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fter General Motors announced plans 
to close five (5) plants in North Amer-
ica (November 2018), I was asked by 

several friends and colleagues for my opin-
ion of the merits of the decision.  While I had 
no inside information, based on my experi-
ence at GM and additional analysis, I con-
cluded GM made the correct decision and 
should be congratulated for doing so.   
 
To explain my logic in more detail, I wrote a 
couple of informal articles and published 
links on Facebook.  The articles included the 
term “technology tsunami,” which I thought 
might help explain some of GM’s rationale 
for closing the plants.  (GM had other rea-
sons as well.  Links to articles at end of this 
write-up.) 
 
Reaction to the term “technology tsunami” 
seemed to beg for more explanation.  So, 
here goes.  I selected the term “technology 
tsunami” because the characteristics of a 
tsunami seemed to a good proxy for how the 
wave of artificial intelligence (AI), increased 
use of robots, implementation of the block-
chain, and other technologies will affect em-
ployment in the US.  The effect will not be 
limited to the manufacturing and some ser-
vice sectors but include many white-collar 
professionals.           
 
First let’s look at the sequence of a tsunami.  
The start is often an earthquake deep in the 
ocean.  The energy from that quake is trans-
ferred in the form of a series of powerful 
ocean waves.  In the open ocean, the change 
in the wave pattern caused by the earth-
quake is not necessarily apparent.  To the na-
ked eye, tsunami waves appear relatively 
normal.   
 

The strength of the waves becomes more ap-
parent as waves move closer to shore.  As 
the waves start to come ashore, the waves 
are compressed.  The more gradual the slope 
of the shoreline, the more compression.   
  
And there is not just one wave that is com-
pressed and hits the shore, but a series of 
waves.  The waves are powerful and of such 
height that virtually everything at or near the 
shoreline is completely destroyed.  The 
waves continue inland, causing significant 
damage.  A tsunami usually is more powerful 
and destructive than the surge associated 
with a hurricane. 
 
An usual characteristic of a tsunami is how it 
affects the waterline preceding its arrival.  As 
the tsunami gets closer to shore, the water 
at shore’s edge recedes.  The shoreline looks 
as if there is an exaggerated low tide. This 
phenomenon might last several minutes.  
Then, the waterline changes quickly and 
drastically as repeated high and powerful 
waves come ashore, destroying virtually eve-
rything.  
 
With that picture in mind, let’s examine how 
a technology tsunami might affect employ-
ment in the US.  In my view, the earthquake 
has already occurred that will cause the 
technology tsunami.  The energy from that 
quake has been transferred to form of a se-
ries of large and destructive waves.  And 
those waves are headed toward the US 
shore.  Warning signs of the tsunami are be-
coming more evident at the shoreline as the 
waterline has begun receding.   
 
The US shoreline is filled with people.  Many 
at the shore still work in manufacturing and 
service industries.  However, few at the 
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shore seem to understand the implication of 
the receding water line and even fewer take 
action to avoid the pending disaster.  As the 
waves roll closer to shore, the beach remains 
filled with people.   
 
In the next few moments – for this analysis 
consider next “few moments” as next “few 
years” – the pending disaster becomes ap-
parent.  The waterline begins moving ashore 
rapidly as the first of a series of giant waves 
becomes visible.  The people at the shore – 
those with limited education and skills – try 
to escape, but it is too late and waves over-
whelm them. 
 
The powerful waves continue inland, de-
stroying many long-standing structures, 
once thought invincible.  Much is lost and 
chaos ensues for those who survive. 
 
Am I overreacting to the potential impact of 
a technology tsunami?  Is a technology tsu-
nami even possible?  Or, as a couple of peo-
ple have suggested, am I being like “Chicken 
Little”? 
  
My concern about a technology tsunami has 
less to do with whether AI will become 
smarter than humans and more to do with 
the potential impact on the stability of soci-
ety.  How many lower-skilled, semi-skilled 
and even skilled blue and white-collar jobs 
will technology replace? 
 
Trying to stop implementation of technology 
is foolhardy.  Depending on when such a 
stop-technology approach was imple-
mented, today we might be travelling by 
horse and buggy and living without electric-
ity, telephones, tv/radio, computers, inter-
net, etc.   
 
And yes, I agree that societies have survived 
major technology disruptions in the past.  
But the transitions to new technologies have 
rarely, if ever, been smooth.  Even worse, 

countries that did not transition to new tech-
nologies successfully became also-rans.   
 
During the technology tsunami, what is likely 
to happen to societal stability in the US?  
How will people react who are replaced by 
technology?  As middle-class jobs continue 
to be eliminated…and many new jobs are at 
lower pay, if available at all…will people sit 
idly by?  (When formulating your answer 
don’t be misled by the unemployment rates 
in recent months.  Look at constant-dollar 
median incomes over time compared to GDP 
per capital.  Income has not kept up with 
productivity.  Also significant wealth has 
transferred toward the very top.  The longer-
term trend is a much smaller middle class 
with less wealth accumulation.) 
 
If a technology tsunami seems possible, then 
what are we…societal we…doing to prevent 
a likely social upheaval that follows the tsu-
nami?  As best I can tell, we are doing noth-
ing of substance.  Policies of the Trump Ad-
ministration seem to be focused on prevent-
ing adoption and even overturning technol-
ogy rather than planning how to manage the 
transition.   
 
In a way, the logic for why we should prepare 
for a technology tsunami is similar to the 
logic of why we should make efforts to pre-
vent further global warming.  Who’s right 
about the cause of accelerated global warm-
ing does not matter.  If global-warming deni-
ers are correct and man has contributed vir-
tually nothing to global warming, the conse-
quences are the same…and the conse-
quences are not good.  By doing something, 
then there’s a chance to reduce the negative 
effects. 
 
Since we have a good idea of the effect of a 
technology tsunami, how do we start pre-
paring?  Maybe the first step should be to 
look at the 1930’s.  In response to wide-
spread unemployment (at least 25%), re-
duced net worth among most families, and 
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no clear prospect for an economic turna-
round, FDR and Congress implemented pro-
grams to create jobs.  Creating jobs had a 
twofold effect: (i) putting money into peo-
ple’s pockets so they could begin buying 
again; (ii) allowing families to regain self-re-
spect. 
 
One can argue about the efficacy of specific 
New Deal programs.  However, there should 
be little argument that these programs 
helped bring stability back to US society.   
 
Part of the New Deal not often discussed is 
the effort to increase participation in public 
education.  During the 1930’s, many gram-
mar and high schools were built and stu-
dents encouraged to complete high school.   
 

 
 
The efforts resulted in a sharp increase in the 
percentage of the population graduating 
from high school. The increase in percent 
graduating from high school continued until 
the 1970’s when the rates plateaued.1 
 
Emphasis on education continued after 
WWII with the GI Bill of Rights and then with 
availability of low-cost loans encouraging 
more students from lower- and middle-in-
come families to attend college.   
 
The lesson of these programs for today?  Ex-
isting and emerging technologies require 

                                                             
1 120 Yeas of American Education: a Statistical 
Portrait, US Department of Education, 1993. 

more math/analytical skills to utilize capabil-
ities.  With the need for more math/analytic 
skills…and the risk of becoming an also-ran 
country by not adopting the technolo-
gies…what actions do we take?  How does 
US society get more people educated, espe-
cially those on the shore unaware of the 
pending technology tsunami?   
Following are some ideas.  You’ll likely look 
at the list and say, “What’s so innovative 
about the list?  I’ve heard these ideas be-
fore.”  And, you’re right.  The ideas are not 
new…but you know what?  We’re not imple-
menting them, and in some cases we seem 
to be regressing. 
 
The list is intended to start the discussion: 

a) Help society understand that ex-

penses for public education are in-

vestments, not merely costs.  Invest-

ments may take time to payback but 

result in a benefit that spans gener-

ations.  

b) Increase pay for…and respect for 

teachers.  Make the qualifications 

and salaries for teachers competi-

tive with, and possibly slightly 

above, the private sector.   

c) Reinstitute more technical training 

in high schools.  Almost everyone 

agrees not everyone is suited for col-

lege.  Not attending college does not 

mean one does not have valuable 

skills.  Far from it.  The public schools 

should provide everyone an oppor-

tunity for training in how to use, lev-

erage and maintain technology 

skills.  At one time “technical train-

ing” was common in high schools.  

Time for it to return.             

d) Make loans for college affordable 

with a provision to “earn-out” the 
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loan over a reasonable period.  Un-

like today, make compliance for the 

earn-out provision easy to under-

stand and execute.  Provide assis-

tance to the participant – not every-

one is an expert at filling out govern-

ment paperwork.  Encourage people 

to become teachers.  Don’t discour-

age them with onerous penalties for 

slight mistakes in completing paper-

work. 

e) Cut back, or eliminate private char-

ter schools.  Yes, all organizations 

need fixing over time.  Public educa-

tion is no exception.  But charter 

schools are not necessary to fix 

problems in public education.  Char-

ter schools destroy the very founda-

tion of public education…and oper-

ate with far less accountability.  The 

trend toward charters needs to stop 

and charters eliminated. 

f) Create meaningful education pro-

grams for older workers.  The claim 

by some that “I’m too old to learn” 

is an excuse, not a reason.  My expe-

rience has been many older people 

are embarrassed to ask for help.  

When assistance is framed the right 

way, it is rare that someone turns 

down the opportunity to learn.  

We…again societal we…need to be 

flexible in how we approach teach-

ing students, whether the student 

prospect is in grammar school or a 

grandparent. 

g) Implement meaningful education 

programs and works-skills programs 

in prisons.  Incarceration is incredi-

bly expensive.  While different stud-

ies include different amounts for 

overhead and other costs, the least 

amount of cost per year to incarcer-

ate someone is roughly the same as 

tuition, room and board at a state 

university.  In many studies, the cost 

is multiples higher than tuition, 

room and board.  Incarceration 

without rehabilitation is wasted 

money.  Educating prisoners and 

having prisoners do meaningful 

work while incarcerated seems to be 

“common sense.”    

 
How do we implement some of these ideas?  
More in the next article.  Stay tuned. 
 
Thanks for your time.  Comments welcome.  
 
 
John R. Dabels 
(704) 544-9907 
jrdabels@outlook.com  
www.linkedin/in/johndabels  
 
 
“Informal” articles referenced earlier in text: 

1. Reaction to GM Plant Closings 

2. GM Layoffs: Tsunami Canary? 
 
 
 

 
 
Since 1993 Dabels & Associates, Inc. has pro-
vided practical solutions to complex prob-
lems in a wide range of fields. 
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