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NEW PHOENIX CENTER STUDY FINDS WORKERS WHO USE ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE ARE THE MOST LIKELY TO SEE IT COMING FOR THEIR OWN JOBS 

New study of Pew survey data shows hands-on experience with AI narrows the gap between 
how workers judge the technology's threat to others and to themselves—the signature of salience, 

not denial 

WASHINGTON, D.C. — Most American workers believe artificial intelligence (“AI”) will 
reshape the economy, yet far fewer believe it will reshape their own jobs.  In a new analysis released 
today entitled Substance or Spectacle?  AI Use and the Personal–Societal Risk Wedge, Phoenix Center 
Chief Economist Dr. George S. Ford finds that the workers best positioned to dismiss AI as 
overhyped—i.e., those who use it frequently—are instead the ones most likely to conclude the 
technology is coming for their own work.  

Drawing on Wave 119 of the Pew Research Center's American Trends Panel, Dr. Ford documents 
a striking wedge in how workers assess AI.  Nearly three in four expect a major impact on workers 
generally, but only about one in three expect a major impact on themselves—personal concern 
running at less than half the societal rate.  On its own, that gap is ambiguous: it could reflect workers 
who genuinely face lower risk, or workers comforting themselves.   

What the data can identify is how the translation of societal concern into personal concern shifts 
as workers gain firsthand experience with the technology.  Dr. Ford tests three competing 
explanations, each making an opposite prediction.  If proximity makes personal stakes concrete 
(salience), then heavy users should translate societal concern into personal concern more; if 
experience reassures (motivated reasoning), then they should translate it less; if the self–other gap is 
a fixed disposition, then experience should make no difference. 

The data deliver a clear verdict.  Heavy AI users convert general concern into personal concern 
at a markedly higher rate than light users—a gap of roughly ten percentage points that holds up 
whether or not the analysis accounts for the demographic and economic traits distinguishing the 
two groups, and that no standard trait reproduces.  The result bears the signature of salience: 
familiarity does not breed comfort, it brings the matter home. 

The finding carries a pointed policy implication.  If the gap between societal and personal 
concern closes with use rather than disposition, then today’s relative calm among most workers is 
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unlikely to last as AI diffuses through the workplace—a consideration for policymakers weighing 
the pace and scale of workforce and displacement responses. 

“The workers who have actually worked with AI are not talking themselves out of the risk—
they are talking themselves into it,” said study author Phoenix Center Chief Economist Dr. George 
S. Ford.  “The comfortable distance most workers keep between ‘AI will change everyone’s work’ 
and ‘AI will change mine’ looks like a lagging indicator, held in place by inexperience rather than 
by any durable fact about their exposure.  The workers who already see it arriving at their own desks 
are not anomalies.  They are the rest of the workforce, just a bit early.” 

A full copy of PHOENIX CENTER POLICY BULLETIN NO. 87, Substance or Spectacle?  AI Use and the 
Personal–Societal Risk Wedge, may be downloaded free from the Phoenix Center’s web page at:  
https://www.phoenix-center.org/PolicyBulletin/PCPB87Final.pdf.      

The Phoenix Center is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization that studies broad public-policy issues related 
to governance, social and economic conditions, with a particular emphasis on the law and economics of the 
digital age.  


