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As Amazon opens its first automated 
supermarket, what are the implications for 
human shoppers and workers?

In January of this year Amazon, the Seattle-based 
online retailer, opened a supermarket called Amazon 
Go with no check-out staff or self-service tills. This is 

part of a wider development in automation that raises 
a number of interesting questions about the world of 
work, and how humans interact with each other.

Just walk out
Amazon Go uses a host of technology. Customers 
scan into the shop using a QR code (Figure 1), and 
then wander around choosing what they want to buy. 
Cameras and sensors record customers taking items 
off the shelves and putting them in their baskets. Once 
shoppers have picked all their purchases they ‘just 
walk out’. All the items are automatically billed to a 

registered credit or debit card. Quick and easy, no need 
for any human interaction, no need for staff on the tills. 

Automation for the people? 
Amazon Go is part of a trend towards automation. 
This means tasks that were done by humans in the past 
are carried out by machines or robots. Supermarkets 
without staffed check outs is one example, but it’s not 
hard to imagine:
• shelves being restocked by robots
• delivery lorries being driverless, a technology that is 

rapidly maturing

Robot stores?

Figure 1 A QR code 
(scan me!)
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Amazon caused controversy a few years ago by 
suggesting online orders could be delivered by drones. 
The technology is now called Amazon Prime Air. It is 
not licensed anywhere in the world, but is technically 
possible. It would remove the need for delivery drivers, 
and it would not be affected by traffic congestion. The 
economic benefits of such technologies seem obvious. 

‘They stole our jobs’
‘They stole our jobs!’ was a common cry during the 
2016 US presidential election, directed of course at 
jobs outsourced to Asia by US TNCs. It could be argued 
that automation is a more relevant threat than the 
global shift, and anger should be directed at robots, 
not Chinese workers. Estimates vary about how many 
jobs will be replaced by robots. A 2017 PwC report 
suggested 30% by the early 2030s, and other analyses 
have ranged from 10% to 35%. As Figure 2 shows, 
some sectors of the economy are likely to be much 
more affected than others.
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Figure 2 Examples of economic sectors at risk from 
automation

Questions 
1 Look at Figure 2. Can you think of reasons why 

some economic sectors might be more at risk 
from automation than others?

2 PwC found that the risk of losing a job to 
automation correlated quite strongly with low 
level of education. What implications does this 
have for workers and governments? 

3 Think about Amazon Go. Are there social and 
cultural implications of people shopping without 
any need to interact with other humans? 
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Further research 

You can explore the likely impact of automation on 
specific jobs using this website:

https://willrobotstakemyjob.com/ 

The full PwC UK Economic Outlook, March 2017 
report can be found here: https://tinyurl.com/
khbb9ha

This TED Talk on the question of automation is 
interesting viewing: https://tinyurl.com/y9t84jjv 

Rise of the machines?
In some ways, Figure 2 looks like a recipe for mass 
unemployment. However, automation isn’t new. It’s 
been happening for over a century and in developed 
countries more people are employed than ever before. 
Telephone operators, second copy typists, welders in 
car factories have all been automated out of jobs, but 
mass unemployment has not resulted from this. It 
may be that automation simply allows a higher-skill 
economy, rather than putting people out of work. After 
all, someone is going to have to maintain all the drones.
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