Job cuts and AI investments reshape R&D and STEM workforce
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The landscape of employment within the research and development (R&D) and STEM sectors is undergoing significant changes, particularly due to the advent of artificial intelligence (AI) and broader economic shifts. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), there is a projected 10.4% growth in STEM jobs through 2033, outpacing the overall employment growth rate of 4%. However, the current state of employment within certain sectors reveals a more complex narrative, marked by substantial job cuts alongside increased investment in emerging technologies.
As detailed by R&D World, the technology sector has faced considerable restructuring in 2024, resulting in around 150,000 job losses across over 525 companies by late December. The fourth quarter alone accounted for approximately 9,700 of these layoffs. This trend, particularly pronounced in Silicon Valley, marked the highest level of job cuts in the tech industry since the collapse of the Dot Com Bubble. Notably, the hardware and electronics manufacturing segment has been the hardest hit, experiencing over 26,800 layoffs. Notable companies, including Intel, have announced plans to reduce their workforce significantly, with 15,000 job cuts while continuing substantial investments in AI chip development.
The biotech industry has also not been immune to these turbulent changes. Several firms within this sector have carried out extensive workforce reductions, with Editas Medicine recently announcing a substantial cut of 180 positions, equating to 65% of its workforce. This move is part of a strategic pivot away from traditional gene-editing initiatives. Other biotech firms like Ginkgo Bioworks and Bristol Myers have also undertaken notable layoffs, with Ginkgo announcing a reduction of 400 and Bristol Myers reducing its workforce by 2,200 positions.
Beyond tech and biotech, the transportation sector is also experiencing a wave of job losses, with more than 19,400 cuts reported. The finance and consumer segments are not far behind, each experiencing over 11,000 layoffs. This backdrop highlights a broader trend of companies restructuring their workforce in tandem with investing in new technologies. For instance, although SAP plans to cut up to 8,000 jobs, it continues to allocate €2 billion annually toward AI research and development.
Tesla's recent decision to reduce its workforce by 14,000 employees is emblematic of this broader shift. Additionally, Dell has eliminated 12,500 sales positions while ramping up its investments in AI, and AMD has laid off 1,000 workers, even as it increases its revenue forecast for data centre AI chips to over $5 billion for 2024. 
While job reductions are taking place, companies are not merely cutting costs; they are also exploring new operational efficiencies and workforce models. For example, Revel is shifting towards a gig-worker model, while Google is reconsidering the geographical distribution of certain roles. In biotech, Exscientia has implemented a workforce reduction of 25% while simultaneously embracing AI-driven drug discovery. Ginkgo Bioworks has also announced workforce cuts alongside new AI initiatives and a partnership with Google Cloud worth $250 million.
This distinctive dual approach—cutting jobs while investing in AI—paints a picture of a rapidly evolving workforce landscape that businesses are navigating in response to technological advancements and market pressures. The intersection of employment trends and AI may reshape industries and employment opportunities in the aftermath of this significant restructuring phase.
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