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Workforce of the future: The competing forces shaping 2030

The people 
management 
challenges in 2030
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Finding, sourcing and attracting talent

People with ideas and organisations with capital seek 
each other out in a vibrant online marketplace. Talent is 
attracted by a combination of financial reward and the 
opportunity to be involved in winning projects.

Organisations compete to find and secure the best talent 
available and use extensive search and evaluation methods 
to lock in the stars of tomorrow.

Green World companies seek likeminded individuals to 
extend their corporate family, taking great care to select 
only talent with the right behaviours and attitudes.

Companies use technology to explain their purpose 
and cause openly. If their values are right, and the idea 
appealing, talented individuals and relevant Guilds flock 
to help.

Reward and performance

Those with in-demand skills expect the highest 
financial rewards.

Performance is obsessively monitored and measured – 
often in real-time. Excellent incentives are on offer for the 
best talent, as long as they perform. 

Organisations focus on total reward, which recognises 
corporate citizenship and good behaviours alongside 
performance.

Fair pay drives the Yellow World; organisations and 
workers respect each other’s needs and capabilities. 
When disputes occur, the Guild will stand up for 
its workers.

Learning and development

It’s every man and woman for themselves in the Red World 
– individuals hold responsibility for improving their own 
skills using a new generation of open-source learning tools.

Development is concentrated on a small core group of 
high-potentials.

Personal and professional development fuse in areas such 
as volunteering. Companies train people to deal with 
ethical dilemmas and weigh up difficult economic v social 
trade-offs.

Individuals take responsibility for lifelong learning, 
turning to Guilds for support.

The role of HR

HR as we know it vanishes, replaced by automation, 
outsourcing and self-organising teams.

HR uses advanced analytics to predict future talent 
demands and to measure and anticipate performance and 
retention issues.

HR acts as guardian of the brand. There is a strong focus on 
creating the right culture and behaviours and on guarding 
against sustainability and reputational risk across the 
supply chain.

The traditional core functions of HR are held by business 
leaders, the collective or taken on by Guilds.

Role of technology in managing people
Technology powers the Red World but performance is 
judged primarily on short-term results.

Sensors and data analytics measure and optimise 
performance continuously.

Technology helps people to build work into their lives and 
minimise their environmental impact.

Technology creates and supports the open, honest, 
collaborative community of the Yellow World.



29

Ye
ll

o
w

 W
o

rl
d

G
re

en
 W

o
rl

d

Finding, sourcing and attracting talent

People with ideas and organisations with capital seek 
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available and use extensive search and evaluation methods 
to lock in the stars of tomorrow.

Green World companies seek likeminded individuals to 
extend their corporate family, taking great care to select 
only talent with the right behaviours and attitudes.

Companies use technology to explain their purpose 
and cause openly. If their values are right, and the idea 
appealing, talented individuals and relevant Guilds flock 
to help.

Reward and performance

Those with in-demand skills expect the highest 
financial rewards.

Performance is obsessively monitored and measured – 
often in real-time. Excellent incentives are on offer for the 
best talent, as long as they perform. 

Organisations focus on total reward, which recognises 
corporate citizenship and good behaviours alongside 
performance.

Fair pay drives the Yellow World; organisations and 
workers respect each other’s needs and capabilities. 
When disputes occur, the Guild will stand up for 
its workers.

Learning and development

It’s every man and woman for themselves in the Red World 
– individuals hold responsibility for improving their own 
skills using a new generation of open-source learning tools.

Development is concentrated on a small core group of 
high-potentials.

Personal and professional development fuse in areas such 
as volunteering. Companies train people to deal with 
ethical dilemmas and weigh up difficult economic v social 
trade-offs.

Individuals take responsibility for lifelong learning, 
turning to Guilds for support.

The role of HR

HR as we know it vanishes, replaced by automation, 
outsourcing and self-organising teams.

HR uses advanced analytics to predict future talent 
demands and to measure and anticipate performance and 
retention issues.

HR acts as guardian of the brand. There is a strong focus on 
creating the right culture and behaviours and on guarding 
against sustainability and reputational risk across the 
supply chain.

The traditional core functions of HR are held by business 
leaders, the collective or taken on by Guilds.

Role of technology in managing people
Technology powers the Red World but performance is 
judged primarily on short-term results.

Sensors and data analytics measure and optimise 
performance continuously.

Technology helps people to build work into their lives and 
minimise their environmental impact.

Technology creates and supports the open, honest, 
collaborative community of the Yellow World.

Full-time female student, 
(19) China

“Technological trends 
will destroy many jobs. 
But at the same time also 
create numerous jobs.”
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Our Four Worlds of Work are each markedly different, 
but through each runs the vein of automation and the 
implications of robotics and AI. Will robots eventually 
replace us all at work? Or will we create a new world where 
people and machines work alongside each other? It’s the 
most fundamental – and difficult – question we must ask of 
the future of work. 

As more individual tasks become automatable through 
AI and sophisticated algorithms, jobs are being redefined 
and re-categorised. A third of people worldwide are now 
worried about losing their job to automation4.

It’s clear that automation will result in a massive 
reclassification and rebalancing of work. Some sectors and 
roles, even entire sections of the workforce will lose out but 
others will be created.

Automation will not only alter the types of jobs available 
but their number and perceived value. By replacing workers 
doing routine, methodical tasks, machines can amplify the 
comparative advantage of those workers with problem-
solving, leadership, EQ (Emotional Intelligence), empathy 
and creativity skills.

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.

This view is supported by business leaders worldwide who 
responded to our most recent CEO survey5. While CEOs are 
keen to maximise the benefits of automation – 52% told 
us that they’re already exploring the benefits of humans 
and machines working together and 39% are considering 
the impact of AI on their future skills needs – the majority 
(52%) were also planning to increase headcount in the 
coming 12 months. Finding the skills they need has become 
the biggest threat to their business, they say, but the skills 
they’re looking for are particularly telling: problem-solving, 
adaptability, collaboration, leadership, creativity and 
innovation top the list.

Figure 2: Jobs at risk of automation by country 6

4 PwC survey of 10,029 members of the general population based in China, Germany, India, the UK and the US 
5 PwC 20th Annual Global CEO Survey http://www.pwc.com/talentchallenge 
6 http://www.pwc.co.uk/economic-services/ukeo/pwc-uk-economic-outlook-full-report-march-2017-v2.pdf 
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38%
US

30%
UK

21%
Japan

35%
Germany

What does this mean for jobs?
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Pivotal talent: The ultimate prize

Automation of routine tasks encourages the increased 
specialism we see in the four worlds. This suggests 
that those workers with the critical skills that 
organisations need will become the ultimate prize 
– whether they are full-time employees or contract 
workers. These are the ‘pivotal’ people – those that 
contribute outsized and absolutely crucial value to 
their organisation.

Finding and keeping these pivotal people will be a 
huge challenge in every world. They will be hard to 
find and difficult, in a loyalty-light world, to keep. 
And in the hard-driven Red and Blue worlds, the risk 
of losing pivotal people to burnout or early retirement 
(comfortably funded by the high rewards they’ll 
command) will be a constant worry. 

That’s why organisations will need to pay careful 
attention to the employee value proposition – 
the reasons why these extraordinary people were 
attracted to working with them in the first place.

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. 

It’s impossible to predict exactly the skills that will 
be needed even five years from now, so workers and 
organisations need to be ready to adapt – in each of the 
worlds we envisage. 

Inevitably, much of the responsibility will be on 
the individual. They will need not only to adapt to 
organisational change, but be willing to acquire new skills 
and experiences throughout their lifetime, to try new tasks 
and even to rethink and retrain mid-career.

Governments and organisations can and should do much 
to help: easing the routes to training and retraining, and 
encouraging and incentivising adaptability and the critical 
and increasingly valued skills of leadership, creativity 
and innovation.

PwC survey of 10,029 members 
of the general population based in 
China, Germany, India, the UK and 
the US – base all those who are not 
retired 8,459

74%
are ready to learn new 
skills or completely 
retrain in order to 
remain employable in 
the future.
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Working together as a society – our recommendations

7 www.pwc.co.uk/responsibletech

Managing the impact of the trends shaping our Four Worlds of Work won’t be easy. It requires collaboration and 
engagement from governments, organisations and society at large. Together we should:

Be deliberate in the way we allow technology 
to develop 

Governments, organisations and society should work 
together to develop a responsible approach and policies 
that govern the impact of technology and automation 
on jobs – including a clear discussion on the ethics of AI. 
Governments should engage with organisations developing 
the use of robotics and AI at all stages of policy making, to 
create a pool of thought leaders with a deep understanding 
of the interplay between technology and its effect 
on society 7.

Look for innovative ways to address 
unemployment caused by technology

All governments will need to address the issue of 
unemployment driven by technology. This could include 
testing social safety nets such as universal basic income 
and identifying new sources of income for citizens. 
Underdeveloped countries that will increasingly struggle to 
catch up with the rest of the world will need to go further 
and consider radical new approaches. In the long run, they 
will need to create their own internal markets as their 
primary sources of revenue.
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Help people help themselves

As the ‘typical’ linear career path ceases to exist, 
perceptions of the value of the new norm of a ‘portfolio 
career’ must change. Time does much to shift thinking but 
incentives are needed too. For many workers job mobility, 
constant retraining and rotation will become the crucial 
way of improving their adaptability, employability and 
usefulness to society. But many people also feel tied to 
their current career and job because of the pressures of 
debt and the ‘stickiness’ of employer benefits – whether, 
that’s student debt, mortgages or loans, or non-transferable 
benefits like employer-sponsored healthcare or pensions. 
This too has implications for wider society. Incentives 
aimed at encouraging mobility and development of skills 
will be important.

PwC survey of 10,029 members 
of the general population based in 
China, Germany, India, the UK and 
the US – base all those who are not 
retired 8,459

56%
think governments 
should take any action 
needed to protect jobs 
from automation.
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The individual response
“As individuals – actual human beings – what do we need to 
do to thrive and prosper in whatever the new world brings? 
The secret for a bright future seems to me to lie in flexibility 
and in the ability to reinvent yourself. If you believe that the 
future lies in STEM skills and that interests you, train for 
that. But be prepared to rethink if the world doesn’t need so 
many programmers. If you are a great accountant who has 
prospered by building strong client relationships, think how 
you can apply that capability, without necessarily having to 
be an accountant. Think about yourself as a bundle of skills 
and capabilities, not a defined role or profession.”

Jon Williams
Joint Global Leader, People and Organisation, PwC

As individuals – be it workers, students, parents or 
consumers – it’s important to have a clear view of what the 
future, driven by the megatrends and our own actions, will 
look like. What role will we play? What actions should we 
take? What should we tell our children and grandchildren, 
colleagues, neighbours and friends about the future 
of work?

We believe that individuals should:

Understand the big picture

Pay attention: Understand how technology is developing 
and what it and the other megatrends could mean for the 
world of work – and you specifically.

Expect the unexpected: Use our four Worlds of Work to 
consider how different the world could look and plan for 
multiple scenarios and outcomes.

Plan for an automated world

Find the gaps: In an automated world we will still need 
human workers. Whether this is working to develop 
technology, alongside it – or in narrow, very specialist or 
very human types of employment – the places automation 
simply can’t compete in yet. Work out where you want 
to be.

Get your skills in order: The skills needed for the future 
are not just about science and technology. Human skills 
like creativity, leadership and empathy will be in demand. 
Identify the skills you need and start to concentrate on how 
to build them – and how to use them alongside technology.

Take action

Adapt to survive: The human race is infinitely adaptable but 
also risk averse. Work out what holds you back – whether 
structural and financial (loans, mortgages, responsibilities) 
or emotional. Work out what matters to you and your 
family and plan for change.

Jump on a passing ship: There is no one future-proof 
career, only better options for you. Determine how to get 
to the ‘next better thing’.
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65%
think technology will 
improve their job 
prospects in the future.

74%
believe it’s their own 
responsibility to update 
their skills rather than 
relying on any employer.

PwC survey of 10,029 members of the general population based in China, 
Germany, India, the UK and the US – base all those who are not retired 8,459

100

Adaptability 

Problem solving  

Collaboration skills

Emotional intelligence

86%

85%

81%

76%
Creativity and innovation

Leadership skills 

Digital skills

74%

69%

69%
Risk management skills

STEM skills 

Entrepreneurial skills 

60%

53%

50%
PwC survey of 10,029 members of the general population based in China, 
Germany, India, the UK and the US

Figure 3: I have the following skills and attributes 
(percentage who agree or strongly agree)

Unemployed skilled manual 
worker (46), USA

“Technology and the 
ability to save so much 
time. I think that a lot of 
jobs that were needed in 
the past will no longer 
be needed. Different 
jobs will be created 
that demand different 
skill sets.”
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The ‘no regrets’ moves for organisations
Organisations are faced with an array of choices when 
looking at the future. This requires an understanding of 
the possibilities – both desired and undesired – to plan 
accordingly. 

No matter what the future holds, we believe there are 
some ‘no regrets’ moves that apply universally:

Make decisions 
based on purpose 
and values 

•	 Build a future-looking understanding 
of how humans and machines 
might collaborate to deliver your 
corporate 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 organization, society 
and individuals.

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.
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Engineering & Construction 
sector worker (37), USA

“The technological or 
robotized workforce [will 
be the biggest impact on 
the way we work] but 
the human work will 
always be a unique and 
determining factor in any 
organization.”

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 people 
offering for potential and existing employees.

Focus on the humans and 
the humane 
 

•	 Understand the skills you have in your workforce 
now (not just the roles your workers currently do) 
and the gaps to the skills you will need in the future. 
Think beyond simplistic concepts like ‘we need more 
STEM skills’.

•	 Strengthen innovation, creativity, empathy and 
leadership capabilities in your business alongside 
critical technology skills.

•	 Make talent and capabilities management a matter 
of urgency - or risk losing the battle to harness 
technological breakthroughs and innovation in 
your sector.

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

•	 Redesign traditional ‘one-size-fits-all’ HR 
programmes and policies to deliver on new learning 
and development models, career paths, capability 
models and the redesign of jobs and compensation 
frameworks.
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Conclusion
We’ve outlined in this report four very different models 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.

None of us can know with any certainty what the world will look like in 2030, but it’s 
very likely that facets of the Four Worlds will feature in some way and at some time. 
Some sectors and individuals are already displaying elements of the Blue and Green 
Worlds; the Yellow and Red Worlds are more radical, but no less plausible.

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

The Future of Work to 2030
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Appendix
How we developed the Four Worlds
In 2007, we worked with the James Martin Institute for Science and Civilisation at the Said 
Business School in Oxford to develop a map of the factors that were influencing business 
and those that would become more influential in the future. The exercise identified four 
main influential factors that are creating a ‘push and pull effect’: individualism against 
collectivism, and corporate integration against business fragmentation.

Three worlds become four

When we began our research and first built our Worlds of Work scenarios ten years ago 
(back before the term ‘gig’ talent was coined) we were just starting to recognise the ways 
that technology could power and sustain a fragmented business world. At the time one 
of the biggest areas of debate was the tension between individualism and collectivism. 
The boundaries were so blurred that we created a single fragmented world. In hindsight 
we were both right and wrong – the platform layer we described in that world is now 
ubiquitous. The Red and Yellow worlds have also become more ‘realistic’. Ten years ago we 
weren’t sure that either Red or Yellow world could exist – we thought the Red World just 
too aggressive and the Yellow World unrealistically focused on social good. Today our view 
has changed. It could go either way.

Use of examples in this report

All companies, individuals and products described in our Visions of the Future and Road to 
2030 sections are entirely illustrative and bear no relation to any real-life examples.
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