly attractive where vacancies persist, work is repetitive, or throughput
varies sharply. Adoption is broadening, but it remains shallow. In June 2026, the most
commonly adopted Al technology among UK businesses was text generation using large
language models (17%), followed by visual content creation (14%). Tools that draft and
summarise are spreading quickly, whereas deeper process automation and robotics require
considerably more capital, integration and organisational change.

The labour effect is correspondingly mixed. In late September 2025, only 4% of businesses
using Al reported that their workforce headcount had fallen as a result. Among businesses
planning adoption, 36% intended to train or retrain existing staff, compared with 12% planning
to automate or replace roles and 8% planning to recruit people with new skills. Employers are
automating selected tasks first, then redesigning jobs around the remaining work.

Amazon shows how automation and recruitment can proceed simultaneously. Alongside its
frontline pay increases, the company committed in 2025 to invest £40 billion in the UK over
three years, including new fulfilment centres expected to create thousands of permanent roles.
The workforce implication is subtle: automation reduces walking and manual retrieval while
increasing demand for engineers, maintenance technicians, controls specialists and people
able to manage exceptions within highly automated sites.

Labour scarcity can therefore migrate rather than disappear. Automation may reduce demand
for manual handling while increasing demand for technicians who can diagnose sensors,
controls, software and electromechanical faults. These occupations are narrower, take longer
to train and command market premiums. An organisation that automates to escape a shortage
of pickers or clerks may discover a new and more expensive shortage of engineers, data
specialists and systems integrators.

Government policy increasingly treats this transition as an adoption challenge rather than a
question of invention. Following its North West pilot, Made Smarter expanded across all nine
English regions during 2025-26, with support for manufacturers in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland scheduled from 2026-27. The strongest case for automation is resilient
capacity: using machines for repeatable tasks while investing in people whose judgement,
relationships and accountability remain economically valuable.

Al and the Automation of Knowledge Work

Al is extending automation beyond factories and warehouses into occupations once assumed
to be protected by education, judgement and professional status. Generative systems draft
documents, summarise meetings, search large information stores and write software. The
Institute for Public Policy Research estimated in 2024 that around 11% of tasks were already
exposed, potentially rising to 59% as systems became more integrated, with up to 8 million
jobs at risk in its worst-case scenatrio.

Exposure is not the same as displacement. The Department for Science, Innovation and
Technology (DSIT) concluded in January 2026 that, three years after generative Al became
widely available, there was no clear sign of broad disruption in UK employment data. The
same assessment nevertheless cited analysis showing job postings in highly exposed
occupations fell 38% between 2022 and 2025, compared with 21% in low-exposure



occupations.

The public sector already provides evidence of administrative automation at scale. A
Government Digital Service (GDS) experiment gave Microsoft 365 Copilot to 20,000 civil
servants across 12 organisations in late 2024. Participants reported average savings of 26
minutes per working day, equivalent to nearly two weeks a year. However, those savings were
self-reported, and the experiment did not include any comparison group of non-users against
which to test them.

The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) subsequently evaluated 3,549 licensed users
against a comparison group of 2,535 non-users. Its January 2026 report estimated average
savings of 19 minutes a day across eight routine tasks. By contrast, a Department for Business
and Trade evaluation found no discernible productivity gain, because poor-quality outputs
slowed some tasks. The lesson is that measured benefits depend heavily on role mix, training
and task selection.

Jobs at Risk: Displacement, Redesign or Transformation?

Debate about jobs at risk often confuses occupations with tasks. Few roles consist entirely of
activities that current Al performs reliably, whereas many contain automatable components.
Businesses planning Al adoption expected administrative and clerical roles to be most affected
(27%), followed by creative and design roles (23%) and data analysis (19%). The key unit of
change is usually the bundle of tasks within each job.

Automation also changes career ladders. If software handles entry-level research, drafting,
reconciliation or customer administration, organisations may need fewer junior employees
performing repetitive developmental work. That creates a structural problem: experienced
professionals cannot be produced indefinitely without opportunities to learn. Workforce
planning therefore needs to preserve training tasks, supervised judgement and progression
routes, even where machines complete some elementary work faster and at lower marginal
cost.

International evidence counsels caution against simple narratives. Research published by the
Federal Reserve Bank of New York in May 2026 found little indication of a distinct Al-driven
decline in United States job postings once it accounted for the broader hiring slowdown. Weak
demand, higher employment costs, and economic uncertainty all depress recruitment
simultaneously, so falling vacancies in exposed occupations cannot yet be attributed
confidently to technology alone.

The Human—-Machine Workforce

The emerging workforce is more likely to be hybrid than wholly automated. Humans retain
advantages in accountability, empathy, negotiation and interpreting ambiguous situations,
while machines excel at speed, repetition, retrieval and pattern recognition. Effective operating
models allocate tasks according to those comparative strengths. Poor implementations do the
opposite: they automate judgement that requires context, or leave employees performing low-
value administration that available technology could remove safely.

The cross-government Copilot experiment illustrates augmentation rather than substitution.
More than 70% of participants reported spending less time on mundane tasks, and 82% said
they would not want to return to previous working arrangements. Yet the experiment also
identified weaker performance on complex, nuanced and data-heavy work. Al created usable
capacity, but it did not remove the need for expertise to check and challenge outputs.

DWRP reached a similar conclusion. Among its users, 73% reported better quality outputs and
65% felt more fulfilled at work, yet participants repeatedly described the tool as a useful
starting point rather than a finished product. In a hybrid model, the employee becomes editor,
verifier and decision-maker, answerable for whether an automated output is appropriate.
Productivity improves only if review effort remains proportionate to the time generation saves.



Ocado Group demonstrates the physical equivalent of this hybrid workforce. Its customer
fulfilment centres combine grid-based retrieval robots, digital simulation and Al-powered
robotic picking arms, allowing large volumes of grocery orders to be assembled around the
clock. The model absorbs repetitive movement and handling, while human work shifts towards
engineering, predictive maintenance, exception management and supervision. The robots are
only as reliable as the people who maintain, programme and improve them.

Hybrid models can also improve inclusion, but augmentation must not quietly become
dependency. The DWP evaluation reported particular benefits for neurodivergent staff,
including those with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and dyslexia. Equally, employees
who accept generated recommendations without scrutiny may gradually lose technical
knowledge. Human oversight must therefore be substantive rather than ceremonial, with
people given the competence, authority and time to challenge automated outputs.

Skills Gaps, Reskilling and the Workforce Transition

A basic capability problem constrains the workforce transition, because access to Al does not
create the skills to use it well. Skills England has reported that fewer than a third of UK
businesses are confident they can access the digital skills they will need within three to five
years. Advanced Al literacy cannot be built reliably where basic digital confidence,
infrastructure or access remains weak, particularly among older and lower-paid employees.

The national response is growing steadily in scale. Skills England launched a Level 4 Al and
automation practitioner apprenticeship, an 18-month programme open to employers in every
sector, alongside short courses through the Al Skills Boost programme, which aims to upskill
10 million people by 2030. Separately, an industry partnership involving NVIDIA, Google, IBM
and Microsoft aims to give 7.5 million workers essential Al skills by 2030.

Reskilling must cover more than technical operation. Workers need to write clear instructions,
judge output quality, recognise limitations, manage information safely and know when to
escalate to a person. Managers additionally need enough literacy to redesign processes,
assess returns and challenge suppliers. Without those capabilities, organisations risk buying
sophisticated tools while preserving inefficient workflows around them, then wrongly
concluding that the technology itself has failed to deliver.

Employee Resistance and the Social Licence to Automate

Resistance to automation is not necessarily resistance to technology. Employees reasonably
distinguish between a system that removes frustrating administration and one introduced
primarily to measure, deskill or eliminate their roles. A 2025 CIPD poll of more than 2,000
people found 63% would trust Al to inform important workplace decisions, but only 1% would
trust it to make them. Acceptance depends strongly upon purpose, control and accountability.

Consultation materially affects that acceptance. Earlier CIPD research found that only 35% of
employees or their representatives had been consulted about new workplace technology.
Among those consulted, 70% were positive about its likely effect on job quality, compared with
20% of those who were not. Although the survey predates generative Al, the relationship
remains instructive: participation converts change from something done to employees into
something developed with them.

Monitoring is particularly sensitive. The same research found 73% of employees believed
introducing workplace monitoring would damage trust between workers and employers. The
Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) accordingly recommends involving workers or their
representatives early when monitoring is planned, and documenting their views. Transparency
is a legal requirement, not a communications preference, because workers must receive
appropriate information about how their personal data is collected and used.

Credible information about employment consequences matters as much as enthusiasm about
innovation. Employees are more willing to engage when management explains the operational
problem, identifies which tasks will change, sets out whether roles are at risk and describes



realistic retraining routes. Where roles genuinely disappear, statutory consultation duties
apply, but organisations that wait for those formal thresholds before speaking openly usually
find that rumour has already shaped the workforce’s response.

A social licence to automate therefore rests on procedural and economic legitimacy. Trust
deteriorates when technology is introduced covertly, productivity gains are presented
selectively, or consultation begins only after decisions are effectively irreversible. Workforce
engagement should begin during design and procurement, not after deployment, because
employees frequently identify practical flaws, safety risks and customer implications that
specifications overlook. Early involvement is an investment in implementation quality, not a
concession.

The Ethics of Replacing Human Labour

The ethical question is not whether organisations may ever substitute capital for labour;
economies have done so for centuries. The harder question is how benefits and burdens are
distributed when technology makes particular human tasks unnecessary. Shareholders,
taxpayers and customers may gain through lower costs or better services, while displaced
employees bear concentrated losses of income, identity and career capital. Ethical automation
concerns the quality of the transition as much as efficiency.

Geography sharpens that distributional concern. Researchers at the Oxford Martin School
examined 352 UK local authority areas and found that places whose industries were most
exposed to industrial robots experienced significant employment declines. Their illustrative
calculation suggested robots had displaced around 32,328 workers over the period studied, a
small national effect but one concentrated in particular communities. Ethical automation
strategies therefore need to consider local labour markets, not merely organisational
averages.

Fairness also extends to who receives the opportunities automation creates. If organisations
displace existing employees while recruiting technical roles externally, they may preserve
productivity but deepen inequality and erode loyalty. Redeployment, apprenticeships and
funded reskilling can convert part of the technology dividend into employability, particularly for
workers whose existing knowledge of customers, products and processes remains valuable
once repetitive elements of their roles have been automated.

Substitution has limits where decisions carry human, legal or democratic responsibility.
Healthcare, social care, policing, justice, education and employment decisions often involve
rights, vulnerability or contested values that cannot safely be reduced to efficiency. Al can
retrieve evidence, flag patterns and propose options, but responsibility for consequential
decisions should remain identifiable. Ethical governance asks not only whether automation
works, but whether society expects a person to own the outcome.

Al, Robotics and Workplace Surveillance

Automation becomes most contentious when technology observes workers as well as
assisting them. Modern systems can record location, keystrokes, application use, call
handling, vehicle movements, productivity rates and biometric information, then combine
those data into performance scores. Such capability can improve safety, scheduling and fraud
detection, but it also creates unprecedented behavioural visibility. The management question
is not what can be measured, but what is necessary and proportionate to measure.

The ICO states that data protection law does not prohibit workplace monitoring, but requires
it to be lawful, fair and transparent. Employers must balance organisational interests against
workers’ rights and freedoms, and workers normally need clear information about what is
collected and why. The ICO also expects a data protection impact assessment where
monitoring is likely to create high risk, and recommends consulting workers during early
planning.

The legal framework for automated decisions changed in February 2026, when the Data (Use



and Access) Act 2025 provisions replaced the previous rules with new Articles 22A to 22D.
The regime is more permissive for significant decisions based solely on personal data outside
the special categories, but safeguards remain mandatory. Individuals must be informed, be
able to make representations, contest outcomes, and obtain meaningful human intervention.

Special category data continues to receive stronger protection, while employment systems
must also comply with equality law. Government quidance on responsible Al in recruitment
warns that automated sourcing, screening and selection can perpetuate historic bias, create
digital exclusion or discriminate through proxy variables. Employers remain responsible under
the Equality Act 2010 and must make reasonable adjustments for disabled applicants. Buying
an algorithm does not transfer those statutory responsibilities to a supplier.

Bias can also enter performance management after recruitment. A productivity system may
record time spent within one application while missing legitimate work completed elsewhere,
disadvantaging employees whose roles or reasonable adjustments produce different digital
footprints. The ICO uses a closely similar example when explaining fairness. Algorithmic
scores should therefore be tested against operational reality, protected characteristics and
known adjustments before managers rely on them for appraisal, discipline, pay or dismissal.

Surveillance ultimately illustrates the boundary between technological capability and
managerial legitimacy. A workplace can be highly measurable yet poorly managed if
employees optimise for dashboards rather than outcomes, conceal experimentation or feel
permanently observed. Proportionate monitoring has a clear purpose, minimal data collection,
limited retention, clear rules, and genuine human oversight. Used carefully, analytics improve
safety and capacity; used indiscriminately, they erode trust faster than automation improves
productivity.

Who Benefits from Automation?

Automation can create substantial economic value, but who captures it depends on ownership,
competition, bargaining power and management choices. The Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) has modelled scenarios in which Al adds between 0.4
and 1.3 percentage points to annual UK labour productivity growth over the next decade.
These are scenario estimates rather than forecasts, and neither end of the range is
guaranteed to materialise.

Higher productivity can support shareholder returns, lower prices, higher wages, shorter hours
or further investment, yet none follows automatically. Workers benefit when automation
removes hazardous, repetitive or low-value tasks and supports higher pay. Consumers benefit
where efficiency lowers prices or improves service, while taxpayers gain if public bodies
deliver more with existing resources. Institutions and decisions, not the technology itself,
determine each group’s share.

Shareholders can capture much of the productivity dividend through stronger margins, but
employees may reasonably expect a share where their cooperation, knowledge and retraining
enable transformation. That share can arrive through pay, bonuses, pensions, reduced hours
or investment in employability. If technology raises output while wages stagnate and
workloads intensify, automation may be perceived as extraction rather than progress,
undermining the trust needed for subsequent rounds of change.

Reduced working time is another possible dividend. In the UK’s 2022 four-day week pilot, 61
organisations and around 2,900 workers reduced working time by 20% without reducing pay.
Researchers reported a 65% reduction in sick days, a 57% fall in staff leaving and average
revenue growth of 1.4% among the 23 organisations providing comparable data. Participants
were self-selecting, however, so the results cannot be generalised automatically.

Capacity Is Not Cash: Gross Productivity Versus Cashable Savings

Time saved is gross capacity, not money saved. An illustrative organisation of 1,000 staff each
saving 26 minutes a day would release about 433 hours daily, roughly 58 full-time equivalents
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on a 7.5-hour day, at a notional value of £2.3 million a year if average employment costs were
£40,000. That value becomes cashable only if headcount, overtime, agency spending or
recruitment actually falls, or if equivalent demand would otherwise have required additional
expenditure.

This distinction matters greatly for public bodies. Government expects digital transformation
and Al to generate efficiency savings of up to £45 billion a year, and 76% of civil servants
expect Al to change how they work within five years. Giving evidence to a Commons select
committee, the Institute for Government warned that achieving savings on that scale would be
very difficult without meaningful headcount reductions or lower capital expenditure.

Robust benefits realisation therefore classifies each benefit before approval. Cash-releasing
benefits reduce budgets; non-cash-releasing benefits improve service, quality or resilience
without reducing expenditure. Both are legitimate, but business cases must not conflate them.
Private sector organisations face the same discipline: released capacity is valuable only if
demand exists to absorb it, or if the organisation deliberately reduces the costs the released
capacity would otherwise have required.

Automation, Wages and Inequality

Automation can narrow some wage gaps while widening others. Technologies that
complement scarce analytical, engineering, or managerial skills can raise demand and pay for
those workers, while automating routine clerical tasks may weaken bargaining power
elsewhere. Generative Al differs from earlier mechanisation because exposure is highest
among professional, analytical and higher-paid occupations, meaning well-paid cognitive work
is now exposed alongside routine administration, reversing the pattern of earlier technological
change.

The existing earnings distribution provides the backdrop. ONS data for April 2025 defined low
pay as below £11.97 an hour and high pay as above £26.94. Only 2.5% of employee jobs
were low-paid, reflecting the rising National Living Wage, while 23.2% were high-paid.
Hospitality had the highest share of low-paid jobs, at 16.2%, whereas high pay covered more
than half of all managerial jobs across the UK.

Automation could reinforce occupational polarisation if high-skill workers receive productivity
premiums while displaced routine workers move into lower-paid service occupations.
Conversely, widely available generative tools can democratise capabilities that previously
required specialist support, raising productivity among less experienced employees. The
outcome depends upon training and job design: technology that substitutes for workers without
reskilling may widen inequality, whereas technology that raises capability and mobility may
narrow it.

Income inequality ultimately reflects more than technology. ONS figures put the UK Gini
coefficient for original income, before taxes and benefits, at 47.6% in the financial year ending
2024, falling to 32.9% for disposable income and 26.8% for final income after all taxes and
benefits. As automation shifts income between labour and capital, tax policy, wage-setting
institutions and access to skills will shape whether gains broaden prosperity.

The Business Case for Automation

The strongest business case for automation begins with a defined operational problem rather
than a fashionable technology. Compare capital expenditure with labour savings, throughput,
error reduction, safety, downtime, energy, maintenance, software licensing, and financing
costs across the asset life. Effective automation operates consistently at scale, but payback
depends on utilisation. An expensive robot used intermittently may deliver a poorer return than
modest process redesign or targeted recruitment.

Manufacturing illustrates the opportunity. The sector contributes more than £200 billion of
annual output and supports around 2.5 million jobs. Industrial Al can predict equipment
failures, improve quality control, optimise energy and coordinate supply chains. Those benefits
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extend well beyond headcount reduction, because avoided scrap, unplanned downtime,
warranty claims and production variability can be more valuable than direct labour savings,
particularly where skilled operators remain difficult to recruit.

Smaller organisations face distinctive barriers. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
often have viable automation opportunities but lack the capital, internal expertise or
management capacity to identify and implement them confidently. That’'s why the Made
Smarter model combines impartial advice, transformation roadmaps, leadership training, and
grants of up to £20,000. Public support reduces the risk of a first project, which frequently
determines whether an SME continues investing.

Safety can strengthen the investment case where automation removes people from hazardous
lifting, repetitive motion, vehicle movements or difficult environments. Collaborative robots can
reduce fatigue without fully replacing operators. Yet automation intfroduces hazards of its own,
including unexpected movement, software failures and unsafe interaction between people and
machines. A credible appraisal therefore values risk reduction but also budgets for guarding,
testing, training, competent maintenance and lifecycle assurance.

Pure headcount reduction is a weak automation strategy because it underestimates tacit
knowledge, resilience and exception handling. Labour savings can disappear into contractor
fees, specialist maintenance, software subscriptions or higher-paid technical recruitment. A
robust business case should stress-test demand, downtime, wage inflation, obsolescence and
residual value, then measure realised benefits after implementation. The objective is
sustainable total-cost improvement, not merely shifting expenditure from payroll into
depreciation and licences.

An lllustrative Payback Calculation

A worked example shows why assumptions matter. The following figures are illustrative, not
drawn from any real organisation. Consider a regional distribution centre investing £750,000
in a goods-to-person picking system expected to release eight roles paid £38,000 each.
Adding employer NICs of £4,950 and a 3% pension contribution on qualifying earnings brings
each role’s cost to about £43,900, or £351,200 across the eight roles.

The organisation also expects to avoid £40,000 of annual agency premiums. Against those
benefits sit recurring costs: a maintenance contract at 8% of capital cost, or £60,000; software
licences of £25,000; additional energy of £10,000; and one extra maintenance technician
costing £52,000. Net annual savings are therefore about £244,200, giving simple payback in
roughly 3.1 years, which appears highly attractive on paper and would satisfy most corporate
investment hurdles.

Now suppose utilisation disappoints, and only five roles are genuinely released, with the
remainder redeployed to cover growth. Net annual savings fall to about £112,500, and
payback lengthens to roughly 6.7 years. Discounted at the 3.5% rate used in HM Treasury’s
Green Book over a ten-year life, net present value falls from about £1.28 million to about
£186,000. A plausible adjustment almost eliminates the financial case.

The lessons are practical, not technical. Business cases should explicitly test utilisation,
maintenance, software inflation, technical recruitment, and redeployment, rather than
assuming every released hour becomes a saving. Track benefits after go-live against the
original assumptions. Where a project remains worthwhile only under optimistic conditions,
organisations should consider phased deployment, performance-linked supplier payments or
alternatives such as process redesign before committing irreversible capital.

When Automation Does Not Work

Automation fails when organisations begin with technology rather than need. Government
research on Al adoption found that most businesses citing barriers had not identified a clear
use for the technology, while a majority cited limited skills or knowledge. High cost, ethical
concerns and regulatory uncertainty also featured prominently. The common failure mode is
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purchasing capability before defining the process, data, ownership and measurable outcome
it should improve.

Integration can be harder than demonstrations suggest. Many businesses using Al have not
integrated their tools into existing systems, and integration rates are markedly lower among
smaller organisations and in manufacturing. A promising pilot may fail at scale because
production systems, customer records, interfaces, and data standards were never designed
to work together, turning an apparently simple automation project into costly, protracted
systems engineering.

Hidden operating costs are equally important. Robots require preventive maintenance, spare
parts, software support, cyber security, and eventual replacement, while Al systems require
data governance, evaluation, and ongoing oversight. The Department for Business and Trade
evaluation showed that poor outputs can slow work rather than accelerate it. A project can
meet its technical specification yet still fail economically if utilisation, reliability or output quality
falls below forecast.

Labour Shortages Across Critical Sectors

Labour scarcity remains concentrated where work is difficult to relocate, standardise or
automate completely. The Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) forecast in June 2026
that construction will need an average of 41,200 extra workers each year between 2026 and
2030, around 206,000 in total, even though output is expected to dip by 0.2% in 2026 before
recovering. Growth is expected to be strongest in housing and infrastructure.

Health and care illustrate the limits of substitution. Digital tools can reduce administration,
improve rostering and support remote monitoring, but personal care, clinical judgement and
physical assistance remain heavily dependent on people. Automation in these settings is best
understood as protecting scarce professional time rather than replacing professionals. The
benefit arises when released minutes return to patients and service users, not when they
disappear into additional reporting requirements.

Social housing faces a particular version of the problem. Since 27 October 2025, Awaab’s
Law has required social landlords in England to investigate and address emergency hazards
and significant damp and mould within fixed timescales. Sensors and predictive analytics can
help landlords prioritise at-risk homes, but compliance ultimately depends on surveyors,
repairs operatives, and contract managers, many of whom are drawn from the same
constrained construction labour pool.

Manufacturing combines scarcity with unusually strong automation potential. Machine vision,
predictive maintenance, robotics and Al-assisted production can absorb repetitive work while
protecting scarce engineering capacity. However, smaller manufacturers frequently face
tighter capital constraints and weaker digital capability, meaning those that could benefit most
from automation may find it hardest to finance and implement. Rising employment costs
sharpen the incentive, but they also reduce the cash available for investment.

Hospitality and construction remain harder to automate because customer interaction, variable
environments and mobile work resist standardisation. Skills England identifies these sectors
as less exposed to current Al, because physical activity and human interaction dominate many
roles. Technology can still support scheduling, estimating, ordering, design, check-in and
kitchen processes, but the principal workforce response will combine technology with
recruitment, retention and skills development rather than wholesale substitution.

Supply Chains, Procurement and the Labour Constraint

Labour scarcity flows directly into procurement through supplier capacity, wage rates and
delivery risk. When contractors cannot recruit enough drivers, engineers, carers, tradespeople
or production workers, buyers face longer lead times, less competition and higher prices.
Labour-intensive contracts are especially exposed because statutory wage increases cannot
easily be absorbed through productivity. Workforce resilience therefore belongs within supplier
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due diligence, mobilisation planning and ongoing contract management.

The risk is especially important in long-term public contracts. The Procurement Act 2023, in
force since 24 February 2025, requires contracting authorities to set at least three key
performance indicators for most public contracts worth more than £5 million and to publish
performance against them at least annually. Workforce shortages that undermine delivery can
therefore become visible, published performance failures, making credible resourcing
assumptions essential during evaluation.

Price mechanisms also require care. A contract awarded on today’s labour costs may become
uneconomic if scarce occupations receive exceptional wage growth during delivery. Buyers
can mitigate exposure through appropriate indexation linked to the National Living Wage,
open-book mechanisms or productivity commitments. Poorly designed relief transfers normal
commercial risk back to the customer, whereas refusing any adjustment can encourage
underbidding, service deterioration or supplier failure.

Al is also creating new procurement questions. Procurement Policy Note (PPN) 017
encourages in-scope central government organisations to ask suppliers to disclose their use
of Al in bids and contract delivery so that they can manage associated opportunities and risks.
Disclosure is only the starting point for effective commercial control: contracts may need
provisions addressing data, intellectual property, auditability, cyber security, service continuity
and accountability for automated outputs.

Automation Within Supply Chains

Supply chain automation increasingly links physical movement with predictive decision-
making. Warehouses combine conveyors, autonomous mobile robots, machine vision and
robotic picking, while Al forecasts demand, schedules labour and optimises inventory. The
economic advantage comes from coordination: faster picking adds little value if forecasting,
replenishment or transport remain inefficient. Successful systems integrate procurement,
warehousing, production, and logistics data so automation improves the end-to-end flow of
goods.

DHL Supply Chain offers a useful UK example. In July 2025, it announced a £550 million
investment across the UK and Ireland, including more than 1,000 additional robots, building
on over 3,200 digitalisation projects. More than 750 assisted-picking robots are already
operated across 18 sites, and its Boston Dynamics Stretch robot can unload up to 700 boxes
an hour, reducing physical strain on warehouse staff in high-volume operations.

Transport automation is moving from controlled sites towards public roads. The Automated
Vehicles Act 2024 establishes a framework for authorising self-driving vehicles and allocating
legal responsibility, with fuller implementation expected in the second half of 2027. Freight
applications could eventually ease driver scarcity and improve vehicle utilisation, but cyber
security, insurance, safety assurance, infrastructure and public acceptance remain material
constraints on the pace of adoption.

Smaller interventions can improve economics long before full autonomy arrives. Al-enabled
load matching can reduce empty running by pairing spare vehicle capacity with waiting freight,
while collaborative palletising robots can relieve repetitive handling bottlenecks. Such projects
target difficult tasks rather than entire occupations, allowing scarce labour to be redeployed to
supervision, problem-solving, loading exceptions, and customer-critical activities where
human judgement, experience, and local knowledge add the most value.

Al-enabled procurement extends automation upstream into sourcing and contract
management. Systems classify spend, identify demand patterns, flag supplier risks, draft
documentation and compare large datasets, but commercial judgement remains necessary
where specifications, negotiation or public accountability are involved. The greatest value
comes from combining automated analysis with knowledgeable buyers who can test
assumptions, challenge outputs and manage the practical consequences for suppliers,
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customers and service users alike.
Globalisation, Reshoring and the Automation Equation

For decades, the logic of globalisation was straightforward: labour-intensive production moved
to wherever wages were lowest. That logic has weakened. Pandemic disruption, shipping
bottlenecks, tariffs and sanctions have exposed the fragility of extended supply chains, while
automation has reduced the share of labour in many production costs. Relocating production
closer to customers can shorten lead times, but it also relocates supply chain risks rather than
eliminating them.

UK manufacturers report growing interest in reshoring. In a 2024 survey of 209 companies by
Make UK and RSM UK, 70% expected a long-term industrial strategy to accelerate the return
of production to the UK. Half said they would increase investment in existing UK facilities,
while 30% would increase automation. Reshoring and automation are therefore closely
connected investment decisions, not separate strategic choices to be evaluated in isolation.

Labour availability is the obvious constraint. A 2024 survey of UK manufacturers
commissioned by Medius found 58% had begun reshoring parts of their supply chains, yet
47% said this would require more UK staff and 45% more specialist staff. Some 78% expected
automation within supply chains to deliver a fast return on investment. Reshoring without
automation risks importing production into an already tight labour market.

International comparisons show the scale of the automation gap. The International Federation
of Robotics (IFR) reported that the Republic of Korea had 1,220 industrial robots per 10,000
manufacturing employees in 2024, the United States 307 and Western Europe a record 267,
against a global average of 132. Eight Western European countries ranked within the global
top 20; the UK was not among them, despite its large advanced manufacturing base.

The UK'’s relatively low robot density is both a weakness and an opportunity. Automation can
make domestic production competitive where transport costs, customer proximity or security
of supply matter, but it depends on engineering skills, reliable infrastructure and affordable
energy. Nearshoring, dual sourcing and regional production can complement global
procurement, creating more diversified networks rather than pursuing economically unrealistic
national self-sufficiency across every category of goods.

The strategic result is a more complicated automation equation than high wages equal
offshoring. Where production is standardisable, transport-intensive or strategically sensitive,
automation can make domestic investment more attractive; where work remains craft-based,
or materials are geographically concentrated, offshoring may remain compelling. The
strongest case for reshoring combines robotics with skilled labour, dependable infrastructure,
energy security and customer proximity, rather than assuming technology alone reverses
production geography.

Regulation, Employment Law and Al Governance

Workplace automation sits within established employment, equality, data protection and
health and safety law, even where legislation does not mention Al explicitly. Employers remain
responsible for decisions made using automated systems. An algorithm that discriminates
does not become lawful because a supplier designed it, and automated monitoring or
performance management may engage several regimes simultaneously. Governance
therefore needs to begin before procurement, not after an adverse decision occurs.

Redundancy obligations are particularly important where aufomation removes roles.
Employers proposing 20 or more redundancies at one establishment within 90 days must
consult collectively with appropriate representatives for at least 30 days where 20 to 99
dismissals are proposed and 45 days where 100 or more are proposed. From 6 April 2026,
the maximum protective award for non-compliance doubled from 90 to 180 days’ pay per
affected employee.
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Individual employment protection is also changing. Under the Employment Rights Act 2025,
the qualifying period for ordinary unfair dismissal protection is due to fall from two years to six
months from 1 January 2027. Automation-related dismissals of relatively recent recruits will
therefore require a genuine redundancy situation, fair selection and proper consideration of
alternatives, including retraining and redeployment into roles created by the new technology.

Health and safety obligations extend to physical automation. Industrial robots, autonomous
equipment and collaborative systems introduce risks including unexpected movement,
trapping, collision and maintenance hazards. Duties under the Health and Safety at Work etc.
Act 1974 require employers to protect workers so far as is reasonably practicable. Risk
assessments must therefore cover foreseeable failure modes, guarding, isolation,
competence and emergency arrangements throughout the equipment lifecycle.

Al governance is becoming more formalised. The ICO is developing updated guidance and a
statutory code of practice on Al and automated decision-making, while employment reforms
continue through 2026 and 2027. Organisations should maintain inventories of significant
automated systems, named accountability, impact assessments, audit trails and escalation
routes. Regulation is evolving, but the durable principle is clear: technology changes how
decisions are made, not who is responsible for their consequences.

Government, Employers and the Future Skills System

The skills challenge is too large for either government or employers to solve alone.
Government controls much of the education, apprenticeship and immigration framework, while
employers know which capabilities their technologies and operating models actually require.
Skills England was created to align training more closely with priority sectors, local labour
markets and technological change, rather than leaving provision to be shaped primarily by
historic qualification patterns.

The potential scale of Al-related demand is substantial but uncertain. Government-
commissioned projections suggest jobs directly involving Al activities could rise from about
158,000 in 2024 to 3.9 million by 2035, around 12% of the current workforce, with a broader
9.7 million working in Al-adjacent roles. These are modelled projections under one scenario,
not forecasts, and much of the growth reflects Al responsibilities being added to existing jobs.

Headline economic estimates require similar care. Skills England has cited an estimate that
Al adoption could add up to £400 billion to the UK economy by 2030. That figure is a modelled
upper-range potential, not an expected outcome, and it depends on widespread adoption,
organisational redesign and skills development. To support employers, Skills England has
also published an Al skills framework, an adoption pathway and an employer checklist.

Employers nevertheless remain responsible for investing in their own workforces. Training
cannot be treated solely as a public subsidy problem when businesses capture much of the
return. Government can shape incentives, funding rules and standards, but organisations
must identify future capabilities, release employees for learning and create credible routes
from declining tasks into expanding ones. Apprenticeship units designed for managers can
help, because leaders must understand what they are procuring.

The Future of Collective Bargaining

Al is becoming a collective bargaining subject because it affects workload, surveillance,
staffing, skills, pay and job security simultaneously. The Trades Union Congress (TUC)
published a draft Al bill in 2024 covering regulation and employment rights, proposing rights
to consultation, transparency and human review of high-risk decisions. Unions increasingly
argue for negotiation over technology selection and deployment, not merely over
redundancies and compensation after implementation has already occurred.

Future agreements may cover consultation rights, retraining guarantees, redeployment, limits
on surveillance, access to data and human review of algorithmic decisions. Productivity
sharing may also become contentious where automation substantially raises output.
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Employees may seek shorter hours, higher pay or employment guarantees in exchange for
supporting implementation, while employers prioritise flexibility and cost. Bargaining is
therefore moving upstream, from traditional pay rounds into decisions about how work is
designed.

Early negotiation also has a commercial rationale. Workers often understand exceptions,
customer behaviour and operational workarounds that implementation teams overlook.
Involving representatives can expose poor assumptions before systems are locked into
contracts or workflows. Conversely, infroducing automation without credible consultation can
turn manageable technological change into an industrial relations dispute. The TUC’s position
shows that collective bargaining can improve implementation quality while protecting workers.

From Labour Shortage to Labour Transformation

Automation can solve one labour shortage while creating another. A warehouse needing fewer
pickers may require more controls engineers and data specialists; a finance team using
generative Al may spend less time preparing documents but need stronger assurance
capability. Skills England estimates that around 70% of UK workers are in occupations
containing tasks Al could potentially perform or enhance, making task transformation far
broader than outright replacement.

Demand for specialist capability is already difficult to satisfy. The NAO identified digital
technology, data, cyber security, Al and project delivery as high-demand areas where
government must understand its shortfalls. The workforce bottleneck can migrate upward:
automation reduces dependence on abundant routine labour while increasing dependence on
scarcer people able to implement, secure, and supervise complex systems across public and
private organisations of every size and type.

This shift can create better work where repetitive or hazardous activities disappear, but it can
also create fragile operating models. A highly automated site may employ fewer people overall
while becoming critically dependent on a small engineering team. Absence, turnover or
supplier lock-in among those specialists can create greater operational risk than a larger
traditional workforce, so resilience requires succession planning, cross-training,
documentation and maintainable systems.

Occupational transformation also challenges established career pathways. Entry-level
employees have historically learned through routine drafting, reconciliation, scheduling and
basic analysis, precisely the tasks generative Al performs most easily. If those tasks disappear
without replacement learning opportunities, employers may weaken their future senior talent
pipeline. Apprenticeships, simulations, supervised decision-making and deliberate rotations
will increasingly be needed to supply developmental experience that routine work once
provided organically.

Strategic Workforce Planning in an Automated Economy

Strategic workforce planning becomes more important as automation shortens the useful life
of traditional headcount forecasts. The CIPD, the professional body for people management,
describes workforce planning as balancing labour supply and skills against organisational
demand. In an automated economy, that balance must incorporate technology scenarios
alongside retirement, turnover and recruitment, asking which tasks will disappear, which will
expand and which capabilities become business-critical under plausible adoption pathways.

A useful starting point is skills mapping rather than counting job titles. Two employees with
identical titles may perform very different combinations of automatable and non-automatable
work. Organisations should map critical tasks, proficiency, succession depth and external
availability, then overlay expected technology changes. This reveals whether automation
creates genuine surplus capacity or merely shifts pressure elsewhere, and where retraining is
cheaper than recruiting scarce specialists at market premiums.

Scenario planning is essential because Al development remains uncertain. Plans should
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model conservative, central and accelerated adoption cases, identifying triggers for
recruitment, redeployment or capital investment. Assumptions should be revisited frequently,
because a three-year workforce plan can become obsolete when technology capability
changes within months. Linking Al skills planning to job descriptions, performance
management, restructuring and career paths prevents technology strategy from drifting away
from people strategy.

Succession and financial planning should both recognise technical dependencies. An
organisation may remove dozens of repetitive roles yet become reliant on one systems
architect or robotics engineer, so risk registers should identify single points of failure. Budgets
should likewise integrate people and technology: robotics may reduce agency spending while
increasing maintenance contracts and engineering salaries. Modelling total workforce cost,
capital and operating expenditure together avoids false precision.

The result is a shift from workforce planning towards workforce intelligence. Better practice
combines internal skills data with labour-market trends, business strateqgy and technology
roadmaps, reviewed at least quarterly rather than annually. The objective is not to predict the
future exactly, but to recognise capability gaps early enough that recruitment, training, or
automation remains a deliberate choice rather than an emergency response to a crisis visible
months earlier.

Finding the Balance Between People and Technology

Bringing these threads together, the most valuable automation decisions allocate
responsibility within each process rather than labelling whole occupations as human or
automated. Machines suit repetitive calculation, retrieval, classification, scheduling and
controlled physical movement. People remain strongest where work depends on empathy,
ethical judgement, negotiation, accountability or ambiguity. The balance is therefore struck
task by task, and it should be revisited as both technology and organisational needs evolve.

The same principle applies across very different settings. In healthcare, Al can analyse images
and summarise records, but diagnosis involves patient context and responsibility that
statistical output cannot bear. In procurement, Al can classify spend and draft tender material,
while professionals remain accountable for specifications, negotiation, proportionality and
award decisions. In each case, automation bias becomes dangerous when people accept
recommendations they no longer understand or can challenge.

Accountability is the decisive boundary, and expertise is what makes accountability real.
Organisations may delegate activities to technology, but identifiable people and institutions
remain legally and managerially responsible. A nominal reviewer who cannot understand or
overturn an output provides no meaningful oversight. Equally, automation that removes the
developmental work through which expertise is built will eventually remove the organisation’s
capacity to judge its machines effectively.

The sustainable workforce is neither maximally automated nor artificially protected from
change. It uses technology where measurable improvements in safety, quality, capacity or
cost outweigh implementation risks, while preserving human control where context,
relationships and responsibility dominate. Pilots, measured outcomes and employee feedback
allow boundaries to move as evidence accumulates. Automation should reduce avoidable
labour scarcity without creating avoidable human obsolescence, and both machinery and
people need sustained investment to achieve that.

The Long-Term Future of Work

Demography, as much as technology, will shape the long-term future of work. The State
Pension age is rising from 66 to 67 between 2026 and 2028, extending many working lives,
while care demand grows as the population ages. Those pressures intensify the need to raise
productivity, retain older workers and use automation where labour supply cannot expand
quickly enough to meet rising demand for services.
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Younger workers face a different transition. ONS data show that 751,000 people aged 16 to
24 were unemployed in May to July 2026, a rate of 16.4%, up from 14.3% a year earlier. Entry-
level hiring appears particularly weak in information-processing occupations. Wider economic
weakness means Al cannot yet be isolated as the cause, but employers should protect the
entry routes that future skills depend on.

Increasingly capable systems create a wide range of plausible employment futures. The
Government Office for Science’s Al 2030 scenarios deliberately present five contrasting
pathways, ranging from augmented growth with people heavily involved to futures involving
significant labour displacement and much greater machine autonomy. These are explicitly
scenarios, not forecasts. Their value lies in showing that regulation, investment, skills and
organisational choices, not capability alone, will determine outcomes.

Expectations also tend to run ahead of evidence. In McKinsey’s global survey, 32% of
respondents in 2025 expected Al to reduce headcount within a year, but only 14% reported
an actual reduction when surveyed in 2026. Nevertheless, 39% of 2026 respondents expected
reductions over the following year. Planning should therefore prepare for faster change without
treating high-end projections as certainties or low realised effects as permanent.

Productivity remains the economic hinge on which these futures turn. Gains from Al and
robotics could support higher wages, stronger public services or shorter hours, but only if
adoption is broad, well governed and matched by investment in people. If benefits concentrate
narrowly while displacement concentrates in particular occupations and places, political and
social resistance will grow, slowing the very diffusion on which future productivity depends.

Summary: Automation as a Workforce Choice

Automation is ultimately a workforce choice, because organisations decide where, why and
how technology is deployed. The case is strongest where automation improves safety, quality,
resilience or productivity rather than merely removing headcount. UK evidence already shows
technologies releasing administrative capacity and reducing repetitive physical work, but
success repeatedly depends on process redesign, skills, reliable data and human oversight
rather than technology operating in isolation.

Fairness determines whether productivity improvement earns lasting workforce support.
Employees are more likely to accept automation when they understand its purpose, are
consulted before implementation and have credible opportunities to retrain or move into
redesigned roles. The alternative is technologically efficient but socially brittle change, in which
gains accrue narrowly while employees bear concentrated risks of redundancy, surveillance,
or deskilling. Transparency about costs and benefits is essential.

The public and private sectors face different incentives but the same underlying responsibility.
Businesses may convert productivity info margin, investment or lower prices, while public
bodies may use released capacity to improve services or contain expenditure. Neither
outcome is automatic, and gross capacity must never be mistaken for cashable savings.
Governance should identify who receives each benefit, what happens to released capacity
and whether savings are genuinely realised.

The strongest long-term model neither resists automation nor pursues it at any cost.
Demographic pressure and weak productivity make adoption increasingly important, yet
Jjudgement, accountability, relationships and creativity remain central to much valuable work.
The strategic objective is to use machines where they genuinely outperform repetitive human
effort, while investing in people wherever human capability creates value. Managed this way,
automation becomes a productivity strategy rather than a redundancy strategy.

Additional articles can be found at Procurement and Supply Chain Management Made Simple.
This site looks at procurement and supply chain management issues to assist organisations
and people in increasing the quality, efficiency, and effectiveness of their product and service
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supply to the customers’ delight. © Procurement and Supply Chain Management Made
Simple. All rights reserved.
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