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Future of Work – Trends, Impacts and the Case for G20 Action 

The Argentine G20 Presidency, Co-Chairs1 of the G20 Framework Working Group2 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Throughout history, technology has been an integral part of economic prosperity and progress, 

and the current wave of technological change is expected to bring immense economic 

opportunities in the longer term, such as new ways of doing business, new industries, better 

jobs, and higher GDP growth and living standards.  

At the same time, the adaptation to new technologies and the related transition, occurring 

alongside other global developments such as those in demographics and migration patterns, 

create challenges for individuals, businesses, and governments.      

A clear understanding of the current trends and impacts of technological change on the global 

economy and the future of work is the basis for effectively reaping benefits and addressing 

issues arising from new technologies. While the opportunities and challenges for G20 members 

will vary, common dynamics exist and individual members’ responses to these developments 

can have an impact on other members. Collaboration can bring significant benefits, as certain 

issues may be most effectively addressed by a coordinated international response, and G20 

members can learn from each other’s experience. With the appropriate policy responses, the 

G20 can further harness the opportunities and address the challenges presented by current 

technological advancements and further its overarching objective of achieving stronger, more 

sustainable, more balanced and more inclusive growth.  

The objectives of this background note are to: 

                                                           
1 Canada and India are the co-chairs. 

2 The Presidency and the Co-Chairs would like to thank the IMF, the OECD, the WBG, and the ILO for their analysis 

in support of the development of this note. A significant amount of information presented in this note is based on 

their work undertaken in advance of and presented at the Framework Working Group Meeting on January 24-25, 

2018 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia.   
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 set out the policy context of the Future of Work, the G20’s 2018 priority under the 

Argentine Presidency; 

 provide a broad diagnostic of the current trends in technological developments and 

their potential impact on growth, productivity, employment, inequality and 

competition; and 

 highlight the importance of preparedness and identify areas for which a menu of 

potential policy options could be developed as a next step, with a specific focus on areas 

where policy coordination among G20 members matters the most.  

2. G20 POLICY CONTEXT  

In 2018, the G20 will consider the economic and social impacts of current technological changes 

on the future of work in both the Finance and Sherpa tracks. Reflecting the crosscutting nature 

of the issue, coordination between the two tracks will facilitate a more comprehensive policy 

response. 

The Finance track will take stock of current trends, potential impacts and scenarios of current 

technological advancements from a macroeconomic perspective and will consider how G20 

members’ overall fiscal and economic policies can most effectively respond to these 

developments individually and collectively. The Sherpa track working groups will look at more 

detailed policy and program design within their respective areas of expertise.  

3. DIAGNOSTICS AND THE CASE FOR JOINT G20 EFFORTS 

Technological change and innovation have always been an engine of economic progress, driving 

growth and raising real wages. The continued acceleration of the IT revolution, together with 

the emergence and maturation of recent technologies with wide-ranging applications, including 

advanced robotics and 3D printing; online platforms, smart mobile devices and the internet of 

things; big data analytics and artificial intelligence; autonomous vehicles, quantum computing, 

nanotechnology, and synthetic biology, suggest some distinctive features of the current wave.  
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First, the scope of automation brought about by technological innovation appears to be 

broader than in previous waves of technological changes, and this is increasingly allowing for 

the automation of tasks requiring cognitive skills rather than manual skills alone. For some 

emerging market economies, this is taking place along with continued automation of manual 

tasks. Second, various technologies often feed into each other as they are simultaneously 

developed. Third, data and digitalisation play a prominent role in this revolution, with data 

rapidly emerging as a critical, if not the central, asset in many applications of new technologies. 

These developments are occurring along with an ongoing decline in the price of capital goods, 

which will continue to lead labour to be relatively more costly, encouraging labour replacement 

in some markets. 

These technological trends, together with others such as those in demographics and people 

migration patterns, are changing the landscape of the global economy and presenting new 

opportunities and challenges for the G20. 

Impact on Growth and Productivity 

Innovation is a driver of productivity and income growth over the longer-term, as the 

application of new technologies allows businesses to use their resources more efficiently, 

leading to a higher amount of output and income with the same input. This is especially 

important given stalling productivity growth in many G20 countries.   

Key to realising and embracing the opportunities of growth and productivity from technological 

changes will be the ability of countries, households and businesses to finance, absorb, adopt, 

and adapt to the new technologies. In this context, the challenges faced by advanced 

economies (AEs) and emerging markets economies (EMEs) are in many cases different with 

respect to technology diffusion. For AEs and some EMEs, the dynamics are particularly 

noticeable at the firm level. While firms at the frontier of technological change have been 

forging ahead with innovations and robust productivity growth since the early 2000s, the 

productivity of the majority of firms has largely stagnated, thereby weighing on productivity 

growth at the national level.  
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For many EMEs, technology developed elsewhere is only slowly being adapted to local 

conditions due to varying structural issues, such as the lack of an appropriately skilled labour 

force or limited telecommunications or internet infrastructure. In addition to large, young 

populations, some of the major EMEs still have nearly half of their labour force employed in the 

agriculture sector and face significant transition challenges in absorbing the unskilled labour 

force into the skill-intensive and digitalised/automated manufacturing and services sectors.  

Moreover, technological changes can also have implications for neutral interest rates and thus 

macro policy space. New technologies have the potential to raise productivity and investment 

demand, pushing up neutral interest rates, while increased market concentration could raise 

global savings and push down interest rates. 

Statistical methodologies and data collection for capturing economic information and trends 

also need to evolve to reflect the characteristics of the modern, digital economy, such as the 

fluidity between industry and services. Although the evidence is not yet conclusive, the 

borderless and intangible nature of many new technologies means that GDP, price and 

productivity measures may increasingly be incomplete. On the positive side, new data 

technologies and the massive increase in types of data can offer new sources for 

macroeconomic statistics that could better inform decision-making.   

Impact on the Workplace and Employment 

Transformative technologies also bring enormous changes to the world of work. Overall, 

technological change has generally been associated with growing real wages, and net job 

creation has kept up with population growth. This is because new technologies usually create 

demand for new and complementary types of employment. The higher income resulting from 

technological gains also increases the demand for other products and the growth of other 

industries particularly in services.   

However, the transition period during which an economy adopts and adapts to new 

technologies can be disruptive for workers. As new employment opportunities emerge, other 
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jobs may be eliminated or altered. Often in the past, adaptation has required some policy 

changes that lasted well beyond the transition period.  

Compared to the previous generation, current and future workers could face more changes in 

the workplace and experience greater job displacements and regional and skills mismatches 

over the course of their careers. Some of this negative impact could be offset by new 

occupations and jobs directly related to new technologies as well as enhancing labour mobility. 

Moreover, demand is expected to rise for workers with requisite cognitive skills and for workers 

using interactive and social skills. Nevertheless, budgetary, financial, institutional, and 

individual factors will affect the scope and pace at which upskilling and reskilling can occur. 

Uncertainty about future skills demand remains, and it could lead to a mismatch between 

investments in education and training, and evolving demand. 

In addition, digitalisation is expected to lead to an increase in non-standard forms of 

employment (NSFE) including temporary, part-time, and self-employment. While NSFE come 

with greater flexibility and opportunities for workers and firms, which could be desirable in the 

context of population ageing in many countries, they also raise questions about the quality of 

work, employment protections and regulations, informality, benefits and more broadly the 

sustainability of fiscal, pension and welfare systems. As technological progress accelerates, the 

need to protect people rather than jobs may become increasingly important. 

As innovation, notably through machine learning and artificial intelligence, has raised the ability 

and prospect of businesses to automate cognitive tasks, the range of jobs requiring various 

levels of skills which are at risk of being altered, reduced or even eliminated has widened. In 

fact, some studies suggest that an important share of current worker tasks may be potentially 

automatable with existing technology in both AEs and EMEs. Going forward, the impact of 

technological change on specific jobs and employment may be determined by the extent to 

which a particular job is routine and efficiently automatable, rather than whether the job is 

manual or cognitive, or low skill or high skill. Regardless of which kinds of jobs, tasks or skills are 

the most vulnerable, the impact of the adjustment will be uneven across workers, country 

regions and sectors.   
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Impact on Inequality Within and Between Countries 

Within Countries 

Based on current policies, the changes in the labour market outlined above may raise income 

inequality within G20 members. The share of a country’s income received by workers has 

declined over the past three decades in many G20 members. In AEs, this reflects in part 

technological progress which has boosted the rewards to both physical and human capital. To 

the extent that physical capital ownership is concentrated among the richer segments of the 

population, a fall in labour income share risks aggravating income inequality. 

Additionally, employment opportunities will increase for workers with skills that are 

complementary to the new technologies, whereas workers with skills substitutable by these 

technologies may be forced to accept lower-skill and lower-paying jobs. It can also put further 

downward pressure on wages in sectors that are already lower paying.  

Technological change has also resulted in the polarization of some AE labour markets over the 

past two decades, with the loss of middle-skill jobs relative to both high and low-skill jobs. This 

trend of polarization is also emerging in some EMEs. Although this has not raised overall 

unemployment, it has rather contributed to stagnating or falling real wages among lower skilled 

workers in many countries. Increased automation and higher knowledge-intensity of 

production by firms could reinforce this stagnation or decline in lower skilled workers’ real 

wages, although the impact will depend on how the wider economy and labour institutions 

adjust as well as on the speed and scale of automation.   

At the same time that workers with skills substitutable by new technologies who cannot adapt 

their skill set to new tasks may be forced to accept lower-paying jobs or face reduced job 

opportunities, employment opportunities and compensation are increasing for workers with 

skills that are complementary to the new technologies. This is skewing the distribution of 

labour income towards these high skilled, better educated workers (i.e., those with more 

human capital), further aggravating income inequality.      
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As the concentration of male and female workers is different across sectors and occupations 

(gender sorting), the degree of impact of automation on specific sectors and regions will 

determine whether the overall effect on gender inequality will be positive or negative. While 

many high-skill jobs for which the demand is expected to expand, such as in the digital sector, 

are currently dominated by a male workforce, the same is true for lower-paid occupations for 

which the demand is expected to decline, such as in the industrial sector. Conversely, some 

occupations that are currently dominated by a female workforce, such as the caring 

professions, are expected to grow. Digital technologies also offer the opportunity for new forms 

of work arrangements, such as working from home using telework or online platforms, which 

could lead to higher female labour force participation in many countries. However, gender gaps 

in jobs related to science, technology, education and mathematics may exclude large 

proportions of women from the opportunities provided by the digital labour markets. 

Between Countries 

Technological change may also have complex impacts on inequality between countries. A major 

example of this has been the development of global value chains and the extraordinary impetus 

that it has provided for EMEs to move towards a higher growth path. One major challenge 

posed by the current wave of technological changes for EMEs could be the potential for the 

reorientation of global production back towards AEs (reshoring). Indeed, the falling cost and 

considerable advancement in automation are eroding the cost advantage of many EMEs in 

labour intensive, low-tech manufacturing, reducing their prospects for following a 

manufacturing export-led development strategy. However, digital technologies have also led to 

the relocation of some jobs from AEs to EMEs, particularly in the services sector.  

An important area of uncertainty lies in technology adoption. On the one hand, a lower ability 

to absorb new technologies could prevent EMEs from fully realizing the growth and productivity 

benefits offered by recent innovations. This is true both on the level of the enabling 

environment and on the capabilities of businesses to use new technologies. On the other hand, 

EMEs may be able to leapfrog some older technologies without being hindered by existing 

regulations or large incumbent players slowing down development of new business models in 
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the digital economy, and more fully realize the growth and productivity benefits offered by 

recent innovations.    

Impact on Competition and the Business Environment 

Digital technologies are already having an impact on business models and firm behaviour, with 

implications for both national and global markets. For example, many intangible, highly mobile 

digital products replicable at little or no cost have significantly reduced the importance of 

physical presence to the conduct of business. This creates opportunities for new, small-scale 

producers to enter increasingly globalized markets. However, the network effects associated 

with some online products often lead to significant benefits for first movers, resulting in market 

concentration and facilitating the creation of monopolies. For example, data gathered by 

incumbent firms can potentially provide these firms with the ability to better analyse consumer 

behaviour, maximize profits through personalized targeting, and stay ahead of competitors. As 

well, while the development and adoption of information and communication technologies 

have steadily progressed in recent years, the uptake of new technologies by firms remains 

uneven. The slow pace at which innovations spread from early adopters throughout the 

economy may fuel a growing divergence between firms that are global leaders and the rest. The 

costless replicability of digital products also potentially creates incentives to abuse intellectual 

property rights where protections are weak. The development of the digital economy also 

poses challenges for the international corporate tax system, in order to ensure a fair and level 

playing field across different businesses and countries. 

4. POTENTIAL POLICY AREAS 

The way policy makers respond will play a central role in shaping the outcome of the current 

wave of technological advancements for G20 members. The trends and impacts discussed 

above point to two key policy objectives and a number of areas where policy action will be 

critical. 

First, public policy can facilitate innovation as well as the diffusion and adoption of new 

technologies. This can help the economy seize the opportunities and reap the benefits of 
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technological change. Second, public policy can help ensure that the benefits of technological 

change are broadly shared.   

In this context, investment in infrastructure and support for innovation are crucial. Moreover, 

traditional policy frameworks and regulations, such as those in the area of competition, 

taxation and labour market, developed based on physical borders, need to evolve in face of the 

impact of digitalisation. In addition, new sources of data, information and tools may be needed 

to measure the impacts of technological change and ensure that we adequately measure the 

modern economy, as accurate macroeconomic statistics are crucial for good policy decisions.    

Moreover, measures should aim to support the reallocation of resources to realise the 

opportunities of technological change and to mitigate the impact of the disruptions 

experienced by businesses and workers. In particular, issues including the adaptability of labour 

markets, skills and education policies, tax, expenditure, and redistributive policies, gender 

equality and social protection systems need to be examined. 

It is worth noting that the two policy objectives are not mutually exclusive and sometimes 

competing. Depending on domestic circumstances, policy makers may need to identify trade-

offs and prioritize policies that both foster innovation and help distribute the gains of 

technological changes broadly. This underscores the importance of a comprehensive policy 

framework. 

While the precise policy prescriptions will be distinct for each country, policy coherence across 

G20 members can result in positive spillovers and strengthen the effectiveness of individual 

members’ policy efforts. In certain cases, international cooperation may also be necessary to 

achieve good collective outcomes.  

Focus of the G20 Framework Working Group 

The Framework Working Group will focus on areas within its expertise and approach the 

relevant policy work in the context of members’ fiscal policy, such as their fiscal sustainability, 

expenditures and revenues, including issues specific to the tax system. It will also take stock of 

changing economic relationships and the implications they may have on monetary policy, 
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taking into account individual G20 central banks’ respective mandates. Policy areas where 

multilateral collaboration would be the most beneficial will receive particular attention.  

The Framework Working Group will also collaborate with other G20 work streams in both the 

Finance and the Sherpa tracks on fiscal aspects to help ensure the consistency and 

comprehensiveness of the G20’s policy response to current technological changes.   

G20 policy makers can further harness their institutions to embrace the opportunities offered 

by strong growth-enhancing technology, and simultaneously address its potentially disruptive 

effects in a sustainable, balanced and inclusive manner. Preparedness and collaboration will be 

key to achieving the best possible outcome.   

If Finance Ministers and Central Bank Governors are supportive of the approach outlined in this 

note, the Framework Working Group will prepare a menu of potential policy options for 

discussion and consideration at their planned meeting of July 21 to 22. 


