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full explanations of the sources and methodologies used in the Report’s composite indices, country profiles and
other background materials as well as previous global, regional, and National Human Development Reports (NHDRs).

The cover reflects the basic message that work is a fundamental dynamic
driver for enhancing human development. The background reflects figure
2.2 inthe Report, which shows, based on a panel of 156 countries covering
98 percent of the world population, that over the past 25 years more
countries and more people have moved out of the low human development
category (from 62 countries with more than 3 billion people in 1990 to 43
countries with a bit more than a billion people in 2014) and that at the same
time more countries and more people have moved into the high and very
high human development categories combined (from 47 countries with
1.2 billion people in 1990 to 84 countries and more than 3.6 billion people in
2014). In the background the bottom band in light blue represents the first
trend, and the green band at the top represents the second trend. In the
foreground the circle of human figures as workers in various activities,
including creative work and voluntary work, not only is a reminder that
their work contributes to the human development progress depicted in
the background, but also reflects the dynamism of work and the mutual
synergies of various kinds of work.
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Foreword

Twenty five years ago the first Human
Development Report in 1990 began with
a simple notion: that development is about
enlarging people’s choices—focusing broadly
on the richness of human lives rather than
narrowly on the richness of economies. Work
is a major foundation for both the richness of
economies and the richness of human lives but
has tended to be conceptualized in economic
terms rather than in human development
terms. The 2015 Human Development Report
goes beyond that convention in directly link-
ing work to the richness of human lives.

This Report starts with a fundamental
question—how can work enhance human
development? The Report takes a broad view
of work, going beyond jobs and taking into ac-
count such activities as unpaid care work, vol-
untary work and creative work—all of which
contribute to the richness of human lives.

The Report highlights impressive progress
on human development over the past quarter
century. Today people are living longer, more
children are in school and more people have
access to clean water and basic sanitation. Per
capita income in the world has gone up, and
poverty has gone down, resulting in a better
standard of living for many people. The digital
revolution has connected people across coun-
tries and societies. Work has contributed to
this progress by building people’s capabilities.
Decent work has provided people with a sense
of dignity and an opportunity to engage fully
in society.

Considerable challenges remain, from per-
sistent poverty and grinding inequalities to cli-
mate change and environmental sustainability
in general, and to conflict and instability. These
all create barriers to people fully engaging in
decent work, and as a result huge amounts of
human potential remain untapped. This is of
particular concern for young people, women,
people with disabilities and others who may
be marginalized. The Report argues that if the
potential of all people is harnessed through
appropriate strategies and proper policies, hu-
man progress would be accelerated and human
development deficits would be reduced.

The Report reminds us that there is no au-
tomatic link between work and human devel-
opment. The quality of work is an important
dimension of ensuring that work enhances
human development. Issues such as discrimi-
nation and violence, however, prevent positive
links between work and human development.
Some work is very damaging to human devel-
opment, such as child labour, forced labour
and the labour of trafficked workers, all of
which constitute serious violations of human
rights. In many cases workers in hazardous
conditions face serious risks of abuse, insecuri-
ty and loss of freedom and autonomy.

All these issues are becoming even more
critical to address as the world of work, driven
by globalization and technological revolution,
is undergoing rapid changes. Globalization
has generated gains for some and losses for
others. The digital revolution has created new
opportunities, but has also given rise to new
challenges, such as irregular contracts and
short-term work, which are asymmetrically
distributed between highly skilled and un-
skilled workers.

The Report makes a strong case that women
are disadvantaged in the world of work—in
both paid and unpaid work. In the realm of
paid work, they are engaged in the workforce
less than men, they earn less, their work
tends to be more vulnerable and they are
underrepresented in senior management and
decisionmaking positions. In terms of unpaid
work, they bear a disproportionate share of the
housework and care work.

The Report identifies sustainable work,
which promotes human development while
reducing and eliminating negative side effects
and unintended consequences, as a major
building block of sustainable development.
Such work would expand opportunities for
the present generation without shrinking
those for future ones.

The Report argues that enhancing human
development through work requires policies
and strategies in three broad areas—creating
work opportunities, ensuring workers’ well-be-
ing and developing targeted actions. The first
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area focuses on national employment strategies
and seizing opportunities in the changing
world of work, while the second area covers
such important issues as guaranteeing workers’
rights and benefits, expanding social protec-
tion and addressing inequalities. Targeted
actions should focus on sustainable work, ad-
dressing imbalances in paid and unpaid work
and interventions for specific groups—for
example, for youth and people with disabil-
ities. Above all, there needs to be an agenda
for action pursuing a New Social Contract, a
Global Deal, and the Decent Work Agenda.

This year’s Report is particularly timely,
following shortly after the UN Sustainable
Development Summit, where the new
Sustainable Development Goals were adopted,
including Goal 8’s explicit emphasis on work:
Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable
economic growth, full and productive employ-
ment, and decent work for all.

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2015

In this context there should be serious discus-
sion about the challenges created by the ongoing
changes in the world of work. Opportunities
should be taken to strengthen the links between
work and human development. During the
past 25 years the human development concept,
reports and indices have generated considerable
debate, dialogue and discussions around the
world on development challenges and policy
issues. I expect this year’s report to be no ex-
ception in its capacity to generate dialogue and
debate around the concept of human develop-
ment and strategies to advance it.

Administrator
United Nations Development Programme
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Human development is about enlarging human choices—focusing on the richness of human lives rather than simply
the richness of economies (see infographic). Critical to this process is work, which engages people all over the world
in different ways and takes up a major part of their lives. Of the world's 7.3 billion people, 3.2 billion are in jobs, and
others engage in care work, creative work, voluntary work or other kinds of work or are preparing themselves as future
workers. Some of this work contributes to human development, and some does not. Some work even damages human

development (figure 1).

Work enables people to earn a livelihood and
be economically secure. It is critical for equi-
table economic growth, poverty reduction and
gender equality. It also allows people to fully
participate in society while affording them a
sense of dignity and worth. Work can contrib-
ute to the public good, and work that involves
caring for others builds cohesion and bonds
within families and communities.

Work also strengthens societies. Human
beings working together not only increase ma-
terial well-being, they also accumulate a wide
body of knowledge that is the basis for cultures
and civilizations. And when all this work is
environmentally friendly, the benefits extend
across generations. Ultimately, work unleashes
human potential, human creativity and the
human spirit.

This year’s Human Development Report
explores how work can enhance human
development, given that the world of work
is changing fast and that substantial human
development challenges remain. The Report
takes a broad view of work, including volun-
tary work and creative work, thus going be-
yond jobs. And it examines the link between
work and human development, focusing on
care work as well as paid work and discussing
sustainable work.

The Report also makes the points that the
link between work and human development
is not automatic and that some work, such as
forced labour, can damage human develop-
ment by violating human rights, shattering
human dignity and sacrificing freedom and
autonomy. And without proper policies,
work’s unequal opportunities and rewards can
be divisive, perpetuating inequities in society.

The Report concludes that work can en-
hance human development when policies ex-
pand productive, remunerative and satisfying
work opportunities, enhance workers skills
and potential and ensure their rights, safety
and well-being. The Report also pursues an ac-
tion agenda based on a New Social Contract,

a Global Deal and the Decent Work Agenda.

People are the real wealth
of nations, and human
development focuses on
enlarging people’s choices

Twenty-five years ago the first Human
Development Report presented the concept
of human development, a simple notion with
far-reaching implications. For too long, the
world had been preoccupied with material
opulence, pushing people to the periphery.
The human development framework, taking a
people-centred approach, changed the lens for
viewing development needs, bringing the lives
of people to the forefront.

It emphasized that the true aim of develop-
ment is not only to boost incomes, but also
to maximize human choices—by enhancing
human rights, freedoms, capabilities and
opportunities and by enabling people to lead
long, healthy and creative lives (box 1).

The human development concept is com-
plemented with a measure—the Human
Development Index (HDI)—that assesses
human well-being from a broad perspective,
going beyond income (box 2).

With this simple but powerful notion of
people-centred development, nearly two

Human development
focuses on the
richness of human lives

Overview | 1



FIGURE 1

Work engages people all over the world in different ways
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Source: Human Development Report Office.

BOX 1

Human development—a comprehensive approach

Human development is a process of enlarging people’s
choices—as they acquire more capabilities and enjoy
more opportunities to use those capabilities. But hu-
man development is also the objective, so it is both a
process and an outcome. Human development implies
that people must influence the process that shapes their
lives. In all this, economic growth is an important means
to human development, but not the goal.

Source: Human Development Report Office.

Human development is development of the people
through building human capabilities, for the people by
improving their lives and by the people through active
participation in the processes that shape their lives. It
is broader than other approaches, such as the human
resource approach, the basic needs approach and the
human welfare approach.
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BOX 2

Measuring human development

The Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite
index focusing on three basic dimensions of human
development: to lead a long and healthy life, mea-
sured by life expectancy at birth; the ability to acquire
knowledge, measured by mean years of schooling
and expected years of schooling; and the ability to
achieve a decent standard of living, measured by
gross national income per capita. The HDI has an up-
per limit of 1.0.

To measure human development more com-
prehensively, the Human Development Report also
presents four other composite indices. The Inequality-
adjusted HDI discounts the HDI according to the ex-
tent of inequality. The Gender Development Index
compares female and male HDI values. The Gender
Inequality Index highlights women’s empowerment.
And the Multidimensional Poverty Index measures
nonincome dimensions of poverty.

Source: Human Development Report Office.

dozen global Human Development Reports
and more than 700 national Human
Development Reports have been produced
over the past 25 years. They have contributed

FIGURE 2

Work and human development are synergistic
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to the development discourse, assessed de-
velopment results, spurred research and in-
novative thinking and recommended policy
options.

Work, not just jobs, contributes
to human progress and
enhances human development

From a human development perspective, the
notion of work is broader and deeper than that
of jobs or employment alone. Jobs provide in-
come and support human dignity, participation
and economic security. But the jobs framework
fails to capture many kinds of work that have
important human development implications
—as with care work, voluntary work and such
creative work as writing or painting.

The link between work and human devel-
opment is synergistic. Work enhances human
development by providing incomes and live-
lihoods, by reducing poverty and by ensuring
equitable growth. Human development—by
enhancing health, knowledge, skills and
awareness—increases human capital and
broadens opportunities and choices (figure 2).

Human deve\opme“\

Source: Human Development Report Office.

The notion of work is
broader and deeper
than that of jobs
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The number of people
living in low human
development fell by

nearly 2 billion

Since 1990 the world has made major strides
in human development. The global HDI value
has increased by more than a quarter and that
of the least developed countries by more than
half. This progress has been fairly steady over
time and across regions. The number of people
living in low human development fell from
3 billion in 1990 to slightly more than 1 billion
in 2014 (see table 8 in Statistical annex).

Today, people are living longer, more chil-
dren are going to school and more people have
access to clean water and basic sanitation. This
progress goes hand in hand with rising incomes,
producing the highest standards of living in hu-
man history. A digital revolution now connects
people across societies and countries. Just as
important, political developments are enabling
more people than ever to live under democratic
regimes. All are important facets of human
development.

Between 1990 and 2015 income poverty in
developing country regions fell by more than
two-thirds. The number of extreme poor people
worldwide fell from 1.9 billion to 836 million.
The child mortality rate fell by more than half,
and under-five deaths fell from 12.7 million to
6 million. More than 2.6 billion people gained
access to an improved source of drinking water,
and 2.1 billion gained access to improved sani-
tation facilities, even as the world’s population
rose from 5.3 billion to 7.3 billion.

Work in various forms by 7.3 billion people
has contributed to this progress. Nearly a bil-
lion people who work in agriculture and more
than 500 million family farms produce more
than 80 percent of the world’s food, improving
nutrition and health. Worldwide, 80 million
workers in health and education have enhanced
human capabilities. More than a billion work-
ers in services have contributed to human
progress. In China and India 23 million jobs
in clean energy are increasing environmental
sustainability.

Work has a societal value that goes beyond
the gains of individual workers. More than
450 million entrepreneurs are contributing to
human innovation and creativity. Some 53 mil-
lion paid domestic workers are addressing the
care needs of people. Care work for children
is preparing them for the future. Work that
involves caring for older people or people with
disabilities is helping them maintain their
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capabilities. Work by artists, musicians and
writers is enriching human lives. More than
970 million people who engage in volunteer
activity each year are helping families and
communities, building social networks and
contributing to social cohesion.

Yet human progress has been
uneven, human deprivations

are still widespread and much
human potential remains unused

Human development has been uneven among
regions, across countries and within countries.
In 2014 Latin America and the Caribbean’s
HDI value was 0.748, compared with 0.686
in the Arab States. And the maternal mortality
ratio was only 21 per 100,000 live births in
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development countries, compared with 183 in
South Asia (see table S in Statistical annex).

Globally women earn 24 percent less than
men and hold only 25 percent of administra-
tive and managerial positions in the business
world—while 32 percent of businesses have
no women in senior management positions.
Women still hold only 22 percent of seats in
single or lower houses of national parliament.

In Malaysia the richest 10 percent of the
population had 32 percent of national in-
come in 2012, the poorest 10 percent of the
population had only 2 percent. In Moldova
69 percent of urban people have access to safe
drinking water, compared with only 23 per-
cent of rural people.

Added to the uneven human development
achievements are widespread human depriva-
tions. Worldwide 795 million people suffer
from chronic hunger, 11 children under age
5 die every minute and 33 mothers die every
hour. About 37 million people live with HIV
and 11 million with tuberculosis.

More than 660 million people use an un-
improved source of drinking water, 2.4 billion
people use an unimproved sanitation facility
and nearly a billion people resort to open
defecation.

Worldwide 780 million adults and 103 mil-
lion young people (ages 15-24) are illiterate.
In developed countries 160 million people are
functionally illiterate. Globally 250 million



children have not learned basic skills—even
though 130 million of them have spent at least
four years in school.

One critical human deprivation is not using,
misusing or underusing the deep human poten-
tial of people for human development—enhanc-
ing work. In 2015, 204 million people were out
of work, including 74 million young people—
based on formal unemployment data. About
830 million people in the world are working
poor—living on less than $2 a day—and more
than 1.5 billion are in vulnerable employment,
usually lacking decent working conditions and
adequate voice and social security.

Unleashing this potential becomes even
more important when considering the emerg-
ing human development challenges.

Take the rising inequalities in income, wealth
and opportunity. Today around 80 percent of
the world’s people have only 6 percent of the
world’s wealth. The share of the richest 1 per-
cent is likely to be more than 50 percent by
2016. In the world of work, wages lag behind
productivity, and workers’ shares in income
have been falling.

Population growth, driven mostly by South
Asia and increasingly by Sub-Saharan Africa,
will have major implications for human
development—for work opportunities, the
care gap between care needs and care providers
and the provision of social protection. Recent
estimates indicate that there is a global shortage
of 13.6 million care workers, causing extreme
deficits in long-term care services for those
over age 65. Greater longevity, ageing, the
youth bulge and dependency ratios will all have
impacts. In 2050 more than two-thirds of the
world’s population—or 6.2 billion people—are
expected to live in urban areas, stressing the
coping capacities of cities.

Human security is under threat from many
sources. At the end of 2014, 60 million people
had been displaced worldwide. Between 2000
and 2013 the cumulative death tolls from glob-
al and national violent extremism rose more
than fivefold, from 3,361 to 17,958. Violence
against women is one of the most brutal threats
to human development. One in three women
has been subject to physical or sexual violence.

Human development is undermined by mul-
tiple shocks, vulnerabilities and risks—by epi-
demics, by emerging health risks, by economic

and financial crises and by food and energy
insecurities. For example, noncommunicable
(or chronic) diseases are now a global health
risk, killing 38 million people each year, almost
three-quarters of them (28 million) in low- and
middle-income countries. Almost 30 percent
(2.1 billion) of the world’s people are obese,
more than three-fifths of them in developing
country regions.

Around the world communities are becom-
ing more vulnerable to the effects of climate
change, including the loss of biodiversity—the
lifeline of many poor communities. Around
1.3 billion people live on fragile lands. Millions
are affected by natural disasters.

Work can enhance human
development, but some work
damages it—the link between
the two is not automatic

The link between work and human devel-
opment is not automatic. It depends on the
quality of work, the conditions of work, the
societal value of work and so on. Whether peo-
ple have a job is important, as are other issues.
For example: Is work safe? Are people fulfilled
and satisfied by their work? Are there prospects
for advancement? Does employment support
a flexible work-life balance? Are there equal
opportunities for women and men?

The quality of work also includes whether a
job provides dignity and a sense of pride and
whether it facilitates participation and inter-
action. To strengthen the link with human
development, work also has to enhance envi-
ronmental sustainability. Work strengthens its
link with human development when it goes
beyond individual benefits to contribute to
shared social objectives, such as poverty and
inequality reduction, social cohesion, culture
and civilization.

Conversely, the value of work is diminished
and its link with human development becomes
weaker when there is discrimination and vio-
lence at work. The most observable discrimina-
tion is along gender lines—in positions, pay and
treatment. In the United States female financial
specialists’ salaries are only 66 percent of their
male counterparts. But discrimination also
occurs along lines of race, ethnicity, disability

Worldwide, 11 children
under age 5 die every
minute, and 33 mothers
die every hour
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The link between
work and human
developmentis
not automatic

and sexual orientation. In Latin America the
wage gap between indigenous ethnic groups
and the rest of the population is estimated at
38 percent.

Workplace or occupational violence—in the
form of threats and physical or verbal abuse—
also weakens the work—human development
link. In 2009 some 30 million EU workers
experienced work-related violence, such as
harassment, intimidation, bullying or physical
violence—10 million in the workplace and
20 million outside it.

The link also weakens in conflict and post-con-
flict situations. Work under such conditions
does not always have a definable content, and
human development may entail simple survival.

Some work in some conditions damages
human development. Many people are in work
that restricts their life choices. Millions work in
abusive and exploitative conditions that violate
their basic human rights and destroy their dig-
nity, such as child labourers, forced labourers
and trafficked workers (figure 3). And millions
of domestic, migrant, sex and hazardous-indus-
try workers face various risks.

The world has around 168 million child

labourers, almost 11 percent of the child

FIGURE 3

population, some 100 million boys and 68 mil-
lion girls. Around half are engaged in hazard-
ous work.

In 2012 about 21 million people worldwide
were in forced labour, trafficked for labour
and sexual exploitation or held in slavery-like
conditions— 14 million were subject to labour
exploitation and 4.5 million to sexual exploita-
tion. Women and girls accounted for a larger
share than men and boys. Forced labour is
thought to generate around $150 billion a year
in illegal profits.

After arms and drug trafficking, human
trafficking is the most lucrative illicit business
worldwide. Between 2007 and 2010 trafficked
victims of 136 nationalities were detected in
118 countries, 55-60 percent of them women.

Trafficking of illegal migrants has recently
surged. Networks of traffickers take money
from desperate migrants who try to cross seas
and land illegally into other countries. In 2014
some 3,500 people, maybe many more, lost
their lives in the Mediterranean Sea when traf-
ficking boats heading towards Europe, mainly
from Libya, capsized or sank.

Paid domestic work is an important means
of income for millions of workers, the majority

Corrosive and exploitative work shatters human development
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Source: Human Development Report Office.
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of whom are women. With appropriate pro-
tections in place, domestic work can empower
people and help lift their families out of pov-
erty. But abuse is common in paid domestic
work, particularly for female migrant workers.
Sometimes if the legal framework is inadequate
or unenforced, employers use threats and
coercion to pay low or even no wages. They
can force paid domestic workers to work long
hours—up to 18 hours a day without days off.
Working conditions are often poor, with little
food and no access to medical care. Paid do-
mestic workers may also be subject to physical
or sexual abuse.

Mining is one of the most hazardous occu-
pations in many countries. It accounts for only
1 percent of the global workforce (30 million
workers) but is responsible for 8 percent of fatal
accidents at work and for many injuries and dis-
abling diseases, such as pneumoconiosis (black
lung disease).

Globalization and the
technological revolution
are fast changing how we
work and what we do

The context of work is changing, with impli-
cations for human development. Driving the
transformation of work are globalization and
technological revolutions, particularly the
digital revolution. Globalization has fostered
global interdependence, with major impacts
on patterns of trade, investment, growth and
job creation and destruction—as well as on
networks for creative and volunteer work. We
seem to be living through new and accelerated
technological revolutions.

In the past 10 years global trade in goods
and services almost doubled—reaching nearly
$24 trillion in 2014, up from $13 trillion in
2005. The digital components of these flows
have also been increasing.

The speed of adoption and penetration of
digital technologies is mind-boggling. In the
United States it took more than 50 years be-
fore half the population had a telephone. For
cell phones it took only 10 years (figure 4). By
the end of 2015 the planet will have more than
7 billion mobile subscriptions and more than
3 billion Internet users.

FIGURE 4

Speed of adoption of new technologies in the
United States
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Note: Adoption refers to time for penetration of 50 percent of the population.
Source: Donay 2014.

Access to the digital revolution is uneven
across regions, sexes, age groups and the urban—
rural divide. In 2015, 81 percent of households
in developed countries had Internet access,
compared with only 34 percent in developing
country regions and 7 percent in the least de-
veloped countries.

Globalization brings workers and businesses
together in global networks through out-
sourcing and global value chains. Companies
relocate or subcontract (or a bit of both) some
functions or noncore activities to other coun-
tries where costs are lower. For example, Apple
employs only 63,000 of the more than 750,000
people around the world who design, sell, man-
ufacture and assemble its products.

Many economic activities are now integrated
in global value chains that span countries, some-
times continents. This integration goes from raw
materials and subcomponents to market access
and after-sales services. Production is mainly of
intermediate goods and services organized in
fragmented and internationally dispersed pro-
duction processes, coordinated by multinational
companies and cutting across industries.

In recent years knowledge has become
central to production. Even in manufacturing
the value of finished goods comes increasingly
from embodied knowledge. In 2012 trade
in knowledge-intensive goods, services and
finance—worth nearly $13 trillion—grew

The world has
around 168 million
child labourers and
21 million people
in forced labour
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We seem to be
living through new
and accelerated
technological
revolutions

1.3 times faster than trade in labour-intensive
goods, to account for a larger proportion in
total trade in goods and services.

The digital revolution has produced such
new frontiers of work as the sharing economy
(GrabTaxi), business process outsourcing
(UpWork), crowdworking (Mechanical Turk)
and flexible working. It has also revolutionized
creative work and empowered small producers
and artisans.

Technological advances have not only
transformed work; they are also engines
for new forms of creativity and innovation.
Collaborative teams and visionaries have
turned ideas into tangible goods and services.
Innovations in computers and electronics
were central to this growth: From 1990 to
2012 their share in all new patents more than
doubled, from more than 25 percent to nearly
55 percent.

The digital revolution has also changed vol-
unteering, which can now be done virtually
(online or digitally). UN Volunteers” online
volunteering system helped 10,887 volunteers
(60 percent of them women) contribute their
skills towards development work in 2014.

Some of the technologies with the highest
potential to change work include cloud tech-
nology, 3D printing, advanced robotics, energy
storage and the automation of knowledge work
—which through intelligent software systems
will transform the organization and productiv-
ity of knowledge work and enable millions to
use intelligent digital assistants.

In the new world of work, workers need to be
more flexible and adaptable—and be ready to
retrain, relocate and renegotiate working con-
ditions. They also need to dedicate more time
to searching for new opportunities.

The people most linked to the new world
of work are millennials—roughly the cohort
born since 1980. This group has come of age
at a time when digital technologies and ad-
vanced information and communication tech-
nologies penetrate all areas of life. They have
also become adults at a time when flexibility,
adaptability and unconventional work are in-
creasingly common.

Many millennials are looking for work that
goes beyond creating profits, hoping to solve
environmental and social problems as part of
their livelihoods.
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Social entreprencurs are also emerging as a
new workforce. They are cause-driven people
committed to addressing social problems, and
they establish nonloss, nondividend companies
(where all profits are reinvested back into the
company) that aim to be financially self-sus-
tainable and to maximize social benefits.

Globalizing work has
generated gains for some
and losses for others

With outsourcing, assembly jobs in developed
countries bcgan moving to export processing
zones as developing countries adopted ex-
port-oriented industrialization. The impact
on job creation in large developing countries
such as China and Mexico, as well as smaller
countries such as Costa Rica, the Dominican
Republic and Sri Lanka, has been substantial
and positive, often boosting local development,
although the quality of the work and enforce-
ment of labour standards have varied.

The global offshoring of service jobs started
to pick up in the 1990s as advances in informa-
tion and communications technology allowed
many support services to be performed offsite.
For example, between 2000 and 2010 the
number of direct jobs in information and com-
munications technology in India jumped from
284,000 to more than 2 million. Services are
also growing in the Russian Federation, Latin
America and Africa, in part matching compa-
nies’ interests in diversifying into different time
zones to enable 24-hour service. But outsourc-
ing to developing countries has not benefitted
all sectors and all workers.

While outsourcing in general seems benefi-
cial to developing country regions, it has con-
sequences for workers in developed countries.
Estimates vary, and the long-term impacts
are less clear than the short-term effects, but
job losses are greater in manufacturing than
services. Short-term job losses due to offshor-
ing have been found to range from 0 in some
countries to almost 55 percent of all job losses
in Portugal.

Today, jobs that involve administrative sup-
port, business and financial operations, and
computer and mathematical tasks are most
likely to be outsourced. In Australia, Canada



and the United States 20-29 percent of all jobs
have the potential to be offshored, though it is
unlikely that all of them will be. Many jobs in
this estimate are in medium- and high-skilled
service professions that can be carried out at
lower cost abroad as education levels rise and
information and communications technology
infrastructures improve.

So, while there may be immense benefits in
access to new jobs in countries hosting offshore
activities, individuals losing jobs may require
training and new skills for a more competitive
environment. To ease the adjustment, pro-
grammes are needed to help people find new
work, enhance their skills and maintain access
to a basic income. Training can also enhance
the abilities of workers in developing countries
to access the new jobs.

The integration of developing countries in
global value chains has increased opportunities
for paid work and prompted a shift in labour
force participation for women (many find jobs
in the garment industry). In 2013, 453 million
workers (up from 296 million in 1995), in-
cluding 190 million women, were involved in
global value chains.

But such integration does not say much
about the quality of work and whether workers
have expanded their human capabilities. There
are concerns about levels of labour protection
and opportunities for skills upgrading.

The global value chain system generates
winners and losers, within and across countries
and industries. The footloose nature of global
value chains can generate less job security and
put even more pressure on governments and
subcontractors to minimize costs. This in turn
puts pressures on workers’ wages and working
conditions, particularly among the low skilled.
Developing countries also face the risk of
becoming locked into low value-added nodes
of global value chains that limit work oppor-
tunities, skill development and technology
exposure.

The transition to global value chains has
introduced new complexities for workers in de-
veloped and developing countries alike. There
are questions about how much workers gain by
partaking in work contributing to global value
chains versus work outside them. There is some
evidence that productivity is higher in global
value chain—oriented work but that wages are

the same for workers inside and outside global
value chains, raising questions about how the
increases in productivity are shared between
workers and capital.

Market pressures transmitted through global
value chains tend to be absorbed by workers
—whether in wages (driven down by global
competition), in increased informalization
and contractual insecurity (through multiple
subcontracting chains) or in layoffs (during
downturns). Multinational corporations
increasingly rely on a disenfranchised work-
force, using a mix of fixed-term employees,
temporary workers, independent contractors,
project-based workers and outsourced workers
to provide production flexibility and manage
costs. Participation in value chains provides
some with secure, decent jobs and others with
more precarious work (even in the same coun-
try and sector), in a type of “labour dualism.”

Seizing the future in the digital
revolution is not chance or fate—
it is a matter of skill and foresight

The types of work that people do and the
ways they do it are being transformed by new
technologies. This change is not new, but it is
reshaping the link between work and human
development and the types of policies and in-
stitutions needed to foster positive outcomes
for people.

The spread and penetration of digital tech-
nologies are changing the world of work every-
where, but the effects vary across countries.
Some technological changes are cross-cutting,
such as information and communications
technologies and the spread of mobile phones
and other handheld devices. Still, countries
will continue to have divergent production and
employment structures and different uses for
digital technologies, largely reflecting the rela-
tive economic weights of agriculture, industry
and services, as well as the resources invested
in developing people’s capabilities. Labour
markets, the ratio of paid to unpaid work and
the predominant types of workplaces in each
country differ—so the impacts of digital tech-
nologies on work will vary, too.

The digital revolution may be associat-
ed with high-tech industries, but it is also

In recent years
knowledge has
become central

to production
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There has never
been a worse time
to be a worker with
only ordinary skills
and abilities

influencing a whole range of more informal
activities from agriculture to street vending.
Some may be directly related to mobile devic-
es. In Ethiopia farmers use mobile phones to
check coffee prices. In Saudi Arabia farmers
use wireless technology to distribute scarce
irrigated water for wheat cultivation. In some
villages in Bangladesh, female entrepreneurs
use their phones to provide paid services for
neighbours.

Mobile phones now facilitate many aspects
of work through a combination of voice calls,
SMS and mobile applications. There are ben-
efits for many other types of activity—formal
and informal, paid and unpaid—from food
vendors in Cairo to street cleaners in Senegal to
care providers in London.

Internet and mobile phone access empowers
people to harness their creativity and inge-
nuity. Much more is possible, particularly if
inequalities in access between men and wom-
en and rural and urban areas are addressed.
If Internet access in developing countries
were the same as in developed countries,
an estimated $2.2 trillion in GDP could be
generated, with more than 140 million new
jobs—44 million in Africa and 65 million
in India. Long-term productivity in devel-
oping countries could be boosted by up to
25 percent.

The digital economy has enabled many wom-
en to access work that allows them to apply
their creativity and potential. In 2013 about
1.3 billion women were using the Internet.
Some have moved to e-trading as entrepreneurs,
and some are employed through crowdworking
or e-services. But this new world of work puts a
high premium on workers with skills and qual-
ifications in science and technology, workers
less likely to be women.

Older workers also have new work options,
as they continue to work either because they
enjoy their work or because they cannot af-
ford to retire. Most of the older and younger
workers are in different labour markets (so
there is no direct substitution) and the anxiety
that young people will lose out because older
people are encouraged to work may not be the
case.

Still, there are risks and promises as yet unful-
filled. We may in fact be at an inflexion point,
with both positive and negative impacts. The
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technological revolution presents skill-biased
technical change: the idea that the net effect
of new technologies reduces demand for less
skilled workers while increasing demand for
highly skilled ones. By definition, such change
favours people with higher human capital, po-
larizing work opportunities.

At the top will be good jobs for those with
high education and skills. For example, in
the automobile industry those who benefit
will be the engineers who design and test
new vehicles. At the bottom there will still be
low-skill, low-productivity, low-wage service
occupations such as office cleaning. But the
middle areas will see a steady hollowing out
of many jobs in office cubicles and on factory
floors. The biggest losers will thus be workers
with less specialized, routine-work skills (fig-
ure 5).

Many cognitively complex jobs are beyond
the abilities even of people with reasonable
qualifications. Some industries could thus face
skill shortages, so companies willing to pay high
salaries for the best talent will look to the global
market. And besides being polarized nationally,
workforces are being stratified internationally,
with low-skilled workers coming mainly from
national markets and high-skilled workers from
global markets.

Now is the time to be a worker with special
skills and the right education, because these
people can use technology to create and cap-
ture value. But there has never been a worse
time to be a worker with only ordinary skills
and abilities, because computers, robots and
other digital technologies are acquiring these
skills and abilities at an extraordinary speed.

An implied promise of the digital revolution
was that it would increase labour productivity
and thus would lead to higher pay. This do