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Foreword

Almost one hundred years ago, in the wake of World War I, the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) was founded to achieve social justice in the pursuit of universal and lasting peace. The 
quest for workers’ well-being: physical, moral, and intellectual (Philadelphia Declaration, 
1944) has encountered many obstacles along the way. But the ILO has performed at its best 
when confronted with the most difficult of challenges. In the midst of World War II, President 
Roosevelt of the United States, looking back at the founders’ “wild dream” of raising labour 
standards “on an international plane” and the “wilder [dream] still” of tripartism, called on the 
ILO “to play an essential part” in re-establishing social justice (Rodgers et al., 2009). During 
the most recent global financial and economic crisis, country leaders called on the ILO to 
ensure that recovery measures “promoted jobs” and “protected people”.1 We have achieved 
remarkable progress in economic well-being, poverty reduction and political democracy; but 
much work remains.

As the ILO approaches it centenary in 2019, the stakes are high – and intensifying – with 
respect to the importance of achieving social justice. Concern about economic growth and 
human progress is growing as inequality, insecurity and exclusion – which imperil lives and 
livelihoods and pose existential threats to social organization and democratic societies – 
become more widespread. Beyond 2019, the mandate to achieve the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adds urgency 
and opportunity to the ILO’s tasks, and underscores the critical role of environmental 
sustainability in creating decent work and an inclusive global economy.

At the same time, as a result of climate change, demographic shifts, technological change 
and, more broadly, globalization, we are witnessing transformations in the world of work at an 
unprecedented pace and scale. How do we harness these challenges to provide opportunities 
for achieving social justice in an increasingly complex world of work?

The ILO’s Future of Work Centenary Initiative allows us to take a step back, providing the 
space to reflect on the profound challenges that lie ahead and how the ILO with its member 
States can best meet them and develop the future we want as we enter our second century. 
The Global Commission lies at the heart of this Initiative. The national dialogues in 110 of 
our member States, which preceded the Commission’s work and whose results are now 
synthesized in a report, provide a rich discussion of priorities, challenges and opportunities 
at the national and international levels. 

The Commission brings together policy-makers, thinkers, advocates, researchers and social 
partners, under the leadership of its two distinguished Co-Chairpersons, to provide guidance 
and recommendations for achieving our mandate as we move into our second century. We 
know that there is no one single Future of Work, even if our futures are ever more strongly 
interdependent. Challenges facing member States are very much a product of history, 
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demography, culture and, most importantly, level of economic and social development, as the 
national dialogues reveal. The diversity within the Commission reflects this critical dynamic. 

I urge you to probe deeply those issues that you decide are most important for achieving 
the ILO’s mandate. Both the Office and I welcome bold thinking that challenges the ILO’s 
traditional wisdom as well as innovative policy recommendations that may require new 
approaches. The Office will endeavour to provide you with solid research in these areas and 
to support all aspects of your work.

This Inception Report raises the curtain on the work of the Global Commission. In keeping 
with the broad scope we hope you will bring to your work, it deliberately avoids steering the 
Commission’s deliberations towards specific issues or prejudging the nature of your guidance 
regarding the profound changes in the world of work and the development of a common 
vision of the future of work we want. Instead, the Report tries to set the stage for a rich 
discussion culminating in a Commission Report for the ILO centenary year, 2019. 

To that end, we have organized the Inception Report as follows: Chapter 1 provides a snapshot 
of the mega trends affecting the world of work today. Chapter 2 examines the meaning of 
work for individuals and society. Chapter 3 discusses the ways in which technology and other 
trends are affecting job creation. Chapter 4 looks at the organization of work and production. 
Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the governance of work. 

We are grateful for the hard work you will undertake to help guide the ILO during its second 
century in its quest for social justice. 

 Guy RydeR, ILO Director-General
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CHAPTER 1.

A global snapshot: Megatrends and the world of work 

The world of work has constantly evolved since the founding of the ILO. The past hundred 
years have witnessed a number of policy achievements, but these successes remain partial. 
In addition, a number of key drivers or megatrends, notably globalization, technology, 
demography and climate change, continue to affect the world of work and the dramatic 
shift in their nature in recent years could impact the future of work in new ways. A better 
understanding of the world of work as it exists today and of the key drivers of change will 
equip tripartite constituents and policy-makers with the tools to shape the future of work. This 
chapter describes the most important of these trends and drivers to help lay the foundation 
for the Global Commission’s work.

A. The current state of the world of work

Some progress in the world of work has been achieved

There has been considerable progress in terms of socio-economic development and 
recognition of rights.2 These include, but are not limited to, the following:

Job creation has been positive, albeit slightly below the rate of population growth: Total 
employment (including employees, contributing family workers, own-account workers and 
employers) continues to grow and has been accompanied by significant gains in educational 
attainment. In spite of several recessions, including the most recent global financial and 
economic crisis which began in 2008, total employment in 2016 stood at 3.2 billion (nearly 
1 billion higher than in 1991). Nevertheless, the growth in jobs has fallen just short of 
working-age population growth; consequently, the employment-to-population ratio (ratio 
of employment to population for persons aged 15 and over) has fallen marginally between 
1991 and 2016 (figure 1.1).

Increased female labour market participation: Along with policy efforts to improve women’s 
rights, female participation in the labour market has risen substantially over the past century. 
The gender gap has narrowed in most regions, although low female labour force participation 
persists in some regions, such as the Arab States, Northern Africa and Southern Asia. Currently, 
female labour market participation rates, at just over 49 per cent, remain nearly 27 percentage 
points below those of males. The ILO’s Women at Work Centenary Initiative focuses on addressing 
structural and other barriers to greater female participation and closing the gender pay gap.3

Working poverty has declined: Since the introduction of the Millennium Development Goals, 
the share of extreme poverty has been halved and, according to recent ILO estimates, the 
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share of employed persons in emerging and developing countries living in extreme poverty 
(i.e. living with their families on less than US$1.90 per person, per day) fell from over 50 per 
cent in 1991 to just over 10 per cent in 2016 (figure 1.2).

Gains in social protection: In the 1920s, nearly three out of four countries in the world had 
no social security systems in place and the minority – fewer than 50 countries – covered 
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only a limited number of areas4 (work injury, health and pensions). Today, no country in the 
world is without any social protection programme, at least for some groups and specific risks. 
New ILO estimates show that, while only 29 per cent of the global population enjoy access 
to comprehensive social security systems in all areas, 45 per cent of the world is effectively 
covered in at least one social protection area.5

Improvements in occupational health and safety: Improvements in labour regulation have 
resulted in improved occupational health and safety for workers in many sectors, which has led 
to a reduction in workplace accidents and even the elimination of some occupational diseases. 
For instance, the number of fatal injuries per 1,000 workers has almost halved in recent years, 
from an average of 7.5 over the period 2003–2007 to 3.5 for the period 2011–2015.6

Improved ratification of ILO conventions: Ratification of ILO conventions – a first step towards 
implementation of international labour standards – has steadily increased. As of 2017, nearly 
three-quarters of the ILO’s 187 member States have ratified all of the eight Core Conventions 
(figure 1.3).7

Progress in fundamental principles and rights at work: With ratifications of ILO Core 
Conventions, member States have contributed to improvements in the implementation of 
the ILO fundamental principles and rights at work (freedom of association and the effective 
recognition of the right to collective bargaining, the elimination of forced or compulsory labour, 
the abolition of child labour and the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment 
and occupation). Most notably, child labour worldwide has declined by over a third since 
2000 alone, although it still accounted for 218 million children in 2016.8 New political and 
legal developments are enabling the growth and increasing role of workers’ and employers’ 
organizations in a number of countries. Many countries have also adopted legislation to address 
forced labour and trafficking in human beings, but enforcement remains a major challenge. 
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Increased incidence of formal wage-setting mechanisms: The vast majority of ILO member 
States have one or more minimum wages set through legislation or binding collective 
agreements. This has helped to improve prospects for decent wages and, in some instances, 
has acted as a benchmark for the informal economy and supported the promotion of equal 
pay for work of equal value between men and women.

Yet, unemployment levels remain high as the global labour force continues to grow 

Although net job creation remains positive, it has not been enough to absorb the growth in 
the number of men and women looking for work. As of 2016, there were some 198 million 
jobless people across the globe actively seeking employment, nearly three-quarters of whom 
were living in emerging countries9 (figure 1.4). This translates into an estimated global 
unemployment rate of 5.7 per cent in 2016, slightly below the average rate of 6.1 per cent 
registered between 1991 and 2015. Women and young persons (aged 15–24) are more likely 
to be unemployed than their male and adult counterparts, respectively. In fact, among the 
nearly 200 million unemployed persons globally, over 70 million are aged 15–24.

Yet the usual measure of unemployment masks significant differences in decent work 
deficits that prevail across regions and countries. In emerging and developing countries, 

World Emerging countries

Developing countries Developed countries
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Figure 1.4. Composition of working-age population by labour market status and country grouping, 2016
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unemployment rates are lower than in their developed counterparts (5.6 per cent versus 
6.3 per cent), as the lack of unemployment protection (or incomes) may reduce the amount 
of time jobseekers spend looking for employment and could lead them into underemployment 
and to take a job that might not match their skills and experience or desired hours of work (in 
many instances this means taking up an informal job). In fact, the employment-to-population 
ratio, i.e. the share of employed people in the total working-age population (aged 15 years 
old and above) is highest in developing countries. However, the fact that these countries have 
the highest rates of informality, underemployment and working poverty highlights the need to 
assess the quality of employment (not just the quantity) when evaluating labour market and 
social conditions.

Poor quality employment remains a key concern

In 2016, emerging and developing countries were home to a total of 783 million working 
poor (i.e. living on less than US$3.10 per day, purchasing power parity), equalling almost 
30 per cent of all workers in these countries (table 1.1). Working poverty remains particularly 
acute in developing countries, where it affects 69 per cent of the employed population. In 
developed countries, the working poverty rate – defined in the developed country context 
as the share of those with a per capita income below 60 per cent of the national median 
household income – is also significant, standing at 15 per cent in 2016, equivalent to over 
70 million workers.10

Globally, nearly 43 per cent of employed people, or 1.4 billion workers in 2016, were in 
own-account or contributing family work – referred to collectively as vulnerable forms of 
employment (table 1.1), which is often characterized by low pay, informality and limited 
social security coverage. Own-account workers represent over half of total employment in 
developing countries and one-third in emerging countries, while contributing family work 
remains widespread, mainly in the developing world. Own-account and contributing family 
workers in emerging and developing countries are three times more likely to be poor than 
their counterparts in wage and salaried employment.11 

Vulnerable employment often overlaps with informality, especially in emerging and developing 
countries. In fact, informality is widespread in both developing and emerging countries, where 
it reaches more than 90 per cent and 67 per cent of total employment, respectively (table 1.1). 

Diversification of employment forms

Concerns about job quality have grown in recent years due, in part, to the widespread 
incidence of non-standard forms of employment.12 For instance, according to the latest 
estimates, the mean share of part-time employment across countries with available data 
stood at around 16 per cent of total dependent employment.13 With respect to temporary 
employment, this figure rises to 20 per cent, with considerable variation across regions, the 
highest incidence, at 35 per cent, found in Africa (figure 1.5). The proportion of temporary 
workers in total employment also varies considerably across countries within each of these 
regions.14 And while non-standard forms of employment can bring benefits to both individuals 
and employers, including but not limited to, helping individuals balance work and family 
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responsibilities and enhancing firm flexibility, these forms of employment are often associated 
with job insecurity, earnings volatility, limited access to social protection schemes or training 
and career advancement (see Chapter 4) and job dissatisfaction (e.g. high rates of involuntary 
part-time and temporary employment in developed countries).

Income inequality remains elevated in most countries 

Widening inequality is becoming a major feature of today’s world of work, as the distribution 
between capital and labour and between individuals has shifted in many countries. Global 
figures suggest that labour productivity growth outpaced the growth of real wages in all but 
a few years between 2006 and 2015 (figure 1.6): overall, labour productivity expanded by 
2.3 per cent per year, whereas wages grew by only 2.1 per cent. This means that although 
workers have become increasingly productive, the benefits of their work have increasingly 
accrued to capital income and to those at the top of the income distribution. In fact, all 
regions, with the exception of Latin America, have experienced a decline in the labour income 
share (i.e. share of total income going to labour rather than capital).15

Table 1.1. Vulnerable employment, informality and working poverty, 2016

Vulnerable employment, 2016

Own-account workers Contributing family workers

% total 

employment

millions % total 

employment

millions

World 33.4 1,087.6 9.5 308.8

  Emerging countries 37.1 894.9 9.7 233.4

  Developing countries 52.6 140.0 26.3 69.9

  Developed countries 9.2 52.6 0.9 5.4

Working poverty,  

2016

Share of informal employment (%), 

2016

% total 

employment

millions Including 

agriculture

Excluding 

agriculture

Total emerging and 
developing countries

29.4 783.0 69.1 58.7

  Emerging countries 25.0 599.3 67.2 58.2

  Developing countries 69.0 183.6 92.5 79.7

  Developed countries 15.0 70.0 18.3 17.1

Note: Given the different definitions of working poverty for developed countries and for emerging and developing countries, direct comparisons between 
the two measures and country groupings should be avoided. Informality figures are estimates for 2016, based on 109 developed, emerging and developing 
countries. 
Source: ILO’s Trends Econometric Model, November 2016 (working poverty and vulnerable employment) and ILO calculations based on national household 
surveys (informal employment and working poverty in developed countries).
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Within country inequality, as measured by the Gini index,16 has also grown in most regions 
(figure 1.7). Additionally, with the exception of Latin America, all other regions have 
experienced an increase in income inequality along with a decline in labour income share. 
In some instances, even where inequality has improved, it remains at high levels. This can 
dampen efforts to achieve poverty eradication, notably in Africa and parts of Asia and the 
Pacific, where substantial economic gains from the past decade were unevenly distributed.
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Figure 1.5. Share of temporary employment in total employment, latest year (percentages)
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B. Megatrends and future of work implications
Technology, demography, globalization and climate change are key mega drivers of change in 
the world of work. Looking ahead, we need to understand how these megatrends will affect 
work and society in the future and how best to harness these trends to generate opportunities. 

Globalization

Perhaps the most defining feature of the world economy over the last several decades 
has been globalization, which encompasses the internationalization of production, finance 
(including remittances), trade and migration.

This megatrend was partly a result of policy choices favouring liberalization, which were 
facilitated by technological advancement (and the Internet, in particular). Globalization has, 
not surprisingly, encountered both opposition and support, with ongoing debates on whether 
it brings prosperity or merely inequality and injustice. In this context, the ILO’s adoption of 
the 2008 ILO Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization is an effort to help member 
States achieve progress and social justice in an era of globalization.17 Renewed questioning 
of the established assumptions about globalization is now affecting political dynamics across 
the world. Recent (and divided) views in this context have focused on how trade gains have 
been distributed in terms of income and employment between and within countries. Against 
this backdrop, the world has recently seen significant stagnation in trade which is projected 
to continue in the years to come (figure 1.8). 

Another key aspect of globalization is the increasing financialization of business, with a focus 
on financial returns over real (non-financial) investment. In 2015, for example, portfolio 
investment and financial derivatives accounted for around 70 per cent of global financial 
flows, with the remainder being the more stable form of foreign direct investment.18 This 
phenomenon may encourage business to adopt more short-term and risky strategies and 

Source: ILOSTAT.

Figure 1.7. Gini index developments by region
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to move away from productive investment. Ongoing financialization also has distributional 
consequences, contributing to reductions in the labour share of growth and thus increased 
income inequality. In this context, international financial flows could contribute to wider 
income inequality between countries (see Chapter 3).19 

Globalization has also caused changes in global production patterns (increasingly in the 
services sector) and resulted in significant impacts on enterprises and employment. This 
includes the fragmentation of production into tasks and activities, ultimately coinciding with 
the expansion of global supply chains (GSCs) (figure 1.9).20 This change has been facilitated 
by the reduction in trade and transport costs, as well as technology innovation. As trade 
slows, it is unclear whether GSCs, along with the fragmentation of production, will continue 
to grow or change in nature; this uncertainty has implications for work and the organization 
of production (Chapter 4).

Technology

Technological change is a major driver of growth and development, yet it is equally associated 
with labour market change. New technological innovations underpinning the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, such as Big Data, 3-D printing, artificial intelligence and robotics, to name a few, 
are having a transformative impact on the nature work.21 For instance, since 2010, the number 
of operational industrial robots has increased by 9 per cent on average per year, reaching 
some 1.6 million units at the end of 2015. The deployment of robots is highly concentrated 
in the manufacturing sector (80 per cent) and within developed countries (80 per cent). 
Robot density – measured as the number of industrial robots per 1,000 people employed in 
the sector – ranges from 14 in developed countries to 2 in emerging ones (figure 1.10).22 
And while the prevailing evidence of past technological developments suggests that waves 
of technological change result in short-term job destruction followed by the creation of new 
and better jobs, today’s technological advances are emerging at an unprecedented rate and 
changing work in ways not seen before.23 

Source: ILOSTAT and Oxford Economics.

Figure 1.8. Trade as % of GDP
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Despite the anticipated gains in productivity that technology will bring over the long term, 
policy-makers will need to manage the unequal distribution of these gains and potential 
disproportional impacts by gender, sector and skill level. They will also need to assess the 
implications in terms of job quantity and job quality (see Chapter 3). In short, the impact of 
technology on the world of work will depend on how gains are distributed, given the widening 
income inequality among countries and regions, and whether the transition creates decent 
and quality work. 
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Figure 1.9. GSC-related jobs (% of total employment)

Source: ILO and World Robot Database, International Federation of Robotics.
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Demography

While technology tends to dominate the debate about the future of work, for many countries 
demographics are generating policy debates of very different types. In emerging and 
developing countries, changing population dynamics have led to a bulge in the proportion 
of the young population entering the labour market, fuelling urbanization and contributing 
to international migration. There is a tremendous opportunity to leverage the potential of 
this sizeable youth cohort and accelerate economic growth; yet in many parts of the world, 
such as North Africa, youth unemployment stands at unprecedented levels. In developed 
countries, population ageing is increasing the importance of older cohorts. The global old-age 
dependency ratio – i.e. the ratio of people aged 65 and above to those aged 15–64 – has 
grown significantly over the past few decades and is expected to continue to rise, even more 
strongly, over the next 15 years. In fact, while there were around eight people aged 65 and 
over per 100 persons of working age in 1950, in 2015 this number rose to over 12 and it 
is projected to reach 18 by 2030. The ratio will remain significantly higher in developed 
countries, where it is expected to approach 36 by 2030, up from 25 in 2015. In emerging 
countries, the old-age dependency ratio should grow to 16, up from 10 in 2015. Conversely, 
this ratio remains and will remain rather low (at around 6) in developing countries, suggesting 
that these countries have the potential to enjoy substantial demographic dividends as the 
number of youth-aged cohorts are expected to continue to grow.  

While ageing reflects improvements in health and longevity, such a shift will place increasing 
pressure on those of working age, particularly in terms of care responsibilities. In the absence 
of productivity gains, this will lead to slower growth due to shrinking savings (as older people 
tend to save less) and is also likely to increase pressure on public finances, as demand for 
pensions and health care will rise. 

In some cases (especially those countries in the developed world where the ageing process is 
taking place at a much faster rate), increased recourse to migration is increasingly seen as one 
of the potential avenues to mitigate lower labour force growth (others include extending the 
working lives of older workers and encouraging greater female labour market participation). 
This, combined with the fact that the intention to migrate to another country, especially among 
youth, remains elevated in much of the emerging and developing world raises questions of 
labour market (and societal) integration (for migrants and other groups not previously engaged 
in the job market), as well as consideration of the effects of outmigration on development.

The transition to an older society and workforce and the shifting importance of different age 
cohorts, i.e. older workers, may change the perception of work and the desirability of certain 
types of work arrangements (Chapter 2). Meanwhile, longer life expectancy is likely to bring 
about employment opportunities in emerging sectors, such as the health and long-term care 
sectors (Chapter 3).

Climate change

For some time now, humanity has tended to use more resources and generate more waste 
than can be regenerated and absorbed. The consequences have been, among others, the 
collapse of fisheries, soil degradation, forced migration, atmospheric and water pollution 
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and the loss of biodiversity. Changes in temperature, rainfall and water levels, and extreme 
climate disasters like floods and droughts have also aggravated the issues faced by the 
agriculture sector in improving productivity, sustainability of food systems and global food 
security. For instance, cereal production in Africa is expected to weaken by about 3 per cent 
in 2030 as a result of climate change.24 The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and 
the SDGs articulate this challenge, highlighting how in the medium and long term decent 
work and environmental sustainability need to go hand-in-hand.

It is important to note that some of the progress in the world of work has been achieved 
at the expense of environmental sustainability. For instance, the remarkable reduction of 
working poverty in many countries was accompanied by an increasingly intense use of 
natural resources, or an increase in the ecological footprint (figure 1.12). The relationship 
between economic development and the environment has shifted: continued environmental 
degradation is now likely to destroy jobs and livelihoods, with the effects felt most severely 
among already vulnerable groups, including those displaced from their home as a result of 
climate-related disasters, indigenous and tribal peoples and the poor. 

At present, major shifts are needed in the world of work in order to achieve climate change targets, 
reduce emissions and achieve a transition to a greener economy. Structural transformation with 
respect to industrialization continues to take place across emerging and developing countries; 
however, the environmental costs are high and given the current trajectory, business as usual 
conditions will be insufficient to achieve climate change reduction targets. Moreover, escalating 
vulnerabilities from climate change could phase out some jobs or eliminate them entirely.

Renewable energy jobs may provide some replacement in the transition to a greener economy. 
For instance, the International Renewable Energy Agency reported in its Annual Review 
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2016 that the employment growth in renewable energy such as 5 per cent in 2015 was not 
concentrated in industrialized countries; instead emerging ones such as China and India, 
accounted for a significant proportion of the new jobs. Further, growth in the renewables 
sector appears to be driven by net employment growth rather than displacement from the 
fossil-fuel sector. ILO calculations suggest there may be net employment gains of between 
0.5 per cent and 2 per cent, globally, to be derived from climate change responses by 2030.

At the same time, existing jobs will need to adapt to the requirements of a greening economy. 
This includes workplace environments and practices, skills and job profiles, product design 
and production – all of which will need to adjust accordingly. Manufacturers will have to 
produce more fuel-efficient means of transport; the agricultural sector will need to become 
more climate-resilient; and the services sector will need to adopt more energy-efficient 
techniques. Such measures reflect the transformations needed in the world of work to achieve 
climate change targets.

There is a strong consensus that the future of work and society must be grounded on 
environmentally sustainable development, i.e. a transformation towards sustainable 
consumption and production. A just transition will necessarily entail movements from one 
sector to another and changes in skill requirements – for both firms and individuals. In this 
regard, the objective of the ILO’s Green Centenary Initiative is to help stakeholders better 
understand the challenges and opportunities of this transition, and support them in their role 
managing this change through effective evidence-based policy recommendations.25
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CHAPTER 2.

Work and society 

The ILO’s mandate rests on the conviction that work should allow the individual to satisfy not 
only material needs, but also the need for personal development and the desire to contribute 
to something larger than oneself or family.26 Recent evidence demonstrates that people 
around the world share this conviction. There has been much progress in the past century 
towards allowing work to fulfil this potential. However, longstanding challenges persist and 
new ones are emerging. Chapter 2 explores the relationship between work, the individual 
and society. It tries to identify those aspects of work that are posing significant obstacles 
to fulfilment as well as the changing and diverse perceptions of work across the globe and 
potential policy avenues. 

A. The attributes of work people value
Most people continue to value work as more than a means of making a living. In 2015, for 
instance, only 39 per cent of respondents agreed that “A job is just a way of earning money 
– no more” (figure 2.1, panel A). The majority of people also agreed that “I would enjoy 
having a job even if I did not need money” (figure 2.1, panel B). However, attitudes among 
workers vary according to levels of economic development, with the importance of paid work 
beyond satisfying material needs ranked lowest in countries with lower income. This reflects 
the simple fact that the vast majority of people in developing and emerging countries must 
work in order to satisfy their basic needs. 

Source: ILO calculations based on International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), 2015.

Figure 2.1. Work and money: People’s views (% of respondents, 2015)
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Workers around the globe, with some variation across country income groupings, also value 
the contribution of a job to their individual experiences (interesting job) and appreciate the 
opportunity to help other people through their work (jobs which allow someone to help others) 
(figure 2.2). They also value the usefulness of work to society, particularly in developing 
and emerging countries. There is no strong evidence of significant shifts in the perceived 
importance of the value of work in this regard in recent years.

These results indicate that work remains important because of the social networks that are 
forged and maintained, the contributions to community that can be made and because it 
is a source of personal identity and meaning. The workplace also provides the environment 
for workers to organize and to ensure that their rights are protected. As work becomes 
fragmented and dispersed, there is a risk that the social relationships and networks created 
through work will erode27 and it may be more challenging to engage in collective action, 
which could require different institutional settings (see Chapter 5). 

Job security matters but is under growing pressure

Workers in all regions highly value “job security” and “high income” although, as indicated 
below, the relative weight of “high income” tends to be smaller in developed countries 
(figure 2.3, panel A). Consistently, workers rate job security as more important than “high 
income”. The evidence also demonstrates a high level of concern about job loss. The majority 
of people around the world believe that they are exposed to this risk, albeit to varying degrees 
(figure 2.3, panel B). Workers in developing countries also have a high risk of job loss, as 
educated unemployment, especially among youth, has been increasing. In a related survey, 
the most commonly valued immediate and long-term goals for students in Asia were to have 
a stable, secure employment and to earn a high income.28

Source: ILO calculations based on ISSP, 2015.

Figure 2.2. Share of individuals who feel “an interesting job”, “a job that allows someone to help other people”, and 
“a job that is useful to society” are important or very important characteristics in a job, 2015 (% of respondents)
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There are signs of people’s disenchantment with their job  
and labour market prospects

Overall, workers still believe in the value of work, but their confidence in achieving these values 
through their work now and in the future is being challenged, which may reflect the profound 
changes noted in Chapter 1. According to Gallup’s World Poll, the overwhelming majority of 
workers find it difficult to feel engaged with their jobs.29 Given this tension between expectations 
of work and people’s actual experience, it is understandable that, according to Gallup, roughly 
one-third of workers think that their own job is not ideal. This perception generates a strong 
interest in changing jobs, but people are equally aware of today’s stark reality: jobs are “scarce 
resources” where they live. This is likely to explain, at least partially, why more than 25 per 
cent of respondents worldwide would like to leave their country permanently.30

An important issue in the context of the future of work is the extent to which the value 
of work and people’s belief in it are associated with the attributes of traditional work and 

Source: ILO calculations based on ISSP, 2015.

Figure 2.3. Share of people deriving value from various aspects of work, 2015 (%) 
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the standard employment relationship; and, if that is the case, how new forms of work will 
impact those perceptions? (See also Chapter 4). Some of these issues are discussed in 
section C below.

B. Making “invisible” work “visible”

Many forms of human activity with economic and social value are still not properly recognized as 
“work”. Of particular note in this regard is unpaid care and household-related activities – which 
are performed overwhelmingly by women. This includes caring directly for family members and 
others, as well as other activities associated with home-based work that ensure the maintenance 
and reproduction of people and societies.31 These activities have traditionally not been considered 
as productive work and remain largely unpaid and invisible. This challenge is particularly acute 
in the informal economy, which dominates in developing and emerging countries.32 It is also 
worth noting that other forms of work, such as the contributions made by volunteer workers, 
which contribute directly to development efforts, are also often not fully recognized.

There have been increased efforts at the international level to recognize all paid and unpaid 
work as a productive activity, and new statistical definitions covering paid and unpaid forms 
of work have been agreed globally.33 However, current data collection efforts still fall short of 
adequately capturing the economic and social value of unpaid care work on a wide scale.34 
Existing country-level estimates highlight the economic significance of unpaid household 
services, beyond their individual and social value.35 

Digital labour: A new form of “invisible” work

Technological change and digitalization are creating new forms of invisible work, such as 
“virtual labour” or “digital labour”. This work engages individuals in the gig economy or 
crowdsourcing activities, including, for example, as micro-taskers or virtual assistants and 
performing a variety of tasks that underlie social media activities. A common misperception 
is that algorithms and new technologies do the work supplied through these information 
and communication technology (ICT) channels. In fact, “invisible workers” – human labour 
behind the technology – perform much of this work.36 These workers are “invisible”, in 
the sense that their work has no dedicated location and their employment relationship is 
often not recognized. The extent to which virtual labour will come to represent a significant 
portion of the global labour force remains unclear. In addition, whether these forms of work 
will ultimately fall within the ambit of the employment relationship, become new types of 
informality or fail to fall within existing regulatory frameworks also remains uncertain. 

C. Work and well-being

Research on workers’ well-being has so far largely focused on physical safety and health at 
work (See also Chapter 1). Well-being in this respect, however, is a much broader concept. 
In particular, as the way we work is rapidly changing, there is urgency to develop a broader 
understanding of the factors affecting workers’ psychological health and ability to contribute 
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productively to their community – re-emphasized by the evidence above that a job brings 
much more value to the individual than just the income it generates. 

Safety and health at the workplace: Unresolved challenges   
and emerging risks and opportunities

Since its inception, the ILO has placed great emphasis on workplace safety, particularly by 
introducing an effective framework for successful management of safety and health challenges 
for all workers.37 Evidence shows that those countries which embraced this comprehensive 
approach with workers’ participation and effective welfare regimes have achieved greater 
levels of safety and health.38 In other countries, inspection systems that operate according to 
a coherent national policy have also had a positive effect on safety.39 

Nevertheless, occupational safety and health continues to pose a global challenge. According 
to the ILO, more than 7,600 people die each day as a result of work-related injuries and 
illnesses, totalling more than 2.7 million deaths per year.40 Annually, approximately 320 million 
on-the-job accidents occur, many of which result in extended absences from work.41 

Continued transformations in the world of work, especially those arising from new technologies, 
are both offering new opportunities to improve workplace safety and creating new risks. 
On the one hand, new technologies are making working environments safer as advanced 
robotics are keeping workers out of harm’s way in some traditional (often dangerous) machine 
processes. On the other hand, there is a large and growing array of hazardous chemicals, 
notably new and potentially hazardous materials related to nanotechnologies and new work 
processes.42

In addition, the transformations in the world of work call upon us to revisit the notion of 
well-being at work and expand it beyond just the physical attributes to include a number of 
relevant issues such as, but not limited to, the importance of a good “social” environment, 
reasonable workload and, as discussed above, the meaningfulness of work. This brings to 
the fore other risks, notably psychosocial risks, that are not necessarily new but they are 
associated – at least in part – with the changing nature of work.   

The meaning of work as revealed by increasing psychosocial risks 

Researchers have studied the psychosocial risks arising in the current workplace.43 These 
risks are becoming a more pervasive feature of work environments and are related to the 
growing problems of work insecurity (see section A) and work intensification.44 A number 
of studies have shown that a lack of job security, caused by restructuring, and contractual 
arrangements such as temporary and third-party contracts, may also give rise to psychosocial 
risks.45 For example, while recent technological advances, such as telework and ICT-mobile 
work (T/ICTM), create greater autonomy,46 they also appear to be associated with higher 
levels of work intensity, as they blur the boundaries between workplace and home, as well 
as time on and off the job. Given that temporary workers are often ineligible to join the trade 
union at their workplace,47 they tend to be in a weaker position to safeguard their own health 
and well-being. 
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Just as work affects well-being, so does the lack of work. Intermittent work – jobs interspersed 
with bouts of unemployment – can be especially damaging to worker well-being.48 Similarly, 
unemployment and underemployment have profound consequences for the well-being of 
workers and their families, as well as the communities in which they live. In-depth reviews 
on the relationship between unemployment and health have found strong, epidemiological 
evidence of a (positive) correlation between unemployment and many adverse health 
outcomes.49 

While the current knowledge of psychosocial risks has concentrated on industrialized countries, 
developing countries share these risks.50 Occupational safety and health (OSH) experts 
from developing countries have ranked psychosocial risks second after injury and accident 
prevention among workplace issues requiring urgent attention in developing countries.51 
Experts have pointed to the pressing need to more clearly understand the interaction of 
broader socio-economic issues on psychosocial risks, including poverty and violence, and 
also the effect of new but insecure industries and working arrangements that have emerged 
as a result of globalization and climate change (including international migration).52 

In this respect, a number of studies point to increased psychosocial risks associated with 
the evolving workplace and raise questions about how to ensure that all workers continue to 
derive meaning from their jobs.

Balancing work and family 

Work represents a significant share of one’s life but, historically, the way of dividing time 
between work, family and leisure has differed considerably across countries, depending on 
a range of factors, notably societal and cultural norms. Despite much progress in reducing 
working hours in the past century, working time remains a major challenge for workers in 
maintaining a healthy and balanced family life, especially in developing countries where 
working hours continue to be typically very long, often exceeding the weekly threshold 
of 48 hours specified in the ILO Hours of Work (Industry) Convention, 1919 (No. 1). In 
developed countries, recent years have seen significant slowdowns in working-hour reduction.

Interestingly, however, the evidence shows that, on average, people want to spend more time 
in paid jobs while also demonstrating a preference to spend more “time with family”. The 
recent ILO/Gallup survey found that balancing work and family is the biggest challenge for 
women in developed and emerging countries, and ranked as the second biggest challenge 
in developing countries.53 In addition, people want time for leisure, whether for individual, 
family or social reasons. Not surprisingly, people are increasingly faced with the difficult task 
of organizing their time to better balance their competing needs and demands, especially 
when work intensifies and is precarious.

In light of this, many have argued for a progressive reduction of normal hours of work for 
all workers, facilitating a more gender-neutral division of labour in the household, as well as 
promote more sustainable living.54 There is also an argument to help alleviate some of the 
responsibilities associated with care – which in all countries, whether rich or poor, are now 
integral to workers’ daily lives. It will be essential to design and implement leave policies that 
complement paid work and distribute care work more equitably between men and women.
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D. Effective social protection for the twenty-first century 

Strong and effective social protection policies, as well as others that address income and 
hours at work, can help alleviate many of the risks and insecurities in the current workplace, 
as well as supporting those who are not in the labour market, like children, persons unable 
to work or older persons. 

Opportunities and challenges to the extension of social protection 

As noted in Chapter 1, the world has achieved significant progress in expanding social protection. 
At present, 45 per cent of the population is effectively covered in at least one social protection 
area, yet only 29 per cent of the world’s workers enjoy comprehensive coverage in all social 
security areas.55 Even in countries where social protection systems are well-established, many 
workers are not covered or are inadequately covered, for a variety of reasons. 

In recent years, countries have improved their social protection systems, along with the concept 
of a social protection floor, embodied in the ILO Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 
2012 (No. 202), which guarantees at least a basic level of social security for all, including 
“basic income security” and access to essential health care. Contributory mechanisms (in 
which workers make a contribution that varies by income), and in particular social insurance, 
therefore play a key role in ensuring higher levels of protection and meeting the social security 
needs of many workers. Inevitably, contributory social insurance is linked to employment, 
either through an explicit link to economic activity as an employee or a self-employed 
person, or implicitly, on the assumption that contribution capacity equates to a certain level 
and regularity of income.56 For this reason, it is widely recognized that a combination of 
contributory and non-contributory elements is key to building a comprehensive social security 
system with a strong floor of social protection. 

Additional challenges remain. Cuts in social protection systems, in both the developed and 
developing world, in response to recent short-term austerity or fiscal consolidation pressures 
have affected the adequacy of benefits and increased the risks of poverty.57 Climate change 
may also diminish economic activity, thereby placing additional strain on social protection 
systems. Women are often over-represented in employment where social protection is often 
limited or not applicable. These challenges add to the long-standing difficulties of covering 
workers in the informal economy. 

Universal social protection and the debate on basic income

As a response to these challenges, some scholars and policy-makers have argued for the 
need to delink social protection from employment by creating a universal basic income that 
would provide a flat unconditional benefit to all citizens or residents of a country, regardless 
of income. Proponents argue that a sufficiently large benefit can eliminate absolute poverty, 
is easy to administer and less prone to leakage or corruption. By raising the reservation wage 
of workers, the benefit can also act as a deterrent against poor quality jobs, encouraging 
employers to improve pay and working conditions. The idea of universal basic income has 
received strong support among some experts.
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Basic income also attracts many critics.58 They argue that, in order to be effective, benefit 
levels will need to be sufficiently high. They also argue that they will be costly, difficult to 
implement and will displace spending on necessary health and other social services. Others 
fear that such a grant would deter individuals from working, that households with adequate 
income would receive an unnecessary benefit and that a universal basic income would not 
address the structural causes of poverty and inequality. 

The future of protection and welfare

The debate regarding universal basic income has just begun. While some communities are 
piloting a version of this scheme, there is limited information so far to evaluate its impact 
on individuals, inequality, social protection systems, economies and on work itself. Other 
innovative ways of providing social protection have also been proposed. For instance, some 
scholars have argued for the need to reconfigure unemployment insurance as “employment 
insurance” that would include a system of entitlements to training that would belong to the 
individual instead of the job.  This would support workers with the greatest need for continuing 
education, who often do not have the resources to pay for it themselves, particularly when 
accompanied by a period of unemployment, as well as workers in small- and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) who are less likely to benefit from employer-sponsored training.  



23

CHAPTER 3.

Decent jobs for all: Full employment 
and raising standards of living 

This chapter turns to the critical question of how to create decent jobs for all in the future 
when megatrends such as technological and demographic changes (Chapter 1) will affect 
labour demand and supply in a complex and profound way. The policies we implement to 
manage these processes will determine labour market and social outcomes, such as job 
quantity, job quality and income distribution and must be formulated accordingly. Chapter 3 
looks at new job dynamics and related policy issues.

A. What future for “full employment”?
Examining the future sources of job creation returns us to the issue of full employment, 
one of the ILO’s “solemn obligations” (Philadelphia Declaration, 1944), which the 2030 
Sustainable Development Agenda reiterates. In light of the rapidly changing context of the 
world of work elaborated on in the previous two chapters, questions are inevitably raised about 
the effectiveness and appropriateness of current policy setting and instruments. As recent 
experiences such as the global financial and economic crisis remind us, full employment 
cannot be achieved without “employment-friendly” macroeconomic policies. 

Challenging times for macro-economic policies for full employment

Recent years have seen an erosion of the effectiveness of prevailing macroeconomic policies, 
notably with regard to their ability to prevent the rise in unemployment and, in turn, provide 
a boost to job creation. In monetary policy, for instance, policies have shifted away from 
employment objectives towards price-related targets (e.g. inflation). At the same time, in 
the wake of the global financial and economic crisis, co-ordinated fiscal stimulus played a 
central role in limiting jobs losses, but subsequent fiscal consolidation efforts – despite the 
persistence of high unemployment and long-term unemployment in a number of countries – 
has limited the potential of additional public spending to boost economic activity (which has 
also affected adequacy of social protection coverage; see Chapter 2). In parallel, a number 
of reforms focused, in part, on fostering labour market flexibility with a view to enhancing 
economic growth and job creation, but with debatable outcomes on job quantity and job 
quality. There is widespread concern that these changes may reinforce conditions for secular 
stagnation, i.e. extended periods of low growth. 

Thus, there appears to be scope for more “employment-friendly” macro policies, but in 
developing these, there are two major factors which have only recently been recognized as 
important for the policy framework: financialization and inequality. 
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Financialization may intensify tensions in the world of work

Financialization – characterized by an increasing role of finance in economic activities – 
affects all three levels of the economy: industry, firm and workers (including their households). 
The financial industry is growing in terms of GDP and non-financial firms are relying more on 
the financial market. In some instances, this has meant that instead of allocating resources 
towards productive investment, firms have sought (potentially higher) returns through financial 
assets. Financialization is also observed widely at the household level as reflected in growing 
financial asset holdings, and has a global dimension including an increase in global financial 
flows as discussed in Chapter 1.

This global phenomenon, when not properly regulated, renders the economy and the labour 
market more volatile and vulnerable. It incentivizes short-term profits, often with serious 
distributional consequences and potential negative implications over the medium- to longer-
term with respect to employment creation, productivity and enterprise sustainability. 

Inequality is increasingly seen as a macroeconomic issue

Historically, inequality has largely been seen as a social and normative issue but is now 
increasingly recognized as an economic issue. There is growing evidence that excessive 
inequality negatively affects economic performance in various ways.59 First, high and rising 
levels of inequality may trigger waves of political instability, which tends to translate into 
economic uncertainty; in turn, this discourages investment and job creation. Second, high 
inequality can lead to public resistance to pro-growth policies such as trade and technology. 
Third, income inequality can also depress consumption and weaken aggregate demand. 
Finally, inequality can lead to high levels of debt and to greater financial instability as people 
take on greater risk.60 In fact, some argue that this was a key factor behind the global 
financial and economic crisis.61 

B. Technological changes and jobs: Risk or opportunity?

New waves of technological changes and job quantity: The policy context

Studies about net job creation or destruction in the context of technological changes are 
important because they provide information and insights into the changing nature of work. 
The ILO is no stranger to the debate about whether technological change will bring about 
job destruction or creation. Having launched the debate on “automation” when the term was 
coined in the 1950s, the ILO continued to revisit the issue throughout the remainder of the 
twentieth century. Overall, pessimistic scenarios turned out to be overstated, at least in terms 
of employment levels, although that did not prevent new forms of “techno-pessimism” from 
emerging. Yet, as noted in Chapter 1, the specific disruptions created by the current wave of 
technological change may yield different and unintended consequences, especially regarding 
the distribution of the “technological dividend”. Therefore, the question is whether this time 
is different. 



25

Chapter 3. Decent jobs for all: Full employment and raising standards of living

What recent studies say about technology and job quantity 

Some studies expect more than half of all current jobs to either change significantly or 
disappear entirely (see table 3.1). This is partially a result of the nature of technological 
change in computing, mechanics and biochemistry, where a much larger range of tasks is 
seen to be under threat when compared to previous waves of technological change. 

Table 3.1. Estimates of employment impacts of technology

Organization Estimates

University of Oxford 47% of workers in America at high risk of having jobs replaced by automation

PricewaterhouseCoopers 38% of jobs in US, 30% of jobs in UK, 21% in Japan and 35% in Germany  
at risk of automation

ILO (Chang and Huynh) ASEAN-5: 56% of jobs at risk of automation in next 20 years

McKinsey 60% of all occupations have at least 30% technically automatable activities

OECD OECD average: 9% of jobs at high risk. Low risk of complete automation but an 
important share (between 50 and 70%) of automatable tasks at risk

Roland Berger Western Europe: 8.3 million jobs lost in industry against 10 million new jobs 
created in services by 2035

World Bank Two-thirds of all jobs in developing countries are susceptible to automation

Source: Various studies.62

Great care, however, should be taken in interpreting these estimates, since many of the 
studies look at the probability that a job could be automated, not the probability that it 
(or the tasks therein) will be automated.63 In light of the significant financial cost often 
associated with adopting and implementing advanced technologies, the difference between 
“could be” and “will be” is likely to be substantial, especially in developing countries. In 
addition, the destruction of certain specific tasks within a job does not necessarily mean that 
the whole job will disappear; it will simply require workers to adapt to new work environments 
where they co-work alongside (smart) machines and robots (“co-bots”).64 In short, some of 
the current estimates of “technological unemployment” may be overblown. 

A more balanced approach should also consider the potential of job creation through 
technological changes. For instance, income and productivity gains from current technological 
improvements will lead to additional demand for existing goods and services or demand for 
entirely new ones, giving rise to previously unknown occupations (e.g. social media manager).65 
In the absence of policies to help shape the outcomes, the result of these opposing effects 
(i.e. substitution/job replacement vs job creation resulting from productivity and income) will 
eventually determine the final outcome of aggregate employment levels. 

Sharing “technological dividends”: Job quality and distributional considerations

Regardless of the overall impact on jobs, technological change will not affect all individuals 
equally. Already we observe job polarization, as jobs in both low- and high-skilled occupations 
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have increased, while this is not the case with middle-skilled routine occupations, at least in 
developed countries. Studies on robotization show that the risk of job loss is high for routine 
and manual jobs, including potentially in some service industries. In the absence of adequate 
opportunities to acquire new relevant skills, many of those who are at risk of job loss may 
be forced to take lower skilled and lower paying jobs, putting further downward pressure on 
pay in the low-wage sector.66 This could also give rise to precarious forms of employment 
increasing alongside long-term unemployment.67 

Sharing of technological dividends from the current and future waves of innovation has become 
a major issue. In this respect it is worth noting the differences in access to technology, both 
within and across countries, e.g. variations by income grouping, between rural and urban 
areas, gender, by age groups and even between sectors. For example, the digital economy 
generates substantial gains in productivity and profits from larger, global markets,68 but the 
technological dividends generated in the digital sectors have – so far – not spilled over to 
the rest of the economy, and thus risk deepening some of the prevailing inequalities, notably 
between capital and labour.69 Together with the broader macro-economic context, these 
changes raise concerns about how productivity gains from new forms of technology, such as 
robotization and artificial intelligence, will be shared. 

Technology change: Adjustment costs for individuals,   
firms and regions can be high

Reallocating jobs involves moving people (to the extent feasible or desirable) and resources 
across the economy, including between firms, sectors and locations. Evidence from the past 
suggests that, if this is not managed properly and in a timely manner, such adjustment 
processes can lead to increases in firm closures, skills mismatch and unemployment, with 
widening spatial inequalities (sometimes large), particularly the divide between rural and 
urban areas (and often with significant political consequences).70 

In short, the real challenge of technological change is therefore how to support firms in this 
transition and facilitate workers moving (both spatially and in terms of competencies) from 
old to new jobs and how to share productivity gains equitably.71

Skills for the future 

While, to date, there has been evidence of job polarization in terms of skills, increasingly 
robots and computers are “learning” skills and mastering competences – at a faster pace 
than before – that were previously thought to be the unique realm of human accomplishment. 
Indeed, technological change and current shifts in occupational patterns are transforming the 
need for skills. What skills will workers need and how will they acquire them? Cognitive abilities 
and complex problem-solving skills are increasingly becoming more important than physical 
strength or even technical skills.72 This shift away from skills and towards competencies 
requires well-tuned training and educational institutions that are informed by the views of the 
social partners, including facilitating the school-to-work transition, and promoting continuous 
upgrading of skills and competencies across the occupational spectrum. At the same time, 
however, shifts in the employment relationship towards more temporary, less secure jobs raise 
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questions about how best to implement policies to ensure that individuals get the support to 
acquire the right skills and competences throughout their working life (see also Chapter 4).73 
Policies targeted at women and youth in agriculture, a sector which possesses enormous 
untapped potential for job creation and livelihood alternatives can contribute significantly to 
the narrowing of inequality between rural and urban areas.

C. Potential for new jobs?

The success of these investments in education and skills will depend, foremost, on the 
availability of jobs for which workers are trained. Where will the new jobs come from? 

Traditionally, manufacturing was seen as the engine of growth and job creation through 
spillovers to the rest of the economy. However, in recent decades, its relative importance in 
employment in developed countries has been declining – the phenomenon which is often 
dubbed the “factory-free economy”.74 Current advancements in technology mean that, 
even if manufacturing’s value-added continues to expand, fewer workers are likely to find 
employment on the shop floor. This trend will probably continue in the near future.75 

At the same time, these technological transformations are likely to bring down costs in 
the provision of services, making them more accessible to a larger group of consumers. 
In addition, ageing populations, the rise of the global middle class and changes in life 
styles, and improvements in the participation of women in the world of work continue to 
generate growing demand for services, especially in the care economy – although, as noted 
in Chapter 2, pervasive gender stereotypes perpetuate significant decent work deficits in this 
sector and most care work continues to be unpaid, preventing the development of a larger, 
diversified care services market. As a result, most global employment growth is likely to 
come from service industries over the coming years (figure 3.1). In addition, the construction 
industry is anticipated to provide a large number of additional jobs up to 2020. 

The changing landscape for job creation in the future offers an opportunity for the developing 
world but, at the same time, poses additional challenges to development policies. Reducing 
technological gaps is a persistent challenge for developing countries. Basic deficits in housing, 
infrastructure, education, reliance on the informal economy (see Chapter 4) and substantial 
decent work deficits in agriculture in much of the developing world create a far different role 
for technology than in the majority of emerging and developed countries. And the weakening 
job-creation capacity of manufacturing has implications for the conventional approach, 
which tends to emphasize the strategic importance of that sector as a critical source of 
both economic growth and employment. Current global policy environments, such as trade 
and foreign direct investment flows, add another dimension of uncertainty to development 
policies. The shift to a greener economy is already creating employment opportunities across 
a number of sectors and more ambitious strategies in this regard could result in even more 
job gains by stimulating new investments.76

Our ability to address these challenges will, in many respects, determine whether we create 
a future of work that provides sustainable and inclusive growth for the world’s workers and 
closes the inequality gap.
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Scope for an integrative policy framework for full and productive employment

Current macro-economic and technological trends pose significant challenges for achieving 
full and productive employment and decent work for all. The discussion in this chapter 
shows that an integrative framework that creates the enabling conditions for strong growth, 
together with policies that support workers and firms to transition and adjust to new areas of 
activity, is necessary. Education and skills policies are of central importance in this respect. 
The discussion also highlights the fact that targeting growth will not be sufficient if trends in 
inequality and financialization are not reversed.
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Figure 3.1. Projected global employment growth in services (2015–2020) 



29

CHAPTER 4.

The organization of work and production:  
“Labour is not a commodity”

For nearly a century, the ILO has championed work that embodies the criteria enunciated 
in its Constitution and the Declaration of Philadelphia, based on the bedrock principle that 
“labour is not a commodity”. The world of work, as discussed in the previous chapters, 
has undergone profound changes in the past several decades. Yet, in many emerging and 
developing countries, informal employment persists and remains widespread (see Chapter 1). 
In addition, the structure of contemporary enterprises differs vastly from the vertically 
integrated, nationally based and focused firms of an earlier era of capitalism. This has had 
profound implications for the nature of work itself and has raised questions about the quality 
of employment. Ongoing changes in work and production have led to an increased incidence 
of various forms of “non-standard employment” (NSE) that in some cases lack some or all of 
the protections typically afforded to workers in standard employment. 

Acknowledging that the organization of work has changed and with the advent of new 
technological developments, are new approaches needed to facilitate the transition from 
informal to formal employment? As the production of goods and services becomes increasingly 
fragmented, how do we ensure the continued promotion of and protection of decent work? 
What are the potential policy responses to address the challenges associated with some NSE 
and ensure that all workers are afforded the same rights and benefits? This chapter examines 
the critical and complex issues raised by the growing diversity of employment forms and the 
insecurities this may bring in the context of the continuing mandate of the ILO. 

A. Informal employment in the future
Informal employment persists as a main feature of the labour market in many emerging and 
developing countries. The world has seen steady progress in the transition from informality 
to formality, but at an unacceptably slow pace.77 A key question for policy makers and 
constituents is if, and in which manner, the changing nature of work will affect the transition 
from informal to formal employment and what new approaches may be needed to address 
this challenge. The success of promoting this transition holds the key to addressing decent 
work deficits in emerging and developing countries.
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What are the challenges for enterprises and workers  
in the informal economy? 

A striking feature of informality is its sheer diversity. Informal work includes, for example, 
subsistence farming and survivalist waste picking; it also includes informal work in the formal 
sector, such as informal wage labour or home-based work. 

These different types of informal work occur outside of the framework of labour and social 
security laws.  Without the protections that laws and regulations covering minimum wages, 
hours of work, social protection, collective bargaining, occupational safety and health, for 
example, informal workers are deprived of the benefits of economic development. 

Enterprises operating in the informal economy also contend with a lack of fair and enforceable 
rules. They suffer from weak property rights regimes and are often unable to access public 
services or formal sources of credit that would help them to grow and become more productive. 
Informal enterprises face additional challenges, including ease of entry into the formal sector 
and high levels of competition. 

Formalizing the informal economy: Prospects for the future

The deficits described above for both workers and enterprises demonstrate the importance 
of including informal workers within the scope of labour and social security laws, as well 
as establishing and promoting an enabling environment for sustainable enterprises.  In this 
respect, the Transition from the Informal to the Formal Economy Recommendation, 2015 
(No. 204) lays out a comprehensive policy framework to address these challenges. 

The past few decades have been characterized by robust economic growth rates in emerging 
and developing countries alongside a persistent and high incidence of informality. This 
suggests that economic growth strategies alone will not be enough to address the challenges 
of informality. This notion is particularly relevant against the backdrop of emerging evidence 
that indicates the persistence of lower economic growth prospects than before. 

Technology, demography, and climate change – three of the emerging drivers in the world 
of work – will help shape new approaches to addressing informality on a sustainable basis. 
Climate change continues to pose challenges for agricultural livelihoods in the developing 
world, where the prevalence of informal employment is the highest. Unlike in many developed 
countries, the youth population will continue to grow in most developing countries, which, in 
the absence of strong job growth and employment-friendly approaches to development, may 
add increased pressure to resort to informality. In this context, whether technology can be 
harnessed for inclusive growth has become an urgent question.

B. The organization of work within global supply chains 

In recent decades, international trade and the production and distribution of goods (and 
services) has become increasingly dominated by global supply chains (GSCs). GSCs operate 



31

Chapter 4. The organization of work and production: “Labour is not a commodity”

across many sectors of the economy, including (but not limited to) textile, clothing, retail, 
footwear, automotive, food and agriculture, seafood, fisheries, electronics, construction, 
tourism and hospitality, horticulture and transport.78

GSCs have had a positive impact on job creation, particularly in light of demographic changes 
such as ageing, urbanization, population growth and the increase in women’s participation 
in the labour market. For instance, GSCs are estimated to account for 450 million jobs 
worldwide (see Chapter 1).79 Participation in GSCs also increases people’s chances of getting 
a foothold in the world of formal work and their ability to support themselves and their 
families.80 GSCs have also boosted entrepreneurship and economic growth via technological 
transfers and the adoption of new production practices.81

The effects of this dispersed organization in supply chains can be straightforward but, for 
most products, chains are complex, involving the supply of inputs, their production and their 
distribution throughout the world. Sourcing and production in this manner can have important 
implications for work, work quality, governance and income distribution. In particular, in 
some instances it has led to concerns regarding OSH, wages and working time as well 
as challenges associated with ensuring labour rights, notably freedom of association and 
collective bargaining. Firms that source their goods from entities along the supply chain do not 
necessarily employ the workers in those enterprises. Thus, they have no legal responsibility 
for labour violations that may occur in those entities, despite the fact that their sourcing 
practices have significant impact throughout the chain.

With respect to distribution and potential implications for development, it is worth noting 
that, in some GSCs, the gains or profits are captured by firms responsible for the design 
and marketing of the product. Apple’s iPhone is a case in point (figure 4.1). For the Apple 
iPhone 4, an assembler in China received only 1 per cent of the US$600 retail price (US$6), 
whereas Apple captured nearly half of the product’s value ($270). Materials used in the 
manufacture of the iPhone were sourced from throughout the globe.

Governments may have limited capacity to effectively monitor and enforce compliance with 
laws and regulations. Businesses themselves have long adhered to corporate codes of conduct 
governing labour and human rights in the enterprises from which they source. These often 
include auditing regimes to verify compliance by their contractors, as well as best practice 
sharing, complaints mechanisms, peer learning, guidance and capacity building. Numerous 
empirical studies have analysed such private compliance initiatives. The UN – by endorsing 
the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) – has created a framework 
to address the role of businesses in dealing with human rights abuses that may occur in their 
operations.82  

Whether or not GSCs continue to dominate global production and remain a key engine of 
development is not yet known. However, if competition along GSCs grows, sourcing practices 
will continue to affect enterprises and workers in various ways. This has enormous implications 
for poverty, inequality and sustainability, and therefore remains an area to which policy-
makers, along with the social partners, should pay particular attention. 
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C. Diversification of the employment relationship 
The “standard employment relationship”, i.e. full-time work understood to be indefinite 
employment in a subordinate employment relationship, while still the most common form of 
salaried employment in developed countries, has nonetheless lost ground over the past few 
decades, in both developed and developing countries, to “non-standard employment” (NSE), 
as firms have restructured their organizational and management practices, not only to deal 
with the challenges of globalization, but also to respond to regulatory changes and gaps as 
well as demands from workers for more flexible arrangements. Non-standard employment 
is a grouping of employment arrangements that deviates from standard employment 
and includes temporary employment, part-time work, temporary agency work and other 
multiparty employment relationships, disguised employment relationships and dependent 
self-employment.83 The regulatory context in a particular country often determines which 
form of NSE predominates (see also Chapter 1). 

Of notable concern is the advent of “on-call” work, including “zero-hours” contracts (with 
no guaranteed minimum hours) and the “gig economy”, although limited data exists on the 
extent of these and other forms of NSE. The limited data on temporary agency work shows 
that it can range from 1 to 6 per cent of wage employment, but these figures do not include 
other forms of labour contracting, which can be widespread. In the United Kingdom, in the 
last quarter of 2016, there were 905,000 individuals with zero-hours contracts, representing 
2.8 per cent of all people in employment.84

Although the “gig” or “platform economy” comprises a small proportion of the labour force 
– in the United States, different estimates place it at around 0.5 per cent – it is growing. 
The gig economy comprises two types of work: “crowdwork” and “work on-demand via 
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apps”. Crowdwork is performed remotely on online platforms. It emerged with the growth 
of the Internet and the need to have human input into a range of tasks for the smooth 
functioning of web-based industries. It grew also because it is a form of work organization 
that allows the parcelling of jobs into discrete tasks, thus providing significant cost savings 
and the ability to improve service delivery. These tasks can include computer programming, 
data analysis and graphics as well as clerical “micro-tasks”. Workers can perform the tasks 
from anywhere in the world, depending on the decisions of those who control the platform 
and as long as they have a reliable Internet connection. “Work on-demand via apps” is work 
that is performed locally involving services such as transport, cleaning and running errands, 
channelled through apps designed and managed by companies that set standards of service 
for the workforce. 

Despite its relatively small size, the platform economy has received considerable media 
attention because of the controversy around the legal framework in which individuals in these 
employment relationships perform their work. For the most part, platforms have classified 
their workers as “independent contractors” or self-employed, which means that in some cases 
they fall outside the legal requirements governing the employment relationship. Consequently, 
a number of high-profile court cases regarding the legal classification of workers in the gig 
economy have taken place, but the issue remains unresolved. At the same time, some have 
argued for the creation of a new type of employment relationship for workers in the gig 
economy, sometimes called “dependent contractor” or “independent worker”, with some, but 
not all, of the rights of the traditional employee.85 

Implications for workers, firms and society

The growth of NSE raises a number of concerns with respect to job quality and job security 
(table 4.1). Productivity may also fall if significant parts of the workforce are in non-standard 
arrangements. In addition, what may be desirable and beneficial for the individual worker or 
enterprise in the short term can have negative consequences at the more aggregate level in 
the longer term. 

Workers who voluntarily choose to be in non-standard arrangements, such as those who work 
part-time in order to combine paid work with unpaid care activities or who prefer a temporary 
contract because they are only available for work for a short period of time, typically have a 
more positive reaction to these types of work arrangements than those who resort to NSE 
because they cannot find standard employment. Flexible working arrangements can facilitate 
the labour market participation of many workers, including those with care responsibilities 
and, as such, can be a particularly effective tool for encouraging women to join the workforce. 

Workers also fare better in these jobs when national legislation stipulates and enforces equal 
treatment among contractual forms, assures that workers receive employment and related 
social security benefits on a pro-rata basis, and assigns joint and several liability when there 
are multiple parties in the employment arrangement. As a result, some workers in the gig 
economy can face many of the same challenges (see box 4.1). 

In addition, NSE can have wider implications for society at large. Widespread use of NSE 
may lead to greater volatility in employment with consequences for social and economic 



Future of Work  Inception Report for the Global Commission on the Future of Work

34

Box 4.1. Potential risks of the gig economy: A case study

In November and December 2015, the ILO conducted a survey of 1,100 workers on two leading micro-task platforms to learn about 
their employment patterns, work histories and financial security. 

While the workers generally appreciated the ability to work from home, many expressed their dissatisfaction over low pay and insuf-
ficient work. Part of the low hourly earnings stemmed from time spent looking for more work on the platform or from taking unpaid 
qualification tests to qualify for work when it became available. Indeed, for every hour of paid work, workers averaged 18 minutes of 
unpaid work, driving down average earnings.

Worker pay was also compromised by the lack of protections regulating this form of work due to the fact that they are, for the most 
part, classified as independent contractors. This means there is no floor protecting wages, allowing earnings to fall below the mini-
mum wage of many of the countries where the workers lived. Moreover, there are no paid breaks or periods of leave, and workers 
bear all the costs of social security contributions, or risk not being covered by social security in the event of disability, job loss or 
retirement. 

As employment in the gig economy is likely to expand in the years to come, there is a growing need for policies, including regulatory 
responses, not only to ensure decent work, but also to minimize any negative societal effects resulting from the lack of employment 
and income security and social protection. 

Source: ILO, 2016b.86

Table 4.1. Potential challenges of NSE for workers

Employment 
security

Transitions from temporary to permanent employment are limited, typically ranging  
from a yearly rate of under 10 per cent to around 50 per cent. The greater the incidence 
of temporary employment in the country, the greater the likelihood that workers will 
transit between NSE and unemployment, with the possibility of transitioning to better 
jobs being less likely.

Earnings The risk of substantial wage penalties relative to comparable standard workers.  
For temporary employment, studies indicate that wage penalties can reach up to 30 per 
cent. Part-time employment is associated with wage penalties in Europe and the United 
States, but in Latin America, where it is less widespread and mainly used by higher 
skilled workers, there is evidence of wage premiums among salaried employees.

Hours Workers in on-call employment and casual arrangements typically have limited control 
over when they work, with implications for work–life balance, but also for income 
security, given that pay is uncertain. Variable schedules also makes it difficult to take 
on a second job. 

Occupational 
safety and 
health (OSH)

Significant OSH risks due to a combination of poor induction, training and supervision, 
communication breakdowns (especially in multi-party employment arrangements) and 
fractured or disputed legal obligations. Injury rates are higher among workers in NSE.

Social security Some categories of workers may be excluded by law from social security coverage 
altogether, or they may not reach minimum thresholds with respect to the duration  
of employment, working time or earnings. Even when they are formally protected, lack of 
continuity in employment and short working hours may result in inadequate coverage  
or limited benefits during unemployment and retirement.

Training Workers in NSE are less likely to receive on-the-job training, which can have negative 
repercussions on career development, especially for young workers. 

Representation 
and other 
fundamental 
rights at work

Workers in NSE may lack access to freedom of association and collective bargaining 
rights either for legal reasons or because of their more tenuous attachment to the 
workplace. They may also face other violations of their fundamental rights at work, 
including discrimination and forced labour.
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stability. Research shows that temporary and on-call workers have more difficulty getting 
access to credit and housing.87

Studies also show that firms which rely heavily on NSE tend to shift their human resource 
strategies away from training and development of in-house employees towards identifying the 
skills sets they can acquire from the market. There is evidence that firms which make greater 
use of NSE tend to underinvest in training, for both temporary and permanent employees, as 
well as in productivity-enhancing technologies and innovation.88 Thus, over-reliance on NSE 
can lead to a gradual erosion of firm-specific skills within the organization, limiting its ability 
to respond to changing market demand. 

This issue could become particularly acute as firms and workers try to adapt to the jobs of 
the future. Research shows that technology will require jobs that stress collaborative and 
problem-solving skills. Policy-makers will need to ensure that enterprises and workers have 
the tools necessary to harness the benefits of technology for sustainable and inclusive growth.

Finally, if changes in the organization of production and work continue to lead to a 
diversification of employment forms, a comprehensive policy response will be needed to 
ensure the promotion of decent work and equality treatment for all workers.
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CHAPTER 5.

The governance of work

Governance occupies a central role in the world of work through laws and regulations, 
employment contracts, collective agreements, international labour standards, labour market 
policies, voluntary codes of conduct and other corporate social responsibility efforts. In each 
of these areas, governments, along with employers’ and workers’ organizations, play a key 
role in governance. Confronted with the profound changes in the world of work outlined in 
this report, the governance of work faces unprecedented challenges at the global, national 
and transnational levels. 

Are existing institutions and tools fit for purpose to address the challenges of the future? 
What is the role of the state in shaping the future of work? What are the challenges that 
governments and employers’ and workers’ organizations face, individually and collectively? 
How will states, employers and workers collaborate to design and implement institutions 
and tools for the governance of work in the future? What role will voluntary private forms of 
self-regulation play? How will employers and workers organize collectively, and how will their 
forms of collective organization ensure legitimate representation in collaborative processes? 
How could the governance of work at the transnational level be enhanced? Should new 
institutions and instruments emerge in this respect? This chapter addresses these issues.

A. Governance of work: The state, employers and workers

Across the world today the state, employers’ organizations and trade unions face pressures 
for change. These pressures differ, but they all create strains on the model of governance that 
has prevailed for over a century. 

The state and the governance of work

Some of the challenges to the governance of work reflect policy choices by states. Over 
many decades and in many situations, arguments for deregulation of labour markets and 
structural reforms have prevailed. This has taken place in a context of intensified economic 
competition induced by globalization that is putting pressure on labour and social protection 
legislation as well as on labour market institutions. In some cases, structural adjustment 
programmes supported by international financial institutions have demanded deregulation. 
In others, governments deregulated labour markets as part of wider deregulatory platforms. 
Early in the twenty-first century, efforts to quantify and compare the impact of different 
labour regulatory regimes led to assertions that “light” regulation is associated with economic 
growth, prompting government action consistent with that view.89 More recently, a number of 
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countries pursued vigorous deregulation of labour markets as part of a package of austerity 
policies and fiscal consolidation following the global financial and economic crisis. These 
policies include changes to legal frameworks for collective bargaining (e.g. raising thresholds 
for collective bargaining representativeness and promoting firm-level bargaining in addition 
to – or sometimes as a preferred option to – sectoral collective bargaining systems).

The role of the state in the governance of work faces other challenges. Many states are 
encountering severe resource deficits. Others suffer from democratic deficits or challenges 
regarding the labour administration system and some governments lack the political will to 
engage in collaborative governance of work. 

From an international law and international relations perspective, the governance of work has 
also become more complicated as an increasing number of cross-border organizations adopt 
standards that are not always in line with international human and labour rights instruments. 
Additionally, the current state of international labour standards does not always fully respond 
to the challenge of how to reach all workers, regardless of their contractual situation. New 
international and regional norms overlap and in some cases conflict with each other, and may 
raise questions of consistency with existing national governance. 

Labour standards also feature in systems of private governance (such as corporate codes of 
conduct), many of which have emerged with the evolution and growth of GSCs.90 This has 
been accompanied by the proliferation of non-judicial complaint and redress mechanisms. 
The co-existence and sometime interaction of private and public governance of labour 
standards give rise to many questions about the effectiveness of such dual systems. 

International trade and increased globalization, including through supply chains, have also 
combined to create space for single actors to exercise significant power over work in multiple 
and often distant jurisdictions (Chapters 3 and 4). A single multinational enterprise (MNE), 
for example, through orders for production in low-income countries, might account for an 
identifiable proportion of that country’s GDP – and probably an identifiable and perhaps 
significant proportion of formal employment. The actions and decisions of such actors have 
a considerable effect on the governance of work, and yet may well occur beyond the reach of 
effective state governance.

Change and evolution in employer and worker organizations

Membership in trade unions has been waning over the past two decades. Between 2005 
and 2015, trade union density, which measures trade union membership as a proportion of 
all employees, has fallen steadily in many parts of the world, although it remained stable in 
some countries – particularly those with union-administered unemployment insurance – and 
increased in a few countries (e.g. Chile, Denmark, Norway and Uruguay).91

Many reasons account for the decline in membership and density, including structural 
changes in the economy (e.g. the decline in manufacturing employment), disruptive employer 
attacks on unions, demographic changes, increasing unemployment, reforms to labour market 
governance and the rising share of non-standard forms of employment. There are questions 
regarding whether the current model of trade unionism which emerged during the Ford, 
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assembly-line production era of the early twentieth century is fit for purpose in the context 
of the platform economy. 

Despite these falls in membership, trade unions remain the largest membership-based 
organizations worldwide and continue to be the most important form of voice for millions of 
workers. In many countries, trade union membership remains many times higher than political 
party membership.92 Globally, the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) represents 
181 million workers. And, importantly, workers’ demand for unions is strong: studies and 
surveys highlight the unmet demand for union voice in different parts of the world.93

Trends in employers’ organizations present a mixed picture. Employers’ organizations have 
traditionally sought to organize and advance the collective interests of employers in the 
labour market, alongside trade associations which organize the interests that business has in 
other markets. Although relevant data and analysis are rather limited, there are indications 
that, overall, membership in employers’ organizations has remained more or less stable.94 

Employers’ and business organizations face a number of other challenges. The heterogeneity 
of enterprises, including small, medium-sized and multinational enterprises, makes it 
challenging to articulate a cohesive business voice. In some regions, SMEs remain the weakest 
associational representation.95 MNEs have, in some instances, chosen to influence national 
policy and regulatory strategies directly – whether at home or in other countries – rather 
than through collective forms of interest representation. While the institutional context of 
multi-employer bargaining and/or extension of collective agreements sustained membership 
strength in some countries,96 the erosion of collective bargaining resulted in a change in 
this “logic” for collective action. Some employers became reluctant to join an employers’ 
organization where membership meant that they would be bound by the terms of a collective 
agreement that would otherwise not apply to them. 

Economic change and globalization do not appear to have undermined the capacity of 
employers’ organizations to attract members. The reasons vary and are related to the adaptive 
strategies of employers’ and business associations as they assess alternative organizational 
forms, links with members and the provision of services.97

Regulating work through collective bargaining

There have also been profound changes in the role of collective agreements. First, bargaining 
coverage – which measures the proportion of workers whose working conditions are governed 
by collective agreements – has declined in many countries, especially since the global 
financial and economic crisis (figure 5.1).

The extent of the fall in coverage has been particularly large in some countries, especially 
the crisis-ridden European countries receiving international financial assistance. Yet other 
countries have supported inclusive collective bargaining through a range of policy measures, 
leading to expanded coverage of collective agreements. The growing decentralization of 
collective bargaining across different systems underlies these trends. These two contrasting 
cases show that the sharp decline in collective bargaining coverage was not the direct result 
of employer resistance to collective bargaining or declining membership in unions – although 
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neither factor helped the situation – but rather the result of policy-induced changes reversing 
government support for collective bargaining.98

Looking ahead, the higher diversity of working arrangements, shifts in corporate governance 
strategies and the emergence of global production networks all present challenges for organized 
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labour relations and collective bargaining. Moreover, in many countries work in the informal 
economy still falls outside the purview of formal industrial relations institutions altogether. 

B. Innovation in governance and in labour regulation 

The future of work will be shaped by our tools of governance as well as the processes by which 
these are designed. It will require innovation in governance and harnessing the potential 
complementarities between different forms of governance. At an international level, it will 
require significant efforts to shape a new global consensus on the governance of work with 
a view to ensuring policy coherence within the multilateral system – the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Agenda constitute an important opportunity in this respect. It will also require 
the review and updating of international labour standards to ensure their continued relevance. 

Innovation in the governance of work 

The practice and theory of governance are evolving across all areas of policy. Recent 
developments show the importance of encouraging actors at different levels to try new ways 
of addressing policy challenges, to share the outcomes, and then to determine collaboratively 
how to draw on the lessons and to proceed.99

Although the state remains the central and essential actor in ensuring governance, new 
forms of governance emphasize the value of public participation as a democratic practice.100 
However, these new models of participation must begin with a normative, rights-based 
approach in order to achieve effective outcomes. 

A critical issue is whether the process empowers those who are otherwise excluded, allowing 
them to influence the design and implementation of policy.101 A related issue is the respective 
roles of public and private forms of governance. A growing empirical literature suggests 
that, with careful design, private governance can play a positive role in contributing to the 
reinforcement of public governance institutions and outcomes. 

At the national level, the governance of work has long mirrored the ILO’s global model, 
functioning as a collaboration between states, and representatives of employers and workers. 
This long history provides a basis for innovations in the governance of work, especially in respect 
of promoting workplace compliance through labour inspection. This capacity for change has 
become increasingly important as the workplace has evolved. In Indonesia, for example, the 
government is increasing its capacity to promote compliance with the establishment of its 
Labour Norms Cadres initiative. Enterprises are required to have a member of staff who acts 
as an in-house expert on the national legal framework. One of their functions will be to guide 
a self-assessment of compliance, which will then be verified by the labour inspectorate. In 
Brazil, the interaction between the association of leading apparel retailers (ABVTEX) and the 
labour inspectorate has led to complementary monitoring arrangements, and an expansion of 
the influence of the labour inspectorate to the lower tiers of the apparel value chain.102 

Innovation in the governance of work also touches other areas of policy, at both the international 
and national level. National monitoring committees have been established in some countries 
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to encourage national actors to resolve labour disputes in the context of GSCs (e.g. Colombia). 
International framework agreements signed by multinational corporations and Global Union 
Federations, albeit still limited in numbers and falling short of being enforceable, reinforce 
(not replace) both protective and participatory standards at the country level. Some states 
have taken steps to better align and integrate protective and participatory standards in labour 
market policies. Current examples include the introduction of a new statutory minimum 
wage in both Germany (2015) and South Africa (2017) alongside measures to strengthen 
collective bargaining. 

C. The future of social dialogue and tripartism

The future of the governance of work will also be determined by the future of industrial 
relations, social dialogue and tripartism. However, employers’ and workers’ organizations have 
been under growing pressure at a time when governance requires ever-stronger participation 
and regulatory innovation. As result, the effectiveness and legitimacy of these organizations 
and of social dialogue in the governance of work will depend on their capacity, first, to 
elicit participation in the generation and sharing of the “fruits of economic progress”,103 and 
second, to credibly represent the interests of employers or workers. “If the representative 
legitimacy of the partners to engage in social dialogue is called seriously into question, the 
place of tripartism as a keystone of governance will be too.”104 

Employers’ organizations and trade unions

While some global trends are worrying, there are also “green shoots”. New ways of organizing 
workers are emerging in a range of employment contexts, including the gig and informal 
economies. These developments highlight the importance of alliances with other actors, and 
of new sources of power.

First, at the micro level, new initiatives and organizational forms are emerging which are 
drawing on new sources of power. Workers’ centres in the United States are local NGOs 
which organize low-wage vulnerable workers (e.g. migrant workers) largely in communities 
and not primarily at the workplace. These established institutions offer a mix of advocacy and 
services. There are new organizations of informal workers, such as the South African Informal 
Traders Alliance (SAITA) that was launched to give voice to street traders in response to the 
growing numbers of self-employed workers on the streets of South Africa’s cities.105 They draw 
on new sources of power or “symbolic leverage” (moral power) to argue for the need to restore 
dignity and deliver social justice to economically marginalized workers. They organize at the 
community level, appealing to “citizenship” rather than labour rights.106 These organizations 
are transient and continually evolving and best described as a “workers’ aggregation” rather 
than a trade union.107 While there is clearly still an appetite for organization and collective 
action, these initiatives remain diffuse and limited in scope.

Second, experimentation with different organizational forms is prevalent in the gig economy. 
A range of organizational strategies and types of collective action is emerging, including the 
formation of new unions for gig workers that rely on community-based organizing strategies 
(box 5.1).108
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Third, there is evidence of union renewal, and of unions reaching out beyond their core 
constituencies to organize and represent the economically and socially marginalized.110 This 
version of renewal emphasizes the need for trade unions to gain inspiration from a “sword 
of justice” viewpoint, turning (or returning) to a conception of organizations campaigning for 
rights and contesting inequality and insecurity. This approach requires cooperation between 
trade unions and other social movements that may not have engaged previously. There is 
clearly a need to reconstruct social solidarities – in the plural – if governance is to be effective 
in addressing inequality through inclusive regulatory strategies.

Turning to employers’ and business organizations, expectations about the role of business in 
society and the need for ongoing support for SMEs, which in many countries account for a 
significant share of work and employment, reinforce the importance of ensuring a cohesive 
employers’ voice. In Western Europe, employers’ organizations and business associations 
are adapting their organizational structure as well as their activities to the changing needs 
of business.111 A similar adaptation is under way in other parts of the world. This includes 
the rationalization of membership through mergers with trade associations and the creation 
of “dual associations”, and functional adaptations, reorienting from narrow labour market 
governance to broader policy advocacy for an enabling business environment and offering a 
range of business services.112 A number of organizations, such as the New Zealand Business 
Association, have opened up new categories of membership to accommodate heterogeneous 
business interests. Faced with declining membership, German employers’ organizations 
began to offer Ohne Tarifbindung (OT) membership (not bound by collective agreements) to 
maintain their strength.

The question may be one of accommodating “voice” within reflexive governance processes 
that require collaboration between different interest groups yet continue to recognize the 
representative legitimacy of membership-based interest organizations.

Box 5.1. Organizing the gig economy

In the United States, unions and union federations have developed three distinct strategies to provide gig workers with opportunities 
for agency and collective voice. These include legal challenges that would bring them under the umbrella of existing labour laws, the 
formation of independent worker guilds that bargain directly with labour platforms and the creation of municipal laws that expand 
bargaining rights to self-employed gig workers. 

Many individual and class action suits have contended that gig or platform workers have been improperly classified and that they 
should be considered to be employees. Workers’ organizations have also brought claims: in New York City, the New York Taxi Workers 
Alliance brought a successful claim with two Uber drivers that resulted in their being deemed eligible for unemployment compensa-
tion, which is generally reserved for employees. Establishing legal precedents that expand labour platforms’ scope of responsibility 
to include gig workers brings them one step closer to being recognized as employees. In time, it could open the door for a formal 
unionization campaign.

Other unions have set up workers’ guilds to bargain collectively with employers. Also in New York City, the International Association of 
Machinists and Aerospace Workers union has worked in partnership with Uber to establish the Independent Drivers Guild. The part-
nership details have not been released publicly, but the guild offers legal services, free classes in safety and health and wellness, 
and policy advocacy.109 Although this strategy may lack transparency, guilds could help the labour movement build relationships with 
gig and platform-based workers. 

In Seattle, the Teamsters Union worked to lobby for a municipal law that would allow gig workers with independent contractor status 
to bargain collectively about the terms and conditions of their work. The law has been challenged repeatedly by prominent gig and 
platform-based companies; appeals are pending and the provision has not yet been implemented. 
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Tripartism: Still a relevant model of governance?

The ILO’s founding instruments recognize the need for social dialogue between governments, 
workers’ and employers’ organizations as key to the governance of work, as well as to the 
process of rethinking governance to meet current and future challenges. Sometimes, this has 
been criticized for allowing the vested interests of employers’ and workers’ organizations to 
dominate policy debates, to the exclusion of other important interests (for example, those in 
the informal economy) and the common good. Some see an inherent paradox in corporatist 
policy-making: workers’ organizations are required to make concessions and are inevitably 
co-opted into governance, rendering them unable to effectively represent the interests of the 
working class. In some countries, two of the pillars of tripartism – workers’ and employers’ 
organizations – are weak, raising questions of how to include voice beyond these membership-
based organizations. Finally, detractors claim that, while tripartism is certainly the most 
participatory form of labour market governance, it is time-consuming and not well-suited to 
times of abrupt change or economic crisis. 

The record of tripartism during the economic crisis goes a long way towards countering these 
arguments. Whether responding to the oil shocks, the Asian financial crisis and/or the great 
recession of 2008/09, governments and the social partners used tripartite social dialogue 
to weather these crises.113 Tripartism was used by a number of governments as a tool for 
shaping complex solutions to difficult problems, which then facilitated the rapid and smooth 
implementation of agreed policy measures. These might otherwise have met with resistance 
that, in turn, would have slowed down the implementation of crucial measures and the 
adjustment of the economy.

Moreover, many institutions of tripartite social dialogue do find ways either to include broader 
interests in relevant policy discussions, or to bring voices from civil society into structures 
that are described as “tripartite-plus”. This introduces a new level of complexity: civil society 
is not generally a collective actor (membership-based organization), but rather a constituency 
characterized by interest groups. Nevertheless, the instruments for governance at the ILO 
already envisage the participation of these various interests. For example, in respect of the 
setting of statutory minimum wages, the Minimum Wage Fixing Convention, 1970 (No. 131) 
makes provision for the consultation and participation of representatives of employers’ and 
workers’ organizations. Such tripartite processes can and do include the representation of 
other interests, such as small businesses or workers in the informal economy that may 
not necessarily be represented by the employers’ and workers’ organizations participating. 
Similarly, at the international level, where governments, employers’ and workers’ organizations 
are involved in setting international labour standards, this model of tripartism has included 
other interests, where appropriate.114

* * *

The future of work may be very different from the one which has characterized the world 
during the ILO’s almost 100 years. When governments, employers and workers come 
together at the ILO to seek consensus on the many work-related challenges that will face 
them in the future, they are guided by a fundamental desire for social justice. This universal 
mandate encompasses a rich variety of national specifics – and is none the weaker for it. 
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The remarkable changes in the world of work present new challenges, not only for conditions 
of work, but also for social regulation. All forms of governance will continue to require the 
effective representation of the interests of governments, employers and workers. It is likely 
that part of the solution will lie in shaping a new political consensus on the governance 
of work at the global level. This will need to be accompanied by efforts to elicit the views 
and interests of other actors who, while not necessarily enjoying “representative legitimacy” 
in the sense of membership, nor indeed even being part of the organization’s governance 
structure, can play a part in the pursuit of social justice. 
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