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The future of work

At the beginning of the century,
Ray Kurzweil, Futurist and Chief
Engineer at Google, predicted 
that 20,000 years of 
progress would be crammed 
into the next 100.
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Digital decade

2007

Apple launched 
iPhone

Facebook 
became 
mainstream

2008

Airbnb 
launched

Lehman 
Brothers filed 
for bankruptcy

2009

Launch of Uber

Urban dwellers 
became majority 
of earth’s 
population 

Google 
prototype of 
driverless car

2010

China overtook 
US as largest 
manufacturing 
nation

2006

Launch of 
Twitter

Google became 
a verb

2011

Global 
population 
passed 7 billion

Borders 
bookstores shut 
up shop
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Digital decade

2012

Kodak files for 
bankruptcy

2013

More
mobile devices
and connections 
than people on
the earth

Blockbuster 
closed for good

2014

64 billion 
WhatsApp 
messages 
sent in a 
single day

2015

Amazon and 
Alibaba rule 
e-commerce

2016

Personal data, 
psychology and 
bots influence 
voting in 
elections

Google’s 
DeepMind 
beats ‘Go’ 
champion

2017

Facebook goes 
to war on ‘Fake 
news’

314 million 
search results 
for ‘Future of 
work’
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Global megatrends

Shifts in global economic power
Power shifting between developed and developing countries

Resource scarcity and climate change 
Depleted fossil fuels, extreme weather, rising sea levels and water shortages

Rapid urbanisation 
Significant increase in the world’s population moving to live in cities

Technological breakthroughs
Rapid advances in technological innovation

Demographic shifts 
The changing size, distribution and age profile of the world's population
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The 100 Year Life

Source: Human Mortality Database, University of California 
and Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research, Germany 
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104

Oldest age at which 50% of babies born in 2007 are expected to live:

It is not just the young who are investing 
in new skills

It is not just the young who are positive and 
excited about their work

Older people are working hard to keep fit

Older people are not more exhausted

Older people don’t want to slow down

Exploring is not just for the young

Myths about older workers are being busted…
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Employment rates of 55 – 64 year olds
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Transition

Portfolio (mix of paid 
and unpaid work)

Age and stage are disconnecting               

The Three-Stage 
Model

The Multistage Life

Education

Work 

Retirement Retirement

Self-employment

Employment in 
an organisation

Exploration

Education
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Are you preparing for 
people working into 

their 80s?
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Brains + bots
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Artificial intelligence

Assisted Intelligence
Today

• Automating repetitive, standardised 
or time-consuming tasks and 
providing assisted intelligence.

• Increased demand for STEM skills 
to build new tech ecosystem.

Augmented Intelligence
Emerging

• Fundamentally change in the nature 
of work.  Humans and machines 
collaborate to make decisions.

• Uniquely human traits (emotional 
intelligence, creativity, persuasion, 
innovation) become more valuable.

Autonomous Intelligence
Future

• Adaptive continuous intelligent 
systems take over decision making.

• The future of humans at work is 
questioned.

11

January 2018



PwC

A range of technologies

Natural 
Language 

Processing

Machine 
Learning

Deep 
Learning

Artificial 
Intelligence

Machine 
vision

Speech 
recognition

Definition: 

• Branch of computer 

science that attempts 

to perform tasks that 

normally require 

human intelligence

• Includes sub-

branches such as 

machine learning, 

speech recognition, 

visual perception, 

natural language 

processing and a few 

more.

Definition: 

• Machine Learning 

is about developing 

computer 

programs that 

make it appear that 

computers 

automatically  

improve with 

experience, i.e. they 

“learn”. 

• More data you 

train them with the 

better they perform

Definition: 

• A type of machine 

learning that uses 

multi-layered 

neural networks to 

learn

• Other approaches 

to machine 

learning, including 

Bayesian learning, 

evolutionary 

learning, and 

symbolic learning

Definition: 

• A technology by 

which sounds, 

words or phrases 

spoken by humans 

are converted into 

electrical signals 

and assigned 

meaning 

• Identical words can 

have different 

meanings if spoken 

with different tone, 

inflections and 

contexts

Definition: 

• The ability of a 

computer to see

• It employs one or 

more video 

cameras, analogue 

to digital 

conversion and 

digital signal 

processing to 

“recognize” people 

and things

Definition: 

• NLP is a branch of 

AI

• Deals with 

analysing, 

understanding and 

generating the 

languages that 

humans use 

naturally to 

interface with 

computers in both 

written and spoken 

contexts
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Today: Fear and optimism amongst the general public

PwC 2017 survey of 10,029 members of the general population based in China, Germany, India, the UK and US
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Uncertainty: The human impact

56%

think governments should take 
‘any action needed to protect 
jobs from automation’

PwC survey of 10,029 members of the general population based in China, Germany, 

India, the UK and the US

37%

are worried about automation 
putting jobs at risk – up from 
33% in 2014
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Are these worlds that far-fetched?

India says no to driverless cars to 

protect jobs
Firms fear EU ban on workplace 

wearables 

Gig economy is 34% of the US 

workforce and expected to be 

43% by 2020

81% of millennials want 

companies to be good corporate 

citizens
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A question of purpose…

How will humans and 
machines at the University of 

Pretoria collaborate to 
deliver your purpose ?
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Work and learning is changing
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Uncertainty: The human impact

Corporate integration: Big business rules all.  

Companies get bigger and more influential - the biggest have more 

influence than some nations. Brands span many business areas.

Business fragmentation:  Small is good.

Large businesses lose their dominance as customers seek relevance and 

organisations find scale a burden rather than a benefit. Social bubbles and affinity 

groups take on a new importance.  Many could not exist without digital platforms 

Collectivism: 

Fairness and equality dominates.

The common good prevails over 

personal preference, e.g. collective 

responsibility for the environment, 

social good and “fairness” over 

individual interest. 

Individualism:

Where “me” first rules.

A focus on individual wants; a 

response to the infinite choices 

available to consumers.
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2030: Four worlds of work

Collectivism Individualism
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Social responsibility and trust 
dominate the corporate agenda 
with concerns about 
demographic changes, climate 
and sustainability becoming 
key drivers of business.

Companies care

The 
Green 
World

The 
Yellow 
World

Social-first and community 
businesses prosper.  Crowd-
funded capital flows to ethical 
and blameless brands. A search 
for meaning and relevance with 
a social heart. Artisans, makers 
and 'new worker Guilds' thrive.  
‘Humanness’ is highly valued.

Humans come first

The
Blue 

World

Big company capitalism rules 
as organisations continue to 
grow bigger and individual 
preferences trump beliefs 
about social responsibility.

Corporate is king

Organisations and individuals 
race to give consumers what 
they want. Innovation 
outpaces regulation. Digital 
platforms give outsized reach 
and influence to those with a 
winning idea. Specialists and 
niche profit-makers flourish.

Innovation rules

The
Red 

World
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Red World in 2030

In a world with few rules, ideas –
and speed to market - rule.

Organisations and individuals 
race to give consumers what they 
want. Specialist and niche profit-
markers flourish

Innovation outpaces regulation.  
In the Red World today’s winning 
idea might be tomorrow’s court 
case.

Digital platforms give outsized 
reach and influence to those with 
winning ideas

Red World workers

Innovation and people are 
inseparable in the red world.

Organisations stripped-down and 
nimble.  A small number of 
‘pivotal people’ with outstanding 
skills command high rewards. 

Like-minded workers gravitate 
towards each other, aided by 
technology, sparking bubbles of 
innovation. 

Projects quickly flourish, evolve 
and resolve and specialists move 
rapidly from one to the next. 

Red World technology

Technology encourages the 
creation of powerful, like-minded, 
cross border social “bubbles” 

Businesses find new ways to serve 
niches and individual preferences 
powered by technology and big 
data.

Digital platforms match workers 
with employer, capital with 
innovator, consumer with 
supplier.

This allows serial entrepreneurs 
to reach far beyond their size. 

Red World: Innovation rules
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Blue World in 2030

Big company capitalism rules.

Organisations continue to grow 
bigger and global corporates take 
centre state.

Consumer choice dominates.

Individual preferences trump 
beliefs about social responsibility.

A corporate career divides the 
haves and have-nots.

A new breed of elite super-
workers emerges.

Blue World workforce

Exceptional talent is in high 
demand, employers secure a core 
group of pivotal talent by offering 
excellent rewards

Buy in flexible talent and skills as 
and when they’re needed.

Human effort is maximised 
through sophisticated use of 
physical and medical 
enhancement and technology

Worker performance is measured 
and analysed at every step

Blue World technology

Extensive use of automation and 
AI enhance productivity and 
quality - but humans are still in 
demand. 

Rewards are high, but the price 
workers pay is their data.  

Sensors and data analytics 
measure and optimise 
performance 24/7.

Data used to predict performance 
and anticipate people risk. 

Blue World: Corporate is king
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Green World in 2030

In the Green World, corporate 
responsibility isn’t just a nice-to-
have – it’s a business imperative.

Social responsibility and trust 
dominate the corporate agenda 
with concerns about ‘Fairness’ 
and sustainability becoming key 
drivers of business 

Workers and consumers demand 
brands that do right by their 
employees and the wider world. 

Green World workers

Workers are attracted by 
organisations they admire. 

Competition remains intense for 
the best talent; financial reward is 
still important. 

Workers have to reflect the values 
of their employer – both at work 
and at home.

Carbon footprint and social 
impact is strictly controlled. 

The idea of a ‘job for life’ returns 
to the workplace lexicon.

Green World technology

Automation and technology are 
essential element to protect scarce 
resources and minimise 
environmental damage

Used extensively to replace the 
need for travel, driving rapid 
innovation in communications 
technology  

Technology is a double edged 
sword it allows organisations to 
meet their ethical and 
environmental agenda, but at 
what cost to humans? 

Green World: Companies care
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Yellow World in 2030

Social-first and community 
business prosper.  

Humanness is highly valued.

Crowdfunded capital flows 
towards ethical and blameless 
brands  

A search for meaning and 
relevance with a social heart.  
Artisans, makers and ‘new 
Worker Guilds’ thrive 

People won’t take the downsides 
of automation without a fight.

Yellow World workers

Like-minded workers gravitate 
towards each other, aided by 
technology platforms. 

Individuals come together to 
deliver on an idea – for as long as 
it takes. 

Guilds help workers create scale, 
remain current and build trust in 
their services. 

Work is a fluid concept. A 
standard 9 to 5, working week is 
rare; the borders between home 
and work are blurred.

Yellow World technology

Technology creates a vibrant 
Yellow World by lowering barriers 
to entry, providing access to 
crowdfunding and a worldwide 
market.

Entrepreneurial companies 
compete in areas previously 
dominated by large organisations  

‘Invisible technology’ such as AI 
driven back office functional 
support - and the automation of 
tasks that are damaging or 
impossible for humans - still 
pervades. 

Yellow World: Humans come first
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What world do you 
think is most 

probable?

24

January 2018



PwC

What world would 
you prefer to live in?
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The people resilience factor
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Workforces are changing

Purpose
Talent mix

Soft skills
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Source: FS CEOs participating in PwC’s 20th CEO survey (2016)

Growing skills gap
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What are these key skills?

According to 
Insurance CEOs, 
how important are 
the following skills to 
their organizations?

Adaptability

Problem Solving

Leadership

Collaboration

Digital Skills

Risk Management

Creativity & Innovation

Emotional Intelligence

STEM Skills

Source: Insurance CEOs participating in PwC’s 20th CEO survey (2016)
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A new balance.

Automation will not only alter the types of jobs 
available but their number and perceived value. 

Pivotal talent – the ultimate prize.

Those workers performing tasks which automation 
can’t yet crack, become more pivotal – and this 
means creativity, innovation, imagination, and 
design skills will be prioritised by employers.

Adaptability – the key to the future.

One clear lesson arises from our analysis: 
adaptability – in organisations, individuals and 
society – is essential for navigating the changes 
ahead.

CEOs agree.

Human talent is a top 3 business issue for CEOs

What does it all mean for jobs?
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No-regrets moves
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“The high-wage, middle-skilled job has gone the way of 
Kodak film.  In the age of accelerations, there is 
increasingly no such animal in the zoo anymore.  There 
are still high-wage, high-skilled jobs.  And there are 
middle-waged, middle-skilled jobs.  But there is no longer 
high-wage, middle skilled jobs. Average is officially over.  
When I graduated from college I got to find a job, my girls 
have to invent their”  Thomas L. Friedman

January 2018
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Higher Education Megatrends

Students as consumers
Want to define the experience they have as well as the degree they earn

The rise of collaborative research
sharing resources, tackling larger problems through collaborative research

Lifelong learning
Lifelong learning the norm, programmmes for non traditional audiences

Demanding soft skills
Teamwork, decision making, communication, ability to plan, organize, 
prioritize work

Reinventing the learning experience
Transition between structured and unstructured learning modes
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What skills will our 
students, young and 

old, need most?
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How are you 
planning for the 

future?
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Act now.
This isn’t about some ‘far future’ of work – change is 
already happening, and accelerating.

No regrets and bets.
The future isn’t a fixed destination. Plan for a dynamic 
rather than a static future. You’ll need to recognise 
multiple and evolving scenarios. Make ‘no regrets’ 
moves that work with most scenarios – but you’ll need 
to make some ‘bets’ too.

Make a bigger leap.
Don’t be constrained by your starting point. You 
might need a more radical change than just a small 
step away from where you are today.

Own the automation debate.
Automation and Artificial Intelligence (AI) will affect every level 
of the business and its people. It’s too important an issue to leave 
to IT alone. A depth of understanding and keen insight into the 
changing technology landscape is a must.

People not jobs.
Organisations can’t protect jobs which are made redundant by 
technology – but they do have a responsibility to their people. 
Protect people not jobs. Nurture agility, adaptability and re-
skilling.

Build a clear narrative.
A third of workers are anxious about the future and their job due 
to automation – an anxiety that kills confidence and the 
willingness to innovate. How your employees feel affects the 
business today – so start a mature conversation about the future.

Six key messages for leaders
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Linear predictions don’t cut it

• Plan for multiple and emerging visions of 
the future using a scenarios approach.

• Understand clearly how each creates 
different workforce challenges and 
implications.

Make decisions based on purpose and values

• Build a future-looking understanding of how 
humans and machines might collaborate to 
deliver your purpose.

• Clarify your values and behaviours that 
underpin your policies, processes, decision-making 
and priorities.

• Identify and engage with internal and external 
stakeholders to manage their expectations and co-
create the future of work.

• Create an open and transparent narrative on how 
you are influencing, planning and delivering on the 
future of work – for your organisation, society and 
individuals.

No regrets moves for corporates
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Embrace technology as a force for good

• Clarify how robotics and artificial 
intelligence can enable the redesign of 
work, enhance productivity and customer 
experience, and enable a focus on more 
value-added tasks.

• Use sophisticated workforce planning 
and predictive analytics to plan for talent 
pipelines in multiple future scenarios.

• Look for ways technology can enhance your 
offering for potential and existing 
students.

Focus on the humans and the humane

• Understand the skills in the workforce now (not just 
the roles workers currently do) and the gaps to the 
skills they will need in the future. 

• Strengthen innovation, creativity, empathy and 
leadership capabilities - alongside critical 
technology skills.

• Make talent and capabilities management a 
matter of urgency.

• Build and nurture adaptability by harnessing a 
flexible talent mix, new ways of working and learning, 
and radically different career paths.

No regrets moves for corporates (cont’d)
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So what should we tell our children?

“..to stay ahead, you need to focus on your 
ability to continuously adapt… For 
students, it’s not just about acquiring 
knowledge, but about how to learn. For the 
rest of us, we should remember that 
intellectual complacency is not our 
friend and that learning – not just new 
things but new ways of thinking – is a life-
long endeavour.”

Blair Sheppard
Global Leader, Strategy and 

Leadership Development, PwC
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What our children are telling us
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Q&A

41

January 2018



www.pwc.com/people

This publication has been prepared for general guidance on matters of interest only, and does 

not constitute professional advice. You should not act upon the information contained in this 

publication without obtaining specific professional advice. No representation or warranty 

(express or implied) is given as to the accuracy or completeness of the information contained 

in this publication, and, to the extent permitted by law, PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP, its 

members, employees and agents do not accept or assume any liability, responsibility or duty of 

care for any consequences of you or anyone else acting, or refraining to act, in reliance on the 

information contained in this publication or for any decision based on it. 

© 2017 PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP. All rights reserved. In this document, "PwC" refers to 

the UK member firm, and may sometimes refer to the PwC network. Each member firm is a 

separate legal entity. Please see www.pwc.com/structure for further details.

http://www.pwc.com/structure

