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Many have tried to predict the future of work…and they did not quite hit the target.  
 
In 1845, Karl Marx wrote that in a [communist] society, workers would be freed from the 
monotony of a single job to “hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the 
evening, criticise after dinner.” In 1884, the socialist activist William Morris proposed that in 
the factories of the future, surrounded by gardens for relaxation, employees should work only 
“four hours a day.” In 1930, John Maynard Keynes predicted that by 
the early 21st Century the developments in technology would lead 
to an “age of leisure and abundance”, in which people would have 
to work 15 hours a week. In 1980, as robots began to “populate” 
factories, André Gorz declared that “the abolition of work is a 
process already underway … The manner in which [it] is to be 
managed … constitutes the central political issue of the coming 
decades.” But they were not the only ones. 
 
Like now, significant technological developments triggered those 
forecasts and allowed people to envision a brighter future as well. 
However, the reality of our contemporary world is that work is still 
dominant, and it is impossible to imagine a society without it. 
Moreover, work has intensified, it is more precarious, and it is less 
and less a source of income and livelihood than ever before.  So, 
something went wrong, and it must be fixed. 
 
PSI welcomes the Commission’s report and its efforts in trying to 
develop a coherent, comprehensive, and balanced document that 
will guide the ILO constituents in the discussions on the Future of 
Work (FoW). The task is titanic and requires courage. Its views will certainly attract both 
praise and criticism.    
 
PSI agrees with many of the calls in the report: the universal social protection from birth to 
old age, a new social contract, the dire need for fair fiscal policies, respect for equality and 
diversity, sustainable (not sustained) growth and development in all societies.  However, we 
must also point out and refer to some topics that require more thinking.  
 
But first, while recognizing the positive impact that technologies and science in general have 
had on improving our lives, we would also like to highlight the key role of the public sector 
– universities, hospitals, science and research institutes, the military, and other public 
institutions – in many of the most innovative developments in the more recent history of 
mankind, such as the Internet, GPS, smartphones, speech recognition, and even Google, to 

There are 55 million 
working people in the world 
who still live on less than a 
dollar per day. These 
“working poor” represent 
20% of the total world 
employment (ILO, 2004). 
 
A fourth of the adults 
employed in the US are paid 
wages below the poverty line 
(James Livingston, 2016). 
 
In the UK, unemployment is 
at its lowest since the 1970s, 
but still 4 million Britons live 
in poverty despite having 
jobs (The Guardian, 2019). 
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name a few. Most of the time it is misrepresented that creativity, innovation, advance and 
progress are virtues of the private sector alone.   
 
Secondly, we need more transparency, accountability and regulation. In the era of the 
machine, algorithms, for instance (unlike legislation or accounting), are impenetrable and 
unintelligible for most human beings. We simply do not know how data is processed and 
converted into scores, rankings, risk calculations and watch lists. In addition, the proprietary 
algorithms by which they do so are shrouded in secrecy and immune from scrutiny, except on 
rare occasions when a whistleblower leaks information. Powerful businesses and financial 
institutions hide their actions behind non-disclosure agreements, proprietary methods and 
gag rules, while our own lives are increasingly becoming open books. These issues are very 
important, not only for workers, but for our communities at large and the future of our 
democracies as well. The scenario of a jobless future decided by few technology firms a is 
neither desirable nor inevitable. But it requires a strong and active role of governments in 
accepting the full responsibility of the automation process, regulating the role of IT companies 
and ensuring a strong and democratic governance. 
 
Thirdly, changes do not occur at the same pace in all strata of society or in all cultures and 
regions – this is very important to keep in mind when foreseeing the 
future. For instance, the so called “formalization”, 
“commodification”, and “globalization” of the economy – though the 
dominant narratives are widely accepted as “facts” – are not 
happening as depicted – in a linear and universal manner – and in 
many places they are not happening at all.  
 
Accordingly, though it is good to assess and plan bearing in mind the 
transformation that new technologies bring to us, we must not forget 
the pending issues that we have not been able to resolve for a long 
time. For many people, the past, present, and future is agriculture. 
The ILO Committee of Experts’ General Survey of 2015 reminds us 
that: 
 

• 3 billion people (almost half of the world’s population) live in rural areas.  

• Approximately 32 per cent of the world’s population is employed in agriculture.  

• A majority of the world’s women workers are engaged in agricultural activities in rural 
areas. 

• Much of the population in low-income countries remains dependant on the rural 
economy for their employment and livelihoods. 

 
Many of these people have not had access to basic labour rights and decent working 
conditions for generations. Most of them have made the reverse journey – from poverty to 
exclusion – in the last years, and it’s not technology and lack of investment but ideology and 
politics that are to blame.  
 
So, like in the past, the future of work will be a myriad of different scenarios sharing the same 
time-space, from stone-age to virtual work dynamics.  
 

The discourse of globalization 
suggests that nations have no 
choice but to respond to the 
advent of an open deregulated 
world economy. […] Unpacking 
the trends, it has been revealed 
that globalization is very much 
the product of a particular (neo 
liberal) way of looking at the 
world and the result of only 
looking, in particular, narrow 
confined spaces (Colin C. 
Williams, 2007). 
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Furthermore, it is not merely a question of changing or improving policy. It is also 
implementing and funding the good policies we already have. When they are accompanied 
by feeble labour inspection systems and rule of law, the new policies will also fail.  
 
The Commission’s report shows optimism in the future but hesitates to draw more attention 
to some of the most worrying issues that are putting people’s wellbeing at risk, such as 
corruption or austerity measures.  
 
The current discussions on the FoW revolve predominantly around robotics, artificial 
intelligence (AI) and the implications of these, for which the solution seems to be a human-
centred agenda or a human-in-command approach. But as long as profit is the goal of 
economic action, the talk of putting people back in the centre is mere rhetoric.  
 
Likewise, while the Commission recognises and praises the importance of quality public 
services in achieving decent work, the report lacks a more explicit 
reference to the critical role of public services in creating the platform 
on which the current world of work has developed and does not refer 
at all to the push by international financial institutions to lower labour 
standards, reduce public expenditure, and privatize public services. 
On the latter, the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and 
human rights has criticised the extent to which the World Bank, the 
IMF, and even the UN have aggressively promoted widespread 
privatisation of basic services, without regard to the human rights 
implications or the consequences for the poor. If we do not address 
these issues now, there will be no brighter future or no future at all.  
 
Still, according to the OECD, publicly provided universal services give 
the poorest the equivalent of an extra 76% of their post-tax income, which is very progressive. 
At the same time, both the World Health Organization and the ILO affirm that there will be a 
shortage of 12.9 million healthcare workers by 2035 – women account for 70% of the 
workforce in the health and social care sector. Addressing the undervaluing of work in the 
sector and other associated gender dynamics is critical to closing the gap between supply and 
demand. Furthermore, building resilient communities also means creating millions of green 
jobs to repair damage caused to the environment and to prevent natural disasters. All these 
jobs cannot be created by the private sector alone and require the public sector to play an 
important role.  
 
The report calls for investment in a wide range of areas such as social protection, just 
transition, infrastructure and training but prioritises only incentives to business investment. 
The report pays no attention to the wide spread evidence that the way services are provided 
has a profound impact on the quality and effectiveness of those services. Some services, such 
as healthcare, pensions and unemployment insurance, are simply better and more cheaply 
provided by the public sector and thus call for more business incentives are simply 
inappropriate. 
  
The report outlines the extensive benefits to business from a wider range of investment but 
ignores entirely the obligation for employers to contribute in the spirit of social dialogue and 

“Privatising the provision of 
criminal justice, social 
protection, prisons, 
education, basic healthcare 
and other essential public 
goods cannot be done at the 
expense of throwing rights 
protections out of the 
window” (UN Special 
Rapporteur, 2019). 
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tripartism. Instead it repeatedly demands that governments find the funds to provide the 
basics for workers to live, rather than through adequate wages, and to provide incentives for 
business to invest. Yet both require governments to raise revenue. Business should be 
required to contribute to these demands by paying a fair level of tax on their global operations 
to ensure that the burden does not fall yet again on workers and consumers least able to 
afford it. Nor does the report mention the most obvious form of financing, taxing wealth, that 
the OECD amongst others has called for. It is obscene that the wealthiest corporations and 
individuals must receive further government funds in the form of “incentives” to contribute 
some of their massive and escalating wealth to the economic and social system that facilitates 
the accumulation of that wealth. It is regretful that the commission seeks to normalise the 
practice.  
 
Notably absent is a call for “net neutrality”1. Over 1.2 billion Internet users live in countries 
where net neutrality is not protected, and more than 1.5 billion people live in countries that 
have no comprehensive law on personal data protection. As the Internet is the infrastructure 
on which the new technological revolution is built, fair access is of utmost importance.  
 
The Commission also skipped the analysis on the impact technology will have on trade 
union rights, most notably on the right to strike. Less face-to-face interaction will firstly test 
the abilities of workers to organise and will make it more difficult (if 
not impossible) to disrupt the provision and delivery of services. 
Therefore, how this automated future will affect these rights is an 
issue that should be addressed now, because it is not a question of 
whether or not the introduction of these technologies will have an 
impact on labour rights, but how profound they will be. 
 
Other views require further analysis.  For instance, special emphasis 
is laid on “lifelong learning”, which the Commission considers part of 
the “cornerstone of a reinvigorated social Contract.” However, other 
particulars are not carefully considered, such as the common 
stereotypes surrounding late education or change of profession; 
issues with “certification” (the “YouTube university” is usually not 
enough); or over-qualified workers who do not get a job anyway.  
And, most importantly, who is going to bear its cost without an 
appropriate taxation system? Furthermore, skills as we know them 
will possibly not serve their purpose in the future. We need a new 
approach that enables people (i) to evolve at the same pace as the 
labour market and (ii) continue to derive adequate incomes from it. 
If we consider that by 2030 countries will have to hire 69 million teachers, then quality public 
education is vital to guarantee that tomorrow's workers have the knowledge, skills and talents 
to work in the public and private sectors of the XXI century. 
 
The “time sovereignty” is an interesting concept but seems to be in sharp contrast or at odds 
with the “modern” work ethics or the notion ruling these days that the solution to any 

                                                           
1 Understood as the principle that Internet service providers (ISPs) must treat all Internet communications 
equally, and not discriminate or charge differently based on user, content, website, platform, application, type 
of equipment, or method of communication. 

When asked for the factors that 
are perceived to put applicants 
for a job at a disadvantage, 
over half of the respondents 
believed that a candidate’s age 
– if over 55 – would be a 
disadvantage, followed by a 
candidate’s look, manner of 
dress or presentation, skin 
colour or ethnic origin, a 
disability, general physical 
appearance (size, weight, face), 
way of speaking, gender 
identity, expression of religion 
belief, sexual orientation, 
gender, name, age if under 30 
years old, and the candidate’s 
address (Eurobarometer, 
2015). 
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problem is working harder. Very low-income people are often looking for more, other, or 
extra jobs rather than seeking free time.  
 
So, a few general talking points: 
 

• What if we talk about “people’s rights” and not (only) “workers’ rights”? – the latter 
reinforces a bifurcated welfare model that offers some basic protection for workers but 
little (if any) to the more marginalized population. Instead, we need new ways to ensure 
that universal social benefits and protections are public and accessible for all.  For this, 
would we also need to think about decoupling social protection from employment? 

 

• For many, jobs are no longer enough as a source of income. For many others, there is no 
way to make a living without a job.  We should revitalize the role of work in the society 
as the foundation of a decent and sustainable life for all and way out of poverty. 
 

• The so-called “platform economy” or “digital labour-matching platforms” has created – 
among other things – a situation where the inability of workers to identify and 
communicate with each other is effectively frustrating the realization of workers rights 
such as freedom of association and collective bargaining. The fact that these platforms 
lie on proprietary software and algorithms, or the absence of a physical workplace, 
should not be used as an excuse to cancel or diminish workers’ rights. Solutions that 
require the employer to provide the means and information necessary for workers to 
effectively exercise these rights must be a pressing priority for ILO constituents. Anything 
less is to abandon core ILO standards. So, for instance, the rights granted by ILO 
Convention 135 should be interpreted in a way that allows for recognition of a virtual 
space for workers to communicate and organize within the platforms and for workers’ 
representatives to carry out their functions and activities. 
 

• Data should be treated as a public good. We should keep in mind that a large part of the 
data used by platforms and algorithms was created by all of us, as well as the underlying 
infrastructure that all these companies rely on (via the taxes that built the internet). 

 
There are also some existential questions with regard to the future of the ILO and its capacity 
to carry out the ambitious recommendations put forward by the Commission. For instance: 
 

• Whether the ILO could apply the current Conventions and Recommendations to 
guarantee the application of labour standards to the work contracted through the “digital 
labour-matching platforms”;  
 

• Whether the ILO supervisory mechanisms will have a prominent role in monitoring, 
clarifying, and enforcing the rules for the digital industrial revolution – in a context where 
governments and employers are pushing for changes in the ILO supervisory mechanisms 
(extending the periodicity for the supervision of standards, reducing the scope of 
application/interpretation of standards – in essence, roll it back –, when what we actually 
need are binding rules that guarantee the respect of ILS); 
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• Whether the ILO will have the capacity to deliver while maintaining its independence and 
integrity, whereas funding from the traditional donors (ILO member States) is being 
reduced and some private actors and multinationals have seen an opportunity and 
stepped in to occupy a new space. How will the ILO avoid that such partnerships are used 
to whitewash the reputation of some corporations with a poor record of compliance of 
labour and human rights? And how to avoid reducing the role of the ILO to a simple 
spectator of a bilateral system? 
 

• Whether the ILO would be able promote the role of labour in coordination with and 

within the UN system and other intergovernmental organizations, and at the same time 

establish itself as the sole and authoritative agency for labour issues. For the ILO to 

succeed and have a relevant role in shaping the FoW, it is crucial to find mechanisms to 

prevent agencies such as the World Bank, WTO, IMF, OECD to dictate labour policies and 

delegitimize ILO’s role.    

 
 
The ILO has played a vital role during the 20th century to improve workers’ and people’s lives 
in general. In order to successfully navigate the 21st century, it has to reinforce and enhance 
its mandate and not be afraid to address the issues that really matter.  
 
As stated 100 years ago, “the failure of any nation to adopt humane conditions of labour is an 
obstacle in the way of other nations which desire to improve the conditions in their own 
countries”. It is still worth working to achieve that goal and build a future of work that ensures 
dignity and decent work for all the people. 
 


