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This is a discussion paper. It is designed to encourage participation and collaboration, and the authorship can extend as people join in its development. A key aim is to help us look ahead to the policy, social, and economic landscapes that will emerge post COVID-19.

Disclaimer:
The views in this paper are personal views of the authors, and are not representative of any organisations to which they are affiliated.





1  │Error! Use the Home tab to apply App Heading 1 to the text that you want to appear here.






Research & Consulting Limited. Registered in England No.1650169.
Registered Office: Priestley House, 12-26 Albert Street, Birmingham B4 7UD.

Contents	
1.0	A world transformed: connectivity, speed, threats and vulnerability	2
1.1	Hyper-speed changes to our world	2
1.2	Hypermobility and the jump from local to global	2
1.3	A virus waiting for the opportunity	3
1.4	Justified emergency action and concerns for the aftermath	4
1.5	Previous warnings were ignored	5
1.6	The way prepared – space-time convergence	6
2.0	The virus and inequality	8
2.1	The labour market under the international digital economy	8
2.2	Winners and losers; First class or steerage	9
3.0	Beyond the pandemic event: no simple reboot	11
3.1	The nation state as the locus of action	11
3.2	Surveillance as a necessary evil	12
3.3	Retaining a global perspective	13
3.4	Neoliberalism and hypermobility: a system in need of review	13
4.0	Conclusion: seeking to gain from a world transformed	16
4.1	Taking the global ecosystem seriously	16
4.2	Adopting a global sense of proportion and responsibility	16
4.3	Re-asserting the essential value of the public realm	16
4.4	Reviewing elements of the hypermobile world	17
4.5	Using the crisis to look at labour market conditions and inequalities	17
4.6	Revising our sense of the value of public sector work	18
4.7	Protecting our personal freedoms	18
4.8	Going forward with imagination	19






[bookmark: Introduction][bookmark: _Toc36637274]A world transformed: connectivity, speed, threats and vulnerability 
[bookmark: _Toc36637275]Hyper-speed changes to our world
Who could have imagined that a paper on the impact of the digital transformation and labour and skills shortages, written in late February 2020, would so quickly come to look like economic history? The storyline of that paper; Facing the Digital Transformation: Emerging Labour and Skills Shortages (Lloyd 2020)[footnoteRef:1] was that, far from worrying about the job losses to come from the arrival of artificial intelligence (AI), the reality on the ground was one of labour and skills shortages.  [1:  Read the paper by clicking on this icon ] 

In some sectors and locations labour markets had become tight and employers in large numbers were concerned about shortages of the skills and competences for the work they wanted to carry out. Governments had been pleased to tell their electorates that unemployment was down, and employment was up. There was a movement to look more closely at those who were inactive and out of the labour market and to start thinking about what might be needed to give them the skills they need. The economy was rolling along nicely - but a month is a long time under a modern global pandemic.
[bookmark: _Toc36637276]Hypermobility and the jump from local to global
That turbulent month of March 2020 provided those who of us were writing on the nature of the Fourth Industrial Revolution with a sharp lesson about the deep inter-connectedness of things in a highly mobile global economy and society. Interconnected complex systems like this have some attributes that can allow things to cascade out of control with unexpected outcomes and this is what we are seeing[footnoteRef:2]. At base, what happened with COVID-19 after November 2019 to disrupt the world had its roots in the evolving nature of the global economy under free market Neoliberalism – the dominant economic system of the Western world for the last four decades. The virus was unleashed in a world that is deeply interconnected, interwoven by complex just-in-time supply chains and ‘shrunk’ by mass air travel. It flourished as a consequence of the hypermobility of people travelling for business and consuming leisure experiences - from both West and East: go and visit the Orangutans in Borneo, travel around Vietnam, see Venice and London, have a luxury experience on a safari? No problem just click online and it is booked. [2:  A classic feature of these systems is the ‘butterfly effect’ where “a small change in one state of a deterministic nonlinear system can result in large differences in a later state” - combined of course with a large dose of uncertainty.] 

As a further part of the same process, the emergence of the global gig economy (predicated on the organisation of transactions and work through internet platforms and so much part of our modern world) is one of a number of developments that keep some people in place while demanding that others (the dealmakers) travel the globe to make the business connections. Consumers sit at home (in place) while eBay, Amazon and Alibaba source their material desires around the world, speeding them to us via ever interlinked logistics systems. Spawned by our modern consumerist expectations (the ‘tyranny of convenience’), we wait for fast delivery at home. Increasingly sped-up logistics systems are an essential part of the deal. 
We did start to have some worries about the impact on the planet of some of these ecommerce behaviours: “Amazon emitted 44m metric tonnes equivalent of carbon dioxide last year (2019) — roughly the same as Denmark. Emissions at logistics company UPS also rose 6 per cent last year to 14.6m tonnes from a year earlier, in part because of increased reliance on aircraft”[footnoteRef:3]. We listened to Greta Thunberg berating the United Nations about the environmental damage[footnoteRef:4] but nothing was heard about the potential threat of a pandemic. Naturally, it is easy to visualise a glacier retreating, a polar bear struggling to find food, or a devastated rainforest. It is much more difficult to visualise a microscopic virus attaching itself to people as global mobility vectors and invading countries. [3:  https://www.ft.com/content/2f7203dc-1b63-11ea-97df-cc63de1d73f4 ]  [4:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KAJsdgTPJpU ] 

[bookmark: _Toc36637277]A virus waiting for the opportunity
The fastest way for a virus to travel around the world is by being attached to the human beings who have paid for their journeys to move rapidly from place to place. If a virus was clever enough to design the transmission system that would maximise its impact, it would probably choose to expand fast air travel in a world infused with the connected hypermobility of people.
So here we are. Mobility without significant limits has become a vital component not just of international economy but of the expected experience of the citizenry. In the EU, as an example, the single market relies on the free movement of goods and workers and it actively moves students around under Erasmus+. The Schengen zone gives its citizens friction free travel across national borders for work or leisure. Inside European countries the inter-regional movement of people is also considerable (12 million worker movements a year[footnoteRef:5]). Free movement and de-bordering have evolved to create a friction-free mega-space as the basis for everything from leisure pursuits and social interaction to town twinning and collaborative research.  [5:  https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/DDN-20200324-1] 

Multiply this up by other similar arrangements between countries and trade areas around the globe and add it to the huge mass movements inside the world’s largest nations and the numbers on the move are simply staggering (A glimpse at global air traffic on Flight Radar 24 on any given day before COVID-19 tells the story). Take China, for example, where IATA statistics for air travel for 2018 note that: 
“With close to 4 billion origin-destination (O-D) passenger journeys worldwide in 2018, domestic routes within China again provided the largest incremental increase globally in the number of passenger trips, adding just under 50 million journeys”[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  https://www.iata.org/contentassets/a686ff624550453e8bf0c9b3f7f0ab26/wats-2019-mediakit.pdf ] 

Until now we have taken this as the norm. We expect to be able to fly, at low cost, for work, for play and to seek out the most alluring tourist venues across the globe. We do worry about some malign features crossing borders. We have Europol[footnoteRef:7] for example to watch out for criminal contagion. Australia and New Zealand impose strict restrictions on what vegetation and foodstuffs can be brought into the country by passengers. They seek to avoid contagion with their agricultural system and use sophisticated mechanisms and technologies to enforce biosecurity[footnoteRef:8]. But, except in the short term when frightened by events like SARS, MERS and H1N1 (and lapsing thereafter), we do not maintain systems to stop people carrying a disease that could create a pandemic[footnoteRef:9]. As we are now seeing, when this happens, we find ourselves forced to use dramatic ex-post responses to stop mobility itself[footnoteRef:10]. So, we shut off the prime motor force of the global economy we have built over the last 40 years. [7:  https://www.europol.europa.eu/ ]  [8:  https://www.abf.gov.au/entering-and-leaving-australia/can-you-bring-it-in/declare-it ]  [9:  Back in 1969 the novel “The Andromeda Strain” by Michael Crichton was prescient in the phrase (page 109) “When you think about it,” Leavitt said “we’ve faced up to quite a planning problem here. How to disinfect the human body - one of the dirtiest things in the universe - without killing the person at the same time. Interesting.”]  [10:  https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/news-media/current-alerts/novel-coronavirus ] 

[bookmark: _Toc36637278]Justified emergency action and concerns for the aftermath
Facing the need to react swiftly ex-post to a mega-crisis like COVID-19, we have no time to consider the long-term consequences of actions we feel bound to take. The personal freedoms we so cherish in the West have been removed in hours. The power of the central state to tell us what we can and cannot do and to use all the means at its disposal to watch that we carry out its wishes, is accepted not just with acquiescence but with acclamation[footnoteRef:11]. The rule of law has been suspended in a situation where there is no time to legislate or scrutinise. Of course, there may have been no choice for politicians, given the scale, speed and deadliness of the crisis. As a result we see governments (such as the UK) suddenly partnering with the data oligopolies that only recently they were trying to regulate[footnoteRef:12]: “The NHS has confirmed it is teaming up with leading tech firms to ensure critical medical equipment is available to the facilities most in need during the coronavirus outbreak”[footnoteRef:13]. [11:  https://www.economist.com/briefing/2020/03/26/countries-are-using-apps-and-data-networks-to-keep-tabs-on-the-pandemic ]  [12:  “UK to create regulator to police big tech companies” https://www.ft.com/content/67c2129a-2199-11ea-92da-f0c92e957a96 ]  [13:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-52079287 ] 

The models to which we find ourselves increasingly having to defer tell us this is what must be done and we have to hope that they are right. Economy and society are shocked into a stop condition, while we watch the trends of the graphs of exponential rises in cases and deaths and hope for the arrival of the point of inflection. Unprecedented is the word of the moment and Yuval Noah Harari sums it up concisely:
“That is the nature of emergencies. They fast-forward historical processes. Decisions that in normal times could take years of deliberation are passed in a matter of hours. Immature and even dangerous technologies are pressed into service, because the risks of doing nothing are bigger. Entire countries serve as guinea-pigs in large-scale social experiments”
But he also issues a warning that we will go on to discuss later:
 “Many short-term emergency measures will become a fixture of life. … What happens when everybody works from home and communicates only at a distance? What happens when entire schools and universities go online? In normal times, governments, businesses and educational boards would never agree to conduct such experiments. But these aren’t normal times”[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  https://www.ft.com/content/19d90308-6858-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75 ] 

[bookmark: _Toc36637279]Previous warnings were ignored
So, to look at how we were overtaken by a disease originating in China but sweeping quickly across the entire globe we have to look for the causal context through more than epidemiological models of contagion. With the economy and society we have been building for decades, we have created a continuing paradise for a globally ambitious virus, which (if we were to take the view of ‘alien invasion’) is saying to the world ‘I want to either destroy you or your economy – or preferably both”.
This sort of transmission system with lethal effects has been known about for a long time. We have had Titanic-style warnings about the potential disaster looming over the horizon - SARS was a clear red flag[footnoteRef:15]. The sudden, deadly arrival of SARS in 2003 was dramatic and its containment was regarded as one of the biggest success stories in public health. Chillingly, we knew even as early as 2001 that more of the same was an inevitability:  [15:  https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-a-forgotten-lesson-of-sars-the-need-for-public-health-specialists-and/ ] 

“SARS will not be the last new disease to take advantage of modern global conditions. In the last two decades of the 20th century, new diseases emerged at the rate of one per year, and this trend is certain to continue” (Woolhouse and Dye 2001[footnoteRef:16]). [16:  Cited in https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK92444/#] 

We had a second chance. In 2009 the H1N1 virus rang the same alarm bells again but, in the aftermath of the 2008 crash, most governments were too busy with the banking crisis to take notice – financial crash ‘contagion’ across the banking system was the major concern of the time. Worse still, in the years between then and now a fixation with austerity as a remedial financial measure found countries like the UK drastically reducing their expenditure on and interest in public health – standing down the lookouts. Professionals in the field were well aware of the hazards ahead, but the push for economic and financial recovery had governments looking the other way when the metaphorical iceberg of COVID-19 hit the apparently unsinkable ship of Neoliberal capitalism.
[bookmark: _Toc36637280]The way prepared – space-time convergence
Understanding the process that has led us towards today’s potential healthcare cataclysm, we can see that it has been about much more than failing to heed signals in an ocean with known hazards. What happened has a clear systemic basis in the way the digital transformation brought hypermobility into what was an already internationalised and highly mobile economy and society. Internationalisation, courtesy of air travel and satellite communication has been with us since the 1960s, but the last decade and a half has brought entirely new time-space conditions to the world of business, work and leisure. 
Space-time convergence (conceptualised by David Harvey[footnoteRef:17]) has brought everybody closer together and the most distant places in easy telecommunications or travel reach. Socio-spatial distances have imploded at the same time as people have become able to seek out business opportunities and look for leisure experiences in the remotest corners of the globe. Tourism is a core economic activity and attracting tourists to spend their money in your location is an essential policy goal. On 23 March 2020 Eurostat noted that: [17:  https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199874002/obo-9780199874002-0025.xml ] 

“In 2018, tourist accommodation establishments in the European Union (EU) recorded 168 million arrivals from third countries. This corresponds to a total of 512 million nights spent by tourists from outside the EU and an average length of stay of 3.0 nights at the accommodation establishment where they checked in”.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/DDN-20200323-1 ] 

Borders have become increasingly porous or have been removed altogether to profit from the free movement of goods, workers and tourists. Enter a new disease that in past times would have only had local or regional significance. Insert this into a hypermobile, massively connected system and, as the public health experts were telling us for a decade, you can expect something like the catastrophic impact of COVID-19.
[bookmark: _Toc36637281]The virus and inequality
[bookmark: _Toc36390217][bookmark: _Toc36637282]The labour market under the international digital economy
Meanwhile, this same system of inter-connected hypermobility was busy laying down more conditions that would make the arrival of the virus more devastating. A precursor paper to the one on skills originally completed in January 2019[footnoteRef:19] looked at labour market trends and the implications for them of the modern digital economy. There was a connecting thread, which was the rise of the internationally configured platform economy opening the door to a radical re-working of traditional labour contracts in a world of internet companies. A feature of this was the demise of so-called ‘fringe benefits’ – those features (such as holiday and illness pay) that have provided a degree of social protection for workers in hard times.  [19:  To read this paper click on the following icon ] 

The earlier paper showed that zero-hour contacts, short-time working, and non-standard forms of labour contracting were fast becoming the norm for up to a third of those in work. The share of this segment in the workforce total has been rising strongly. Platform or gig-economy jobs are, of course, just one element within a more general story of a rise in contracts with few worker benefits and protections. Add to this the post-2008 rise of the self-employed[footnoteRef:20], who also do not have the luxury of employee-based contract protections and it is clear that a substantial and growing share of the working population is more vulnerable than ever to economic shocks and to downturns of any kind[footnoteRef:21]. Average wages have been flat since 2008 – a statistic containing the skew that some at the top have done very well while many more at the at the bottom have seen very little improvement. [20:  And the self-employed have been much less well treated in the UK in response to the economic shutdown: Coronavirus: Self-employed bailout ‘problematic’ https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52021299 This seems strange given the 2019 Conservative Party Manifesto which stated that they are the political party “to encourage the millions of British businesses that create the wealth of the nation – especially small businesses, family firms and the self-employed” https://assets-global.website-files.com/5da42e2cae7ebd3f8bde353c/5dda924905da587992a064ba_Conservative%202019%20Manifesto.pdf (page 25). It took until March 26 for the Government to come up with a response support the self-employed.]  [21:  https://www.politico.eu/article/coronavirus-pandemic-leaves-gig-economy-workers-exposed/ ] 

So here is a working population that is substantial, that is not well paid and above all that is highly vulnerable to any shocks that prevent them working flat out to support their families and to service their rent and debt obligations. They simply have to go to work, whether they are ill, exhausted, disillusioned, or exploited. They have no savings reserve (no resilience to risks or uncertainty). They often have no time to learn the skills that could improve their situation or to look for better jobs. 
Many of these workers find themselves in the low paid margins of the public sector where privatisation has brought in for-profit contractors to run everything from school catering, to adult and children’s care, care home assistance to cleaning and waste disposal. It is a strongly gendered set with women playing a dominant role. Many others are in the Voluntary and Charitable Sector (VCS) discharging the obligation of the cost-efficient State to the disadvantaged by way short term service contracts that leaves little room for good wages or employee benefits. 
[bookmark: _Toc36637283]Winners and losers; First class or steerage
Now throw in the coronavirus pandemic with Government requirements to close down and lock down and for many that becomes a simple issue of work or starve[footnoteRef:22]. As disaster hits, lock down against the virus looks very different for this group as opposed to their fellow citizens who can carry on working from home using the internet and the video conference, can sit in their garden when the sun shines, can use their accumulated resources still to buy online the services and goods that make things a little easier[footnoteRef:23]. Mercifully, the UK government - with trades union and business pressure - realised this early in March 2020 and moved to provide a financial lifeboat. [22:  Indeed, as of March 29 potential starvation is now risking social unrest in Italy, and potential organised looting of food stores. https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-italy-becoming-impatient-with-lockdown-and-social-unrest-is-brewing-11965122 ]  [23:  https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/03/20/before-the-coronavirus-telework-was-an-optional-benefit-mostly-for-the-affluent-few/ ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk36458450]For many of this group among the working population, being ‘left behind’ as the literature in some quarters puts it, is not new. The UK already has the status of having the highest levels of inequality in the EU. It has a particular geography – rural, old industrial towns and dispersed widely through the dense populations of the major cities. Adding in the unemployed, the inactive and the homeless, these are the people likely to be most drastically affected by isolation, social distancing and the lock down necessary to suppress the transmission of the virus. They are also those most unable to cope with the collateral effects of everything surrounding the coronavirus event[footnoteRef:24]. Imagine the impact of the current situation on people for whom the following is an apt description: [24:  As also is the case in the US https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-03-28/virus-erupts-in-poor-u-s-cities-whose-people-have-few-defenses] 

[bookmark: _Hlk36458516]“30 percent of workers don’t feel like they earn enough to maintain a decent standard of living (up from 26 percent in 2017). Almost one in four workers sometimes have trouble meeting their basic living costs because of income volatility (24 percent, up from 19 percent in 2017). Moreover, a significant number of workers lack financial resilience – 36 percent would struggle to pay an unexpected bill of £100; 59% would struggle to pay an unexpected bill of £500. A further 45 percent don’t expect to have enough in savings and pensions to maintain a decent living of living in retirement. While 32 percent are concerned about their levels of debt” (Wallace Stevens, RSA 2018[footnoteRef:25]) [25:  https://www.thersa.org/globalassets/pdfs/reports/economic-insecurity-21st-century-safety-net-report.pdf An updated version can be found in https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2019/08/economic-safety-net

] 

[bookmark: _Hlk36290195]The precursor paper to this one warned of “really significant short-term disruptions” on the way to the hoped-for job bonuses of the new digital economy. It was unimaginable that, less than three months later, the same people described above would have to face the catastrophe of a pandemic lock down. The lifeboat will not be enough and on recovery from the event we will surely need to re-visit the question of how right it is to load the downside risks of labour market shocks onto the most disadvantaged in an unequal society.
[bookmark: _Toc36637284]Beyond the pandemic event: no simple reboot
On the other side of the pandemic event we can expect some major discussions on what sort of society we left behind, what happened to whom during the event itself  and what might the post-coronavirus world look like. The debates will be sharpened by people’s responses to the extremity of the measures needed and from the differential nature of the experiences that flowed from them. It is almost impossible to deal with the complexities involved, but we offer the following section as an invitation to discussion. 
Gideon Rachman (March 23rd,2020) ushers us into the discussion:
[bookmark: _Hlk36297390]“The pandemic is demonstrating that in times of emergency people fall back on the nation-state — which has financial, organisational and emotional strengths that global institutions lack. Second, the disease is revealing the fragility of global supply chains. It is hard to believe that large, developed countries will continue to accept a situation in which they have to import most of their vital medical supplies. Finally, the pandemic is reinforcing political trends that were already potent before the crisis broke - in particular the demand for more protectionism, localisation of production and tougher frontier controls.”[footnoteRef:26] [26:  https://www.ft.com/content/644fd920-6cea-11ea-9bca-bf503995cd6f ] 

As the quotation shows, there will be those issues that arise directly from the event itself and from where it emerged against the politics of the moment. In background there are those broader concerns for the economic, social and political system we have built around ourselves.
[bookmark: _Toc36637285]The nation state as the locus of action
It was inevitable that the nation state had to step up to intervene in the COVID-19 crisis. This is where constitutional responsibility for the health of the people resides and where the levers of power exist to close down borders and have people ‘locked down’ and forced to stay indoors[footnoteRef:27]. It was the locus of the first tool in the box to stop the rampant transnational and internal transmission of the virus.  [27:  Although this is not always the case, and there is not (as of March 30) such severe lock-down conditions in Sweden https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-52076293 ] 

Re-bordering was enacted at speed with barriers to movement that would have been considered unthinkable beforehand (hence the views of Yuval Noah Harari noted earlier). Inside those national borders, in a matter of weeks, control of all movement by the population became another necessary requirement. In effect, by government decree the new boundary for mobility was set as people’s front door. Only the hyper-connectivity of the internet survives the shutdown – there is still a world for economic and social interaction among those able to be active in it[footnoteRef:28]. [28:  And perhaps try to imagine what we would have done if the pandemic had occurred in 2005, well before the hyper-connectivity we enjoy today. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-52052502 ] 

Outside the front door, ‘policing social space[footnoteRef:29]’ was the inevitable next step – to make sure the lock down rules were not transgressed. For centrally controlled surveillance states like China[footnoteRef:30] or Russia[footnoteRef:31] this meant not a dramatic re-writing of the terms of citizen freedom, but more an intensification of a regime in place. Success in controlling the outbreak, we now hear, is the outcome in China at least. For the western democracies this sudden removal of freedoms is almost as cataclysmic as the pandemic itself[footnoteRef:32]. Personal liberties have been set aside in a way that challenges the entire constitutional democratic order.  [29:  Such as the use of drones by the UK police https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-derbyshire-52055201 ]  [30:  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/01/business/china-coronavirus-surveillance.html ]  [31:  https://edition.cnn.com/2020/03/29/europe/russia-coronavirus-authoritarian-tech-intl/index.html ]  [32:  https://www.economist.com/briefing/2020/03/26/countries-are-using-apps-and-data-networks-to-keep-tabs-on-the-pandemic ] 

[bookmark: _Toc36637286]Surveillance as a necessary evil
We should not be complacent that, once put in place, these challenges to personal freedom will simply disappear once the crisis ends. Before COVID-19 happened, Shoshana Zuboff was alerting us in the so-called ‘free world’ to the arrival of what she called the age of Surveillance Capitalism[footnoteRef:33]. Her concern was that (largely without us knowing) the online titans Google, Amazon, and the others were gathering, processing and commercialising vast amounts of data about us as individuals. For us in the West, the technology is in place. The big data organisations are already in the field from their commercial activities. They are clamouring to be of assistance to governments in the tracking and monitoring of people and their health.  [33:  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/24/opinion/surveillance-capitalism.html Which defines surveillance capitalism as the commodification of ‘reality’ and its transformation into behavioural data for analysis and sales.] 

Of course, we cannot dispute that tracking people and their health status can help[footnoteRef:34] and that it will be a short-term situation, but there are some key questions to come for our discussion here. For how long, what will be removed, what new powers will be left in place and what will happen to ensure that, while we arm ourselves against future threats, we can protect our democratic freedoms and our personal privacy. Calling the nation state into immediate action was clearly essential given what confronted us. The fact, as Rachman points out, that it chimes in well with current US claims for “more protectionism, localisation of production and tougher frontier controls” (and also with the UK obsession with Brexit) should alert us to a thread of political thought in the aftermath that might gather momentum. While reversion to the dominance of the nation state is fine as the first tool in the box to address COVID-19, we need to make sure that we keep it in perspective.  [34:  For example, March 31, “Coronavirus: UK considers virus-tracing app to ease lockdown” https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-52095331 ] 

[bookmark: _Toc36637287]Retaining a global perspective
Pandemics are, by definition, global events. Global warming, to which we should now address ourselves much more forcefully, is a whole-world concern. Establishing what is good and what is bad about hypermobility and a system of complex interconnected international global supply chains is something that needs an international view, not a protectionist nation state one. We should not let the fact that a virus on the loose can jump onto the system and kill vast numbers be a reason to pull up the drawbridge on globalisation more generally – though there will doubtless be voices enough for us to do this in the aftermath. After all, we should not forget the terrible history, in the first half of the 20th century, of the rise of the nation state at a time of recovery from a crisis.
Yuval Harari has a view of the context against which we should address the problem:
“Humanity needs to make a choice. Will we travel down the route of disunity, or will we adopt the path of global solidarity? If we choose disunity, this will not only prolong the crisis, but will probably result in even worse catastrophes in the future. If we choose global solidarity, it will be a victory not only against the coronavirus, but against all future epidemics and crises that might assail humankind in the 21st century”.
[bookmark: _Toc36637288]Neoliberalism and hypermobility: a system in need of review
We must emphasise that mobility itself is not the problem any more than the technologies that have underpinned its move to acquire the ‘hyper’ prefix. It is to the way mobility has been deployed, performed and in whose interests that we have to turn for an understanding of how we got here. To explore this, we have to examine the Neoliberal stage of free market capitalism. Neoliberalism enveloped the world, brought in just-in-time logistics and used its global reach to depress wages and commodity and food prices. The first round of new technologies made the ‘Big Bang’ possible and opened up new deregulated markets for complex financial products. The second, with AI and Big Data, has played us all into the ‘tyranny of convenience’ boosting and fast servicing our consumer needs. 
It brought us what we wanted – a vast array of on demand goods and services, Facebook, Booking.com, Uber, AirBnB and Amazon, the opportunity to see the far corners of the world with cheap airlines, spectacles and shows booked easily or live-streamed. It brought us the credit lines and financial products that enabled us to borrow from the future for consumption today. It made some companies and some people staggeringly rich. It gave us the freedom to choose in a deregulated world of low taxes – and so much more.
But we have just discovered to our enormous cost something it did not give us (or to be more precise something we collectively did not demand from it with our wide freedoms of democratic choice), which was security against a shock on the scale of a COVID-19. It also did not (again because we did not will it to) give us the comfort of knowing that, to squeeze the Titanic metaphor one more time, we are ‘all in the same boat’. The devastation brought by the virus will be differential among people, inside countries and across the globe. Mostly undiscriminating in itself (except by conditions such as age and co-morbidities) it is diffusing across a world of extreme inequality.
Neoliberalism is an economic thought construct. It claims no responsibility to act in the public (or people) interest in health or social welfare. Insofar as the system is drawn to respond to crises in these areas it is at the behest of the state – something its more extreme proponents have sought to shrink at every opportunity. No surprise then that it is a pared-down nation state that has been given point position for the response to the COVID-19 crisis. This was also the case in the 2008 financial crisis as the public purse came to the rescue of the banks.
While enormous wealth has been created for some under Neoliberalism, aggregate demand has been largely flat, along with wages for most workers. As Piketty[footnoteRef:35] has shown us, inequality has run to extremes. Globalisation, hypermobility and international supply chains have provided a powerful means to squeeze workers and small business suppliers hard, while allocating greater risk to them in the face of shocks. While the COVID-19 virus was able to ride the hyper-mobilities of the distribution and people-movement systems to great success, the presence of those same systems has not provided enough incentive to encourage private finance to continue to invest in production. The late Neoliberal turn was toward share buy-back and asset accumulation[footnoteRef:36].  [35:  http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/en/ ]  [36:  Typified by the situation where the airline EasyJet was asking for Government support, while paying its founder a £60 million dividend. https://uk.finance.yahoo.com/news/easy-jet-pays-founder-60-m-while-asking-for-uk-state-aid-to-deal-with-coronavirus-crisis-102451905.html ] 

The Neoliberal option looks exhausted as a strategy for balanced and sustainable growth (if it ever had this property). The recovery from 2008 is incomplete. Against this broad context, the ability of the private sector to help tackle the ravages of COVID-19 was always going to be very limited and it should surprise no one that the earliest responses from the airlines in particular is to ask for some form of state subsidy to keep their businesses intact. 
Governments have had to be the ones to step up. But it is not going to be enough. Not just nation states, but also global consortia will be needed to cope with the scale of the crisis. The sheer scale of state fiscal activism required to restore any level of growth, employment and demand will inevitably raise fundamental questions about why we should return to the Neoliberal project in its previous form. This sees the state as the guarantor of its market freedoms but needs to call on it for bail out from time to time. 
It will surely demand a re-think of the relative merits of public versus private value and of the state as an active player - not just in the virus recovery process but in the future of the economy as a whole. In a situation not dissimilar to the aftermath of World War 2 we may need to recover the lessons that Keynes taught us about the best balance between state and business interests. 
[bookmark: _Hlk36128624][bookmark: _Toc36637289]Conclusion: seeking to gain from a world transformed
[bookmark: _Toc36637290]Taking the global ecosystem seriously
We will surely now have to adjust our collective mindset to grasp that we are living within a complex, multi-dimensional, dynamic, system with the capacity to produce unexpected events that can cascade out of control. There are some quick lessons here. We are much more vulnerable than we think and we have just been caught out. ‘Standing down the lookouts’, as noted earlier, is clearly going to be recognised as a very bad idea for watching transmissible health hazards in a hyperdynamic global system. Critically, the threat posed by global warming must at last get the attention it deserves. 
[bookmark: _Toc36637291]Adopting a global sense of proportion and responsibility
When we move to start thinking more broadly about the lessons to be learned, it is important to start out with a sense of proportion. It is not just the developed countries (the subject of this paper) that are suffering. We have yet to see the toll elsewhere in the world and it may be even more devastating. While we are reacting against COVID-19, there are still over 400,000 deaths a year from malaria[footnoteRef:37] and over 3,000 children a day in Africa die of the disease[footnoteRef:38]. Every three seconds a child somewhere in the world dies of starvation[footnoteRef:39] and 820 million people suffer from food poverty[footnoteRef:40]. On top of that, health systems in Africa are seldom resilient enough to counter conventional diseases, let alone the potential demographic catastrophe that may arise if mass contagion takes effect[footnoteRef:41]. As we think our way forward, where will global solidarity sit?  [37:  https://www.who.int/gho/malaria/epidemic/deaths/en/ ]  [38:  https://www.unicef.org/media/media_7701.html ]  [39:  https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2019/jun/05/nearly-half-of-all-child-deaths-in-africa-stem-from-hunger-study-shows ]  [40:  https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/15-07-2019-world-hunger-is-still-not-going-down-after-three-years-and-obesity-is-still-growing-un-report ]  [41:  https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-03-29/africa-is-two-to-three-weeks-away-from-height-of-virus-storm ] 

[bookmark: _Toc36637292]Re-asserting the essential value of the public realm
In the end, when the crisis of COVID-19 is behind us, we surely need to put aside the notion that we should simply go back and re-boot the economic system we had before. There will be powerful voices for this but there is too much wrong with it that we need to redesign. The virus event starkly demonstrates that economic policies that see the state stripped of the resources it needs to support the health and welfare of society are criminally short-sighted. Lock downs tend to be deployed to stop contagion, but chiefly to form a political hedge against the capacity of the health services to cope with extreme demands. A decade of funding restrictions from a government-imposed austerity on the health and care services can be read off in unnecessary deaths. A central feature of the debate after COVID-19 has to be a rethinking of the role of the state in a balanced and sustainable economy and society. We have discovered to our cost that the state is much more than a vehicle to support the free market economy and to occupy those spaces where market failure occurs.
[bookmark: _Toc36637293]Reviewing elements of the hypermobile world
There are areas where the opportunity will quickly arise to re-examine some aspects of how and why we chose to travel so much. Things will have already changed by the time the airlines are looking to start operations again. First, even with cheap fares, the aftermath of COVID-19 will leave very large numbers of people with neither the funds nor perhaps the inclination to go back to the scale of leisure travel they had become used to. Many of those who have filled the cheap air travel seats (the affluent elderly) may find their mobility restricted not just by the affordability of air fares but by health insurance costs as the industry calculates a new risk profile[footnoteRef:42]. [42:  And, of course, UK nationals travelling to Europe will not even have the basic cover provided by the E111 card!] 

The mobility profiles for business travel should also change. The benefits of the online video conferencing have been available for some time, but COVID-19 has provided a massive real time experiment that will undoubtedly change business behaviours. There will surely be a shake out of the airline industry going forward. The maps of reduced pollution and improved air quality we are currently seeing should surely have a role in how that plays out (while we are so focused on health). Change will come - but with pandemics and global warning in mind - there is a view to be taken on behalf of society as a whole.
[bookmark: _Toc36637294]Using the crisis to look at labour market conditions and inequalities
How labour markets will emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic is very uncertain, but this is a good time to have a serious discussion about what we want our labour market and work-life balance to be. In one short month some powerful lessons for this debate have come from the COVID-19 experience in the UK. The demand that was driving signs of skills shortages and falling unemployment has gone and will not be back for an indeterminate time. Post lock down, unemployment may rise very rapidly. Those already at the bottom of the labour market and inactive will be pushed further down the queue. 
For many of those in precarious employment (20-30 percent of the workforce), where the operation of the labour market has left them to take the risk with little resilience to survive, the outcome will be potentially catastrophic - with a threat to the social and political consensus. The UK Government Universal Credit programme – already flawed and riddled with delays – will surely not cope as we emerge from the stop phase. Discussions of a Universal Basic Income have already begun to emerge[footnoteRef:43]. [43:  https://www.ft.com/content/21672cd6-6ce4-11ea-9bca-bf503995cd6f 
] 

[bookmark: _Toc36637295]Revising our sense of the value of public sector work
Something else that has been learned about the labour market is the perverseness of the way workers are judged and rewarded in the contemporary market economy. We have no difficulty at the moment in understanding the value to all of us of those nurses, allied health professionals and care assistants who are on the front line in this crisis. Their obvious value does not, however, reflect itself in the personal costs of their training, their wages and their contract conditions. This is a clear opportunity to re-evaluate the contribution of all those workers in and on the margins of the public sector - across the range from care home assistance, to adult and children’s care, to cleaning and waste disposal and to school catering. Under a regime of cost saving privatisation, many of these people were assigned to the precarious labour market. They form the core of what has come to be called the Foundation Economy – those services we depend on locally for things we normally take for granted. The virus gives us a golden opportunity to reflect on why it is that their contributions to society and economy are valued so poorly in wage and contract terms.
[bookmark: _Toc36637296]Protecting our personal freedoms
The impact of the event on personal freedoms might need to be watched particularly closely. We have already speculated on how far the re-empowering of the nation state chimes in with some currently powerful right-wing discourses.  COVID-19 has put a premium on monitoring people and tracking the progression of the disease. As already noted, those centralised states already with comprehensive systems for monitoring their citizens’ lives have made good use of it. 
For democratic societies, deploying surveillance more generally would be massively contentious - but, again, the crisis has served to fast-forward measures that would take years of debate and scrutiny before implementation. There is a risk that – necessary though it is now – the personal data we are having to collect, the movements that have to be monitored and the compliance that has to be logged and observed, will not fully evaporate once the crisis is over. How will we ensure that crisis-driven losses of individual freedom from COVID-19 are put ‘back in the box’ once the danger is over?   
[bookmark: _Toc36637297]Going forward with imagination
We are faced with what everyone agrees is a situation unprecedented in recent history. We are naturally anxious. The situation is still evolving, and we are a long way from a resolution. We can be critical, and we can be questioning as an expression of our concern. But even a crisis of this magnitude is an opportunity to be creative and apply our collective expertise. We leave the last word to Indy Johar:
 “One of the real structural challenges we face is the systematic loss of our intentional capacity to imagine futures – real alternative futures - not just tinkering with the world we find ourselves locked in to”. (Indy Johar, February 2018[footnoteRef:44]) [44:  https://provocations.darkmatterlabs.org/moonshots-mission-capital-95f03a2c6de6 ] 
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1.0 Abstract 


Bringing together the debate on the digital transformation with that on growing spatial 


inequality, the paper suggests that we need to be concerned about short term 


disruptions with politically dangerous possibilities. While the new digital technologies 


hold the promise of huge gains for society generally and for segments of the labour 


force, their short-term impact on many people and places may turn out to be quite the 


opposite. In a fast-shifting redistribution of work and activity, social and spatial 


polarisation is accelerating. The arrival of AI alongside the internet platforms is changing 


- with unprecedented speed and penetration - the methods for producing and extracting 


value from human labour.  


This is running far ahead of questions about workplace justice and fairness. Reaction is 


coming in the form of political turbulence with a distinctive geography. In distressed 


regions and localities people are becoming anxious about the impact of external forces 


they cannot respond to. The paper explores how these forces, affecting the day-to-day 


work-life experience, are coming from a deep transformation of the labour market. Jobs 


and employment contracts are changing quickly and in ways the Standard data series 


on employment do not allow us to grasp.  


The rise of platform working and the gig economy is adding more contingent and 


precarious work. It is rapidly colonising those segments of the labour market already 


offering low and static wages and little scope for progression. Overall control has 


defaulted to that handful of mega-companies at the heart of the digital internet 


economy. Spatially, polarisation is emerging out of an accelerating shift – global, 


national regional and especially local – in the opportunity to “work hard, do well and 


thrive”. This is being articulated across a “connected but splintered” geographical 


mosaic of places.  


There are people and places for whom the digital transformation is a Godsend. But 


there are others where its wider effects are seen through threats to life and prospects. A 


better balance is essential. To achieve this, policy must take a more informed and 


realistic view. Accepted approaches founded on investment and trickle-down need 


fundamental reappraisal for the places left behind. Here especially, governance, 


education and training need to be wholly re-imagined to meet, from a human-centred 


perspective, a world “turned upside down”. 
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2.0 Work and Employment in an Information 


Economy 


2.1 Adding the digital transformation to the debate about spatial inequality 


When it comes to public policy for the labour market and employment - whether it be 


national, regional or local - we need to take on board the massive changes we know will 


confront us in upcoming decades as a product of the digital transformation. We already 


know that, although the world is becoming increasingly interconnected in the internet (of 


things) era; social and spatial divisions are widening, and places are becoming wider 


apart in terms of wealth and opportunity.  


For those places outside the favoured clusters of the Information Economy; some 


people are finding it harder to access routes to higher skilled work. Low paid, insecure 


jobs are colonising more of the available employment opportunity. The debate of the 


moment around this is on the geography of “places that don’t matter” (Rodríguez-Pose, 


2018). What currently pushes this into particular prominence now, however, is the 


wake-up call that has come from seeing a strong association between what is going on 


locally in disadvantaged places and the rise in the politics of tribalism, nativism and the 


populist right.  


The political earthquakes of Brexit and Trump and their connection to particular 


geographies have revived academic and media interest in what Doreen Massey once 


called “Mosaics of Spatial Inequality”(Massey, 1995) . Maps with details of local and 


regional pockets of inequality are back in vogue for newspaper copy looking at the 


geographical and political consequences of contemporary economic processes. The 


changes are operating a speed and on such a scale that conventional forms of local and 


regional governance are struggling to take on board a much more uncertain future. 


2.2 Short term disruptions with dangerous possibilities 


While we have been here before, the argument of this paper is that - going forward – we 


are entering dangerous new territory. What lies in front of us, is a transformation 


potentially so fundamental that we have to start re-thinking the whole future of work, 


opportunity and well-being for a substantial segment of the population. It is not that this 


“shock of the new” – on the advent of AI and robotization – will be unequivocally bad. 


Indeed, the evidence of past technological revolutions indicates that more jobs are likely 


to be created overall than are lost (EPSC, 2019). The real concern is that, on the way to 


this better state of things, we will have to pass through really significant short-term 


disruptions where gains and losses play out in greater extremes from place to place. If 
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the question of the places that don’t matter bothers us now, this is as nothing to what 


we might have to expect for the future. 


To get us through this, we will need very deliberately to factor spatial consequences into 


our views of employment under the digital transformation and recognise the implications 


of what these “short term” radical transformations are likely to present - especially in the 


spill-over to the politics of dissent. Epistemologically, we will need to add greater 


granularity into our understanding of the impact of the digital transformation on the lives 


of people and places. While macro-level theorisations of the digital transformation and 


its impact will still be important, we need to see them in greater detail and contextualise 


them locally if we are to avoid witnessing more political earthquakes and their 


widespread and powerful social and political impact.  
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3.0 The Fourth Industrial Revolution and the 


Conditions for Labour 


3.1 New jobs will come; but when, where and for whom? 


As the labour market transforms under the digital revolution, some key questions for 


society are -– what will ‘work’ mean, what sort of jobs will exist, how will ‘workers’ be 


remunerated, where will the employers be located, and who will regulate the conditions 


of employment? Can it be, perhaps, that for some people in some places, the whole 


idea of a route to the good life through access to stable, well paid jobs is coming into 


question - even if they strive to improve the skills they can offer? Are people in some 


local places right in beginning to wonder just how they and their offspring are going to 


find decent jobs at all1?  


Most existing policy practice looks toward business investment, the growth of firms and 


the jobs they bring through trickle-down as the prime ways to provide for local 


employment development. Through this, the ambition everywhere has been to compete 


to get the best businesses to come and invest locally. Some places have always done 


better at this than others but – against a general background of economic growth - 


every region or locality could imagine itself as having some chance of capturing a 


reasonable share of the available new jobs. This may still be true in the long run. But 


where the concern is with the short-run and its disruptions, the question is; do we face a 


new set of circumstances that will (or should if we take them seriously) condition the 


shape of what emerges in the long run? Specifically, is there a specific role geography 


will play in determining those places where job replacing technologies will play out most 


intensively (Frey, 2019) and for understanding their consequences?  


Wider than jobs, are we faced, in fact, with conditions for some people and places that 


will “upend the conditions of everyday life” as suggested in the following: 


Today’s emerging technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), augmented 


and virtual reality, home robots, and cloud computing, to name only a few, have 


advanced capabilities that will be nothing short of transformative in terms of their 


impacts on society. They will intersect and interact with powerful demographic, 


economic, and cultural forces to upend the conditions of everyday life and 


reshape how many live and work in 2030. (Paraphrased from Dell Technologies 


and the Institute for the Future (2017).  


 
1 There will, of course. Always be some local jobs in localised personal services like hairdressing, care, house and 


garden services and motor repair – but these tend to be limited to the capacity of the marketplace and, for young 


people, starter jobs at best. 
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It is the last point that deserves special emphasis - intersections and interactions. 


Through this perspective, we avoid the trap of remaining within some kind of sectoral or 


topical thought-silo to look at what is going on. The effects of the transformation will run 


far and wide - working through the labour market and on to the distribution of wealth and 


opportunity, opening up pathways of opportunity but at the same time actively or, by 


default, closing off channels that currently exist for significant sections of the labour 


force and population2. They will undoubtedly have political consequences. Let us begin 


to explore this proposition by getting to grips with some of the key features of the digital 


transformation. 


3.2 The technologies and their effects in context: Intersections and interactions: 


For the purposes of the discussion that follows, the term digital transformation is used 


as a catch-all - covering the influence of all those things like AI, VR, AR, robots, the 


Internet of Things (IoT), the cloud, blockchains and so on. In combination, they are 


certainly powerful enough to “upend the conditions of everyday life” but they do not do 


this by themselves.  


What we are experiencing is not some “deus ex machina” derived from dominantly 


scientific processes and imaginings. Critically, the transformation has emerged in the 


last three decades under Neoliberalism (Brenner, Peck, & Theodore, 2010, Castree, 


2006). The choices that structured its evolving form were and are embedded in its 


processes. The evolutionary pathway has been strongly context-shaped and its future 


track will be similarly contingent to these kinds of forces. We cannot be over-


deterministic about futures from observations made within the box of the technologies 


and in ignorance about the political economic context.  


Take the following comment from Tom Wheeler of the Brookings Institute: 


“The internet started out with the hope of being the great democratizer by 


removing barriers to everything from the flow of news to local taxi service. While 


the networks of history had centralized economic activity, the distributed 


architecture of the internet would similarly distribute power away from central 


institutions. Unfortunately, that has not been the result. Companies utilize the 


 
2 A trend that is much easier to predict with a complex impact on labour markets is the ageing of populations. In 


Northern, Southern and Western Europe by 2030, the proportion of the population over 65 will rise to 55 percent - up 


from 47 percent in 2017 (World Employment and Social Outlook – Trends, 2018). The new technologies could assist 


by shifting the capital-labour ratio and by improving overall productivity. This might address generally rising 


dependency ratios. However, whether a smaller workforce due to ageing populations will balance the effect of job 


replacing technologies is hard to estimate. Older workers tend to be less adaptable and less mobile and may be 


unable easily to take up the new forms of work - adding a demographic component to job displacement. Labour 


shortages will also emerge for some segments of the economy as occupational transformation takes place and young 


people are more in demand. 
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distributed network to recentralize activity. Corporate digital autocrats collect 


personal information and exploit it to control markets. Political digital autocrats 


use the internet to spy on their citizens and target attacks on the democratic 


process”. (Who makes the rules in the new Gilded Age? Lessons from the 


industrial age inform the information age; Report. Tom Wheeler, December 12, 


2018) 


3.3 Huge potential gains but “distresses” for some 


We must, of course, celebrate the many successes of the new technologies but we 


need a wider frame of reference if we are adequately to understand and respond to its 


potential future overall impact on jobs and lives. Carl Frey (2019) in his latest book The 


Technology Trap reminds us of the Luddite period of 19th Century history and suggests 


that; “we are now living through another period of worker replacing technology”. He 


reminds us that although there will undoubtedly be huge gains to be had in the long run; 


it will be cold comfort for those facing the short run “distresses” that have to be worked 


through. A key question for us now (just as it was then) is: in whose interests is the 


digital transformation being (and going to be) played out and with what short term 


disruptions?” This will tell us more about futures, as will estimates of what the new 


devices and systems are capable of doing. 


Wheeler (2018) also points out that we have been here before. In the industrial age, 


those in control used labour as a component in the machine of production – attaching it 


to the new tools to raise productivity and to extract greater value (Allen, 2017). An 


obvious outcome of the process of the “intersection and interactions” came through the 


rapid growth of industrial towns and cities and their worker populations. We need to 


imagine just what sort of “spatial fix” (Harvey, 1981) will begin to emerge this time (we 


already have an obvious one in the rise of the “Smart Cities”).  
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4.0 A Fast Shifting Redistribution of Work and 


Opportunity 


4.1 Deregulation, automation and entirely new marketplaces 


Looking at the future for labour and skills, work opportunity and life chances from place 


to place, we should start by acknowledging that fundamental change has already 


overtaken us and in ways that we could not easily have predicted in advance3. The 


shape of competitive markets for labour is already transformed – first as globalisation 


worked its way into the system and then as the digital transformation played into this 


process to introduce new possibilities for capital/labour substitution and to open up 


whole new ways of performing work4. New jobs have been created - but generally not 


for the same people and in the same places where the greatest losses have occurred 


(Pike, Rodriguez-Pose, & Tomaney, 2008). Working together, these connected 


processes have combined to weaken the power of labour in all but the most elite and 


exclusive elements of the labour market (Although the first signs are appearing that 


Uber and Platform workers are beginning to organise to capture better conditions using 


the new media themselves to come together).  


4.2 Intensification of workplace practices 


To get anywhere near an understanding of the social and spatial outcomes of the 


transformation, we need to take a more granular perspective on the effects of the digital 


transformation on employment, jobs and wages. Things are changing very quickly in the 


daily work-lives of people. This is not clearly shown in the data series we have become 


used to as a measure of local economic development (as we continue to use historical 


metrics such as full-time employees in employment alongside an outdated Standard 


Industrial Classification - 2007).  


The internal characteristics of a job can shift dramatically within an established “in 


employment” role that normal data simply count as a job unit. Workplace practices and 


conditions can now be changed in very short order and the scope and range of these 


changes is widening through the application of the new technologies. The core 


 
3 It is not just through the technologically enhanced productivity of labour (AI for example) that the digital 


transformation will have had its impact. It will be through the marketisation of people’s very identities that the 


upcoming world of work will also be dramatically re-shaped (Zuboff, 2015) . This is already having profound effects 


on the demand side of the labour market with global oligarchies at scale using deregulated and “automated” labour 


on a global platform. 
4 The European Commission in a recent publication (European Commission, The Future of Work: Today. Tomorrow. 


For All, 2019) suggests that some 40 percent of EU workers are in “non-standard work” rather than on a permanent 


work contract.  
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processes are not entirely new– just the speed of penetration with which they are being 


applied. Most are only visible at a very detailed level of analysis. Box 1 below presents 


a simplified glance from the past literature of the sorts of processes we are talking 


about. The key point is that they are being powerfully intensified by the digital 


transformation: 


Box One; Trends Intensified 


• Increasing polarisation of skill requirements (Hilton, 2008); (Autor, Levy, & 


Murnane, 2003);  


• Lean working (Arfmann & Topolansky Barbe, 2014);  


• Increasingly precarious work (Kalleberg, 2009);  


• The expansion of contingent work (Katz & Krueger, 2016); (Kenner, Faro, & 


Kenner, 2017);  


• An earnings “squeeze” (Clarke & Bangham, 2018);  


• Rising self-employment (Tomlinson & Corlett, 2017);  


• Hollowing out of particular segments of the occupational hierarchy 


(Mcintosh, 2013) 


• Extended automation involving job losses (Wilkie et al, 2017)  


 


Going forward, the literature agrees that AI and the associated complex of digital 


technologies are capable of redefining the whole future of work (Shestakofsky, 2017); 


(Grace, Salvatier, Dafoe, Zhang, & Evans, 2017). On the downside, few doubt – 


especially reading off from the list above - that this will lead to considerable job 


displacement with some places losing their economic base5. Experts differ but, at the 


macro level, overall net job losses of something between 15 and 50 percent are 


popularly talked about.  


4.3 Balancing the account: the shape of new work opportunities 


It is, however, important to keep a balance and to distinguish the short from the long 


term. The digital technologies do have the power not just to destroy large numbers of 


jobs but also to create them. The difficulty is - at the front of a wave of technological 


innovation - to know just what the upside will look like when it might be decades ahead. 


The European Commission in its examination on AI; The Future of Work; Work of the 


Future (EPSC, 2019) recommends a more positive view of the whole process: 


 
5 But there are dissenting views. Bentley (2018) writing an opinion piece for the European Parliament is sceptical in 


general terms about the future capabilities being ascribed to AI as a technology and sets out to debunk three 


common myths about where AI will go. In the case of what he calls “real AI” he makes it clear that what is likely to 


emerge is an enhanced ability to “scale up and add competency” to algorithmic procedures – downplaying some of 


the more fanciful notions of what an AI future holds 
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“Rather than causing entire jobs to disappear, we think the new wave of 


automation will mostly affect specific tasks within jobs. The content of jobs will 


change and new tasks will be created as AI augments the human component, 


rather than destroying the job altogether - at least in the short term” (p36). 


McKinsey (2017) also suggest that: 


“New demand could be created for up to 80 million jobs in the trendline scenario 


and, in the event of accelerated investment, up to 200 million more in the step-up 


scenario. These jobs include architects, engineers, electricians, carpenters, and 


other skilled tradespeople, as well as construction workers. wind and solar; 


energy-efficiency technologies; and adaptation and mitigation of climate change 


may create new demand for workers in a range of occupations, including 


manufacturing, construction, and installation. These investments could create up 


to ten million new jobs in the trendline scenario and up to ten million additional 


jobs globally in the step-up scenario” 


On top of this, they suggest that the marketisation of “services that substitute for 


currently unpaid and primarily domestic work could create 50 million to 90 million jobs 


globally, mainly in occupations such as childcare, early-childhood education, cleaning, 


cooking, and gardening”. McKinsey see the new jobs as coming for the following 


groups: 


• Healthcare providers; 


• Professionals such as engineers, scientists, accountants, and analysts; 


• IT professionals and other technology specialists; 


• Managers and executives, whose work cannot easily be replaced by 


machines; 


• Educators, especially in emerging economies with young populations; 


• “Creatives,” a small but growing category of artists, performers, and 


entertainers who will be in demand as rising incomes create more demand for 


leisure and recreation. 
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5.0 The Growth of the Contingent Labour 


Market 


5.1 The sectors most at risk to job shifts 


What seems highly likely from the scenarios explored up to here is that there will be 


increased polarisation in labour market opportunity, both by occupation and place. High-


end, well-paid jobs will be created more easily for those with the requisite and flexible 


skill sets. At the same time, other jobs will disappear and large numbers of low-wage, 


low-skill, low-attachment jobs will emerge6. As to where these job shifts will land 


sectorally, the greatest downside effects are anticipated to be in Finance and Logistics, 


and most especially in Retail where a significant impact on the nature of work and the 


extent and nature of jobs created is envisioned – especially for the near term, (Bostrom, 


2017). The following offers a hint of what might be involved.  


“Our estimates show that that 80% of jobs in transportation, warehousing, and 


logistics are susceptible to automation as a consequence of the trends we 


observe in technology. Retail is one industry in which employment is likely to 


vanish, but unlike manufacturing jobs which are highly concentrated, the downfall 


of retail employment will affect every city and region. U.S. companies employ 2 


million people just to do stock and order fulfilment work and over 90% of 


warehouse picking is currently done by hand. Migrating to automated picking 


gives productivity gains of 2x–3x that as compared to pick-to-conveyor 


operations and 5x–6x as compared to manual pick-to-pallet fulfilment centres7”. 


(CITI GPS, Technology at Work 3.0, p3) 


5.2 More part-time, zero hours and short-term jobs colonising labour 


opportunity 


Underlying these broad sectoral trends, there is a transformation in contract relations 


that is less visible but no less important. The evidence is that more and more “zero 


hours”, short-term and temporary contracts are appearing in the employment mix for 


people in work (Adams, Freedland, & Prassl, 2015). This has a bearing on the cessation 


 
6 A graphic example of this can be seen in the move of “customer-facing” jobs in high streets to AI controlled 


warehouses, where “picking and placing” (increasingly by robots) displaces workers and to “algorithmically managed” 


home delivery services.  
7 Automation is pivotal here. Automation is a process that does not just ‘do a job more productively than a human’, it 


disintermediates many of the ‘frustrations’ that employers experience when humans are ‘used to’ in their workplaces 


– no unions, no labour disputes, no salary supplements for unsocial hours working, no holiday and maternity leave, 


more flexibility to respond to demand etc. As a result, there is less need to engage with regulatory authorities. 


 







 


11 


of average wage growth that has been with us for some time. The labour market has 


already been primed into a form that makes it much easier to run with the new working 


conditions of a digitally transformed economy. Flexible forms of pay and reward have 


more generally replaced the more stable forms traditionally associated with the internal 


labour market of large enterprises8. Employers can now evolve entirely new 


configurations of jobs at every level in the organisation and change them more flexibly 


through their HR strategies.  


Alongside the prospects for new job creation, what comes through strongly from the 


work cited in the European Commission Report (Bain 2018; Frey and Osborne 2017; 


OECD 2018; McKinsey 2017; Acemoglu and Restrepo 2017 and Breugel 2018) is that it 


will be support workers and production operatives, workers in occupations with low 


levels of education and skill and young cohorts with middle education that will 


experience the downside of the digital transformation.  


More and more workers now find themselves in the contingent labour market (Katz & 


Krueger, 2016)9. This is set in a framework where corporate businesses unbundle 


themselves as employing units - outsourcing, sub-contracting and going global. More 


and more firms have become “distributed network entities”; controlling a variety of parts 


in their value chain and labour process across places and spaces – locally, nationally 


and internationally.  


5.3 Watered down job and income multipliers 


Following this general trend, there is a suggestion in a recent study from the UK (Lee & 


Clarke, 2019) that the job multiplier effects of new investment in the hi-tech sectors 


have taken on a different shape This study examines the labour market impact of high 


technology growth on the conditions for middle and low skilled workers using data for 


the period 2009-2015. It shows that, overall, high-tech growth does have a positive 


multiplier effect – generating 7 jobs in non-tradeable services for every 10 in the high-


tech sector. What it also shows, however, is that 6 of these multiplier jobs go to low 


skilled workers. Employment rates for middle skilled workers do not increase but wages 


do. So, while new jobs do go to low skilled workers, the jobs are in poorly paid service 


work generating a fall in average wages for this group.  


 
8 A recent analysis by NEF shows that the proportion (relative to all workers) of zero-hour contract employees, self-


employed workers and one-person micro-companies has grown by two fifths since before the financial crisis. And the 


corresponding lack of investment by firms now explains at least 25% of the UK’s gap in productivity with the historical 


trend (New Economics Foundation, 2019.) 
9 This label was first used by the US Bureau of Labour in the early 1980s to describe the way the attachment of 


people to jobs and of employers to their workers had begun to shift after the oil crisis of the mid-1970s. Put at its 


simplest, this involved the breaking down of traditional jobs to give way to part-time, short-term, low skill and low-


attachment jobs of the classic internal labour markets of the major industrial enterprises. The arrival of the internet 


transformed its intensity. 
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If substantiated more widely, this is an outcome of profound significance and one that 


chimes in with the argument here - that to see the real effects of the digital 


transformation on labour, it is vital to look beyond broad headcounts and traditional unit 


job multipliers. Even where there is hi-tech growth, those intensification processes 


described in the previous section can play themselves out to shift available jobs toward 


low pay, low attachment and low sustainability of tenure - even in favoured locations. 


(Appendices 1 and 2 from the RSA give some snapshot evidence for the speed of the 


transformation). 
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6.0 The Extension of Platform Work and the Gig 


Economy 


6.1 Digital work and its evolving forms 


Emerging from all this has come a wholly new re-shaping feature for employment – with 


the rise of a complex of elements variously called the gig economy, the sharing 


economy, digital work, on-demand work and platform work10. Difficult to define (and 


impossible adequately to explore here), this is characterised by being for the most part 


internet/cloud based; structured around short-term contracts or freelance work as 


opposed to permanent jobs; where relations between workers and employers are 


organised by algorithms and much work lies outside the stability and protection of a 


conventional ‘regular contract’.  


Some jobs are expert and well-paid while the majority are low skill, low paid and 


precarious (Coyle, 2017). Flexibility and adaptability is the leitmotif (Spreitzer, Cameron, 


& Garrett, 2017). It is an employment vehicle ideally configured for “bump down” - 


where workers can slide or be shuffled down from a contractual situation of Standard 


Employment Relations (SER) to more precarious contract conditions. Paradoxically, 


however, it can also be a means, for those able to do it, to break the shackles of work 


bound to place and time by workplace rules and capture more freedom (Kuhn, 2016).  


Figure 1 below, from the RSA, shows just how complex and pervasive this dimension of 


the labour market has become. The pyramid shape is suggestive of the balance of the 


good jobs and low-paid, low-skill ones.  


 
10 At its core the gig economy is based on application driven platforms that dole out work in parcels – driving, 


delivering, cleaning are the most popular – where work is sourced and delivered over the internet/cloud. It is modern 


form of piece work – paid by piece delivered/order fulfilled. It can also apply more widely to any work contracted over 


the internet and carried out remotely. These labour platforms provide a matching service, linking demand for labour 


with its supply looking to lower transaction costs and addressing market failures. 
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Figure 1; Platform Labour and its Scope.  
Source: RSA (2019), How can tech meet the needs of platform workers? 


 


6.2 Faster response times: contingency and more precarious work 


With these new flexibilities, the labour market is much more responsive (contingent) to 


changes in the overall economy. Downswings see a faster response time - with labour 


much more easily laid-off and sub-contracts quickly adjusted to the new circumstances. 


Upswings can also be followed more flexibly - but probably at a rather slower rate. For 


workers in this segment of the economy, a sense of how rapidly their fortunes can be 


dramatically altered has become almost normal. Employees can find themselves invited 


to shift their domestic contract status with reference to competition coming from other 


parts of the world – often this can only be done by becoming temporary, accepting zero 


hours or going into self–employment.  


The arrival of the internet and cloud technologies makes it possible for work to be 


performed almost anywhere. Work is no longer necessarily performed in factories or 


offices in a particular place since, logged on through the cloud, the added value of 


labour can be extracted anywhere across the distributed global network. But a key 


question again is: “what kind of work; under what conditions and for whom?” The 


platform work literature gives us some sense of the answer. As to “what kind?” van 


Doorn sees platforms as “essentially new players in the temporary staffing industry, 


where software-driven management techniques serve to exacerbate the already 


precarious conditions of contingent workers in today’s low-income service economy” 


(van Doorn, 2017). As to “for whom?”; he sees it as essentially part of the “gendered 


and racialised” history of service work where today’s algorithms serve to intensify 


“established modes of exploitation and control”. As to “where”; it is clear that “offshore” 


and “in developing countries” come up most strongly in any search for answers.  
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It may be against exploited micro-providers across the globe that workers in this 


segment of the UK labour market will have to compete for some of the “work as a 


service” jobs available to them (Oppenheim, Varshney, & Chee, 2011). Adding all this 


together, it seems clear that employment is rendered more precarious for increased 


numbers of people. The class term – the precariat – living in poverty while in 


employment has been adopted to reflect this11. 


6.3 The scale and speed of the evolving trends 


The sheer speed of growth for the broad set of processes just described has been 


highlighted recently in a study reported in the Guardian:  


Britain’s booming gig economy has more than doubled in size over the past three 


years and now accounts for 4.7 million workers, according to a report laying bare 


the increasingly precarious nature of employment. In a sign of the rapid shift in 


the modern jobs market as many as one in 10 working-age adults now work on 


gig economy platforms, up from one in 20 as recently as 2016, finds the study 


from the TUC and academics at the University of Hertfordshire. (The Guardian, 


28th June 2019) 


Offering another view on the scale of what it calls the “flexible, non-permanent work” 


phenomenon, the Freelancer & Contractor Services Association – the trade association 


for the professional employment services (umbrella, accountancy and payroll) industry - 


keeps an eye on the contingent labour market in the UK. Their Insight Bulletin for 


January 2016 offered the following as its window on the contingent labour market:  


“Over 5 million singular individuals work on a flexible, non-permanent basis for 


UK plc. This includes 3.7 million self-employed without employees, and 1.7 


million temporary employees. UK plc’s use of flexible resources, as a proportion 


of its overall workforce, has risen significantly during recent years, and now 


stands at approximately 20%”. 


6.4 Workers in work struggling financially 


Overall, it is estimated that currently around 7 million workers in the UK would fall into 


the set covered by non-standard employment relations – around one fifth and rising. 
 
11 Forbes in its Global Analysis (2015) in highlighting the rise of what it called the “temporary workers” phenomenon 


made the following arresting statement: “Mass hiring of temporary workers is not just a retail thing. It’s happening 


everywhere – all classes of work from the executive suite to field labourers in every industry across the globe”. In a 


study of the US Workforce 2020 the following are estimates of the use of temporary workers by different sectors 


showing the penetration of this form of working. In all, 82% of Retail employers used temporary workers. The 


equivalent for Financial Services was 81%; Healthcare 81% and Public Service Agencies 86%. It is suggested that 


the total share of self-employed workers in the US economy may rise to as much as 40 percent by 2020. 
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Many of these jobs would be in some form of necessity-based, self-employment – sole 


traders working for themselves - boosting the numbers of small firms in the standard 


official statistics data series. Following through to earnings received for this kind of work 


– in employment and sole-trading - a recent RSA report points out (Wallace-Stephens, 


2019) that:  


“30 percent of workers don’t feel like they earn enough to maintain a decent 


standard of living (up from 26 percent in 2017). Almost one in four workers 


sometimes have trouble meeting their basic living costs because of income 


volatility (24 percent, up from 19 percent in 2017). Moreover, a significant 


number of workers lack financial resilience – 36 percent would struggle to pay an 


unexpected bill of £100; 59% would struggle to pay an unexpected bill of £500. A 


further 45 percent don’t expect to have enough in savings and pensions to 


maintain a decent living of living in retirement. While 32 percent are concerned 


about their levels of debt” 


These conditions are experienced by those “lucky enough” to be in work and not just for 


the unemployed. In an increasingly de-socialised and privatised society, a widely 


experienced sense of anxiety about job prospects for the future is becoming normal - 


much in the same way that it did in the First Industrial Revolution – the concern is that, 


as then, it will follow through to the causes of political turbulence before a new social 


contract emerged12 


 
12 Leading at that time to the emergence of the trades unions and later from an organic base to the 


Labour Party (Niven, 2019). 
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7.0 Dominant Players in Control 


7.1 Big Data and Oligopoly 


The internet, the cloud, big data and AI represent the “carrier technologies” to produce a 


step jump in the labour transformation processes just described. Increasingly prominent 


in this is the Internet of Things (IoT)13. What they have also done - through the way “big 


data” has been captured, extracted and identified as an asset class for business – is to 


lay the ground for an unprecedented concentration of global economic power14. 


Corporately, the GAFAM: Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple and Microsoft, and BATX: 


Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent and Xiaomi Groups have emerged as dominant global players.  


What these players do is to operate at scale to extract value from the information people 


willingly disclose about themselves over the internet. Through the use of AI, they go on 


to achieve competitive advantage by being able to; “to predict and modify human 


behaviour as a means to produce revenue and market control”15. It is the value placed 


on these “big data” assets that places them at the apex of financial power at this stage 


of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. The dominant organisations also have a powerful 


role in using the new technology platforms to array themselves flexibly over space, time 


and activity to promote and exploit a new form in the modern international division of 


labour. For a full understanding of a shift that can rightly claim the status of a 


“revolution” see the seminal work of Shoshana Zuboff in her book; The Age of 


Surveillance Capital (Zuboff, 2019).  


Once again recalling the past: Tom Wheeler (2018, p4) captures a more poetic sense of 


where we are: 


“Today we live in the new Gilded Age: technology-driven innovations have again 


improved daily life while creating great wealth, inequality of circumstances, non-


 
13 The IoT is primarily about machines talking to machines over the internet and letting them talk to us, to applications 


and to other third parties. At the level of the devices involved, the possibilities are endless. It is the material vector 


(audio or air quality sensor, phone, smart tv, car diagnostic monitor, surveillance camera) that can capture and 


transmit to an internet-based network, cloud or platform directly useable intelligence about you as an individual and 


your social networks plus ‘data exhaust’ - metadata that can place and map behaviour. 
14 Wikipedia offers the following view of what the term big data implies: “Current usage of the term "big data" tends to 


refer to the use of predictive analytics, user behaviour analytics, or certain other advanced data analytics methods 


that extract value from data, and seldom to a particular size of data set”.  
15 Zuboff (2015, p76) takes the view that “big data” is misplaced by being thought of only as a technological concept 


and argues that: “it is not a technology or an inevitable technology effect. It is not an autonomous process …, It 


originates in the social, and it is there that we must find it and know it. Going on to say that: ‘big data’ is above all the 


foundational component in a deeply intentional and highly consequential new logic of accumulation that I call 


surveillance capitalism. This new form of information capitalism aims to predict and modify human behaviour as a 


means to produce revenue and market control”. From this base she sees “Surveillance Capitalism” as having the 


power to challenge democratic norms 



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Predictive_analytics

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User_behavior_analytics
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competitive markets, and viral deceit” and “the rules that governed the 


application of the new technology were made (in the late 19th Century) by a 


handful of industrial barons for their own benefit. The rules in the early internet 


era —the new Gilded Age—are being made similarly; this time by information 


barons” 


The question we want finally to address is not just in what context - sectorally and 


occupationally - these positive and negative changes will play out, but where 


geographically, and on whose locally lived lives. Geography matters in most liberal 


democracies not least because space is “cookie-cut” into administrative and electoral 


geographies and what happens within electoral geographies can significantly impact 


political matters. Brexit is a classic example. 
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8.0 Bringing in the Geography: Place to Place 


Differences in Outcomes  


8.1 Transformed working conditions by place 


What then of the current and future impact of the digital transformation on the spatial 


pattern of work and employment conditions that was raised in the introduction? Noted in 


earlier sections were some widely quoted macro-estimates of the upside and downside 


effects on jobs of the new technological wave. Looking at the shape of labour and work 


contracting, we could also see the growth of non-standard employment relations and 


the rise of the gig economy and platform work. We could see the shift toward internet 


shopping and with it the convenience of home delivery. We could see the emergence of 


a new version of the international division of labour with the platforms and micro-


working. The “place” question is this; where will these impacts play themselves out and 


what prospects can todays less-favoured places expect to have - going forward? This is 


not just a geographer’s fixation. In a democratic society peoples’ votes – conditioned by 


what they see around them locally as well as nationally have the power - for good or ill – 


to change futures.  


The following might be seen as warning;  


“…the rise of populism in the developed world is fuelled by political resentment 


(Cramer, 2016) and has a distinct geography. Populist votes have been heavily 


concentrated in territories that have suffered long-term declines and reflect and 


increasing urban/regional divide” (McCann, 2016). 


A recent report by McKinsey points out starkly that “America is a mosaic of local 


economies on diverging trajectories”. This is in a polarising labour market at a time 


when mobility is at a historic low (McKinsey and Company, 2019)16. It is significant that 


McKinsey should have chosen to highlight the dangers of an emerging spatial mosaic of 


economic and social divergence on the impact of automation as the focus of its second 


major report on the Future of Work in the US. 


 
16 Speculating on why inter-regional job mobility has fallen so sharply, Gillian Tett suggests that key factors may be 


an ageing population, high rates of home ownership, the cost of living in the cities and – significantly perhaps - a 


growing cultural divide that makes people reluctant to leave their home communities 
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8.2 Concentrations of the downside: The “places that don’t matter”  


Following the “mosaic” theme and reading off from the trends described in previous 


sections, it would not be too difficult to imagine a wide span of local labour settings 


where some or all of the following conditions currently prevail:  


• Job losses arising from automation; 


• The negative effects of internet shopping on the retail sector;  


• Increasing difficulty in finding higher skilled workers to fill some jobs;  


• More of the available jobs being colonised by precarious and contingent work;  


• Local service wages being squeezed from lack of consumer demand and public 


sector austerity;  


• New investment creating job opportunity that has low job multipliers and a low 


propensity for stable employment; 


• Low propensities for people to move to seek work.  


While “whole job” counts from Standard Employment Data may not be seen as 


changing very much, the lives of workers and families are indeed undergoing significant 


transformation. Rodriguez-Pose (2018) identifies these as features for the “places that 


don’t matter” of his argument - but explored chiefly through the context of a discussion 


framed around the negative externalities that arise from urban agglomeration. This may 


be so, but the argument here is that – with or without the agglomeration thesis – there is 


a causal process within the sphere of work leading to what he calls “social and 


economic, real or perceived distress”. The territorial dimension comes less, perhaps, 


from some sense of feeling left behind - in the sense that other places are seen to do 


better - but more from a place-informed sense that for our city, town or locality life-


chances are being negatively shaped by forces that we cannot control.  


Taking a view that people should respond (as historically they have) by moving to 


locations with better prospects – the major cities - ignores what we know of the 


profound impact of differential housing and living costs. On top of this, if the driving 


force of the labour transformation is being played out across the labour market as a 


whole; what price moving to another low skill, low wage, insecure job in a more 


expensive location? The opportunities to capture such jobs in a major city location 


would certainly be greater, along with the general scale of possibilities more widely but, 


where wage levels are flat or declining in real terms mobility would be highly selective. 


Living costs against wage expectations would rule out relocation as an option for many 


whose jobs are under threat in the new context.  







 


21 


From this perspective, the idea of places that “do not matter” has a much wider frame of 


reference. What we are seeing through maps of the feature are degrees of spatial 


concentration of widespread disruption and distress – islands and pockets poking 


through to become exposed as the tide of quality job opportunity runs out and, with it, 


people’s confidence for the future.  


8.3 Labour market and place transformation in the downside areas 


Imagine the geographical distribution of where these people might be who see little 


prospect for a sustainable job with decent wages for themselves of their family. People 


living in old industrial regions, cities of lower order in the urban hierarchy and small 


towns and rural areas are more sharply at risk to the downside effects of the digital 


transformation on the labour market (particularly in those traditionally widely 


geographically dispersed retail, service and warehouse logistics sectors). Places that 


already have a history of unemployment and deprivation are likely to have much less 


resilience to cope with further increases in the scale of job insecurity and indebtedness 


that the RSA Report quoted earlier sees as widespread. As Chakraborty in a recent 


Guardian op ed puts it:  


“Public parks are disappearing. Playgrounds are being sold off. High streets are 


fast turning to desert. These trends are national, but their greatest force is felt in 


the poorest towns and suburbs, the most remote parts of the countryside, where 


there isn’t the footfall to lure in the businesses or household wealth to save the 


local boozer” (The Guardian 14th August 2019). 


Businesses and jobs in the local shopping street and service trades of these places are 


responding to the pressures of flat wages, indebtedness and job insecurity as the 


conditions for key segments of labour have shifted. Add to this a decade of UK 


government-imposed austerity on the Local Authorities and Public Services generally 


and the roots of what Chakraborty is describing become clear. Even where there is 


hope that, as in the past, some up-cycle in the economy might restore things, the 


multiplier effect on jobs and incomes might well be lower under the new contractual 


conditions for labour.  


In trying to see what is happening to the “places that don’t matter” it is not sufficient to 


cast the debate only in terms of urban economics - though it undoubtedly has a role. A 


the heart of what is going on is a major shift in how capitalist firms operate and how they 


interact with the rest of the economy under what is a deep transformation of the labour 


market (Srnicek, 2019).  
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8.4 The upside places; another world 


By contrast, for those favoured places with economic dynamism and able to benefit 


from agglomeration economies, conditions are very different – good prospects for those 


with the right skills. The most recent window on this phenomenon comes from the 


United States (McKinsey and Company, 2019). Here, 25 megacities and high-growth 


hubs and their peripheries, are projected to account for about 60 percent of net job 


growth by 2030 -, although they have just 44 percent of the population. (But even these 


thriving cities, the Report says, will “need to connect marginalized populations with 


better opportunities”) Added to them are “niche cities” and “small powerhouses” fuelled 


in many cases by technology businesses. The McKinsey Report also identifies Silver 


Cities (for the retired). College-Centric Towns are also seen as beneficiaries of 


employment growth that may see 11 percent employment growth over the next decade 


and that can build on their well-educated talent pools.  


For the UK there is no equivalent study by geographical unit to match that from 


McKinsey for 2030. The dominance of London as the locus for much of the positive job 


and occupational growth associated with the digital transformation seems assured. 


Oxford, Cambridge and Reading figure among the equivalent niche-powerhouses 


alongside the other College-Centric cities. For regions outside the South East, there is a 


large literature showing that the North already has significant problems on the downside 


but also some features of the upside in cities like Manchester and Leeds. In general 


terms, however, the prospects for the North are of a different order from London and its 


outer South East periphery. There is a policy-driven attempt to work on this situation 


through the idea of the Northern Powerhouse cluster - from Liverpool through 


Manchester to Leeds and Hull – with a strong recognition that high-skill, high-wage jobs 


and enhanced innovation and creativity is a way to offset the weight of the downside 


pressures for the region as a whole.  


It is in the upside places that the more optimistic scenarios for new jobs and new kinds 


of jobs will emerge as an early outcome of the digital transformation. Here, then, the 


more familiar pathways for growth and change will play out. There will be continuing skill 


shortages for the most skilled and most qualified people that all the forecasting 


scenarios see as the prime beneficiaries and drivers of change. Small businesses and 


start-ups will emerge strongly and need fostering. Many of them will be innovative and 


the spread of activity will be wide. In addition, the demand for that set of workers that 


McKinsey describes as “services that substitute for currently unpaid and primarily 


domestic work” will be considerable in a marketplace where household incomes will be 


sufficient to pay for them.  


There will also be wide scope for the “creatives, … who will be in demand as rising 


incomes create more demand for leisure and recreation”. This helps very clearly to 
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make the point that – for the moment at least – the labour market upside of the digital 


transformation looks to be a major city, niche-powerhouse and College-Centric place 


cluster phenomenon. Factoring in this geographical perspective means that national 


scale, sector-driven forecasts of the Future of Work need to be parsed into two 


distinctive sets – those places that will be expected to benefit massively and those that 


will “not matter”17.  


8.5 Splintered yet connected economic spaces 


A great deal of what has been written about the digital transformation and the future of 


work is inevitably speculative - just as it would have been had we been looking forward 


for the beginning of the machine age in the 19th Century. The things we seem to be 


clearer about are that, as with the earlier transformation, polarisation and inequality 


seem built into the structure of outcomes. What we have now, however, is what Malecki, 


& Moriset (2007) called a “splintered yet connected economic space” where the internet 


makes it even more possible for sophisticated business users make use of a fine-


grained division of labour to take advantage of high skills in some places and low wages 


in others. For the moment, the geographical take is that large cities with their 


connectedness, scale and cultural density are in the clear ascendency while spaces 


outside the cities and especially in older industrial regions lag behind. 


The focus of this paper has been on those sorts of places where the downside effects of 


the transformation are already spatially concentrated and that will lack “the momentum 


to offset automation-related displacement”. What it has sought to do is to explore how, 


both now and certainly for the future, work is becoming made more flexible through the 


carrier technologies of the digital transformation, and how that process is contributing to 


both a shift in the character of both employment and income multipliers from business 


investment (Lee & Clarke, 2019).  


The digital platform economy offers the capability to strip away those long-standing 


protections and incentives that have allowed employees to sustain improved wages and 


employment rights (Berg, Furrer, Harmon, Rani, & Silberman, 2018). It delivers 


considerable cost efficiencies and competitive advantage to businesses, enabling small 


numbers of them to build strong market positions in key service sectors. The question 


for policy is what can be done to reap the maximum benefits of the Fourth Industrial 


Revolution while at the same time preserving the principles of justice and fairness in the 


allocation of those benefits across the population at large. It is to this we now turn. 


 
17 Of course, the areas of concentrated growth will also face the dis-economies that come from agglomeration. The 


cities, in the cliché of our time, will need to get “smarter”. Spill-over effects will have a role to play in relieving the 


pressure and decentralising tendencies may see some of the growth arise at locations out of the main hubs.  
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9.0 Policy: Taking a More Informed and 


Realistic View 


9.1 Measures to ensure decent work and rewards 


From a policy perspective, much of the distress described earlier in the paper - both in 


general and especially for the “cold places” (Will Hutton’s label for the places that don’t 


matter) is coming from what was described earlier - following (Srnicek, 2019) - as 


“”deep transformations in the labour market”. Labour standards that have been built up 


over the last century are being challenged as employee jobs have been fragmented into 


short term tasks both inside the workplace and across a “connected but splintered” 


space economy. Safety nets have come under pressure and Taylorism is being re-


introduced in new forms facilitated by the digital transformation. Active steps are 


required to reinstate a culture of “decent work” and fair rewards before the dangers of 


inaction generate consequences in the political sphere (Berg et al., 2018).  


To confront this, the ILO suggests that governments, employers, and workers 


organizations need to come together to reinvigorate the social contract that gives 


working people a just share of economic progress, (International Labour Office (ILO), 


2016). This would involve “respect for workers’ rights and protection against risk in 


return for their continuing contribution to the economy”. A human-centred agenda for the 


future of work is needed that would strengthen the social contract by placing people and 


the work they do at the centre of economic and social policy and business practice18. 


9.2 Building and developing skills for future work 


The obvious approach to employment under the Fourth Industrial Revolution is to build 


new skills into the population at large and to make provision for people to transition to 


new work roles19. Where this is difficult, however, is with the questions; “what sort of 


skills, in whose interests, and how can those who acquire them have some prospect for 


progression and decent wages?” Platform work offers little scope for progression and, 


for those places where low quality low-wage and dependent jobs are dominant, meeting 


 
18 This is more than a grand ideal. California has, for example, moved to legislate for workers in the gig economy to 


be given proper employment rights. New Zealand and Australia have begun to look at sector deals with a focus on 


low pay to improve wages, training and worker rights (See Gavin Kelly, Financial Times, October 27, 2019) 
19 The World Economic Forum Paper – “Towards a Reskilling Revolution: A Future of Jobs for All” suggests breaking 


down jobs into a series of relevant, measurable, component parts in order to then systematically compare them and 


identify any gaps in knowledge, skills and experience. They use this to look at how “transitioning out of a particular 


job will be able to bring those capacities into any new roles. The idea has a complex matching methodology to 


support it identifies 958 types of jobs arrayed across a “job fit” matrix to produce “job zones” as clusters of cognate, 


transferable skills as a way of “maximizing productive re-deployment opportunities for workers”.  
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employer demands offers little scope for skills development in the private sector. As has 


been shown above, many of these jobs face further negative prospects going forward 


(Centre for Cities, 2018).  


Policy needs to step out of the fixation that meeting local labour market need is the 


prime requirement. It is, of course, important that this be done but, in some contexts, it 


runs the risk of perpetuating a “low-level equilibrium trap” where, while numbers of jobs 


may hold up; wages, conditions and skill needs are driven down20. The issue is not just 


one for workers. Raising the quality of jobs is equally critical for employers. A drive for 


decent work and rewards must go hand-in hand with policy for skills development and 


enhanced productivity. There is considerable scope for local action that brings all the 


stakeholders together around a broader learning and skills agenda. 


9.3 A wider view of skills 


Looking forward, the debate about skills needs to move from the specific – “the 


engineer’s domain”, to the general, so-called “soft skills” domain and education should 


be regarded as the new “gold standard”. Hybrid skills are going to be at a premium – 


bringing together AI, Machine Learning and Human Intelligence is the necessary way to 


go for a world where Microsoft suggests that; “65 percent of students today will be doing 


jobs that currently do not exist”. This demands that we must to do more to use the new 


technologies to teach differently. This is about more than STEM. Widely defined 


communication skills – in a rapidly changing information and communication world – are 


vital alongside enhanced abilities to work with others and in groups21.  


The skills people have - or should be able realistically to aspire to – need to be those 


that have some meaning beyond the hope of a pay cheque in a local context where jobs 


are poor quality and wages are low. For future jobs under the digital transformation, a 


workforce ready to step up is essential. Now - in the challenging short term – is the time 


to raise the game. While this is a matter for State education and training policy 


generally, the thrust of this paper is that much more could be done locally. The needs of 


local employers should be met but there needs to be a mission outside the “business 


led” agenda to raise skills, confidence and aspirations in the workforce22.  


 
20 The OECD already points us to places suffering from the “low skills equilibrium” (Froy, Giguère, Meghnagi, & 


Arzeni, 2012) where these conditions already prevail. 
21 Gaming has emerged as a powerful means to support skill building for wider behavioural skills. People need to be 


put in a convivial space to come together and learn together to make a difference. Teachers need to be provided with 


the tools to add gaming and group communication skills to the curriculum. (Minecraft is an early exemplar of what can 


be achieved and enthusiastically adopted by young people as a game and learning tool) 
22 The standard England and Wales approach to policy intervention for employment and skills leaves only limited 


scope for the local perspective. Policy (as well as data) is generally designed to work from top down: National policy 


preferences (national curriculum, STEM, PISA-following, supply side skills measures, apprenticeships); Sector focus 
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9.4 The foundational economy as a platform 


The competitive context in the private traded sectors inevitably sets limits on the training 


resources available to private businesses. Notwithstanding this limitation, there is a 


component of every local labour market that need not be so narrowly constrained by 


limited consumer disposable incomes and tight markets. Geographically widespread 


employment opportunity is also available directly across the public and third sectors and 


for publicly procured private provision for the goods and services local communities 


need. In a policy turn capturing growing interest, CRESR (2013) in what it calls the 


Foundational Economy, (Bentham J, et, 2013) shows how significant democratic choice 


can be exercised in relation to local jobs and the sort of quality standards we have been 


talking about. Take the following in their Manifesto: 


“… This new category, the foundational economy, which employs 40% of the 


workforce and is both private and public, is the sector of the economy that 


provides goods and services taken for granted by all members of the population 


and is therefore territorially distributed. At the same time. it depends on a kind of 


‘social franchise’, either because it is directly or de-facto franchised by the state, 


or because household spending and tax revenue sustains its activities which are 


therefore sheltered. This re-conceptualisation justifies a new kind of political 


intervention which would challenge public and private business models that 


privilege the point value of least cost and most profit and neglect the 


preconditions of national, regional and local economic security and social 


sustainability”. 


This follows the thrust of this paper in a number of senses. First, and in relation to the 


technologies we have been discussing, it emphasises democratic and political choices 


over techno-determinism. Second, it makes the clear point that there are vast numbers 


of widely distributed job opportunities that tend to be ignored in the sectoral macro-


models that dominate the grand work futures debates. Third, it decouples the sobriquet 


“don’t matter” from a one-way logic of GDP and competitive advantage in a commercial 


marketplace and recognises that places can choose to order life and work differently for 


a significant number of their citizens.  


What can be added from the perspective set out here is that the foundational economy 


can provide an experimental locus for modern forms of work and skill built around 


 


 
(sector skills councils, sector employment forecasting) and cascaded funds and prescribed measures downwards 


(college and school funding streams, LEP skills priorities etc). The local input is prescribed as being primarily 


business-led - attached to skills shortages and future needs as the existing cohort of private sector enterprises sees 


it. Intervention will need to be much more refined and genuinely bottom up-informed if we are to avoid places and 


their people suffering alienation and the political consequences that arise from it.  
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principles of co-creation and co-production (skill sets that are also much in vogue in HR 


debates in the commercial traded sectors). No one would doubt that making such an 


ambitious agenda a practical project under todays’ conditions would be a challenge but 


there are some early signs of adoption on behalf of the Welsh government (Bevan 


Foundation, 2017) (Welsh Government, 2019). 


9.5 The vital importance of lifelong learning  


Gloomy scenarios for the future of jobs, work and employment should not, then, stand in 


the way of policy interventions to develop high level skills. Opportunity should be 


provided to give people generally the chance to defeat doom-mongers’ views of their 


prospects for work. This demands more effort to expand the wider capabilities and 


capacities of all the people to make something of their lives (regardless of the job or 


caring role they currently occupy). The more challenging the future - not just of work but 


of good living - the more important it is that from early years to adulthood, people should 


be encouraged and helped to acquire and continue to acquire more education, skills 


and competencies. Lifelong learning is essential not just as a slogan but as a practical 


policy mission. The McKinsey Report gives this strong emphasis as a policy 


recommendation for the US: 


“The old model of front-loading education early in life needs to give way to 


lifelong learning. Training and education can no longer end when workers are in 


their twenties and carry them through the decades”(McKinsey and Company, 


2019) 


Workers will need continuous support to navigate the fast-changing future labour 


market. Going forward, we clearly need a new kind of supportive infrastructure with a 


significant degree of local sensitivity that enables workers generally to have some 


confidence in their future economic circumstances.  


Taking this wider view of skill and “work readiness” must also impact on attitudes for 


access to welfare benefits (Rethinking the safety net for 21st century workers - RSA, 


2019). Training those out of work to access the sort of jobs and work that the least 


favoured places have at present and will most likely have in the future (contingent, 


dependent, low wage, low skill, low sustainability) makes less sense than ever (and 


punishing them for failure is scandalous)23 A policy for lifelong learning and human 


 
23 Responses to what has just been said about the risks to democracy and society that come from having large 


portions of society suffering alienation and exclusion and being cut off from the world of work, are being framed in 


some quarters. The idea of Universal Basic Income (UBI) is being increasingly widely promoted – major experiments 


in Norway and Finland and being piloted in Scotland). This is a form of unconditional income offered to every citizen 


as a component of social security as part of a welfare regime. Significantly for us here, payment does not require the 


recipient to work or look for work and is independent of any other income. 
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centred skills development is required that is an end in itself. In work, out of work, 


aspiring to work, finished with work – all should all be participants in the drive for 


personal and social betterment in the search for the Good Society. 
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10.0 Conclusions 


10.1 Challenging some rooted assumptions of policy practice 


In the face of the digital transformation, there are some serious questions to be asked 


about all those policies that try to second-guess (or analytically estimate) the direction of 


travel of labour markets at national, regional or local level24. It is entirely sensible to plan 


for growth in the upside areas and to work to facilitate it and to have policy work to 


mediate its negative externalities. But for the downside places, the assumption that 


policy intervention should continue to be based primarily on the traditions of place 


marketing, inward investment and “trickle down” needs a radical re-thinking. In the short 


term, if not the long, and against “a mosaic of local economies on diverging trajectories”, 


the traction of new investment on the scale and quality of jobs already looks open to 


serious question. Working on the assumption that people can make their private choices 


to move in search of opportunity and that it is to the cities that we should look (while 


dismantling more localised interventions) looks more an ideological policy proposition 


than a practical one. 


10.2 Breaking out: Re-imagining education and training to meet the new world 


There will undoubtedly be more jobs and more quality jobs available as the digital 


transformation evolves. But if the current trend towards job polarisation continues and 


short-term disruptions are adding to “social and economic, real or perceived distress” 


the rise of radical political movements might force us to think differently about the ways 


we see people in relation to jobs, work and employment. Turning things round would 


require being more creative about what each of these things – job, work, employment - 


might have the capacity to mean in different (especially local) contexts. Are they really 


the only touchstone to deliver us our personal and social identity and our means of 


existence in every context (Krippendorff, 2004) or can we begin in the context of the 


change that we know confronts us, to think about ascribing to them a different set of 


values and purposes?  


Imagine, for example, that “human-centred”, “foundational”; “environmentally 


sustainable” and “socially empathic” were the key design principles for education and 


skills training. Imagine that they were given the same order of importance in driving the 


system as being “business-led” has been since the Thatcher-Reagan era. We would be 


 
24 For example, policy that allocates land use through planning and that seeks to prioritise investment in logistics 


parks or call centre office developments needs to understand the job effects of the transformation. Local plans for 


housing land allocation that require job growth estimates for the next 15 years need to take into account what is going 


on in job futures. 







 


30 


looking at work and employment from a very different philosophical starting point. The 


evidence is that things are being turned upside down by forces about which we seem to 


have only partial understanding – let alone control. Why not try a little “turning upside 


down” on behalf of society at large – beginning from principles like human dignity, 


freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for citizen rights? Why not 


consider the digital transformation as a golden opportunity to design a human-centred 


future as well as an engine for personal and corporate wealth creation? Changing the 


context for the debate would be a vital first step. 
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Abstract 
 


This paper is the sequel to an earlier one entitled Work and Employment in the Information 


Economy: Deep Transformations with Polarising Spatial Outcomes. Both address the 


question of what the labour market looks like under the digital transformation. The focus of 


this one is on skills shortages; the background context for their emergence and the challenges 


for businesses. It was triggered by an OECD LEED Conference in Antwerp whose title was 


Right Skills, Right Jobs, Right Places. What captured the attention here was the opening 


claim that; “45 percent of companies were finding it difficult to find the right talent” and that 


the place to look to fill this gap was among the inactive population. This represented a sharp 


contrast to the endless copy of the recent past expressing concern about the job displacing 


prospects of the new technologies of the digital (AI) revolution and the depressing prospects 


for workers in certain sectors. It appears that in the short term the digital transformation is 


presenting serious challenges for business wanting the right workers as well as for workers 


wanting better jobs. The argument of the paper is that this seeming paradox has a basis in the 


structural re-composition of a labour market. An increasing share (25-30 percent currently) of 


the jobs available are in the low pay, low skill, platform jobs segment and more widely across 


the board workers are “busy” just seeking sufficient income to pay their bills after a decade of 


flat wages. There is an important geography to this with some places becoming increasingly 


drawn into a low skills trap where the prospect for job progression is broken and where 


expecting people themselves to upskill for the new world of work is naïve. The economy may 


suffer a loss of future competitiveness as “busy” workers are locked out of the opportunity to 


capture the different kinds of skills that the digital economy needs in the national interest. 


Simply telling employers in these sectors to “pull their socks up” and provide the 


competences they need from among the inactive betrays a failure to grasp what the radical 


transformation of the world of work looks like. Allowing the market forces of the emerging 


platform economy strongly to condition the future skills profile of the nation is something 


that needs to be closely examined. 
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Waking up to a changed world 
The argument of a precursor to this paper (Work and Employment in the Information 


Economy: Deep Transformations with Polarising Spatial Outcomes) was that, as we begin 


the new decade, we are entering dangerous new territory (see https://www.peter-


lloyd.co.uk/papers-and-blogs/). What lies in front of us, is a transformation potentially so 


fundamental that we may need to start re-thinking the whole  basis of work, opportunity and 


well-being for a substantial segment of the population. 


It is probably true that, as the Fourth Industrial Revolution proceeds, the “shock of the new” – 


particularly with the development of AI and robotization – will probably see more jobs 


created overall than are lost (EPSC, 2019). However, on the way to this better world, we 


should be concerned here and now about three things.  First, we will have to pass through 


some really significant short-term disruptions to employment and well-being where the gains 


and losses play out in greater extremes from group to group and place to place.  Second, and 


very much part of the first, the labour market itself will undergo a deep transformation that 


will change the experience of work and the rewards that come from it for very large numbers 


of people. Third, there is an argument that labour and skills shortages will play a significant 


role in the way things turn out. The new technologies will continue to offer all sorts of new 


possibilities for us - but it is to the politico-economic system through which they are 


appraised and selected, valued and deployed that we need to look to see how things emerge – 


short and long term.   


As ever, the core question will be the one about “in whose interests” those critical choices are 


made and these will be as ever a contested terrain (Kenney, 2016). Change – even 


hyperchange – will provide the dynamic context against which these decisions will be made. 


We are leaving behind a world of relative stability (though it may often not feel like it) where 


we operate on the basis that we believe we know the broad answers to the questions for a 


largely accepted system – Capitalism.  Looked at through the contemporary lens, our 


accepted economic theory of self-adjusting markets tending toward equilibrium conditions 


looks like the 18th Century construction it is. Capitalism has become and is becoming 


something else as it dynamically transforms (Eric D Beinhofer, 2006). 


The purpose for this paper is to do some thinking about potential labour market outcomes 


under this dynamically transforming system. (We could probably begin by raising an 


eyebrow at the term labour “market” to ask what the idea of a market for labour does or does 


not tell us about today’s world of work). The concerns to address are those we have to face in 


the short term but – calling it the “world of work” – what do we need to be thinking about for 


both the short and long term to make sure that what emerges is not only economically but 


also socially, politically and environmentally sustainable. Simply hanging on to the 


stabilising remedies of the last five decades is not going to work.  


Let us begin by floating three trial balloons to give weight to the argument that whatever we 


do, we should move with a sense of urgency. 


1. Could it be, perhaps, that for some people in some places, the whole idea of a route to 


the good life through access to stable, well paid and progressive jobs is coming into 



https://www.peter-lloyd.co.uk/papers-and-blogs/

https://www.peter-lloyd.co.uk/papers-and-blogs/
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question - even if people strive to improve the skills they can offer? Are a substantial 


number of these citizens in some groups and in some local places right in beginning to 


wonder just how they and their offspring are going to find decent jobs at all and is this 


damaging the established basis for social consensus?   


 


2. Wider than jobs, are we faced with conditions for some groups and for some places 


that will “upend the conditions of everyday life” in all its forms? As the effects of the 


transformation run through - working from jobs and wages onto the distribution of 


wealth and life chances – is there a danger of the political landscape transforming 


faster than the economic one? Are we already seeing this with geographically 


widespread moves toward tribalism, nativism and the politics of the far right? Will the 


instability this causes be a factor in determining how the dynamism of the 


technological revolution actually works out in practical terms? (More surveillance; 


less consumer protection might be a simple example) 


 


3. Paradoxically, while these conditions might be emerging with disturbing social and 


political consequences, might it also be the case that the jobs that do emerge will 


become harder to fill in a digitally transformed economy where businesses are being 


held back because they cannot find the workers they need?  Is there a serious 


disconnect between the skills most people seek to acquire and the availability of the 


broader competencies that the new world demands?  Are numbers of people 


beginning to believe that the high-level jobs of the digital transformation are “not for 


them” and that the other kinds of available jobs are those where it is not worth them 


investing in time and money to upskill? 


 


The new world of work 
The new world of work under the digital transformation is, of course, already with us and we 


can see some of its features (McKinsey and Company, 2019); (Frey, 2019); (Osborne & Frey, 


2017); (World Economic Forum, 2018); (OECD, 2018)  The earlier paper to this one goes to 


some lengths to show how substantially jobs and work contracts have already changed. One 


of the prominent features is that employment numbers are continuing to grow. More and 


more working age people are finding employment. Governments are quick to make their 


electorates aware that this is the case. However, they are less keen to publicise the fact that 


wages (except for a select few) have been largely flat since the crash of 2008 (Clarke & 


Bangham, 2018). Below the visible waterline of the nationally provided data on “employees 


in employment”, jobs are unbundling and being “in work” means something much more 


complicated – short-time, part-time, zero hours, discontinuous and sporadic are qualifiers for 


jobs that make simple full-time equivalent headcounts much less meaningful (Coyle, 2017).  


The experience of work itself is undergoing very dramatic change.  For a large and fast-


growing proportion of the working population, platform work conducted through the internet 


and a remote relationship with the employer is becoming the standard way of working. Non-


standard jobs are rapidly becoming the new standard.  Now, around 30-40 percent in most 


advanced economies (Wallace-Stephens, 2019). Add to this the way the new technologies in 
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the workplace are changing the nature of the experience of being “in work”. There is an 


intensification of the processes of work – faster, more routinised, controlled by digital 


algorithms and dashboards, closely measured to meet efficient performance standards (Hagiu 


& Wright, 2019); (van Doorn, 2017); (Harris, 2017). The principal technologies are designed 


to smooth the flow rather than to give the workers any agency role (a visit the local 


Macdonald’s gives an easily available sense of what this looks like).  


Along with this, the feature known as “hollowing out” is still continuing to see those jobs that 


had stable, well-paid and progressive work paths disappearing from the traditional 


occupational hierarchy (Störmer et al., 2014); (Mcintosh, 2013); (Peat, 2016). By contrast, of 


course, jobs for those with the in-demand skill set for the digital age (software designers and 


engineers and coders for example) are expanding - but the absolute numbers are much 


smaller.  Workers here can exercise their bargaining power to capture high wages and 


premium working conditions and have substantial agency in the job market.  Elsewhere 


workers have less power than ever to negotiate their contract terms (Adams, Freedland, & 


Prassl, 2015); (Codagnone, Matthews, & Karatzogianni, 2018). Of course, there is much 


more going on in these trends than the effects of the digital transformation.  They have been 


emerging for decades and cannot be put down solely to technological change.  Inadequate 


demand as industrial capacities have spread out across the world alongside an over-


accumulation of capital have seen a general fall in growth rates. It is significant that a shifting 


bias of most work toward service activities has been the backdrop against which the entry of 


new technologies has been taking place. Against this background the productivity needed for 


all the reap the benefits of the economy has also been flat or only slowly growing (Allen, 


2017). 


Running this across the trial balloons floated earlier, there are clearly winners and losers 


under the work arrangements for the digital transformation; being played out against a 


context of slow overall growth. For the losers, what we are seeing is that their participation in 


the world of work is being powerfully affected by the process of deep transformation going 


on in the labour market. They are for the most part “in work” and “working hard”- but in a 


context where “doing well” has not resulted in more than piecework gains in income and 


poor prospects for progression.  For people in this situation, the call to spend their time and 


money in acquiring higher level skills might look unreasonable or even irrational – that is 


even if they could find the time to get off the daily survival treadmill to take it on board. The 


promise of a way out through investing in personal upskilling can look false – especially 


where the local labour market they live and work in has little else in the way of variety or a 


pathway to better quality jobs (Froy, Giguère, Meghnagi, & Arzeni, 2012).  


They could always look elsewhere for work but, as the earlier paper pointed out, moving 


from home to find a more expensive domestic situation while being presented with not much 


more than a wider selection of similar jobs with the same lack of progression would make 


relocation look equally implausible. Stay, cope and be increasingly frustrated and alienated 


would be an outcome easy to predict under such circumstances. It appears then that in the 


new world of work there will be people and places that suffer the downside (plus ca change) 


but by contrast with the past this is while workers are in work rather than unemployed. 


Interestingly, in relation to our third trial balloon, what this also means is that the traditional 


“pool of the unemployed” that employers can look to when they have jobs to fill is no longer 
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present. So, it seems that under current conditions we can have something that looks like full 


employment alongside employers finding it difficult to recruit – normally the features of a 


boom. But growth is slow and wages rates flat and poverty and inequality are on the rise.  


Inactivity as the topic of the moment 
Following on from the above, some broader trends are clearly beginning to emerge that are at 


odds with the norms of the immediate past. One such, is the evidence of a rise of interest not 


so much in unemployment but in inactivity - the condition where people of working age and 


able to work are not seeking or accepting it even though the jobs are there. This was a topic 


of considerable interest in the past from the middle 1970s to the early Noughties (Carcillo & 


Grubb, 2006) when active labour market policy was a key priority for the EU. The basis for 


State action then was the clear social impact of joblessness on those people and places that 


bore the brunt of it. In background, of course, there was always the political threat that mass 


unemployment represented to the established order of the time. We may see this happen 


again but a feature of the present moment, as outlined above, is that employment numbers are 


high and unemployment is low and even falling. There has been a structural change in the 


way the modern labour market is operating. People are in work but work has changed for 


almost everybody – some for the better (the minor key); some for the worse (the increasingly 


important feature). By default, but for what we will go on to suggest are more understandable 


reasons, attention has now shifted toward inactivity (Barr, Magrini, & Meghnagi, 2019). 


As an example of this trend , we can use a recent OECD conference in Antwerp ("Right 


Skills, Right Jobs, Right Places"; OECD Local Development Forum, 10-11 December 2019). 


This was dedicated to exploring two sides of the current labour market that are experiencing 


problems: on the one hand, a demand-side with significant skill (competency) shortages and, 


on the other, large numbers of what were described as “inactive” people. In the past, the 


headline focus would probably have been unemployment but this time the dominant concern 


was inactivity. As opposed to the traditional pool of the unemployed, it is the pool of the 


inactive that is being examined as an untapped labour resource. The stark opening statement 


at the Antwerp event was that “45 percent of companies were finding it difficult to find the 


right talent”. The key speakers confirmed that both vacancies and employment levels appear 


currently to be at unusually high levels and that some jobs are becoming increasingly hard to 


fill.  


This is a storyline that provides a counterpoint to a decade of scare stories about how the new 


technologies will have the ability to destroy jobs. Employers are having a problem with 


unfilled jobs and with competency issues in the jobs they can fill. They and the major 


recruitment agencies are coming to the policy table for creative ideas about how to mobilise 


the inactive to fill the gap. More recently the new UK government has followed the same line 


-  declaring that “8 million people between the ages of 16 and 64 were “economically 


inactive” and could be given the skills to do jobs in sectors where there were shortages” 


(Patel, The Guardian, 19th February 2020). The demand was that business should act on 


these people “to up their skills and make their skills relevant” to the job market.  


We know, of course, that the focus on inactivity is not new in some countries by virtue of 


their demographic profile. We hear much of Japan, for example, where demographic trends 


toward ageing are sharply shrinking the available workforce. But ageing is also a particular 
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concern for the EU - 11 out of the current 28 Member States have more than 20 percent of 


their population over 65 and the bulk of the remainder are only one or two percentage points 


behind (Boussemart & Godet, 2018). Indeed, from 2021 the EU population is forecast by the 


UN to start shrinking in absolute terms. By 2025 there will about 50 million fewer working 


people in Europe than in 2010. Where ageing is an issue but unemployment apparently is not; 


the turn toward greater economic interest in mobilising the inactive is easier to understand.  


A question put to the conference attendees in Antwerp was; what underpins this level of 


“inactivity”? Is it a condition of skill – where the people concerned do not have the skills 


(competencies) needed for the jobs available? Is it an attribute of behaviour - where people 


(whether or not they have the skills) find themselves in a position where they cannot accept 


or will not take work? Traditionally, inactivity was seen as the most difficult end of the “not 


in employment, education, training - NEET” condition - where people were either choosing 


the benefits system or were, for a variety of complex reasons, discouraged from or unwilling 


to find a job. Punitive reforms of the welfare system and workfare approaches were premised 


on the assumption that the problem lay with the incumbents. Can this really be where we 


have arrived – where what was long regarded as the most challenging element of the “not in 


work” group is where we need to look to respond to the difficulties companies are facing in 


getting “the right talent”? 


Why the imbalance, are we looking in the right place? 
In terms of solutions, the general position at the Antwerp conference was that upskilling 


through training and "activation measures" would be the best policy pathways to address the 


problem. This re-states what would have been the standard approach from before the digital 


transformation. Two interesting questions were posed for participants. On the one hand, why 


is it that “normal labour market adjustment mechanisms” are allowing such an imbalance to 


occur (wage rates – the classic adjustment mechanism – hardly got a mention) and, on the 


other, why this is a situation of particular concern now? An overarching question might well, 


however, have been “are we really looking in the right place”? Could it be that the talent that 


employers are looking for is already available but lying underutilised among people already 


in work doing jobs that frustrate them but happen to be the ones most available? Is it under-


employment that we should be looking at? 


Some questions:  have workers with talent become harder to find because the jobs as 


presented; i) are in the wrong places for people to access them?; ii) even where in the right 


place do they have attributes that make it harder to fit around life-as-lived by those with 


domestic and caring responsibilities?; iii) fail to offer pay and incentives that will encourage 


people already in work to change jobs where new skills have to be learned? and ; iv) Is the 


problem frictional rather than structural – people and jobs arrayed in a situation where they 


cannot get to each other? Are we, perhaps, looking at a system change where, for an 


increasing number of people, the game has become not worth the candle for investing in their 


own human capital - especially when this involves a skill-shift toward the new technologies 


where things are continually on the move? (Dellot, Mason, & Wallace-Stephens, 2019); 


(Bakhshi, Downing, Osborne, & Schneider, 2017). If this is so then there are some profound 


changes needed to the way we look at education and training and the spatial distribution of 


work in relation to the distribution of people. 
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While the current political focus is on draconian rules on benefit to get inactive people into 


jobs of any sort, maybe it should be reoriented toward making the labour market work better 


for employers, for those in work and those unemployed or inactive? Perhaps we should move 


on from grand narratives about benefit dependency and moral hazard and look more closely 


at the people as a whole as a pool of talent – in work and out of work - where the objective is 


to find the best fit in the combined interests of all - including business?  


To meet the skills and competencies gap, we may need to think less about what training 


should involve and more about what jobs, pay and conditions should look like if they are to 


succeed in attracting the people employers increasingly claim they need. At the top end of the 


job market this would be normal for recruitment and retention practice –  for employers to 


“make the job look attractive to the people we need”.  It is at the bottom end of the market 


where; “the job is there and if you don’t want it someone else will” still serves as recruitment 


strategy - the more so in the platform economy.. 


Spatially unequal work opportunity 
An important feature of this polarisation in the contemporary world of work is that it has a 


distinctive geographical pattern (“Levelling up: how wide are the UK’s regional inequalities? 


| Financial Times,” 2nd March 2019.). The major cities, university towns and growth clusters 


are seeing the positive front edge of the change – with the digital transformation throwing up 


more opportunities at the better end of the labour market. There is a fast-expanding literature 


on the importance of agglomeration for innovation and creativity in complex systems (Pike, 


Rodríguez-Pose, & Tomaney, 2016).  The dense networks that cities inhabit seem to have the 


variety necessary to cope with the new conditions and the evidence is that they are thriving ( 


but still with large numbers attached to the low skill, low pay labour market).  


By contrast, it is in distressed regions and localities that people are becoming more anxious 


about the way things are going in terms of the quality of available work opportunity. Changes 


in people’s day-to-day work-life experience – positive and negative - are coming through 


from the way the world of work is being refashioned. Jobs and employment contracts are 


changing quickly in ways the established indicators of employment and unemployment do 


not allow us adequately to grasp. The rapid rise of platform working and the gig economy is 


dramatically shifting the shape of opportunity in these areas. For some, this provides greater 


freedom from the discipline of the fixed workplace alongside the prospect of flexible working 


(quaintly recognised by the term “gig economy”).  But for others, it is seeing contingent and 


precarious work increasingly colonising those parts of the labour market that already offer 


low and static wages. Scope for progression is generally becoming harder to find and 


investing in personal skills can appear to have little traction in the most distressed localities 


(Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). Taking this on board, the earlier claim that “45 percent of employers 


cannot get the talent (competences) they need” surely has a very distinctive geographical 


component to it. 


Skill shortages and inactivity re-examined 
Going back to the Antwerp OECD event, then, it may be that we can take a more informed 


look at why skill shortages and inactivity were key topics. To start with, it seems that the 


workforce of today is “busy” - but for many this is at the low skill, low pay insecure end of 


the labour market.  Vacancies stand at a high level. The labour market looks tight – at least as 
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far as the standard employment and unemployment series can tell us. There is a strong 


likelihood that that employers looking for skills are in one place and the inactive and the low 


paid “busy” workers looking for jobs are in another. On top of this we need to take on board 


the demographic fact that the workforce has aged and is ageing fast and that by 2025 the EU 


will see an absolute decline in the size of its working population. Facing this, turning to the 


inactive may seem to be a practical proposition. It seems that in many ways we are more 


short of labour than of skills. Withdrawal from the EU cannot but exaggerate the problem for 


the UK.  


From the perspective of skill deficits in general as we go forward into the digital 


transformation, we need to pay more attention to the shape of the labour market for those 


already in work and this should more strongly inform policy. It was once said of low paid 


workers on the Fordist production line that they used more skills driving to work than their 


employers required of them in the workplace. Given what we know about the changing shape 


of work for around 20-30 percent of the workforce, many people in the current workforce 


could be described in the same terms (Kelly, 2018). The occupants of many low paid jobs 


increasingly work to pre-set scripts and routines or to the instructions of hand-held computers 


- with even less scope for engaging their own minds (Braverman’s mental labour) than the 


track workers of the past. Call centre operatives, pickers and placers and delivery drivers 


represent the obvious examples but there are many more.  Some see this as the return of a 


more pernicious form of Taylorism. In jobs like these, the wider potentials of human 


capacities and skills are largely foregone – locked away - while real skill shortages exist, the 


pool of the unemployed is small and labour shortage is likely to be an ongoing issue. 


At the same time, we know that these workers in the increasingly precarious labour market 


are using what hours of work they can capture to recover a worthwhile income – often from 


multiple job sources. Between deployments to take on their zero hours contracted work they 


wait for the call. Where, in this, is the space and incentive for workers themselves – young 


and old - to acquire those new skills required if we are to position ourselves as a globally 


competitive nation?  One of the strong calls from the literature and from the EU and national 


skills agencies is to meet the challenge of the digital transformation through a strong turn to 


lifelong learning. Right-minded though this is, we need to take account not just of the need to 


persuade people that this investment will be rewarded but also just how the time and space 


can be found under current conditions for people to engage in leaning. This is non-trivial.  


Somehow space and time needs to be cleared – not least in the national interest - for people to 


take up more opportunities for personal and skills development. This cannot be a matter for 


the State alone. The shape of the current labour market is producing skills shortages at the 


same time as lower paid workers are being locked out of taking the necessary steps to meet 


the new requirements. Business itself has to take some responsibility for where we have come 


to and join in with a co-design process to change the situation. 


Skills policy that is fit for purpose 
We can now understand that the spatial level of resolution through which we look at skills 


shortages should make a considerable difference to policy prescription. All of the following 


should still apply: 
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• Make sure that young people come forward with the right skill sets so as to make 


maximum use of that shrinking asset; 


• Take steps to recover from those over 65 and willing to participate, the maximum 


contribution to the world of work they have a retirement choice to leave behind1; 


• Take steps to reduce frictional unemployment (difficulties in getting workers from 


one job to another) to the lowest level possible; 


• Make sure that the education and training system brings people to the job market 


with the skills appropriate to the demands that businesses have in needing to hire 


them; 


• Finally, turn to the inactive and “activate” as many as possible into work.  


All this is necessary but not sufficient. There also needs to be a prior acknowledgement that 


the target population for making a scale change toward an internationally competitive 


national skill base will come from those already in work in a variety of geographical settings. 


Continuing to rely on education and training primarily for the young and failing to make 


lifelong learning a reality for those already “busy” at work will no longer meet the skills 


challenge from a fast-changing digital global economy. We should, of course, seek to 


mobilise the inactive but to do that we need to understand that inactivity is a complex 


condition where personal and household circumstances have a considerable role to play..  


More than ever in the contemporary context, projecting these policies through “one-size-fits-


all”, centrally directed, approaches to employment, unemployment and inactivity will simply 


lack the granularity needed to address what is going on.  Simply devolving centrally devised 


training and engagement responsibilities to local and sub-regional players will not cut it. We 


need to act more locally and in context - while at the same time setting national principles 


and standards from the top.  This is not just about getting skills policy right locally. It is also 


about finding effective ways to meet the overall needs of economy and society as a whole. 


We need to take a hard look at the capacities that are needed generally – in work and outside 


–rather than waiting for the internet platform businesses to configure the skills of a 


substantial proportion of the working population around their narrow-banded needs.  


Hanging on to the classical position where we leave it to sectoral analyses and to local 


businesses to determine what they need in the way of skills and competencies abstracts from 


the scale and speed of change that the digital transformation is bringing with it. To know 


what skills might be needed for a sub-regional or local economy demands a change in policy 


governance. A concerted local approach is needed bringing together by as many interested 


parties as possible to grasp where things are going for both the private and the public realm 


and what opportunities might exist for which a readily prepared workforce might be built up. 


Local initiatives to “read” a fast changing and highly complex system of work and 


employment need to be co-designed and co-produced by as wide a constituency as possible 


and after broad-ranging debate. We need a change in the mindset and governance of 


 


1 This has already happened for women as the new pension age rules have resulted in a rise in women working 


full-time in the UK labour market. 
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education and training just as much as we need a better grasp of what is going on in the 


world of work and how to prepare for it. 


Continuing to offer only supply side remedies is not going to be enough going forward. The 


shape of the demand side has a powerful bearing on the capacity of the economy to raise its 


skill levels in the face of the digital transition.  Where a high proportion of the jobs in the 


economy is low wage, task driven and one where workers have to use as much of their time 


as possible at work just to pay their bills, the workforce scope for upskilling is low. Under 


these conditions, skills progression and lifelong learning can be impaired both for workers 


and for the economy as a whole. An essential component of skills policy should therefore be 


to have a position on the share of the jobs in the economy it is appropriate to have in the low 


pay, low progression segment. Allowing the market to determine what this turns out to be can 


lock in competitive disadvantage at the macro level - with the higher-level skill shortages for 


business we are already seeing. Business could, of course, respond by raising wages to 


incentivise workers to add skills and move jobs  - but with competitive consequences for 


internationally configured companies that might lead them to look elsewhere.  


A policy to give workers the means to escape from the treadmill of the low pay, low 


progression sector and give them the basic skill set for the new economy - while mobilising 


the inactive into a useful contribution - would be a step towards restoring a broken escalator 


of job progression.  Turning to the idea of the foundational economy and a key role for social 


enterprise was an idea developed in the preceding paper and formed a key component of the 


Antwerp conference agenda.  These measures in combination would be critical to give people 


generally a more positive prospect for the future.  Those “short term disruptions” we 


emphasised at the beginning of the paper require that we act now where we can. The RSA has 


confronted this issue in a recent publication and makes the helpful suggestion that we should 


try to; “think like a system, act like an entrepreneur” (Conway, 2017).  With concerns about 


the short term in a “world turned upside down”, it seems that we should both try to grasp the 


nature of the system – as this paper is attempting to do – but at the same time try to be as 


creative as we can in tackling the highest priority and doable issues.   


Conclusion 
What this paper and its predecessor have been concerned with has been how, for a substantial 


and fast-growing segment of the population, the experience of work has become both 


unrewarding and alienating. There is a danger to the social consensus where a large number 


of people in many local places are beginning to wonder just how they and their offspring are 


going to find decent jobs and sustainable incomes. Connected with this is the problem that, 


while this is happening in the social sphere, the economy may suffer a loss of future 


competitiveness as “busy” workers are locked out of the opportunity to capture the different 


kinds of skills that the digital economy needs. Simply telling employers in these sectors to 


“pull their socks up” and provide the competences they need from among the inactive betrays 


a level of naivete about what the modern world of work really looks like. 


We appear to have significant skills and labour shortages in a context where the demand for 


workers with the right skills should be satisfied in the classical formulation by the offer of 


additional wages and benefits.  Yet we have had a decade or more of flat rewards to most 


workers and an example in the general economy of a tendency towards a  “low level skills 
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equilibrium” (Froy et al., 2012). This ranks as a wicked problem to which practical measures 


should be directly addressed. The idea of the State as entrepreneur is gaining some significant 


traction in the UK through the sterling efforts of Mariana Mazzucato and her team at IIPP in 


London, we are not there yet (Mazzucato, 2018). The State does have the critical role of 


setting standards, in regulating activities and in representing the expressed electoral wishes of 


the people. The State has the capacity – should it choose to use it – to declare what wicked 


problems take priority and to steer the investment process within the rules. HS2 and 


“Levelling-up the North” are latest manifestations of the use of this power. Since maintaining 


and extending national (post-Brexit) competitive advantage is a core State objective, taking 


active measures to remove current skills shortages and positioning the country to compete in 


the critical drive for “next generation” skills should be a cause the private sector will readily 


support. In Mazzucato’s terminology – having a Mission for Learning, Skills and Social 


Cohesion would seem to have the prospect of considerable support across the board. 


 


Peter Lloyd 4th March 2020  
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