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Technology is making life easier, but for the general population there are 
legitimate concerns about what the next few decades hold, particularly 
when it comes to their jobs. Much of the dialogue is framed by business 
leaders or fear-mongers – meaning it can be difficult to decipher how to 
feel about the future. 

But how do real people feel about machines and the changes they may 
bring about? What are the major concerns that businesses need to 
understand in order to help society progress? Who is going to be affected 
most – and how? 

This is a unique study into what people 
all over the world think the future of 
technology holds: for their jobs, and 
for society at large – and it arrives 
at a crossroads for the global tech 
community.

WELCOME… to The Impact of AI.



This report provides insights into the perceptions of the general public 
towards artificial intelligence and machine learning technologies, and their 
current and expected impacts on the professional lives of themselves 
and others. The study was carried out in the UK, the USA, India, Nigeria 
and South Africa, and covered 3,500 people. Each participant answered 
questions anonymously via the Streetbees mobile and web app. 

Key findings include:

• Individuals in accelerating, emerging economies (India and Nigeria)
are more concerned by the role of technology in their working lives.
Despite these worries, at the same time they are also more optimistic
about technology helping them reach their aspirational goals than those
in developed markets (the UK a-,nd US).

• There is a considerable difference in the way men and women respond
to technological change. Men are more inclined to agree with the
benefits of technology, while women are less convinced - and therefore
less invested in the idea of it shaping their future.

• The majority of people believe that a huge range of jobs will be
impacted by machines. Data processing and collecting, ‘predictable’
manual work such as carpentry and manufacturing, customer-facing
roles such as retail and hospitality, and expert roles such as those in the
medical and legal professions are all seen as at risk.

Executive Summary



Do you think your role could be performed by a machine now?

The easiest place to start? The here and now. 

Just a decade ago, asking whether a machine could do our jobs was within 
the realm of science fiction. In 2018, it’s a completely different picture.

Technology’s growing prevalence is often seen as a Western problem. As 
Westerners are more likely to have access to high-end tech, it’s assumed 
that they are more aware of what this could mean for their future. 

The reality is very different. Huge numbers in India (59%) and Nigeria (58%) 
are already concerned about what machines mean for their jobs now, let 
alone in coming years.

In the West, these fears are much less widespread. Only 37% of Americans 
feel their job immediately threatened by technology’s presence. In the UK, 
that figure is just 25%. 

How likely is it that your role will be replaced by a machine in the 
next 20 years?

So what about the future? Just 1 in 3 in both the UK and US think it’s likely 
their job will be replaced by technology, but in India and Nigeria (two of the 
biggest economies in the developing world) it’s the reverse. 

Think about it: 2 in 3 people across these countries believe that, at some 
point in the next two decades, their job will be replaced. When it comes to 
their livelihoods, technology isn’t the answer; it’s very much the problem.

Another key finding is that, when thinking about the next 20 years of work, 
women are more optimistic than men. Almost 1 in 2 men think it’s likely 
their job will be replaced; among women, it’s 1 in 3. 

Impacting factors of course include the nature of their roles – more men 
work in manufacturing and trade work, for example – but it indicates a 
further than expected shift in the workplace dynamic.

Will AI have an impact on your working life?
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British people are concerned about what the introduction of AI 
means to their futures.

Overall, 2 in 3 Brits are worried about machines taking away jobs from 
people – while 1 in 4 think a machine could do their job now.

What does that mean? Fear for the economy - 61% believe that machines 
taking away jobs will cause an economic crisis, and as a result 2 in 3 think 
there should be rules in place to prevent companies replacing staff with 
machines. 

Despite the economic concerns, British people were at the same time quite 
optimistic about the prospect of tech improving our quality of life. 

2 in 3 (66%) agreed that intelligent machines and AI will make their lives 
easier in the future, with only 11% disagreeing. 

What does the UK think about the Impact of AI?

Are you worried about machines taking jobs away from people?



It doesn’t worry me. Too many jobs need a 
personal touch. People have already lost jobs 
to machines – but they can’t do everything. 

Female, 35 years old

I’m a student, I study all the time. Robots 
can’t do that. They can’t develop aptitude 

and mental abilities. They have to be 
programmed to do everything. 

Male, 21 years old

I just don’t think I could ever fully trust them. 
I like to have a human to talk to about issues 

that need resolving.
Male, 59 years old

There are barely enough jobs as it is – look 
at supermarkets with self-checkouts, 

for example. I worry for my children if we 
are moving towards machines doing all 

electronic-based work. 
Female, 26 years old

Will AI have an impact on your working life?



What types of tasks do you think machines will be able to perform 
in the next 20 years?

According to the study, machines, much like humans, will be suited to some 
jobs more than others. 

Work in data processing and collection is a natural fit, as is ‘predictable’ 
manual work, such as carpentry or manufacturing. The UK in particular sees 
this change coming, with more than 2 in 3 agreeing.

Look a little deeper, though, and you’ll see how far people already predict 
technology will spread. Customer-facing roles – such the point-of-sale 
checkout – have long been in the crosshairs of companies looking to 
streamline. 

But what about people with considerable expertise, such as the surgeons 
or lawyers? Over 1 in 3 think these are both areas at risk, making this an 
issue that transcends social class as well as age, gender and country of 
residence. 

What types of tasks do you think machines will be able to perform 
better than humans in the next 20 years?

The future will be about collaborating with technology, not competing 
with it.

Aside from data processing and entry, fields in which around 2 in 3 believe 
humans will have a reduced role to play, people don’t believe they will be 
surpassed in their roles by machines. 

This goes for every other occupation covered in the study: from project 
managing to engineering, tree surgery to heart surgery, all over the world.

Around 4 in 5 believe humans will still have the edge over technology, 
feeding into a widely-held belief that these next two decades will see us 
ultimately work with artificial intelligence – rather than have it work for us 
or, yes, against us.

What will the future of work look like?
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A majority of people believe we should be designing machines 
to do jobs currently done by humans.

Even in countries like Nigeria, where almost two-thirds are already fearful 
for their jobs, a staggering 8 in 10 support the development of technology 
for this purpose. 

The most eye-opening disparity is that between men and women. While 
72% of men agree in support of building machines to do humans’ jobs, just 
53% of women feel the same way.

“Humans need to care for their families,” one woman said, “and machines 
will put them out of work in many fields”.

“Machines have a capability for autonomy that we do not,” said a male 
respondent.” Our concern around potential future jobs does not eliminate 
the important of advancing as a human race”. 

What will the future of work look like? 

Morally speaking, do you think we should be designing artificial 
intelligence to do humans’ jobs at all?



Which industries do you think are most at risk?

A considerable number of people harbour deep concerns about future jobs. 
But which sectors do they think are going to be hit the hardest?

In the UK and the US, manufacturing is considered to be most at risk – 
particularly in Britain, where more than 1 in 2 see advancing technology 
as the death knell for the industry. For the sector that usurped it, financial 
services, the future doesn’t look much brighter. Across both the UK and US, 
more than 4 in 10 believe it will be among the worst hit. 

So will the future of work in these countries be in the tech sector? Not 
quite. Around 1 in 4 predict that tech – the force behind automation and AI 
– will be adversely affected too. 

In Britain, with a tech industry worth over £180bn and growing 2.6% 
quicker than the rest of the economy, optimism for its longevity as an 
employer is low – perhaps an indicator that calls for legislation to protect 
at-risk jobs will only increase as expansion continues. 

Who is at risk?

Where the US and UK have been taking strides towards a cashless society 
for a number of years, cash still remains king in India and Nigeria.

Why is this important? Because, with the introduction of fintech solutions, 
the way these economies function could be transformed, providing 
solutions to issues surrounding security and fraud, or by strengthening 
weaker financial institutions or interactions. 

As a result, although financial services are still seen as the most at-risk 
sector in each market, the level of concern is lower than in the developed 
world. In India, just 33% believe the financial services sector will be 
affected.

Why? The finance sector isn’t as developed and the economy isn’t as reliant 
on it – meaning any level of disruption emerging from AI is perceived as 
less critical for the country. 
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Understandably, people predict the success of artificial intelligence through 
the prism of their own environment. India and Britain are two vastly 
different societies, and their perceptions on areas that will be improved by 
technology are reflective of this.

In India, for example, the last decade has seen a huge increase in people 
completing data processing and data science qualifications – thanks 
to courses becoming more accessible, and growing fears about the 
redundancy of their core skills. As a result, they are 25% less likely than 
Brits to think technology could fulfil these roles better than them. 

On the other side of the coin, Indians are twice as likely to expect the 
introduction of machines to complete jobs traditionally associated with 
expertise (think surgeons, lawyers, engineers and more), or those that 
involve managing people, than those in Britain.

What does this mean? In India, there is a much lower impression of 
professional jobs and management and, as a result, they believe that 
artificial intelligence could lead to improvements in standards.

In Britain, it’s the reverse: how could a machine improve on services so 
intrinsically linked to a ‘human touch’? As one male respondent said, they 
are concerned about “the lack of human empathy in certain situations. 
How would ‘technology’ be able to fire an employee? How could they do it 
tactfully?”

“In life, so many things are not straightforward. They require imagination, 
or the ‘human touch’”, one female respondent said. “These are things that I 
just don’t see machines ever being able to do sincerely.” 

Who is at risk?

What types of jobs do you think are most at risk?
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Despite fears over job security, people are at the same time 
optimistic that machines will make their lives easier.

And although they are the most vulnerable to the long-term impact of 
artificial intelligence, young people are the most optimistic about the 
potential positive impact on their lives. 

Almost 8 in 10 young people agree that intelligent machines will make their 
lives easier. These are so-called digital natives. Having grown up in an 
already-connected world, they are attuned to the benefits of a society in 
sync with technology.

Similarly, the optimistic streak continues in both Indians and Nigerians, 
with 81% and 87% respectively agreeing with the statement. For the 
aspirational classes, typical of developing countries with prosperous 
economies, technology is as fervently welcomed as it is feared.

Elsewhere, we again encounter a more emphatic endorsement from men; 
44% strongly agree with the statement, double the number of women. 

The verdict
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“Intelligent machines will make my life easier”

The positives



But this optimism is tempered with realism: a recognition of the 
threat of economic turmoil that tech could create.

3 in 4 under-35s also believe that technology could pose serious problems, 
should it end up being integrated into working life in a mismanaged way. 
For those over-35, that figure is just over 1 in 2. 

The three emerging economies in the study, including South Africa as 
well as India and Nigeria, all feel this threat more acutely than developed 
markets – perhaps a reflection of extended periods of economic instability 
each has experienced, resulting in a mistrust of government competency. 

“Unemployment will strain an already-ailing economy,” said one respondent. 
“We have students with degrees unable to find work, having to do lower-
skilled jobs. And just look at how online retailers have effectively killed the 
high street.”

The verdict
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“Machines will take people’s jobs and cause an economic crisis”
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“There should be rules to prevent companies replacing their staff 
with machines”

In light of this, regulation to prevent companies replacing staff 
with machines has support worldwide.

Emerging markets are most in favour of this idea, while the UK (16%) and 
US (14%) contain the highest numbers of people actively against regulation.

Older people are also more likely to be against rules preventing companies 
doing what they like with machines, with 1 in 4 against regulation. But 
when it comes to under-35s, the figure is the opposite: 3 in 4 are in favour 
of the idea.

This means that, with the pace of change increasing by the year, businesses 
need to ensure that when – not if – public opinion becomes policy, they are 
there to help shape it.

Tech leaders are one group of experts who needn’t fear for their job. It 
is their insight and innovation that will shape the working lives of people 
around the world for decades to come.

The verdict

The implications for businesses

DisagreeAgree Neutral

Under-35s
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Streetbees is a London-based global intelligence platform that reveals how 
people behave, and why, by analysing real-life moments collected from its 
worldwide users on an always-on basis.

Over 1 million users – or ‘bees’ – across 150 countries worldwide use 
the chat-style Streetbees app to share moments from their daily lives via 
videos, photos and text, giving as much or as little information as they like. 
Through applying advanced natural language processing technology to the 
results, Streetbees uncovers not just what they do, but also why they do it, 
and what drives them – and predicts what they may do next.

This allows Streetbees’ customers – who include Unilever, PepsiCo, 
BBC World Service, Vodafone and L’Oreal – to receive rich insights into 
communities anywhere in the world at an unprecedented scale and 
affordable cost, helping them deeply understand new or unfamiliar markets. 
Using the Streetbees platform, world-leading brands are able to make more 
informed and accurate decisions about consumer behaviour, and predict 
future trends with confidence.

Streetbees is backed by some of the planet’s most renowned investors and 
entrepreneurs, including Atomico, BGF Ventures, LocalGlobe, and Octopus 
Ventures. Our investors have also backed TransferWise, Zoopla, FarFetch, 
Graze and Wonga - and founded Innocent drinks.

About Streetbees
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