LAUNCHING OKLAHOMA INTO THE TECH SPACE

Artificial Intelligence (Al) is shaking things up in nearly every
aspect of our world. Al is everywhere and nearly everyone is
using it in some way to work faster, smarter and more efficiently.
Parents are using it to create schedules and meal plans,
employees are using it to streamline outputs, and companies are
using it to automate systems and develop and produce products
more efficiently. Even children are using it to make custom
coloring pages featuring themselves or to bring their drawings

to life. Whether we like it or not, we are slowly succumbing to a
totally digital age. Al can be helpful, supportive and often provides
an easier way of life. But with big reward, often comes risk.
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Therein lies the risk. Al is only as smart as the input it receives. Without the vital component

of the human element, it lacks context, emotional intelligence and it has limited capabilities to
think beyond what it has been told. It can hallucinate, or make up information, and create bias
within systems. We know that Al is a tool that helps us work better, but it is not a replacement
for the person who can understand the fuller picture of the work Al is doing. Technology needs a
human check.

John Maynard Keynes wrote in his 1930 essay, Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren,
“We are being afflicted with a new disease of which some readers may not yet have heard
the name, but of which they will hear a great deal in the years to come--namely, technological
unemployment. This means unemployment due to our discovery of means of economising the
use of labour outrunning the pace at which we can find new uses for labour.”

Keynes predicted that in 100 years from his pen, we would all be “afflicted with this new
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disease”. He summed that while it would seek to solve our economic problem; to make us all
better off by, well, now, we will still be faced with the ultimate struggle of humans: to subsist?.

Alternatively, taking a modern-day approach, we could consider the CEO of Google, Sudar
Pichai’s, perspective on Al today. Pichai said,

“The future of Al is not about replacing humans, it's about augmenting human capabilities.”

As one of the leaders in this space, Pichai argues that Al is meant to enhance the human
experience, making people more creative and refining human skills in a way we never thought
possible. Subsisting anew, if you will. He concludes in this simple statement that Al’s intentions
are slated to be collaborative and not a substitute for human work. However, Pichai’'s comment
does insinuate public resistance, which the Pew Institute clearly detected in the survey
mentioned above. This public sentiment also coincides with Keynes theory pointing us to a
common thread in both of their comments and the public view: maladjustment.

It is true, technology advancements change things. It transforms how we work and live.
However, it is our response to the advancement that matters. We get to dictate how the human
experience continues, and the role Oklahoma allows Al and advanced technology to play in our
society.
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While the state has a healthy economic climate, ranking 1st in the nation for cost of doing
business and 20th and 21st respectively for business friendliness and tax competitiveness,
Oklahoma ranks at the bottom for education (50th), third grade reading scores (47th), and
health outcomes (47th). Still, the state has made major strides in infrastructure investment
but the state is slipping in rankings of global investment (50th) and business formation (42nd).
Additionally, mostly due to job losses in the oil and gas industry, Oklahoma is the only state to
have a loss of jobs in advanced industries between 2018 and 2023. Without earnest changes,
the state’s subsistence could be at risk.

Advanced technology is fast-paced and constantly evolving, intending to help us work better,
not be better. Fear of technology changing us can lead to stagnation in industry recruitment
and job creation. “In a time of rapid change, complacency is often the greatest threat and failing
to innovate or adapt as other states are doing will result in Oklahoma becoming less and less
economically competitive.”
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Oklahoma has all the right ingredients to be competitive on a much larger scale, but the state
needs to do better at attracting firms in the technology industry and other advanced industries.
Infrastructure is the backbone of economic development. Oklahoma has worked hard to ensure
our infrastructure is ready to sustain the state well into the future. With significant investments
in the state’s bridge system and 2 lane highways, broadband access and power reliance, the
state is positioned statewide to begin to grow advanced industries into rural places. Moreover,
Oklahoma is well-positioned to benefit from expanded opportunities with our attractive low
taxes, pro-business climate, and fiscal stability.

However, overall, the state has a higher volume of lower-skilled occupations and less advanced
manufacturing. Other states have seen success by continuously improving their business
climate, equipping and training workers for tech jobs and investing in infrastructure to support
emerging and innovative tech. Unfortunately, the six surrounding states have continuously
outperformed OK economically in almost every way.

Tech Industry Employment Change, 2018 - 2023
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“Over the five-year period (2018-2023), 16.7% of Oklahoma tech industry jobs were lost

while all 6 neighboring states experienced tech industry job growth approaching or above the
U.S. average of 12.9%.™ Tech industry growth has been a major economic driver for other
states. However, Oklahoma has not yet tapped into this and is losing to other states’ attraction
of advanced industry. Due to this, firms in Oklahoma experience a 22% lower volume of
technology jobs than the rest of the nation.

Looking at it from yet another angle, we appear to be complacent in almost all technology
sectors except for energy tech where the state is outperforming the nation in the concentration
of jobs. A recent report on Oklahoma’s competitiveness showed that,

Despite the high rate of job loss from firms and businesses classified as being in
the technology sector, a review of people employed in technology occupations -
regardless of whether they are within the technology industry or another industry
- shows a much more positive picture of employment growth. Between 2018-23,
tech workers overall increased by 17.4% in Oklahoma, a rate just slightly below
the overall growth of tech occupations nationwide. Oklahoma’s tech occupation
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growth was ahead of two neighboring states and not far behind that of all others
in the region.®

In other words, Oklahoma has the workforce but has lagged in attracting the firms within the
industry. Even though Oklahoma has prioritized jobs in manufacturing, advanced industry, and
technology as key industries to recruit, the state can do a better job of focusing on developing
technology skills within the workforce and growing the number of these high-skilled industries to
create more jobs in the state.

Globalization of the U.S. economy is leading us into new opportunities in entrepreneurship and
industrial processes in the United States. Fostering innovation through regulatory prudency will
set us up for the future. Many states have seen success through piloting regulatory sandboxes
and considering a reduction in the regulatory burden placed on start-up businesses and
technology innovations.

Oklahoma must anticipate the next wave of transformative technology in Al and other advanced
industries to blast forward in this space. Thinking back to Keynes and Pichai’s caution, let’s

be leery of maladaptation and fear of the unknown; and instead, thoughtfully and innovatively
embrace the benefit of these opportunities so we can subsist and better compete with
surrounding states. This can be seen in the data privacy saga that exists in Oklahoma. For
years, state legislators have been considering a data privacy law, which could help provide
guardrails and a common framework for companies that are working across state lines, pushing
Oklahoma in a globalized future and beginning the steps for better Al understanding and
polices.

To sustain the technological growth of key industries, like Oklahoma’s energy and aerospace
industries, states have developed clusters of support programs around their most thriving
industries. Tax credits and a “return to Oklahoma” incentives are just two ways the state could
attract new business and bring back those that have moved away. Identifying targeted growth
industries like energy and aerospace that already have a major footprint in the state and
expanding our scope to others, such as health and fintech could allow the state to focus on
sound policy making to build up these sectors specifically. We are doing well in the energy
technology sector, which is OK’s highest concentration of tech jobs; but OK’s second largest
industry for technology jobs is IT and it falls 52% behind the national average. Harnessing our
attention to our most viable sectors can also help the state to identify needed skill sets within
the workforce and align education systems to train workers.

Improving skills through “business informed workforce training programs and improved
educational outcomes” maximizes work for low-skilled, reskilled and up-and-coming workers.
Al and data literacy, paired with training programs for the highest demand skill areas and
fastest growing industries will better position the state to be competitive. A population fluent in
these skills will move us to work better. Oklahoma'’s higher education system is actively trying
to bridge the gap for the state in Al and technology workforce training. Many of our institutions
have developed programs to supply degrees in the Al sector. There are many business
partnerships to provide employers and workers upskill or reskill opportunities at higher ed
institutions, career tech centers and even the state’s Grow with Google initiative.

Despite Oklahoma’s struggle to keep up with the nation on attracting advanced industries over
the past decade, the state has a firm foundation to launch into the tech space. Oklahoma has
set the stage for the technology industry and occupations within it to thrive in the state. Now

is the time to gain wealth and bring even more opportunities to our great state. Let's welcome
innovators and forward-thinking industries and move the state into the competitive mix.
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