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When customers shop online these days, their groceries may not be picked out by a worker

in their local supermarket but by a robot in a nearby warehouse.

Students in the US who want food delivered on campus will soon find their pizza arrives by
robot.

And in the drive-through lane at McDonalds in Chicago, orders are not being taken by a

cashier in a headset, but by a voice-recognition algorithm.

The rapid increase in automation in service industries may prove to be an economic legacy of
the pandemic. Technological investments that were made in response to the crisis may
contribute to a post-pandemic productivity boom, allowing for higher wages and faster
growth. But some economists say the latest wave of automation could eliminate jobs and
erode bargaining power, particularly for the lowest-paid workers, in a lasting way.

The trend toward automation predates the pandemic, but it has accelerated because of it
Automation threatens to tip the advantage back toward employers, potentially eroding those

gains. A working paper published by the International Monetary Fund in 2021 predicts that
pandemic-induced automation will increase inequality around the world.

The push toward automation goes far beyond the restaurant sector. Hotels, retailers,
manufacturers and other businesses have all accelerated technological investments. 43% of
businesses say they expect to reduce their work forces through use of technology.

Some economists see the increased investment as encouraging. Automation may harm
specific workers, but it makes the economy more productive. Others are less sanguine. In a

recent working paper, Professor Daron Acemoglu of the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology concluded that “a significant portion of the rise in U.S. wage inequality over the
last four decades has been driven by automation”. Acemoglu’s view is that many
technological investments have simply just replaced human labour without adding much to
overall productivity.

Such changes, multiplied across thousands of businesses in dozens of industries, could
significantly change workers’ prospects and opportunities.
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