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Could a robot do your job? Short answer: yes 

 
Article Publisher:  

Author: Toby Walsh, Professor, Research Group Leader, Optimisation Research Group , NICTA 

  

The author writes about an experience he had playing a game on a current affairs television program where 
one person would name a profession that they believe couldn’t be taken over by a machine, and another 
person had to make a case why it’s not so ‘future-proof’. 

  
PRE-READING 
 
Word Check 

 

 artificial intelligence 

 

 chatterbot / chatbot 

 

 autonomous weapon 

 

 
Discuss 

 

 What professions have already been taken over by machines?  

 Which professions do you think are more likely to be taken over by machines in the future? Which 

are least likely to be taken over? 

 In which situations do many people already spend a lot of time communicating with machines instead 

of people? 

 Economists continue to argue over the “net effects of technology” – what does this mean? Do you 

think technology in the workplace makes society better off? 

 Why is there currently a UN campaign to ban autonomous weapons? 

 Could the following jobs be done by a machine? Give arguments for and against the chances of it 

happening: 

o Musician 

o Police officer 

o Human resources 

o Psychiatrist 

o Prime Minister 
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Before you read, try to answer the following questions: 

 

 The job of a musician can’t be taken over by artificial intelligence because computers can’t be  

c ________________________ 

 

 There are no examples of computers ever being able to use plain sheet music and turn it into a 

musical performance.  T  /  F 

 

 An argument against the job of a police officer being taken over by computers is that computers can’t 

or won’t behave e _____________________ 

  

 The bureaucratic side of HR is already easily automated.  T  /  F 

 

 Which of the 5 professions in the game would be least likely to be taken over by robots? Why? 
 
....................................................................................................................................................... 

 

 The author will argue that there is little likelihood of the middle classes being forced out of their jobs 

by machine labour.  T  /  F 
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Read the article and check your answers 

 

Here’s a game to play over dinner. One person names a profession that they believe can’t be taken over 

by a machine, and another person has to make a case why it’s not so future-proof. We played this game 

on an upcoming episode of SBS’s Insight on the topic of the future of robots and artificial intelligence. 

 

The first profession suggested was musician. An argument often put forwards against artificial 

intelligence (AI) is that computers can’t be creative. But there are plenty of examples to counter this 

argument. For instance, computers can take plain sheet music and turn it into an expressive jazz 

performance, as my colleague Ramon Lopez de Mantaras has shown. 

 

So, jazz musicians watch out. Your jobs might not be safe from robot incursion. 

 

The next option was police officer. It’s often said that computers can’t or won’t behave ethically. 

Unfortunately, Hollywood has already painted a very dystopian picture here in movies like Robocop and 

Terminator. And, as the current UN campaign to ban autonomous weapons demonstrates, we could 

easily end up there if we aren’t careful. 

 

The third profession put forward was human resources. Naturally, this came from an HR consultant 

worried for her future job prospects. However, the bureaucratic side of HR is already easily automated. 

Indeed, we spend much of our lives on the phone already talking to machines. Can I speak to a real 

person, please? 

 

On the other hand, the more human-facing side of HR is likely to be harder to automate. But as we argue 

in the next answer, it’s not clear that this will be impossible. 

 

The fourth challenge was psychiatrist. Again, the human-facing nature of this would seem to offer 

significant resistance to automation. Nevertheless, there’s an interesting historical precedent. 

 

A well-known computer program called Eliza was the very first chatterbot. It unintentionally passed itself 

off as a real Rogerian psychotherapist. 

 

Eliza was not very smart. Indeed, the program’s author, Joseph Weizenbaum, meant it more as parody 

than as therapist. However, his secretary famously asked to be left alone so she could talk in private to 

the chatterbot. 

 

So, shrinks watch out. Your jobs might not be safe. 

 

The final challenge was Prime Minister. 
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On the one hand, this is a good answer, as one assumes there’s little routine to being Prime Minister but 

a lot of tough high level decision making that would be tough for a machine to handle. On the other hand, 

it’s a poor winner of our little game. It may be the only job in the whole country that’s safe from robots. 

 

In one final, beautiful irony, this forthcoming episode of Insight has the robots up on the stage. We, the 

supposed expert commentators were in the audience. So, even TV pundits should watch out. Your jobs 

might not be safe too. 

 

Net effects 

 

What this discussion highlights is that the middle classes are likely to be increasingly squeezed by 

machine labour. Professions that we used to think were quite safe – like doctor, lawyer or accountant – 

will be increasingly automated. 

 

Whenever technology takes away jobs, it tends to make new jobs and industries elsewhere. For 

example, printing removed the need for scribes but created the vast publishing industry in its stead. And 

publishing went on to create many other jobs in the industries that grew out of all the knowledge passed 

on in printed material. 

 

More recently, computers have taken away many traditional jobs in the printing industry, like type setters. 

But we now see many new jobs in areas like self-publishing and web design. 

 

Economists continue to argue over the net effects of technology. Does technology create more economic 

activity so we are all better off? Or does it put more people out of work, concentrating wealth in the 

hands of the few? 

 

One thing seems sure. It requires us to adapt. And for this, we need an educated, high tech workforce. 

This brings the conversation back to higher education and the stalled reforms that now trouble this sector 

in Australia. 

 

If there is one policy we need to get right, to future-proof Australia against machines and other 

disruptions, I would argue, this is it. 
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POST READING 

 

Try to first answer the questions without referring back to the text 

 

1. The author thinks ... 

a. all aspects of HR can be easily done by machines. 

b. no aspects of HR can be easily done by machines. 

c. not all aspects of HR can be easily done by machines but it might be possible. 

 

2. The secretary of Joseph Weizenbaum, the author of a chatterbot computer program which imitated a 

psychotherapist, didn’t take it seriously when she talked to it.  

a. True 

b. False 

c. Information not given  

  

3. Why does the author think the job of prime minister is a “poor winner” of the game in which they tried 

to identify the professions least at risk of being taken over by robots?  

a. Many aspects of the job could already be done by a robot 

b. It highlights the fact almost all jobs could one day be taken over by machines 

c. It is a silly answer 

 

4. The author argues that when technology takes away jobs, the net effect is always bad.  T  /  F 

 

5. What policy area does the author say is crucial if a country is to adapt to technological change in the 

workplace?  

 

 

 

Discussion 

 

 What did you think about this article? Do you agree with the author’s views? 

 

 What was the “beautiful irony” referred to by the author? 
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Vocabulary 1 

 

Which words listed below could replace the underlined words in the text? 

 

 

assumed             psychiatrist               drive            huge               humorous imitation 

invasion                  opposition                 example            present 

psychiatrist               chance                refute 

 

 

 

put forward present 

counter  

incursion  

campaign  

prospects  

resistance  
 

precedent  

parody  

therapist  

shrink  

supposed  

vast  

 

 

 

 

 

Writing 

 

Some people believe that the development of technology which allows more jobs to be done by 

machines instead of humans is a good thing. Others argue it has a negative effect on society. 

 

Discuss both views and give your opinion. 
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Vocabulary 2 

 

Match the correct word to the sentence – you may need to change the form of the word 

 

 

put forward                 counter                incursion                campaign 

prospects                resistance                precedent                parody                shrink 

supposed                vast 

 

 

 

1. A .................................................................. argument to claims that increasing workplace automation is a bad 

thing because it results in job losses is that whenever technology takes away jobs, it tends to create 

new ones and boost industries elsewhere. 

2. As part of his performance in a TV comedy, the comedian did .................................................................. of the 

country’s best known politicians. He was so good that sometimes it was hard to tell who was who.  

3. As she sat eating in a restaurant while 2 children at a nearby table were busy playing games on their 

iPad, the woman remarked to her dining companion how she was concerned about the 

.................................................................. electronic devices were making into everyday life. 

4. Because of strong .................................................................. from parents and students to a proposal to ban 

mobile phones from school completely, the principal compromised and agreed they could be used 

during breaks. 

5. Environmentalists say the federal government’s overruling of a state government’s ban on logging in 

the national park had set a dangerous .................................................................. and now logging in more 

national parks was likely. 

6. In the management meeting, a number of suggestions for cutting costs were 

.................................................................. but the CEO of the struggling company said she wasn’t convinced any 

would result in a net long term benefit. 

7. In the US, it is not uncommon for people to regularly see a .................................................................. to discuss 

problems and issues in their lives.  

8. Mars One is a not for profit organization with the goal of establishing a permanent human settlement 

on Mars. While the organisation says it is confident about the .................................................................. of the 

mission, one of the project’s leading supporters says the plans are highly unrealistic. 

9. Politicians are the .................................................................. representatives of the people. But they are often 

criticized for acting in their own self-interest. 

10. The government launched its new anti-smoking .................................................................. by screening a series 

of TV advertisements. 

11. With such a .................................................................. range of mobile phones and plans available for sale 

across all price levels, deciding on the best one for your needs can be quite tricky. 
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Answer Key 
 
 creative 
 F 
 ethically 
 T 
 prime minister 
 F 

1. not all aspects of HR can be easily done by machines but it might be 
possible 

2. F 
3. It highlights the fact almost all jobs could one day be taken over by 

machines 
4. F 
5. higher education 
 

 
 
put forward present 
counter refute 
incursion invasion 
campaign drive 
prospects chance 
resistance opposition 

 

precedent example 
parody humorous imitation 
therapist psychiatrist 
shrink psychiatrist 
supposed assumed 
vast huge 

 
 
1. A counter argument to claims that increasing workplace automation is a bad thing because it results 

in job losses is that whenever technology takes away jobs, it tends to create new ones and boost 
industries elsewhere. 

2. As part of his performance in a TV comedy, the comedian did parodies of the country’s best known 
politicians. He was so good that sometimes it was hard to tell who was who.  

3. As she sat eating in a restaurant while 2 children at a nearby table were busy playing games on their 
iPad, the woman remarked to her dining companion how she was concerned about the incursions 
electronic devices were making into everyday life. 

4. Because of strong resistance from parents and students to a proposal to ban mobile phones from 
school completely, the principal compromised and agreed they could be used during breaks. 

5. Environmentalists say the federal government’s overruling of a state government’s ban on logging in 
the national park had set a dangerous precedent and now logging in more national parks was likely. 

6. In the management meeting, a number of suggestions for cutting costs were put forward but the 
CEO of the struggling company said she wasn’t convinced any would result in a net long term 
benefit. 

7. In the US, it is not uncommon for people to regularly see a shrink to discuss problems and issues in 
their lives.  

8. Mars One is a not for profit organization with the goal of establishing a permanent human settlement 
on Mars. While the organisation says it is confident about the prospects of the mission, one of the 
project’s leading supporters says the plans are highly unrealistic. 

9. Politicians are the supposed representatives of the people. But they are often criticized for acting in 
their own self-interest. 

10. The government launched its new anti-smoking campaign by screening a series of TV 
advertisements. 

11. With such a vast range of mobile phones and plans available for sale across all price levels, deciding 
on the best one for your needs can be quite tricky. 

 

 

 
 


