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Introduction 

The advancement of technology is gradually presenting itself as a double-edged sword. While many are now 

able to experience conveniences never before seen, as technological developments in fields such as artificial 

intelligence and robotics become more refined, the labor market as we know enters new and potentially threatening 

territory. 

The Age of Automation (also referred to as the next industrial revolution) is characterized by the rapid 

displacement occurring in low-skilled labor as a direct result of developments in technology. Especially prevalent in 

developed countries with advanced technology, those participating in middle and low-skilled labor are finding it 

more and more difficult to compete with the— often more efficient-- advanced technologies of artificial intelligence 

and robotics. Indeed, the threat of automation to the labor sector is expected to increase rapidly in the future. The 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) estimates that 3% of jobs are at potential risk of automation by the early 2020s and 

the statistic is expected to increase to 30% by mid-2030s. 

Despite these concerns, the benefits from automation remain so tremendous that it will be difficult to reject 

it entirely. In fact, the PwC also estimates the potential boost to global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) from Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) by 2030 to be $15trillion. Additionally, AI has also been implemented to greatly contribute to 

humanitarian endeavors— as extensively documented by the "United Nations Activities on Artificial Intelligence” 

document. With this in mind, the optimal course of action remains to find a compromise between keeping the benefits 

of automation and ensuring economic sustainability. 

In the face of this dilemma, the United Nations (UN)  has offered itself as a platform discourse, particularly 

targeting economic implications of the rapidly evolving artificial intelligence (AI). The UN hosted a joint meeting 

between the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and the General Assembly Second Committee the October of 

2017 regarding the topic of “Sustainable Development in the Age of Rapid Technological Change". 

Definition of Key Terms 

Automation 
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Automation is defined as the gradual process of advanced technologies displacing human labor. While the 

process of automation is widely considered to have begun with the rise of the industrial revolution, the Age of 

Automation is more often used to refer to the recent period of time in which technological advancement has been 

most rapid and its effects on the labor market most drastic. 

Productive Efficiency 

 Productive efficiency is achieved when firms produce the maximum amount of goods or services they are 

capable of at a certain period of time with the given resources. This efficiency is improved with the development of 

new and better production methods and/or techniques. Regarding the topic at hand, the rise of automation is 

ultimately rooted in firms’ and society’s need to achieve productive efficiency: using machines to make more and 

better goods with fewer resources. 

Artificial Intelligence 

 Also known as AI, artificial intelligence can be used to refer to any technology (computer or machine) 

capable of advanced decision making, often resembling or exceeding the cognitive ability of humans. AI is most 

often used to identify robots and programs capable of complex problem solving. AI has been used to optimize a 

variety of processes ranging from simple assembly work to advanced machinery.  

Machine Learning 

An application of AI, machine learning allows computer systems to improve algorithms and methods by 

learning from large pools of experience (and the patterns present) rather than the explicit commands of a programmer 

or designer. Machine learning has become incredibly effective with the development of much more powerful 

computers and advanced data collection systems. With these improvements, machines and computer systems are 

capable of solving more and more complex problems—displacing a large variety and pool of labor. 

High, middle, and low-skilled work 

As the name suggests, work is generally split into the three categories of high, middle, and low-skilled work; 

the ranking of skill is based on the complexity of problem solving that the profession demands. High-skilled work 

usually refers to professions that require workers have high levels of education and is more demanding in complex 

problem-solving and decision making. Middle-skilled work deals with less complex problems, typically involving 

activities that do not require creativity (e.g. receptionist). Low-skilled work, also known as unskilled labor, involves 

menial and repetitive tasks, where previous experience is not required. 

Sustainability 

The UN defines sustainable development as "development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” In regards to this issue, sustainability 

involves ensuring that the current rapid expansion of capital as a result of automation does not come at the cost of 

greater economic threats such as employment and greater socio-economic disparity. 
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Background 

 The issue of sustainable economic development in the face of automation is vast, multi-faceted, and pressing. 

Given that it cannot be simply discarded because of the monumental benefits it presents, the global community must 

take cautious and immediate steps to adapt to this major change in the labor market.  

Rise of automation and its benefits  

 Almost all professional fields have incorporated artificial intelligence or advanced machinery in some way 

due to the wide range of benefits they provide: shorter working hours, greater productivity, improved safety in the 

workplace, etc.  

Among the aforementioned reasons, the greater efficiency and productivity that automation offers remains 

the primary motivation behind its wide adoption. Being invulnerable to the variability in human ability (e.g. sickness 

and carelessness), automated production processes take a wholly controlled approach to manufacturing, resulting in 

more efficient use of resources and a larger quantity of high quality products. This is most clearly seen and 

conventionally applied to low-skilled labor, such as basic assembly in the auto and textile industries, where the use 

of technologies such as the assembly line and assembly robots help produce better products faster. However, due to 

the rapid development of productive technologies in recent years, the benefits of automation extend far beyond fields 

involving low-skilled work. Indeed, artificial intelligence and other complex computer technologies have also 

benefitted fields involving skilled labor. In fact, the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty Organization (CTBT) 

describes that the recently developed machine-learning network detects 10-15% more nuclear-explosion events than 

the traditional rule-based system of detection.   

Automation has also played a large role in improving the workplace experience and quality for laborers. 

Though replacing human workers in the process, automation benefits worker safety by not only removing workers 

from potentially hazardous factory environments but also limiting incidence of drastic accidents that may arise from 

human error. For example, by implementing AI with complex machinery, firms and governments are able to limit 

human involvement in hazardous work environments such as nuclear reactors or chemical plants. Furthermore, the 

greater productive efficiency of machines has also contributed to the shortening of working hours. From the average 

workweek of 70 hours in 1900 United States, mechanization and automation have helped reduce that number to 40 

hours, nearly halving the statistic.  

Threats to sustainable economic development 

Despite its many benefits, however, automation remains a significant threat to the sustainability of economic 

development that cannot be ignored. Though having greatly varying effects from field to field, the general economic 

and social trend is that automation is displacing a large amount of the workforce, posing a great danger to economic 

and social equality worldwide and economic growth in developing countries.  

 Unemployment and displacement of workers 
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 The aforementioned benefits of automation, especially its greater efficiency, accuracy, and 

productivity are also the driving force behind its role in displacing workers.  

 As mentioned previously, 30% of all jobs can be automated by the mid-2030s. Upon dissecting this 

statistic, financial services will be most initially affected, followed by remaining sectors, transport, and health 

in that order. The larger effect of automation in financial services can be attributed to the development of 

algorithms that will lead to more efficient and faster financial analysis, effectively replacing financial 

analysts. The same magnitude of effect may also be observed in other professional fields that require less 

creativity and more repetitive tasks. As such, workers with low to medium education are more likely to be 

affected.  

 By the mid-2030s, automation in the transport sector will overtake financial services and sectors 

requiring low education will be automated the most. This is because, by this time, technology is expected to 

be advanced enough to outperform human labor in physical work and manual dexterity. Additionally, with 

sufficiently intelligent AI and machine-learning, computerized system will be able to effectively solve 

problems in more dynamic real-world situations. This vast displacement of labor will cause wide-ranging 

and significant social problems if left unattended. Many social scientists postulate that, as this wave of 

automation is likely to be much more far-reaching, its social effects will be even more devastating than those 

experienced during previous historic waves of unemployment (e.g. the Industrial Revolution). 

 Overall, members of the workforce with higher education, better social and management skills or 

those possessing programming skills (e.g. computer scientists) are least likely to be affected by automation.  

Polarization in the workforce 

 During the impending period of time, as computer algorithms are the first to experience significant 

improvement, a combination of different effects on varyingly skilled work will result in the polarization of 

labor. Middle-skilled work, composed of mainly routine or algorithmic tasks (e.g. data analysis, calculation, 

etc.), will experience the greatest amount of automation. On the other hand, low and high-skilled workers 

will gain a disproportionately larger amount of jobs. Indeed, as fewer resources and less time is directed to 

middle-skilled work, tasks that are more difficult to be computerized such as interpretation and application 

will gain more attention.  

 This significant change in the labor market will exacerbate levels of socio-economic inequality in 

society. As workers previously involved in middle-skilled work are forced to relocate to unskilled work and 

automation pushes the value of manual and low-skilled labor downwards, highly skilled and more adaptable 

workers will experience a dramatic increase in market valuing. The greater disparity in pay, then, places a 

heavy burden on both social and economic global welfare.  

Threats to developing countries  
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Though labor markets in developed countries with sufficiently advanced technologies will be most 

affected by the initial wave of automation in their domestic fields, ultimately, markets in developing countries 

will feel the largest blow. As firms experience dramatic increases in revenue and gradual decreases in costs 

by directing resources to automating their manufacturing process, they will be incentivized to spend less 

capital on human labor-- however inexpensive it may be. On the other hand, developing countries’ economy 

are heavily dependent on the exportation of cheap, unskilled labor. As such, social scientists postulate that 

as technologies become more advanced in developed nations, workers in developing countries will be given 

neither the opportunity to acquire low-skilled jobs nor the opportunity to adapt to this significant economic 

change.  

 

Major Parties Involved 

International Business Machines Corporation (IBM)  

 The IBM is an American company with global influence in computer manufacturing. Regarding its part in 

the issue of automation, the IBM is notable for the services it provides to other enterprises regarding automating and 

streamlining work processes. IBM’s automation services places special emphasis on using AI to increase the 

efficiency and productivity of the commissioning company.  

International Telecommunication Union (ITU)  

 A specialized agency of the UN, the ITU’s primary goal is to improve accessibility to ICT services worldwide 

by providing a platform for collaboration between private and public sectors. By fostering discussion and regularly 

publishing documents, the ITU attempts to help the transition of workers whom have been displaced by automation 

in order to seek more professional opportunities. On a larger, international level, the ITU advocates for the 

development of open-source software in order to even the global playing field and mitigate the possible negative 

effects of technologies such as AI on the global economy.  

International Labor Organization (ILO)  

 Tripartite UN agency, the International Labor Organization aims to “[bring] together governments, 

employers and workers of 187 member States, to set labor standards, develop policies and devise programmes 

promoting decent work for all women and men” (ILO). In short, the ILO aims to provide protect the rights and 

welfare of laborers worldwide through a wide range of programs (e.g. assistance professional training, 

encouragement in policy changes, etc.). Regarding the specific issue of automation, the ILO is especially focused on 

research on the effects of automation in the workforce and fostering discussion regarding the issue. 

 

Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 
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As seen above, many NGOs and UNOs have taken important steps to foster discussion on ways to mitigate 

the negative effects of automation in the global economy.  

• In particular, the united nations Economic and Social Council and the General Assembly Second 

Committee has hosted forums featuring experts in the fields to discuss possible solutions. Though 

this method of resolving the issue is less direct and active, it is an important first step in combatting 

the potentially adverse effects of automation.  

• Furthermore, organizations such as the ILO have also provided assistance in order to transition 

previously displaced workers. Typically, such organizations offer workshops in retraining and 

education so that the workforce can better adapt to greater demand in emotional intelligence, 

creativity, and computer expertise. In sum, greater investment in research and development for the 

effects of automation and how to mitigate them is essential to resolving the issue at hand.  

• However, some previously proposed solutions should be discouraged. While government dis-

incentivization in the form of taxes may be effective in the short run, this will only place more strain 

onto the economies of developing countries. This is because once these policies are enacted, 

companies will likely relocate to other regions where mechanization is not penalized. Thusly, 

developing countries lose national income while the inexpensively priced good is produced anyway 

and harms the labor market of said countries. Similarly, countries will also be unlikely to establish 

policies that disincentivize automation by forcefully lowering human labor costs due to potential 

problems regarding ethicality.  

 

Possible Solutions 

• Because it will be difficult to ensure the smooth and rapid transition from low to high skilled as a means to 

protect people from the effects of automation, governments should put in place other mechanisms to protect 

the welfare of displaced or endangered workers. A common example of this is universal basic income. In the 

form of a regularly dividend supplied by the countries government, the universal basic income should 

guarantee that citizens can afford to meet their basic needs during the process of re-education or retraining. 

However, in order to implement this solution, delegates must first resolve the issue of lack of funding in 

developing nations.  

• The bleak predictions in worker displacement is also clear evidence of the shortcomings of the current 

educational system. Delegates should think of methods to ensure that education (primary or higher) is geared 

towards and aligned with the demands of the new market under automation. This includes guaranteeing that, 

before entering the workforce, people are getting enough training in emotional intelligence, innovation, and 

other skills.   

• In order to preserve and protect economic and political equality across nations, actions must be taken to 

increase accessibility to advance technologies for developing nations. As an example, delegates can advise 

the creation of organizations that aim to reproduce important AI or machine learning advancements for public 
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access, establish a fund for developing nations to use in order to develop necessary technologies, or 

encourage international cooperation regarding the issue at hand. In a more general scope, delegates should 

also develop means that smoothen the transition between professions for displaced workers. These could 

include establishing local communities that assist in the emotional support for displaced workers, more senior 

colleges that help re-educate older citizens in order to better fit the demands of the new market, and other 

ways of destigmatizing their state of unemployment.  
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