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A third of workers think their jobs are at
risk from automation

3 years ago

New research has found that one in three (37%) employees consider their current job to be at risk from
automation and digital transformation.

HR software provider CIPHR has compiled a list of the occupations that are the most and least likely to be
replaced by technology or machines, based on the results of a survey of more than 1,000 UK workers:
www.ciphr.com/jobs-at-risk-from-automation. Survey respondents were asked to rate the likelihood that
their own occupation could become automated in the future, due to advances in smart technologies,
artificial intelligence (Al) and machine learning, and robotics.

Around a third of women (33%) and over two-fifths (43%) of men consider it likely or very likely that
automation could replace their jobs. While over half (54%) of those aged 18-to-24-years-old, compared to
around a quarter (27%) of over-45s, believe that their job might not exist one day.

Just because an occupation could become fully automated, however, doesn’t mean it necessarily will. A
more widely accepted view is that many roles will adapt and evolve and that new roles will be created, as
even more work tasks and business processes - particularly those that are more routine or repetitive - can
be done efficiently by machines.

To find out how closely people’s perceptions of automation match the reality - or, rather, the likelihood - of
what’s to come, CIPHR compared its survey results with a report by the Office for National Statistics (ONS)
on the probability of automation in England. The findings show a distinct difference, for almost all
occupations included in the study, between what workers think is likely to happen to their current jobs and
what ONS researchers predict will happen to those jobs.
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In many cases, people vastly underestimated or overestimated the likelihood of their occupation becoming
automated. This disparity suggests a significant misconception about which jobs (and which tasks within
them) are susceptible to automation, with many employees unaware and potentially unprepared for the
changes that may lie ahead in their working lives.

Kitchen and catering assistants, cleaners, and sales and retail assistants - some of the occupations with
the largest number of workers in the UK - are among the occupations to be given a ‘probability of
automation’ score of over 60% in the ONS report (ie 60% or more of those jobs are at risk from
automation). The people working in those roles, however, are more conservative in their estimations -
rating the likelihood of their job being replaced by automation as 42%, 17% and 43% respectively.

On the opposite end of the scale, many of the jobs assessed as ‘low risk’ of automation (with a ‘probability
of automation’ score of under 30%) in the ONS report, such as nurses (25%), IT directors (25%) and
accountants (26%), aren’t necessarily considered so by the people doing those jobs (who rate the
likelihood of automation as 32%, 55% and 64% respectively).

The perception gap (between the ONS’ probability of automation vs survey respondents’ opinions on
whether their job is at risk from future automation) varies significantly by job type. On average, people
working in non-desk-based, more labour-intensive roles are more likely than their desk-based counterparts
to underestimate the impact of automation on their occupation in the future (69% compared to 49%).
While half of workers in desk-based jobs overestimate the likelihood of their occupation becoming
automated.

Similarly, a greater proportion of people working in jobs that pay over £40,000 a year are more likely to
overestimate the likelihood of their occupation becoming automated than those earning under £31,285 -
the UK's average median annual salary for full-time employees (76% compared to 29%).

Yet, the majority of occupations with the highest probability of automation, according to ONS analysis, are
among the lowest paid. Over 90% of the occupations in CIPHR's study that have an ONS ‘probability of
automation’ score of 50% or more pay under the UK average wage. Most (66%) also have a predominately
female workforce.

Occupations most likely to underestimate their risk from automation

include:
Occupation Probability of automation, Likelihood of job becoming
according to ONS analysis automated (according to
people doing the job)

Fork-lift truck drivers 64 0
Large goods vehicle drivers 62 0
Postal workers, mail sorters, messengers, 61 0
and couriers
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Occupation Probability of automation, Likelihood of job becoming
according to ONS analysis automated (according to
people doing the job)

Medical secretaries 56 0

Cleaners and domestics 68 17

Occupations most likely to overestimate their risk from automation
include:

Occupation Probability of Likelihood of job
automation, becoming automated
according to ONS (according to people
analysis doing the job)
Financial institution managers and directors 30 100

(including bank manager and insurance manager)

IT specialist managers (including data centre 24 71
manager, IT support manager and service delivery

manager)

Production managers and directors in 30 75

manufacturing

Records clerks and assistants 56 100

Chartered and certified accountants 26 64

Occupations with the smallest difference (1% or less) between the two sets of results (CIPHR’s survey and
the ONS’ report) include human resource managers and directors (29% of this occupational group think
their job is likely to be replaced by technology or machines), IT user support technicians (27%),
programmers and software development professionals (27%), restaurant and catering establishment
managers and proprietors (38%), and bookkeepers, payroll managers and wages clerks (55%).

Claire Williams, chief people officer at CIPHR, comments: “CIPHR’s job automation study reveals some
surprising insights into how people perceive the role of technology and automation in the workplace,
particularly when it comes to their own careers.

“Almost every industry has been transformed in some way by technology. And while digitalisation and
automation have brought many positive benefits to organisations, such as improved efficiencies and
productivity, streamlined processes, and reduced costs and timesaving, there is still much uncertainty
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about how it will impact people’s jobs in the long term.

“The challenge is to get the right balance of technology and people. Employees need to feel valued, that
their roles have been enhanced by technology rather displaced by it. People often underestimate the
human skills that they bring to their roles - the many parts of their jobs that can’t easily be replaced by
algorithms and Al. The workplace and job roles will continue to evolve with technology, so employers need
to consider the best ways to upskill and reskill their existing employees to keep up with these changes -
making sure that they have the capacity, skills and capabilities to do their jobs and progress in their
careers.”

CIPHR polled a representative sample of 1,031 employed British adults to find out whether they thought
their job could become automated in the future (they were also asked to disclose their exact job titles).
The results are available at www.ciphr.com/jobs-at-risk-from-automation.

Due to the survey’s sample size, some job titles were underrepresented and therefore too statistically
unreliable to include.

More than 600 organisations use CIPHR's people management platform globally across the public, private
and non-profit sectors, with customers including Anexo Group, Bunzl UK, Claire’s Accessories UK, Devon
Doctors, Early Years Alliance, Fareham College, Haygrove, Met Office, Norton Way Motors, Safestyle UK,
Sport England, Thorntons Law, The Royal Society of Medicine, Vision Direct, Volkswagen Group UK, and
Willerby.

For more information, please visit www.ciphr.com.
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