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THE JOKE IS TECHNOSTRESS 
What SNL's Utah Data Center Sketch Reveals 

 
Source: Saturday Night Live / NBC.  

 

THE LAUGH IS REAL. SO IS THE FEAR BEHIND IT. 

The funniest data center in America is still in pre-development. And the joke is not really about 
the data center. It is about TECHNOSTRESS seeping into the community. 

On October 10, James Austin Johnson played Kevin O'Leary on "Weekend Update," defending 
the Utah project O'Leary backs. His pitch: "a very loud computer that steals your job." (NBC 
Insider, 2026b). Colin Jost cited a poll putting opposition to a nearby AI data center at 75 percent 
and called it one of the country's most unifying issues. (NBC Insider, 2026a).  

WATCH: THE JOKE WITH A DATA SET BEHIND IT 

WATCH: Weekend Update, "Mr. Wonderful on Building an AI Data Center in Utah" (NBC, 
October 10, 2026) 

Satire only works when the audience already feels the punchline. This audience does. 

In June 2026, 52% of US adults said they are more concerned than excited about AI in daily life, 
up from 37% in 2021. And 71% expect AI to mean fewer U.S. jobs over the next 20 years. Just 
5% expect more job growth. (Pew Research Center, 2026).  

Now the data grenade: Gallup's March survey, published in May 2026 states 71% oppose data 
centers. (Gallup, 2026). Just 53% oppose nuclear plants in their area. (Gallup, 2026). A 
warehouse of servers is drawing more fire than a nuclear plant. 

 

https://www.nbc.com/nbc-insider/james-austin-johnson-data-centers-weekend-update-october-10
https://www.nbc.com/nbc-insider/james-austin-johnson-data-centers-weekend-update-october-10
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THE NUCLEAR PLANT DRAWS LESS FEAR THAN A DATA CENTER. WHY? 
 
Now weigh the risks. A nuclear plant can fail catastrophically. A serious accident can release 
radioactive material and threaten a community’s health for decades. That is why federal rules 
require emergency planning zones of about 10 miles for airborne exposure and about 50 miles 
for food and water contamination (U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, N.D.). 
 
A data center cannot do that. But it shares burdens with a nuclear plant: cooling water, noise, 
backup-generator emissions, and land-use conflicts. These are serious issues that can affect 
residents’ quality of life. Data centers add one of its own: electricity demand heavy enough to 
strain the grid and potential contamination of water. (Gallup, 2026). These are legitimate 
concerns. 
 
The nuclear plant is the low-probability, high-consequence technology. The data center is the 
high-frequency, lower-consequence one. Yet residents oppose the data center by 18 more points. 
Residents are opposing data centers due to electricity rates, water consumption, land use, noise, 
distrust of developers, and employment effects. Economic insecurity may be an underexamined 
driver of community resistance. 
 
Here is the reality. A reactor makes electricity. AI data centers provide the computing 
infrastructure that powers AI. People can picture that a nuclear plant adds more electricity to their 
city. They cannot picture what AI does for them except “steal their jobs and their paycheck.” 
Their fear is real, but harder to verbalize at a county hearing. It is easier to discuss environmental 
concerns than potential poverty and job loss without sounding materialistic and focused on 
money. 
 
Residents are right to demand answers regarding water usage and increased electricity cost. 
Data centers are not physically more dangerous than nuclear plants. Yet, data centers have 
become a proxy for AI. Residents are afraid of all of the potential losses. Employees who feel 
powerless over workplace AI deployment are finding political power through community decisions 
about data-center development as they can pause, cancel, or approve data centers. 
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THE DATA BEHIND THE LAUGH 

AI data centers have become a visible target for anxieties that extend far beyond their physical 
footprint. Electricity costs, water usage, and land use are legitimate concerns. But fear of job 
displacement, economic insecurity and loss of control may also be shaping the backlash. 
Technostress offers a framework for understanding that dimension of the conflict — and for 
identifying what leaders must address before resistance grows.  

Craig Brod named TECHNOSTRESS in 1984: a "modern disease of adaptation," an inability to 
cope with new computer technologies in a healthy way (Brod, 1984). A 2026 meta-analysis of 
18,535 technology users across 23 countries found that 40% suffer high technostress  (Phua et 
al., 2026). Four in ten. That is not a fringe population. 

In 2007, management researchers created  a testable organizational framework for technostress, 
identifying five specific conditions inside a workplace (Tarafdar et al., 2007). Their model has 
since become the standard 
reference point for studying how 
organizational people and 
teams respond to fast-moving 
technology change. 

The five technostress creators 
identified by Tarafdar and 
colleagues are illustrated. 

Each condition or face of 
technostress has a workplace 
version. There is no 
scientifically validated measure 
of community technostress. 
However, the technostress 
framework provides an useful 
lens for interpreting some the 
civic and political reactions now appearing in the data center fight. The  five faces of technostress 
are: 

TECHNO-OVERLOAD  Too much. Too fast. 
The volume of information, tasks, and tools exceeds what a person can process — an overflowing 
calendar, an unread-message count that never hits zero. 

TECHNO-INVASION  Always on. No escape. 
Technology erases the boundary between work and personal life — the phone that buzzes at 
10:47 PM with "need this by morning." 

TECHNO-COMPLEXITY  Hard to master. 
The skill required to use a system outpaces the training provided for it — a stack of platforms, 
layers, and vendors with no clear manual. 

TECHNO-INSECURITY  Fear of displacement. 
The person using the technology believes it may be used to replace them — a skills gap read as 
a countdown, not a growth opportunity. The sketch names it outright with the “steals your job” 
line. In Utah, the jobs promise and the jobs fear collide. 

TECHNO-UNCERTAINTY  Change is constant. The future is unclear. 
The pace of change itself becomes the stressor — new tools, new processes, and no stable sense 
of what comes next. In the sketch,  O'Leary shrugs at whether the thing even provides a necessary 
service. In Utah, the plan kept changing. It went from 40,000 acres to 20,000 acres to satisfy the 
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opposition. The power plan runs from 1.5 gigawatts in a first phase to as much as 9 gigawatts 
long term. (Deseret News, 2026). 

Tarafdar's framework was built for employees who use technology at work. When employees 
have little influence over AI deployment, their technostress seeps into the community. 

THE JOKES THAT ARE NOT FUNNY IN REAL LIFE 

The O'Leary character waves off residents with "Those people's lives, those are Sims" (NBC 
Insider, 2026a). Then he tells Jost, "I don't live there" (Salt Lake Tribune, 2026a). Funny. Also, 
precise. The target is a decision-maker insulated from the consequences. Community members 
lost their opportunity for input to shape their future, and Box Elder County paid the price. 

County commissioners first heard the details from the state's Military Installation Development 
Authority (MIDA) on March 25, with no public notice. After protests, they delayed their vote a 
week, then approved the agreement 3-0 on May 4. On May 28, the county attorney ruled the 
approvals were not legally referable to voters. Residents sued (Salt Lake Tribune, 2026b). 

On June 23, J. Stuart Adams, the MIDA chair, lost his state Senate seat in the GOP primary. Two 
commissioners who voted yes lost theirs too (Salt Lake Tribune, 2026b). 

Three lawsuits remain unresolved, and the developer says the project is "not on hold" (Deseret 
News, 2026). A Utah State University survey found 76% of Utahns do not want more data centers 
built in the state (Salt Lake Tribune, 2026a). The Tribune does not report the sample size. 

Water and power are the language residents can testify about at a county hearing. Job security 
and loss of control are not. So, technostress travels through the zoning fight.  

THE JOBS PROMISE IS THE INSECURITY TRIGGER 

O'Leary claimed the campus could create 10,000 construction jobs and 2,000 permanent jobs 
(KUTV, 2026). An industry 
analyst told KUTV that 
specialized trades are 
often recruited from 
outside the area. Among 
Gallup's survey, 55% of 
women register strong 
opposition to building data 
centers, more strongly 
than men do. (Gallup, 
2026) Women are getting 
a smaller share of the new 
high-paying AI hires. 
(LinkedIn,2026) LinkedIn 
research shows women 
account for just 26% of AI 
hires compared with 50% 
of hires in non-AI 
occupations. Same 
building. Opposite job 
forecasts. The fear is real 
as residents hear about 
layoffs every day. They are watching large companies build data centers and invest in AI while 
laying off thousands of employees.   

 
 

Source: (Byrd-Hill, 2026). Analysis of 15 technology companies reporting 71,650+ job 
reductions alongside company-stated AI adoption, restructuring, workforce 
transformation, or AI infrastructure investment priorities. See the original investigation 
for company-specific evidence and sources. 
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WHAT CORPORATIONS MUST DO ABOUT IT 

The Utah fight is the public version of a problem already inside your company. If Phua's 40% 
comes anywhere near your workforce, technostress is already on your payroll. The fear is real. 
Front-liners are the solution to America’s Data Center and AI problem. Data-center developers 
cannot solve every concern with engineering alone. Corporate leaders cannot solve AI adoption 
with software alone. Both must understand how the people are affected by technological change 
and assist them move, beyond their AI fear and technostress before it turns into significant 
resistance to become an expensive organization and community problem. 

 
 
Automation Workz begins with motivational workshops to: 
RE-WIRE ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE. Assisting employees rediscover their personal 
mission purpose and growth. We then …  
 
MEASURE TECHNOSTRESS. Employees utilize SenseiiWyze™ Predictive Behavioral Analytics 
Engine to  complete 3 pictorial data profiles – OCEAN Personality profile to understand their 
personality traits, puzzle games to understand employees’ algorithmic and mathematical 
capability and finally a vision board of their goals to understand their future direction. 
SenseiiWyzeTM analyzes participant inputs alongside occupational data to determine technology 
program readiness, technostress risk and what support and intervention is needed. We then 
assist organizations … 
COACH AND SUPPORT YOUR PEOPLE. By understanding their goals, AI fear, and faces of 
technostress on a personal level, coaches can change their fear, anger, and resistance, Then 
knowledge and skills based training is implemented to … 
BUILD THE TECHNICAL PIPELINE. Automation Workz identifies and develops front-line 
workers with the skills to advance into high-paying technology careers in AI, cybersecurity, data 
analytics, IoT and network engineering. AI deployment still needs technically strong creative 
people to use AI to increase productivity, revenue, and profits. 
Build the bridge from people to data centers so AI investment becomes AI ROI. Technostress is 
the data center storm. Ignore it, and Technostress becomes the invisible killer of AI ROI. Start 
building that bridge with an executive briefing on technostress and AI adoption risk. Book a 
meeting here. 

https://calendly.com/ida-autoworkz/45min
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