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While travelling through the Gobi Desert lately, I asked some teenagers in a small traditional village
for directions. Where once may have been language difficulties, they naturally reached for a map on
their smartphones to show me where to go. No big deal. Connectivity reaches into the furthest corners
of the world. We now get information instantly, have diverse global work teams connected in real
time, digital storage of vast amounts of data and an agile workforce. The world of business is
changing at an ever increasing rate. New ‘intelligent’ technologies are emerging, and they are rapidly
changing the way we live and work. So what might future jobs look like and what skills will
people need?

While the life expectancy of a Fortune 500 company used to be 75 years in the 1960’s, it is now only
15 years (Carson, 2017). As companies are adopting lean and agile practices, careers don’t last a
lifetime anymore and rigid eight-hour workdays are being replaced with flexible hours. Technology
makes it possible to reach workers on their digital devices at any time and wherever they may be. The
development of the internet and the new connectivity of people are part of digital innovations which
led to the third industrial revolution.

In relatively short succession to this last industrial revolution, we are now witnessing the fourth
industrial revolution: the development of artificial intelligence and products or machines connecting
to each other. Klaus Schwab, Founder and Executive Chairman of the World Economic Forum, said it
was “characterised by a fusion of technologies … blurring the lines between the physical, digital and
biological spheres” (Schwab, 2016) The “Internet of Things” is already a reality. Examples include
drones delivering mail or pizza, human implants wirelessly connecting to computers, robot
receptionists communicating with robot luggage porters and ‘smart’ homes. However, ethical and
social considerations will have to be part of any decisions around technological advances. For
example, Germany has recently released ethical guidelines for driverless cars (Ethik Kommission,
2017) and there is now a discussion in many countries whether people should get a universal income
if they are going to be in and out of work.
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Within this new fast-changing environment, many organisations are adopting agile business practices,
providing fewer permanent jobs, employing mainly contractors or recruiting for short-term
assignments. Managers are having to re-think the way they manage their teams who could be sitting in
the same office, at different locations or in different countries. Emotional intelligence, cultural
understanding and leadership skills which take cultural differences into account, are all competencies
global leaders need, to flourish in the new global business environment.

What will the world of work look like and what skills will people need in the future? The Manpower
Group reported in its 2017 survey that new technologies won’t replace most jobs in the short term -
especially IT professionals, data analysts, specialised sales representatives and HR professionals will
be needed in the short term while going through the changes. Longer term, we will have many jobs
that do not yet exist. So having a portfolio of skills and being prepared to add to them throughout a
lifetime becomes crucial for employability. Generally speaking, jobs which have easily repeatable
tasks and come with regular processes are more likely to be automated.  Skills which are less likely to
be replaced by robots are creativity, emotional intelligence and cognitive flexibility (Manpower
Group, 2017).

As mentioned above, work will continue to move
towards an on-demand approach: short term
projects, often on a contracting basis as this gives
companies more flexibility and agility. Remote
and virtual work will continue to increase. Demand
for some highly skilled workers will remain while
lower skilled workers will be easily replaced by
technology (Schwab, 2016). Andy Hines points out
in an article about future work that the new
technologies will not only create intelligent objects
and physical infrastructure, but could also be used
to enhance workers’ performance in the form of
devices which people wear or implants in the body
(Hines, 2011).

Looking at the current developments around technological advances and how they may impact on the
world of work, it may seem from the literature as if there is only one linear path into the future. But
we always have choices and emerging new developments may disrupt existing business models at any
time. It is important that we keep thinking about our options regarding skills development and ethical
choices. There are opportunities as well as challenges – politicians, thinkers, lawyers, socially
responsible leaders and others will always be needed as much as people who design, build and
programme the machines of tomorrow.
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“We always have choices and emerging
new developments may disrupt existing
business models at any time”.
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