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Abstract
In this paper we focus on three major factors that will affect the economy and employment 
globally through to 2040. First, although there will be economic growth globally, it will 
be uneven; mature economies with older populations slowing and economies with young 
population growing, with a booming middle class in Asia. Second, trends in capital and 
labour culminating in a connected world—the internet and mobile phones—mean that 
knowledge can cross boundaries and local labour adds less value, leading to more inequality 
between the labour force and the wealthy within countries. Third, artificial intelligence (AI) 
will displace many jobs, leading to growth without employment. This raises the question of 
how to prepare Millennials, who will be decision makers in 2040?

1. Introduction
This article is based on the work developed through assignments with many leading 

organisations to develop their responses to the changes over the next twenty years, and 
previously published in Megatrends and How to Survive Them: Preparing for 2032.1  

After defining “a trend” we start by reviewing the current trends in the economy and 
employment, considering both underlying structural factors and the nature of employment. 
We then explore where these might take us by 2040. We discuss what could deflect the trends 
and conclude with some thoughts about how to prepare Millennials for 2040.

2. What is a Trend?
A trend is a way of describing one aspect of possible futures (and of course the past).  

It is not a forecast—it is a direction of travel. We contrast a forecast—a single point in the 
future—with the realistic approach of exploring the direction of travel of a trend—noting that 
both timing and direction cover a range of possible futures. 

Sometimes it is hard to spot major changes as they unfold. However, major trends in 
the economy and employment are happening now and have effects both now and in the 
longer term. In this paper we focus on the economy and employment. These are, of course, 
correlated with other trends such as demographics, urbanisation and technology adoption, 
and so we briefly explore these before examining the impact on employment.

http://eruditio.worldacademy.org/
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3. Current Trends
First, just to recap on progress to date—since 1975 the world has become a wealthier 

place. While poverty remains a global issue, large number of people in Asia are no longer 
living below the international poverty line. We should not lose sight of this improvement in 
discussions of the economy and employment.
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3.1. The Economy: Underlying Structural Factors
3.1.1. Dependency Ratios 

The structural factor often discussed as the key contributor to the post World War II 
growth phase was the benign dependency ratio.2 In Europe, East Asia and the Americas the 
current trend is for the number of workers to fall in relation to the number of dependents as 
the population ages.* In South Asia and Africa today, young and growing populations provide 
a benign dependency ratio.

3.1.2. Urban Migration

Productivity is higher in the cities than in rural areas, and so the proportion of people living 
in urban rather than rural areas is important for the economy.† Migration and urbanisation are 
currently high, caused in some places by disruptions due to conflict, and in general by the 
economic ambitions of migrants. The figure below shows the rate of urbanisation anticipated 
through to 2050, by region.‡

3.2. Capital and Labour (this section is based on discussion with WAAS Fellow Dr. 
Robert Hoffman)

Economist and social scientist Kenneth Boulding made the point that “The classical 
economic taxonomy of factors of production into land, labour and capital is too heterogeneous 
to be useful; know-how, energy and materials are a much more useful taxonomy in 
understanding productive processes.”3 Over the past decades, each of these has seen a 
substitution. 

* https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3412045/ 
† http://personal.lse.ac.uk/YoungA/InequalityQJE.pdf 
‡ https://www.statista.com/statistics/672054/change-in-urbanization-worldwide-by-region/ 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3412045/
http://personal.lse.ac.uk/YoungA/InequalityQJE.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/672054/change-in-urbanization-worldwide-by-region/
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Non-human sources of energy have largely replaced manual effort, automated control 
systems replaced humans as a source of process control, and the embodiment of knowledge 
and know-how in process plant, and equipment for knowledge and know-how has replaced 
that embodied in production labour. Second, almost every production process requires 
process control. Increasingly automated control systems are displacing humans as a source 
of process control, for example driverless vehicles. This substitution will continue to play out 
over the next few decades. Third, almost every production process is informed by knowledge 
and know-how. Originally, the humans who did the work and provided process control, also 
provided the knowledge and know-how needed for production. Increasingly, the knowledge 
and know-how are embodied in the plant and equipment. The generation of knowledge and 
know-how is highly specialised and is easily replicated. 

Together these substitutions have deeper implications for human societies. As humans 
play a smaller and smaller role in production, payments for labour will not be enough to pay 
for the goods and services that can be produced. Most of the value created in production will 
go to the owners of the process who are then able to buy more, that, in turn, generates even 
more income. The result is that we are seeing increasing concentrations of wealth globally. 
While the expansion of the middle classes in Asia is a dominant force for change in our 
timescale, the underlying structural factors mean that inequality of wealth and the nature and 
role of work represents an ongoing challenge for society. 

3.3. Industrial Development and New Industries
In thinking about the effect of industrial development, and which new industries will 

emerge, we follow the thinking of Carlotta Perez, from Technological Revolutions and 
Financial Capital.4 In looking at the effects of technology on society, the shape of waves of 
innovation (see the figure below) suggests that we are at a transition point in the exploitation of 
ICT infrastructure and the next technological revolution. This means that creative destruction 
gives way to creative construction.
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• Technological innovation will spur growth through AI and robotics, and through ICT 
infrastructure;

• A continuing convergence of emerging market economies with the developed regions as 
adoption of innovation drives growth;

• An increasing share of services based on adoption of innovation;
• Globalisation of services provision based on economies of scale of ICT platforms;
• Waves of innovation in biotechnology may well start to impact economic growth in the 

next decade.

3.4. The Connected World: Cross Border Flows
Globalisation constrains the ability of national governments to collect tax revenues. Supply 

chains over many firms and countries can mean revenue is recognised in low tax locations. 
Mobile flows of people and money across borders compare with nations based in a geographical 
location. In Moneyland, Oliver Bullough illustrates how international money flows make it 
really difficult for national governments to enforce a fair regulatory environment.5 

While people have been moving funds across borders for ever, the use of the internet and 
mobile phones means that in many parts of the world, the banking system is being bypassed 
by providers of transaction services. 

For instance, cross-border transactions from one currency to another are important in many 
countries with a large diaspora—systems like TransferWise, based on a low-cost platform 
and easy to use interface, transfer money efficiently for a low fee and a good exchange rate. 
And in Africa, M-Pesa has revolutionised access to finance using mobile phones. It allows 
users to store money on their phones. If you want to pay a bill, or send money to a friend, 
you text it and the recipient can convert it into cash at their local M-Pesa office. It means that 
millions of Africans who do not have a bank account can still manage their finances.

4. The Nature of Employment
4.1. The Informal Economy

The relationship between employer and employee has changed. Even in family firms, the 
gig economy and the informal economy are widely present. 

The informal or shadow economy is the diversified set of economic activities, enterprises, 
jobs, and workers that are not regulated or protected by the state. The concept originally 
applied to self-employment in small unregistered enterprises. So domestic help—working a 
few hours per week for a neighbour and paid in cash or kind—is the way this has worked in 
the past. The informal economy does not contribute to tax revenues.

The gig economy often refers to jobs paid by the piece as in taxi journeys or pizza 
deliveries or document translation. Commissioners of gig economy workers are usually 
organisations that pay company taxes.

The informal economy comprises more than half of the global labour force and more 
than 90% of Micro and Small Enterprises (MSEs) worldwide.* Informality is an important 

* http://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/informal-economy/lang--en/index.htm 

http://www.ilo.org/employment/units/emp-invest/informal-economy/lang--en/index.htm
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characteristic of labour markets in the world with millions of economic units operating and 
hundreds of millions of workers pursuing their livelihoods in conditions of informality. In 
both the gig economy and the informal economy, the responsibility for support in sickness 
or old age rests with the individual or their family. The state may be able to provide some 
welfare payments, but this is often linked to tax payments and revenues. Over the past decade, 
the informal economy is said to account for more than half of the newly created jobs in Latin 
America. In Africa it accounts for around 80%. In Europe, official estimates are that this 
represents less than 10% of GDP. 

4.2. Employment in Large Companies

The nature of employment is changing due to the impact of globalisation and earlier 
waves of the introduction of ICT. These waves have a structural impact on the nature of 
employment. Entry level job roles are still needed, as are decision making roles: but layers of 
middle management have been removed. Their tasks were two-fold: supervisory or mentoring 
to junior roles and providing information that flow upwards. Information that flow upwards 
has been automated but a number of management thinkers* believe that the weakening of the 
mentoring role has been damaging to the functioning of many organisations.

One of the biggest changes affecting economic activity may well be the nature and 
expectations of the workforce. Family sizes are decreasing globally as women move to urban 
areas, become educated and are exposed to images of life and work with fewer children.6 
This means that family structures which have supported working women in the past are 
less available, leading to the need for more flexible work. And Millennials globally share 
many similarities. For example, the number one reason Millennials leave organisations is 
due to lack of personal career opportunities within their parameters of work/life balance and 
job satisfaction. Millennials are exhibiting a shift from consumerism to shared experience: 
tourism, leisure and sport. There is also an increasing acceptance, in many regions, of sexual 
diversity. And a desire to “do good in the world.”7

4.3. AI – The Effect on Jobs and Skills

A discussion on the current technology for AI systems compared with that for 
“superintelligence” is outside the scope of this paper. Here we focus on current applications 
and trends to 2040.

A  two-year study from McKinsey Global Institute† suggests that by 2030, intelligent 
agents and robots could eliminate as much as 30 percent of the world’s human labour, 
displacing the jobs of as many as 800 million people. These will mainly be blue- and white-
collar jobs—not entry level or those requiring higher education levels. However, AI is already 
augmenting jobs, from surgery to truck driving. Medical and security applications involve 
scanning and interpreting data for progressing cases through departments of organisations, 
and in robots to augment human care or cleaning services. Swathes of white-collar jobs have 
already been partially automated.

* https://www.estherderby.com/what-do-middle-managers-do/ 
† https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/digital-mckinsey/our-insights/where-machines-could-replace-humans-and-where-they-cant-yet 

https://www.estherderby.com/what-do-middle-managers-do/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/digital-mckinsey/our-insights/where-machines-could-replace-humans-and-where-they-cant-yet
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AI is emerging as a battle ground between China and the USA.* Adoption of AI is slower 
in Europe.†

5. Where the Current Trends could take us by 2040
5.1. The Economy: Underlying Structural Factors
5.1.1. Dependency Ratios

The economies of Africa, South Asia and the Middle East are likely to benefit from 
new entrants to the workforce. The age structures of Nigeria and Japan in the figure below 
illustrate the difference between the number of people in the labour force in 2040.‡

Over the next few decades, a major challenge for organisations and governments in 
mature economies is likely to be the increasing number of older people. Older people buy 
less, so the economy is likely to shrink. Organisations are likely to struggle to pay out pension 
obligations, and governments are likely to be faced with welfare obligations to older people, 
to the disabled, and to those displaced by the next technology revolution. These problems 
could hinder economic growth.

5.1.2. Urban Migration 

The United Nations has projected that nearly all global population growth from now up 
to 2030 will be in the cities, with over a billion new urban inhabitants over the next 10 years.§ 
Based on population growth models, the Global Cities Institute at the University of Toronto 

* https://www.ft.com/content/3f934028-4724-11e9-a965-23d669740bfb 
† https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Featured%20Insights/Artificial%20Intelligence/Tackling%20Europes%20gap%20in%20digital%20
and%20AI/MGI-Tackling-Europes-gap-in-digital-and-AI-Feb-2019-vF.ashx 
‡ https://www.populationpyramid.net/world/2040/
§ https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/10/17/sustainable-development-in-cities-is-critical-to-achieving-most-of-
the-2030-agenda-.html 

https://www.ft.com/content/3f934028-4724-11e9-a965-23d669740bfb
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Featured%20Insights/Artificial%20Intelligence/Tackling%20Europes%20gap%20in%20digital%20and%20AI/MGI-Tackling-Europes-gap-in-digital-and-AI-Feb-2019-vF.ashx
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Featured%20Insights/Artificial%20Intelligence/Tackling%20Europes%20gap%20in%20digital%20and%20AI/MGI-Tackling-Europes-gap-in-digital-and-AI-Feb-2019-vF.ashx
https://www.populationpyramid.net/world/2040/
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/10/17/sustainable-development-in-cities-is-critical-to-achieving-most-of-the-2030-agenda-.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/10/17/sustainable-development-in-cities-is-critical-to-achieving-most-of-the-2030-agenda-.html
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projects that the 10 biggest cities in 2050 will be (in order) Mumbai, Delhi, Dhaka, Kinshasa, 
Kolkata, Lagos, Tokyo, Karachi, New York, Mexico City.*

5.2. Capital and Labour

The figure above shows the relative convergence of some national average wage rates to 
the rate in the USA, to 2040.† This reflects the globalisation of knowledge and its encapsulation 
in electronic platforms. 

5.3. Industrial Development and New Industries
Many of the new industries are likely to combine the use of technology with social 

innovation in service industries such as health, social care, leisure and entertainment, education 
and government. Investment in new industries are likely to be less from governments, and 
more from individuals—using ICT platforms—as investors or through family firms.‡

The global financial system is unlikely to survive in its current form, due to the increasing 
mobility of money and the large percentage of wealth in private hands at the expense of 
governments. This has advantages, as one of the contributory factors to the 2008 financial 
crash was the connected nature and homogeneity of the world’s financial system.§ 

5.4. The Connected World: Cross Border Flows
Average wages are converging across geographies, and at the same time the ability of 

people and organisations to transfer funds is increasing. This not only concerns remittances—

*  https://www.globalcitiesinstitute.org/ 
† https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/world-2050/assets/pwc-the-world-in-2050-full-report-feb-2017.pdf 
‡ https://www.longfinance.net/news/pamphleteers/power-choice-and-economic-models/ 
§ http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~softagents/papers/icmas98_heterogeneity.pdf 

https://www.globalcitiesinstitute.org/
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/world-2050/assets/pwc-the-world-in-2050-full-report-feb-2017.pdf
https://www.longfinance.net/news/pamphleteers/power-choice-and-economic-models/
http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~softagents/papers/icmas98_heterogeneity.pdf


87

World Academy of Art & Science Eruditio, Volume 2 - Issue 6, September 2020 Economy & Employment: Trends to 2020 Gill Ringland & Patricia Lustig

estimated to be US $700 billion in 2019 globally*—but transfers by companies, and by 
individuals seeking a safe haven or low tax regime. These are estimated at several times 
total world GDP and are likely to only increase as the importance of non-bank institutions 
increases.

6. The Nature of Employment
6.1. The Informal and Gig Economies

The informal economy is likely to continue to be important in the fast-growing urban 
areas of Asia and Africa, as family firms and corporate structures find it hard to engage. The 
gig economy is in many ways compatible with the ambitions of Millennials and is likely to 
flourish. New alliances of workers could become their safety net.

6.2. Employment
In developed countries, the personal aims and ambitions of those joining the workforce, 

or becoming decision makers by 2040, could challenge the current assumptions of many 
organisations. These are often tied to the experience of senior managers, gained in a different 
age. This may lead to new approaches to work/life balance at different stages of a person’s life.

Societal questions are posed as we (again) consider a future in which many of the activities 
involved in “work” are done by machines. A Harvard Business Review article “Economic 
Growth isn’t Over, But it Doesn’t Create Jobs Like it Used to”† suggests that information 
technology (and specifically Artificial Intelligence) is going to intertwine with innovations 
that occur in the future, making them less labour-intensive. Unless we change the economic 
rules—perhaps with something like a Universal Basic Income—broad-based prosperity is 
likely to remain elusive. The innovations may come, but the people at the top of the income 
distribution pyramid will continue to capture nearly all of the gains. 

6.3. AI – The Effect on Jobs and Skills
Two questions loom large—how many jobs? And what skills will be needed?  A study by 
the Millennium Group‡ proposed three scenarios for an economy of 9 billion people as AI 
becomes more powerful by 2050:

• It’s Complicated: A Mixed Bag
• Political/Economic Turmoil: Future Despair
• If Humans Were Free: The Self-Actualization Economy.

* https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/impact-remittances-economic-growth-and-poverty-reduction 
† http://www.millennium-project.org/future-work-technology-2050-global-scenarios/ 
‡ https://hbr.org/2016/03/economic-growth-isnt-over-but-it-doesnt-create-jobs-like-it-used-to 

“Unless we change the economic rules—perhaps with something 
like a Universal Basic Income—broad-based prosperity is likely to 
remain elusive.”

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/impact-remittances-economic-growth-and-poverty-reduction
http://www.millennium-project.org/future-work-technology-2050-global-scenarios/
https://hbr.org/2016/03/economic-growth-isnt-over-but-it-doesnt-create-jobs-like-it-used-to
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Each of these stresses the disruption, and need for political and social measures, as well 
as technology.

A recent report by Nesta on “The Future of Skills”* found that around one-tenth of the 
workforce are in occupations that are likely to grow as a percentage of the workforce, and 
around one-fifth are in occupations that will likely shrink. Education, healthcare, and wider 
public sector occupations are likely to grow while some low-skilled jobs—in fields like 
construction and agriculture—are less likely to suffer poor labour market outcomes than 
has been assumed in the past. The report highlights the skills that are likely to be in greater 
demand in the future, which include interpersonal skills, higher-order cognitive skills, and 
systems skills. The future workforce will need broad-based knowledge in addition to the 
more specialised skills that are needed for specific occupations.

7. Possible Deflections 
7.1. Underlying Structural Factors
7.1.1. Corruption

Many nation states are also struggling to tackle corruption. The World Bank points out 
that the roots of corruption lie deep in bureaucratic and political institutions, and its effect 
on development varies with national conditions. But while costs may vary, and systemic 
corruption may coexist with strong economic performance, as in many parts of Asia, the 
World Bank’s experience suggests that corruption is, in general, bad for growth.†

We can distinguish between two forms of corruption:

• Direct (and often illegal) corruption: measured in international league tables published 
by organisations like Transparency International.

• Use of legal, national or international loopholes covering aspects such as tax or wages. 
These become even more important in the connected world. 

7.1.2. Ethical Industries

There is increasing concern about the scandals and frauds in firms, and in government. 
Recent examples include the opioid crisis, where unethical pressure on consumers has led 
to many deaths;‡ the energy companies continue to be attacked as a source of CO2;

§ at a 
recent event to launch a report on corporate governance, the top three firms judged to have 
the best processes were also noted to have had scandals in the newspaper headlines in the 
previous week.¶ 

The attitudes of Millennials will be crucial in disrupting current trends and creating 
ethical industries.8

* https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/the-future-of-skills-employment-in-2030/ 
† http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/governance/brief/anti-corruption 
‡ https://eu.usatoday.com/story/news/2018/11/02/dea-drug-deaths-opioids-heroin-fentanyl/1857591002/ 
§ http://www.ipsnews.net/2019/04/global-energy-consumption-emissions/ 
¶ https://www.iod.com/news-campaigns/good-governance-debate/ 

https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/the-future-of-skills-employment-in-2030/
http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/governance/brief/anti-corruption
https://eu.usatoday.com/story/news/2018/11/02/dea-drug-deaths-opioids-heroin-fentanyl/1857591002/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2019/04/global-energy-consumption-emissions/
https://www.iod.com/news-campaigns/good-governance-debate/
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8. Conclusion: How to prepare people for 2040?
8.1. Who needs to be prepared?

Alvin Toffler in Future Shock 9 spoke of the post-industrial society and how the pace of 
change was accelerating—he emphasised how threatening people find change. He coined 
the term ‘future shock’ to describe the shattering stress and disorientation that we induce in 
individuals by subjecting them to too much change in too short a time.  

Since that time, change has accelerated, with technology having a reach barely imaginable 
then. It is perfectly reasonable for existing governing structures to feel threatened—on the 
whole, older people are more likely to feel threatened by change. People who did not grow 
up with technology may find it hard to adapt. 

However, Millennials and Generation Z—born after 1980—have grown up with the idea 
of continuous change, and technology, and use it to connect, often to the despair of parents 
and teachers. This gives them the power of the network for global reach. So, we suggest that 
Millennials and Generation Z, who will be decision makers by 2040, are the groups that need 
to get prepared for 2040.

8.2. How can this be done?
Generation Z are famous for their assumption that technology can fix all problems. As 

part of the Ethics in Schools programme at Ethical Reading, we use a number of routes to 
explore why technology may not be enough. We use case studies based on real life, for the 
students to discuss in groups and then report back; and let them analyse why different groups 
have come to different conclusions.* We also use games such as Terra Nova,† which engage 
children and adults in exploring current trends.

The best guide to toolkits for gaining views of the future to 2040, currently in use in many 
organisations, is Strategic Foresight.10 This can be used in conjunction with Megatrends 
which provides the evidence for the trends, to inform the discussion.

Authors Contact Information
Gill Ringland – Email: gill.ringland@samiconsulting.co.uk
Patricia Lustig – Email: patricia.lustig@samiconsulting.co.uk

Notes
1. P. Lustig and G. Ringland, Megatrends and How to Survive Them: Preparing for 2032, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2018, 

ISBN 978-1-5275-1601-4. 
2. Gill Ringland, O. Sparrow and P. Lustig, Beyond Crisis: Achieving Renewal in a Turbulent World, Wiley, 2010, ISBN 978-

0-470-68577-8. 
3. K.E. Boulding “The Economics of Knowledge and the Knowledge of Economics.” American Economic Review, Vol. 56, No. 

1/2, Mar. 1, 1966: 1–13. 
4. C. Perez, Technological Revolutions and Financial Capital: The Dynamics of Bubbles and Golden Ages, Edward Elgar 

Publishing, 2003, ISBN 1-84376-331-1.
5. O. Bullough, Moneyland: Why Thieves and Crooks Now Rule the World and How To Take It Back, Profile Books, 2018, ISBN 

978-1-7812-5792-0.

* www.ethicalreading.org.uk 
† www.terra-nova.nl

mailto:gill.ringland%40samiconsulting.co.uk%0D?subject=
mailto:patricia.lustig%40samiconsulting.co.uk?subject=
http://www.ethicalreading.org.uk
http://www.terra-nova.nl


90

World Academy of Art & Science Eruditio, Volume 2 - Issue 6, September 2020 Economy & Employment: Trends to 2020 Gill Ringland & Patricia Lustig

6. D. Bricker and J. Ibbitson, Empty Planet: The shock of global population decline, Little, Brown Book Group, 2019, ISBN 
978-1-4721-4295-5.

7. G. Dembicki, Are We Screwed?: How a New Generation is Fighting to Survive Climate Change Bloomsbury, 2017, ISBN 
978-1-63286-481-9.

8. Dembicki, Are We Screwed?
9. A. Toffler, Future Shock, Turtleback Books, 1970, ISBN 0-553-13264-4.
10. P. Lustig, Strategic Foresight: Learning from the future, Triarchy Press, 2017, ISBN 978-1-909470-66-8. 


