
www.pwc.com/futureworkforce 

Workforce of 
the future
The competing forces shaping 2030
Executive Summary



2

Workforce of the future: The competing forces shaping 2030 – Executive Summary

Topics covered in the report

Six key messages for business leaders 3

The forces shaping the future 4

The Four Worlds of Work in 2030 6

The future for workers 7

Recommendations for individuals and society 7

Methodology

This report draws on research begun in 2007 by a team from PwC and the 
James Martin Institute for Science and Civilisation at the Said Business 
School in Oxford and a specially commissioned survey of 10,000 people in 
China, India, Germany, the UK and the US.

Why read

Organisations and individuals that understand potential futures, and 
what each might mean for them, and plan ahead, will be the best prepared 
to succeed.

Many commentators take a linear view on the future of work and focus on 
technology and the role that automation is predicted to have on jobs and 
the workplace. We believe the real story is far more complicated. Human 
agency will play its part. 

This report develops ‘Four Worlds of Work’ for 2030 which will kickstart 
your thinking about the many possible scenarios that could develop, and 
how to best prepare for the future.

About PwC

PwC’s global People and Organisation practice brings together 10,000 
people with industry, business, talent, strategy, HR, analytics and 
technology expertise in one team across 138 countries. We help clients 
to implement organisational transformation, improve the effectiveness 
of their workforce, develop and move talent around their business, and 
manage their human capital risks. 

To learn more, or to download the full report, please visit:  
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/people-organisation/workforce-of-the-
future/workforce-of-the-future-the-competing-forces-shaping-2030-pwc.pdf
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The messages for business leaders 
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 (or HR) 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. 
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Technological  
breakthroughs
Rapid advances in 
technological innovation

Automation, robotics and 
AI are advancing quickly, 
dramatically changing the 
nature and number of jobs 
available. Technology has 
the power to improve our 
lives, raising productivity, 
living standards and 
average life span, and 
free people to focus on 
personal fulfilment. But 
it also brings the threat of 
social unrest and political 
upheaval if economic 
advantages are not shared 
equitably.

Demographic shifts
The changing size, 
distribution and 
age profile of the 
world’s population

With a few regional 
exceptions the world’s 
population is ageing, 
putting pressure on 
business, social institutions 
and economies. Our 
longer life span will affect 
business models, talent 
ambitions and pension 
costs. Older workers will 
need to learn new skills 
and work for longer. ‘Re-
tooling’ will become the 
norm. The shortage of 
a human workforce in a 
number of rapidly-ageing 
economies will drive the 
need for automation and 
productivity enhancements.

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

By 2030, the UN projects 
that 4.9 billion people 
will be urban dwellers 
and, by 2050, the world’s 
urban population will have 
increased by some 72%1. 
Already, many of the largest 
cities have GDPs larger 
than mid-size countries. In 
this new world, cities will 
become important agents 
for job creation.

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

The rapidly developing 
nations, particularly those 
with a large working-age 
population, that embrace 
a business ethos, attract 
investment and improve their 
education system will gain 
the most. Emerging nations 
face the biggest challenge 
as technology increases the 
gulf with the developed 
world; unemployment and 
migration will continue to be 
rampant without significant, 
sustained investment. The 
erosion of the middle class, 
wealth disparity and job 
losses due to large-scale 
automation will increase 
the risk of social unrest in 
developed countries.

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

Demand for energy and 
water is forecast to increase 
by as much as 50% and 40% 
respectively by 20302. New 
types of jobs in alternative 
energy, new engineering 
processes, product design 
and waste management 
and re-use will need to 
be created to deal with 
these needs. Traditional 
energy industries, and 
the millions of people 
employed by them, will see 
a rapid restructuring.

The forces shaping the future
The megatrends are the tremendous forces reshaping society and with it, the world of work. The economic shifts that are redistributing power, wealth, 
competition and opportunity around the globe. The disruptive innovations, radical thinking, new business models and resource scarcity that are impacting 
every sector. Businesses need a clear and meaningful purpose and mandate to attract and retain employees, customers and partners in the decade ahead. “To stay ahead, you need 

to focus on your ability 
to continuously adapt, 
engage with others in 
that process, and most 
importantly retain your 
core sense of identity and 
values. The new ways of 
thinking – is a life-long  
endeavour.”

Blair Sheppard
Global Leader, Strategy 
and Leadership 
Development, PwC

Find out more about PwC’s Global Megatrends http://www.pwc.co.uk/megatrends.  
1 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs. http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/urbanization/WUP2011_Report.pdf.  
2 National Intelligence Council. https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/GlobalTrends_2030.pdf
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Shaping our own destiny
Megatrends provide the context for future worlds but  
they don’t dictate their shape or features at a specific  
point in time. How humans respond to the challenges and 
opportunities which the megatrends bring will determine 
the worlds in which the future of work plays out.

Collectivism versus individualism

Will ‘me first’ prevail, or will societies work together 
through a sense of collective responsibility? What is the 
role of government in balancing a strong economy with the 
interests of its people? Regions and countries – and even 
cities – will inevitably take a different view on the level of 
state intervention needed.

Integration versus fragmentation

Will digital technology inevitably mark the end for large 
companies? Technology has allowed tiny businesses to tap 
into a vast reservoir of information, skills and financing 
that used to be available only to large organisations. 
Through the use of technology, small has become powerful. 
It’s also allowed large companies to drastically reduce 
their internal and external costs. Organisations can be 
more productive with fewer staff and can expand their 
operations (through contingent workers, for example) 
without having to invest significant amounts of capital. 
Government actions can incentivise or penalise larger 
businesses, or encourage small business and start-ups.

Corporate integration: 
Big business rules all. 

Companies get bigger and more influential – the biggest have more 
sway than some nations. Brands span many business areas.

Individualism: 
Where ‘me first’ rules.
A focus on individual wants; a response to the infinite 
choices available to consumers.

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.

Business fragmentation: 
Small is powerful.

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.

37%
are worried about 
automation putting jobs at 
risk – up from 33% in 2014.

PwC survey of 10,029 members of the general population based in China, 
Germany, India, the UK and the US. May 2017.

73%
think technology can never 
replace the human mind.

74%
are ready to learn new skills 
or completely retrain in 
order to remain employable 
in the future.

60%
think ‘few people will 
have stable, long-term 
employment in the future’.
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Integration

IndividualismCollectivism

Fragmentation

Social-first and community businesses prosper. Crowdfunded capital flows 
towards ethical and blameless brands. There is a search for meaning and 
relevance with a social heart. Artisans, makers and ‘new Worker Guilds’ 
thrive. Humanness is highly valued.

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.

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

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

The Yellow World
Humans come first

The Green World
Companies care

The Red World
Innovation rules

The Blue World
Corporate is king

We’ve outlined in this 
report four very different 
possible futures. Each 
with huge implications 
for the world of work. 

The forces shaping 
these Four Worlds – the 
impact of megatrends, 
and automation in 
particular – cannot be 
ignored by governments, 
organisations or 
individuals.

The Four Worlds of Work in 2030
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A new balance.

Automation will not only alter the types  
of jobs available and the skills needed –  
but also 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.

Our Four Worlds of Work are each markedly different, but through each  
runs the vein of automation and the implications of robotics and AI. As more 
individual tasks become automatable through AI and sophisticated algorithms, 
jobs are being redefined and re-categorised. It’s clear that automation will 
result in a massive reclassification and rebalancing of work. 

The future for workers

Manager (52), UK

“The ability to work from 
anywhere, combined 
with the advances in 
telecommunications 
makes us geographically 
neutral. However 
we must ensure that 
the personal touch 
is retained.”

Part-time Government 
employee (66), USA

“There’s a lack of loyalty 
from the company 
towards the employees. 
Workers with skills in 
demand will prosper, 
those with outdated skills 
will be abandoned.” 

Recommendations for  
individuals and society
The collective response: working together as a society 

1. Be deliberate in the way we allow technology to develop 

2.  Look for innovative ways to address unemployment caused by technology

3. Help people help themselves

The individual response: take informed action

1.  Understand the big picture and consider how different the future might look

2. Plan for an automated world and get your skills in order to react

3. Take action and be prepared to adapt
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