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The commission on workers and tech-
nology was established in August 2018. 

It is chaired by Yvette Cooper MP and host-
ed by the Changing Work Centre, a joint re-
search initiative from Community union 
and the Fabian Society. Our commission-
ers are drawn from experts, businesses and 
trade unions. In what now seems like a dif-
ferent age, in summer 2018 we set out with 
a spirit of optimism and pragmatism. Our 
goal was to position workers at the heart of 
thinking about technological change and 
to chart the path to a better future, where 
technology enables good work for all. 

Before the Covid-19 crisis, most ex-
perts thought that the impact of technol-
ogy change would be gradual. Research-
ers expected the tasks people do to change, 
but only slowly over time; and they did not 
expect many jobs would be replaced com-
pletely soon. Many previous reports on 
technology and work therefore focused  
on the long term, looking ahead over sever-
al decades to the speculative impact of tech-
nologies that are many years away. 

But as this years’ events have proved, 
shifting technology is also affecting workers 
here and now; and our focus as a commis-
sion has been on changes that can be ex-
pected in the next few years, reaching out 
to 2030 at the latest. We have examined 
how technology is already transforming ‘or-
dinary’, everyday jobs today and how the 

Covid-19 recession will accelerate trends 
we expected to observe over the course  
of the 2020s. 

In a report about the potential for ro-
bots to steal workers’ jobs PwC, described 
three overlapping waves of automation.1 
First there is the ‘algorithmic wave’ (al-
ready well underway) involving the auto-
mation of simple computational tasks and 
most affecting data-driven occupations like 
finance. A second ‘augmentation wave’ has 
started and is creating more dynamic in-
teractions between people and technolo-
gy, such as the replacement of routine tasks 
with robotics in warehouses. A third ‘auton-
omous wave’, involving the complete auto-
mation of physical labour and manual dex-
terity, will require reactive problem solving 
in real-world situations and is set to trans-
form fields like transport and construction. 
It is developing now but is unlikely to have 
widespread applications during this decade. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has however 
upended expectations of the next 10 years 
and of the pace and scale of likely chang-
es to the world of work. The reality is that 
automation will happen gradually in some 
sectors and suddenly in others. The 2020 re-
cession, like previous economic downturns, 
will expedite existing trends and hasten de-
velopments that were thought to be a num-
ber of years away. That is why active lead-
ership is required now from governments, 

employers and trade unions – to ensure that 
in the decades to come we are not playing 
catch-up, desperately trying to address ine-
qualities and injustices created by acceler-
ated technology take-up in this moment of 
crisis. 

In the decade ahead, automation is ex-
pected to have the largest effect on jobs and 
tasks characterised by routine. While auto-
mation will hit some jobs requiring high 
qualifications (such as accounting and fi-
nance) or high practical skills (such as ad-
vanced manufacturing), its impact will be 
felt disproportionately in low-paying sec-
tors such as retail and hospitality. Most 
jobs with a lot of routine tasks are done by 
workers with few formal skills and quali-
fications; workers who tend to come from 
more disadvantaged backgrounds and live 
in more disadvantaged places. These are 
the same workers who have already been 
hit by the Covid-19 recession and our re-
port looks at the impact of the overlapping 
risks of the coronavirus crisis and automa-
tion over the coming years. Without ac-
tion to rectify these imbalances, technology 
change poses real risks to equality with re-
spect to geography, social class, gender and 
other forms of disadvantage.2 

That is why, in everything we have done 
during this commission, we have started 
with a workers’ eye-view. Over the course 
of the project we have heard from hundreds 

Introduction
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of people in ‘ordinary’ jobs in every sector  
of the economy. In two years, we have:

• Spoken to workers and employers across 
England at:

• An Asda distribution centre  
in Normanton, West Yorkshire

• A Zurich Insurance office  
in Fareham, Hampshire

• A Siemens factory  
in Congleton, Cheshire

• The Advanced Manufacturing  
Research Centre in Sheffield,  
South Yorkshire

• A Johnson Matthey site  
in Royston, Hertfordshire

• Convened focus groups of workers 
across different industries and 
occupations, in Doncaster, Hampshire, 
Leicester and Manchester 

• Hosted evidence hearings and 
roundtables, where leading experts and 
businesspeople have presented their 
analysis and proposals

• Conducted national surveys of working 
adults in 2018 and 2019

• Analysed the wide-ranging literature 
and data on technology change

• Discussed our recommendations 
in depth with experts in the field

During the project we have looked at tech-
nology change broadly, taking a lead from 
the way employees described it to us. While 
developments in AI and machine learning 
grab the most attention in the media, it is 
often more established, everyday technolo-
gies such as e-commerce or digital surveil-
lance that are having the biggest impact on 
people’s working lives today and therefore 
the wider economy. 

Our remit is therefore wide. However, 
we have imposed a few restrictions on our-
selves. First our focus has been on people 
who are already in the workforce not on 
support for the next generation of work-
ers. For this reason, we do not consid-
er schools, 16–19 education or support for 

young people entering the world of work. 
In the context of a new recession we rec-
ognise this is a constraint, as school leavers 
are likely to be amongst the worst affected 
in the next few years. 

Second, while we have looked at indus-
trial developments across the UK, we exam-
ined the policy landscape in England only. 
For some of the issues we considered, West-
minster legislation and public policy applies 
across Great Britain or the United King-
dom, and where it does our recommenda-
tions apply to the other nations too. How-
ever, when this is not the case our proposals 
are for England only, although we hope the 
principles that inform them will resonate in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland too.

This report is focused on jobs and the 
labour market in the short and medi-
um term, and we have deliberately taken 
a workers’ eye view. We therefore did not 
reflect on the future of work over a much 
longer period or consider the revolution in 
the welfare state, benefits and social pol-
icy that would be required if demand for 
labour by humans were to fall very sig-
nificantly in several decades’ time. And  
because our focus has been the everyday 
experiences of typical workers, we have 
not explored other current and important 
technology-related issues such as fears 
over rising concentrations of power in the 
global economy and the position of the ‘big 
tech’ companies. 

Starting from the perspective of peo-
ple in ordinary jobs, our report sets out  
31 recommendations to help us realise a 
future where technology improves work, 
empowers workers and narrows inequal-
ities rather than widens them. It is a call 
to public authorities, employers and trade 
unions to work together to respond to the 
urgent challenges posed both by the Cov-
id-19 recession and accelerating technolo-
gy change: to shape a better, technology-
enabled future for everyone in work.  

This report is focused on 
jobs and the labour market 
in the short and medium 
term and we have taken 

a workers' eye view
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List of recommendations

The Covid-19 crisis 

1. Provide immediate training for 
furloughed workers and more support 
for freelancers (England/UK). 

2. Introduce new industry plans for sectors 
where jobs are most at risk (UK).

3. Create and support good jobs to 
absorb unemployment during the 
recession (UK). 

4. Introduce a ‘work and training’ 
guarantee for the unemployed during 
the recession (England/UK). 

5. Fund a major increase in adult 
training and education during the next 
12 months (England).

A fair share in the rewards 

6. Adopt a new industrial strategy with 
renewed focus on high-employment 
industries and increased infrastructure  
investment (UK). 

7. Act to prevent higher earnings 
inequality during the recession and 
promote rising pay and productivity 
over time (UK). 

8. Increase the value, status and pay 
of care work and other essential 
low-paid jobs that are unlikely 
to be automated (England). 

9. Combine employer support for 
innovation, business development 
and skills to drive up productivity, 
technology adoption and support 
for the workforce (UK). 

10. Empower local leaders to help more 
businesses use new technology and 
create good jobs (England). 

11. Transform towns with plans for jobs, 
training and investment (England). 

12. Establish a review of equality law 
and automation (Great Britain). 

The support to adapt 

13. Create an integrated adult skills 
system with a training offer for 
everyone (England). 

14. Support unemployed people  
to  ‘work and train’ on a permanent 
basis (Great Britain). 

15. Support incomes while  
workers train (UK). 

16. Gradually build apprenticeships into 
the mainstream in-work pathway for 
intensive training (England). 

17. Support local areas and sectors to fund 
high-priority technical qualifications 
beyond the new national entitlement 
to free adult training (England). 

18. Create a new national digital service 
to support all workers to retrain and 
expand the Union Learning Fund 
(England). 

19. Reform Jobcentre Plus and create  
‘work and skills’ hubs in every part 
of the country (Great Britain). 

20. Over time introduce new requirements 
on employers to support training 
and skills (England/UK). 

Better jobs 

21. Establish good work standards and 
require large employers to take part 
to access government procurement 
and grants (England or UK). 

22. Introduce a stronger universal right 
to request flexible work (UK). 

23. Create a platform economy council 
to improve gig work (UK). 

24. Clarify who is eligible for employment 
rights and seek to eliminate financial 
incentives for employers to use 
contractors rather than employees (UK). 

25. Reform privacy legislation and codes 
of practice to restrict automated 
decision-making and workplace 
monitoring (UK).

Making workers’ voices heard  

26. Employers should embrace a new 
culture of workplace partnership and 
involve workers and trade unions in 
technology-related decisions (UK). 

27. Trade unions should redouble their 
efforts to support vulnerable workers 
and demonstrate the benefits of strong 
social partnership (UK). 

28. Transform national, sectoral and 
regional economic leadership bodies 
into social partnership institutions 
(England/UK). 

29. Technology and skills should become 
part of collective bargaining at firm and 
sector level (UK). 

30. Extend worker consultation across 
the economy and introduce worker 
directors for large firms (UK). 

31. Remove barriers to trade union 
recognition and organisation (UK).
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Trade unions in individual 
workplaces should:
Redefine their role to focus on dialogue 
and negotiation with respect to new 
technologies and skills. Where unions are 
recognised, they should seek agreements 
about how employers will consult and 
negotiate on technology implementation 
and training (see recommendation 29).

Redouble their existing efforts to 
recruit, organise and seek recognition 
in workplaces where membership is low 
and workers are insecure and vulnerable 
to technology change. They should make 
a positive offer to employers on the value 
of consultation and partnership  
(see recommendation 27). 

Individual employers should:
Support workers through the Covid-19 crisis 
as best they are able, by providing training 
to existing workers on furlough, offering 
work and training to young people through 
the Kickstart scheme, and increasing the 
number of apprenticeships available for new 
recruits (see recommendations 1,4 and 5).

Report their pay ratios, make 
commitments about earnings inequality 
within the firm and adopt collective pay 
bargaining (see recommendation 7).

Introduce regular skills reviews and 
plans, offer all workers structured on-the-
job training and encourage requests for 
time off to train (see recommendation 20).

Support flexible working across the 
whole workforce, including at recruitment 
and for workers who are not employees 
(see recommendation 22).

Embrace a new culture of workplace 
partnership and involve workers and trade 
unions in technology-related decisions 
(recommendation 26).

Adopt formal worker consultation 
arrangements, place workers on boards, 
and include technology and skills in 
collective bargaining agreements (see 
recommendations 29 and 30)

Trade unions and employer 
organisations should together:
Develop joint proposals for how to save 
jobs across the economy in the wake 
of Covid-19. This should include ideas 
for sector-specific crisis plans and job 
creation schemes in growth industries (see 
recommendations 2 and 3).

Discuss the benefits that would come 
from extending collective bargaining to more 
firms and introducing sectoral bargaining 
in areas such as social care, and agreeing 

national or sectoral frameworks on collective 
bargaining (see recommendation 7).

Assess together the equality implications 
of new workplace technologies especially 
recruitment and monitoring technologies 
(see recommendation 12).

Develop joint proposals for England’s 
future skills offer to adults and identify 
priorities for public spending, building 
on the collaboration established by the 
former National Retraining Scheme  
(see recommendation 13).

Negotiate Good Work Standards 
both nationally and at sector level as a 
statement of good employment practice for 
large employers (see recommendation 21).

Create a platform economy council 
to introduce measures to improve 
working practices and terms and 
conditions for gig economy workers 
(see recommendation 23).

Explore trade union representation (or 
expanded representation) on a wide range 
of employer-led bodies including sectoral 
partnership bodies and local enterprise 
partnerships (see recommendation 28).

Work together to develop best practice 
on worker representation on boards, for 
firms of different sizes and characteristics 
(see recommendation 30) 

Actions trade unions  
and employers can take now
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The economic shockwaves of Covid-19 
are being felt in communities across 

the country and they will continue to be 
felt in the decade to come. Workers and 
employers have seen an immediate impact, 
in terms of job losses, new modes of work-
ing and the rapid take-up of technology to 
deal with the crisis. 

Many other reports examine how to ad-
dress the jobs emergency created by Cov-
id-19. But in this chapter, we look spe-
cifically at the interaction between the 
Covid-19 crisis and the impact of tech-
nology on workers. We call for major in-
terventions to safeguard jobs, support un-
employed people and create new work. We 
also believe that this crisis should trigger a 
transformation in adult learning to equip 
people for the jobs of the future.

Reasons to be optimistic: In recent 
months, technology has helped many peo-
ple cope with the Covid-19 crisis. Digital 
technologies have enabled major transfor-
mations in the way we work, in order for 
jobs, businesses and services to keep func-
tioning during lockdown and social distanc-
ing restrictions. This has helped to protect 
jobs, as small and large businesses have em-
braced new technologies and ways of work-
ing in order to survive, often by moving on-
line or pivoting to remote working where 
possible. Many of these changes will be 

permanent and will bring long-term bene-
fits for productivity and the quality of work. 

The rapid take-up of new technologies 
during this crisis has also given us insight 
into the opportunities that technology pre-
sents for the future. Many sectors – from re-
tail to education – have continued to oper-
ate successfully despite new Covid-related 
restrictions. Some of these changes will be 
positive and permanent, triggering new 
modes of working that will improve jobs in 
the long term for some workers. 

Technology also presents us with the op-
portunity to build back better after the Cov-
id-19 crisis, by creating good new jobs in 
growth sectors like low-carbon and digital in-
frastructure, health, social care and education; 
and also new job and training guarantees for 
those who find themselves unemployed. 

Reasons to be worried: However, the 
combination of the Covid-19 recession 
and the accelerating take-up of technol-
ogy presents grave dangers for many jobs 
and risks inequality widening – effectively 
creating a ‘double whammy’ for many low-
paid workers.

A huge rise in unemployment is already 
predicted as the Covid-19 crisis continues.3 
Jobs are being lost because many business-
es are closed or activities curtailed; because 
consumers are spending less in high-em-
ployment sectors; and because employers 

expected the furlough scheme to end this 
autumn. But the pain in some sectors is set 
to be greater because the remote and dig-
ital business models necessitated by Cov-
id-19 and made possible by new technology 
translate into fewer jobs.

There are serious risks of widening ine-
quality too. Technology helped save some 
jobs at the peak of the crisis. But in other ar-
eas, the adoption of technology will mean 
fewer jobs may be needed in future. The in-
teraction between the Covid-19 recession 
and accelerating automation could now put 
many jobs at risk. We know that recessions 
often lead to innovation and faster take-up 
of technology. But new opportunities tend 
to open up in occupations, industries and 
locations with higher pay and higher skills; 
while people and communities with low-
er incomes and lower skills are more likely 
to see jobs disappear through automation. 
This raises the prospect of widening labour 
market inequality, and difficult transitions 
for displaced workers when there are few-
er alternative jobs to move into. 

We’ve seen this already in the crisis. It 
is mainly low-paid employees who have 
been furloughed and now risk unemploy-
ment; while high-paid, high-skilled work-
ers have benefited from new trends like 
remote working. Looking forward, our anal-
ysis shows that many of the sectors, peo-

Chapter one: 
The Covid-19 crisis



9 / Sharing the future

ple and places hardest hit by the Covid-19  
crisis are also at higher risk of having their 
jobs displaced by automation.

The unique combination of the Covid-19 
recession and the rapid take-up of auto-
mating technologies risks hitting the same 
people and places twice. Jobs in some sec-
tors – like retail and hospitality – are like-
ly to be hit both by the immediate effects of 
the Covid-19 emergency and by accelerat-
ing automation. Some communities are at 
particular risk of this double threat too. All 
this poses a risk of enduring structural un-
employment and rising inequality.

How government, employers, trade un-
ions and communities respond now to this 
dual challenge is crucial and will shape the 
future of work for the next decade. We are 
at a critical crossroads where the decisions 
taken in the coming weeks and months will 
determine the shape of the labour market 
for the next decade. Unless the combined 
challenges of the Covid-19 crisis and auto-
mation are quickly addressed, we risk wid-
ening inequality and causing deep econom-
ic scars for a generation. 

Our findings 

Jobs have been saved during 
the Covid-19 crisis because 
of new technologies 
Some industries like hospitality have strug-
gled to operate or remain profitable while 
social distancing measures have been in 
place. But many other sectors have been 
able to adapt, embracing new technolo-
gies and modes of working in order to sur-
vive. In April almost half of people in em-
ployment worked at home at least part of 
the time – a transition enabled by tech-
nologies like high-speed internet, video 
communication platforms, cloud storage,  
virtual private networks (VPNs) and work 
collaboration tools.4 

Small and large employers have also 
shifted to digital channels and moved their 
operations online: in spring this year, the 
share of retail sales made digitally increased 
from around 20 per cent to 30 per cent al-
most overnight, with small retailers able 
to keep going by offering collections and 
home deliveries.5 Public services migrated 
to digital appointments and remote delivery 
with impressive pace and flexibility. 

In many industries the crisis has demon-
strated a high level of digital readiness, with 

companies able to quickly adapt, experi-
ment and persevere in extraordinary times. 
The pandemic has, for many employers, 
brought forward the adoption of new tech-
nologies by a number of years, and in lots of 
cases we should expect these changes to be 
positive and permanent. 

There is no doubt that the short-term 
economic consequences of this pandemic 
would have been even more severe without 
the capacity of technology to allow many 
people to work electronically and virtually 
and to allow sectors like e-commerce and 
education to continue despite the disrup-
tion. The use of new technologies, adopt-
ed at pace, also has the potential to boost 
productivity and trigger further innovation 
and growth as the economy recovers, while 
more flexible and home working has the 
potential to permanently improve the qual-
ity of some jobs.

The Covid-19 crisis is set to accelerate 
job-replacing technology change 
meaning that vulnerable sectors face 
a ‘double whammy’
The same rapid adoption of new technolo-
gy that has saved jobs in some areas dur-
ing the Covid-19 crisis is putting other 
jobs at heightened risk, in fields such as 
hospitality and high street retail. This is 
because, in many of the sectors worst af-
fected by this year’s crisis, the adoption 
of new technology is associated with high 
levels of job replacement.

Past recessions have led to the acceler-
ation of automation, with businesses of-
ten replacing low-skilled employees with 
technology to reduce their payroll costs and 
risks. A study by the National Bureau of 
Economic Research showed that in the US, 
in three recessions over the last 30 years,  
88 per cent of job losses took place in rou-
tine, highly automatable occupations.6 This 
effect could be even more severe in the wake 
of Covid-19 because technology adoption 
has played such a large part in employers’ 
responses to the pandemic. In a survey for 
the World Economic Forum, 94 per cent of 
UK companies said they were accelerating 
the digitalisation of tasks as a result of Cov-
id-19, and 57 per cent said they were accel-
erating the automation of tasks.7 

Job replacement is happening within 
workplaces, when newly introduced tech-
nology reduces the need for human labour. 
But it is also happening as a result of the 
dramatic changes in spending patterns we 

are seeing this year, affecting what, where 
and how people buy. The shift to online 
shopping has helped non-food retail busi-
nesses keep trading through the crisis but 
recent announcements from the big retail-
ers suggest it will also lead to fewer jobs on 
the high street, even when the Covid-19 
crisis is over. Meanwhile home working has 
kept countless small and large business-
es going but it has also reduced spending 
in business districts and led to less work for 
hundreds of thousands of people who sup-
port offices, like cleaners, receptionists and 
maintenance staff.

The dual threats of the Covid-19 cri-
sis and accelerated adoption of technology 
are especially acute in some sectors, which 
will need specific crisis plans to see them 
through the coming turbulence. This impact 
can be seen in analysis for the commission 
which shows the sectors that are vulnerable 
to a ‘double whammy’ from the Covid-19 re-
cession and from automation (figure 2). We 
compared sector-level take-up of the fur-
lough scheme with ONS data published in 
2019 projecting which fields are most vul-
nerable to automation. These figures were 
produced by examining individual job tasks 
and assessing the feasibility of replacing 
each with automating technologies.8

In total, 61 per cent of the jobs fur-
loughed up to 30 June 2020 (5.9 million of 
the 9.6 million furloughed jobs) came from 
the business sectors where workers face the 
highest risk of automation. This group com-
prises the third of sectors where automa-
tion is most feasible. The tasks carried out 
by workers in these industries are assessed 
to have an average feasibility of automation 
of around 50 per cent or more. 

Within this group 3.1 million furloughs 
(32 per cent of the total) came from just 
four sectors where jobs are projected to face 
the greatest risk of automation: 1) food and 
beverage service activities (1.3 million fur-
loughs); 2) accommodation (350,000); 3) re-
tail (1 million) and 4)motor sales and repairs 

61 per cent of the jobs 
furloughed came from 

the sectors where workers 
face the highest risk 

of automation
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(380,000). The tasks carried out by workers 
in these industries are assessed to have an 
average feasibility of automation of more 
than 57 per cent.

The furlough data shows that the hospi-
tality industry was hit hardest by Covid-19 
(ie  the two sectors ‘accommodation’ and 
‘food and beverage services’ which include 
hotels, restaurants, cafes and pubs). During 
the first lockdown over three-quarters of 
eligible employees in both these sectors were 
off work and even by the end of August a 
quarter remained on furlough.9 Restrictions 
and closures were then reintroduced in the 
autumn and many hospitality businesses 
have struggled to operate viably while social 
distancing rules have remained in place. 

This is also the sector where jobs are at 
greatest risk of automation over the medium 
and long term. According to the ONS study, 
jobs in food and beverage services are made 
up of tasks with an average feasibility of au-
tomation of 63 per cent; in accommodation 
the risk is 60 per cent (compared to an aver-
age risk for all sectors of 44 per cent).10 This 

assessment reflects how tasks like check-
ing into hotels or ordering food and drink 
can increasingly be done through apps and 
touchscreens rather than by people. Over the 
next decade advances in software and robot-
ics are expected to expand the range of such 
routine cognitive and manual tasks that can 
be automated.

As a result of the pandemic technologies 
that might otherwise have been adopted 
over many years have been fast-tracked, as 
hospitality businesses seek to re-open safely 
and with costs that make sense given their 
expected revenues. Customers have become 
accustomed to scanning barcodes for menus 
and ordering food via apps on phones or 
tablets; innovations that will in time reduce 
the need for waiting staff and allow food re-
tail businesses to significantly cut costs. This 
means that hospitality businesses may work 
very differently – and with fewer people – 
even after social distancing has ended. 

Similarly, non-food high street retailers 
have been affected heavily by lockdown 
and social distancing measures, and also 

have many jobs susceptible to automat-
ing technologies. People can increasingly 
shop and trade online rather than in store, 
and automation and robotics can take over 
more logistics. Even before the Covid-19 
crisis, shopworkers we heard from in 2019 
at our focus group in Doncaster were wor-
ried about technology replacing their jobs or 
reducing the quality of their work – for ex-
ample by meaning they would spend more 
time dealing with computer orders than 
helping people in the store. The Covid-19 
crisis has accelerated the pace of change.

In the short term, there are likely to be 
more jobs in warehouses and delivery, and 
fewer on the high street – with companies 
like Tesco and Amazon hiring to support 
online shopping. But according to the ONS 
analysis, many of those logistics tasks are 
themselves candidates for automation in 
the medium term. ‘Postal and courier activi-
ties’ and ‘warehousing and support activities 
for transportation’ are both sectors with low 
furlough rates this year where the ONS pro-
jects a high likelihood of automation in the 

Figure 1: 6 in 10 of jobs furloughed were in the third of business sectors with work at highest risk of automation 

Sectors at high risk of automation 
(ie top third of 85 sectors in the 
ONS assessment)

Number 
of workers 
furloughed

Percentage of total 
furloughed workers 
in the sector

Percentage of 
workers in the 
sector furloughed

ONS score for feasibility 
of automation (and rank 
out of 85 sectors)

Food and beverage service activities 1,346,100 14% 77% 63% (1)

Retail trade, except of motor trade 1,028,700 11% 36% 58% (3)

Wholesale trade, except of motor trade 498,100 5% 44% 54% (11)

Specialised construction activities 477,200 5% 57% 50% (25)

Motor vehicle trade and repairs 379,300 4% 71% 58% (4)

Accommodation 347,400 4% 80% 60% (2)

Sports activities and amusement 
and recreation 

316,300 3% 70% 49% (27)

Services to buildings and landscape 
activities

266,600 3% 40% 54% (10)

Other personal service activities 215,900 2% 70% 54% (9)

Land transport and transport 
via pipelines

212,200 2% 38% 52% (14)

Smaller sectors at high risk  
of automation

729,500 8% 25% -

All sectors at high risk of automation 5,817,300 61% 47% 55%

All sectors 9,601,700 100% 32% 44%

Sources: The probability of automation in England, ONS 2019; Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme statistics: August 2020, HMRC 2020. Note: data is for all 
furloughed up to 30 June 2020
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future. Food manufacturing is another sec-
tor in this position. We discuss the needs of 
jobs facing these medium to long-term risks 
in other chapters. 

There are also some sectors where jobs 
have been hit very hard by Covid-19 that 
should be better placed in the longer term. 
For example, 70 per cent of eligible employ-
ees were furloughed in ‘creative, arts and 
entertainment activities’ but this sector is 
ranked 59th out of 85 in terms of risk of au-
tomation. Government policy should focus 
on getting the creative industries and others 
in a similar position through the short-term 
crisis so that skills are not lost and they can 
grow in the future. 

But the most urgent and substantial 
challenge is for those sectors faced with 
the ‘double whammy’ where jobs are be-
ing suspended by Covid-19 and will re-
main highly vulnerable when the immedi-
ate crisis is over – such as hospitality, retail 
and the motor trade. These are all high 
employment sectors, together accounting 
for 6 million workers.11 Many of them do 
low-paid, often entry level jobs, which are 

important for young people getting started 
in the labour market or for those who have 
been unemployed.

Some firms in these vulnerable sectors 
will cease trading entirely, and many that 
survive may significantly reduce their head-
counts, in part by using technology to reduce 
face-to-face contact with customers and col-
leagues. And the adjustment process for 
those whose jobs are changed or replaced by 
technology is likely to be much harder dur-
ing a recession as there are fewer vacancies 
suitable for those displaced. We saw this in 
the 1980s when the combination of deindus-
trialisation and a wider national recession hit 
coal and steel communities particularly hard. 

In the Covid-19 recession, the lack of en-
try-level jobs in high-employment sectors 
will pose a unique challenge: the hardest hit 
sectors are those that have high levels of em-
ployment, and usually provide important op-
portunities for young and unemployed peo-
ple moving into the labour market. As the 
Resolution Foundation notes: “In the previ-
ous recession, hospitality and non-food re-
tail accounted for a fifth of all moves from 

unemployment to employment, while only 
accounting for a tenth of all jobs. The sec-
tors which are less affected in this crisis 
don’t hire as many unemployed workers.”12 
The foundation warns that the hospital-
ity sector alone provides one-in-five en-
try-level jobs for young people entering the 
labour market for the first time, but has ac-
counted for more furloughs and job losses 
than any other sector. The combined impact 
of a Covid-19 recession and accelerated au-
tomation in sectors like hospitality and re-
tail could therefore mean that laid-off, low-
skilled jobseekers could find it much harder 
to find alternative employment even than 
in previous recessions. 

Inequality is likely to rise as low-paid 
and disadvantaged workers are at 
greater risk from the Covid-19 recession 
and from automation
In the same way that some sectors are dis-
proportionately affected by the combination 
of the Covid-19 crisis and automation, so too 
are some categories of workers. The make-
up of the workforce in the sectors facing the 
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Source: The probability of automation in England, ONS 2019. Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme statistics: August 2020, HMRC 2020. Note: the size of the circles 
indicate the number of employees furloughed in each sector. Data is for all furloughs up to 30 June 2020. Sectors with fewer than 17,500 furloughs are excluded
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greatest challenges means there is a sharp 
disparity between those who are benefit-
ting from technological responses to the cri-
sis, and those who are being hit – whether by 
furlough, reduced hours or unemployment. 
The lowest-paid, least-skilled, youngest and 
oldest workers are most likely to lose out. 

The Resolution Foundation reported 
that 42 per cent of employees in the bottom 
earnings quintile were either furloughed, 
lost their jobs or worked fewer hours in 
April than at the beginning of 2020, com-
pared to under 15 per cent of the highest 
fifth of earners.13 When the furlough scheme 
ends, the lowest paid are the ones most 
likely to become unemployed or see their 
earnings permanently fall. This will have  
a disproportionate impact on women, 
younger and older workers, disabled peo-
ple, those with low skills and people from 
many minority ethnic backgrounds. 

Mothers have been particularly affect-
ed because they have been unable to se-
cure childcare during the crisis. A survey 
of mothers by the charity Pregnant then 
Screwed found that a lack of childcare was 
a factor behind almost half the Covid-19 re-
dundancies reported to them and two thirds 
of cases of furlough or reduced hours.14 
Women are also far more likely to be in jobs 
at high risk of automation over the medium 
to long term. According to the ONS analy-
sis, women do seven in every 10 jobs at the 
very highest risk of automation.15

Higher earners are far more likely to 
be in jobs that enable them to work from 
home, benefiting from new technology to 
adapt and safeguard their work.16 Shifts 
to remote working and the adoption of 
new technologies are therefore benefitting 
some categories of workers more than oth-
ers, and it is disproportionately high-paid, 
high-skilled professionals who are reaping 
the rewards. 

On top of these immediate impacts, 
lower paid and more marginalised work-
ers are also likely to be disadvantaged by 
the acceleration of automation triggered by 
Covid-19. Before the crisis, ONS analysis 
showed that the jobs with the most tasks 
open to automation were overwhelming-
ly occupied by people with low skills and 
from more disadvantaged backgrounds 
(see chapter two). 

Christopher Mims, technology column-
ist for the Wall Street Journal, summaris-
es the position from an American perspec-
tive: “The pandemic is a turbo boost for 

adoption of technologies that … could fur-
ther displace lower-wage workers. It could 
also help explain the ‘K’ shaped recovery 
that many pundits have observed, in which 
there are now two Americas: professionals 
who are largely back to work, with stock 
portfolios approaching new highs, and 
everyone else.”17

Some places will be affected severely by 
the combination of the Covid-19 crisis 
and automation 
Some places are likely to be badly affect-
ed by the combination of Covid-19 and ac-
celerating take-up of technology. We as-
sessed which local areas have been worst hit 
by Covid-19 by calculating the percentage 
of the economically active population that 
have either been furloughed, moved onto 
universal credit or participated in the self-
employment income support scheme. Our 
analysis shows that many of the communi-
ties worst hit so far by Covid-19 also con-
tain a mix of jobs that make them vulner-
able to automation. These areas are mainly 
towns or rural communities already facing 
economic challenges.

City centres have been heavily affected 
by the short-term effects of the Covid-19 
crisis as office staff switched to working 
from home, and service businesses serving 
them lost custom or were closed.18 For ex-
ample London boroughs have had among 
the highest proportions of displaced work-
ers this year. Economists such as David Au-
tor are already raising questions about how 
far those hospitality and office worker ser-
vices will return, and how far city centres 
will need to fundamentally change as a re-
sult.19 However, cities also have many high-
skilled jobs that are harder to automate. The 
experience of previous recessions suggests 
that their diverse economies and skills bas-
es should make them more resilient and 
able to generate new job growth to replace 
jobs that are lost once the economy recovers 
and the Covid crisis recedes.20 

There are also places that have expe-
rienced less than average pressures dur-
ing the Covid-19 crisis, but which face 
significant long-term challenges because 
they have a mix of jobs with a high risk 
of automation. Examples include Cope-
land, Boston, Preston, North Lincolnshire 
and Coventry. These are places with high-
er proportions of jobs in agriculture, food 
production, manufacturing and distribu-
tion; sectors that have continued during 

the crisis but where automation could re-
place work in future. 

The areas of most concern, however, are 
those at risk of a ‘double whammy’ – they 
have been disproportionately affected by 
Covid-19 and also have many jobs vulner-
able to automation. Almost all of these local 
authority areas comprise towns and villag-
es not large cities. Of the 28 areas that are 
within the worst quarter of places for both 
Covid-19 impacts and vulnerability to auto-
mation, 25 are made up of towns and vil-
lages and only 3 are cities or parts of cities 
(see figure 3). 

Many of these communities rely on sec-
tors such as hospitality, tourism or gener-
al manufacturing, or they are commuter 
towns catering for lower skilled workers in 
sectors like retail or support services. They 
are spread across all regions of the country 
– with the places where the ‘double wham-
my’ risk is greatest including Harlow, Scar-
borough, Pendle, Tamworth and Sandwell. 
Some of the places on the list are coast-
al or rural but others are large or medium-
sizes towns somewhat removed from their 
nearest economic centre in places like Es-
sex, the West Midlands and Greater Man-
chester. Coastal, rural and ex-industrial 
communities have strengths and advan-
tages that policy makers often overlook, 
but they also tend to lack the economic at-
tributes which make places more resilient, 
such as economic diversity, good commu-
nication links, higher levels of skills and 
broad, deep labour markets. 

We do not yet know which sorts of places 
will be able to recover fastest from the short-
term impacts of Covid-19. For now, we re-
main very concerned by the prospects for 
city centres and high streets over the com-
ing months, with office workers and shop-
pers likely to stay away in large numbers for 
as long as public health restrictions remain 
in place. But at this stage we can’t say what 
changes will become long-term trends and 
how this will affect different communities.21 

Similarly, we don’t know whether the re-
gionally unequal incidence of coronavirus 
infections and resulting social restrictions 
will have a lasting effect. During the early 
autumn, many places in the north of Eng-
land were placed under local restrictions 
impacting businesses, jobs and the econ-
omy, at a time when government support 
was being reduced across the UK. Any re-
turn to a system of local variations in lock-
down measures, without adequate financial 



Sources: The probability of automation in England, ONS 2019; Self-Employment Income Support Scheme (SEISS) Statistics: July 2020, HMRC 2020; Coronavi-
rus Job Retention Scheme statistics: August 2020, HMRC 2020; Annual population survey: April 2019-March 2020, ONS 2020; City & Town Classification of Con-
stituencies & Local Authorities, House of Commons Library 2018. Notes: Risk of automation is for England in 2017. Covid-19 impact includes: UC out of work 
claimant increase (Feb-June 2020) + Self-employment income support scheme claims (30th June 2020) + Furlough claims (30th June 2020) as a proportion of the 
economically active population (year to March 2020); Data is for local residents not workplaces
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Rank 
(combined risk)

English local 
authority area

House of Commons 
library town/
city classification

County Number of workers relying 
on government support 
following Covid-19

ONS score for 
risk of automation

1 Harlow Large town Essex 50% 53%

2 Scarborough Large town North Yorkshire 46% 51%

3 Pendle Small town Lancashire 47% 50%

4 Tamworth Large town Staffordshire 44% 51%

5 Sandwell Medium town 
in conurbation

West Midlands 45%
50%

6 Arun Large town West Sussex 45% 50%

7 Blackpool Large town Lancashire 45% 49%

8 North Norfolk Village or smaller Norfolk 43% 50%

9 North Devon Village or smaller Devon 43% 50%

10 Castle Point Medium town Essex 41% 52%

11 Thurrock Large town Essex 44% 49%

12 Redditch Large town Worcestershire 45% 49%

13 Wyre Forest Medium town Worcestershire 43% 49%

14 Oldham Large town 
in conurbation

Greater 
Manchester

42%
49%

15 Stoke-on-Trent City (not core city) Staffordshire 41% 50%

16 West Devon Village or smaller Devon 42% 49%

17 Rochdale Large town 
in conurbation

Greater 
Manchester

41%
50%

18 Dudley Medium town 
in conurbation

West Midlands 42%
48%

19 Blackburn with 
Darwen

Large town Lancashire 40%
50%

20 Rotherham Large town 
in.conurbation 

South Yorkshire 41%
49%

21 Wolverhampton City (not core city) West Midlands 41% 49%

22 Knowsley Core city (outside 
London)

Liverpool city 
region

40%
50%

23 Braintree Medium town Essex 43% 48%

24 Cornwall Village or smaller Cornwall 42% 48%

25 Tameside Medium town 
in conurbation

Greater 
Manchester

41%
48%

26 Salford Large town 
in.conurbation

Greater 
Manchester

42%
48%

27 East Staffordshire Large town Staffordshire 41% 48%

28 Selby Village or smaller North Yorkshire 41% 48%

Figure 3: Towns and rural areas make up 25 of 28 ‘double whammy’ areas in England (ie in the worst hit quarter 
of local authorities for both the medium-term risk of automation and immediate labour market impacts of Covid-19)
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assistance, could have longer term conse-
quences for the regional economic divide.

The ability of local labour markets to 
recover will depend upon a combination 
of factors: their underlying economic re-
silience and diversity, the sharpness and 
nature of the immediate labour market 
impacts of the crisis, and the long-term out-
look for the sorts of jobs found in the area. 
Thinking about prospects over the medi-
um term, we are particularly concerned for 
the areas both hit hard by the economic ef-
fects of Covid-19 and with many jobs at  
risk of automation. 

The government’s economic response 
to the first wave of Covid-19 was 
effective in the short term, but 
ministers have done little to address 
the ‘double whammy’ of Covid-19 
and technology change
In the first six months of the Covid-19 crisis, 
the government introduced some extremely 
important and successful measures to sup-
port employment, working in partnership 
with employers and trade unions.

During the initial lockdown peri-
od furlough (the coronavirus job reten-
tion scheme), the self-employment income 
support scheme and a slew of busi-
ness support initiatives helped save jobs  
and livelihoods. Then in the summer the 
government introduced temporary meas-
ures targeting the hospitality, tourism and 
residential property sectors. It also prom-
ised new or accelerated spending to create 
jobs and support unemployed people, in-
cluding the new Kickstart scheme for the 
young unemployed. 

Many of the initiatives during this pe-
riod were developed in dialogue with em-
ployers and employee representatives. The 
willingness of the government to work 
with major social partners when faced with 
an unprecedented threat to jobs was, at 
that point, striking and very important. But 
by autumn, as the Chancellor continued 
to reduce support for jobs and businesses 

while some areas – especially the north of 
England – still faced restrictions, the social 
partnership approach started to fray. 

The government came under increasing 
pressure from mayors and councils, the de-
volved administrations, the CBI, the TUC, 
small businesses and self-employed groups 
to restore and increase support. Following 
the second England-wide lockdown, min-
isters eventually extended assistance until 
March next year, although the late changes 
have made it harder for employers to plan. 

Meanwhile there have so far been only 
limited signs that the government recog-
nises the special risk that the combination 
of Covid-19 and technology change poses. 
There are likely to be high and permanent 
job losses in some sectors and businesses 
and particular challenges for many workers 
of all ages who will need to reskill and find 
work in new occupations. Those on furlough 
for as long as a year without any training or 
work will find it harder to obtain new work if 
their jobs do not return after the crisis. People 
face the risk of prolonged unemployment or 
of cycling in and out of insecure, low-skilled 
work; both of  which could permanently  
reduce their employment opportunities and 
productive potential. 

The government has said it will introduce 
reforms to the skills system in April 2021, 
including a ‘lifetime skills guarantee’ that 
will allow adults without A-level equivalent 
qualifications to train towards them for free. 
But the spending review set out very little de-
tail about what will be on offer and the new 
funding earmarked is far less than is need-
ed for an adult skills revolution (just £375m 
extra for adult skills in 2021/22). Meanwhile 
ministers have scaled up employment sup-
port for jobseekers and are introducing the 
Kickstart job guarantee scheme for young 
people. But the plans do not include any 
substantial new training entitlements for the 
unemployed. There is a disconnect between 
policy on employment and skills.

Government, employers and trade un-
ions need to respond urgently to the poten-
tial permanent shifts in work that are likely 
now to be taking place as a result of both the 
Covid-19 crisis and the technology take-up 
it has triggered.

Recommendations
In these extraordinary times, strong collec-
tive leadership is needed to navigate a safe 
route through the Covid crisis – to protect 

jobs, support people whose work might be 
at risk, avoid hardship and widening ine-
quality, and to help the economy bounce 
back with better jobs for the future. The 
government needs to work urgently with 
employers and unions on a major plan to 
support the labour market through the re-
cession and beyond – including targeted 
support for the sectors and workers where 
most jobs are at risk as a result of both Cov-
id-19 and technology. As part of this process 
employer organisations and unions should 
work together on joint proposals. 

1. Provide immediate training for 
furloughed workers and more 
support for freelancers (England/UK)

The government must continue to sup-
port jobs and businesses hit by Covid-19 
restrictions during the winter and into 
2021. Measures like the furlough scheme 
and grants for many self-employed work-
ers will help prevent jobs that would oth-
erwise be viable being permanently lost. 
Withdrawing subsidies and leaving the 
market to adjust as some have advocated 
would lead to much higher levels of unem-
ployment, as well as permanent damage 
to sectors which would otherwise bounce 
back when Covid-19 restrictions are lifted. 

But the government should make two 
important additions to the current schemes:

• Provide free training or education 
courses for all furloughed workers: 
By March 2021, some workers will have 
been without work or training for twelve 
months. Employers should be encour-
aged to provide on-the-job training to 
them during times they’re off work but 
being paid. But where employers are 
unable to provide training, furloughed 
workers should be offered free courses 
through the Union Learning Fund, Job-
centre Plus or FE colleges (going beyond 
the free online courses offered through 
the government’s Skills Toolkit initia-
tive). Furloughed workers should also be 
encouraged to volunteer or find different 
ways to keep their skills in use.

• Provide more robust support for self-
employed workers so far excluded 
from the self-employment income sup-
port scheme, including freelancers paid 
through PAYE, newly self-employed 
workers and partially self-employed 
workers who have been excluded from 

Government, employers 
and trade unions need 
to respond urgently 

to the potential permanent 
shifts in work
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existing support. A better targeted self-
employment support scheme is needed.

2. Introduce new industry plans 
for sectors where jobs are most 
at risk (UK)

We need urgent action plans for those 
sectors which are likely to face big job  
losses – either temporarily due to pub-
lic health measures or, in many cases, per-
manently as a result of the combination of 
recession and technology change. Exam-
ples include retail, hospitality, culture and 
leisure. We recommend that government, 
employers and trade unions work in part-
nership to support high-employment in-
dustries where jobs are vulnerable to both 
the coronavirus recession and to high levels 
of automation in the coming years. In chap-
ter two we set out the case for a renewed 
industrial strategy for the medium term, 
including new sector-specific initiatives. 
But right now, we need urgent crisis plans 
for rapid implementation over the coming 
weeks and months. 

Key features of these urgent sector plans 
should include:

• Protecting viable work: In addition to 
the extension of furlough, self-employ-
ment and business support, we need 
additional targeted measures to help 
particularly vulnerable sectors. For ex-
ample, retail and hospitality sector plans 
could bring together local authorities 
and high street landlords to help small 
businesses struggling with rental pay-
ments. Plans should include support to 
help more businesses, employees and – 
crucially – freelancers use technology to 
keep operating while Covid-19 restric-
tions are in place. This is acutely neces-
sary for the arts and creative industries, 
which face particular challenges: live 
performances are suspended by Cov-
id-19 restrictions and the self-employed 
make up a large proportion of the work-
force (in the music, performing and vis-
ual arts sector, 70 per cent of workers 
are self-employed).22

• Support for workers: As well as the 
free training for furloughed workers 
recommended above, everyone work-
ing in sectors where jobs are at high risk 
from automation and the Covid-19 re-
cession should be targeted with ap-
propriate training courses and career 

coaching, through a partnership of em-
ployers, trade unions and government. 
These additional resources for work-
ers in at-risk sectors should be promot-
ed in the workplace, in order to help  
people build resilience in a changing  
labour market.

• Business transitions: Plans for each 
sector should promote widespread 
technology adoption that can help busi-
nesses stay viable and grow during the 
pandemic and into the future. Plans 
should emphasise that transitions must 
be managed – for example, comprehen-
sive training should be required when 
new technology is rapidly introduced. 
The government should provide ad-
ditional business support resources to 
help SMEs adjust.

• Investment with conditions: UK gov-
ernment funding to protect jobs now 
or to support future technology invest-
ment should be conditional on com-
mitments from each industry. These 
should include sectoral promises to in-
crease worker voice and representation, 
expand opportunities for people from 
disadvantaged and underrepresented 
backgrounds, and improve training and 
the quality of work.

3. Create and support good jobs 
to absorb unemployment during 
the recession (England/UK)

The government also needs to provide di-
rect support for job creation. With the risk of 
huge job losses in coming months, imme-
diately the market alone is not capable of 
generating sufficient new opportunities in 
the sorts of jobs that will support the people 
and places most at risk of unemployment. 
The government should therefore fund the 
creation of large numbers of good jobs in 
growth sectors. 

Ministers should focus on sectors with 
the potential to absorb lots of existing work-
ers quickly, in jobs that offer productive, val-
uable work. Among these sectors there are 
a number where good, sustainable jobs can 
be created directly through public funding – 
eg low-carbon and digital infrastructure, con-
struction, health, care, early years and educa-
tion. In July, ministers made a modest start by 
bringing forward some infrastructure spend-
ing, announcing green home grant vouchers, 
and providing funding to help children and 

young people catch up on lost teaching time. 
But they need to go much further:

• Capital investment increases 
announced for the 2019–2024 
parliament (as well as government 
lending and loan guarantees) should 
be front-loaded and target priorities 
that will generate good jobs quickly 
and on a widely dispersed basis – 
eg energy efficiency retrofitting, social 
housebuilding, digital connectivity, 
roads, flood defences etc.

• Public service spending should be 
used to create new jobs in sectors like 
education, health and care to respond 
to rising need and to increase the 
resilience of key public services. A mix 
of temporary and permanent initiatives 
are needed, for example more teaching 
support roles for education catch-
up and a permanent increase in 
social care jobs, which the Covid-19 
crisis has shown are badly needed. 
Supporting early years and childcare 
is also particularly important as this 
will enable parents – and particularly 
mothers – to work the hours they want 
to as the economy grows.

The government, businesses and trade un-
ions should work together on plans for in-
dustries where large numbers of jobs can 
be created quickly (to sit alongside plans 
for the sectors at greatest risk of shrinking 
– see recommendation 2). This should start 
with those sectors that can be expanded 
quickly through capital investment or pub-
lic service spending. These plans should 
specify what innovation, training and 
workforce reform is expected in the con-
text of extra public funding. New workforce 
strategies should also be agreed for sec-
tors where workers are mainly employed  
directly by government.

Jobs in these growing sectors need to 
be redesigned to increase the use of tech-
nology, improve outcomes and create bet-
ter work. This is particularly true in oc-
cupations that have been traditionally 
undervalued such as social care and ear-
ly years, where greater use of technolo-
gy can underpin the creation of better jobs 
with higher skills and earnings. Meanwhile 
jobs in construction, infrastructure and ze-
ro-carbon transition need to be designed 
to absorb lots of workers while also sup-
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porting innovation and new technology. 
There is potential for significant short-term 
growth in jobs in these sectors but they are 
heavily dependent on Government policy, 
regulation and funding decisions. 

Setting aside publicly funded jobs, in-
dustries with the potential to grow in-
clude the creative and technology sec-
tors. That means the government needs 
to work closely with the arts, culture and 
tech sectors to prevent long-term capaci-
ty being destroyed by the current Covid-19 
crisis. In each of these sectors, ministers 
should be playing an active role in estab-
lishing a positive environment for new jobs 
to be created. An initiative from which to 
take inspiration is Arts Council England’s  
digital R&D fund for the arts, which ex-
plored new ways technology can be used 
to engage audiences and generate new 
revenue streams. 

4. Introduce a ‘work and training’ 
guarantee for the unemployed 
during the recession (UK)

The scale of potential job losses and job 
changes as a result of Covid-19 and au-
tomation means there is an urgent need 
for extra support for those who have lost 
their jobs or are at risk of becoming unem-
ployed in the months ahead. People who 
need immediate support and training in-
clude employees who have been made re-
dundant, self-employed people whose 
work has dried up and young people  
leaving education. 

The unusual nature of this recession 
and also the wider context of changes to 
jobs and sectors as a result of technology 
means that there should be a much strong-
er emphasis on training and skills than in 
previous recessions, when the focus has 
been mainly on returning people to any 
kind of available employment. Traditional-
ly the DWP has been wary of supporting 
training as an alternative to finding a job 
because of its commitment to reducing un-
employment. We understand the logic be-
hind this ‘work first’ viewpoint but believe 
new approaches are needed in this labour 
market that explicitly support people to 
‘work and train’ together.

The government has made a start with 
July’s Plan for Jobs. This includes the ex-
pansion of existing support programmes 
(including traineeships and skills acade-
mies) and the introduction of the Kickstart 

scheme, which aims to fund six-month 
work placements for 16 to 24-year-olds on 
universal credit at risk of long-term unem-
ployment. But these initiatives can only be 
the beginning: we want the government to 
ensure that jobseekers (of all ages) are of-
fered both the chance to work and high-
quality training relevant to their needs and 
local employment opportunities. 

We therefore recommend that during 
the recession unemployed people claim-
ing universal credit or jobseeker’s allow-
ance are provided with structured sup-
port to help them to ‘work and train’, 
including substantial expansion and de-
velopment of the Kickstart scheme. Train-
ing should also be available to people  
out of the paid labour market because of 
caring responsibilities.

Key elements of a ‘work and train’ guar-
antee for people out of work should include:

• Early support: – Intensive support 
should be available immediately for new 
benefit recipients and people who have 
not worked recently (eg  people who 
have been furloughed, have recently left 
full-time education or are looking after 
young children). 

• Skills assessment: Everyone should be 
promptly assessed for their employabil-
ity-related and technical skills. Careers 
coaching should help people consider 
their long-term options (and also seek 
to prevent gender stereotypes with re-
spect to skills and careers choices).

• Training while job seeking: Bene-
fit recipients of all ages should be sup-
ported to access training immediately. 
Those without basic employability-re-
lated skills (including basic digital skills) 
should be offered intensive training 
and support from Jobcentre Plus; oth-
ers should be encouraged to enrol onto 
a substantial further education course 
aligned to local employment opportuni-
ties (while continuing to seek work, in 
the case of over-21s).

• Pathways into full-time training: Job-
centre Plus should support people aged 
16 to 21 to return to full-time educa-
tion and treat this as equivalent to sup-
porting them into work. Work coaches 
should aim to place claimants with low 

skills of all ages into apprenticeships 
rather than conventional jobs. 

• Guaranteed jobs with training: After 
a significant spell without work all job-
seekers should be offered a ‘work and 
train’ guarantee, starting with young 
people who are likely to be hardest hit 
by the recession. The guarantee should 
comprise the offer of either full-time ed-
ucation, an apprenticeship or a ‘Kickstart’ 
job with accompanying training.

The government’s new Kickstart pro-
gramme for under-24s should form part 
of a full-scale young people’s guaran-
tee where every unemployed young per-
son is guaranteed either full-time edu-
cation or a job with training. Currently it 
is unclear whether the 250,000 Kickstart 
places the government is funding will 
match the number of young people who  
are unemployed. 

Kickstart jobs should always come with 
training: everyone on the Kickstart pro-
gramme should be offered additional train-
ing via new or existing skills entitlements if 
learning is not included in their job place-
ment. Once this ‘work and train’ guarantee 
is in place for under-25s it should be ex-
panded to cover unemployed people aged 
over 25, especially people who face par-
ticular difficulties finding work and those 
with no skills or qualifications who are 
most vulnerable in the labour market. 

The rollout of Kickstart needs to hap-
pen at pace and involve local authorities 
and third sector organisations in both pro-
viding places and brokering places with lo-
cal private sector employers. The expansion 
of apprenticeships will also require addi-
tional public and third sector apprentice-
ships. Local authorities should play a key 
role in delivering these policies so as to en-
list sufficient local employers to match the  
number of unemployed people who need 
work or training (local brokers are also 
needed to bar companies from partici-
pating if they have just made significant  
redundancies in the locality).

Kickstart jobs  
should always come  

with training
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5. Fund a major boost in adult training 
and education during the next 
12 months (England)

At a time when continued Covid-19 re-
strictions and the recession may leave 
many people unemployed or underem-
ployed we should be substantially expand-
ing the opportunities people have to ac-
cess training and education so they can 
boost their skills and employability. We 
need a huge national skills upgrade for 
all workers, not just young people. While 
there are more people wanting jobs than 
there is work to go around the government 
should seek to spark an adult learning rev-
olution: modest financial support could 
nudge hundreds of thousands of people to 
choose to work and learn. Many employers 
are already responding accordingly, with 
48 per cent of companies surveyed by the 
World Economic Forum saying they are ac-
celerating the implementation of upskill-
ing and reskilling programmes in response  
to the pandemic.23

Expanding education, training and ap-
prenticeships will help the economy re-
spond to automation and technology as 
well as helping individuals through the 
Covid-19 crisis. The government has made 
tentative steps forward with the announce-
ment of the National Skills Fund. Under 
this banner, it has unveiled the ‘lifetime 
skills guarantee’ for people of all ages to un-
dertake a free level 3 qualification; employ-
ment-focused short course ‘bootcamps’; 
and the promise that FE institutions will be 
able to access the HE tuition loan system 
to fund higher technical courses. Following 
the Covid-19 crisis, ministers have also pro-
vided some extra funding for apprentice-
ships, traineeships and 18 and 19-year-olds 
staying on at college. 

However, many of these policies are just 
vague aspirations, at a moment of nation-

al crisis. They do not have enough mon-
ey to come anywhere close to meeting 
their ambition. The value of the Nation-
al Skills Fund (£2.5bn over the parliament 
or £375m in 2021/22) can fund only lim-
ited extra student numbers. Next year just 
£138m is available for the new level 3 guar-
antee and more ‘bootcamps’, and £127m 
for training and careers support for the 
unemployed.24 In total the National Skills 
Fund will only reverse around a fifth of the 
cuts made to adult education and appren-
ticeships spending since 2010.25 

The government needs to go much fur-
ther. Ministers should use the launch of the 
National Skills Fund to make a truly trans-
formative adult education offer, initially as 
a time-limited recession initiative. These 
measures will require additional fund-
ing but, as they will benefit both the de-
mand side and supply side of the economy, 
they will help support a stronger recovery 
and should form an important part of the 
government’s overall fiscal stimulus plans.  
In addition to our call for free training for 
furloughed workers (recommendation 1) 
the package should include: 

• Free technical education for all adults 
during the recession: We welcome the 
government’s recent announcement 
that adults of all ages will be entitled to 
a free first level 2 and/or level 3 qual-
ification. This right should be available 
immediately rather than in April. How-
ever, during the recession ministers 
should go further and offer all adults 
free FE courses in priority qualifica-
tions, up to degree equivalent, includ-
ing people who have already obtained 
a qualification at the same level. Local 
and sectoral bodies should work with 
government to identify eligible qual-
ifications in response to local labour  
market needs.

• An unlimited number of appren-
ticeships: During the recession, minis-
ters should promise to fund an unlim-
ited number of apprenticeships, subject 
to existing conditions on employers and 
training providers being met. Wherever 
an employer wishes to offer an appren-
ticeship (whether to a school leaver or  
a mature worker), the government 
should pay for the training (even if 
spending exceeds the amount allocat-
ed to large employers through their ap-

prenticeship levy accounts). Employers 
would have to pay wages and release 
employees for at least a day a week. Bo-
nuses would be available for new re-
cruits beginning apprenticeships (ex-
tending the policy announced in the July 
2020 Plan for Jobs).

• Financial support for selected FE stu-
dents: People aged 18 to 21 studying 
towards any full-time FE qualification 
should receive financial support dur-
ing the recession (either by being eli-
gible for universal credit without seek-
ing work, or through a flat-rate payment 
similar to education maintenance al-
lowance). Similarly, people of all ages 
studying full-time towards a first lev-
el 2 qualification should be eligible for 
universal credit without having to seek 
work. Anyone working part-time and 
studying part-time in FE should also be 
able to receive UC without any expecta-
tion that they will increase their earn-
ings before the end of their course.

• Funding and bursaries for career 
change courses: The government 
should increase funding for tuition and 
bursaries for higher education courses 
geared towards career changes into oc-
cupations with existing skills shortag-
es and strong growth prospects. Build-
ing on mid-career schemes to attract 
more public sector professionals, fund-
ing should be available to train for any 
occupation where there are skills short-
ages and people can start work after one 
or two years’ study.

• Expand and develop the Union Learn-
ing Fund: Instead of abolishing the Un-
ion Learning Fund as the government 
has proposed, this publicly funded, un-
ion-led programme to promote education 
and training in the workplace should be 
expanded. In particular it should be used 
to target furloughed workers (see recom-
mendation 1). Joint working between un-
ions and employers on staff development, 
learning and skills should increase.  

Ministers should use 
the launch of the National 

Skills Fund to make 
a truly transformative 
adult education offer, 

initially as a time-limited 
recession initiative

The government should 
increase funding for tuition 

and bursaries
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In chapter one we focused on the im-
mediate challenges posed by the ‘dou-

ble whammy’ of Covid-19 and rapid tech-
nology change that reshapes or displaces 
jobs in the short term. In this chapter we 
turn to the medium term, looking over the 
next decade. In this timeframe it is clear 
that new technology provides the potential 
to realise extraordinary new economic, so-
cial and environmental benefits. Different 
kinds of technology will improve work and 
create new roles, as well as disrupting and 
replacing existing jobs. 

Overall, improvements in technology 
should boost productivity, drive economic 
growth, and create wealth. We want to see 
a future where people in work receive a fair 
share of these rewards – both as the econo-
my recovers in the next few years and across 
the 2020s. The dividends of new workplace 
technology need to translate into higher 
earnings for all – or into shorter working 
hours, if that’s what people prefer. 

Rewards from technology must there-
fore be fairly shared across the whole econ-
omy, between employees and business 
owners, and between workers in different 
circumstances: people in different sectors 
and occupations; residents of cities, towns 
and rural areas; people with higher and 
lower skills; women and men; and young-
er and older workers. Technological devel-

opments should be used to narrow inequal-
ity not to widen it.

Reasons to be optimistic: Technology is a 
force for good. It can help us boost produc-
tivity, tackle climate change, meet the Cov-
id-19 crisis, reduce poverty, and make our 
lives easier, healthier and safer. Through-
out our industrial history we have seen the 
benefits from new technology translate into 
higher living standards for all – including 
higher pay and better, safer jobs than gener-
ations ago. It has also been associated with 
a gradual decline in the hours each person 
works as a proportion of their lives.26 

With extraordinary new technologies al-
ready being adopted in workplaces or com-
ing down the track over the next few years, 
there is every reason to believe that these 
past trends can continue. New ideas, soft-
ware and machines can translate into peo-
ple creating better goods and services, in  
a way that boosts our living standards while 
reducing emissions of greenhouse gases. 

These gains can also be broadly shared. 
While industrial transitions have some-
times led to damaging increases in inequal-
ity – as in the 1980s – at other times they 
have led to wages and material conditions 
rising for all, with no worsening in the gap 
between the bottom and the top, most no-
tably in the decades of transformation after 
the second world war.

Reasons to be worried: Each wave of 
technological change has also brought dis-
location: as work changed, some jobs were 
destroyed, others created and many peo-
ple and communities have suffered along 
the way. The rewards from technological 
change have not always been fairly shared, 
and the disruption can lead to unemploy-
ment, exploitation and injustice. Even be-
fore the Covid-19 crisis we were worried 
about the impact of technological change 
on employment, pay and the quality of jobs 
for low-skilled workers. The combination of 
Covid-19 and accelerating automation has 
hugely increased those risks, and the con-
sequences will now be felt not just during 
the 2020 crisis but for many years to come. 

That is why in this chapter we look at the 
potential impact of changing technology on 
inequality, and on what needs to be done to 
make sure that all workers get a fair share of 
the benefits from technology.

We are at a crossroads. We have many 
reasons to be positive about new waves of 
technology which have huge potential to 
boost productivity and pay and bring ben-
efits for all, rebalancing the unfair distribu-
tion of wealth and opportunity. But we have 
many reasons to be worried because there is 
a real risk that technology take-up will fur-
ther polarise the labour market so that those 
who already have least end up losing most. 

Chapter two: 
A fair share in the rewards
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The future is not determined and we are 
optimistic about the potential for new tech-
nology to bring rewards to all. But it will take 
new public policy and new partnerships be-
tween government, business and trade un-
ions to ensure that those rewards are fairly 
shared. We need to act. Our research in this 
chapter suggests that, while it is possible to 
achieve a fairer share for workers, we are  
a long way from doing so.

Our findings

New technology is needed to boost UK 
productivity and pay
Investment in new technology is need-
ed to improve productivity, pay and liv-
ing standards. In the years before Covid-19 
the UK suffered a terrible decade of slow 
productivity growth (ie  the amount pro-
duced in each hour of work). The slump 
in productivity gains was worse than an-
ything seen in the last 250 years – near-
ly twice as bad as the transition from the 
post-second world war economic boom to 
the slowdown of the 1970s. The reasons for 
the decline include the enduring effects of 
the 2008 banking crisis and the uncertain-

ty created by Brexit; but another important 
factor was the waning impact of ICT in-
vestments which drove forward productiv-
ity growth in the 1990s and early-2000s.27 

Flatlining productivity has held back pay 
and living standards. Before the Covid-19 
crisis average weekly pay had only just re-
turned to its level in 2008, the year of the fi-
nancial crisis (after adjusting for inflation).28 
It has been the worst period for pay growth 
since the mid-19th century and has translat-
ed into stagnating household living stand-
ards (which are affected not just by earnings 
but employment levels, demographic factors, 
housing costs, taxes and benefits). For the 
poorest households, benefit cuts left incomes 
after inflation and housing costs no higher in 
2018–19 than in 2001–02.29 

The long-term solution to the UK’s 
woeful performance on pay and living 
standards is innovation, investment and 
technology. Carl Benedikt Frey of Oxford 
University, who has written about the risks 
of automation for people in work, told the 
commission that technological change has 
a positive effect “over the very long run”, 
by raising the earnings capacity of workers 
through productivity growth and reducing 
the price of consumer goods and services. 

However, he warned us that, in the short 
term, it takes time to adjust:  “A lot of people 
shift into work of worse pay in the short run 
and as a result of that there are winners and 
losers.”  The UK therefore faces a double 
challenge – how to make sure our economy 
benefits from the new technologies needed 
to boost productivity, pay and living stand-
ards; but also how to make sure the bene-
fits are fairly shared and that inequality does 
not widen along the way.

Historically, average earnings and pro-
ductivity have broadly risen together, as fig-
ure 4 shows. Over the last 20 to 25 years 
workers have shared in what growth there 
has been: increases in hourly earnings have 
slightly exceeded hourly productivity and 
the percentage of GDP going to work-
ers has not declined, unlike in the United 
States.30 However productivity growth has 
been very slow: without better productiv-
ity improvements we will not see the im-
provements to overall pay and living stand-
ards we want.

When we took evidence before the arriv-
al of the coronavirus recession, we heard far 
more concerns about the sluggish adoption 
of new technology undermining productiv-
ity and pay than about rapid job-destroying 

Figure 4: Growth in wages and productivity tend to track each other over decades. Both have plummeted in recent times

Source: Bank of England, real terms (GDP deflator)
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automation. We were repeatedly told that 
the UK is adopting new technologies too 
slowly, hampering efforts to improve busi-
ness performance and competitiveness and 
therefore living standards. 

One striking example of the UK’s low 
take-up of automating technologies can 
be seen in the deployment of multipurpose 
industrial robots, which hugely increase 
the productivity of the people who work 
alongside them. The International Feder-
ation of Robotics found in 2017 that the 
UK had 85 units per 10,000 employees, far 
lower than France (137), Canada (161), the 
USA (200), Japan (308), Germany (322) or 
South Korea (710).31 

Even in technologies where we have 
world-beating firms and promising poten-
tial for job growth, the wider business com-
munity lags behind. For example, the UK 
is a leader in artificial intelligence, with  
a third of Europe’s AI startups located in 
Britain.32 But this is not spilling over into the 
rest of the economy, where AI implemen-
tation is generally low. The House of Lords 
committee on artificial intelligence found 
that the majority of firms are far behind in 
their adoption of new technology, including 
AI, and that this is contributing to the pro-
ductivity gap between the UK’s small cohort 
of highly productive ‘frontier’ firms and the 
long tail of low-productivity ‘laggard’ busi-
nesses.33 Overall, the gap in productivity 
between high and low-performing firms is 
greater in the UK than other rich countries 
including France, the USA and Germany.34 

In our work we saw evidence that tech-
nology change in some workplaces can lead 
to higher earnings. A CIPD survey of em-
ployers introducing AI-related technolo-
gy showed that the increased complexi-
ty and skills required resulted in more pay 
for the employees affected.35 In our visit to  
Asda’s distribution centre in Normanton, 
West Yorkshire, we saw how new technolo-
gy and increased productivity has translat-
ed into higher pay and more jobs (see page 
28). And a spokesperson for the Musicians’ 
Union told us they had been successful in 
negotiating media agreements on behalf of 
orchestras throughout the UK, so that mu-
sicians can generate additional income in 
return for rights to record and stream their 
performances (although concerns about mu-
sicians missing out on revenue from stream-
ing services persist across the industry). 

The UK lags behind other rich countries 
in productivity – including France, Germany 

and the USA – while we have so much else 
in common. So there is no reason why good 
policies cannot help make up the gap. For 
example, action to tackle the UK’s deep ge-
ographic inequalities and inadequate inter-
mediate skills could make a real difference. 

There are lots of reasons to be hopeful. 
We are a world leader in innovation with 
many firms at the frontier of productivi-
ty and globally significant technology-en-
abled sectors like financial services, creative 
industries and life sciences. We also have  
a workforce where many have strong skills, 
with a high number of graduates compared 
to many other nations and a globally re-
spected university sector. The UK’s chal-
lenge is to translate innovation into eco-
nomic returns, both amongst our most 
productive companies and across the whole 
economy; something that in the past has 
sometimes taken decades following the in-
troduction of new technologies.36 

Our dismal performance on productivity 
is the major factor behind the UK’s remark-
ably poor performance on pay growth in re-
cent times: greater diffusion of new tech-
nology to increase productivity across the 
economy will be needed if we want to es-
tablish the conditions for increasing living 
standards over the next decade. 

Rapid automation risks high levels 
of technology-driven job replacement 
To share the fruits of technology fairly we 
need not just rising earnings but high and 
sustainable levels of employment. Auto-
mating technologies have the potential 
to put jobs at risk: much has been written 
about the ‘rise of the robots’ leading to mass 
unemployment.37 But before the Covid-19 
crisis we had seen no evidence that tech-
nology change was likely to lead to an over-
all fall in employment any time soon. 

At the start of this year a higher pro-
portion of the UK population were in paid 
work than at any time apart from the sec-
ond world war and it appeared that the la-
bour market would be able to adjust to the 
likely pace of technology change over the 
next five to 10 years.38 Prior to the Covid-19 
crisis, we suspected that many jobs would 
change not disappear and, where they did 
disappear, new alternative jobs would be 
created – both tech-enabled jobs and also 
jobs in relationship-focused roles like social 
care. This view was reflected in the views 
of workers too: a survey conducted by the 
commission in 2018 suggested that most 

were not worried about technology making 
their jobs redundant (see page 67).

However, the Covid-19 crisis has upend-
ed expectations for the labour market in the 
2020s, given the huge risks to service jobs 
in industries like hospitality and retail, dis-
cussed in chapter one. Our concerns are not 
simply for the immediate recession. We are 
also worried that the unique nature of this 
downturn could trigger longer term struc-
tural unemployment following a sharp cy-
clical jobs contraction – as the combination 
of Covid-19 and accelerating automation 
leads both to more jobs being lost and also 
to a slower pace of new job creation else-
where. Our fear is that many jobs lost in 
the recession will now be replaced perma-
nently by automating technologies, and that  
a weak post-pandemic economy – globally 
and domestically – will mean that the pace 
of new job creation does not match job loss-
es for some time to come. This could create 
long-term scars affecting individuals and 
communities. Action needs to be taken to 
prevent that happening.

Before the crisis, there were widely dif-
ferent views about the potential scale of job 
change and job replacement likely as a re-
sult of technology over the next decade or 
two. Studies estimated that 5 per cent (Mc-
Kinsey), 10 per cent (OECD), 30 per cent 
(PWC) and 35 per cent (University of Ox-
ford) of UK jobs had the potential to be au-
tomated using current and emerging tech-
nologies.39 In 2019 the ONS produced its 
own estimates of the likelihood of occupa-
tions disappearing, based on an assessment 
of how easy it would be to replace differ-
ent job tasks as a result of advances in soft-
ware and robotics. The study found that  
1.5 million workers in England (7 per cent) 
are at ‘high’ risk of automation. They come 
from four occupations: waiting staff, shelf fill-
ers, elementary sales staff and bar staff. Oth-
er jobs that are almost as vulnerable include 
kitchen and catering assistants, farm work-
ers, cleaners, warehouse workers, routine 
motor repair roles and leisure attendants.40

On the other hand, the UK should be 
well placed to create new jobs in the com-
ing decade. That includes jobs working with 
or created as a result of new technology – 
including ICT jobs, manual jobs in logistics, 
advanced manufacturing jobs and profes-
sional roles, from finance to marketing, in 
companies making the most of new tech-
nologies. Other occupations are also like-
ly to expand as a result of changing needs 
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and preferences – including health, care, ed-
ucation, creative jobs and jobs in zero-car-
bon transition – and many of these involve 
relationship-based skills and tasks that 
are less likely to be at risk of automation.  
Almost all these occupations grew rapidly in 
the 2010s and there is good reason to think 
these trends will continue.41

However even if the overall level of em-
ployment rises towards previous levels, it 
may not happen quickly. It took four years 
to return to past employment participation 
levels after the early 1980s and 2008 reces-
sions, and eight years after the early 1990s 
recession.42 During some past recoveries 
there has also been significant ongoing dis-
location, with high unemployment persist-
ing (as well as economic inactivity and in-
voluntary underemployment) even as the 
number of jobs increases. This is because 
the new jobs created have been in differ-
ent places and in different occupations from 
those that have disappeared. The strongest 
example is the 1980s, where unemployment 

was still very high in the late 1980s despite 
overall employment participation return-
ing to pre-recession levels, with some com-
munities and regions particularly heavily 
hit. Areas like the coalfields saw deep long-
term damage to employment and their lo-
cal economies. It was a period of major in-
dustrial restructuring, so there are worrying 
parallels with today. 

Although there is the positive prospect 
of new job roles and occupations emerging, 
with different skill requirements, the short-
term transition is likely to be very painful 
during a time of high unemployment. 

New technology risks widening 
inequality and further concentrating 
power and wealth 
Even if new technology leads to productiv-
ity improvements and if employment lev-
els stage a recovery, the rewards of innova-
tion will not necessarily be fairly shared. Too 
often technological advances sit alongside 
low-paid work, and when technology is in-

troduced it is not always used as an oppor-
tunity to improve pay and conditions. 

In our work we saw that many of the jobs 
with the most tasks at risk of automation 
are also low-paid and employ large num-
bers of people (figure 5 shows the correla-
tion between levels of pay and the potential 
for different occupations to be automated). 
But when we spoke to people in these oc-
cupations, where automation is underway 
or likely in the near future, they provided no 
sign that working alongside new technolo-
gy is leading to improvements in pay or con-
ditions. One bar worker told us that: “We all 
work long hours, it’s hard work and we get 
next to nothing. Usually bottom-of-the-bar-
rel minimum wage, that’s it.” As these sectors 
adopt technology and automation, it is es-
sential that employees share in the benefits.

In recent years pay rises in low-paying 
sectors like hospitality have been driven by 
statutory increases in the national minimum 
wage and national living wage and there is 
no evidence to suggest that any productivity 
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gains have translated independently into re-
wards for low-paid workers. Indeed research 
for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in 2018 
found that firm and sector-level productivi-
ty improvements rarely translate into high-
er pay in the UK’s lightly regulated labour 
market, where pay is mainly set according 
to external market conditions not the per-
formance of firms.43 This contrasts with oth-
er European countries where more people 
are members of trade unions and there are 
stronger collective bargaining institutions. 

Instead it often seems to be higher pay 
that drives higher productivity rises in low-
paying industries, with employers innovat-
ing in response to rising labour costs. Re-
searchers at NIESR and elsewhere have 
demonstrated that the increased labour 
costs associated with the UK minimum 
wage led to higher productivity in low-pay-
ing industries.44

We also heard of examples of highly 
skilled workers using new technologies but 
not receiving pay that is commensurate. For 
example, the creative industries have been 
through a technological revolution in recent 
years but continue to have median pay of 
around £14 per hour, which is only just over 
the median for all sectors.45

Technology-enabled competition in sec-
tors like retail has put pressure on wag-
es across whole industries. Many individu-
als in traditional ‘bricks and mortar’ retail feel 
their wages have stagnated as a direct result 
of low-cost e-commerce. In Doncaster a re-
tail worker told us: “They want more doing 
for the same amount of money, they’re ex-
pecting you to do a lot more but not being 
paid no more” because “it’s social media, the 
internet. You can get it so much cheaper if 
you look online.” Online retail has facilitat-
ed the intensification of price-based com-
petition which has forced all retailers to cut 
costs, leaving little left over for pay rises be-
yond those mandated by the government’s 
minimum wage policies.

Downward pressure on wages stems not 
just from tech-driven competition in mar-
kets, but also from reduced bargaining power 
for workers whose jobs are at risk of signifi-
cant or total automation. As firms shed these 
jobs, competition for roles requiring similar 
skills will intensify, leading to lower bargain-
ing power and downward pressure on pay. 
All these effects will be stronger during the 
Covid-19 recession since there will be a larg-
er pool of people available to fill relatively 
low-skilled jobs. 

 
NEW ZEALAND’S DEVELOPMENT 
OF ‘FAIR PAY AGREEMENTS’
In considering how to create upward 
earnings pressure in low-paying sec-
tors UK politicians should follow de-
velopments in New Zealand, where 
the Labour government is develop-
ing plans for sector-level bargaining. 
The New Zealand Labour party set out 
proposals in its 2017 election manifesto 
to develop fair pay agreements estab-
lishing minimum standards on pay and 
conditions – for example on redundan-
cy, skills and training, and leave – that 
would apply to sectors or occupations. 
They would be negotiated by relevant 
employers and employees and would 
be binding once agreed.

A 2018 working group recommend-
ed that fair pay agreements should be 
triggered by workers or unions, either 
by demonstrating a specified level of 
representation in the sector or by show-
ing that harmful labour market condi-
tions met a public interest test. Employ-
ers and worker representatives should 
agree the scope of the sector or occupa-
tion included, and the agreement would 
cover all workers not just employees. 
Legislation would specify the minimum 
content of an agreement and firm-lev-
el collective agreements would need to 
equal or exceed the sector agreement’s 
terms. Agreements would need to be 
ratified by a majority of both employers 
and workers covered.46

 
To make matters worse, some of the areas of 
employment that displaced workers might 
move into are currently badly paid with 
poor conditions. For example, there will be 
growing need for social care and early years 
workers in the future, and caring skills are 
not easily replaced by automation. How-
ever social care and early years remain un-
derpaid and undervalued as a result of the 
structure of both sectors, the overall level of 
funding and government policies. Unless 
that changes, it could mean growing num-
bers of people moving into unfairly paid, in-
secure jobs. This has particular implications 
for women who remain more likely to go 
into caring roles. Their employment pros-
pects may be protected from automation, 
at the price of being locked into underpaid 
and undervalued work.

In the face of these pressures, the min-
imum wage and the national living wage 
have been very important policies. They 
have helped to reduce the gap in earnings 
between low and middle-paid jobs, while 
helping to increase the productivity of 
firms employing a high proportion of low-
paid workers. But they do little to improve 
conditions within low-paid sectors or in-
crease the pay of people on middle earn-
ings. Going forward, more worker repre-
sentation and collective pay bargaining 
will also be needed to create upward pres-
sure on rewards. To tackle inequality driv-
en by workplace technology changes, our 
labour market institutions need to change.

People that already have least 
could lose most
Most people from less advantaged demo-
graphic groups are positive about the role of 
new technologies at work. For example, in 
our 2019 survey we found that 50 per cent 
of workers in C2DE occupational classes 
who had seen new workplace technology 
introduced said it had had a positive impact 
on their role, while only 9 per cent said it 
had been negative (see page x).

However, we are worried because peo-
ple from disadvantaged groups are more 
likely to be in occupations with routine job 
tasks that are at significant risk of automa-
tion. This means they have a higher chance 
of needing to change occupations in the 
future and the possibility of unemploy-
ment; and they could face more competi-
tion for work, placing downward pressure 
on wages. The ONS’s task-based analyses 
of the potential for automation in different 
occupations suggests that: 

• People with lower education levels are 
more at risk. Of the 1.5 million people 
in England employed in jobs most vul-
nerable to automation, 99 per cent do not 
have higher education degrees.47 

• Women are at greater risk. Women do 
70 per cent of the jobs at highest risk 
of automation because they tend to do 
more routine jobs.48 The IMF’s routine 
task intensity (RTI) index is also 13 per 
cent higher for women across their sam-
ple of 30 countries.49

• Both the youngest and the oldest 
workers are more at risk. Those aged 
between 55 and 64 are more than twice 
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as likely to be in high-risk jobs than peo-
ple in their 30s – and young workers 
aged 16 to 24 are more than eight times 
as likely.50 Jobs that act as a gateway to 
the world of work for young people are 
set to become less numerous. 

Similar analysis has not been published for 
other groups such as black and minority 
ethnic people or disabled people, but these 
groups are also at heightened risk because 
they too are over-represented in occupa-
tions with routine job tasks. In all of these 
cases, we face the exacerbation of existing 
labour market inequalities as a result of au-
tomation. These groups are also vulnerable 
to unemployment during the recession, be-
cause they are concentrated in occupations 
most affected by the Covid-19 lockdown.  
If 2020 job losses are followed by a faster 
pace of automation, vulnerable workers will 
be hit twice-over. 

At the same time there is evidence that 
disadvantaged groups are likely to benefit 
less from the new jobs being created as a re-
sult of technology change. Anne Boden, the 
CEO of Starling Bank, told the commission 
that there needed to be concerted effort to 
“make technology something that is more 
attractive to girls and women” to deal with 
the considerable gender gap that still exists 
in the technology sector. PwC research in-
dicates that only 5 per cent of leadership 
positions in the sector are held by women, 
and that only 27 per cent of female students 
would consider a career in technology, com-
pared to 61 per cent of males. A career in 
technology would be the first choice of only 
3 per cent of women.51 

Places that already have least 
could lose most
The UK is the most regionally unequal of 
all G7 countries and, as things stand, the 
capacity for workers to share in the bene-
fits of technology-driven growth is depend-
ent on where they live.52 London and most 
of the south east have high levels of produc-
tivity but parts of the south west, Midlands 
and north of England, as well as Wales and 
Northern Ireland, have productivity similar 
to regions of southern and eastern Europe.53 

Cities often benefit from better transport 
infrastructure, larger, more diverse labour 
markets and agglomeration effects (where 
similar firms and workers benefit from be-
ing clustered together). The productivity of 
towns varies greatly, depending on their lo-
cation and economic history. Many of the 
lowest productivity areas are rural and coast-
al, but there are also very productive coun-
tryside areas with diversified economies, like 
Cheshire and the rural south east. 

Our least productive regions and commu-
nities have usually suffered from significant 

post-industrial decline. The UK’s experience 
of industrial change has been far more pain-
ful than in many European countries because 
we have a highly centralised government 
that has failed to intervene to help industries 
and places adapt, and has often appeared to 
pursue a policy of ‘managed decline’. 

Jobs that are vulnerable to automation 
in the future are overrepresented in many 
economically disadvantaged areas. In Eng-
land the ONS found that workers in Bos-
ton in Lincolnshire undertake jobs with the 
highest probability of automation, while 
people in the London Borough of Wands-
worth faced the lowest risk.54 The 20 lo-
cal authorities where people are at highest 
risk are all made up of towns and are main-
ly rural, coastal or ex-industrial communi-
ties. If technology change is mishandled in 
the coming years, automation could have  
a knock-on effect on these local economies, 
as well as on employees directly affected. 
Without intervention, technology change 
looks set to widen rather than reduce  
place-based inequalities.

Nations and regions Sub-region Local authorities
Output per hour is 59% higher in London 
than Wales 

Output per hour is 95% higher in Inner 
London West than Cornwall and the Isles 
of Scilly

Output per hour is 203% higher in the London 
Borough of Hounslow than Powys

Least productive areas: Wales, Yorkshire 
and The Humber, East Midlands, 
Northern Ireland

Least productive areas: Cornwall and 
Isles of Scilly, Southern Scotland, West 
Wales and The Valleys, Lincolnshire, 
South Yorkshire, Shropshire and 
Staffordshire, North Yorkshire, Devon, 
Dorset and Somerset, East Yorkshire and 
Northern Lincolnshire

Least productive areas: Powys, Wyre Forest, 
Richmondshire, Erewash, East Northamptonshire, 
Boston, Mansfield, Scarborough, East Ayrshire, 
Herefordshire

Figure 6: Geographic inequalities in productivity are very high, whether looking between nations and regions or between 
local authorities 

Source: Subregional productivity in the UK: February 2020, ONS, 2020. Note: Nominal GVA(B) per hour worked 
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AI may entrench existing discrimination 
and disadvantage
Automating technologies create height-
ened risks for historically disadvantaged 
groups which means that efforts to stamp 
out workplace discrimination must be re-
doubled. Novel digital technologies risk 
creating new forms of bias and unfairness, 
to sit alongside those that are already en-
trenched, worsening inequalities in the 
world of work. In our work we identified 
the following issues of concern with respect 
to discrimination:

• Algorithms that use machine learning 
to inform recruitment decisions which 
learn to recognise patterns based on out-
dated and discriminatory data55

• Automated assessment tools with dis-
criminatory impacts56

• Facial recognition technology in selec-
tion interviews, which critics say may be 
inaccurate and discriminatory57

• Intrusive tech-based monitoring and su-
pervision which (in addition to sour-
ing workplace relationships) risks dis-
criminating against employees who 
cannot comply with expectations be-
cause  of  age, disability, pregnancy or  
religious practice58

Algorithms and AI are being used to make 
life-changing decisions about recruitment 
and progression in the workplace, repli-
cating the kinds of biases that plague hu-
man decision-making. Amazon was forced 
to abandon its AI recruitment software be-

cause it used past data to learn to reject 
women coders.59 But similar commercial 
packages are being used more and more. 
These algorithms are told to exclude infor-
mation about sex, race and other character-
istics covered by equality laws, but we heard 
how they use supposedly unrelated data 
that are actually correlated such as where 
someone lives.60

Anne Boden, chief executive of start-up 
app-based bank Starling, told commission-
ers: “Without due care there’s a  risk that 
technology entrenches rather than corrects 
the kind of discrimination perpetuated by 
humans … hidden biases are being written 
into the software that shape our lives such as 
the algorithms used to decide who gets what 
job interview, and who qualifies for a loan.”

And Zara Nanu, chief execu-
tive of tech firm Gapsquare, warned 
commissioners:“Machine learning and AI 
will accelerate inequality significantly… 
because machine learning in our uses his-
torical data and we live in a world where 
our historical data is biased. So, any data 
we take from a company will show that you 
have your 50-year-old white male being 
a CEO and you will track his career progres-
sion, identify what background he came  
from and then the machine will take 
that  as  an example of a good leader and 
just accelerate that across sectors, and 
across industries.”

Meanwhile Unilever and Vodafone are 
among firms reported to be using facial 
recognition technology to compare inter-
viewees’ physical responses with traits sup-

posedly linked to success at work.61 Crit-
ics say there is just too much variety in 
facial expressions, especially across cul-
tures and among some disabled people, 
for these techniques to be accurate and 
non-discriminatory.62 

Technology-based monitoring and su-
pervision is another source of concern (see 
chapter four). Excessive electronic super-
vision sours workplace relationships but it 
also risks discriminating against employ-
ees who cannot comply with one-size-
fits-all expectations – for example, people 
with mobility-related disabilities, people 
who need to use toilet facilities more of-
ten because of age, disability or pregnancy, 
or people observing religious practice. And 
the risks are even greater in the gig econo-
my, where workers are monitored by apps 
and rated by their customers, creating huge 
potential for unfair bias. 

Without intervention, biased technolo-
gy risks locking disadvantaged groups out 
of the changing labour market; ensuring 
that, in the near term, they face addition-
al employment barriers through the Cov-
id-19 recession and, in the longer term, 
they do not see the benefits of innovation.

TOP 20 ENGLISH LOCAL 
AUTHORITIES WHERE WORKERS 
ARE MOST VULNERABLE 
TO AUTOMATION: 
Boston, Mansfield, Great Yarmouth, 
Harlow, South Holland, Newark and 
Sherwood, Castle Point, Doncas-
ter, Tamworth, West Lancashire, Rich-
mondshire, Ashfield, Nuneaton and 
Bedworth, Sedgemoor, Scarborough, 
North East Lincolnshire, Torridge, 
Fenland, Stoke-on-Trent, Preston 

Source: The probability of automation  

in England, ONS, 2019

CASE STUDY: MARY
Mary works in a call centre which uses monitoring technology to track how many calls 
workers complete, and how much time is spent completing each task. The technolo-
gy records every break workers take and how long they are away from their comput-
er and workers are closely monitored to ensure that they are taking the expected num-
ber of calls.  

Mary is going through the menopause and because of this she needed to take more 
frequent and longer breaks to use the bathroom. She was granted additional break 
times due to her health needs. However, her company used their monitoring tools to 
track how much time Mary was spending and told her that her breaks were too long 
and too frequent. The firm initiated disciplinary action against Mary arguing she was 
taking too much time away from her desk. 

The trade union Community supported Mary through a disciplinary investigation 
and successfully argued that the employer’s monitoring practices were discriminat-
ing against Mary. Mary’s union rep explained to her that menopausal symptoms have 
been accepted in an employment tribunal as a disability. Mary says: “What was hap-
pening to me was triple discrimination: I could have been facing disability, gender and 
age discrimination.”

Withoout intervention, 
biased technology 

risks locking 
disadvantaged groups 
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Recommendations
In these extraordinary times, strong collec-
tive leadership is needed to achieve high em-
ployment, technology-driven productivity 
improvements, rising wages and a fair distri-
bution of opportunities between people and 
places to reduce labour market inequality. 
The initial months of the Covid-19 crisis saw 
robust intervention to protect jobs and busi-
nesses. This activist approach must now be 
extended, but with a gradual shift from cri-
sis support to measures that steer the direc-
tion of future growth, so that new technology 
works for all workers, with new partnerships, 
legislation and funding to support technolo-
gy-driven growth and prosperity. 

6. Adopt a new industrial strategy with 
renewed focus on high-employment 
industries and increased 
infrastructure investment (UK) 

We need a new industrial strategy which 
focuses on high employment industries, 
and which can absorb the sectoral crisis 
plans we recommended in chapter one as 
a response to the Covid-automation ‘double 
whammy’. This revised industrial strategy 
for the UK must focus on jobs, skills, tech-
nology and innovation, alongside increased 
investment in key infrastructure for a mod-
ern economy including digital infrastructure 
and essential enablers such as childcare. 

In 2017 Theresa May’s Conservative gov-
ernment launched the UK’s first industrial 
strategy for many decades. But since Boris 
Johnson became prime minister it has been 
barely mentioned and the government has 
published almost no updates on implemen-
tation over the last year. There has also been 
very little progress in agreeing local indus-
trial strategies or sector deals, which were 
intended to be the geographic and sectoral 
strands of the strategy. 

A new industrial strategy is now report-
ed to be in preparation. Briefings suggest it 
will be even more focused than its prede-
cessor on pioneering science and technol-
ogy (even though this was a major area of 
attention for the 2017 strategy).63 We think 
this approach is too narrow and that more 
account needs to be taken of high-employ-
ment industries with relatively low pro-
ductivity today. A post-Covid-19 revision 
to the industrial strategy should include  
a major focus on improving productivi-
ty and the quality of work across the whole 
economy, by supporting businesses in eve-
ry sector and region to upskill workers and 

adopt new ideas and technology while sus-
taining high employment. 

The government, alongside sector 
stakeholders, should look to the progress 
already made in high-growth services sec-
tors such as the creative industries to in-
form the development of industrial strate-
gies for relatively low-productivity sectors 
like retail and hospitality. As the Industri-
al Strategy Council argued earlier this year, 
sector deals like that for the creative indus-
tries can provide a “template for successful 
service sector intervention”.64

A strategy only focused narrowly on ad-
vanced innovation would be disconnected 
from the short-term actions needed to sup-
port many different sectors to restructure and 
innovate following Covid-19. It would also 
do much less to reduce geographic inequal-
ities (a government priority) than a plan pri-
oritising high-employment, low pay sectors 
which employ lots of people in less prosper-

ous local labour markets. Our proposed cri-
sis plans for each sector (recommendation 2) 
should therefore evolve into long-term sec-
toral industrial strategies, setting out decade-
long plans for innovation, technology, skills 
and working practices for each sector.

The government also needs to continue 
to invest in R&D and green and digital in-
frastructure to support innovation, tech-en-
abled jobs and the zero-carbon transition. 
Whereas the previous economic era was 
made possible by the roads and the railways, 
the digital economy will require investment 
in research and development, and the spread 
of smart technologies, high-speed internet 
and other elements of digital infrastructure – 
alongside the social enablers of childcare and 
social care that will enable everyone to work. 
As Lesley Giles, former director of the Work 
Foundation, told us, putting this infrastruc-
ture in place will require a “partnership, col-
laborative approach on a number of fronts” 

THE UK INDUSTRIAL STRATEGY
The UK industrial strategy was launched in a 2017 white paper. It consists of policies 
and initiatives covering: 

• The ‘five foundations’ – horizontal strands relevant to the whole economy: ideas, 
people, infrastructure, business environment and places

• The grand challenges – four over-arching missions that will reshaped and 
strengthen the economy – AI and data; clean growth; mobility; ageing society

• Sector deals – sector-specific partnerships, with commitments from government 
and industry

• Local industrial strategies – local plans developed by mayoral combined authori-
ties or local enterprise partnerships

While very significant funding has been allocated to support R&D and infrastructure, 
most of the strategy’s policy initiatives have little or no money attached to them, ac-
cording to the Industrial Strategy Council, which questions whether they will materi-
ally affect economic performance.

Only limited progress has been made with respect to either local industrial strat-
egies or sector deals. By February 2020, only seven out of 36 expected local industri-
al strategies had been published – for the West Midlands, Greater Manchester, West of 
England and the Oxford/Cambridge arc.

Sector deals had only been published for 11 sectors, despite the government saying 
it was open to negotiating a sector deal with any industry. These deals mainly focused 
on advanced innovation rather than productivity improvements in high-employment 
sectors. In 2019 the House of Commons business, energy and industrial strategy com-
mittee raised concern that high-employment sectors had not been able to develop 
deals: “We found that so far neither the retail nor hospitality sector has been able to 
make significant progress on securing a sector deal of their own, with the UK gov-
ernment seemingly focused on sectors in which R&D investment rather than policy 
changes can make an achievable difference.”
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between a national industrial strategy, local 
identification of infrastructure needs and col-
laboration between public and private sector.

7. Act to prevent higher earnings 
inequality during the recession and 
promote rising pay and productivity 
over time (UK) 

We recommend a sequenced package of 
measures to ensure that inequality does not 
widen during this recession and that as the 
economy is recovering, pay rises for low and 
middle earners become a spur for better use 
of technology and higher productivity. 

In a report about technology we need 
to talk about pay because, for too long, the 
UK has suffered from sluggish adoption of 
technology alongside low-paid, low-skilled 
work. Business, government and workers 
must collaborate to avoid a future charac-
terised by low pay, low skills, low productiv-
ity and low investment in technology. With 
the supply of people wanting work likely to 
outstrip demand in the short term, we need 
to avoid sliding backwards on pay, particu-
larly for the lowest paid workers, in the face 
of the twin challenges of the Covid-19 re-
cession and the potential automation of 
many low-paid jobs.

We therefore propose a sequenced 
package of reforms to create labour market 
institutions that support pay rises for low 
and middle-income workers as productiv-
ity grows:

Extend pay transparency and promote 
firm-level commitments on earnings in-
equality: In 2018, the government legislat-
ed to mandate listed businesses with over 
250 employees to report pay ratios between 
the company CEO and full-time equivalent 
employees at the 25th, 50th and 75th per-
centiles. This provision should in future ap-
ply to private companies or partnerships as 
well. It should also include a requirement to 
report data to a central portal (as with gen-
der pay data). We are keen to imitate the ap-
proach taken to mandatory gender pay re-
porting, which on its introduction led to  
a 2 percentage point reduction in the gen-
der pay gap among the employers covered.65 
During the recovery period large business-
es should commit on a voluntary basis to 
stabilise or narrow the gap between low-,  
middle- and high-paid employees. This ac-
tion could be mandatory for big businesses 
that receive government financial support 
during the coronavirus crisis or that benefit 
significantly from public procurement. 

Continue raising the national living 
wage as the economy grows: Ministers 
should legislate for the national living wage 
to reach at least two-thirds of median earn-
ings by the middle of the decade (enshrin-
ing current government policy into law).  
To date the NLW has been very effective 
at increasing low wages while having little 
impact on employment.66 The government 
should take advice from the Low Pay Com-
mission on how those increases should be 
phased as the economy grows. 

Increase collective bargaining:  
A long-term strategy is needed to increase 
the scope of collective bargaining. This will 
both create incentives for employers to 
adopt new technology and ensure work-
ers can fully share in productivity improve-
ments when they are achieved. Whilst the 
national living wage is important, it focus-
es only on low pay and does not address 
the need to make sure the gains from pro-
ductivity are shared with middle earn-
ers too (before the Covid-19 crisis mid-
dle earnings were rising much slower than  
either high or low pay).67 

Widespread collective bargaining is  
a powerful mechanism for translating in-
novation-related increases in productivi-
ty into higher pay – not just for the low-
est paid, but for those in the middle of the 
income distribution too. Where employers, 
employees and trade unions have a prop-
er forum for consultation, wage negotia-
tions and bargaining – including on tech-
nology and productivity improvements – it 
benefits the business and the industry as 
well as the workforce. Expanding the use 
of collective bargaining and a partnership 
approach could benefit sectors and occu-
pations which have embraced technolo-
gy and have skilled workforces but are still 
characterised by low pay and job insecuri-
ty, such as the creative industries. 

 
UNIONS, BARGAINING 
AND PRODUCTIVITY
Evidence reviews conducted by the 
OECD, the International Labour Or-
ganization and the TUC show that un-
ionisation is generally good for pro-
ductivity. Some of the studies reviewed 
conclude that this is because exercis-
ing ‘voice’ through unions contributes  
to better management standards, 
high-performance work practices and  
greater innovation.68

Studies using data on British work-
ers and firms indicate that during the 
1980s there was a negative associ-
ation between unions and produc-
tivity. This relationship ceased to be  
statistically significant in the 1990s 
and union presence has subsequently  
became significantly positively associ-
ated with productivity.69

 
As the economy recovers, employers and 
trade unions (as well as the CBI and TUC) 
should work together to extend collective 
bargaining and build a new framework for 
sharing prosperity. This is in employers’ in-
terests as well as employees’, given evi-
dence that unionisation is associated with 
improved productivity (see box). The gov-
ernment should also act by introducing  
a staged sequence of legal reforms to sup-
port collective bargaining. Key elements 
could include:

• Making union access and recogni-
tion easier to facilitate pay bargaining 
(eg  permit electronic balloting, provide 
unions digital and on-site access to em-
ployees, liberalise statutory recognition 
procedures – see recommendation 31). 

• Strengthening workplace information 
and consultation arrangements to re-
quire all large firms to establish consul-
tation processes; and for the default list 
of issues covered by consultation ar-
rangements to include pay, conditions 
and the introduction of technology  
(see recommendation 30 on increased 
workplace consultation).

• Introducing a framework to support oc-
cupational or sectoral bargaining on 
minimum employment standards in key 
areas, as New Zealand is currently devel-

The national living wage 
does not address the  
need to make sure  

the gains from productivity 
are shared with middle 

earners too
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oping. This should start with social care 
(see recommendation 8). 

8. Increase the value, status and pay 
of care work and other essential 
low-paid jobs that are unlikely 
to be automated (England)

We recommend that the government sets 
out an active strategy to increase status, 
pay, job security and professional develop-
ment for workers in social care, early years 
and other essential low-paid occupations 
that are less susceptible to automation and 
where new jobs are likely to be created. 

Caring skills are less vulnerable to au-
tomation, but they are also often underval-
ued and underpaid. This is true for workers 
in social care and in childcare, who have me-
dian hourly pay of £9.98 and £9.94 respec-
tively – compared to an average of £13.68 for 
all jobs.70 In both sectors, low pay is accom-
panied by workforce instability. In the early 
years sector in England, one in six workers 
leave their job within a year – and in adult 
social care, it is almost one in three workers 
(31 per cent).71 The Covid-19 crisis has dem-
onstrated how much society relies on these 
and other low-paid key workers, such as 
nursing assistants and teaching assistants, 
and these jobs will continue to be important 
despite accelerating automation.

As technology changes, we want to pre-
vent further polarisation of the labour mar-
ket between those with high levels of aca-
demic qualifications (in increasingly higher 
paid cognitive work) and those with low 
levels of qualifications (in caring or oth-
er non-routine service work). The govern-
ment should therefore set out a plan to in-
crease the status of and rewards for workers 
in these key low-paid occupations, starting 
with expanding sectors like social care and 
early years. 

The fragmentation as well as the 
underfunding of the care sector makes 
it harder to establish negotiated pay 
agreements and, even where they exist, 
makes it harder for them to have a substantial 
impact on pay and conditions right across 
the sector. The inadequate nature of social 
care funding means that even though 
demand for care jobs in future is likely to 
continue to grow, the workforce is unlikely 
to see any benefits. So we recommend that 
in England the government should bring 
together employers, trade unions and local 
authorities to establish a proper sectoral 
framework for negotiating increases in pay 

and conditions right across the social care 
sector. This sectoral pay framework would 
need to be accompanied by additional 
funding, requirements on employers and 
a long-term financial model to deliver 
social care with fair pay rewards. Such  
a framework should subsequently be used 
as a model to deliver improvements in  
pay for other low-paid sectors and 
occupations where jobs will be relatively 
unaffected by automation.

9. Combine employer support for 
innovation, business development 
and skills to drive up productivity, 
technology adoption and support for 
the workforce (UK)

We recommend that services supporting 
employers on adopting innovation, busi-
ness development and skills are expanded 
and coordinated more effectively, to help 
businesses boost productivity by investing 
in people and technology together. Busi-
nesses need access to advice, finance and 
technology that helps them to innovate 
and grow – whichever public agency they 
come into contact with first. Following the 
Covid-19 crisis that assistance should also 
now be combined with support on em-
ployment and skills, to help businesses up-
grade the skills of new recruits and their ex-
isting workforce so they can work well with 
new technology. At present almost no sup-
port is available to employers on skills, ex-
cept in the context of apprenticeships (see 
chapter three for our proposals for skills and  
employment support).

With respect to business development 
and innovation, stronger collaboration is 
needed between existing bodies at nation-
al level; and the capabilities of regional or 
sub-regional agencies need to be advanced. 
In England, local growth hubs (local pub-
lic/private sector partnerships within local 
enterprise partnerships (LEPs)) should take 
the lead; in the devolved nations, responsi-
bility lies with Scotland CAN DO, Business 
Wales and Invest Northern Ireland respec-
tively. National organisations, such as In-
novate UK, should support these agencies 
to promote the permeation of technologies 
and new ideas across the whole business 
community, while also retaining nation-
al responsibility for supporting totally nov-
el innovation by R&D-intensive businesses.

Secure funding for this work should be 
available for at least five years, with new re-
sources coming partly from the UK govern-

ment’s planned increase in R&D funding 
and partly from the shared prosperity fund 
(the proposed replacement for EU struc-
tural funds). Funding allocations across the 
country should be broadly proportionate 
to the footprint of business activity, while 
providing extra support for economically  
disadvantaged areas. 

The government should also review the 
support available where new technology is 
likely to lead to job losses, building on the 
lessons from Covid-19 redundancies. For 
example more support could be made avail-
able on a permanent basis to advise em-
ployers on effective consultation with the 
workforce to avoid job losses, as well as ear-
ly intervention and support to help peo-
ple find new jobs (learning from the DWP’s 
rapid response service which supported 
employers making redundancies during the 
2008 financial crisis).

10. Empower local leaders to help more 
businesses use new technology and 
create good jobs (England)

We recommend that significant econom-
ic power and funding is devolved to towns 
and cities within England. Local econo-
mies are being affected in very different 
ways by technology change and the reces-
sion will also have an uneven impact. Lo-
cal leaders are best placed to deliver pol-
icy interventions lined up to the situation 
on the ground, but devolution to date has 
favoured metropolitan areas over coun-
ties – and has sometimes felt like an agen-
da for the cities at the heart of city-regions, 
at the expense of outlying towns. Devolu-
tion also needs to be supported by a signif-
icant shift in transport and regional invest-
ment to tackle regional inequalities and 
boost growth across the country.

Options for greater devolution include:

• Devolving power to communities across 
England – including both towns and cit-
ies. The forthcoming devolution white 
paper should provide a framework that 
enables devolution to all types of plac-
es by ensuring that: mayor-led combined 
authorities have adequate representative 
structures and policy focus on the towns 
within their territories; and full devolu-
tion is on offer to non-metropolitan ar-
eas without a major city. Consideration 
should also be given to devolving more 
powers to individual districts, boroughs 
and towns within larger areas.
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• Devolving extra power and responsibil-
ity: adult education budgets (where this 
hasn’t happened under individual devo-
lution deals); employment support (so 
that a spine of core employment ser-
vices are determined nationally and ad-
ditional support is devolved, to be de-
termined locally so it can be integrated 
with other local employment and train-
ing services); economic development 
powers where there is demand, notably 
transport, housing and innovation (see 
also recommendation 9 on business and  
innovation support).

• Increasing the proposed ‘shared pros-
perity fund’ (which replaces EU fund-
ing) significantly and devolving it to local 
leaders; and also starting work to devel-
op a fair system of local taxation, spend-
ing and redistribution between places.

• Reforming local enterprise partnerships 
so they are always fully accountable to 
local elected leaders (see also recom-
mendation 28 on social partnership).

• Creating pan-regional tiers with respon-
sibility for linking and coordinating the 
economies and labour markets of towns 
and cities, building on existing bodies 
like Transport for the North.

• Appointing representatives from nations 
and regions to key UK economic organ-
isations, such as the Industrial Strategy 
Council or Research Councils, to make 
them more responsive to different lo-
cal economies, and to integrate national 
programmes with local schemes.

11. Transform towns with plans for jobs, 
training and investment (England)

We recommend that the government pro-
vides special support to enable disadvantaged 
towns to adapt to new workplace technology. 
Many ex-industrial towns and coastal com-
munities struggle today in part because they 
were not adequately supported to adapt to 
previous upheavals in industry and technolo-
gy. A new wave of technology change was al-
ready posing a major threat to poorer settle-
ments with limited connections to their wider 
region and now Covid-19 and social distanc-
ing will hit some of these places hardest –  
especially those with high concentrations of 
general manufacturing or hospitality jobs. 

Disadvantaged places outside major cit-
ies are often reliant on a small number of 
industries or employers and lack the eco-
nomic resilience to weather change and 
disruption. However, the evidence also sug-
gests that such places can grow and re-
invent themselves if they are enabled to  
do so – towns can expand and diversify  
their economies. 

The government’s current policy of town 
deals is inadequate: it targets only 101 of 541 
towns with above-median income depriva-
tion; the towns participating were select-
ed on an opaque basis, potentially on party 
political grounds; and it is designed around  
a small additional pot of capital funding 
rather than considering all the resources 
available to each town.72

We propose a three-pronged approach to 
cover all but the most affluent towns:

• Jobs Plans. Each town or cluster of 
smaller communities needs its own in-
dustrial strategy which sets out a lo-
cal direction for supporting jobs, devel-
oping economic assets and advantages, 
and preparing for longer-term change to 
work and technology. These plans need 
to be integrated both with those of their 
neighbours, and with larger territories 
like counties, combined authorities and 
regional tiers.

• Training and skills funding. Towns’ in-
dustrial strategies should inform skills 
provision and related transport plan-
ning within the wider area, and FE fund-
ing (both revenue and capital) should 
be designated to ensure people living in 
disadvantaged towns have access to the  
facilities and services that provide  
the required training. 

• Investment Plans. Each town or cluster 
of smaller communities should be able to 
see a comprehensive investment pipe-
line for their area, drawn from the spend-
ing plans of all agencies, tiers of govern-
ment and regulated utilities. These plans 
should provide for disadvantaged towns 
to have early access to full fibre broad-
band to support local business and 
home-based working. They should also 
include plans for transport connections, 
energy projects, high street regeneration 
and public service buildings. Present-
ing the overall footprint of planned pub-

lic investments will support coordination 
and prioritisation.

This recommendation would mean that  
a town like Boston, Lincolnshire (which 
sits within a labour market at very high risk 
from automation) would have a jobs plan 
and an investment plan to harness tech-
nology change, aligned to the county’s ex-
isting economic development plans. The 
plans would build on the town’s strengths 
– for example its water, road and rail con-
nections – and its major specialism in agri-
foods. Funding for training and infrastruc-
ture would be visibly earmarked and linked 
to the plans’ priorities, and spatial planning 
policies could also be amended if changes in 
land use are needed to support new, higher-
productivity jobs.

12. Establish a review of equality law 
and automation (Great Britain)

We recommend that the UK government 
establishes a review of how equality law 
is working in the age of automation, led 
jointly by the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission and Information Commis-
sioner’s Office to clamp down on technolo-
gy-powered discrimination before it emerges  
as a serious issue. The review’s terms of  
reference could cover areas such as:

• Building a broader evidence base on 
technology-enabled discrimination.

• Examining whether the provisions of 
the Equality Act 2010 adequately protect 
against indirect discrimination resulting 
from algorithmic decision-making.

• Considering how best to ensure  
transparency with respect to the use  
of technology in making workplace  
decisions which could have discrimina-
tory impacts.

There may also be 
a case for mandating 

transparency and proactive 
reporting with respect to 
automated processes in 
employment decisions
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Siemens in Congleton

The review should lead at the very least 
to new guidance and codes of practice. 
But there may also be a case for mandat-
ing transparency and proactive reporting 
with respect to automated processes in em-
ployment decisions. For example, employ-
ers could be required to report when such 
tools are introduced and regularly carry out 
assessments of their equality impacts (see 
also recommendation 25 on consulting on 
tougher data protection legislation). 

Additionally, a review would need 
to address the resource implications for  

effective support and enforcement, estab-
lishing whether regulators require addition-
al funding and/or powers to have the capac-
ity to investigate new potential instances of  

discrimination driven by technology. The re-
view would also need to determine the ex-
tent to which regulator staff currently have 
the required specialist skills and technical 
expertise to monitor equalities impacts in 
this constantly evolving landscape.

Immediately, and regardless of the out-
come of a government review, trade un-
ions and employers should place potential 
equality impacts of new workplace tech-
nologies at the centre of their negotiations 
and agreements when new technology is  
being introduced. 

Trade unions and employers 
should place potential 

equality impacts of new 
workplace technology at the 
centre of their agreements
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CASE STUDY:  
ASDA DISTRIBUTION  
CENTRE, NORMANTON
In November 2018, we visited Asda’s dis-
tribution centre in Normanton, West York-
shire. The depot had recently introduced 
47 new low-level order pickers (LLOPs): 
vehicles, operated by warehouse work-
ers, used for travelling through the ware-
house to pick goods for delivery. We were 
also told about the use of a barcode-based 
digitised audit trail system that can trace 
goods when items go missing. 

Retaining jobs, sharing the rewards. 
Managers and union representatives told 
us that there were no fewer jobs as a re-
sult of the introduction of the LLOPs. 
A worker later told us that because the 
company is more profitable as a result 
of the technology it has led to more, not 
less, staff being employed at the site: 
“They’re getting more out of an individu-
al but because of the productivity and as 
the business is moving forward, we’re in-
creasing.” Another worker in the centre 
reflected that employees have seen pro-

ductivity increases translated into higher 
pay and improved conditions. This pro-
cess has made the work easier as employ-
ees no longer have to get on and off the 
trucks “but they’ve done it in a way that 
we’re still doing it safely and we’ve been  
rewarded with better pay and conditions”.

Supporting better work. Employees 
at the centre told us that new technol-
ogy has improved their day-to-day ex-
perience of work. First, the LLOPs have 
made their core job task – picking goods 
– less physically demanding. As one 
worker said: “it makes the job easier for 
you and you wouldn’t walk that much, 
jumping on and off the lorry.” Second, 
the LLOPs come with enhanced safe-
ty features. When a warehouse aisle is 
busy and there are objects or other peo-
ple within a certain distance of a LLOP’s 
sensors the vehicle will not move. Third, 
the digitised audit trail system has helped 
both employees and managers identify 
problems more easily and avoid mistaken  
suggestions of wrongdoing.

Hearing workers’ voices. The distri-
bution centre has established procedures 

which enable frontline workers to initiate 
change within the workplace. One manag-
er told us that, through the site’s ‘circles of 
improvement’, warehouse operators have 
suggested changes that have prevented 
damage to equipment and saved money:

“…a vehicle driver came to me and said, 
'The problem you’ve got is, every time  
I drive over that gap, I keep damaging the 
wheel on this truck’. And then we just 
looked at it and went, ‘hang on a minute, 
he’s probably got a point here.’ So we’ve had 
surveys of all the joints in all the warehouse. 
We invested £10,000, and our damage on 
the machines has actually come down. That 
came from a colleague on the shop floor, and 
we’ve invested probably £1m this year in 
this depot to make improvements”.

The constructive union-employer re-
lationship at the site is valued by man-
agers, as well as workers. A manager told 
us that “the stronger the relationship we 
have with the union, the better we’ve be-
come and we make far quicker decisions 
in enhancing our depot”.

Commissioners visiting an Asda  
warehouse in Normanton
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We want to see a workforce that has 
the skills and training to use new 

technologies well and to take up good 
jobs in new industries. New technolo-
gies will continue to change the nature of 
jobs, and people must have the support to 
adapt and reskill throughout their careers. 
They should be able to move seamless-
ly in and out of training as technology ad-
vances, and as they progress through their  
working lives. 

Covid-19 is likely to accelerate the pro-
cess of change if, as seems likely, new pat-
terns or work and consumption and a deep 
recession drive investment in new technol-
ogy, quicken the pace of sectoral restruc-
turing and trigger high unemployment. 
Workers facing displacement related to the 
pandemic may not be able to return to the 
same kinds of jobs as before, even as we 
start to recover from recession. 

This chapter focuses on those who 
face the risk of either job loss or dramatic 
change to their jobs as a result of new tech-
nologies, and who therefore require new 
skills and the support to obtain them. Tar-
geted learning across the life course is nec-
essary to ensure they are not left behind. 

Four out of five people who will be 
workers in 2030 are already in the work-
force today, so our focus has been on  
the support and training adults should  

receive.73 The commission has not exam-
ined reforms to education and support for 
children and young people in schools or 
post-16 education.

Reasons to be optimistic: The Cov-
id-19 crisis and the acceleration of tech-
nology will demand substantial improve-
ments to the adult skills and education 
system. The UK has the capacity and ex-
pertise to respond and to create a radi-
cally better system to help workers keep 
pace with changing technology and jobs. 
Already, some employers are providing 
high-quality training, many employees 
are showing they have an appetite to re-
train and acquire new skills, and the gov-
ernment is seeking to improve the support 
it offers, including by working with the CBI 
and TUC.

Reasons to be worried: The current 
adult skills system is failing and requires a 
complete overhaul in order to respond to 
the scale of the challenge. For many years, 
UK employers have not offered enough 
training for existing staff, and have done 
even less for new recruits. Where good 
practices do exist in workplaces, we’ve 
found that they are the exception and not 
the rule; and where opportunities to re-
train or reskill are currently available, they 
are often not accessible to the people who 
need them most.

Our findings
This is a dangerous moment for millions 
of workers facing painful transitions, but it 
can also be a catalyst for change. We need 
to completely reset the way the UK delivers 
training and employment support through-
out people’s working lives. Given the com-
bined challenges of the Covid-19 reces-
sion and technology change at work, people 
need urgent and active support to flourish 
in new roles and occupations that will often 
require very different skills.

The skills and training system is not 
fit for the challenges we face and needs 
a major overhaul
England’s adult skills system has been fail-
ing for a long time despite many well-in-
tentioned public policy initiatives. Parts 
of the system such as vocational train-
ing have never worked well enough. Oth-
ers have been particularly disrupted by the 
last ten years. The problems have deep roots 
with challenges for government, employers, 
trade unions and workers.

During the course of the commission, 
we heard from employers who empha-
sised how important new skills are for ex-
pansion in their businesses; they stressed 
how rare some of those skills are, and ex-
ecutives from Airbus and Siemens told us 
they were in competition for the same in-

Chapter three: 
 The support to adapt
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demand skills required for growth across 
high-tech sectors.

Both the OECD and the UK Industri-
al Strategy Council have warned that our 
skills system needs to improve. OECD data 
shows that compared to other countries, 
England has a high proportion of adults 
without basic literacy and numeracy skills. 
The labour market is polarised with a high 
number of low-skilled jobs and low-skilled 
workers, and few intermediate jobs. We 
have skills shortages in education, health-
care, science and technology, and in quan-
titative skills, problem-solving and inter-
personal skills. The OECD also found that 
40 per cent of workers are employed in an 
occupation for which they do not have a rel-
evant qualification, and 28 per cent are un-
derqualified for the occupation they are in.74 

Little is done to remedy these prob-
lems: participation in workplace training 
is low compared to other countries, a situ-
ation that has remained the case for many 
years. In 2015 only 30 per cent of employ-
ees in the UK received employer-provid-
ed training compared to 41 per cent across 
the EU.75 And participation in the UK de-

clined in the decade from 2005, while across 
the EU it substantially increased. This gap is 
not made up through public provision. The 
UK spends less on adult learning than other 
European G7 countries or even the USA.76 
Between 2012/13 and 2018/19 participation 
in public sector FE learning in England fell 
by 39 per cent.77 

Without action things will get worse. The 
Industrial Strategy Council estimates that, 
by 2030, 7 million extra workers will have 
insufficient skills for the jobs they are like-
ly to hold. The council’s modelling suggests 
that the single largest problem will be a lack 
of basic digital skills, followed by manage-
ment skills, STEM and teaching skills. Their  
analysis shows that existing policies will not 
be sufficient to address the problem; and nor 
will formal learning outside the workplace: 
the only solution is a huge increase in em-
ployment-based learning. Increasing the 
provision of adult training matters for the 
council’s remit to boost productivity because 
higher productivity is associated with higher 
skill levels: differences in skills are thought to 
explain two-thirds of the gap in productivi-
ty between London and the rest of the UK.78

People that need most help receive least
We know that people from more disadvan-
taged places and demographic groups are at 
greater risk of their job changing or disap-
pearing due to technology change (see chap-
ter two). This inequality of risk is concerning 
in itself. But what makes things even worse is 
that the workers who need support the most 
are the least likely to receive it.

Joe Dromey, then a senior research fel-
low at IPPR, told the commission: “…low-
er-skilled workers are less likely to be par-
ticipating in education and training than 
higher-skilled workers. And perversely (I’d 
argue) employers are less likely to invest 
in the training of their lower-skilled work-
ers compared to their higher-skilled work-
ers. The deck is stacked against low-skilled 
workers: they’re more vulnerable, they’re 
less likely to retrain, and if they are dis-
placed from the labour market they’re more 
likely to slip into long-term unemployment 
and inactivity.”

ONS figures show that employees with  
a degree or equivalent higher qualification 
are almost four times as likely to have re-
cently received training at work as employ-
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ees with no qualification at all (figure 7).79 
Our own 2019 survey reinforced the point: of 
those respondents educated up to GCSE lev-
el, only 31 per cent said that their employer 
currently offered training to help them pre-
pare for future changes to their role as a re-
sult of new technology. This compares with 
48 per cent of those educated up to A level 
and 51 per cent of those educated up to first 
degree level (see page INSERT).

It is the same story when it comes to the 
occupations where people receive the least 
training. Occupations where fewer than 15 
per cent of the workforce received training 
in the last three months include low-skilled 
jobs in: cleaning, administration, sales, 
manufacturing and warehouses, and textile 
and garment manufacturing.80

Too many local economies are stuck 
with weak demand and supply in skills
There is a strong spatial dimension to the 
UK’s skills challenges. Labour markets are 
inherently local, and people’s access to 
work and training is determined in large 
part by where they live. Many places sim-
ply do not generate enough high-skilled 

jobs or provide sufficient education to help 
people achieve good skills. 

Too many communities are trapped in  
a ‘low skills equilibrium’ with low demand 
for skills and low supply in skills. This de-
scribes a situation when a local labour 
market has few skilled jobs, low invest-
ment in training and outward migration 
of people with good qualifications. New 
and existing businesses tend to gear them-
selves towards low skill, low productivity, 
low pay business models, which in turn re-
inforces underinvestment in training and 
outward migration.81 

Some towns and cities have been 
struggling to break free from this equilibrium 
ever since the rapid deindustrialisation of the 
1980s. The current situation is summarised 
in figure 8 below, which shows that places 
with poorly qualified residents also have 
low productivity workplaces. To move on 
places require sustained intervention that 
raises both the supply of skills (ie  well-
qualified employees) and the demand for 
skills (ie the jobs employers create) as part of 
a comprehensive industrial strategy tailored 
to that places’ assets and advantages.82 

Government is badly underfunding 
adult skills
There has been a steep decline in govern-
ment funding for adult skills provision. The 
Institute for Fiscal Studies found that total 
spending on adult education and appren-
ticeships fell by 37 per cent in real terms be-
tween 2009–10 and 2018–19. Non-appren-
ticeship adult education budgets declined 
by almost 50 per cent after 2009–10, and by 
almost two-thirds since the start of the cen-
tury (in real terms).83 Decades of good in-
tentions have failed to solve: the shortage 
of key skills at the highest qualification lev-
els; the wide gap in vocational skills in the 
middle; or the persistent lack of basic skills 
among too many people with the lowest 
level of qualifications. 

The government’s apprenticeship levy 
has also been a source of controversy since 
its introduction in 2017. While welcomed 
as a sincere effort to fund higher numbers 
of apprenticeships, it has received criticism 
from employers, worker representatives and 
labour market experts – and the number of 
apprentice starts fell by 170,000 following 
its introduction.84 While firms see it as bur-
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densome, many outsiders have criticised its 
poorly focused spending. Some have iden-
tified that there is excessive ‘dead weight’ in 
the system, with levy funds used by some 
employers to pay for advanced qualifica-
tions for already highly-skilled employ-
ees that they would have otherwise fund-
ed without the subsidy – at the expense of 
those without lower-level qualifications.85

The government has recently started 
to place much greater emphasis on adult 
skills and further education. The establish-
ment of the National Retraining Scheme in 
2017, involving the government, CBI and 
trade unions, was a positive step and was  
a welcome example of social partnership. 
However the scheme only conducted pilots 
and research before being closed and rolled 
into the National Skills Fund in Autumn 
2020. Most of its budget went unspent. 

The partnership approach was dealt an-
other huge blow by the government’s recent 
announcement that it plans to end funding 
for the Union Learning Fund. In 2019/20 
this programme helped 200,000 predomi-
nantly low-skilled workers to access learn-
ing, education and training courses through 
their union and through their workplace, 
and it promotes learning and skills partner-
ships between employers and unions in in-
dividual workplaces.86

Earlier this year ministers launched the 
National Skills Fund, worth £2.5bn in Eng-
land over 5 years, with £325m available in 
2021/22. The 2019 Conservative manifes-
to said the fund would be used to “pro-
vide matching funding for individuals and 
SMEs for high-quality education and train-
ing” and in October 2020 the prime minis-
ter announced it would fund a ‘lifetime skills 
guarantee’ offering a free level 3 qualifica-
tion to all adults without one.87 In 2021/22 
it is also being used to test employment-
focused short course ‘boot camps’, expand 
higher technical courses in FE and pay for 
skills provision for the unemployed.88

The 2020 Budget also pledged £1.8bn of 
investment in the further education estate 
and following the Covid-19 lockdown the 
government published its Plan for Jobs in 
July. This was a package of emergency sup-
port which included £3.1bn of spending to 
support unemployed people. However, the 
money for skills (as opposed to Jobcentre 
Plus) was all allocated from within the Na-
tional Skills Fund rather than being new.89 

While the commitments to increase 
overall funding show movement in the right 

direction, the National Skills Fund will only 
reverse around a fifth of the cuts made to 
adult education and apprenticeships spend-
ing since 2010.90 The amount of money on 
offer is insufficient to fund significant take-
up of the new entitlements the prime minis-
ter has promised. And the proposed ending 
of the Union Learning Fund and the scrap-
ping of the National Retraining Scheme 
show there are still serious gaps in the gov-
ernment’s approach to funding and deliver-
ing on adult skills.

Employers don’t provide enough 
training and good practice appears 
to be the exception not the rule 
In our visits to workplaces and evidence 
from employers, we found excellent exam-
ples of good practice when it comes to pro-
vision of learning for employees – both in 
job-specific training and in general, porta-
ble skills. Firms like Airbus, Asda and Sie-
mens are taking important steps to en-
sure that their workers are equipped with 
the skills they need to fill shifting job roles. 
Promising initiatives include dedicated 

funds for retraining; wide-ranging career 
development programmes; and formalised 
colleague-to-colleague learning (see box).

But we are concerned by the gulf be-
tween the good practice at some of the 
firms highlighted in this report and the 
provision of training by businesses in gen-
eral. As a result, individuals with an ap-
petite to retrain have too often found that 
the opportunities to do so are simply not 
available to them. Our survey results reit-
erate that, while the vast majority of work-
ers surveyed felt confident that they would 
be able to change and update their current 
skills if new technologies affected their job, 
only 27 per cent of them agreed that their 
employer was taking action to prepare 
them for change (see page INSERT). 

Overall, across the economy, there is 
just not enough workplace training, with 
employer spending on vocational training 
courses around half the EU average.91 Data 
from the OECD’s PIAAC survey also shows 
there is a lower rate of participation in job-
related training amongst adults working 
for SMEs, compared with employees in  

WORKPLACE (RE)TRAINING: EXAMPLES FROM OUR RESEARCH 

Airbus university
Katherine Bennett, senior vice president at Airbus, told us about Airbus’s leadership 
university in her evidence to the commission. The leadership university offers skills de-
velopment to the company’s employees, with approximately 30,000 employees at sites 
around the world participating in courses, conferences, and development programmes 
each year. The firm emphasises internal mobility and told us that around 12,000 work-
ers change jobs within Airbus annually.

Asda depot training
At the Asda distribution centre visited by the commission, workers told us about the 
provision of training to use new low-level order picker (LLOP) machinery. New start-
ers get a full introduction to using the new technology. After a certain length of ser-
vice longstanding employees are able to take part in ‘refresher’ training to learn skills 
required for different roles. 

Upward learning' at Siemens
At Siemens Congleton we heard from a higher degree apprentice in the IT depart-
ment who had been given responsibility for digital upskilling. As she told us: “We have 
an ageing workforce on the shop floor and it’s my goal and my vision that these shop 
floor operators can comfortably use a computer … I want them to feel comfortable and 
competent using a PC to help us to get better - and help us to get less tickets in IT!”

Zurich’s ‘Head Start’ fund
For a number of years, Zurich Insurance has offered a ‘head start’ retraining fund worth 
£500 to employees who are made redundant. Take-up of the fund had been low histor-
ically, but has recently increased following efforts from Community union to package 
together head start funding with free courses supported by the Union Learning Fund.



35 / Sharing the future

larger firms.92 Looking forward, in the con-
text of Covid-19, there is also a significant 
risk that employers struggling to stay afloat 
will be more reluctant to invest in training 
over the next few years as they seek to cut 
short-term costs.

People want to train for work. But they 
need to see the point of training and 
often they don’t
The commission’s surveys tells us that, where 
employees are offered training, the over-
whelming majority want to participate – with 
nine in 10 workers saying they are likely to 
take part in training to help them prepare for 
future changes to their role due to new tech-
nology. However, many are not offered train-
ing and the benefits for seeking individual 
training are often not clear.

When asked whether they agreed or dis-
agreed with the statement ‘I am worried 
about my current job no longer being need-
ed because of new technology’, participants 
in the commission’s focus groups tend-
ed to be ambivalent and unsure. There was  
a sense from people in occupations and in-
dustries at high risk of job automation that 
it was impossible to predict the future and it 
did not make sense to take steps to prepare 
for change – as one participant put it: “You 
don’t know what the future holds.” 

Whilst many trade unions representing 
workers in retail, hospitality, manufactur-
ing and administrative services have been 
talking about the potential impact of tech-

nology on jobs and the need to increase 
training and skills for a long time, in many 
workplaces within these sectors there are 
still very low levels of union membership 
or union recognition so workers do not re-
ceive advice, support or representation from 
a union to promote training. According to 
our 2018 survey, even in workplaces where 
trade unions are present only 16 per cent of 
employees said unions were helping ensure 
that new technologies enhanced and im-
proved working life.

Workers often do not have the time 
or the money to participate in learning 
opportunities 
As the OECD notes, educating working-
age people means addressing the oppor-
tunity cost: the loss of pay while learning.93 
Ultimately, learning becomes inaccessible 
when the only option is learning unpaid, 
outside working hours. Countries such as 
France, Belgium and Austria provide for 
varying levels of income compensation for 
adults while they undertake training, while 
in Sweden and Finland adult learners can 
access general student finance provision.94 

Andrew Scott, professor of econom-
ics at London Business School, warned us 
that “when [people] are time scarce or mon-
ey scarce”, they find it difficult to priori-
tise adult learning. This was confirmed to 
the commission through its focus groups. 
As one worker told us in Leicester: “I think 
it’s all about a time factor as well. I mean,  

I do other things as well, I’m older, I’ve 
got grandchildren, we look after my mum 
at home, you know, and I like my home 
time as well. I don’t get enough home time, 
there’s always things to be doing.” And  
a part-time retail worker in Doncaster told 
the commission that she “work[s] part-time 
for a reason”.

Jobcentre Plus is not equipped to deal 
with retraining or with high levels 
of unemployment
Jobcentre Plus has not had to support mass 
unemployment for a very long time. The 
service’s main focus in recent years has 
been supporting people who have not been 
working even at a time of full employment. 
People facing prolonged worklessness in 
these circumstances mainly have signifi-
cant personal barriers to finding work, such 
as those with very poor basic skills, serious 
physical or mental disabilities, people suf-
fering from drugs or alcohol addiction, ex-
offenders, and homeless people. Jobcentre 
Plus has therefore not needed to provide 
significant support or advice on retraining 
for adults with more than basic skills.

DWP services will now need to reori-
ent towards serving a far larger number of 
people, with a very different profile: just in 
the five months between March and August 
2020 the number of people on benefits that 
require them to seek work increased from 
1.2 million to 2.7 million.95 It is also like-
ly that many of the newly unemployed in 
the months ahead will have spent the best 
part of a year on furlough – which, in the ab-
sence of widespread training or participation 
in voluntary activities, may have eroded their 
skills and confidence in the world of work.

In chapter one we described how the 
DWP will have to scale up capacity very 
quickly, including recruiting tens of thou-
sands of capable new staff, where the Chan-
cellor’s recent spending increase is welcome 
but unlikely to be sufficient. But Jobcentre 
Plus will also need to change the kinds of 
work that it does, and the kind of support 
it offers not just during the height of the 
Covid recession but beyond, as more people 
have to move jobs or sectors and retrain be-
cause of changing technology. 

Recommendations
Before Covid-19, technology was  
already changing the world of work in ways 

CASE STUDY: TOM
Tom has worked in financial services for almost 20 years. In 2019 he moved from a cus-
tomer facing claims role into a role as an automation developer. 

Tom says he received excellent advice through coaching, to focus on his strengths, 
rather than his weaknesses. This changed Tom’s mindset with respect to career de-
velopment, and he turned his focus to his technical and analytical skills. He started 
looking for opportunities and roles which would allow him to use these skills. He ex-
plains that the driving force behind his decision was reviewing how his brain works, 
what he was passionate about, and what he enjoyed. But once he was in the new role, 
he reflected that he was futureproofing himself by acquiring a sought-after skillset. 
Tom says: “I know that technology might take over some aspects of the claims role,  
but I wasn’t fearing that my job would be gone [when I decided to change role]. Instead 
I knew that I was excited by technology and wanted to be part of it.”

Tom moved from an area that he knew “like the back of my hand” to learning some-
thing different from scratch. He began with two weeks of intensive training on the fun-
damentals of the system he would be using, and then moved into virtual on-the-job 
learning with lots of support from the team around him. Tom explains that he ended 
up automating a process he had previously worked on: “Funnily enough, my first build 
was my idea. I had thought of the process when working in claims, and when I came 
into the robotics team I built it.”
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that demanded a big shift in the UK’s ap-
proach to adult training and skills. Now the 
unique nature of this recession is acceler-
ating that change – with many jobs disap-
pearing overnight and unlikely to ever re-
turn as they were. 

In the short term, the priority is to help 
people who have lost their jobs or are 
at risk of becoming unemployed in the 
months ahead. In chapter one we set out 
how support for unemployed people needs 
to be reshaped immediately in response to 
the Covid-19 recession and the prospect 
of mass unemployment. We proposed do-
ing that with a major short-term increase 
in training and education support (recom-
mendation 5); and a ‘work and training’ 
guarantee during the recession for the un-
employed (recommendation 4).

But we also need to make enduring and 
long-overdue changes to employment sup-
port and adult training, with a permanent, 
universal offer where both employers and 

government take greater responsibility for 
skills. We must act to provide workers the 
support to adapt whenever their jobs change 
or disappear as a result of new technology. 
Our proposed emergency measures should 
serve as the foundations for a new adult 
training system. Here we set out our think-
ing, including further policy recommenda-
tions to ensure that people are given the 
support to train beyond the Covid-19 reces-
sion and throughout their working lives. 

13. Create an integrated adult skills 
system with a training offer 
for everyone (England)

Fundamental change is needed to meet our 
skills needs. We want to see the creation of 
an integrated adult skills system, operating 
on a scale never seen before in this country, 
working as a partnership between govern-
ment, employers and people. 

Our vision is of a system which can be 
accessed in many different ways – via em-

ployers, job centres, providers and trade un-
ions – so there is no wrong door and no one 
is left out. There would be multiple training 
offers geared to the particular needs of each 
individual and employer, ranging from reg-
ular, structured learning for everyone to in-
tensive support for people upgrading their 
skills or changing occupation. 

The spine of the new system should be 
a new digital skills service with individu-
al portals providing personalised guidance, 
a record of achievement and access to all 
learning opportunities; as well as special-
ist support for employers to plan their skills 
needs and navigate the support available.

The aim is a substantial and enduring 
change in behaviour and culture embrac-
ing employers, employees, jobseekers and 
the self-employed. Achieving this is like-
ly to require a sizeable increase in fund-
ing from government and employers over 
time, and also new duties and expectations 
for employers. New resources are need-

No wrong door, 
no one left out

National digital  
service for all

Substantive  
training offers

Jobcentre Plus

Employers

Learning providers

Local/regional  
government

Gov.uk 

Trade unions

Careers advice 
and guidance

Bite-sized  
digital learning

Record of achievement

Programme information  
& application

Funding information

Jobcentre Plus  ‘work and train’ 
programmes 

Training available to all social security 
recipients out of work; training on offer  
as part of paid ‘work guarantee’ jobs

Structured on-the-job training 
programmes for all employees

Paid by employers, part of normal work 
(with new support for employers & a duty  
to plan training)

Apprenticeships (level 2 to 6+, 
new recruits of all ages & existing 
employees)

Tuition paid by expanded apprenticeship 
levy (with possible government top-up), 
employer provides 1 day a week paid time 
to train for minimum 12 months

FE college-based courses  
(level 1 to 6+)

Government pays tuition for first level 
2 or 3 & many other priority courses; 
statutory training pay available for 
temporary reduction in hours; social 
security available in many circumstances

Sector-led training and accreditation 
for mastery & career progression 
(levels 2 to 6+)

Sectors develop funding arrangements 
& expectations (eg possible sector levies); 
employer pays tuition & on-the-job 
training when core to existing job; statutory 
training leave & pay available for career 
advancement; routes for self-employed 
to participate

HE courses geared to career change 
(1–2 years) 

Bursaries for skills shortage occupations; 
employer can offer time-off to train with 
statutory training pay; social security 
available in some circumstances;  
parts of courses could be paid  
graduate apprenticeships

Figure 9: Proposed elements for a new integrated skills system in England
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ed to expand the provision of training but 
also to ensure that people have the time and 
money to participate (including a system of 
paid leave for training). However, the extra 
funding and obligations will need to ramp 
up gradually, as the economy recovers and 
both government and employers have the 
capacity to respond. 

While creating an adult skills system ca-
pable of meeting the challenges posed by 
technology change will necessitate signif-
icant additional spending over time, what 
we propose will still be significantly less 
costly than current expenditure on high-
er education. The approach we recom-
mend should boost productivity and pre-
vent future structural unemployment so it 
is an investment, that will generate long-
term benefits for the economy and increase  
government revenue.

At national level and local level, and 
within individual sectors, the new sys-
tem should be run as a tripartite partner-
ship, led by government, employers and 
trade unions, building on the model of 
the Scheme. In the spirt of this proposal 
employer organisations and trade unions 
should come together now to develop joint 
proposals for the fund and the design of a 
new service, National Retraining Scheme.

The remaining recommendations in this 
chapter set out the key components of  
this new integrated system.

14. Support unemployed people to 
‘work and train’ on a permanent 
basis (Great Britain)

In chapter one we proposed a ‘work and 
training’ guarantee for the Covid-19 reces-
sion (recommendation 4). Once unemploy-
ment starts to fall this should evolve into  
a permanent offer to people receiving uni-
versal credit or jobseeker’s allowance. We 
want to see unemployed people provided 
with structured help to ‘work and train’ as 
part of a long-term change to the support 
offered by DWP and Jobcentre Plus. This 
would form a key pillar of our new integrat-
ed skills system, providing support to peo-
ple out of work.

Even once we are past the peak of Cov-
id-19 unemployment there is likely to be 
considerable ongoing turnover in the labour 
market as employers adjust to the conse-
quences of the Covid-19 crisis and the take-
up of new technology. That is likely to mean 
that many unemployed people will need to 
acquire new skills and change occupations. 

Without support they face the risk of pro-
longed unemployment or of cycling in and 
out of insecure, low-skilled work; both of 
which could permanently reduce their em-
ployment opportunities and productive po-
tential. We therefore need ongoing pro-
grammes to provide unemployed people 
with jobs and training. 

In chapter one we set out how key ele-
ments of a ‘work and train’ offer for unem-
ployed people could operate during reces-
sion and high unemployment. This should 
evolve into permanent programmes, as part 
of the new adult skills system: 

• Skills and training should be at the heart 
of the support provided by Jobcentre 
Plus for people receiving benefits, with 
an expectation that everyone will learn 
while jobseeking and then move into  
a job with training included.

• A ‘work and train’ guarantee should be 
permanently available for people at risk 
of long-term unemployment. A long-
term successor to the Future Jobs Fund 
and Kickstart should provide short-term 
paid jobs with accompanying training, or 
place people into apprenticeships.

Traditionally the DWP has been wary of 
supporting training as an alternative to 
finding a job because of its commitment to 
reducing unemployment. We understand 
the logic behind this ‘work first’ viewpoint as 
the belief was always that people would find 
it easier to find better-paid jobs or access 
training whilst in employment rather than 
unemployed. However, the reality is that 
many workers have not had any training or 
skills support once in work, and have stayed 
in low-skilled, low-paid and insecure work 
(often cycling in and out of brief periods of 
unemployment). Now, given our fears that 
demand for many low-skilled jobs is likely 
to fall, we believe a change is needed. Qual-
ity training should begin when people are 
out of work, with a structured and support-
ed transition into continuing training in the 
workplace. In this labour market, we need  
a new approach that explicitly supports 
people to ‘work and train’ together.

15. Support incomes while  
workers train (UK)

We recommend that the government de-
velops a package that will make it much 
easier for learners to afford to train. This 

should enable people to work part-time 
and train part-time, to take short periods 
of time off work to train or, in the case of 
19 to 21-year-olds, to train full-time. De-
signing policies that give people the time 
and money to train will be essential to the 
success of any new national skills system.

It is an employer’s responsibility to pro-
vide people with training, during working 
time, to do their job effectively. Employers 
are also responsible for paying apprentices 
for the time they spend in formal learning 
off-the-job. But in other cases, where peo-
ple are learning to advance their careers or 
change occupation, employers can’t nec-
essarily be expected to pay for tuition or 
pay people to learn. In these instances, 
many workers don’t have the time or mon-
ey to train, because committing to learning 
comes at the cost of foregone pay. So the 
government should create new schemes to 
enable people to upskill without losing too 
much of their income – whether they want 
to take temporary time off from a full-time 
job, or to move from unemployment into 
part-time work and part-time training. 

Importantly, these proposals are de-
signed to retain people’s connection with 
work while they are training. We are not 
calling for people without jobs who would 
otherwise be expected to seek work to re-
ceive benefits only for studying (unless 
they are young adults up to the age of 21). 

There are four elements to this package:
Financial support for 19 to 21 year-

olds: FE students aged up to 21 should 
receive financial support for full-time  
education – either through universal credit  
or an 18–21 version of the education  
maintenance allowance. 

Universal credit to support part-time 
training: the rules and guidance for univer-
sal credit should explicitly authorise part-
time work and part-time study (participa-
tion on an accredited course should always 
be an acceptable reason to work part-time). 
Going further, universal credit could also in-
clude a ‘work and train’ bonus payment for 
people working part-time while enrolled in 
particular designated courses (eg first level 2 
or 3 qualifications, and qualifications identi-
fied as meeting local skills needs). 

Statutory training pay: The govern-
ment should develop a new system of stat-
utory training pay to provide a minimum 
amount of pay for time off to train. The 
scheme should only be fully implement-
ed once the economy has recovered, but it 
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could first be piloted (with full government 
funding) in several low-skilled occupations 
or sectors that are vulnerable to automa-
tion. Statutory training pay would be availa-
ble when employers agree to learning-relat-
ed leave under the ‘right to request’ time-off 
for training. The scheme would be designed  
for training focused on career development 
not for on-the-job training required to carry 
out existing duties (here, employers would 
continue to pay employees’ their full wag-
es during training). The new payment could 
be set at around £30 per day (ie  match-
ing statutory maternity pay) with employ-
ers encouraged to pay more when able. The 
government should consider whether em-
ployers should be able to reclaim these pay-
ments, either in all cases or in specified cir-
cumstances (eg  SMEs only or refunds for 
particular types of training). 

Statutory training allowance: A simi-
lar training allowance could be established 
for workers without eligibility for statutory 
training pay who have a sufficient nation-
al insurance record (eg the self-employed). 
Self-employed and platform workers would 
then be able to access an equivalent to stat-
utory training pay (modelled on maternity 
allowance) which would be conditional on 
participation in an approved course. This 
policy would need to be carefully tested and 
policed as self-employed workers would not 
have to make a request to their employer for 
training leave. It might be necessary to lim-
it the scheme, for example by only permit-
ting a maximum number of days of training 
leave over a certain period. To explore these 
questions further, the allowance should be 
piloted with a narrow group of low-skilled 
occupations before broad rollout.

16. Gradually build apprenticeships into 
the mainstream in-work pathway 
for intensive training (England)

During the Covid-19 recession, the priori-
ty for the apprenticeship system must be to 
support school leavers and people without 

work into skilled, sustainable jobs: we want 
apprenticeships to be one of the principal 
pathways for unemployed people of all ages 
to secure a good job. We therefore welcome 
the government’s decision to pay a bonus 
to employers who recruit new employees to 
start an apprenticeship during the Covid-19 
crisis. Going further, spending on appren-
ticeships should rise significantly so they 
can serve as a high-volume pathway for 
hundreds of thousands of people to move 
from unemployment into skilled work.

In chapter one we said that while unem-
ployment is high there should be no artifi-
cial constraints on the number of appren-
tices accepted: if employers are willing to 
pay an apprentice, then money should be 
available to train them. For the time being 
funding for training new recruit apprentic-
es should therefore be available on an un-
limited basis, covering all off-the-job tui-
tion costs. This is a manageable financial 
risk for the government because employers 
will only be able to expand their apprentice-
ship provision to the extent they can afford 
to pay new salaries (and there should be  
a cap on spending on apprenticeships for 
existing employees). 

Then, as the economy strengthens and 
unemployment starts to fall, we want to see 
apprenticeships mature into a broad-based 
system for the provision of intensive, ac-
credited training to employees of all ages 
and all occupational levels, whether they 
are starting out, reskilling or advancing in 
their career. Apprenticeships should evolve 
into pathways for anyone who would ben-
efit from 12 or more months of training, 
at least one day a week, on an accredited 
programme. As long as young and unem-
ployed recruits are already benefiting from 
apprenticeships in significant numbers (fol-
lowing the immediate measures we recom-
mend) then ramping up the availability of 
apprenticeships for career change and ca-
reer advancement among existing employ-
ees is highly desirable in the face of the rapid 
changes to jobs and skills we expect. 

This approach to gradually developing 
a high-volume system of in-work training 
builds on the recently introduced appren-
ticeship levy, at a time when stability is like-
ly to encourage employer support and par-
ticipation. It is a strategy for maximising the 
potential of the current design of the appren-
ticeship system, and targets public resources 
towards expensive, intensive training. At this 
time, we do not support proposals to widen 

the apprenticeship levy into a more generic 
skills levy to pay for less intensive packages 
of off-the-job training – although that might 
be an option for the future.

The government should commit to fund-
ing all the training costs of apprenticeships 
for all employers (SMEs only receive 90 per 
cent of costs at present, although the prime 
minister has suggested they will receive 
more help in future).96 If employer take-up 
remains weak, the government should ex-
plore wage subsidies for apprentices’ off-site 
training (building on the temporary bonus-
es for hiring apprentices available until Feb-
ruary 2021). For example, the government 
could explore covering some of the wage 
costs of apprentices in SMEs or under the 
age of 25. However, as a condition of any 
wage subsidy employers should be required 
to monitor and report on the diversity of ap-
prenticeships and explain in writing if the 
profiles of their apprentices is unrepresent-
ative of the labour market. 

During the recession, extra spending on 
apprenticeships should be funded by the tax-
payer rather than through an increase in the 
apprenticeship levy, since it forms part of the 
government’s response to unemployment, 
and fiscal support for the economy. Once the 
economy has stabilised, given the huge val-
ue to employers and the overall economy of 
a well-trained workforce, the government 
should consult on the case for an increased 
employer levy as a partial contribution to 
paying for the rising number of apprentices – 
for example through reducing the threshold 
for paying the apprenticeship levy from £3m 
to £1m payroll costs, or increasing the levy. 
But there should be no expectation that the 
apprenticeship levy should necessarily pay 
for the entire cost of apprenticeships.

17. Support local areas and sectors 
to fund high-priority technical 
qualifications beyond the new 
national entitlement to free adult 
training (England)

We welcome the government’s decision 
to use the new National Skills Fund to  

We want to see 
apprenticeships mature into 

a broad-based system for 
the provision of training 
to employees of all ages

During the recession, 
extra spending on 

apprenticeships should be 
funded by the government
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create what it calls a ‘lifetime skills guaran-
tee’ with an offer of a free level 3 qualifica-
tion to anyone without one. This reverses the 
government’s decision in 2012 to cut all tui-
tion subsidies to people aged over 23 want-
ing to take level 3 courses. The expanded  
national entitlement should now consist of 
a first free level 2 and level 3 qualification for 
adults of all ages, and basic literacy, numer-
acy and digital training whenever necessary.

This national offer should however be 
supplemented by access to funded qualifi-
cations in strategically important areas.

• Local areas should offer addition-
al funded qualifications in priori-
ty skills. Local skills funders should be 
mandated to use their devolved adult 
skills budgets to offer additional fund-
ed qualifications in skills that meet 
the needs of their local economy. This 
should include access to qualifications 
at the same level as learners have al-

ready achieved and qualifications at lev-
el 4 and above. This is a better approach 
than the government’s proposal to fund 
higher FE qualifications through the 
system for HE tuition loans.

• Sectors should be supported to 
strengthen their own occupational 
training and accreditation pathways. 
The government should also consid-
er providing match-funding to support 
comprehensive sector-led training and 
accreditation programmes focused on 
reskilling, specialisation and advance-

ment. Public money could be contingent 
on their also being a significant fund-
ing offer from employers; and where 
the programme is designed in partner-
ship between the public sector, employ-
ers and worker representatives. Pro-
grammes would need to be designed to 
support SMEs and the self-employed, 
not just large employers.

These plans to supplement the govern-
ment’s new entitlement would enable adults 
of all ages to access those qualifications de-
termined to be strategically important by 
sectoral and local stakeholders. It would see 
public funding for adult education expand 
to provide for strategically selected training 
up to level 6 degree-equivalent qualifica-
tions (but not including university degrees). 
This package would also provide an incen-
tive for sectors to strengthen training and 
accreditation pathways for continual reskill-
ing, specialisation and career advancement.

QUALIFICATION LEVELS  
EXPLAINED97

Under the regulated qualifications 
framework, there are nine qualifica-
tion levels in England, with a very sim-
ilar approach followed in Wales and 
Northern Ireland (in Scotland there is 
a 12-level framework defined under 
the Scottish credit and qualifications 
framework). Levels indicate the diffi-
culty and the complexity of the knowl-
edge and skills associated with any 
qualification. Qualifications may be of 
different ‘sizes’ within the levels, mean-
ing that they take a learner more or less 
time to achieve.98

This package 
would provide an 

incentive for sectors 
to strengthen training
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18. Create a new national digital service 
to support all workers to retrain 
and expand the Union Learning 
Fund (England)

We recommend that the UK government 
creates a new national support service to 
help people to plan their careers and retrain, 
to act as a coherent national gateway for all 
our proposals on skills and training. One 
cost-effective option would be to create  
a personalised digital portal for all work-
ers to be accompanied by a major promo-
tional campaign and automatic employer- 
facilitated enrolment. 

Each learner’s portal could include:

• A personal lifetime record of all accredit-
ed learning and qualifications – and any 
non-accredited learning the user wished 
to add including workplace training, in-
formal online learning and union-sup-
ported learning.

• A hub for accessing free bite-sized 
learning from a wide range of provid-
ers. This would build on the National 
Careers Service’s skills toolkit and could 
be curated and developed by a respect-
ed third-party organisation such as the 
Open University. The Covid-19 crisis 
has sparked new interest in engaging in 
such learning – with the Open Univer-
sity’s OpenLearn platform seeing daily 
log-ins quadruple, and Google seeing a 
300 per cent increase in people taking 
their free training courses.99

• Personalised careers support, with online 
advice and planning tools followed by 
referrals to careers advisers. This would 
build on current provision from the Na-
tional Careers Service (which mainly 
supports people without a job) and the 
‘Get help to retrain’ pilots (part of the 
former National Retraining Scheme). 
To achieve this the government could 
look to boost investment in data-driven  
career guidance tools, by scaling up  
innovation funds like Nesta’s  
CareerTech Challenge and the Rapid 
Recovery Challenge.100

• Personalised information on the user’s 
entitlements to free education (depend-
ent on their previous qualifications, loca-
tion and occupation); and to the finan-
cial support available while taking time 
off to train.

• Information about courses and appren-
ticeships from individual providers and 
an online enrolment facility.

Each of these elements could be taken for-
ward individually (as we are seeing with 
the rapid expansion of the National Ca-
reers Service digital offer during the Cov-
id-19 crisis). But we think there would be 
great benefit in creating a single nation-
al platform and offer from the perspective 
of driving people’s awareness and engage-
ment. To succeed it would need to be pro-
moted and facilitated by employers (this 
would be one of several new employer re-
sponsibilities for adult skills – see recom-
mendation 20). The change in culture and 
practice required to improve adult skills 
demands a national, mandatory interven-
tion, learning lessons from success in other 
areas such as ‘automatic enrolment’ work-
place pensions.

This proposal is modelled on plans pro-
posed by the 2019 Lifelong Learning Com-
mission and would build on the develop-
mental work carried out by the former 
National Retraining Scheme. It is a signif-
icant reform and detailed scoping, design 
and consultation would be needed pri-
or to implementation. The development of 
the programme could be steered by a part-
nership of government, business, unions 
and education providers (building on the 
model of the National Retraining Scheme),  
under the auspices of the new National 
Skills Fund.

Trade unions should be active partners 
in delivering as well as designing the ser-
vice. The existing Union Learning Fund 
could be repurposed to become a trade un-
ion-based arm of this personalised learn-
ing offer, delivering advice and bite-sized 
learning that would support workers make 
good use of the online portal and take steps 
onto further learning. Independent evalu-
ations of the Union Learning Fund show 
that union-led learning is effective in en-
gaging individuals in training and educa-
tion and enhancing rates of participation 
and outcomes for learners.101 

In light of this, the government should 
reverse its decision to scrap funding for un-
ion learning after March 2021.102 Instead, 
funding should be significantly increased 
in the context of the programme being re-
purposed to support a flagship government 
policy. The cost of reversing the cuts of re-
cent years would be £24m annually.103

19. Reform Jobcentre Plus and create 
‘work and skills’ hubs in every part 
of the country (Great Britain) 

We recommend that Jobcentre Plus should 
evolve over five years into a ‘work and skills’ 
service – open to those in work as well as 
those without a job – and be integrated 
with other local services as part of devolu-
tion arrangements. 

Once unemployment is starting to fall 
and job centres are no longer in ‘firefight-
ing’ mode, fundamental changes should 
take place to adapt Jobcentre Plus to the 
new labour market. In future, any individ-
ual walking into a job centre should find  
the courses, information and advice 
they need to support them into work, to  
progress or to retrain – and the service 
should be rebranded to signal this shift. We 
therefore recommend:

• Devolution: The DWP should determine 
a set of core services to be provided in 
all areas so that Jobcentre Plus delivers 
a national spine of employment support 
linked to benefits. Additional funding 
and commissioning of services should 
be devolved and local leaders would be 
tasked with developing integrated pro-
grammes offering employment support, 
careers guidance and skills, in a way de-
signed to meet the needs of the local 
economy, involving local employers and 
trade unions. 

• Service integration: The reformed ser-
vice should be open to all benefit recip-
ients and everyone in work. Depending 
on local decisions, bringing together Job-
centre Plus and careers and skills support 
activities might involve either the merg-
ing or co-location of Jobcentre Plus and 
National Careers Service functions, with 
local ‘work and skills’ services tasked with 
supporting people not just into work but 
also apprenticeships and further or high-
er education. This would be a locally tai-
lored, adviser-led service that would pro-
vide personalised support, building on 
the foundations of our proposed nation-
al digital skills portal.

• Local hubs: Jobcentre Plus buildings 
themselves should develop into com-
munity ‘work and skills’ hubs and be 
rebranded in turn – providing access 
points for careers support and training 
for workers, as well as help for people 
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without work. They should continue to 
expand their presence into more visible, 
public places – especially empty premis-
es on the high street – and co-locate with 
other services. As much as possible, ad-
visers should engage with clients using 
digital communications, including mes-
sages and video calls – using both the 
universal credit online journal and our 
proposed digital learning portal.

20. Over time introduce new 
requirements on employers 
to support training and skills 
(England/UK)

We recommend that the UK government 
gradually introduces new obligations on all 
employers in order to transform attitudes 
and practices to skills across the economy: 
we will only solve our national adult skills 
challenges if all employers shoulder more 
of the burden. But requirements need to 
be phased in over a number of years, with 
no extra responsibilities introduced in the 
depths of recession.

The following measures should be  
explored, as part of a sequenced pack-
age to help employers to do the right thing  
on training:

• Skills reviews and plans: Every em-
ployer with more than five workers could 
have a duty to undertake skills reviews 
and draw up plans. This might involve 
a requirement to undertake a review 

of their current and future skills needs; 
make an assessment of the current skills 
of their workforce and training provision 
available; produce a written plan stat-
ing how they will meet their future skills 
needs; and consult employees on their 
assessments and plan. As part of this 
duty the government could ask employ-
ers to plan structured on-the-job train-
ing programmes for every employee cov-
ering essential skills for the job and basic 
literacy, numeracy and digital skills. To 
support this duty significant support for 
employers should be available through 
digital resources and personalised advice 
(including diagnostic tools and informa-
tion on training). Business support agen-
cies (eg growth hubs) should be funded 
to provide information and support to 
SMEs to undertake this duty.

• Promote and support personal-
ised learning portals: Every employ-
er could be required to facilitate, pro-
mote and support our proposed digital 
learning portals (see recommendation 
18). For example, employers could be 
required to create or update accounts 
for employees; and add information 
on work-based training. This would  
follow the model of auto-enrolment 
workplace pensions.

• Expand the ‘right to request’ time off 
for training: The existing right to re-
quest time off to train or study could be 

extended across the economy. For the 
first time it would then cover employ-
ers with under 250 staff; employees with 
under six months service and workers 
who are not employees. The law should 
also be changed to clarify that workers 
can request time off for training to sup-
port their career development not just 
their current work (employers would 
still be able to refuse requests that did 
not meet their business needs).

• Administrate and partially fund stat-
utory training pay: Employers would 
be required to administrate and in due 
course potentially co-fund our pro-
posed system of statutory training pay 
(see recommendation 15). 

In addition, further obligations could be 
introduced on a sector-by-sector basis as 
part of sectoral skills and training agree-
ments, which could involve mandato-
ry employer participation in occupation-
al training and accreditation programmes. 
More sectors could follow models such as 
early years (minimum numbers of people 
with certain qualifications in each setting); 
or construction (a sector-wide levy funding 
training and accreditation). 
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CASE STUDY: 
SIEMENS PLANT, CONGLETON

In June 2019, the commission visited 
Siemens’ plant in Congleton, Cheshire  
to observe the use of new technologies  
in the manufacturing sector. The plant 
produces variable speed drives, used to 
control airport luggage conveyors and 
pumping systems. 

Andrew Peters, managing director at 
the plant, explained the context of tech-
nology changes. Competition poses  
a constant risk to the site’s existence:  
“Siemens Congleton has been and is un-
der the threat of closure all of the time. 
Why? Because we’ve got factories in oth-
er parts of the world, like China, that are 
competing for the products that we make 
here.” This has made boosting productivi-
ty critical. The message was clear: without 
innovation, Siemens Congleton, along 
with all its jobs, would disappear.

To develop the plant’s product offer 
and improve productivity, new technolo-
gies are frequently introduced. Congleton 
has added a room dubbed the ‘VR cave’, 
in which new production processes can 
be simulated using virtual reality soft-
ware. And new collaborative robots have 
been set to work alongside humans as-
sembling drives.

This touches on three priorities for  
the commission:

• Productivity and growth. Managers 
expected that new innovations at the 
plant would lead to more, not fewer, 
people being employed. Rising produc-
tivity meant that the plan for the next 
five years was for “gradual headcount 
growth”. This is not to say that all job 
roles would remain at Congleton; the 
introduction of new robots may cause 
some jobs to disappear, but this would 
be more than offset by new jobs created 
to satisfy increased customer demand.

• Workers involved in designing 
change. The VR cave has enabled 
employees to participate in shaping 
change more easily. Prior to the in-
troduction of VR, when changes were 
made to production, engineers would 
build a ‘cardboard city’ to simulate  
a prototype workspace for factory op-
erators to trial as part of a workshop 
process. At the time of our visit, the 
organisation had “run three success-
ful workshops that have been ful-
ly digital”. As an employee explained 
to us: “Now we have an engineer 
who sits at the back of the room on 
the laptop and, as the team are com-

ing up with these ideas, is effective-
ly creating these environments out 
of the software.” This has streamlined  
the process of redesigning the shop 
floor – it now takes eight weeks instead  
of 12 – and has led to better results too. 
Now, “about nine issues then make 
their way into the final production, as  
opposed to about 50 before”.

• Better work. VR simulation to de-
sign new production cells has ena-
bled easier, and more effective, iden-
tification of ergonomic and health 
and safety risks at Congleton. As 
one manager told us:“The ergonom-
ic simulation tool ensures that while 
our operators are here, we actual-
ly are able to keep them safe … We 
take the raw data from the simulation 
tool and we can constrain that into 
one programme whereby we know 
how heavy a drive is, how many it-
erations of that movement we’re go-
ing to be doing throughout the day, 
what are the stresses and strains on 
the joints and the body. So when the 
operators are here for the eight hours 
that they’re here, we’re confident 
that they’ll leave in the same state as 
they came in.”
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We want to see all jobs become good 
jobs as a result of technology change. 

New technology presents workers and em-
ployers with the chance to improve the 
quality of work, both in the sense of im-
proving people’s day-to-day experiences of 
their jobs and increasing the value they add 
to firms. Jobs can become more fulfilling; re-
lationships with managers, colleagues and 
customers can grow stronger; and work can 
be more flexible, healthy and secure. The 
adoption of new technology should always 
be used to realise these opportunities and 
should never result in jobs getting worse.

While the quantity of jobs is likely to pre-
occupy policymakers for the foreseeable fu-
ture as they grapple with the economic im-
pact of Covid-19, we must not lose sight of 
the choices we face on job quality too. As 
we seek to tackle unemployment it is es-
sential that plans for recovery have at their 
heart a vision not just of jobs but good jobs. 
We believe that technology change can lead 
to better jobs, but there are significant risks 
ahead. How we implement technology and 
who has a say really matter.

Reasons to be optimistic: We have seen 
repeated evidence of new technology im-
proving the quality of jobs. The adoption 
of new technologies at work presents both 
employees and employers with the chance 
to improve the nature of work, and in doing 

Chapter four: 
Better jobs

WHAT IS GOOD WORK?
The commission has identified seven key dimensions to  ‘good work’:

• Job security including contracts that assure people sustained employment and 
minimum hours, unless workers actively opt for more flexibility because of their 
own circumstances.

• Work-life balance including reasonable hours, flexible working practices and the 
ability to control the boundaries around working life and combine with caring re-
sponsibilities and personal needs.

• Healthy working conditions with safe environments, good job design and work-
place relationships that protect and enhance physical and mental health.

• Control and fulfilment with appropriate trust and autonomy, and job tasks that are 
interesting, valuable and meaningful. 

• Fair pay and benefits that reflect workers’ skills and contributions and the social 
responsibilities of employers. Discrimination in pay and benefits is unacceptable 
and everyone should be able to earn a living wage and access decent paid leave for 
sickness, parenting and holidays.

• Opportunities for learning and progression with training and support for work-
ers to thrive in their current roles and to enable progression, career development 
and the ability to adapt to future change.

• Power, voice and representation with opportunities for workers to have a mean-
ingful say at work through good management relationships and formal consultation 
and representation arrangements.

This chapter focuses on the first four of these dimensions, which most closely concern 
people’s day-to-day experience of work – other chapters examine the other three.
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so to also improve productivity and the cre-
ative contribution workers make. The com-
mission has gathered testimonies which 
show how technology is making work bet-
ter, and how many people have already seen 
improvements in the quality of their jobs as 
a result of recent technology change. For ex-
ample, we have heard about jobs becoming 
less physically demanding or risky thanks to 
the adoption of new robotics, and work that 
has become more rewarding and creative as 
routine tasks are removed. 

Reasons to be worried: We have also 
seen significant evidence of technologies 
being used to reduce the quality of work by 
facilitating precarious working conditions, 
increasing work-related stress, and creating 
social isolation. We have found that too of-
ten new forms of flexibility come at the ex-
pense of social protections associated with 
more traditional kinds of employment. And 
we are concerned by the increase in em-
ployer use of technology for monitoring and 
surveillance, alongside excessive punitive 
practices reducing worker autonomy. 

Our findings
We want technology change always to lead 
to better jobs, not worse ones. But we face 
major choices ahead. The way in which 
technology is implemented really matters. 
Decisions about which technologies to in-
vest in and adopt are really important for 
the quality of work, so it also matters who 
makes those decisions and whether work-
ers have a say – something we look at in 
the next chapter. The evidence we have 
seen leads us to be optimistic that technol-
ogy can be used in a hugely positive way, 
but also to believe that this will not happen 
without stronger action involving govern-
ment, employers and unions. 

Technology is being used to significantly 
improve the quality of many jobs but 
decisions about how technology is 
implemented really matter
Evidence gathered by the commission sug-
gests that technology change is already pro-
viding new ways of making work better. In 
many cases, when new technology is intro-
duced, people see improvements in their 
experience of work and in the quality of 
their jobs. In our 2019 survey, 57 per cent 
of workers with jobs affected by new tech-
nologies in the last five years said it had had  
a positive impact while 7 per cent said neg-

ative. And testimonies from those we have 
spoken to reflect this finding – from ware-
house operators in West Yorkshire whose 
jobs have been made less physically de-
manding, to financial services workers in 
Hampshire able to work remotely for com-
panies based far from home.

But we also found huge variations even 
between similar workplaces in the way tech-
nology was being used and whether or 
not people felt the benefits. So, for exam-
ple, we heard from workers and trade un-
ions at one distribution warehouse where 
people felt new technology had been used 
to make jobs safer and more efficient and as  
a result had seen increased pay. But we 
heard from another similar warehouse about 
employees who felt technology was being 
used to monitor and punish them and make 
their work harder. In our view there is noth-
ing inevitable about the kinds of technolo-
gy employers choose to invest in or the ways 
those technologies are introduced. Impor-
tant choices are being made that will deter-
mine the quality of different jobs in future.

Technology has enabled flexible 
working for more and more people
Flexible working, most notably remote 
working and working from home, has be-
come an option for more and more people 
because of the proliferation of inexpensive, 
secure systems to link together employees 
with their employers.104 

Email, instant messaging and video con-
ferencing facilitates fast communication be-
tween office and home; cloud technology al-
lows people to access and share documents 
across space; and virtual switchboards and 
call centres permit call-based jobs to take 
place in the home. All this has been enabled 
by improved internet connections and these 
will get even better in coming years with the 
rollout of full-fibre broadband to homes and 
workplaces and 5G mobile networks.

Remote working was becoming grad-
ually more common before Covid-19 hit: 
in 2019 1.3 million people always worked 
at home (up from 900,000 in 2008) and  
4 million had worked at home in the previ-
ous week.105 Now the crisis has proved that 
millions more workers can perform their 
jobs remotely: close to four in 10 adults – 
20 million people – reported working at 
home during one week at the height of the 
lockdown.106 Looking forward, this year’s 
disruption is likely to lead to a perma-
nent jump in home working, now that so 
many employers and employees have tried 
it and seen it is viable across a wide range 
of occupations

Before the Covid-19 crisis, many work-
ers found that remote working substantial-
ly increased the quality of work, enabling 
them to combine skilled and rewarding jobs 
with caring responsibilities or to avoid dai-
ly commutes. Our conversations with in-
dividuals and employers prior to the pan-

CASE STUDY: CAT
Cat has worked in financial services in a customer contact centre for four years. She ex-
plains how new technology enabled her team to adapt to the coronavirus pandemic 
and improved her experience of work.  

When the pandemic reached the UK, people in her team were provided with lap-
tops, headsets and software to allow them to receive calls whilst at home. When team 
members needed support the company ensured team leaders and managers were 
available through Skype. 

Cat says “in many ways my job has become a lot easier” since the shift to remote 
working as a response to the Covid-19 crisis. She explains that the quiet environment 
at home helps a lot with speaking to customers because, with over 100 people in the 
contact centre, the noise can sometimes be overwhelming and distracting.

An update to the tools used to monitor calls has also made her experience of work 
better. Her team deals with different types of calls; some of them require up to 20 min-
utes supporting the customer, whilst others are much quicker information-giving calls. 
The software used before the crisis took no account of the mix of calls people received, 
so a high proportion of in-depth calls would hit workers’ personal performance statis-
tics. The new system has introduced a measure of average duration by type of call, giv-
ing individuals greater confidence in how their work is managed. 

Cat’s company has now conducted a survey to check how working from home is go-
ing and whether workers have felt any benefit from it.
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demic indicated that many people in both 
groups welcomed the flexibility of technolo-
gy-enabled home working. In a focus group 
of financial sector workers, one participant 
explained how his official workplace was  
75 miles from his home. Anne Boden, chief 
executive of Starling Bank, told us: “We pro-
vide a 24/7 call centre in London – but not 
everybody can come into London or wants 
to come into London, so we have remote 
working.” She also told us that at Starling 
Bank new employees had to work initial-
ly for six weeks in the office to meet col-
leagues and build relationships, and also 
had to spend one week in every six to eight 
weeks covering office shifts to remain con-
nected to the firm.

But there is more to flexibility than home 
working. Other forms of flexible working 
are also on the rise because of technology. 
CIPD told the commission that employers 
are using applications that give workers 
significant control over their own roster-
ing and working hours.107 Many employ-
ers have instituted ‘flexitime’ arrangements 
that utilise new technology to enable em-
ployees to decide exactly when and how 
they carry out their work.108 And an entire-
ly new form of flexibility has emerged with 
platform and gig work, enabled by apps 
that make it easy for workers to take on 
paid tasks at their discretion.

However, we have also heard concerns 
raised about the extent of home work-
ing made necessary by Covid-19, and the 
potential downsides of home working in 
terms of social isolation, insecurity and ex-
ploitation. As noted in chapter one some 
employers may well decide that expen-
sive city and town centre office space is no 
longer needed on a permanent basis. While 
many might welcome this move, it makes 
home working a requirement rather than  
a flexible choice, and it could introduce real 
problems: many people thrive with col-
leagues around them, while employers of-
ten benefit from greater creativity when 
staff with different skills and ideas are able 
to interact formally and informally.109 

Technology-enabled flexibility can 
increase insecure and precarious work
Technology-enabled flexibility can come 
with significant drawbacks for workers, 
including the proliferation of precarious 
working contracts, increasing work-relat-
ed stress, and social isolation. New forms 

of flexibility are too often at the expense 
of social protections associated with more 
traditional kinds of employment – includ-
ing statutory and contractual employment 
rights and the support of trade unions.110 
Workers operating in the platform econo-
my, for example, tend to be classified as self-
employed contractors (sometimes errone-
ously) and lose out on employment rights, 
employer-provided training and certain so-
cial security entitlements.111

Many gig economy workers value flex-
ibility over the security of having a regu-
lar employee contract: Uber told us that 
of their London drivers “81 per cent state 
that they prefer to remain independent 
contractors rather than be classified as an 
employee and lose the flexibility of setting 
their own schedule”. However, strong-
er protections and more worker voice is 
needed, so that people in these emerging 
types of jobs have genuine agency when it 
comes to determining the balance between 
security and flexibility.

Platform work is just one example of the 
rise of self-employment. The share of work-
ers who are self-employed has risen from 
12 per cent in 2000 to 15 per cent in 2019.112 
While most self-employed workers are self-
employed because they want to be, the sta-
tus comes without the protections of the 
employment relationship – including entitle-
ment to contributory jobseeker’s allowance, 
maternity and paternity pay, pension contri-
butions, paid holiday or sick pay. 

The intermediate category of ‘work-
er’ provides many of these protections 
and is the accurate status for people per-
sonally providing services where the hir-
ing organisation has a high degree of con-
trol. However, there is evidence that many 
firms are incorrectly treating people as self-
employed contractors rather than ‘workers’ 
or failing to uphold workers’ rights. This 
is partly to side-step employers’ obliga-
tions to their workers, but it is also moti-
vated by tax rules. Under separate tax laws 
most ‘workers’ are treated as employees 
and firms have to pay employers’ nation-
al insurance (which in turn confers entitle-
ments for the worker such as statutory ma-
ternity pay and contribution-based JSA). 

We are particularly concerned that new 
technology may facilitate the substitution 
of traditional employee jobs for fragment-
ed tasks and gigs. Prior to Covid-19 firms 
and businesses were increasingly able to 
hire people by the hour or by the task, often 
facilitated by online platforms and moni-
toring software. This kind of flexibility, if it 
suits both sides, can increase efficiency in 
matching the work with the worker, and 
expand the total amount of work available. 
However, the economic risk is increasing-
ly being borne by individuals rather than 
firms, which are better equipped to pool, 
share or insure against risks. If something 
suddenly affects demand for the firm’s  
services – be it a new competitor, strong-
er regulations, the weather or a global  

SELF-EMPLOYED OR WORKER?
The UK Supreme Court is preparing to rule on whether Uber drivers are self-employed 
contractors or workers for the purposes of employment law. The decision is likely to 
have significant implications for technology-enabled platform jobs.

• Self-employed contractors are only protected by health and safety and anti-discrim-
ination laws.

• Workers are also entitled to the minimum wage, paid holiday, working-time  
protections and in many cases pension contributions and pay for sickness,  
maternity etc.

The existing boundary between the two categories is complex and contested. A worker 
is required to do the work themselves, has significant control exercised over them, has 
ongoing two-way obligations and is not operating as a business. 

In 2018 the government promised it would introduce legislation to clarify and im-
prove the distinction between workers and genuinely self-employed contractors, fol-
lowing the recommendations of the Taylor review on modern working practices. Since 
then no further action has been taken. 
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pandemic – it is the worker who tends to 
pay the price and has to cope with falling or 
fluctuating income as a result. 

The widespread transfer of risk from firm 
to worker across the economy is a mat-
ter of significant concern. Those with the 
highest skills and earning power may be 
able to insure effectively against greater 
risk and enjoy both flexibility and security. 
But many middle and lower-paid workers 
are having to accept much greater insecu-
rity as the price of getting the flexibility they 
need, even though that leaves them huge-
ly vulnerable to economic risk, and means 
in practice the state has to step in to pre-
vent hardship. There are also many people, 
especially on low pay, who did not choose 
flexibility at all, but found this was the only 
work available. In the context of a major re-
cession and the rapid rise of distance work-
ing, we are worried that many employers 
could make a significant shift away from the 
employee jobs we associate with offices to-
wards the commissioning of atomised tasks 
and gigs undertaken by home-based work-
ers – potentially with worse hours, condi-
tions and job security. 

Insecurity is also a feature of working life 
for many in traditional employee jobs. Well 
before the Covid-19 crisis, in 2017, more 
than a quarter of employees were worried 
about losing their job – and among lower 
income employees, earning less than £1,200 
per month, the figure was 37 per cent. Peo-
ple on low incomes also reported significant 
insecurity when it came to working hours, 
with almost three in 10 saying they did not 
know what hours they would be working in 
the next month.113 Participants in our focus 
group made up of retail sector workers were 
particularly concerned by the proliferation 
of zero-hours contracts, and were in firm 
agreement that for the vast majority of em-
ployees these represented flexibility for the 
employer only. As one participant told us:   
“I don’t know anyone who is happy with 
zero-hours contracts”. The advance of new 
technologies must not be allowed deepen 
insecurity for these workers.

Technology can lead to safer, fairer, 
more human work
New technology is relieving people of re-
petitive and dangerous tasks, so that they 
can spend a higher share of their time on 
more interesting, creative or fulfilling tasks. 
When we visited the Advanced Manufac-

turing Research Centre (AMRC) in Shef-
field we heard from one business that was 
investing in technology that would stop 
workers having to lift “hot components up 
at 950°C”. Another employer admitted her 
employees were routinely suffering injuries 
and said she was introducing automation 
that would be “better health-wise as well as 
productivity-wise”.

New technology can change the com-
position of job tasks, removing repetition 
and strenuous physical activities and free-
ing up time to be spent on dimensions of 
jobs that add most value. Book-keeping 
is one area where advances in software 
have driven rapid change to the nature of 
work. The Association of Accounting Tech-
nicians (AAT) told us that their members 
“consistently state that automation is cre-
ating more time for them to concentrate 
on other, often higher value work”. Mean-
while in the retail sector, even before the 
coronavirus crisis, technology was chang-
ing the extent to which staff had to carry 
out repetitive tasks. A spokesperson for the 
shopworkers’ trade union Usdaw told the 
commission:“Tesco, for example, automat-
ed the process of doing a stock check. So, 
rather than having to count the amount of 
beans that are left on a shelf, there’s now 
an automatic process that would know 
how many tins of beans are left there.  
It gets rid of those repetitive tasks and frees 
people up for more customer interaction.”

Less time spent on routine tasks gener-
ates potential for jobs to become more in-
teresting, creative and human-centred.  
A Nesta study predicting skills demand in 
2030 found that future occupations will in-
creasingly require interpersonal skills like 
social perceptiveness and active listening – 
along with judgment and decision-making 
skills, and cognitive abilities such as having 
fluency of ideas and originality.114

Usdaw also explained how new tech-
nologies can make workplaces fairer. For 
example, distribution drivers had praised 
the installation of cameras in their vehicles 
because they prevent unfair blame: “…if 
they’re getting cut up or if they’re involved 
in an accident, they can prove whether it’s 
their fault or not, whereas a lot of the cas-
es previously [the company] assumed that 
the worker would be at fault. Or, [drivers] 
were getting into disciplinary probes and 
they couldn’t truly defend themselves be-
cause it was their word against a member of 
the public.”

And shop-floor workers had welcomed 
software that improved the fairness and 
transparency of rostering: “…retailers will 
have these app systems for allocating shifts 
and having that clear system in place… It 
means that the app automatically checks 
that the rota is in place three or four weeks 
beforehand, whereas if it was just the man-
ager on their own then it’s at whatever point 
the manager puts it up on the board. And 
those people who can use the app and have 
got the right digital skills, they know how 
to check if things have been changed, and 
there’s a clear log of it on the app whereas 
previously that wasn’t necessarily the case. 
And they can usually go back – so if the pay 
is wrong, next month they can easily go back 
on the app and check exactly what they did, 
whereas that wasn’t always the case.”

Technology is extending opportunities 
for employer control, monitoring 
and surveillance
We also heard that new technology is en-
couraging excessively punitive practices 
by employers and reducing worker auton-
omy. Two examples of intensive surveil-
lance and associated disciplinary methods 
were provided by James Bloodworth, draw-
ing from his experiences working for Am-
azon and Uber while researching his book 
Hired, which documents his experiences 
working undercover in low-paid, low-sta-
tus jobs. He told the commission: “In the 
Amazon warehouse you had to take around  
a device at all times and it could track where 
you were in the warehouse. A human man-
ager could send messages to admonish you 
for something you’ve done wrong. It was 
constantly monitoring what you were doing 
with your time, whether you’d scanned an 
item, whether you were going to the toilet 
and then from this data a human manag-
er would then admonish or give you a disci-
plinary for taking too long. If you spent too 
long going to the bathroom, if you clocked 
in a couple of minutes late, you would re-
ceive a disciplinary for that.”

In the case of Uber, Bloodworth told us 
that algorithmic processes were used as  
a means of control. As an Uber driver, if 
your customer rating “fell below 4.7 stars 
you were told during your induction that 
you would be hauled into the office … and 
given instruction on how to improve your 
customer service”. Bloodworth was told that 
if the star rating remained below this level,  
a temporary and then permanent ban would 
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follow: “effectively, they would deprive you 
of your livelihood when you were suppos-
edly self-employed in the first place”.

In February 2020, Barclays introduced  
a computer monitoring system that tracked 
the time employees spent at their desks, 
registering how long users were offline. 
Following a backlash from staff and priva-
cy campaigners, the system was scrapped 
shortly afterwards. 

Silkie Carlo, director of campaign group 
Big Brother Watch, said: “Managers would 
never get away with breathing down em-
ployee’s necks, personally monitoring their 
screens or logging toilet and water breaks… 
the availability of technology to [monitor] 
staff surreptitiously does not make it any 
more acceptable.”115

Problematic, tech-enabled monitoring 
and surveillance practices appear to be in-
creasingly common, beyond just platform 
businesses. A 2018 TUC study found that 
almost three-quarters of workers thought it 
was very or fairly likely that some form of 
monitoring was happening in their work-
place; almost half of workers thought 
emails and browser histories were being 
monitored; 42 per cent thought calls were 
being recorded; and 23 per cent thought 
that employees were being monitored via 
location-tracking devices like smartphones 
or wearable technology.116 Prior to the 
Covid-19 crisis, workers were more con-
cerned by the rise of workplace surveillance 
than about their job disappearing through  
automation. The RSA found that while  
32 per cent of workers worried about losing 
their job to technology, 50 per cent worried 
about technology being used to excessively 
monitor them.117

The intensity of work is increasing, 
especially for low-skilled workers
For some people technology change is re-
sulting in the intensification of work. The 
proportion of workers who  ‘often’ or  ‘al-
ways’ find their work stressful increased 
from 28 per cent in 1989 to 37 per cent in 
2015, and in recent years it is those in low-
skilled jobs who have been reporting rises 
in work-related stress.118 Commenting on 
the 2017 Skills and Employment Survey, re-
searchers at the University of Cardiff wrote: 
“…new technologies have made it increas-
ingly easy to schedule and fill up the work-
ing day with tasks, and indeed to reach peo-
ple even after they have officially left work 
using e-mails and mobile phones. Auto-

mated scheduling means that there are few-
er gaps during the day with employees rest-
ing… Workers have been obliged to deal 
with increasing workflows, not least in pub-
lic sector industries where the work to be 
done has expanded but not been matched 
by additional staffing. To cope with the in-
creased throughput of work, workers have 
had to work harder and faster.”119

With so many workers having remote ac-
cess to emails and work-related messages, 
there is now an ‘always on’ culture in some 
workplaces and occupations, with conse-
quences in terms of stress, mental health 
and family life. There is a risk that this phe-
nomenon becomes entrenched, with the 
steep rise in home working further blur-
ring boundaries between personal time and 
the working day through the Covid-19 cri-
sis. Technology can also generate more work 
directly, for example when it produces new 
data to analyse, new potential tasks or pro-
cedures to carry out, or new demands for 
cyber security. Employers may also have un-
realistic expectations about what more can 
be achieved without employees having to 
work more intensively, following the adop-
tion of new technology.120

Increased intensity and the erosion of  
a healthy work-life balance is actively bad 
for workers – but there is no real evidence 
that it benefits employers. Studies have 
found that there is no significant relation-
ship between practices that undermine 
work-life balance and productivity im-
provements in the workplace.121 Business-
es do not need to encroach on employees’ 
family lives to drive up productivity and, if 
they try, they are unlikely to see any results.

How technology is designed and 
implemented matters immensely
The problem of intensification of work is 
also often linked to the bad design or im-
plementation of technology. Some workers 
have to operate poorly-designed technol-
ogy that is difficult to use, breaks down or 
makes errors, and in these cases the pres-
sure to solve or work around technology-
related problems represents a significant 
source of stress and anxiety.122 

For example, a worker in financial ser-
vices told us how poor planning of tech-
nology implementation led to more pres-
sure on staff:“There is also an element that 
I’ve seen in projects that I’ve been involved 
in, that the head count is reduced before the 
system works. So the workload goes up but 

the system has got so many errors and is-
sues and, actually, what tends to happen 
is they ditch the system because it doesn’t 
work and the staffing level stays the same. 
So that pressure just goes up and up and 
up.”

In general people appreciate new tech-
nology in the workplace when it is per-
ceived to be ‘right for the job’, and dislike it 
when it is dysfunctional, unsuitable or mis-
understood by managers. In other words, 
the way technology is used makes the dif-
ference between it having a positive or neg-
ative impact on people’s working lives. For 
example, in one focus group a pensions ad-
ministrator lamented their employer’s fail-
ure to reverse a poor technology invest-
ment: “It’s kind of tough because they’ve 
already spent the money doing it and you’ve 
got to just go with it basically. So then they 
don’t really take [your views] on board, be-
cause they’ve already spent all this money 
rolling out this new system that they then 
don’t really care if you like to use it or not.”

A financial services worker who was 
mainly positive about their firm’s approach 
to technology had this warning about au-
tomation: “You need to just check: does it 
need to be automated? Will someone get 
a better outcome from it being automat-
ed? Make sure you check everything before 
you automate it.” And a PCS union rep told 
us that successful adoption of a new tech-
nology in the aviation sector had depend-
ed on “an individual from the shop floor  
who had the skills to help with the design 
and introduction”. 

Facial recognition is a key example of  
a new technology where there is a huge gulf 
between good and bad implementation. 
Most workers are suspicious: according to 
the TUC, around three in four workers think 
that using facial recognition software in  
a monitoring capacity is unacceptable.123 But 
positive applications, supported by trade 
union dialogue, exist: an Usdaw spokesper-
son told us how a retailer had introduced 
facial recognition technology to detect cus-
tomers with a history of harassing staff, 
which had improved conditions for their 
members in those workplaces.

Technology can negatively impact 
personal interaction in the workplace
New technologies can reduce the human 
interaction that is a valued aspect of many 
service jobs. A recurring theme from our 
focus groups was the dissatisfaction peo-
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ple felt when new technology reduced their 
face-to-face interaction with colleagues and 
customers. One retail worker in Doncaster 
told us that “you’re sort of losing the face-
to-face and the interaction with the cus-
tomer”. A bar supervisor in Manchester told 
us he thought new tech in his workplace 
would “get rid of communication and the 
customer service side of things”. Speaking 
before the coronavirus crisis upended the 
hospitality sector, he talked with reluctance 
about the way his firm had tested placing 
orders via an interactive screen: “…we tri-
alled it… the company that I’m working 
for now they trialled and it just… it just ru-
ined communication. The whole job is built 
around customer service. I mean the hint’s 
in the name: hospitality. But you can’t give 
hospitality through a screen.”

A salesperson in Leicester worried that 
“if everything’s become so automated then 
… people are going to become lonelier be-
cause there’s just no face-to-face”. Be-
cause of the coronavirus lockdown, mil-
lions of people have seen these fears borne 
out, with enforced home working leading 
to isolation and anxiety. Even in more nor-
mal times, while home workers have higher 
levels of overall happiness than their office-
based counterparts, they report worse rela-
tionships with colleagues and less contact 
with their managers.124

Recommendations
We want technology change always to 
lead to better jobs. Therefore the decisions 
on which new technology to invest in and 
how it should be implemented are crucial. 
If those decisions are taken well, with job 
quality and staff wellbeing in mind, then 
that is likely to lead to more successful and 
sustainable decisions as well as even greater 
improvements in productivity. We set out in 
the next chapter the importance of workers 
having a say in the way new technology is 
adopted and the impact that has on the sus-

tainability of decision-making. In this chap-
ter we set out other measures that can help 
steer technology in the right direction so 
that it improves the quality of work. 

21. Establish good work standards and 
require large employers to take part 
to access government procurement 
and grants (England or UK)

We recommend the establishment of a na-
tional good work standard drawn up by em-
ployers and trade unions and supported by 
the UK government. The scheme should 
be voluntary but for larger businesses, gov-
ernment decisions on public procurement 
and access to funding for innovation, busi-
ness support or skills could be contingent 
on firms either adopting or working towards 
the standard. The development of the stand-
ard should be led jointly by the social part-
ners and backed by the Department for Busi-
ness, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) 
and the Industrial Strategy Council.

The good work standard would encourage 
businesses to go beyond minimum require-
ments across the four elements we high-
light in this report. For example, the standard 
could include the following elements:

Fair share

• Pay the real living wage.

• Paid leave schemes beyond the  
statutory minimum.

• Measure and address under-representa-
tion among disadvantaged groups.

Support to adapt

• Learning programmes for all workers.

• Apprenticeships & traineeships.

• Progression pathways.

Better jobs

• Health and wellbeing initiatives.

• Flexible working available to all.

• Limits on zero-hours work.

Representation and voice

• Collective pay bargaining.

• Consultation on technology  
and job design.

• Consultation on skills 
and working conditions. 

We also recommend that for each industry a 
designated sectoral social partnership body 
should develop its own good work standard. 
The national standard should set a baseline 
but, since the nature of good work varies by 
sector, employers and workers within each in-
dustry are best placed to agree detailed specifi-
cations and promote understanding and take-
up across their sector. The development of 
these industry-specific standards should draw 
on experiences of agreeing tailored city-level 
charters as well as initiatives such as the coop-
eration agreement between the London 2012 
Olympics and the TUC. Sub-national good 
work initiatives should also continue to exist, 
to build on the core national expectations.

CITY-LEVEL GOOD WORK STANDARDS
London and Greater Manchester already have good work charters as do Oldham, Sal-
ford, Croydon, Derby and Sheffield – and Liverpool city region is consulting on its own. 
Other local authorities have adopted social value or social responsibility charters, in-
cluding Preston, Birmingham and Leeds.125

The London good work standard covers fair pay and conditions, workplace well-
being, skills and progression, and diversity and recruitment

The Greater Manchester good employment charter covers secure work, flexible 
work, the real living wage, engagement and voice, recruitment, people management, 
health and wellbeing.

Because of the lockdown, 
millions have people have 

seen these fears borne 
out, with enforced home 

working leading to isolation

Employers and workers 
are best placed to promote 
take-up across their sector
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22. Introduce a stronger universal 
right to request flexible work (UK)

We recommend that the right to request 
flexible working is expanded in response 
to technology changes that are making re-
mote working and working flexible hours 
much easier.

The coronavirus crisis has demonstrated 
that a very high proportion of jobs can be un-
dertaken remotely using technology; while 
rostering and payroll software is making it 
easier and easier to offer flexibility in hours. 

To create a permanent shift with respect 
to flexible and remote working a universal 
flexible working right should be introduced 
that applies to all workers. This would mean 
extending the right to request to those who 
are not classed as ‘employees’; and to job 
applicants and employees with less than  
6 months’ service. The latter is particular-
ly important as it will help change the way 
jobs are initially designed and advertised. As 
with the existing law, employers would be 
able to refuse requests for an objective busi-
ness reason specified in legislation.

Guidance on flexible working law could 
also be revised to promote types of flexi-
ble work that will help challenge the idea 
of ‘normal’ working patterns. For example, 
Acas and government material on flexible 
working options could include the exam-
ples of workers making small reductions to 
their daily hours; or choosing a higher leave 
allowance in return for lower annual pay.

23. Create a platform economy 
council to improve gig work (UK)

We recommend that the UK government 
convenes a new platform economy coun-
cil, as a social partnership body for plat-
form work. This proposal is particularly im-
portant because platform workers and small 
businesses have limited rights with respect 
to platform providers, and there is no le-
gal framework for trade union represen-
tation at firm level in cases where workers  
are not employees. 

Initially the government should con-
vene the council on a voluntary basis. We ex-
pect that platform businesses across the sec-
tor will want to engage with the council as an 
opportunity to collectively determine their 
future alongside workers and government. 
Once established, we would expect it to be 
able to move onto a statutory footing, making 
it more effective by scaling up participation. 

The remit of the council should be 
subject to negotiation between platform  

businesses, trade unions and other stake-
holders. It could be tasked with:

• Developing a good work standard for 
platform work including minimum ex-
pectations on consultation, training, 
worker entitlements and benefits.

• Reviewing options for sector-wide in-
vestment in skills and training provision 
for platform workers.

• Sectoral collective bargaining to deter-
mine minimum rates for different occu-
pational groups or gig economy activi-
ties – we would propose that minimum 

hourly earnings should exceed the na-
tional living wage to reflect the great-
er risk and lower protection associated 
with gig work.

• Promoting services providing independ-
ent reviews or accreditation of work-
ing conditions and worker experience at 
platform businesses – eg the Oxford In-
ternet Institute’s Fairwork initiative.

• Developing proposals for a voluntary 
sector-wide scheme for transferable 
worker benefits and entitlements that 
could be accrued and accessed while 
working for platform companies.

IG METALL: HOLDING PLATFORMS TO ACCOUNT IN GERMANY
IG Metall is Germany’s largest trade union and has been involved in efforts to im-
prove the quality of work for platform workers in Germany and beyond.

One initiative is known as the ‘Ombuds Office’. As IG Metall project secretary 
Six Silberman told us, the office was set up to enforce the crowdsourcing code of 
conduct, a guideline agreed by a number of crowdsourcing companies establishing 
what good work looks like in the online gig economy. 

If a platform worker completing a job for one of the signatories to the crowd-
sourcing code of conduct feels the platform has not fulfilled its obligations accord-
ing to the code, the worker can submit a complaint to the Ombuds Office. The of-
fice, which is a bilateral body with representation from both sides, then mediates 
between the crowdsourcing platform and the worker.

IG Metall also operates the ‘Fair Crowd Work’ website, in partnership with the 
Austrian Chamber of Labour, the Austrian Trade Union Confederation and Swe-
den’s Unionen. Fair Crowd Work provides information for workers on a range of 
issues related to platform work – including reviews and ratings of working condi-
tions on different platforms, based on desk research and worker surveys.

THE MACHINISTS UNION: WORKING IN PARTNERSHIP WITH UBER
In the USA, the Machinists Union is developing a system of portable benefits and 
independent peer review hearings with Uber. In 2016 a five-year deal was struck 
in New York City between Uber and the union. It allows drivers in the city to join 
the Independent Drivers Guild, a Machinists Union affiliate that represents over 
80,000 hire vehicle drivers in New York City. The guild provides drivers with ben-
efits, including regular meetings with management and if they lose the right to 
drive, they will have the right to representations. 

The union and Uber can now negotiate on issues such as fares and has success-
fully campaigned for passengers to have the option to tip drivers within the app,  
a feature subsequently rolled out across the USA and worldwide. This has resulted 
in drivers receiving millions of dollars in additional income. The guild has set up a 
benefit fund for the drivers. It offers drivers discounted legal services, life insurance, 
disability insurance, education courses, roadside assistance and an online hub to 
access resources. The guild now campaigns in partnership with Uber, for example, 
to lobby New York City to reduce tax rates. 

The agreement has been hailed as a big step forward. It is the first time that driv-
ers for Uber have had a formal link with an organised union. However, the deal 
stipulated that there could be no attempt to unionise individual drivers for five 
years, leading some sceptics to portray it as a surrender.
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• Promoting and facilitating firm-level 
agreements between unions and indi-
vidual platform businesses.

The council would not be expected to take 
a view on the legal framework for em-
ployment and self-employment in or-
der to maintain collegiate partnership 
between businesses and worker repre-
sentatives. Its initiatives should not be de-
signed with  a view to changing the legal  
employment status of platform workers at 
particular firms.

24. Clarify who is eligible for 
employment rights and seek 
to eliminate financial incentives 
for employers to use contractors 
rather than employees (UK)

We recommend that the government ful-
fils its promise to legislate to create a clear 
definition of a ‘worker’, in order to pro-
vide people with employment rights in sit-
uations where they personally undertake 
work and there is substantial control by 
the hiring organisation.126 Continuing ac-
tion is also needed to eliminate financial 
incentives for employers to choose to use  
contractors over employees.

The Taylor Review of modern working 
practices examined the question of employ-
ment status in detail. It concluded that the 
UK should continue to have three types of 
employment status with different rights: 
employees, other ‘workers’ and people who 
are self-employed. The TUC disagrees and 
argues that there should be two groups, 
with all workers having the same rights 
as employees.127 But both believe action is 
needed to specify and update the bounda-
ries between contractors who are workers 
under the control of an employer (and have 
a broad range of employment rights) and 
contractors who are self-employed and run-
ning a business (and have very few work-
place rights). 

The Taylor Review called for legislation 
to codify and clarify the categories and for 
a slightly broader, more intuitive definition 
of a ‘worker’ than exists in current caselaw. 
It wanted to end a loophole where people 
are not treated as workers if their contract 
states they can theoretically send a sub-
stitute in their place. The law should also 
be clarified to specify that businesses still 
have responsibilities with respect to work-
ers’ employment rights, even if the work-
er is also an employee of an intermediary 

company. Finally, the law needs to clear-
ly specify when people whose work is fa-
cilitated by a platform business are work-
ing for the platform, as opposed to selling 
a service to the end user.

The government was initially positive 
about reform in this area. Following a con-
sultation, in 2018 it published the Good 
Work Plan which said: “We will legislate to 
improve the clarity of the employment status 
tests, reflecting the reality of modern work-
ing relationships”.128 However, ministers 
have not introduced new legislation in the 
subsequent two years and at present they 
are only promising to introduce a bill some-
time during the 2019–2024 parliament.129 

As an urgent first step, the government 
should prioritise fulfilling its promise to in-
troduce this legislation – and should, in 
the longer term, consult on further chang-
es to employment status definitions as the 
nature of work continues to shift through 
the decade. In particular ministers need to 
monitor the impact of Covid-19 and in-
creased remote working on the balance 
between traditional employment and free-
lance or platform working and be ready 
to act if there is evidence that people are 
shifting in large numbers to less secure 
forms of work.

The government should also continue 
to take action to reduce the financial in-
centives for employers to use contractors 
instead of employees, which are princi-
pally caused by employers’ national insur-
ance contributions (NICs). Businesses do 
not need to pay NICs for contractors who 
are genuinely self-employed, however em-
ployers’ NICs often go unpaid in situations 
where the law says a contractor is not self-
employed. In 2021 HMRC will introduce 
rules to address this issue. Large business-
es will be required to make a determination 
as to whether an individual is an employee 
for tax purposes (a broadly similar defini-
tion to being a worker in employment law). 
If this is the case the employer will need to 
deduct tax and national insurance through 

PAYE, even if the worker is paid through  
a limited company (except if a recruitment 
agency or a contractors’ ‘umbrella’ compa-
ny makes the deductions instead). This is 
widely expected to lead to a significant in-
crease in the number of freelance engage-
ments where employers’ NICs are paid. 

This reform will improve compliance 
rather than change the underlying law. 
However, it is only fair that where people 
are taxed as employees, they are also able 
to access all the benefits associated with 
being a worker. HMRC should require em-
ployers who determine that national insur-
ance is payable to set out in their status de-
termination statements all the benefits and 
entitlements the contractor is entitled to 
as a result (eg  statutory sick leave, statu-
tory maternity pay etc). The government 
should also change the law to specify that 
anyone paying tax as an employee has au-
tomatic worker status under employment 
law (as recommended by the Taylor Re-
view). Employers could then be required 
to issue contractors with tax determina-
tion documents that set out all their rights  
under both national insurance and  
employment law.

Going further, the government should 
evaluate the impact of HMRC’s enforce-
ment reforms (including any unintended 
consequences) and consider further long-
term options for removing incentives that 
currently encourage less secure non-em-
ployee work. Proposals must recognise the 
need to address sharp practice while re-
specting the requirements of the genuinely 
self-employed. Possible reforms might in-
clude fully aligning the definitions of self-
employment in tax and employment law; 
or exploring longer-term reforms to in-
come tax and national insurance.

25. Reform privacy legislation and codes 
of practice to restrict automated 
decision-making and workplace 
monitoring (UK)

We recommend that the UK government 
consults on amending data protection leg-
islation to give greater protection to workers 
in the context of automated decision-mak-
ing and workplace monitoring. The Infor-
mation Commissioner could also be tasked 
with publishing tougher, clearer codes of 
practice which the courts would be required 
to refer to in interpreting the law. This initi-
ative should be linked to our proposed re-
view of equality law (recommendation 12).

In practice few people 
are exercising their right  

for a human to be  
involved in decisions
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Key areas to consider in a review of data 
protection law include:

• Monitoring: The law could be revised 
to place greater limits on monitoring 
and surveillance practices. Acceptable 
boundaries on surveillance might be 
defined and agreed by social partners 
at national level (including the TUC 
and the CBI) to inform new legal princi-
ples for workplace monitoring. The law 
could also require that worker repre-
sentatives or trade unions are consulted 
when an employer wants to introduce a 
new form of technological surveillance 
to enable continuous, dynamic respons-
es at the firm level to developments 
in monitoring technology.

• Automated decisions: Under exist-
ing law people have the right not to be 
subject to important employment deci-
sions made only by an automated pro-
cess. However, this provision does not 
appear to be curtailing practices such 
as fully automated recruitment sift-
ing and in practice few people are ex-
ercising their right for a human to be 
involved in decisions. A full review of 
the role of automated decisions in re-
cruitment is needed. As a minimum 
there should be a requirement for a 
highly visible means of actively choos-
ing whether people wish to be the sub-
ject of automated decision-making (not 
just a tick-box opt-out). A proper sys-
tem of transparency and safeguards is 

necessary to prevent automated recruit-
ment decisions building in discrimina-
tion or unfairness. 

• Consent: A revision to the law and 
codes of practice might also present an 
opportunity to clarify that employers 
cannot use consent as the basis for pro-
cessing personal data relating to work-
ers or job applicants (because there is 
an unequal power relationship). With-
out such consent workers’ personal data 
can only be used after carefully weigh-
ing the interests of both employer and 
worker. This change would mean that 
consent could not be used to bypass 
other restrictions on monitoring or on 
automated decision-making. 

CASE STUDY: ZURICH

Zurich is a large insurance company with 
offices across the UK. It is working in 
partnership with unions and other stake-
holders to shape and manage the impact 
of technology on the future of work.

Within Zurich, automation is ad-
vancing at pace.  The company has im-
plemented robotics to automate around  
117 processes across its UK business, up 
from just 40 in February 2019. The com-
pany now has 55 robotics licences – each 
the equivalent of an employee work-
ing 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Im-
plementing this automation has freed up 
employees to focus on other tasks, pro-
viding opportunities to upskill while de-
livering better service to customers.

Employees have been recruited inter-
nally to take on new roles developing and 
running robotics processes. This includes 

the members of Zurich’s 28-strong con-
tinuous improvement and automation 
team. The team recruits internally, seek-
ing colleagues with potential who are 
keen to develop. They are then trained in-
house to use specialised software. Sub-
ject matter experts from within the busi-
ness bring expertise and knowledge and 
develop and manage robotics processes 
having had experience of the tasks that 
are being automated. 

Zurich and Community union have 
worked together on these issues, includ-
ing a proposed campaign to help employ-
ees recognise the value and transferable 
nature of their skills, as well as raising 
awareness about the types of skills that 
will be required for the future. This is part 
of Zurich’s commitment to developing 
and upskilling its people for new roles, 
which aligns with its approach and com-
mitment to workforce sustainability. An 

example of this principle in practice was 
the reskilling of 50 claims handlers to be-
come underwriters in Leeds.

Zurich has invested in extensive re-
search which has allowed the business 
to plan for the future of their workforce. 
The study is a deep dive into reskilling 
opportunities and career transition paths 
which allows employees to move into 
fast-growing areas which hold greater 
opportunities. 

The research has also informed initi-
atives such as Zurich’s recently launched 
data academy. This is a first for the fi-
nancial services sector, where success-
ful apprentices will complete a data an-
alyst apprenticeship or data science 
degree. These are just some of the steps 
being taken by the company to build its 
own pipeline of talent while equipping  
people with the skills needed for  
the future.
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We want to see technology-powered 
work shaped by people in the work-

place. That means creating a labour mar-
ket where workforce power and representa-
tion improves business practices and public 
policy; where people share in the rewards 
from new technology; and where employ-
ees, employers and government act in gen-
uine social partnership to determine how 
jobs change in response to new technology. 

Throughout this report, many of the 
problems we have identified reflect the 
lack of involvement workers have in deci-
sions about work and new technology: peo-
ple not getting a fair share, poor innovation 
and low productivity, inadequate training, 
and technology implemented in a way that 
makes jobs worse not better. We have seen 
evidence that insufficient workforce partici-
pation and representation is a serious prob-
lem that undermines the ability of the UK’s 
economy and society to benefit fully from 
the take-up of new technology and share 
the rewards fairly and widely.

This chapter therefore explores the lev-
el of worker involvement in technology de-
cisions and innovation and the impact that 
has on organisations and also the role of 
workforce representatives and trade unions 
in shaping broader decisions beyond indi-
vidual firms. Employers need to be able to 
draw upon the innovation, ideas and views 

of their workforce if they are to get new 
technology right, and if they are to introduce 
changes that boost productivity smooth-
ly and with consensus. Similarly, across the 
economy, the government needs to be able 
to work with both businesses and unions in 
partnership to respond to today’s difficult 
and unpredictable economic circumstances 
with swift and effective measures. 

During the Covid-19 recession, it is more 
important than ever to include workers’ 
voices in business decisions and in the dis-
cussions that shape vital economic policy. At 
a time when there is very significant disrup-
tion in the labour market, when many jobs 
are being lost and even more are changing 
rapidly, the view from working people is im-
mensely important. This is particularly true 
when it comes to the adoption of new tech-
nologies, which are at the heart of many of 
these changes and are, in different contexts, 
both saving jobs and replacing them.

We are not calling for a return to the in-
dustrial relations practices of the 1960s and 
1970s but for a modern approach to work-

place partnership that reflects the sheer pace 
and scale of the employment changes likely 
to take place as a result of new technology. 
Continual engagement between employers, 
workforce representatives and government 
will be vitally important to support work-
ing people, prevent rising inequality, ena-
ble smooth transitions and deliver the best 
possible results for the economy. We want 
to see collaborative and flexible approach-
es to dialogue and negotiation that work in 
a context of rapid change, and that are right 
for small businesses and self-employed 
contractors as well as large workplaces. Our 
support for a greater role for trade unions 
and modern social partnership is in keep-
ing with initiatives from progressive politi-
cal forces overseas including the incoming 
Biden-Harris administration in the United 
States and Jacinda Ardern’s Labour govern-
ment in New Zealand.

Reasons to be optimistic: Better voice 
and representation for working people on 
new technology could lead to positive re-
wards for everyone. Representation and 
consultation at work are valued by workers 
themselves, but worker voice has also been 
shown to be highly effective at improv-
ing other aspects of working life and busi-
ness performance: it can help management 
make better decisions, improve workers’ 
commitment, increase employee retention, 

Chapter five: 
Making workers’ 

voices heard

We want to see 
collaborative and flexible 
approaches to negotiation
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and can even help enable more innovation. 
These outcomes contribute to higher busi-
ness productivity, which leads to growth 
that is essential for the health of the econo-
my and living standards. We have also seen 
successful examples of social partnership 
operating at national and local level during 
the Covid-19 crisis and before. 

Reasons to be worried: Without the 
meaningful involvement of workers, we will 
not realise the full potential benefits of new 
technologies. But most working people are 
getting little say about technology change at 
work – trade union membership and collec-
tive bargaining agreements have been de-
cline for decades, and especially in those in-
dustries highly susceptible to automation. 
These low levels of representation are a ma-
jor concern when workers are facing the ex-
traordinary challenges of the Covid-19 crisis 
combined with ongoing workplace change 
enabled by new technologies.

Our findings

Workforce consultation and 
representation improves work 
and productivity
Consultation, representation, and voice at 
work are widely considered by workers to 
be valuable in themselves (see box on page 
49 on the dimensions of good work). But 
worker voice has also been shown to be 
highly effective at improving other aspects 
of working life and business performance. 

Workplaces where there is negotiation 
on pay and conditions tend to have a ‘un-
ion wage premium’, with workers receiving 
higher pay than in non-unionised organisa-
tions. There is also evidence that workers rep-
resented by trade unions see better quality of 
work in other ways too. They tend to get more 
annual leave; work fewer hours of unpaid 
overtime; have access to more generous ben-
efits like sick pay and family leave; and expe-
rience less job-related anxiety due to changes 
in the workplace.130 Voice and representation 
can therefore be essential tools in translating 
the gains from new technology into improved 
pay and conditions for workers.

And there are significant advantages 
for employers too: worker insight from the 
front line can help management make bet-
ter decisions, as several of our case studies 
show; involving the workforce enables em-
ployers to draw on a wider range of ideas 

and innovations and make better decisions 
on which technology to invest in; represen-
tation can help to improve workers’ perfor-
mance and commitment and it can prevent 
the loss of knowledge and skills by increas-
ing worker retention.131 Recent research 
also suggests that workplaces with collec-
tive bargaining tend to see more innovation 
in terms of a company’s products, and there 
are indications that bargaining is also pos-
itively associated with the introduction of 
new technology into the workplace itself.132

All of these outcomes in turn contrib-
ute to higher business productivity – and, 
indeed, there is evidence that trade union 
presence is good for productivity (see ‘un-
ions, bargaining and productivity’ box on 
page xx). As we have seen, high productiv-
ity growth is essential for the health of the 
economy and for living standards.

Most workers currently have little 
say about new workplace technology
In 2019 we surveyed workers whose jobs 
had been impacted by the introduction of 
technology in the last five years; almost 
two-thirds (65 per cent) said they had not 
been consulted the last time technology had 
been introduced. We also conducted four 
focus groups with people in sectors and oc-
cupations identified to be at risk of signif-

icant levels of job automation, and com-
missioners heard about poor experiences of 
consultation and engagement. 

A retail worker told us that “if they want 
to implement new technology, those that 
are on the shop floor will know better if 
that’s going to work or not than the per-
son sat up in the office … but they don’t 
let you talk”. Others reported having non-
disclosure agreements included with-
in their contracts, which prevented them 
from speaking about changes at work ei-
ther to colleagues or to anyone outside the 
organisation. A distribution worker, de-
scribing restructuring at his workplace, 
told us that “sometimes you’re involved 
and other times they just move you around 
like chess pieces, so you’ve got no say: 
‘just do it, it’s your job’”. Finally, a bar  
supervisor said that his employers “won’t 
really take anything on board” and that “it’s  
really hard to get your voice heard”. 

CASE STUDY: DEBBIE
Debbie is a member of Community union who has worked in the high-street  
betting sector for more than 30 years. Her company has not recognised Communi-
ty or any other union. She says that new technology, like self-service betting termi-
nals and online gambling, has been implemented in a top-down manner, without  
consulting workers. 

She worries about the health and safety risks linked to the introduction of new self-
service betting terminals. Although staff were given training in using them, they were 
not consulted on how the machines should be brought into the shops or how staff 
would work alongside them. Workers in betting shops regularly face violence and ag-
gression from customers and Debbie worries that working on the shop floor rather 
than behind a counter increases these risks. Debbie says:  “Staff are asked to be on the 
shop floor to monitor the terminals, like you would self-service supermarket check-
outs, but that means we’re on the shop floor more than previously. It feels like more 
of a risk factor.” 

Debbie is also required to sign punters up to online betting, which has reduced the 
number of people using her shop, as some customers are choosing to make bets online 
rather than in store. This has affected her take-home pay as there are targets to meet for 
business done instore. Debbie says: “I feel my skillset hasn’t changed. In fact, I’ve devel-
oped through taking additional training courses. But I’ve had, in effect, two consecutive 
pay cuts because I haven’t reached my targets.” She says that workers were not con-
sulted on the effect of instore promotion of online gambling on business in the shops 
or their own renumeration.

Others reported having 
non-disclosure agreements 

included within their 
contracts
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The quality of engagement between em-
ployees and managers can also be compro-
mised by new technology. A 2017 report 
from Acas suggests that new technology 
can itself allow managers to sidestep hav-
ing challenging conversations with individ-
uals about automation and other kinds of 
change.133 Long before the Covid-19 crisis, 
focus group participants told us that man-
agers FaceTiming into meetings or holding 
conference calls instead of in-person visits 
reduced genuine opportunities for the ex-
pression of worker voice.

Even when workers or their representa-
tives are involved, this often comes too late. 
International Labour Organization guide-
lines say that consultation should begin 
in earnest prior to technology-induced re-
dundancies being implemented;134 howev-
er too often trade unions and other repre-
sentatives are consulted only once major 
changes have been decided upon.135 Naomi 
Pohl, deputy general secretary of the Musi-
cians’ Union, told us that, while the union 
often succeeds in negotiating better terms 
for its members in response to new tech-
nology, fundamentally workers do not have 

a real choice over whether to proceed with 
its introduction or how it is used: “I mean 
at the end of the day our members can’t 
say no, really. It’s very rare that we’re able  
to actually say no.”

Workers are far less likely to be 
represented than was once the case
Trade unions and collective bargaining 
are the traditional vehicles through which 
people can effectively express their voice 
at work. But the proportion of people in 
work who are trade union members has 
been falling for decades – from more than  
52 per cent of workers in 1979 to 21 per cent 
in 2019.136 There are signs that this down-
ward trend may have come to a halt very 
recently. The proportion of people in work 
who were union members was the same in 
2019 as in 2016 and there is evidence that 
union membership has increased in 2020 in 
response to Covid-19.137 

However these positive contemporary 
shifts do not change the underlying picture: 
there is a long-term structural problem as 
people have become less likely to join trade 
unions – particularly in workplaces that are 

smaller or have higher employee turnover – 
and the ability of unions to represent work-
ers across the economy has declined. Low 
levels of representation are a major concern 
when people are facing the extraordinary 
challenges of the Covid-19 crisis combined 
with ongoing workplace change enabled by 
new technologies.

Similarly, collective bargaining coverage 
has declined. In the mid-1980s, around two-
thirds of employees were covered by col-
lective bargaining agreements; today only 
27 per cent say they are (although employ-
er surveys suggest people may under-re-
port the use of collective bargaining in their 
workplace).138 These trends have been mir-
rored in other English-speaking countries 
but have not been seen in most western 
European economies. Figure 10 highlights 
the decline in both union density and col-
lective bargaining over the last two dec-
ades. This shows that, as union density has 
fallen, so have unions’ capacity to act as  
a voice for workers beyond their membership.

When it comes to government decision-
making, workers are also less represent-
ed than they are in other countries where  
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social partnership remains the norm at lo-
cal, regional and national levels. The differ-
ence is most notable with respect to Ger-
many – a country with an economy that is 
far more productive and inclusive than the 
UK’s. By contrast, the UK doesn’t general-
ly make economic decisions through so-
cial partnership. At a local level, local enter-
prise partnerships are firmly business-led, 
although some choose to involve unions; 
and nationally there are now very few fo-
rums where worker representatives are pre-
sent in any number (the Low Pay Commis-
sion is an important exception).

Worker voices are totally excluded from 
other forums relating to industrial strate-
gy and technology change. The trade un-
ion Prospect highlighted to us how work-
er participation in industrial strategy ‘sector 
deals’ and in the sector councils that over-
see them is largely absent – including in the 
vital AI sector deal. Similarly, worker repre-
sentatives do not feature as stakeholders on 
government bodies set up to guide the de-
velopment of AI such as the Centre for Data 
Ethics and Innovation.139

Low representation is most acute 
where technology is making work 
more precarious
Industries with a high proportion of jobs 
susceptible to automation tend to have es-
pecially low rates of trade union mem-
bership – meaning even less opportuni-
ty for workers to have a meaningful voice 
in  workplace decision making. Figure 11 
below shows that all vulnerable sectors 
apart from ‘transportation and storage’ had 
lower trade union densities than the av-
erage rate across the economy. The pic-
ture is particularly grave for the hospitality 
sector: accommodation and food servic-
es had a union density of just 2.3 per cent  
in 2019. This is also the sector worst hit by  
the Covid-19 crisis.

James Bloodworth, author of Hired, told 
us he believes that in some sectors there is 
outright hostility to the notion that trade 
unions should be giving workers a voice. 
At the Amazon warehouse where Blood-
worth worked, union officials trying to re-
cruit were “being chased out of the car park 
by security”.

We also found that people in precari-
ous work, who are most vulnerable to tech-
nology change, are less likely to be rep-
resented by trade unions.140 Only around  
7 per cent of self-employed workers are trade 
union members, compared with 23.5 per 
cent of employees.141 And trade union den-
sity among employees with temporary con-
tracts is only 15 per cent, while for perma-
nent employees is it 24 per cent.142 

Atypical work and self-employment are 
increasingly bound up with new technology 
– not least in the form of platform work. Ai-
leen Koerfer, director of digitalisation at UNI 
Europa, told us that a significant part of the 
challenge is that many of the firms engaging 
workers via platforms do not consider them-
selves employers – and are often not legally 
considered as employers either. As a result, 
there is less of a clear incentive for workers to 
join a trade union – a union cannot be recog-
nised by a firm if the firm is not technically an 
employer, and it is therefore more difficult for 
unions to negotiate on behalf of individuals.

Employees in small organisations are also 
far less likely to be unionised. Those who 
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work in small organisations – with few-
er than 50 employees – are less than half as 
likely to be union members compared with 
their counterparts working at firms with 50 
or more employees.143 In one of our focus 
groups, a worker told us:“A lot of small com-
panies got rid of unions, didn’t they? Years 
ago. Because they caused too much hassle 
and they weren’t able to do with the workers 
what they wanted to do. I think when you’re 
in a big business, the union is not a bad idea. 
But a smaller one, you’ve probably got not 
much chance of getting a union, have you?”

Small but successful steps have 
recently been taken towards stronger 
social partnership
Although the UK has a history of weak so-
cial partnership in recent decades and par-
ticularly in the last 10 years, most recently 
there have been some new and successful 
examples of social partnership working at 
national, local and firm level.

At firm level we found some strong and 
successful examples of employee consulta-
tion and partnership working – we heard 
how workers have been consulted effec-
tively, via trade unions and other means, on 
the introduction of new technology. At the 
Siemens plant in Congleton, employees are 
utilising new technology itself to co-design 
novel parts of their jobs – in the form of the 
‘virtual reality cave’. And at the Asda dis-
tribution centre in Normanton, the strong 
employer-union relationship provided a 
foundation for dialogue on new technolo-
gy and has proved beneficial for both par-
ties (see case study boxes on pages X and 
X). Meanwhile at national level, the CBI and 
TUC continue to work directly and effec-
tively together on issues ranging from the 
Covid-19 crisis to Brexit implementation to 
training – lobbying government, drawing up 
joint proposals for ministers and providing 
advice for employers. 

The government itself has previously 
been resistant to social partnership, but it has 
recently made some modest moves to sup-
port dialogue between workers and employ-
ers. In 2020 ministers introduced revised reg-
ulations on the information and consultation 
of employees (ICE). Since 2005, ICE regu-
lations have required employers with 50 or 
more employees to respond to requests from 
employees to establish formal consultation 
arrangements. Until recently a new consul-
tative body could only be set up if the em-
ployer wanted one, or if 10 per cent of the 

workforce requested it. As a result only sev-
en per cent of workplaces had a consultative 
committee in 2011.144 The government-com-
missioned Taylor Review of modern working 
practices recommended that the threshold 
should be reduced to 2 per cent of the work-
force and the government implemented this 
proposal in April.145

Small changes to corporate governance 
rules have also been made to promote work-
er representation. In 2016 Theresa May pro-
posed, as part of her Conservative party lead-
ership campaign, that large firms should 
have an employee representative on their 
board of directors.146 This commitment was 
then heavily diluted but eventually the law 
was changed to require that listed compa-
nies nominate a director from the workforce, 
create a formal employee advisory coun-
cil, assign responsibility for employee repre-
sentation to a designated non-executive di-
rector – or present a written justification if 
they chose not to take any of these three ac-
tions. A recent survey by the Local Authority 
Pension Fund Forum found that almost one 
in five firms had chosen to take none of the 
three actions. Only two out of 40 companies 
responding to the survey had chosen to in-
clude an employee director on the board.147

The Industrial Strategy Council, launched 
in 2018, is also a significant recent develop-
ment. The council advises ministers on pro-
gress towards meeting industrial strategy 
goals and has a key role in supporting gov-
ernment improve the application of tech-
nology across the economy. It has already 
made valuable contributions in evaluating 
the challenges faced by the government and 
scrutinising its progress in meeting them. 
One out of the 18 members is a trade un-
ion representative, sitting alongside peo-
ple from business, academia, public bodies 
and civil society organisations. While one 
voice is clearly better than none, this level of 
workforce representation is insufficient for 
the council to be considered a social part-
nership organisation.

In 2017 ministers established the Nation-
al Retraining Scheme as a social partnership 
initiative, guided by representatives from the 
TUC and CBI. The government, employers 
and unions jointly designed the scheme’s pi-
lot initiatives, presenting an important tem-
plate for future skills policy (sadly in Autumn 
2020 the scheme was absorbed into the Na-
tional Skills Fund which is without similar 
social partnership arrangements). 

We have seen close partnership working 

between employers and unions in particu-
lar sectors – for example in the automotive 
industry – as they engage with government 
over post-Brexit trade arrangements.

Most notably of all, ministers have in-
volved unions in key decisions on locking 
down and reopening the UK economy in 
response to Covid-19 – and the measures 
were stronger and more effective as a re-
sult. The coronavirus job retention scheme 
that furloughed more than 9 million jobs 
during lockdown and beyond was the re-
sult of joint lobbying by the CBI and TUC 
who were both involved with the Treasury 
in the design of the scheme.148 Unions and 
employers were also consulted in develop-
ing the July 2020 summer jobs plan and in 
discussions on safely reopening workplaces 
and the heads of the CBI and TUC success-
fully lobbied together first for the replace-
ment of the furlough in early autumn and 
then for its extension, once the second wave 
of infection took hold. 

Although all these examples fall far short 
of the social partnership approach we con-
sider in our recommendations, they are 
welcome first steps that can be built on as 
technology change continues to unfold.

Recommendations 
The initial economic policy response to the 
Covid-19 crisis, which involved coopera-
tion between government, employer or-
ganisations and trade unions, demonstrated 
the value of worker voice at national lev-
el. Within workplaces and sectors, action is 
also needed to enable meaningful consulta-
tion and influence over technology change. 

More dialogue will also benefit employ-
ers. The UK will innovate and adopt tech-
nology more quickly and more fairly if 
workers have a stronger voice in the way 
technology is used and the way rewards are 
distributed. We have seen significant ev-
idence that a stronger social partnership 
approach will help improve productivity, 
growth, social justice and social cohesion. It 
requires new approaches from government, 
employers, unions and individuals.

26. Employers should embrace a new 
culture of workplace partnership 
and involve workers and trade 
unions in technology-related 
decisions (UK)

Across the economy we need to see a major 
culture change so that workforces are rou-



57 / Sharing the future

tinely involved in developing ideas and mak-
ing decisions on new technology. Employers 
are not making the most of the skills, tal-
ent and knowledge of their people – many 
of whom have qualifications and skills that 
stretch well beyond their formal job roles. 
We heard examples of best practice where 
employers actively encouraged staff to put 
forward suggestions and ideas as well as 
consulting them on the best technology ap-
proaches. But we also heard examples of bad 
practice where employers neither consulted 
nor listened and invested in technology that 
proved ineffective or made work harder. 

Culture change among employers large 
and small should be led by organisations 
such as the CBI, chambers of commerce 
and the Federation of Small Businesses, 
and supported nationally by Acas and the 
Industrial Strategy Council; and locally by 
local enterprise partnerships and growth 
hubs. Union engagement with members 
and employers should promote continu-
al dialogue on technology and skills. And 
the government should also use its public 
procurement role and its engagement with  
different sectors to promote workplace con-
sultation on technology. 

Employers and unions can work togeth-
er in new ways even in the absence of fresh 
public policy. However, the recommenda-
tions across this report provide an institu-
tional underpinning to drive forward chang-
es to culture and practice. The sectoral 
initiatives we call for on industrial strategy 
(chapter one and two), skills (chapter three) 
and good work (chapter four) should all pro-
mote worker consultation and involvement 
at firm level as well as sector level, and that 
should be a condition of any public funding 
in support. 

In addition, when the government is dis-
cussing tailored support for individual sec-
tors and companies to cope with the disrup-
tion caused by Covid-19 and longer-term 
industrial and technology changes, it should 
include requirements on workforce consul-
tation, representation and good employment 
practice, including encouraging union recog-
nition and negotiation over technology. 

27. Trade unions should redouble 
their efforts to support vulnerable 
workers and demonstrate 
the benefits of strong social 
partnership (UK)

The Covid-19 crisis reaffirms the impor-
tance of trade unions and collective bar-

gaining, especially for workers in the low-
paid service sectors most affected by the 
pandemic. Today trade unions face consid-
erable constraints in their ability to recruit, 
organise and represent people in insecure 
work or at risk of technology change. Hos-
tile regulation and the nature of work in 
low-paying industries create real barriers to 
wide-ranging, cost-effective organising. But 
to serve their mission unions must redouble 
their efforts, working together as well as in-
dividually when appropriate. 

There are lots of examples of good prac-
tice. The TUC has led pioneering work on a 
new union offer for young people, includ-
ing its WorkSmart initiative. Examples of ef-
fective union organising of self-employed 
workers have been highlighted in Fabian 
Society research.149 And Unions 21 and RSA 
reports have showcased good practice in 
low-paid sectors and proposed new mod-
els of working.150

Recent initiatives may have helped con-
tribute to what appears to be an end to the 
years of decline in trade union membership. 
But they are not yet leading to a significant 
increase in union participation. As a move-
ment, unions need to draw on all the frag-
mented good practice that already exists 
and take it to scale.

Unions also need to do more to prac-
tice and promote the role they play as social 
partners, working together with employers 
to supports businesses and sectors to suc-
ceed. During the Covid-19 crisis, the TUC 
has demonstrated these behaviours at na-
tional level, working alongside the CBI and 
government to develop emergency sup-
port that works for workers and business-
es. Individual trade unions have been ne-
gotiating to save jobs in hard-hit sectors 
too, with, for example, the pilots’ union 
BALPA agreeing a deal with BA to reduce 
planned redundancies from over 1,200 to 
under 300.151 And unions including Com-
munity and Unison have been operating 
support funds for members struggling fi-
nancially as a result of the pandemic. The 
union movement also needs to get better at  
talking about these examples.

In the absence of central government in-
itiatives, trade unions should also demon-
strate to employers and local leaders that 
they bring solutions to shared problems, in 
order to gain more access to economic part-
nerships at local, regional and sectoral lev-
el. These positive examples will then help 
make the case for national policy and legis-

lative change in the future, to institutional-
ise social partnership working at every level.

Unions’ efforts to reach out to under-rep-
resented workers and demonstrate solu-
tions-focused partnership working should 
be mutually reinforcing. In the modern world 
of work unions will prosper when they can 
show to prospective members that stand-
ing up for workers and helping employers to 
succeed are two sides of the same coin.

28. Transform national, sectoral and 
regional economic leadership bodies 
into social partnership institutions 
(England/UK)

Across this report we have referred to the 
need for workers and their representatives 
to play a stronger part in economic deci-
sions above the level of the firm. 

Stronger consultation and partnership 
matters at national level. The pace of tech-
nology change means that a laissez-faire 
approach won’t work – it will not deliver the 
productivity improvements the economy 
needs or manage economic transition and 
dislocation; or prevent widening inequality 
and serious problems for low-skilled work-
ers and disadvantaged communities. 

For our country to be able to secure the 
benefits and manage the challenges of fast-
changing technology, government needs 
to work in partnership. We want to see key 
economic institutions transformed into 
modern tripartite social partnership bod-
ies bringing together government, employ-
ers and workers – and taking account of the 
changing labour market, so including voices 
for small businesses and the self-employed.

We recommend that the UK should cre-
ate institutions bringing together the so-
cial partners to collectively make decisions 
about the economy, technology, skills and 
the labour market. It would require govern-
ment, employers and trade unions to oper-
ate together in a different way with a com-
mitment to making partnership successful. 
That means drawing on approaches from 
across the world, including other advanced 
economies in Europe. This social dialogue 
would give workers a seat at the table when 
big, strategic choices are being made on 
technology and the future of work.

The response to Covid-19 has been a 
clear and welcome demonstration of the 
value of social partnership approaches. In 
some cases, trade unions, employers and 
local leaders can put them into practice 
for themselves and trade unions should  
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approach existing bodies to explore  
becoming members. But government  
leadership is also needed.

Specifically we propose that:

• The Industrial Strategy Council 
should expand on its promising begin-
nings to become an independent tri-
partite social partnership institution. It 
should build on its current business-fo-
cused membership to include a balance 
of trade union representatives, busi-
nesses, government, regional represent-
atives and other expert stakeholders. 
Over time, the council could evolve into 
a well-resourced autonomous body with 
responsibility for advising government 
on economic issues (along the lines of 
Australia’s productivity commission) 
but also for negotiating industrial and 
labour market policy reforms between 
partners (like the social and economic 
council of the Netherlands). 

• The National Skills Fund announced 
by the chancellor in the 2020 budget 
should be established as a semi-autono-
mous social partnership institution, roll-
ing forward the model of the National 
Retraining Scheme which was overseen 
by representatives from the TUC and 
CBI. The fund should sit within or take 
over responsibilities from the Education 
and Skills Funding Agency with respect 
to further education, technical educa-
tion, apprenticeships, adult learning and 
careers advice. As the fund would be re-
sponsible for public money it would re-
port to ministers and would be required 
to implement government policy. How-
ever in all its work it would be expected 
to visibly demonstrate dialogue and con-
sensus building between the different  
interests represented.

• Sectoral social partnership bodies 
should be established across the econo-
my, by recognising new or existing secto-
ral bodies. One attractive option is to re-
purpose the sector councils promoted in 
recent years by the government to lead 
on industrial strategy for each sector and 
deliver sector deals. At present there is a 
marked absence of worker representa-
tion in these institutions. They could be 
transformed into social partnership bod-
ies by including a diverse range of trade 
union representatives, employers, gov-

ernment and local, regional and civil so-
ciety stakeholders. Ministers should ex-
plore the case for light-touch legislation 
setting out the minimum requirements 
and responsibilities of these bodies.

• Local enterprise partnerships (LEPs) 
should be transformed into local social 
partnerships, with proper worker repre-
sentation, as well as direct accountabili-
ty to elected politicians where this is not 
yet established. This change would bring 
together local skills providers, workers 
via trade unions, local businesses, vol-
untary and community enterprises, and 
elected local leaders. The reformed LEPs 
could lead on local industrial strategies, 
skills delivery and labour market issues 
including local good work standards (see 
recommendations 10, 11, 19 and 21). 

29. Technology and skills should become 
part of collective bargaining at firm 
and sector level (UK)

We recommend that employers and trade 
unions come together to roll out a signifi-
cant extension of collective bargaining on 
issues relating to technology change and 
skills. Our research has shown that there 
is strong common ground to be found be-
tween trade unions and employers when 
it comes to technology change – from em-
ployees and management successfully 
smoothing transition in individual work-
places, to the heads of the TUC and the CBI 
firmly agreeing that change must work for  

workers.152 There is much that social partners 
can do on a voluntary basis to expand con-
sultation and negotiation on these issues.

Workplace level: Recognised trade un-
ions should seek agreements with employ-
ers, establishing the terms on which they 
will bargain on the future implementation 
of new technology and on skills and train-
ing. One way to achieve this is through ‘new 
technology agreements’ that set out in detail 
the ways employees will be involved in co-
determining how new technology is intro-
duced and how it will affect pay, conditions, 
monitoring, job design and issues such as 
redeployment and training. Unite has de-
veloped a model agreement which provides 
one example of how this can be done and 
unions will want to establish arrangements 
that are specific to each workplace. 153 

Unions should always seek to make sure 
that negotiation on new technology includes 
support for workers to improve their digital 
skills in a broad sense, rather than simply 
learn how to use a piece of technology in a 
particular way. More generally, we want to 
see unions and employers negotiate on sup-
port and skills for workers in all contexts. In 
addition to the core pay and conditions is-
sues on which recognised unions always ne-
gotiate, training and career support should 
be at the heart of workplace bargaining. 
Playing a larger role in shaping the imple-
mentation of technology will be an impor-
tant step in boosting the appeal of unions to 
workers: our 2018 survey found that of em-
ployees who said there was a union presence 
in their workplace, only 16 per cent agreed 

BRITISH STEEL: UNIONS BARGAINING ON TECHNOLOGY CHANGE
The Special Profiles business unit is part of British Steel, based at a mill in Skinningrove 
and a distribution centre in Darlington. In November 2017, the business decided to au-
tomate parts of its production to reduce costs and increase product competitiveness.

The company worked closely with the trade unions Community, Unite and SIMA to 
conduct a detailed review of proposed changes and the cost savings they would entail. 
The manner of implementation was then negotiated, and it was agreed that no em-
ployee should leave their role until the automated processes in their area of production 
has been successfully introduced. Unions and the company jointly determined wheth-
er automation had increased efficiency and saved costs as expected – with all parties 
committing to ensuring the business remained competitive. 

Under the agreement, workers who did leave the plant were able to transfer to the 
nearby Teesside beam mill, where new roles were available. As a result, the only redun-
dancies made were voluntary. Workers were also given the opportunity to retrain to fill 
retiring workers’ job roles using a system known as ‘skills match’. 

Any workers who left the plant, including transfers to the Teesside beam mill, were 
also able to meet with Community Learn (then known as Communitas) to identify 
their training needs.
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that unions were taking steps to help ensure 
new technologies improve their working life, 
compared to 38 per cent who disagreed.

To underpin this voluntary shift in em-
phasis, the formal process for recognising 
a union should include provision for the 
union to apply to negotiate on technolo-
gy change, training and development, and 
the organisation of work. At present statu-
tory bargaining rights are restricted to pay, 
hours and holiday (recognised unions have 
a right to be consulted on training but not 
to negotiate).154

Sector level: Sectoral social partnership 
bodies (see recommendation 28) should 
seek to negotiate sector-wide agreements 
on training and skills and the implementa-
tion of new technology. At sector level, rec-
ognised social partnership bodies should 
also be tasked with developing sector-wide 
standards on involving workers in technol-
ogy change and on skills and training.

30. Extend worker consultation across 
the economy and introduce worker 
directors for large firms (UK)

We recommend that worker consulta-
tion is extended across the economy in  
every workplace and that worker directors 
become the new norm on the boards of 
large companies.

Worker consultation: We recommend 
arrangements for workforce consultation 
should become normal in all workplac-
es, with formal consultative arrangements 

becoming compulsory in larger workplac-
es and easily triggered by employees in 
small firms too. The information and con-
sultation of employees (ICE) regulations 
currently require formal consultation ar-
rangements in workplaces with more than 
50 staff if they are requested by 2 per cent 
of workers (or 15 workers if this number is 
higher), having just changed in April from  
10 per cent of workers as a result of the Tay-
lor review. We recommend going further so 
that formal workplace consultation mecha-
nisms are a requirement in all organisations 
where there are more than 100 employ-
ees, with those consultation arrangements 
explicitly to include technology and train-
ing. Currently, the ‘standard provisions’ of 
the ICE regulations (the fallback list, if em-
ployers and employees cannot agree on ar-
eas for discussion between themselves) 
does not cover either topic explicitly.155 This 
list should also include pay and conditions 
so that workers are at least consulted col-
lectively on pay, even if they are not able to 
formally negotiate (see recommendation 7).

We also want to see workforce consul-
tation arrangements in smaller workplaces 
and believe these should be required when 
requested by workers. For workplaces with 
50 to 99 employees current ICE regulations 
for triggering consultation arrangements 
should continue (perhaps with a reduction 
in the number of workers who need to re-
quest consultation, below the current lev-
el of 15). With respect to firms with fewer 
than 50 employees, the government should 

seek to build consensus between trade un-
ions and employer organisations (such as 
the FSB and chambers of commerce) on the 
form of workplace consultation arrange-
ments that would work most effectively. 

Workers on boards: Workers in large 
businesses should be granted rights to elect 
employee directors to their company’s board 
and renumeration committees. This would 
give people facing technology change a real 
voice in their organisation’s governance and 
strategy; currently, as our 2019 survey shows, 
most employees feel that they do not have 
a chance to influence how new technology 
is used in their workplace. The evidence sug-
gests that worker representation on boards 
would benefit employers, employees, and 
the wider public too.156 The government 
should consult on models of board represen-
tation for firms of different sizes and charac-
teristics – and reach agreement through ne-
gotiations with unions and business.157

31. Remove barriers to trade union 
recognition and organisation (UK)

We recommend that barriers to trade un-
ion organising and recognition are great-
ly reduced, in order to support all our other 
social partnership proposals. We have made 
recommendations to expand workers’ pow-
er and voice in every workplace (irrespective 
of whether there is a recognised trade union) 
but trade unions offer by far the most effec-
tive mechanism for representation at work. 

We want to see a package of reforms that 
spreads union participation across the econo-
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WORKPLACE REPRESENTATION AND CONSULTATION RIGHTS  
IN OTHER COUNTRIES 

Austria
Works councils are the key form of worker representation in Austria. They can be es-
tablished in workplaces with a headcount as low as five – and have extensive informa-
tion and consultation rights, as well as effective veto powers on some issues (including 
the introduction of new monitoring and surveillance systems).158

Estonia
In 2007, legislation came into force allowing for the election of ‘employee represent-
atives’ with significant powers – including a right to conduct collective bargaining  
if there is no recognised trade union in the workplace, and rights to information 
and consultation. Employee representatives are now more prevalent than trade  
union representatives.159

Germany
Worker representation is provided by works councils in Germany. All private compa-
nies with more than five employees can establish one and, while they are not formally 
trade union bodies, union members dominate in works council elections. Works coun-
cils must be consulted about workplace changes with potential negative implications 
for staff, including the introduction of new technology. There are a range of areas where 
the works council must agree before a change goes ahead, such as on the introduction 
of cameras to monitor workers.160

Spain
Works councils constitute the key mechanism for representation in Spanish work-
places. Workplaces with more than 10 staff are entitled to elect representatives. While 
works councils have a range of information and consultation rights – including on 
workforce restructuring – they have no veto powers. They can also negotiate collective 
bargaining agreements on pay and conditions.161

Sweden
The local trade union provides workplace representation in Sweden – there is no 
need for separate works council-style structures owing to the country’s high union 
density. Legislation requires employers to consult union representatives on ‘signifi-
cant changes in employment or working conditions’ – including changes in work or-
ganisation and methods. These rights kick in when there is a single union member 
employed at the company.162

my, with a focus on increasing representation 
in lower-paid and more insecure work, and 
among the self-employed. In a report about 
technology, we particularly want to stress the 
importance of bringing trade union law into 
the modern age by permitting all paper-based 
processes to take place electronically.

The government should consider the fol-
lowing proposals:

• Update all trade union law to facilitate 
use of electronic communications – i.e. to 
permit electronic balloting on proposals 
for compulsory recognition and industri-
al action; to require employers to facilitate 
email communications during recognition 
procedures.

• Enhance unions’ rights of physical and 
digital access to workers in workplac-
es where they are not recognised, both to 
support existing members and to organise.

• Relax rules on statutory recognition 
procedures. Options include: reduc-
ing the required level of union mem-
bership needed to initiate a request 
for compulsory recognition; permit-
ting unions to seek compulsory recog-
nition more frequently; and extend-
ing compulsory recognition procedures  
to smaller businesses (eg a minimum of 
10 employees rather than 21).

• Require employers to provide informa-
tion about joining trade unions in the 
information they provide new recruits 
and to all workers (without promoting 
specific unions unless there is a recog-
nition agreement). 

Commissioners visiting an Asda  
warehouse in Normanton
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We conducted two surveys of workers’ experiences and attitudes to technology in 2018 and 2019.

2018 survey
The survey was carried out online between 23 and 24 July 2018, with a sample of 1,092 GB adults in paid work. 
The respondents were drawn from a broader survey of all GB adults weighted to be representative of the adult 
population. To ensure that respondents were thinking about the impact of technology when answering the 
survey, they were asked to read the following statement before answering each group of questions: “The creation 
of new technologies will gradually change existing job roles, automate some existing tasks in the workplace and create 
new job roles over the next 10 years (i.e. between now and 2028).”  

1. Optimism about the future: 53 per cent of workers were optimistic about their future working life and 
job prospects, when thinking about technology change in the next decade. Workers aged under 45 are more 
optimistic than older workers (18-44s, 60 per cent; 45+ 46 per cent).

Thinking about changes in technology in the workplace over the next 10 years… In general, I am 
optimistic about my future working life and job prospects.

Strongly  
agree

Tend  
to agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Tend  
to disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don’t know

11% 42% 25% 15% 6% 1%

2. Impact of technology on my job: Only 29 per cent thought technology would have no effect on their current 
job over the next 10 years. 44 per cent of workers thought changes in technology will have a positive effect on 
their current job but 20 per cent of workers (ie 6 million people) think there will be a negative effect.

To what extent, if at all, do you think changes in technology will have a positive effect on your current job, 
negative effect on your current job or do you think there will be no effect in the next 10 years?

Very  
positive effect

Fairly  
positive effect

No effect  
at all

Fairly 
negative effect

Very  
negative effect

Don’t know

5% 38% 29% 16% 4% 7%

3. Change for the worse: More people were pessimistic about the impact of technology on their job when we 
asked a different question. 37 per cent of workers (ie more than 11 million people) were worried about their job 
changing for the worse, when thinking about the impact of technology in the next decade. Groups who were 
particularly likely to be worried about their jobs changing for the worse include: 45–54 year-olds (43 per cent); 
public sector workers (45 per cent); people in the north of England (45 per cent). 

 Our surveys  
of working adults
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Thinking about changes in technology in the workplace over the next 10 years… I am worried about 
my job changing for the worse.

Strongly  
agree

Tend  
to agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Tend  
to disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don’t know

11% 25% 25% 25% 13% 1%

4. Jobs disappearing: 23 per cent of workers (ie more than 7 million people) were worried that their job may no 
longer be needed, when thinking about the impact of technology in the next decade. There is little difference in 
the percentage worried about their job not being needed, between people in ABC1 and C2DE social groups and 
between people working in the private and public sectors.

Thinking about changes in technology in the workplace over the next 10 years… I am worried about my 
current job no longer being needed.

Strongly  
agree

Tend  
to agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Tend  
to disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don’t know

6% 16% 17% 33% 26% 1%

5. Better quality work: 40 per cent of workers agreed that new technologies will lead to better work in 
the future, while 24 per cent disagree. Groups more likely to be positive about working conditions and job 
satisfaction improving included: men (44 per cent) and workers aged 18 to 44 (51 per cent).

In general, new technologies will lead to better working conditions and job satisfaction in the future.

Strongly  
agree

Tend  
to agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Tend  
to disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don’t know

7% 33% 29% 18% 6% 7%

6. Confidence about adapting: A large majority of workers (73 per cent) were confident they would be able 
to change and update their skills if new technologies affect their current job. Only 19 per cent of workers  
(ie 6 million people) are not confident that they’ll be able to change. A slightly higher percentage of workers aged 
over 45 are not confident about being able to change (24 per cent). 

How confident, if at all, are you that you’ll be able to change and update your skills if new technologies 
affect your current job?

Very confident Fairly confident Not very confident Not at all confident Don’t know

18% 55% 15% 4% 8%

7. Government action: Only 9 per cent of workers agreed that the government was taking action to help them 
prepare for the changing world of work resulting from new technologies. 61 per cent of workers disagree.

The UK government is taking steps to help me feel prepared for the changing world of work resulting 
from new technologies.

Strongly  
agree

Tend  
to agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Tend  
to disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don’t know

2% 7% 23% 35% 27% 7%
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8. Employer action: Only 27 per cent of employees agreed that that their employer was taking action to help 
employees feel prepared for changes in their jobs resulting from new technologies. By contrast 41 per cent 
disagreed that their employer was taking such action.

My employer is taking steps that help me feel prepared for changes in my job resulting from 
implementation of new technologies (employees only).

Strongly  
agree

Tend  
to agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Tend  
to disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don’t know

5% 22% 27% 27% 14% 5%

9. Trade union action: Only 16 per cent of employees agreed that trade unions in their workplace are acting to 
ensure new technologies improve work. 38 per cent do not agree while a further 21 per cent said they didn’t know.

Trade unions in my workplace are taking steps to help ensure that new technologies enhance and  
improve my working life (employees, excluding those who selected ‘not applicable – I do not have trade 
unions in my workplace’).

Strongly  
agree

Tend  
to agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Tend  
to disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Don’t know

3% 13% 26% 19% 19% 21%

2019 survey
The survey was carried out online between 19 and 20 June 2019, with a sample of 1,181 GB workers. The 
respondents were drawn from a broader survey of all GB adults weighted to be representative of the adult 
population. To ensure that respondents were thinking about the impact of technology when answering the 
survey, they were asked to read the following statement before answering the questions:  “For the following 
question, by “new technologies”, we mean technology that has been introduced to perform certain tasks (e.g. the 
movement of some services online, new computer software, machines that can perform new types of physical tasks, 
the usage of tablets and hand-held devices at work etc.).”

1. Recent impact of technology: 80 per cent of workers said that the introduction of new technologies at their 
workplace had affected their role to some extent over the last five years. 52 per cent said that new technology 
had impacted them at least ‘a fair amount’.

Thinking about the last 5 years (i.e. since June 2014)... How much of an impact, if any, would you say 
new technologies that have been introduced at your place of work have had on your current role?

A great deal A fair amount Not very much None at all Don’t know Not applicable – no new 
technologies have been 
introduced at my place  
of work in the last 5 years

19% 33% 28% 7% 3% 10%

2. Positive or negative change: Of those workers who said that new technologies have had an impact over the 
last five years, 57 per cent said that it had had a positive impact on their role. Workers in the C2DE social group 
were less likely to feel the impact had been positive than those in the ABC1 group (50 per cent vs. 60 per cent).
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Overall, how positive, or negative would you say this impact has been on your current role?

Very  
positive

Fairly  
positive

Neither positive 
nor negative

Fairly  
negative

Very  
negative

Don’t know

14% 43% 35% 5% 2% 1%

3. Consultation by employers: Of employees who told us that new technologies had impacted their role, a large 
majority (65 per cent) said that they had not been consulted the last time new technology was introduced in their 
workplace. Groups especially unlikely to have been consulted include: women (70 per cent); employees aged  
45+ (72 per cent); and those working part time (72 per cent).

Thinking about the most recent time new technologies were introduced at your workplace...Were you 
consulted (e.g. asked for your opinion etc.) by your employer before the new technology was introduced?

Yes, I was No, I wasn’t Don’t know/can’t recal

26% 65% 9%

4. Influence over change: Most employees we asked did not feel that their employer gave them opportunities 
to influence how new technologies were used. Only 31 per cent agreed that they were afforded such 
opportunities, while 58 per cent disagreed.

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement? My employer gives me the opportunity 
to influence how new technology is used in my workplace.

Strongly agree Tend to agree Tend to disagree Strongly disagree Don’t know

9% 22% 29% 30% 10%

5. Training to prepare for new technology: 29 per cent of GB employees said they were not offered training by 
their employer to prepare for technology changing their role. The less qualified an employee, the less likely their 
employer is to offer them such training; only 31 per cent of employees holding GCSE-level qualifications are 
offered training, compared with 48 per cent of A-level-holders and 51 per cent of first degree-holders.

Thinking about any potential changes to your role in the future due to new technology... Does your 
employer currently offer any training to help you prepare for these changes?

Yes, they do No, they don’t Don’t know Not applicable – I do not think there will 
be any potential changes to my role  
in the future due to new technology

45% 29% 8% 18%

6. Future take-up of training: Of those who said their employer offers training to prepare them for technology 
change 9 in 10 employees said they were likely to engage in such training in the future. Only 6 per cent said they 
were unlikely to take part.

You said that your employer offers training to help you prepare for any potential changes to your role  
in the future due to new technology. How likely or unlikely would you be to take part in this training  
at any point in the future?

Very likely Fairly likely Fairly unlikely Very unlikely Don’t know

44% 46% 5% 1% 4%
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