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Automation in Everyday Life 

 

Advances in robotics and artificial intelligence have 

the potential to automate a wide range of human 

activities and to dramatically reshape the way that 

Americans live and work in the coming decades. A Pew 

Research Center survey of 4,135 U.S. adults conducted 

May 1-15, 2017, finds that many Americans anticipate 

significant impacts from various automation 

technologies in the course of their lifetimes ï from the 

widespread adoption of autonomous vehicles to the 

replacement of entire job categories with robot 

workers. Although  they expect certain positive 

outcomes from these developments, their attitudes 

more frequently reflect worry and concern over the 

implications of these technologies for society as a 

whole.  

To gauge the opinions of everyday Americans on this 

complex and far-reaching topic, the survey presented 

respondents with four different scenarios relating to 

automation  technologies. Collectively, these scenarios 

speak to many of the hopes and concerns embedded in 

the broader debate over automation and its impact on 

society. The scenarios included: the development of 

autonomous vehicles that can operate without the aid 

of a human driver; a future in which robots and 

computers can perform  many of the jobs currently 

done by human workers; the possibility of fully 

autonomous robot caregivers for older adults; and the 

possibility that a computer program could evaluate 

and select job candidates with no human involvement . 

The following are among the major findings.  

How realistic are the scenarios 

presented in the survey? 

 

Some of the scenarios presented in the 

survey are more futuristic than others: 

Today companies can utilize computer 

algorithms in various aspects of the 

hiring process ð from identifying 

candidates who might be overlooked in 

traditional face-to-face recruiting, to 

automatically eliminating applicants who 

lack certain characteristics. 

Americans today cannot purchase a fully 

autonomous vehicle. But a number of 

companies are developing and testing 

these vehicles, and many modern cars 

offer semi-autonomous features such as 

adaptive cruise control or lane-assist 

technology. 

A wide range of robotic devices are being 

developed to help meet the demands of 

an aging population. But it will likely be 

many years before fully autonomous 

robot caregivers as described in this 

survey are available for use. 

More broadly, these developments 

speak to the possibility of a world in 

which robots and computer applications 

are capable of performing many of the 

tasks currently done by humans ð with 

potentially profound implications for 

society as a whole. 
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Americans express widespread concern ð but also tempered optimism ð about the impact 

of emerging automation technologies 

Americans generally express 

more worry than enthusiasm 

when asked about these 

automation  technologies. Most 

prominently , Americans are 

roughly twice as likely to 

express worry (72%) than 

enthusiasm (33%) about a 

future in which robots and 

computers are capable of doing 

many jobs that are currently 

done by humans. They are also 

around three times as likely to 

express worry (67%) than 

enthusiasm (22%) about 

algorithms  that can make hiring 

decisions without any human 

involvement . By comparison, 

public views towards driverless 

vehicles and robot caregivers 

exhibit more balance between 

worry and enthusiasm. 

The public also expresses a number of concerns when asked about the likely outcomes they 

anticipate from these technological developments. For instance, 76% of Americans expect that 

economic inequality will become much worse if robots and computers are able to perform many of 

the jobs that are currently done by humans. A similar share (75%) anticipates that the economy 

will not create many new, better-paying jobs for humans if this scenario becomes a reality. And 

64% expect that people will have a hard time finding things to do with their li ves if forced to 

compete with advanced robots and computers for jobs. 

In the case of driverless vehicles, 75% of the public anticipates that this development will help the 

elderly and disabled live more independent lives. But a slightly larger share (81%) expects that 

many people who drive for a living will suffer job losses as a result. And although a plurality (39%) 

expects that the number of people killed or injured in traffic accidents will decrease if driverless 

More worry than optimism about potential 

developments in automation 

% of U.S. adults who say they are enthusiastic or worried about  é 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown.  

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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vehicles become widespread, another 30% thinks that autonomous vehicles will make the roads 

less safe for humans. Similarly, seven-in-ten Americans (70%) anticipate that robot caregivers 

would help alleviate the burden of caring for aging relatives ï but nearly two-thirds (64%) expect 

that these technologies would increase feelings of isolation for the older adults in their care. 

Majorities of  Americans are reluctant to use emerging automation technologies 

themselves and express concerns about removing the human element from important  

decisions 

A sizable share of the public expresses reservations about personally using each of the 

technological concepts examined in the survey. Nearly six-in-ten Americans say they would not  

want to ride in a driverless vehicle or use a 

robot caregiver for themselves or a family 

member, while roughly three -quarters would 

not want to apply for a job that used a computer 

program to evaluate and select applicants. 

Those who are hesitant to use these 

technologies frequently describe their concerns 

as stemming from a lack of trust in 

technological decision-making and an 

appreciation for the unique capabilities and 

expertise of humans. For instance, roughly 

seven-in-ten Americans who would not want to 

ride in a driv erless vehicle mention a lack of 

trust, a fear of losing control and/ or general 

safety concerns when asked why they would not 

want to use this technology. 

Survey respondentsô comments about robot caregivers and hiring algorithms also frequently point 

to the importance of human contact and decision-making and their worries that even the most 

advanced machines could never replicate these attributes. 

Broad public support for policies that limit the use of automation technologies or bring 

humans more fully into the process  

Along with these concerns, the public generally responds favorably to policies that would limit the 

use of these technologies to specific situations or that would bring human  beings more fully into 

their operations. In the event that robots and computers become capable of doing many human  

Many Americans would be hesitant to 

use various automation technologies 

% of U.S. adults who say they would or would not want 

to ___ if given the opportunity  

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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jobs, for example, 85% of 

Americans are in favor of 

limiting machines to 

performing primarily those 

jobs that are dangerous or 

unhealthy for humans. Were 

robots and computers to 

become widely competitive 

with human workers, 

majorities would also support 

providing all Americans with a 

guaranteed income that would 

allow people to meet their 

basic needs (60% in favor), as 

well as a national service 

program that would pay 

humans to perform jobs even 

if machines could do them 

faster or cheaper (58% in 

favor). In addition, a notably 

larger share of the public sides 

with the notion that there 

should be limits on the 

number of jobs businesses can 

replace with machines, as 

opposed to the idea that 

businesses are justified in 

automating human jobs if they can receive better work at lower cost (by a 58% to 41% margin). 

Democrats and Democratic-leaning independents are substantially more likely than Republicans 

and Republican-leaning independents to favor both a universal income (by a 77% to 38% margin) 

and a national service program (by a 66% to 46% margin) in the event that machines threaten to 

displace substantial numbers of human workers. But the vast majority of Americans ï regardless 

of party affiliation ï support limiting machines to performing danger ous and dirty jobs. And 

roughly comparable shares of Democrats (60%) and Republicans (54%) feel that there should 

generally be limits on the number of jobs businesses can replace with robots or computers. 

Broad public support for policies that limit the reach 

and impact of workforce automation  

% of U.S. adults who say they support or oppose the following policies in the 

event that robots and computers are cap able of doing many human jobs  

 

% of U.S. adults who say they agree with each statement in the event that 

robots and computers are capable of doing many human jobs  

 

Note: Respondents in top chart who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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The desire for increased human control of these technologies is present in Americansô attitudes 

toward other concepts in this survey as well. The vast majority of Americans (87%) would favor a 

requirement that all driverless vehicles have a human in the driverôs seat who can take control of 

the vehicle in the event of an emergency, with 53% favoring this policy strongly. Meanwhile, 

roughly half (48%) of 

Americans would feel better 

about the concept of a robot 

caregiver if there was a human 

operator who could remotely 

monitor its actions at all times . 

And 57% would feel better 

about the concept of a hiring 

algorithm if it was only used for 

the initial screening of job 

candidates prior to a traditional 

in-person interview. 

A key attitudinal divide 

around emerging automation 

technologies: Those who are 

excited to try these 

technologies themselves 

versus those who are more 

hesitant  

For each of the concepts 

examined in the survey, 

Americans who themselves 

would be interested in using 

these technologies express 

substantiall y more positive 

attitudes towards them  than 

those who would not. These 

enthusiasts also anticipate a 

wider range of positive societal 

impacts if these technologies 

become widespread. 

Driverless vehicle enthusiasts differ dramatically in 

their views and attitudes toward this technology from 

those who are more hesitant  

 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Driverless vehicles represent an especially vivid  example of this trend. Americans who themselves 

would ride in a driverless vehicle express greater levels of enthusiasm and lower levels of worry 

about the ultimate impact of this technology  compared with those who are more reticent, and they 

are more likely to say they would feel safe sharing the road with both autonomous cars and freight 

vehicles. This group is also more likely to think that autonomous vehicles will reduce traffic 

fatalities and help the elderly and disabled live more independent lives, and they are much less 

supportive of various rules or policies restricting their use.  

Many Americans expect a number of professions to be dominated by machines within their 

lifetime s ð but relatively few expect their own jobs or professions to be impacted 

Beyond the examples noted 

above, Americans anticipate 

significant changes to the 

nature of jobs and work in the 

coming decades as a result of 

automation. Overall, roughly 

three-quarters of Americans 

(77%) think it ôs realistic that 

robots and computers might 

one day be able to do many of 

the jobs currently done by 

humans, with 20% describing 

this prospect as extremely 

realistic.  And substantial 

shares of Americans anticipate 

that automation will impact a 

number of specific career 

fields over the course of their 

lifetimes. Sizable majorities 

expect that jobs such as fast 

food workers and insurance 

claims processors will be 

mostly performed by machines during that timeframe , while around half expect that the same will 

be true of jobs such as software engineers and legal clerks. 

At the same time, few of todayôs workers expect that their own  jobs or professions are at risk of 

being automated. In total, j ust 30% of workers think it ôs at least somewhat likely that their job s 

Americans view certain professions as being at greater 

risk of automation than others  

% of U.S. adults who think it is ___ likely that the following jobs will be 

replaced by robots or computers in their lifetime s 

 

Note: Data for òown job or professionó is based on those who are currently employed. 

Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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will be mostly done by robots or computers during their lifetime s. Indeed, roughly four times as 

many workers describe this outcome as ñnot at all likelyò (30%) as describe it as ñvery likelyò (7%). 

Workers in certain industries (such as hospitality and service, or retail) are more likely to view 

their jobs as being at risk compared with those in others (such as education). But across a range of 

occupations, majorities of workers anticipate that their jobs or professions will not  be impacted by 

automation to a significant degree. 

6% of Americans report that they have already been impacted by automation in the form of 

lost jobs and/ or wages 

Much of this survey focuses on possible future 

impacts of automation, but a minority of 

Americans are already being impacted by these 

technologies in their own jobs and careers. 

Specifically, 2% of Americans report that they 

have ever personally lost a job because their 

employers replaced their position s with a 

machine or computer program . Another 5% 

report that they have ever had their pay or 

hours reduced for the same reason. Taken 

together, that works out to 6% of U.S. adults 

who report having been impacted by workforce 

automation in one (or both) of these ways. The 

youngest adults ï those ages 18 to 24 ï are 

among the groups most likely to have been 

personally impacted by workforce automation . 

This experience is also more common than 

average among Latinos, part -time workers and 

those with relatively low household incomes. 

Although they comprise a relatively small share of the population , these workers who have been 

impacted by automation express strongly negative views about the current ï and future ï impact 

of technology on their own careers. Fully 46% of these workers feel that technology has decreased 

their own opportunities for career advancement, while 34% feel that technology has generally 

made their work less interesting (each of these views is shared by just 11% of other workers). And 

nearly six-in-ten (57%) anticipate that their own job s or professions will be mostly done by 

machines within their lifetime s ï roughly twice the share among workers who have not been 

impacted by automation in this way  (28%). 

Young Americans especially likely to 

have been impacted by workforce 

automation 

% of U.S. adults in each group who say they have ever 

personally  ___ because their employer s replaced their 

position s (or some aspect of their jobs) with a machine, 

robot or computer program  

 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Workers lacking a college education are much less likely to express positive attitudes 

towards the current generation of workforce  technologies 

More broadly, the survey also finds that the 

current generation of workforce technologies 

has had widely disparate impacts on todayôs 

workers. For some ï especially those with high 

levels of educational attainment ï technology 

represents a largely positive force that makes 

their work more interesting  and provides 

opportunities for career advancement. But 

those who have not attended college are much 

less likely to view todayôs workforce 

technologies in such a positive light. 

The survey asked about the impact that six 

common workforce technologies have had on 

todayôs workers. These include word processing 

and spreadsheet software; smartphones; email 

and social media; software that manages 

peopleôs daily schedules; technologies that help 

customers serve themselves without the 

assistance of a human worker; and industrial 

robots. It finds that workers with college 

degrees are substantially more likely than those 

who have not attended college to say that each 

of these individual technologies has had a 

positive impact on their job s or careers. Indeed, 

roughly one-quarter (24%) of workers with high school diploma s or less say that not a single one 

of these six technologies has had a positive impact on their jobs or careers; for college graduates 

that share is just 2%. 

When it comes to the overall impact of technology on them in a professional context, just 38% of 

workers with high school diploma s or less indicate that technology in general has made their jobs 

more interesting. And a similarly  modest share (32%) feels that technology has increased their 

opportunities for career advancement. In each instance, these figures are substantially lower than 

those reported by workers who have continued their formal education beyond high school . 

Workers with higher levels of education 

more likely to say tech has increased 

opportunities, made their jobs more 

interesting  

% of U.S. workers in each group who say that technology 

has generally é 

 

Note: Based on U.S. adults who are currently employed on a full- or 

part-time basis.  

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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The public anticipates widespread advances in the development and adoption of 

automation technologies over the coming decades 

Many Americans anticipate that various automation 

technologies will make significant inroads in terms of their 

development and adoption in the coming decades. Driverless 

vehicles are perhaps the most prominent example of this trend. 

Fully 94% of Americans have some awareness of the effort to 

develop driverless vehicles, and roughly two -thirds of the public 

anticipates that most vehicles on the road will be driverless 

within the next half -century ï with 9% predicting that this will 

occur in the next 10 years. 

Additionally, substantial shares of Americans think it ôs likely 

that within 20 years doctors will rely on computer programs to 

diagnose and treat most diseases (79% think this will definitely 

or probably happen); that most retail interactions will be fully 

automated and involve little or no human interaction between 

customers and employees (65%); and that most deliveries in 

cities will be made by robots or drones instead of humans (65%). 

 

Roughly two-thirds of 

Americans expect most 

cars to be driverless in 

next half century 

% of U.S. adults who say it will take 

__ for most vehicles on the road to 

be driverless 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an 

answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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1. Americansõ current experiences with automation and 

other workforce technologies 

The bulk of this report is focused on the coming wave of workforce automation and other 

automation technologies. But a variety of technological innovations ï from industrial robots in 

manufacturing to the office productivity tools that have transformed the nature of white collar 

office work ï have already had a profound impact on the nature of work in the present day. When 

asked about the impact of these and other technologies on their own jobs and careers, todayôs 

workers express decidedly mixed views. Many view these technologies in a positive light, but 

substantial shares view them as damaging (or at best neutral) to their own career prospects. 

Moreover, the survey finds that the benefits of these tools are most likely to accrue to workers with 

high levels of formal educational attainment. I t also finds that workforce automation has already 

impacted a minority of todayôs workers in the form of lost jobs or wages ï and that many of these 

workers view technology as a broadly negative influence on the trajectory of their own careers. 

Workers express mixed 

opinions on how todayõs 

technologies have impacted 

their  own jobs and careers 

Todayôs workers express a 

diversity of views when asked 

about the impact that various 

technologies have had on their 

own jobs and careers. A 

substantial share of workers 

indicate that technologies such 

as word processing or 

spreadsheet software (70%), 

smartphones (67%), and email 

or social media (60%) have 

had a positive impact on their 

own careers. Meanwhile, 54% 

say they have been positively 

impacted by software that 

manages their daily schedules 

or routines , and 48% report a 

positive impact from technologies that help customers serve themselves on their own. Around one-

Workers express mixed views about the impact of 

various workforce technologies 

% of U.S. workers who say the following technologies have had  ___ on their 

own careers or jobs 

 

Note: Based on U.S. adults who are currently employed on a full- or part-time basis. 

Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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quarter (27%) feel that industrial robots  have impacted them positively in one way or another in 

their jobs or careers. 

At the same time, in each instance a minority of workers ï ranging from 5% in the case of word 

processing and spreadsheet software, to 16% in the case of email or social media ï indicate that 

these technologies have had a negative impact on their own jobs or careers. Larger shares feel that 

these technologies have not had much impact on them in either a positive or negative way. This 

sentiment is most prominent in the case of industrial robots: 58% of workers feel that these 

devices have not had much of an impact on them personally. 

Workers generally express 

more positive than negative 

views when asked a more 

general set of questions about 

the impact of all the various 

technologies they might have 

used throughout the course of 

their careers. Roughly half of 

workers (53%) feel that 

technology in general has made 

their work more interesting, but 

12% say it has made their work 

less interesting ï and around 

one-third (34%) say it hasnôt 

had a major impact either way 

in this regard. Similarly, a 

plurality of workers (46%) feel 

that technology has increased 

their opportunities for career 

advancement ï but 13% say it 

has decreased their 

opportunities for advancement, 

and 40% say it has made no 

difference one way or another. 

Workers are more divided on whether technology has made their work more or less demanding: 

39% say it has indeed made their jobs more demanding, only modestly larger than the shares who 

Workers express more positive than negative views on 

the overall impact of technology on their careers 

% of U.S. workers who say the following  

 

Note: Based on U.S. adults who are currently employed on a full- or part-time basis. 

Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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say it has made their work less demanding (29%) or that it has not had much impact either way on 

the relative demands of their jobs (32%). 

Workers with varying levels of educational 

attainment express pronounced differences 

in their views of workplace technology  

For each of the six specific technologies 

measured in the survey, workers with at least a 

four -year college degree have markedly more 

positive views compared with  those with high 

school diplomas or less. These differences are 

most pronounced in the case of office 

productivity tools such as word processing or 

spreadsheet software: There is a 45-percentage 

point difference in the share of workers with 

college degrees (90%) and with high school 

diplomas or less (45%) who feel these 

technologies have had a positive impact on 

them professionally. However, there are also 

differences of 20 percentage points or more 

between these groups for several other 

technologies, including email or social media 

(27 points),  smartphones (22 points), and 

software that manages workersô daily schedules 

and routines (21 points).  In total , nearly one-

quarter (24%) of workers with high school 

diploma s or less say that none of these six 

technologies has had a positive impact on their 

jobs or careers; for college graduates that figure 

is just 2%. 

By the same token, workers with high school 

diploma s or less are notably more downbeat 

about the impact these tools have had on their 

careers relative to college graduates. One-in-ten 

workers with high school diploma s or less say 

they have been negatively impacted by word 

Workers with higher levels of education 

have more positive views of many 

workplace technologies 

% of workers in each group who say that ___ have had 

a positive or negative impact on their job s or career s 

 

Note: Based on U.S. adults who are currently employed on a full- or 

part-time basis. Respondents who said these technologies did not 

have an impact one way or another, as well as those who did not 

give an answer, are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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processing or spreadsheet applications; 16% have been negatively impacted by scheduling software 

tools; and around one-in-five have negative views of the impact of customer self-service tools 

(18%) and industrial robots (19%) on their own careers. 

Moreover, large shares of non-college educated workers indicate that these technologies have 

simply not impacted their careers in any meaningful sense ï whether for good or bad. Fully 44% of 

workers with high school degrees or less say their professional lives have not been impacted one 

way or the other by word processing or spreadsheet software, for instance, while 35% say the same 

about email or social media. 

Generally speaking, workers in the middle 

educational tier ï that is, those who have 

graduated from high school but who lack four -

year college degrees ï tend to have attitudes 

toward technology and work that are midway 

between these two groups. They express more 

positive views relative to those with no college 

experience at all, but less positive views relative 

to those with four -year degrees or more. 

Workersô views of the broader impact of 

technology on their careers exhibit similarly 

pronounced educational differences. Compared 

with workers with high school diploma s or less, 

college graduates are substantially more likely 

to say that technology has made their work 

more interesting ( 64% vs. 38%), and to say it 

has increased their opportunities for career 

advancement (53% vs. 32%). In terms of the 

demands of their jobs, college graduates are 

somewhat more likely to say that technology 

has made their work more demanding (45% vs. 

36%), but also more likely to say it has made 

their work less demanding (31% vs. 20%). 

 

Workers with higher levels of education 

more likely to say tech has increased 

opportunities, made their jobs more 

interesting  

% of  U.S. workers in each group who say that 

technology has generally é 

 

Note: Based on U.S. adults who are currently employed on a full- or 

part-time basis.  

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 
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6% of Americans have ever lost a job, and/or had their pay or hours reduced, because their 

employer automated some or all of their job duties 

The survey also finds that Americans are being 

impacted by technology in more tangible ways 

when it comes to their career prospects. 

Specifically, 2% of Americans report that they 

have at some point personally lost a job because 

their employer s replaced their position s with a 

machine or computer program, and another 5% 

have ever had their pay or hours reduced for the 

same reason. In total , 6% of Americans have 

been impacted by automation in one (or both) of 

these ways. More broadly , nearly one-in-five 

Americans (18%) indicate that they personally 

know someone who has lost a job, or had their 

pay or hours reduced, as a result of workforce 

automation . 

The youngest adults ï those ages 18 to 24 ï are 

especially likely to report that they have been 

personally impacted by automation in  one or 

both of these ways: Some 6% of 18- to 24-year-

olds have lost a job entirely due to automation, 

while 11% have had their pay or hours reduced 

for that reason. In total , 13% of Americans in 

this age group have been impacted by 

automation in one or both of these ways. 

In addition to young adults, several other 

demographic groups report being impacted by 

workforce automation technologies at 

somewhat higher than average levels: 

Á Part -time workers  ï 5% of Americans who 

are currently employed part  time say they 

have ever lost a job due to automation 

(compared with 2% of full -time workers), 

Young adults especially likely to have 

been impacted by workforce automation 

% of U.S. adults in each group who say they have ever 

___ because their employer s replaced their position s (or 

some aspect of their jobs) with a machine, robot or 

computer program  

 

Note: Data for whites and blacks includes non-Hispanics only. 

Hispanics are of any race. Respondents who did not give an answer 

are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 
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and 8% have ever had their pay or hours reduced for the same reason (compared with 4% of 

those employed full time).  

Á Hispanics  ï 9% of Hispanics have had their pay or hours reduced due to automation 

technology (compared with 3% of both whites and blacks). 

Á Lower -income Americans ï 4% of Americans with annual household incomes of less than 

$30,000 per year have lost a job due to workforce automation, while 6% have lost pay or hours 

for this reason (these figures are 1% and 3%, respectively, for Americans in households earning 

$75,000 or more per year). 

Workers who have been personally impacted by automation have notably pessimistic views 

towards the impact of workforce technolo gy on their careers  

Compared with the rest of the working public, workers who have been personally impacted by 

automation (that is, those who have lost a job and/or had their pay or hours reduced due to the 

use of robots of computer programs) are signifi cantly more pessimistic about the impact of 

technology on their own careers. Most notably, 46% of these workers feel that technology has 

decreased their own opportunities for career advancement, while 34% feel that technology has 

generally made their work less interesting. These views are shared by just 11% of workers who have 

not been impacted by automation in this way. This ñimpacted by automationò group is also 

substantially more likely than other workers to say that technology has made their work more 

demanding, albeit by a somewhat smaller margin (54% vs. 38%). 

Workers who have been impacted by automation are also much more likely than others to say that 

a wide range of specific technologies have had a negative impact on their jobs or careers. Around 

one-third say that they have been negatively impacted by industrial robots (36%), smartphones 

(34%), email or social media (34%), or technologies that help customers serve themselves (31%), 

while one-in-five cite a negative impact from software that manages their daily schedules or 

routine s (21%) or from word processing or spreadsheet software (20%). In each instance, these 

shares are at least double those reported by workers who have not been personally impacted by 

workforce automation  technologies in this w ay. 
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2. Americansõ attitudes toward a future in which robots and 

computers can do many human jobs 

Discussions of the current generation of workforce 

automation technologies often focus on their impact 

on manufacturing employment and productivity . 

But the coming wave of advances in automation 

offers the potential for even greater disruption of 

traditional m odes of work. Developments in sensors 

and robotics may potentially reduce the need for 

humans in a variety of physical applications ï from 

taxi and truck drivers  to retail store employees. 

Simultaneously, multipurpose artificial intelligence 

and machine learning technology may dramatically 

alter or make redundant a wide range of white collar 

jobs. 

A number of researchers have attempted to quantify 

the extent to which these new advancements might 

impact the future of work. A 2013 study by 

researchers at Oxford University estimated that 

nearly half (47%) of total U.S. employment is at 

some risk of ñcomputerization,ò while a recent report  from the McKinsey Global Institute 

estimated that up to half of the activities people are currently paid to perform could be automated 

simply by adapting technologies that already have been proven to work. Meanwhile, a survey of 

experts in the field of artificial intelligence found that on average these experts anticipate a 50% 

probability that ñhigh level machine intelligenceò ï that is, unaided machines that can accomplish 

any given task better and more cheaply than humans ï will be developed within the next 45 years. 

On the other hand, others have argued that the risk these technologies pose to human employment 

is overblown and that they will not impact jobs in large numbers for many years, if ever.  

The Pew Research Center survey seeks to add to this existing body of research by gauging 

Americansô expectations and attitudes toward a world in which advanced robots and computer 

applications are competitive with human workers on a widespread scale. Specifically, respondents 

were asked to consider and answer questions about a scenario (highlighted in the accompanying 

sidebar) in which robots and computers have moved beyond performing repeated or routine tasks 

and are now capable of performing most of the jobs that are currently done by humans. 

Scenario: A future in which 

machines are able to do many 

jobs currently performed by 

humans 

 

Survey respondents were asked to read 

and respond to the following scenario: 

òNew developments in robotics and 

computing are changing the nature of 

many jobs. Today, these technologies 

are mostly being used in certain settings 

to perform routine tasks that are 

repeated throughout the day. But in the 

future, robots and computers with 

advanced capabilities may be able to do 

most of the jobs that are currently done 

by humans today.ó 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/07/25/most-americans-unaware-that-as-u-s-manufacturing-jobs-have-disappeared-output-has-grown/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2016/jun/17/self-driving-trucks-impact-on-drivers-jobs-us
http://www.businessinsider.com/how-automation-will-impact-the-retail-industry-2017-5
http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf
http://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/digital-disruption/harnessing-automation-for-a-future-that-works
https://arxiv.org/pdf/1705.08807.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/1705.08807.pdf
http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/08/06/views-from-those-who-expect-ai-and-robotics-to-have-a-positive-or-neutral-impact-on-jobs-by-2025/
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24 61 14 

A lot A little Nothing at all

20 57 17 5 

Extremely Somewhat Not very Not at all

For the most part, Americans consider this scenario to be plausible; express more worry than 

enthusiasm about the prospect of machines performing many human jobs; and anticipate more 

negative than positive outcomes from this development . They strongly favor the notion that 

machines might be limited to jobs that are dangerous or unhealthy for humans, and they offer 

somewhat more measured support for other types of interventions to limit the impact of 

widespread automation, such as the enactment of a universal basic income or national service 

program for displaced workers. And although they view certain jobs as being more at risk than 

others, a significant majority of todayôs workers express little concern that their own jobs or 

careers might be performed by machines in their lifetime s.  

Broad awareness, more worry than 

enthusiasm about a world in which 

machines can perform many jobs currently 

done by humans 

A majority of Americans are broadly familiar 

with the notion that automation may impact a 

wide range of human employment, and most 

consider the concept to be generally realistic. 

Fully 85% of the public has heard or read about 

this concept before, with 24% indicating they 

have heard or read ña lotò about it. A roughly 

comparable share (77%) thinks this idea is at 

least somewhat realistic, and one-in-five 

indicate that the concept seems extremely 

realistic to them.  

More Americans are worried than enthusiastic 

about the notion that machines might do many 

of the jobs currently done by humans. Just 33% 

in total are enthusiastic about this concept, and only 6% describe themselves as being very 

enthusiastic about it. By contrast, 72% express some level of worry about this concept ï with 25% 

describing themselves as very worried. 

Those Americans who have heard the most about this concept find it to be much more realistic ï 

and express substantially higher levels of enthusiasm ï than do those with lower levels of 

awareness. Nearly half (48%) of Americans who have heard a lot about this concept find it 

extremely realistic that machines might one day do many of the jobs currently done by humans;  

One-in-five Americans find concept of 

machines doing most human jobs in the 

future to be extremely realistic  

% of U.S. adults who say they have heard, read or 

thought ___ about the idea that robots and computers 

may be able to do many jobs currently done by humans  

 

% who say this concept seems ___ realistic  

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 
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Very/somewhat 

enthusiastic  about 

concept 
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worried about 

concept 

that share falls to 14% among those who have 

heard a little about this concept and to just 4% 

among those who have not heard anything 

about it before. A similar share of these high-

awareness Americans (47%) express some level 

of enthusiasm about the notion that machines 

might one day do many of the jobs currently 

done by humans, a figure that is also 

substantially higher than among those with 

lower levels of familiarity with this concept.  

But even as those with high levels of awareness 

are more enthusiastic about the idea of robots 

and computers someday doing many human 

jobs, they simultaneously express just as much 

worry as Americans with lower levels of 

awareness.  

Roughly three-quarters of Americans who have 

heard a lot about this concept (76%) express 

some level of worry about a future in which 

machines do many jobs currently done by 

humans. That is comparable to the share 

among those who have heard a little about this 

concept (72% of whom are worried about it) as 

well as those who have not heard anything 

about it before (69%). 

Around three-quarters of Americans expect 

increased inequality between rich and poor 

if machines can do many human jobs; just 

one-quarter think the economy would create 

many new, better-paying jobs for humans 

When asked about a number of possible 

outcomes from a world in which machines can 

do many of the jobs currently done by humans, 

the public generally expects more negative than 

More worry than enthusiasm about 

machines doing many human jobs 

% of U.S. adults who say the possibility that robots and 

computers could do many of the jobs currently done by 

humans makes them feel é 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Those most familiar with concept of 

machines taking many human jobs find 

concept more realistic and express 

more enthusiasm ð but still express 

substantial concerns 

% U.S. adults who have ___ about the concept of robots 

and computers doing many human jobs who say the 

following  

 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 
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positive outcomes. Roughly three-quarters of Americans (76%) expect that widespread automation 

will lead to much greater levels of economic inequality than exist today, while nearly two -thirds 

(64%) expect that people will 

have a hard time finding 

things to do with their lives.  

Smaller shares of Americans 

anticipate a variety of positive 

outcomes from this scenario. 

Most prominently, just 25% of 

Americans expect that the 

economy will create many 

new, well-paying jobs for 

humans in the event that 

workforce automation 

capabilities become much 

more advanced than they are 

today; three-quarters (75%) 

think this is not  likely to 

happen. Larger shares expect 

that this development would 

make the economy more 

efficient, let people focus on 

the most fulfilling aspects of 

their jobs, or allow them to 

focus less on work and more 

on what really matters to them 

in life.  But in each instance, a majority of the public views these outcomes as unlikely to come to 

fruition.  

 

 

Public expects more negative than positive impacts 

from widespread automation of jobs 

% of U.S. adults who say ___ is likely to result if robots and computers are 

able to perform many of the jobs currently done by humans  

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 



21 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

3 

13 

18 

12 

11 

24 

21 

29 

38 

41 

30 

37 

47 

22 

31 

21 

Strongly oppose Oppose Favor Strongly favor

If machines were limited 

to doing dangerous or 

unhealthy jobs 

If people could pay extra 

to interact with a human 

when buying something 

If the govt offered all 

Americans a guaranteed 

income that would meet 

their basic needs 

If the govt created a 

national service 

program that would pay 

people to perform tasks 

 

Public is strongly supportive 

of limiting robots and 

computers to òdangerous 

and dirtyó jobs, responds 

favorably to policy solutions 

such as a universal basic 

income or national service 

program for displaced 

workers 

When asked about four 

different policies that might 

blunt or minimize the impact 

of widespread automation on 

human workers, the public 

responds especially strongly to 

one in particular : the idea that 

robots and computers be 

mostly limited to doing jobs 

that are dangerous or 

unhealthy for humans. Fully 

85% of Americans favor this 

type of policy, with nearly half 

(47%) saying they favor it 

strongly. 

Smaller shares of Americans ï though in each instance still a majorit y ï respond favorably to the 

other policies measured in the survey. These include giving people the option to pay extra to 

interact with a human  worker  instead of a machine when buying a product or service (62% of 

Americans are in favor of this); having th e federal government provide all Americans with a 

guaranteed income that would allow them to meet their basic needs (60% in favor ); and creating a 

government-run national service program that would pay people to perform tasks even if 

machines could do those jobs faster or cheaper (58% in favor ). 

Further, opposition to government job - and income-supporting programs is stronger than 

opposition to the idea that robots should mostly be limited to doing dangerous or unhealthy jobs. 

For instance, 18% of Americans are strongly opposed to a guaranteed minimum income in the 

Public is broadly supportive of workforce automation 

being limited to òdangerous and dirtyó jobs 

% of U.S. adults who say they would ___  the following policies in the event 

that robots and computers are capable of doing many human jobs  

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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Machines do dangerous 

or unhealthy jobs only 

All citizens guaranteed a 

basic income 

National service program 

for displaced workers 

People can pay extra to 

interact with a human 

event that machines take substantial numbers of jobs from humans, six times the share (3%) that 

is strongly opposed to limiting machines to doing  only dangerous or unhealthy jobs. 

The most prominent differences in 

Americansô views of these concepts relate 

to political affiliation. Democrats and 

Democratic-leaning independents are 

much more supportive than Republicans 

and Republican-leaning independents of 

both a universal basic income (77% of 

Democrats favor this idea, compared with 

just 38% of Republicans) as well as a 

national service program (66% vs. 46%) in 

the event that machines replace a large 

share of human jobs. On the other hand, 

there are no major partisan differences in 

support for l imiting machines to 

dangerous and dirty jobs, or for giving 

people the option to pay extra to interact 

with a human rather than a robot in 

commercial transactions. 

There is also some variation on this 

question based on educational attainment, 

especially in the case of a national service 

program that would pay displaced humans 

to perform jobs. Some 69% of Americans 

with high school diplomas or less ï and 

58% of those who have attended but not graduated from college ï support this type of policy . But 

that share falls to 45% among those with four-year college degrees. Workers with lower levels of 

education are also more likely to favor a universal basic income in the event that machines take 

many human jobs, although by a smaller margin: This policy is favored by 65% of Americans with 

high school diplomas or less and 62% of those with some college experience, compared with 52% 

of those with four -year degrees or more. 

Democrats more supportive of 

guaranteed income, national service 

program in the event of widespread job 

losses due to automation 

% U.S. adults in each group who say they would favor 

the following policies in the event that robots and 

computers are capable of doing many hu man jobs 

 

Note: òStrongly favoró and òfavoró responses are combined. 

Respondents who gave other answers or who did not give an 

answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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Govt has obligation to 

take care of displaced 

workers, even if it means 

raising taxes substantially  

Individuals have obligation 

to care for own well-being, 

even if machines have 

already taken many jobs 

Businesses are justified in 

replacing human workers 

if machines can do job 

better and at lower cost 

Should be limits on # of jobs 

businesses can replace with 

machines, even if they are better 

and cheaper than humans 

The public is evenly divided 

on whether government or 

individuals should be 

responsible for providing for 

displaced workers, but is 

more supportive of limits on 

how many human jobs 

businesses can replace with 

machines 

When asked whether the 

government or individuals 

themselves are most 

responsible for taking care of 

people whose jobs are 

displaced by robots or 

computers, the public is evenly 

split. Exactly half feel that the 

government would have an 

obligation to care for those 

displaced workers, even if that 

required raising taxes 

substantially. Meanwhile, a 

nearly identical share (49%) 

feels that individuals would 

have an obligation to care for 

their own financial well -

beings, even if machines had 

already taken many of the jobs 

they might otherwise be 

qualified for.  

Americans are somewhat less 

divided on a question about whether or not there should be limits placed on how many jobs 

businesses can automate. Nearly six-in-ten Americans (58%) feel there should indeed be limits on 

how many jobs businesses can replace with machines, while 41% take the view that businesses are 

justified in replacing humans with machines if they can receive better work at lower cost. 

Partisan divisions on governmentõs obligation to help 

workers displaced by machines; educational divisions 

on whether businesses should be limited in how many 

jobs they can automate 

% of U.S. adults in each group who say they agree with the following 

statements in the event that robots and computers are capable of doing many 

human jobs 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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Attitudes towards the governmentôs obligation to take care of workers who are displaced by 

automation vary strongly by partisan affiliation. Some 65% of Democrats and Democratic-leaning 

independents feel that the government would have an obligation to take care of workers who are 

displaced by automation, even if that means higher taxes for others. Meanwhile, a nearly identical 

share of Republicans and Republican-leaning independents (68%) feel that individuals sho uld be 

responsible for their own financial well -beings even if jobs are automated on a wide scale. 

But despite these pronounced differences toward this aspect of the workforce automation debate, 

partisan opinions are much more aligned on the question of whether or not businesses should be 

limited in the number of human jobs they can replace with machines. Just over half of 

Republicans (54%) feel that there should be limits to how many human jobs businesses can 

replace with machines, only slightly less than the 60% of Democrats who hold this view. 

Educational differences follow the opposite pattern on this question. Americans with varying levels 

of educational attainment respond in broadly comparable ways on the question of whether the 

government has an obligation to take care of workers who have been displaced by widespread 

automation of jobs. But those with lower levels of educational attainment are far more supportive 

of limiting the number of jobs that businesses can replace with machines. Among those with high 

school diplomas or less, fully 70% say there should be limits on the number of human jobs that 

businesses can automate. That share falls to 41% among those with four-year college degrees. 

Public sees different jobs as having varying degrees of automation risk ð but most view 

their own jobs or professions as relatively safe 

Regardless of whether major or minor impacts are expected on human employment as a whole, 

most studies of workforce automation anticipate that certain types or categories of jobs will be 

more vulnerable to this trend  than others. In an effort to examine the views and expectations of 

the public on this question, the survey presented respondents with seven different occupations and 

asked them to estimate how likely they think it is tha t each will be mostly replaced with robots or 

computers during their lifetime s. These jobs include a mixture of physical and mental or cognitive 

work, as well as a mixture of routine and non-routine tasks. The findings indicate that Americans 

view some occupations as being more insulated from automation than others ï but that few of 

todayôs workers consider their own jobs or professions to be vulnerable to this trend to any 

significant degree. 
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In terms of the specific jobs 

evaluated in the survey, a 

sizable majority of Americans 

think it likely that jobs such as 

fast food workers (77%) or 

insurance claims processors 

(65%) will be done by 

machines during their 

lifetime s. The public is more 

evenly split on whether or not 

software engineers and legal 

clerks will follow suit, while 

other jobs are viewed as more 

insulated from  being replaced 

by machines. Nursing is the 

most prominent of these: Just 

4% of Americans think it very 

likely that nurses will be 

replaced by robots or 

computers over the span of 

their lifetime s, while 34% 

think thi s outcome is not at all 

likely.  

In a previous Pew Research Center survey on workforce automation, workers have expressed a 

high level of confidence that their own job s or professions will be performed by humans for the 

foreseeable future ï and this survey finds continuing evidence of this long-standing trend. Just 

30% of workers think it likely that their own job s or professions will be replaced by robots or 

computers during their life times, and only 7% describe this scenario as very likely. Put differently, 

Americans view their  own jobs or professionsò as the second-most safe job from the perspective of 

automation risk: only nursing is viewed as a safer option. 

Americans view certain professions as being at greater 

risk of automation than others 

% of U.S. adults who say it is ___ likely that the following jobs will be 

replaced by robots or computers in their lifetime s 

 

Note: Data for òown job or professionó is based on those who are currently employed. 

Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 
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Majorities of workers across various indust ry 

sectors feel it is not  likely that their job s will be 

automated over the course of their own 

lifetimes, but workers in certain industries feel 

that their jobs are more at risk than in others. 

Specifically, roughly two-in-five workers who 

work in hospita lity and service (42%), retail 

(41%), or banking, finance, insurance, 

accounting or real estate (41%) feel that their 

job is at least somewhat at risk of being 

automated in the future. Meanwhile, relatively 

few workers in the education sector consider 

their jobs to be at risk of automation: just 18% 

of these workers consider it likely that their job s 

will be done by machines in their lifetime s. 

By the same token, workers with high levels of 

educational attainment are more likely to feel 

that their job s are safe from automation relative 

to workers with lower education levels. Just 

22% of workers with at least four -year college 

degrees expect that their jobs will eventually be 

done by robots or computers, compared with 

33% of those with some college experience and 

36% of those with high school diplomas or less.  

Workers in hospitality, retail, and 

banking/finance industries see jobs as 

most at risk of automation  

% of U.S. workers in each industry sector who say it is 

___ that their own job or profession will be mostly done 

by robots or computers in their lifetime  

 

Note: Based on U.S. adults who are currently employed on a full- or 

part-time basis. Respondents who did not give an answer are not 

shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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Think it's likely that these jobs will likely be done by machines in future: 

Americans who have been 

personally impacted by 

workforce automation have 

unique attitudes toward a 

future in which machines do 

many human jobs 

The 6% of Americans who 

have already been impacted by 

automation in their own 

careers (and are discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 1 of this 

report) respond to this concept 

in ways that are notably 

different from the rest of the 

population. Compared with 

other Americans, this group is 

around twice as likely to have 

heard a lot about this concept 

and is also more likely to find 

it extremely realistic that 

machines might one day 

perform many human jobs. 

They see greater automation 

risk to jobs that other 

Americans consider to be 

relatively safe (such as 

teachers and nurses) and 

express greater support for a 

universal basic income in the 

event of widespread 

automation of jobs.  

They are also one of the few groups who think it is more likely than not that their own job s or 

professions will likely be done by computers or robots within their lifetime s: 57% of these workers 

think it ôs very or somewhat likely that this will be the case, compared with 28% of employed adults 

who have not been personally impacted by automation in their own jobs.  

Americans who have been impacted by automation 

have differing views about a future in which machines 

do many human jobs 

% of U.S. adults in each group who say the following about the concept that 

robots and computers might eventually be capable of doing many human 

jobs 

 

Note: òImpacted by automationó group represents the 6% of U.S. adults who report having 

lost a job and/or had their pay or hours reduced because their employers replaced their jobs 

duties with a machine, robot or computer program. Data for òown jobs or professionsó is 

based on those who are currently employed. Respondents who did not give an answer are 

not shown.  

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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Doctors will use computer 

programs to diagnose and 

treat most diseases 

Most stores will be fully 

automated and involve 

little human interaction 

Most deliveries in cities will 

be made by robots or 

drones instead of humans 

People will create most of 

the products they buy at 

home using a 3D printer 

Definitely 

will not  

Probably 

will  not 

Probably 

will  

Definitely 

will  

Yet even as they see greater risks to human employment, the views of this group are far from 

universally negative. They are around three times as likely as other Americans to describe 

themselves as very enthusiastic about this concept. And larger shares think it ôs likely that the 

economy will become more efficient as a result of widespread automation of jobs (55% vs. 42%) or 

that many new, well-paying jobs for humans will result from this development (37% vs. 24%).  

The public views other types 

of automation as likely 

within  the coming decades 

Roughly eight-in-ten 

Americans (79%) think it ôs 

likely that within 20 years 

doctors will use computer 

programs to diagnose and 

treat most diseases, with 21% 

expecting that this will 

definitely happen. Smaller 

majorities  of Americans expect 

that most stores will be fully 

automated and involve little 

interaction between customers 

and employees, or that most 

deliveries in major cities will 

be made by robots or drones 

rather than humans (65% in 

each case). Conversely, fewer 

Americans (43%) anticipate 

that people will buy most 

common products simply by creating them at home using a 3D printer.  

 

Americans see a wide range of advances coming to 

pass in the next 20 years 

% of U.S. adults who say the following ___ happen in the next 20 years  

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 
Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 
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35 59 6 

A lot A little Nothing at all

12 66 22 

Mostly negative Mix of both Mostly positive

3. Americansõ attitudes toward driverless vehicles 

Driverless vehicles are among the most visible and potentially disruptive examples of the coming 

wave of automation in daily life. To proponents of this technology, autonomous vehicles offer a 

wide range of potential benefits, such as reducing traffic accidents; allowing cities to be rebuilt  on 

more human- and pedestrian-friendly scale; or helping the elderly and disabled live more 

independent lives. At the same time, their widespread adoption would pose an enormous 

economic challenge to the millions  of Americans who currently make their living s driving people 

or goods from one place to another. 

In light of these potential social and economic impacts, the survey included a series of questions 

about publi c attitudes toward driverless vehicles. It finds that the vast majority of Americans are at 

least somewhat familiar with the development of driverless vehicles and that a majority expect 

them to become widespread within the next 

half-century. Even so, more than half of the 

public would not want to ride in a driverless 

vehicle today if given the opportunity . And 

many have significant concerns about turning 

life-or-death driving decisions over to 

machines, while expressing support for various 

policies restricting or limiting the use of this 

technology. 

Most Americans are aware of the effort to 

develop driverless vehicles and express 

somewhat more worry than enthusiasm 

about their widespread adoption 

The vast majority of Americans have at least 

some familiarity  with the effort to develop 

autonomous vehicles: 94% say they have heard 

something about this issue, with 35% indicating 

they have heard ña lotò about it. Awareness of 

driverless vehicles is high across a range of 

demographic groups. Still, a larger share of men than women are following this issue closely (44% 

of men and 26% of women have heard a lot about it), and college graduates are more likely than 

those with high school diplomas or less to have heard a lot about it (43% vs. 25%). 

35% of Americans have heard a lot 

about the effort to develop driverless 

vehicles 

% of U.S. adults who say they have seen or heard ___ 

about the effort to develop driverless vehicles  

 

Among those who have heard at least a little about the 

effort to develop driverless vehicles, the % saying what 

they have seen or heard has been é 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2015/09/self-driving-cars-could-save-300000-lives-per-decade-in-america/407956/
https://www.wired.com/2016/10/heres-self-driving-cars-will-transform-city/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/23/automobiles/wheels/self-driving-cars-elderly.html
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/heavy-and-tractor-trailer-truck-drivers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/taxi-drivers-and-chauffeurs.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/delivery-truck-drivers-and-driver-sales-workers.htm
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Worried

Very Somewhat Not too Not at all

Of those who are familiar with this issue, a 

majority (66%) says they have been exposed to 

a mix of positive and negative coverage about 

the impact of driverless vehicles. Around one-

in-five (22%) have heard mostly positive things, 

while around one-in-ten (12%) say they have 

heard mostly negative things. Americans who 

have been following this issue closely are 

relatively likely to have heard positive coverage: 

34% of Americans who have heard a lot about 

driverless vehicles say that most of what theyôve 

seen or heard has been positive, but that share 

falls to 15% among those who have only heard a 

little bit about them.  

As is true of a number of the concepts examined in this survey, more Americans express worry 

than enthusiasm about the development of driverless vehicles: 40% are at least somewhat 

enthusiastic about this development, while 54% express some level of worry. Comparable shares of 

Americans describe themselves as being ñvery enthusiasticò (11%) and ñvery worriedò (14%) about 

the development of driverless vehicles, but twice as many describe themselves as being ñnot at allò 

enthusiastic (22%) as opposed to not at all worried (11%). 

Men are a bit more likely than women to say they are enthusiastic about the development of 

driverless vehicles (46% of men and 34% of women are at least somewhat enthusiastic). But 

women are notably more worried about this prospect: 63% of women express some level of worry, 

compared with 44% of men. College graduates are also more enthusiastic about driverless vehicles 

compared with  Americans with lower levels of education, and those under the age of 50 are more 

enthusiastic than those ages 50 and older. But even so, only around half of college graduates (49%) 

and those ages 18-49 (47%) describe themselves as enthusiastic about the development of 

driverless vehicles. 

Public somewhat more worried than 

enthusiastic about driverless vehicles 

% of U.S. adults who say the development of driverless 

vehicles makes them feel é 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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When asked for their own views on how long it will be before 

most vehicles on the road are autonomous, a majority of 

Americans (56%) anticipate that this will happen in the next 10 

to 49 years. Roughly one-in-ten (9%) expect that most vehicles 

will be autonomous in fewer than 10 years, but a comparable 

share (8%) expects that this outcome will never happen. 

Just over half of Americans would not want to ride in a 

driverless vehicle if given the opportunity; a lack of 

confidence/trust in robotic decision -making and general 

safety concerns lead their list of worries 

A Pew Research Center survey conducted in 2014 found that 

Americans were relatively divided over whether or not they 

would want to ride in a driverless vehicle, and this survey finds 

continuing evidence of this ambivalence. Just over half (56%) of 

Americans say they would not  want to ride in a driverless vehicle 

if given the opportunity, while 44% say they would do so if they 

had the chance. 

Roughly two-thirds of 

Americans expect most 

cars to be driverless in 

next half century 

% of U.S. adults who say it will take 

__ for most vehicles on the road to 

be driverless 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an 

answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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Interest in riding in an autonomous vehicle varies by a number 

of demographic factors. It is higher among men than among 

women; among those under the age of 50 than among those 50 

and older; among those with four -year college degrees than 

among those with lower levels of education; and among urban 

residents than among those living in the suburbs or rural areas. 

It is also highly correlated with Americansô overall familiarity 

and awareness of driverless vehicles more broadly. Among those 

who have heard a lot about the development of driverless 

vehicles, nearly six-in-ten (57%) would ride in one if given the 

opportunity. That share falls to 38% among those who have 

heard a little about this issue and to just 23% among the 

relatively small group of Americans who have not heard anything 

about driverless vehicles before. 

When asked to describe in their own words why they would not 

be interested in riding in an autonomous vehicle, respondents 

overwhelmingly bring up two major and often overlapping 

concepts. Some 42% of those who would not want to ride in an 

autonomous vehicle express a general lack of trust in the 

technology or an unwillingness to cede control to a machine in a 

potentially life -or-death situation, while another 30% specifically 

mention safety concerns of one type or another. 

Many of these respondents express doubts that machines could ever handle the unpredictability 

inherent in driving ; worry about ceding their agency to a process they do not fully understand; or 

simply view humans as uniquely well-prepared to handle unexpected situations on the road: 

ñI want to be in control and not have the machine choose whatôs best for me.ò 

ï 25-year-old woman 

ñI donôt even like being a passenger in a driverful car.ò 

ï 43-year-old man 

ñWhat if the vehicle malfunctions? So we all just crash and die I guess?ò 

ï 32-year-old woman 

Certain groups more 

interested in riding in a 

driverless vehicle 

% of U.S. adults who say they would  

want to ride in a driverless car if 

given the opportunity  

 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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 ñI believe that 

judgments rely on 

human sympathy and 

feeling, rather than  on 

the calculations a 

machine would make. 

Do you swerve into 

oncoming traffic to 

avoid hitting an old guy 

in the crosswalk?ò 

ï 64-year-old woman 

 ñI test drove a Tesla. 

When I let go of the 

steering wheel and 

gave control to the 

ómachine,ô I almost peed 

my pants!ò  

ï 55-year-old man 

These concerns about safety 

and lack of control are by far 

the most prominent 

motivations offered by 

Americans who would not want 

to ride in a driverless vehicle. 

However, 9% say that they 

would not want to ride in one of 

these vehicles simply because 

they enjoy the physical act of 

driving. In addition, 3% say 

they might want to try them in 

the future but simply think that the technology is not sufficiently developed yet, while 2% express 

specific concerns that these vehicles might be hacked. 

Meanwhile, those Americans who would want to ride in a driverless vehicle if they had the chance 

bring up several different factors driving their motivations. The largest share ï representing 37% 

Slight majority of Americans would not want to ride in 

a driverless vehicle if given the chance; safety 

concerns, lack of trust lead their list of concerns  

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. Verbatim responses have 

been coded into categories; figures may add to more than 100% because multiple 

responses were allowed. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 
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of this group ï expresses a love of technology and/or the desire to try an exciting and novel 

experience: 

ñJust for the sheer pleasure of feeling Iôm in the future one step beyond The Jetsons.ò 

ï 65-year-old man 

ñBecause é why not!ò 

ï 30-year-old woman 

 ñCuriosity mainly, to see how it drives and interprets situations differently than a 

human.ò 

ï 24-year-old woman 

 ñJust for the experience é like my grandfather paying $1 (a dayôs pay) for his first 

horseless carriage ride in the early 1900ôs.ò 

ï 84-year-old man 

Another 17% of this group would like to ride in a driverless car because they feel that these vehicles 

will be safer than those driven by humans. In contrast to the safety concerns of those who are more 

skeptical of autonomous vehicles, these respondents actively look forward to a world in which 

machines have taken over for cognitively limited ï and frequently distracted or impaired ï human 

beings: 

ñBecause an autonomous vehicle, if properly programmed, has no ego. It does not feel 

road rage or impatience. ò 

ï 62-year-old man 

ñDrunk drivers. I wan t my children safe and too many people in the USA get behind the 

wheel when over the limit, or too tired and distracted by phones. ò 

ï 47-year-old woman 

 ñI live in Florida, and traffic signs here seem to be a ósuggestionô to most drivers. Many 

drivers here  are bullies on the road  é it is horrible. Perhaps having vehicles that are 

made to obey the laws will eliminate this trend towards using your car/truck as a lethal 

weapon!ò 

ï 65-year-old woman 
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30% 

Increase Decrease 

Stay about 

the same 

ñI think it will be safer. We accommodate a large number of tr affic deaths because they 

come in very small numbers. Very different from the way we see airline crashes with 

hundreds dead in a single incident. Automated driving will be safer and faster. ò 

ï 52-year-old man 

ñTake out the óhuman errorô factor and the frequency of accidents will plummet. ò 

ï 54-year-old man 

Comparable shares of this group say they would like to ride in a driverless vehicle because they 

would be able to do things like sleep or be productive while in the car (15%), or because it would be 

generally less stressful than driving (13%). And a small number mention factors such as greater 

independence for people who have difficulty driving on their own (4%), greater convenience (4%) 

or the fact that autonomous vehicles would be especially 

appealing on long trips (2%).  

Many Americans would personally feel unsafe sharing the 

road with an autonomous vehicle; they are divided on 

whether these vehicles would ultimately increase or 

decrease accidents but express strong support for various 

practical restrictions on their use  

Public attitudes are split in other ways when it comes to the 

perceived safety of driverless vehicles. For instance, a plurality 

(39%) anticipates that the number of people killed or injured in 

traffic accidents will decrease if driverless vehicles become 

widespread. But 30% of the public expects that traffic fatalities 

will actually increase if driverless vehicles become more 

common ï and another 31% expect that they will neither 

increase nor decrease. 

In addition, Americans also express concerns about their own 

personal safety if they were to share the road with autonomous 

vehicles ï especially autonomous freight trucks. In total, 65% of 

Americans would feel unsafe sharing the road with an 

autonomous freight truck, with 32% indicating they would feel 

not at all safe. A larger share of the public would be comfortable 

sharing the road with a driverless passenger vehicle. But even so,  

Americans have mixed 

opinions on whether 

driverless vehicles will 

reduce traffic deaths 

% of U.S. adults who say the 

number of people killed or injured in 

traffic accidents will ___ if 

driverless vehicles become 

widespread  

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an 

answer are not shown.  

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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nearly one-in-five Americans (17%) would feel 

not at all safe in they found themselves in this 

situation.  

Along with these general concerns, the public is 

strongly supportive of several rules and 

restrictions governing the use of driverless 

vehicles. Most prominently, 87% of Americans 

favor (with 53% favoring strongly) a 

requirement  that all driverless vehicles have a 

human in the driverôs seat who can take control 

in an emergency situation. A similar proportion 

of Americans (83%) favor requiring driverless 

vehicles to travel in dedicated lanes, with 47% 

supporting this strongly. A s lightly smaller 

share ï although still a substantial majority at 

69% ï supports restricting autonomous vehicles from traveling near certain areas, such as schools. 

Although there are modest differences in support for these policies, each is favored by a majority 

of Americans across a wide 

range of demographic groups. 

Public anticipates a mix of 

positive and negative 

impacts if driverless 

vehicles become 

widespread 

Americans expect certain 

outcomes to be more probable 

than others in the event that 

driverless vehicles become 

widespread. In terms of 

positive impacts, 75% of 

Americans anticipate that 

widespread use of autonomous 

vehicles will help elderly and 

disabled people live more 

independent lives than they do 

Roughly two-thirds of Americans would 

feel unsafe sharing the road with 

autonomous freight trucks  

% of U.S. adults who say they would feel ___safe 

sharing the road with é 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 

òAutomation in Everyday Lifeó 
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Public strongly favors several policies restricting the 

use of autonomous vehicles 

% of U.S. adults who say they support or oppose the following rules and 

regulations for driverless vehicles  

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown.  

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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today. However, just 28% of U.S. adults anticip ate that driverless vehicles will lead to reduced 

levels of traffic in major cities.  

In terms of negative outcomes, 

roughly eight -in-ten 

Americans (81%) expect that 

this development will cause 

many people who currently 

drive for a living to lose their 

jobs. This view is held by a 

substantial majority of 

Americans across a wide range 

of demographic and 

attitudinal characteristics ï 

men and women, young and 

old, those with greater and 

lesser levels of educational 

attainment, and those with 

varying levels of awareness of 

this issue in general. 

The public also offers 

somewhat conflicting 

expectations toward the 

nature of car ownership in a 

world of driverless vehicles. 

Seven-in-ten Americans expect that most people will never learn how to drive on their own if these 

vehicles become widespread. Simultaneously, fewer than half (43%) expect that owning a car will 

become less important to people than it is today. 

Public anticipates a mix of positive and negative 

impacts from driverless vehicles 

% of U.S. adults who say the following outcomes are likely to result if 

driverless vehicles become widespread 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown.  

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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Driverless vehicle enthusiasts have dramatically different views from those who are more 

hesitant to use one themselves 

Across numerous questions in 

the survey on this subject, 

Americans who themselves 

would like to ride in a driverless 

vehicle stand out by substantial 

margins from those who would 

not want to do so. They express 

greater levels of enthusiasm 

and lower levels of worry about 

the ultimate impact of this 

technology, and they are more 

likely to say they would feel safe 

sharing the road with both 

autonomous cars and freight 

vehicles. They also anticipate a 

wider range of benefits from the 

development of autonomous 

vehicles ï such as reduced 

traffic, fewer people injured or 

killed in traffic accidents, and 

increased independence for the 

elderly or disabled. 

Simultaneously, they are less 

likely to strongly favor various 

rules or policies that restrict the 

everyday use of driverless 

vehicles compared with those 

who would not wish to ride in a 

driverless vehicle themselves. 

 

Driverless vehicle enthusiasts differ dramatically in 

their views and attitudes toward this technology  from 

those who are more hesitant 

 

Source: Survey conducted May 1-15, 2017. 
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