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Introduwotion

So what’s it
gonnabe?

The future of work could be one where the gap between hi-tech and low skills, between
wired and unwired, rich and poor continues to widen into an unpassable chasm. Or it
might be a world where we all work less, and find amazing new ways to fill our time.

So what's it gonna be? (“The Future of Work” 2001).

The question of what the future of work is “gonna be” in the United States is examined in this
publication using current information on trends and issues related to work, the economy, and
the labor force. Keeping in mind that “pundits who predict the future are [nearly] always wrong*
(Peristein 2001), our goal is not to predict the future of work. History is full of inaccurate fore-
casts because those who make predictions may be overly pessimistic, overly optimistic, or simply
assume that “the future will continue on a logical path based on what is happening today” and
end up making so called “safe” predictions (Lee 2000, p. 21). Instead, our goal is to present
current information that has implications for the future of work and suggest some possibilities
for what might occur in future workplaces.

The publication is a compilation that examines various aspects of the future of work. In the first
section, four trends—globalization, technology, flexible employment practices, and demograph-
ics—that will affect the future of work are examined. The second section reviews current argu-
ments related to the high-skills/ low-wage debate and poses some possible scenarios for the
future. A third section reviews current trends in workplace learning to make projections about
learning in the workplace of the future. The importance of learning as a social process is a
common theme in the trends considered. An annotated list of resources on the future of work
concludes the publication.

The compilation is by no means an exhaustive treatment of the topic of the future of work.
Rather, it is designed to give an overview of selected aspects of the topic and provide information
about other resources. Many sources on the future of work are international and available
through the Web; several of these are listed in the final section of the paper. International
materia! has relevance for the United States, but, because the focus of this paper is on the
United States, most of the sources cited are concerned with work in this country.




.
Current Trends and the Future of Work

A number of trends associated with the current social, political, and economic climate have been
identified by scholars and futurists. Four that are important in understanding the future of work
are globalization, technology, flexible employment practices, and demographics. Although the
trends are closely related and mutually interactive, they are described separately here.

Globalization

Globalization is an essential trend to include in any discussion of the future of work. Although it
is a widely used term, globalization still lacks a clear definition (Ghose 2003). According to Ghose
(ibid.), “Globalization is a process of integration of national markets into a global market” in
terms of both products and factors of production (p. 5). Bierema et al. (2002) define globalization
as “the crossing of financial, technical, and cultural boundaries to facilitate a global flow of
goods, information, and services” (p. 72). Globalization is controversial as “some view it as a
process that is beneficial, inevitable, and irreversible. Others regard it with hostility, even fear,
believing that it increases inequality within and between nations, threatens employment and
living standards and thwarts social progress” [International Monetary Fund (IMF) 2000, p. 1]. Since
many trends that influence the workplace are frequently associated with the economy, this
section primarily focuses on economic globalization. Economic globalization refers to “the increas-
ing integration of economies around the world, particularly through trade and financial flows”
(IMF 2000, p. 2), and "the process by which the whole world becomes a single market" (Black
2002, p. 1). As such, labor, goods and services, capital, and knowiedge tend to move freely across
international borders and create a single global market.

For the last 2 decades, a global movement of goods and services has been facilitated across
nations due to the opening of free trade among nations and greater worldwide free-market
economies (Larson 2002). Such a flow has contributed to the growth of employment in some
industries—such as industrial machinery, electronics products, and transportation equipment—in
which the U.S. exports heavily ("Futurework” 2000).

In responding to competitive pressure to balance wages and prices in the industrialized lands,
companies searched overseas for cheap labor and a more favorable investment climate (Cetron
and Davies 2003a). Domestic companies rapidly moved their production abroad, where low-skill
and low-wage labor was located (Ellwood 2002). Moreover, many developing countries in Asia
and Latin America reduced their trade barriers to offer greater incentives to many international
companies to relocate to their countries. As a result, “ [globalization] has led to increased unem-
ployment and underemployment among a growing segment of the U.S. working class” (Katz-
Fishman et al. 2002, p. 191). Additionally, imports of goods from low-wage factories abroad are a
major cause of the recent loss of U.S. manufacturing jobs. Therefore, “America’s challenge is
rapidly to move as many displaced workers as possible into producing goods and services where
both productivity and pay are higher” (Judy and D’Amico 1997, p. 28). To do this, the U.S. labor
market needs to become more flexible.

Pervasive technological change is becoming one of the symbols of a new globalization (Cetron
and Davies 2003a; IMF 2000). The technologies underlying the Internet and telecommunications
have increased a global flow of information beyond international trade and movement of
capital—such as goods, services, production lines, and labor—between countries, speeding
globalization ("“Futurework” 2000). People in the world can exchange almost unlimited quantities
of information easily and inexpensively.

Although globalization is hardly new, this trend is expected to continue to influence tomorrow's
workplace. Globalization is likely to provide a greater worldwide market with more participants.
Many countries have eliminated their barriers to trade and regulations limiting access to world
markets (Council of Churches for Britain and Ireland 1999). Regardless of scale, entrepreneurs
gain access to new markets for their goods and services. For example, the growth of commerce
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Technologi-
cal advances
may create
new high-
skilled jobs
or destroy
current jobs.

on the Internet allows small companies to shop globally for raw materials and supplies while
reducing the cost. In turn, they can compete with large companies worldwide with relatively
little investment (Cetron and Davies 2003b).

In the era of a knowledge-based economy, globalization calls for a new type of global worker,
who is independent and seeking flexible employment (Thornburg 2002). Both skilled and un-
skilled workers may need to continue to seek work on their own, but globalization enables work
to come to the new global worker. Corporations, for example, will find highly skilled knowledge
workers wherever they may be in the world (Cetron and Davies 2003b). In addition, the knowl-
edge worker creates many opportunities for new business (Thornburg 2002). Thus, new jobs will
likely be created as markets globalize.

Technology

Access to information and knowledge will be critical for individuals to take part in work and
social life in the future. In the workplace of the future, the predominance of information
technology (IT) will continue through the ongoing convergence of computer science and tele-
communications (Judy and D'Amico 1997). Two main questions regarding technological advance
are as follows: "How does technological change affect tomorrow’s workplace?” and "Will
technology create or destroy jobs?”

The use of computers is increasing significantly in and out of the workplace and computers have
become a part of life Judy and D'Amico 1997). In today's workplace, for example, it is common
for employees to have their own computer at their desks and many also have computers in their
homes. The majority of U.S. workers spend an average of 3 hours per day using a computer
both at work and at home and “for multiple applications ranging from work tasks to shopping
on the Internet” (Nothing But Net 2000, p. 21). Cetron and Davies (2003a) foresee that “com-
puter competence will approach 100 percent in the United States’ urban areas by 2005" (p. 31).
By 2020, nearly 90 percent of American households will have computers regardless of income
level (Potter 2003).

Telecommuting, which allows workers to work outside a traditional office setting, is one of the
most attractive computer applications (Heidemann 2001; Nothing But Net 2000; Potter 2003). As
the use and applications of computers increase, jobs in computer software and hardware sales
and service will expand (Judy and D'Amico 1997).

With the development of semiconductor production and wireless technology, portable comput-
ers provide unlimited access to the world of information and knowledge (Cetron and Davies
2003b). Many workers, for example, have access to a fast connection to the Internet for internal
and external communication whenever they want it (Berg 1999). A great deal of information in
and out of the workplace can be turned into an increasingly valuable asset (Ellwood 2002).
Because the number of mobile telephone users is rapidly increasing, the future will be an era of
mobile revolution (Keegan 2002). IT innovations such as the mobile telephone will lead to new
levels of worker involvement and worker interaction in the workplace (Jenson 2001; Smith 2003).
As a result, cultural, political, and social isolation will rarely take place in future work and social
life (Cetron and Davies 2003b).

Technological change has great power to affect labor markets either positively or negatively
(e.g., Council of Churches for Britain and Ireland 1999; Kerka 2000; Munro and Rainbird 2002).
Technological advances may create new high-skilled jobs or destroy current jobs. On the one
hand, technological changes transform the traditional type of manual work into more highly
skilled work (Heidemann 2001; Munro and Rainbird 2002). Cetron and Davies (2003b) foresee
that in the next 10 years, “close to 10 million jobs will open up for professionals, executives, and
technicians in the highly skilled service occupations” (p. 35). On the other hand, technology may
have a negative impact on the workplace. Total employment in the computer industry fell by 26
percent between 1983 and 1994, for example, and it is projected to fall by another 25 percent by
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2005 (Judy and D'Amico 1997). Due to increased automation, Coates (2002) estimates that only 70
percent of today’s work force will be on the job within about 10 years.

Although the literature contains different viewpoints as described, many writers believe that
recent technological changes will continue to create jobs that require higher-order skills than the
current production jobs. Concurrently, such technological changes (e.g., automation) remove
opportunities for worker self-development, and, in a process commonly known as deskilling,
work that was formerly done by humans is being done by machines. The advent of highly skilled
jobs emerging from technological changes is resulting in inequality between highly skilled work-
ers and those who are low skilled or in low-wage jobs.

Flexible Employment Practices and Future Workers

In discussions of the workplace of the future, flexible employment practices are a major issue
(Cetron and Davies 2001; Eliwood 2002; Grantham 2002; Jenson 2001; Keep and Mayhew 1999;
Tremblay 2001). The move toward nonstandard work—not full time, year round, or under a long-
term employment contract—is increasingly common. When nonstandard work results from the
alteration of work practices so that regular workers are reemployed on a temporary or short-
term basis, itis known as casualization (Collins English Dictionary 2000). Temporary or casual
work usually pays lower wages, does not provide benefits, and is associated with economic
insecurity (Jorgensen 1999). Whether by personal choice or because it is the only type of work
available, flexible, nonstandard work arrangements are becoming the norm in North American
workplaces (Jenson 2001).

Flexibility in work arrangements allows work tasks to be conducted in a variety of locations
remote from the central workplace, depending on the task at hand, the tools available, and the
requirements of the customer. In the global economy, the service sector is the fastest growing
sector and many of the jobs in this sector may be for part-time workers (Cetron and Davies 2001).
Because workers may be engaged in teams for only a brief time and in multiple projects in more
than one firm at once, affective attachments between worker and firm will be weak (Grantham
2002; Taylor 2002). Tremblay (2001) points out that flexible work arrangements can contribute to
"balancing family needs and participating in nonworking activities, such as sports, training, social
and political activities” (p. 16).

The rise of self-employed workers is a part of the issue of flexible employment that has been well
documented in terms of the future of work (Falk 2001). Many industrialized nations reported
continually increasing self-employment rates at the end of 20th century (Organisation for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development 2000). By 2006, the number of workers who are self-
employed in the United States is projected to rise to 10.2 million (Cetron and Davies 2003b)
because of the restructuring and redistribution of work due to technological change and global-
ization (Kerka 2000). Many people will not choose to become self-employed but "many... are
effectively pushed into it because there are few regular jobs available or because of the recent
tendency of firms to ‘outsource’ certain tasks” (Tremblay 2001, p. 10). Additionally, since self-
employment is an attractive option to some young workers, it may be increasingly common in the
future (Cetron and Davies 2003b).

In the future, flexible employment practices may help workers create more balanced work lives.
Those workers who will have choices about establishing where and when they work, flexible
work arrangements will permit them the freedom to attend to family needs and other personal
responsibilities. For many, however, the growing trend toward casualization of work will mean
fewer opportunities to establish careers and the likelihood of a future in low-wage work.

Flexible
employment
practices
may help
workers
create more
balanced
work lives.
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Cuwrrent Trendls

Demographics

The size of the total work force is likely to increase only slightly in the United States because
growth in the total population is leveling off (American Youth Policy Forum 2001; Domestic
Strategic Group 2002). The composition of the work force will be influenced by demographic
changes. Three areas in which the work force of the future is projected to change include a
changing gender balance, an increase of older workers and a projected shortage of workers,
and the balance between native-born and immigrant workers.

Gender Balance in the Workplace

In the United States, the percentage of women in the workplace has increased significantly since
the 1970s. Whereas only 57 percent of women of working age participated in the labor force in
1971, by 1991 the proportion had risen to 71 percent (Smith 1999). The increase in the number
of women in the work force will continue in the future, and “by 2020, men and women will
each comprise about half the total workforce" (Judy and D'Amico 1997, p. 88). As mentioned
previously, the service sector is the fastest-growing area in global economy. In Canada, industries
in the service sector have a great demand for women workers (Jenson 2001), and it is likely to be
the same in the United States. In addition, women are likely to achieve salary parity with men
(Cetron and Davies 2001). The increase in the number of women participating in the labor force
may accelerate some of the social changes experienced in the past 2 decades. Although families
will continue to make adjustments to the demands of work, adjustments will be made by em-
ployers to accommodate the needs of families by providing such benefits as flexible work sched-
ules and more telecommuting opportunities.

Older Workers and a Projected Shortage of Workers

By 2020, 76 million baby boomers will be in their 70s (Judy and D'Amico 1997). A shortage of
future workers is a critical concern since many of the current work force will retire in the next 10
years at the same time that the United States is experiencing zero population growth (Carnevale
2002; Eisen 2003; Raphael 2002). Retiring baby boomers, therefore, may not be replaced in the
work force by the smaller number of “baby busters”—those born from 1965-1985 (Judy and
D’'Amico 1997). Furthermore, the transition from school to work is more likely to take longer for
young people (Jenson 2001). Carnevale (2002) pointed out the shortage of well- educated
professional workers: although 46 million college-educated workers will leave the work force
and 49 million workers with college degrees will enter it over the 2 decades, there will be 12
million new skilled positions opening over that same period. A skill shortage of 9 million college
educated workers is projected by 2020 (American Youth Policy Forum 2001).

Aging workers may not leave the work force due to projected reductions in Social Security and
Medicare benefits (Cetron and Davies 2003a). Many well-educated workers may decide to remain
in their professional jobs (Judy and D'Amico 1997). Employers may not want aging workers to
retire because of the need to increase productivity (ibid.) or because productivity cannot be
increased through technological change alone.

Native-born and Immigrant Workers

A growing percentage of immigrants from developing countries has entered the U.S. labor force
(Cetron and Davies 2003a). Since 1992, for example, 80 percent of all new workers in manufac-
turing have been immigrants (Eisen 2003). Because this trend is expected to continue, the impact
of immigration on the labor force of the future will be greater than in the recent past (Cetron
and Davies 2003a; Judy and D’Amico 1997). Currently, the contribution of many highly educated
immigrants plays a vital role in advanced-technology industries. Furthermore, because the num-
ber of native-born workers aged 25-54 is not sufficient to replace retiring workers, companies
will not be able to count on a steady stream of native-born workers (Ellwood 2002). Conse-
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quently, companies are likely to hire more foreign-born, immigrant workers. The increase in the
number of immigrant workers is accompanied by social concerns. Some are poorly educated and
some have entered the United States illegally. Clashes between natives and immigrants are
becoming a workplace issue because of how they are adjusting to the United States and the
culture of its workplaces (Cetron and Davies 2003a).

The future of immigration is uncertain. The number of immigrants in the next few years can be
calculated based on the annual average of the last decade but actual numbers will depend
entirely on whether immigration policy is liberalized or restrictive (Judy and D'Amico 1997). For
instance, since the September 11 terrorist attacks, the immigration policies of the United States
have become more restrictive (Ellwood 2002). Consequently, labor force growth due to immigra-
tion may decrease in the future.

Conclusion

The four trends discussed here are well established and will continue to influence work, work-
places, and workers in the future. Other trends such as the decline of unions and the crisis of
ethical work practices that were not discussed will also continue to have an effect on work in the
future (Cetron and Davis 2001). Finally, new, unforeseen trends will undoubtedly emerge in the
next 10 years that will have an impact on the future of work.
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Hugh Skulls or Low Wages: St Amerwoa's Chotoe?

The well-
established
trend of
growing
employment
in the service
sector and
waning
employment
in the
manufactur-
ing sectors
will con-
tinue.

In 1990, the report of the Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce, America’s
Choice: High Skills or Low Wages?, touched off a debate about the choices available to the
United States to ensure a more prosperous future, a debate that continues today and has
implications for the future of work. This section considers the question, "Will work of the future
be dominated by jobs that require high skills with concomitant good wages or will low-wage
work predominate?” The trends described earlier—globalization, technology, flexible employ-
ment practices, and demographics—are factors in the current discussions about high skills or low
wages and are referred to in some of the arguments and projections reviewed here. Three
possible future scenarios are posed at the conclusion of the section.

Employment Projections

Although "changes in the economy and technology, social trends and other factors can and will
affect jobs in unexpected ways” (Indiana Career and Postsecondary Advancement Center 2001, p.
1), employment projections from the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)
give some indication about the type of jobs that will be in demand in the future. The latest
projections from BLS covering 2000-2010 indicate the following:

* Nearly one-half of all job openings are projected to be in service and professional and
related occupations. Professional occupations are projected to grow because some are
concentrated in the fast-growing service industries ("Charting the Projections: 2000-10"
2001-02; Hecker 2001).

* Very slow growth is projected for the production occupations, despite the fact that in 2000,
three of four workers were employed in manufacturing. More than one-half of the pro-
jected new jobs in production occupations are slated for the business services industry
(Hecker 2001). The continuing decrease in jobs projected for traditional manufacturing
industries reflects how service industries will continue to dominate occupational growth
(Bernhardt et al. 2001).

* Employment growth will be concentrated in the service-producing sector, with services and
retail trade industry divisions accounting for nearly 76 percent of all job growth in that
sector. Four service industries are projected to account for one-half of all wage- and salary-
growth in the economy: health services, business services, education services, and engineer-
ing and management services (“Charting the Projections: 2000-10"” 2001-02).

* Nine of the 20 occupations projected to grow the fastest are computer related, including
the seven with the fastest projected growth. Six of the top 10 occupations projected to
grow the most rapidly will pay in the top earnings quartile, including computer software
engineers, applications (number 1); computer software engineers, systems software (num-
ber 3); network and computer systems administrators (number 4); network systems and data
communications analysts (number 5); database administrators (number 7); and computer
systems analysts (number 9). Only 1 job in the top 10—personal and home care aides—pays
in the bottom earnings quartile (ibid.).

*  Five of the top 10 occupations projected to have the most growth will pay in the bottom
earnings quartile, including food service workers (number 1), retail salespersons (number 4),
cashiers (number 6), security guards (number 8), and waiters/waitresses (number 10). Other
low-wage jobs in the list of the top 20 occupations projected to gain the most jobs include
janitors (number 14); teachers’ assistants (number 16); home health aides (number 17); and
laborers and freight stock and materials movers (number 18) (ibid.).




*  Most new jobs will be in occupations that require only work-related training such as on-the-
job training or work experience in a related occupation, even though these occupations are
projected to grow more slowly than those requiring more education (Redovich 2003).

BLS employment projections indicate that the well-established trend of growing employment in
the service sector and waning employment in the manufacturing sectors will continue (Bernhardt
et al. 2001). A number of jobs that are considered to require high skill will experience the most
rapid growth. Because the greatest increase in actual numbers of available jobs will occur in the
service-related industries, however, most of the projected available jobs will be low wage with
little opportunity for advancement.

The Current High-Skills/Low-Wage Debate

BLS job projections’ information for 2000-2010 are a conundrum. Certainly, the type of jobs
needed to achieve a high-skills work force will be available, but will enough of these jobs be
available to meet demand, will growth in the high-skills job areas continue, and what about the
large number of projected jobs that are low wage?

Highly developed countries like the United States have created employment scenarios that
reconfigure job supply and employment relations to suggest a large growth in the need for
highly educated workers and little need for the kinds of jobs that low-wage workers are likely to
have. Empirical studies, however, do not support these scenarios as they show continued high
demand for low-wage workers and a substantial number of both old and new jobs that require
little education and pay low wages, often below subsistence levels (Sassen 2002a,b).

Three factors are helping to account for the continuing demand for low-wage workers. The first
is the consolidation of advanced services and corporate headquarters, especially in the economic
core of large cities, that leads to new kinds of economic activity (ibid.). Consolidation has re-
sulted in growth of low-wage careers in the service industries and in nonmanagerial occupations
and in relocation of firms to low-wage areas (Bernhardt et al. 2001; Carnoy 1999). The second
factor is the reduction of the manufacturing sector, with some manufacturing industries—such
as those in the high-tech sector—becoming incorporated into the postindustrial economy. The
downgrading of manufacturing is in response to competition from less-expensive imports and to
the higher profit potential—when compared to manufacturing—of telecommunications, fi-
nance, and other types of corporate services. (Sassen 2002a,b). Finally, when firms are unable
compete with less-expensive imports, many economic activities are becoming “informalized,”
especially those for which there is a growing local demand, including child care, household help,
and so forth (ibid.). “As with deregulation (for example, financial deregulation), informalization
introduces flexibility, reduces the 'burdens’ of regulation, and lowers costs, in this case of labor"
(Sassen 2002b, p. 258). The growth in temporary and contract workers can be attributed to the
shift in the labor market toward flexibility Jorgensen 1999).

According to Sassen (2002b), two assumptions about work in the current economy need to be
reconsidered. The first has to do with the type of workers primarily required by the
postindustrial economy. The assumption that highly educated workers will be in demand is borne
out neither by Sassen’s analysis (2002a,b) nor by information on job projections from BLS (“Chart-
ing the Projections 2000-10" 2001-02; Hecker 2001). The second assumption has to do with the
informalization and downgrading of jobs. These are not phenomena associated only with
developing countries or anachronistic holdovers from the industrial economy but are realities in
the current postindustrial economy (Sassen 2002b).

The types of changes described by Sassen (2002a,b) are present in the current economy. Analysts
predict, for example, that most of the 2.7 million jobs lost since 2001 will not be coming back
due to structural changes in businesses and the broader economy and that many of the jobs
that will be created will be very different from those that were lost (Geller 2003). Training and
education can equip individuals with new skills, but better-paying jobs may not be available to
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move into because job growth is in the low-wage sector (Shulman 2003). In addition, although
young people with a college degree continue to earn more than high school graduates, they
earn less compared to 25 years ago (Jorgensen 1999).

The case for low-wage jobs continuing to dominate seems compelling. Some predict, however,
that jobs requiring high skills will prevail and that there will be a shortage of skilled workers to
fill these jobs [Hall 2003; National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) 2001; Thornburg 2002].
According to BLS projections (“Charting the Projections: 2000-10“ 2001-2002; Hecker 2001), the
majority of the jobs that will experience the most rapid growth are high skill. The challenge will
be for the economy to continue creating more of these jobs. Also, will enough workers with the
right skills be available to fill these jobs? The major finding of the report, The Skills Gap 2001
(NAM 2001), was that manufacturers in the United States—

face a persistent skills gap in the work force, despite an economic downturn and despite
billions of dollars spent on education and training initiatives in the past decade. This gap
derives from long-term forces—demographics, technology, and globalization—whose impact
will be felt for years to come. In dealing with short-term cyclical impacts on the work force,
the nation must not lose sight of these long-term forces, whose challenges to the economy
are severe and require a concerted response. (p. 1)

Consistent with the NAM report are predictions by Roger Herman, a workplace futurist, who
suggests that “the U.S. skilled-worker crisis has begun [and] by the end of next year [2004]....em-
ployers will be scrambling for talent” (Hall 2003, p. B2).

According to the NAM report, the trends of technology, demographics, and globalization are
influencing the shortage of skilled workers in manufacturing as follows (Eisen 2003):

» Technology has infused manufacturing processes and increased both productivity and
product quality so that most manufacturing jobs have become technology jobs. This means
that all workers employed in manufacturing must be technically competent. Although
manufacturers have invested large amounts in training to ensure that current workers
acquire new technology skills, the pool of potential entry-level workers lacks the back-
ground in math and science that is required for the high-tech workplace that manufactur-
ing has become.

* Demographics are also influencing the shortage of skilled workers: the average age of the
current skilled manufacturing worker is the late 50s. The population growth within the
United States has been near zero; as a result, since 1992, nearly 80 percent of new entrants
into manufacturing have been immigrants. Despite the fact that the number of 18-24 year-
olds will peak in 2015, some demographers predict that an additional 12 million skilled
workers will be needed by 2020.

+ Globalization is also affecting manufacturing as companies in the United States are involved
with manufacturers throughout the world as competitors, suppliers, and/or customers. To
be competitive, manufacturers in the United States must cut costs and be responsive to
customer needs. “These competitive mandates put a high premium on the skills, morale and
commijtment of workers” (Eisen 2003, online).

The potential shortage of high-skilled workers gives rise to debates around education and
training. According to the NAM survey (2001), although many jobs in manufacturing require a
four-year degree, many others demand only a training certificate or a two-year degree. Future
projections, however, indicate a sharp decline in the number of workers who will acquire some
education and training beyond high school (Aring 2002). This decline is happening at the same
time that technology has increased the level of skills required in today’s manufacturing industries
(Aring 2002; NAM 2001). The depiction of a shortage of adequately prepared workers that can
be remedied with education and training contrasts sharply with the BLS projection that by 2010,
nearly one-half of all new jobs will require only relatively brief on-the-job training and that
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currently only 3 of 10 positions require more than a high school diploma. Furthermore, many
low-wage jobs are not low skill. Nursing home workers, for example, must be compassionate,
pay attention to detail, and have emotional and psychological strength. More education and
training or retraining for everyone will not solve the dilemmas posed by low-wage work
(Shulman 2003)

Possible Scenarios for the Future

What do the current trends and predictions about low wage work and a shortage of high- skill
workers tell us about the future? Is the glass half empty or half full? And does the United States
still have a choice in determining what will happen? More than a decade later, many of the
conditions that stimulated the report, America’s Choice: High Skills or Low Wages (Commission
on the Skills of the American Workforce 1990), remain the same. The nation is still faced with
changing demographics that forecast a shortage of future workers, the quality of education—
especially at the high school level—is being questioned, the need for two-year postsecondary
degrees and training certificates is being emphasized, and the federal and state governments are
still struggling to put into place a system of education and training under the Workforce Invest-
ment Act. A number of scenarios for the future of high skills and low wages can be envisioned.
Three that seem possible are as follows:

* Maintaining the Status Quo. In the first possible scenario for the future of high skills and
low wages, the situation remains virtually the same as it is at the end of 2003. The number
of jobs requiring high skills has not increased substantially nor has the number of low-wage
jobs declined because they are still essential in supporting other parts of the economy
(Sassen 2002a,b). Educators and policymakers are continuing to work to reform schools and
discussions about the need for a more highly skilled work force are ongoing. No significant
inroads have been made in either category, however.

« Approaching a Two-Tiered Work Force. A second, more pessimistic scenario finds jobs
clustered at either end of the high-skills/low-wage continuum, with few jobs in the middle.
Jobs that formerly provided a living for the middle class have virtually disappeared because
they have become low-wage jobs (Shulman 2003). In terms of the manufacturing industries,
the “hollowing out of the core of what has been the mainstay of U. S. economic
growth”(Eisen 2003, online) has continued. The economic, political, and technical forces
that existed in 2003 and that were resulting in growing earnings disparity, informalization
of the labor market, and a shift toward temporary and contract work were not reversed. As
aresult the "tendency toward sharper economic polarization” was realized (Sassen 2002a, p.
90). The United States will have lost its dominant position in the global economy (Eisen
2002).

* Achieving Balance. A third scenario finds that a balance has been restored in the number
and kinds of available jobs. Policies are in place to reverse many of the political, economic,
and corporate decisions made during the past 25 years that led to the polarization of the
job market. Efforts to reform K-12 education have been largely successful and graduates are
prepared to enter either the job market or postsecondary education and training. Upgrad-
ing of the current work force is continuing at a rapid pace and workers are able to move
from job to job on an upward career ladder.

Does the United States still have a choice in terms of high skills or low wages? Will the nation
continue to see an erosion in jobs in the middle, with continuing growth in low-wage jobs? Or
will policies be put in place to reverse this trend? Although none of the three scenarios posed
here is likely to be realized as portrayed, it is clear that, unless action is taken, the future of work
for many will be bleak.
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Work-related learning is big business. In 2003, companies plan to spend over $51 billion for
education and training of the work force (“Industry Report 2003"). The majority of the activities
in workplace education and training are designed to help workers acquire specific skills that will
enable them to do their jobs more efficiently and effectively. Increasingly, the current literature
on workplace learning reflects a growing interest in a type of learning that can be characterized
as focusing on participation. This perspective views learning as a social process of participation
rather than as skill or knowledge acquisition. When learning is viewed as participation, no
observable teaching process is occurring and learning is integrated with work (Elkjaer 2003).
Obviously, both perspectives of learning are important in the workplace. Learning as skill and
knowledge acquisition has dominated workplace learning, but trends in workplace learning
indicate that the participation perspective will gain more currency in the future.

At the organizational level, the integration of work and learning is represented by terms such as
organizational learning, the learning organization, and community of practice. All of these
concepts draw on learning theory that views learning as a social process in which individuals
interact with each other and with social texts to lead to change (e.g., situated cognition as
described by Lave and Wenger 1991). This learning is also constructivist in nature and helps
individuals make sense of their experience (Merriam and Caffarella 1999). A growing body of
literature addresses these concepts, a trend that will likely continue in the future. Perspectives on
organizational change have shifted to the promation of learning organizations designed to
enable workers to share their knowledge and experience on the job (Jenson 2001; Livingstone
2001). The community of practice concept also fosters collective intelligence through collective
organizational learning (Jenson 2001; Smith 2003). As learning adjusts to accommodate trends
such as global capitalism and the knowledge-based economy in contemporary workplaces,
integration of learning with work is becoming a predominant discourse among scholars and
practitioners concerned with workplace learning. In the future, more learning will occur in the
actual work context, because ""workers will be less patient to wait for planned learning events...
learning will increasingly be recognized as an integral part of doing, and doing will be recog-
nized as an integral part of learning” (Rothwell 2002, p. 29). Four trends related to learning as
participation are described here. Each of these trends is expected to influence the future of.
learning in the workplace.

Social Capital and Its Role in Workplace Learning

Because social capital can be recognized as a central feature of social learning, its role in work-
place learning has become a topic of increasing interest (Dovey and Onyx 2001; Kilpatrick et al.
1999). What is social capital? “Social capital relates to features of social organization such as
networks, norms, and trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit”
(Falk and Harrison 1998, p. 613). In general, social capital includes the networks, shared values,
and trust among members and is accomplished through interaction of members of the network
(Falk 2001; Putnam 1995). Kilpatrick et al. (1999) identified networks, commitments, and shared
values as the components of social capital. Imel and Stein (2003) pointed out that “social capital
includes the knowledge and networking resources that reside in and are available for a commu-
nity to use toward the common good” (p. 117). Niemela (2003) contended that a core element
of the concept is the “capacity to work together for common goals” (p. 38). Social capital
requires common interests to be shared among members and then it enables them to work
together toward mutual goals. In turn, acknowledging mutual benefits facilitates members’
collaboration and cooperation. These elements of social capital contribute to "the quality of
learning interactions” (Kilpatrick et al. 1999).

Through the process of building networks between individuals, between individuals and groups,
and between groups of groups, social capital is created and disseminated. Learning can (and
frequently does) take place when individuals and groups interact toward shared goals (Falk 2001;
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Kilpatrick et al. 1999; Niemela 2003; Stein 2001). Learning through interactions in the workplace
can facilitate the development of social capital. Collective forms of learning such as team or
group learning may also be facilitated by the preexistence of high levels of social capital (Dovey
and Onyx 2001).

The various roles of social capital associated with learning can be summarized as follows:

¢ Social capital as a product of learning in community and/or organization (Balatti and Falk
2002; Dovey and Onyx 2001; Imel and Stein 2003)

» Social capital as a means of learning (Dovey and Onyx 2001; Falk 2001)

« Social capital as a resource to enhance learning in community (Balatti and Falk 2002; Imel
and Stein 2003)

« Social capital as a tool to achieve organizational goals and change (Dovey and Onyx 2001;
Falk 2001; Kilpatrick et al. 1999)

The role of social capital associated with learning in the workplace has three general aspects. It
can serve as a resource or a process for learning or it might be the product of learning. All levels
of learning—individual, group, and organizational—occur in the context of social capital (Falk et
al. 2000). The product of this learning also enables change to occur in organizations. Social
capital is particularly influential on the outcomes of informal learning (Kilpatrick et al. 1999).

Sacial capital can be increased by calling on existing networks and generating new networks
(Falk et al. 2000). The quality of networks depends on the degree of members’ engagement with
shared issues through interactions (Imel and Stein 2003). Such a characteristic is a predominant
aspect of informal learning. In terms of creating social capital, Niemela (2003) addressed the
importance of learning situations that consist of free dialogue, mutual interaction, exchanges of
experiences, and sharing of understanding. These elements of learning environments are also
core components of informal learning. Nevertheless, “"the development of social capital is often
unrecognized as an important aspect of informal learning” (Imel and Stein 2003, p. 117).

Informal Learning

Growing recognition of the role and importance of informal learning is another trend in work-
place learning that will influence work in the future. Closely related to social capital, informal
learning is also a social learning process. Workplace learning takes a variety of forms including
formal, informal, and incidental. Traditionally, individuals acquired the skills and knowledge
required to perform tasks successfully through formal learning in the workplace. Participation in
formal learning programs has been regarded as the predominant way of learning in the work-
place (Cairns 2001; Overwien 2000). Although informal learning has always had a large role in
the learning that takes place in the workplace, this learning approach has been ignored and
undervalued (Boud and Middleton 2003; Overwien 2000; Unwin and Fuller 2003; What Makes for
Good Workplace Learning? 2003).

Increasingly, the belief exists that the most significant learning over the lifetime is informal and
occurs outside the education system (Cairns 2001). People at work also continually engage in
informal learning activities to acquire knowledge and skill beyond the narrow boundaries of
formal learning programs (Livingstone 2001). Informal learning is closely embedded in work
activities (Berg 1999). Consequently, informal learning needs to be revisited as a valid form of
workplace learning (Hager 1998).

Definition of Informal Learning and Some Examples

According to Marsick and Watkins (2001), “informal learning is usually intentional but not highly
structured” (p. 25). In contrast, Lohman (2000) used a broader perspective to conceptualize
informal learning: “Unlike formal learning, informal learning can be either planned or unplanned
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occurs
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and structured or unstructured” {p. 84). Informal learning refers to activities initiated by the
learner for the learner's own purpose, such as the development of individual knowledge and
skills (Cairns 2001; Lohman and Woolf 1998); itis “learning in which the learning process is not
determined by the organization” (Center for Workforce Development 1998, p. 35).

There is no doubt that informal learning takes place across a variety of contexts and places, even
in formal learning situations. Examples of informal learning are “self-directed learning,
networking, coaching, mentoring, and performance planning that includes opportunities to
review learning needs” (Marsick and Watkins 2001, p. 25). By conducting some case studies in
worksites, Livingstone (2001) found that many assembly-line workers have developed informal
networks to teach and learn from each other, including mentoring as a form of creating
informal learning in the workplace. The primary setting for informal learning is in the course of
work activities and it occurs during “teaming, meetings, customers interactions, supervision,
mentoring, shift change, peer-to-peer communication, cross-training, exploration, on-the-job
training, documentation, execution of one’s job and site visits” (Center for Workforce
Development 1998, p. 11). Boud and Middleton (2003) discovered that “learning from peers is a
predominant mode in the workplace” (p. 201).

The Role of Informal Learning in the Workplace

Employers and workers each view informal learning as a means of increasing their effectiveness.
The role of informal learning can be divided into three broad categories:

1. Informal learning as a complement to formal learning. According to Unwin and Fuller
(2003), workplace learning represents “the opportunity to reach adults who do not partici-
pate in or have little access to formal learning opportunities” (p. 1). Both formal and infor-
mal learning approaches have strengths and weaknesses. Informal learning does not replace
formal learning but complements it (Cofer 2000). Both formal and informal learning are
beneficial for workers to have richer opportunities for development and it is important to
find the right balance between them (Center for Workforce Development 1998; What
Makes for Good Workplace Learning? 2003).

2. Informal learning as a tool for increasing social capital. Networking is a primary tool for
encouraging informal learning opportunities. Workers'’ involvement in networks is a critical
component in increasing social capital. Thus, the role of informal learning can be
highlighted in order to build and maintain social capital (Cairns 2001; Niemela 2003).

3. Informal learning as a medium for changing workers’ perception of the workplace. As
workers engage more frequently in informal learning, they participate in a pedagogical
relationship in the workplace (Unwin and Fuller 2003). When a worker explains a process or
procedure to a colleague, “‘teaching and learning” can occur on the job. Teaching and
learning can be institutionally and culturally embedded into the organization and work
activities beyond specific formal training sections (Center for Workforce Development 1998;
What Makes for Good Workplace Learning? 2003). Consequently, the workplace can be
viewed not only as a place to work but also to teach and learn from each other.

Research about Informal Learning in the Workplace

Recent survey studies (e.g., Betcherman, Leckie, and McMullen 1997; Center for Workforce
Development 1998) have confirmed that the majority of job-related knowledge and skills
acquisition occurs informally. The New Approaches to Lifelong Learning (NALL) survey also
revealed that most of the Canadian labor force is engaged in a wide array of continuing infor-
mal learning activities related to their current or prospective jobs (Livingstone 2001). Boud and
Middleton (2003) also asserted that informal interactions with peers, such as talking to col-
leagues or supervisors, during team meetings or through collective problem solving, are predomi-
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nant ways of workplace learning and the impact of informal learning on practice would be
greater than formal learning approaches.

As described in the first section, a feature of work in the future is growth in small businesses
because of technological change and globalization. Informal learning is of particular importance
to small enterprises (What Makes for Good Workplace Learning? 2003). Small businesses rely in
large part on informal learning to learn and develop skills (Kearns 2002; Kilpatrick and Crowley
1999) due to a lack of the internal resources to support more formal approaches (Smith et al.
2002). Informal on-the-job training is a common way of gaining new ideas and techniques in a
small firm for new employees who already possess the skills required for the job (Smith 2003).

Informal learning can be as important as formal learning in the workplace. In the future, greater
importance will be placed on informal learning and it will gain legitimacy as a way for workers to
learn what they need to know. More resources may be devoted to research on informal learning
and looking at ways that informal learning can be strengthened.

E-Learning

Another trend that will influence learning in the workplace in the future is electronic learning.
Electronic learning, known as "e-learning,” is a growth industry in business and industry and is
usually defined as instruction and learning experiences that are delivered via electronic technol-
ogy, such as the Internet, audio- and videotape, satellite broadcast, interactive TV, and CD-ROM.
Web-based learning, computer-based learning, and virtual classrooms are some of the processes
and applications used to distribute e-learning (Commission on Technology and Adult Learning
2001, e-learning Glossary, online).

tn 2000, corporations spent approximately $1.2 billion on e-learning, an amount expected to
increase to as much as $23 billion by 2005 (Commission on Technology and Adult Learning 2002;
Zenger and Uehlein 2001). In 2003, employers in the United States spent less on employee
training than in 2002, but e-learning activity increased (“Industry Report 2003" online). Traditional
delivery methods using instructors in classrooms decreased by 5%, whereas use of computer-
delivered training with no instructor showed a 4% increase. The use of instructor-led training
from a remote location also increased by 3%.

In its current form, e-learning has been criticized for its emphasis on the e rather than on the
learning (Zenger and Uehlein 2001). Knowledge about how adults learn has been largely ignored
(Greenagel 2002; Williams 2002), and many e-learning offerings overlook the fact that learning
has social aspects and are not designed to develop communities of learners, both important
characteristics of workplace learning in the future (Hung and Chen 2001; Hung and Nichani
2001; Pang and Hung 2001). In his research on e-learning in workplaces, Stephenson (2003a,b)
found that practice was lagging behind the needs of workplace learners. Most e-learning
activities were controlled by the instructor, who specified what was to be learned. Most e-
learning is developed using the perspective of learning as skill and knowledge acquisition (Elkjaer
2003). To reach its potential, however, e-learning needs to adopt a participation perspective and
allow the learner to manage both the tasks and the processes (ibid.; Stephenson 2003a,b).

To be an effective tool for workplace learning in the future, e-learning will (adapted from
Stephenson 2003a, p. 12)—

* recognize the learner as central to initiating and controlling the process and as the primary
beneficiary

* be consistent with informal learning patterns in the workplace

* assist the learner in clarifying learning needs

» assist the learner in developing plans and learning goals related to greater effectiveness at
work

Inits current
form, e-
learning has
been criti-
cized for its
emphasis on
the erather
than on the
learning.
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* be relevant to the learner’s long-term personal development

* relate to employer needs

+ link to internal and external networks of peers, specialists, and expertise relevant to learner
goals

« facilitate sharing, documenting, and accessing experience for future benefit

* provide convenient, just-in-time access to personalized specialist material

* be available when and where the learner needs it be integrated into a organization-wide
culture of learning and support

If e-learning becomes a successful strategy for workplace learning in the future, it must assume
more of the characteristics that cultivate learning as a social process. Stephenson (2003b) reports
on a study of current completion rates in Web-based courses. Over 50% of the instructors did
not know or did not report completion rates and, of those who did, 22% worked in organiza-
tions that had a completion rate of less than 25%. “Online trainers show a 'dearth of pedagogi-
cally interactive and motivating activities within Web-based learning environments'” (Bonk et al.
2002, cited in Stephenson 2003b, online). E-learning has the ability to facilitate social learning
processes and must do so if it is to succeed in the future.

Blending of Learning in and out of the Workplace

With the growing importance of social learning in the workplace, the boundary between
learning and working is becoming blurred. This trend is closely connected to the increased
importance of social capital and informal learning and the growth of e-learning. The workplace
is regarded as an important environment and resource for learning (Evans and Rainbird 2002;
Evans, Hodkinson, and Unwin 2002). Many workers experience learning through relationships
among colleagues, customers, and suppliers as an everyday activity in the workplace (Unwin and
Fuller 2003).

In addition, as the division between the workplace and other spheres of life become less distinct,
learning occurs anywhere and anytime (Rothwell 2002). Learning takes place in many locations,
such as in an automobile or at home in front of a computer or television. Furthermore, in the
era of information and knowledge-based economy, organizations call for self-directed learners
(e.g., Garrison 1997; Hiemstra 2000), free-agent learners (e.g., Rothwell 2002), and knowledge
workers. Workers seek out useful information to guide their performance whenever and wher-
ever they need it. At the same time, workers must increasingly take the initiative and responsibil-
ity for their own learning (Merriam and Caffarella 1999; Rothwell 2002).

Although transfer between learning in and out of the workplace has always existed, in the
future, it is likely to increase for at least two reasons. First, with the rapid increase in the use of
computers and telecommunication technology, it is common for workers to have access to fast
connections to the Internet anywhere and anytime they need it. This change represents an
important tool for the integration of learning with working in the workplace (Berg 1999). When
workers want information and resources that will enable them to solve problems on their jobs,
for example, they can access large amounts of information on the Web easily and quickly
(Rothwell 2002).

The Internet can be one of the most powerful vehicles for fostering and supporting informal
learning in the workplace (Berg 1999; Imel 2003; Rothwell 2003), and some predict that the use
of Internet will dominate workplace learning in the next decade {Ausburn 2002). Many workers
are able to break down geographical barriers by using the Internet to exchange ideas and share
information. Individuals who have access to the Web in their homes can tap into learning re-
sources easily and/or engage in informal learning that may carry over to their jobs. Workers’
individual learning needs are more likely to be met immediately and independently through the
use of information technology both in and out of workplace. Consequently, as the Internet




revolutionizes learning approaches to transmitting information, fragmentation of learning in and
out of the workplace could be decreased in the future.

“Flexibility is a dominant theme among descriptions of contemporary workplace” (Fenwick 2001,
p. 5). Organizational flexibility (e.g., flexible firms, network firms, and boundaryless organizations)
will likely increase in importance in the future because a flexible organizational structure is a
primary characteristic of organizational competitiveness. A flexible organizational structure
facilitates learning because it allows workers to gain access to information in other organizations,
such as government and community agencies.

Workplace learning is part of a wider system within the organization and the systems depend
upon interactive relationships among internal and external components for survival. Various
elements in the system establish networks and/or partnerships arrangements (What Makes for
Good Workplace Learning? 2003). Networking with other related organizations enables workers
to seek information outside of the workplace. As blending between learning in and out of the
workplace increases, workers transfer new ideas and skills they have acquired outside the work-
place into their jobs (Unwin and Fuller 2003). Concerns related to learning outside the workplace
include equity of access, costs of technology, and the quality of the information (Ausburn 2002).
Addressing these concerns can facilitate the blending of learning that occurs in and out of the
workplace.

Summary

The trends discussed here emerge from current discussions on the growing importance of social
learning in the workplace and are connected to the concepts of learning organizations, commu-
nities of practice, and organizational learning. Although discussed separately, the trends are
intertwined and overlapping. Each emphasizes how learning is integrated with work and de-
pends on the social process of participation, qualities that will only increase in importance in the
future.

Learning is
integrated
with work
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on the social
process of
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qualities that
will only
increase in
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in the future.
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Conclusion

So what is work going to be like in the future? This compilation describes trends affecting the
future workplace, the debate around lfow-skills and high-wage work, and the future of work-
place learning. Some themes emerge from this overview of the future of work:

e  Work will be increasingly complex. The movement from a manufacturing-based economy
based on production to the knowledge-based service and information economies will be
completed (Castleton 2002). Increasingly, knowledge will be the currency in the workplace
of the future, and successful workers will possess “global knowledge of the industry...,
cultural knowledge of the particular workplace..., organizational knowledge..., technical
knowledge..., linguistic and cultural knowledge..., and interpersonal knowledge” (Hull
1999, p. 407).

e Social learning theories will increase in importance in the workplace. The different types
of knowledge required in the workplace of the future and the increasing complexity of
work will require the type of learning that emphasizes social processes rather than skill or
knowledge acquisition. The networks that workers develop both internally and externally
will play vital roles in their ability to be effective. Although human capital prevails in the
current discourses on work, in future discussions, a better balance will be created between
human capital and social capital.

¢ Changing demographics will continue to influence the composition of the work force.
Increasingly, the composition of the work force will reflect the overall composition of the
population of the United States. More women, people of color, and immigrants will be
present in the work force. Older workers will also constitute a larger percentage of the
future work force.

* Technology will continue to effect work and the workplace. Technology will continue to
affect how work is done. Globalization will continue to develop at a rapid pace due to
technology and as described in the following scenario, work practices will continue to
change— '

In a warehouse in Adelaide, a computer programmer takes a break from his 20-
hour day to check his phone bill. He rings the phone company, and is transferred
to a pleasant sounding voice with an Indian accent. It's 8pm in Bombay and the
call centre worker takes on final customer of the day before she rushes home
through the continuous peak hour. ("The Future of Work” 2001)

Technology will also continue to affect workplace learning and communication. E-learning
will acquire the characteristics of social learning. In addition, technology will continue to
blur the boundaries of learning both in and out of the workplace. It will also allow workers
to develop and maintain the networks that will be so important in the workplace of the
future.

e Achieving a balance between low-wage and high-skills will continue to be a chalienge.
More than 10 years have passed since the publication of the report, America’s Choice: High
Skills or Low Wages (Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce 1990), and many
of the same conditions leading to that report still exist. In fact, concern about the increas-
ing numbers of low-wage jobs, the growing gap between high-wage and low-wage work,
and the growing casualization of work have intensified. Addressing and ameliorating the
issues surrounding these trends will take a concerted effort and a willingness to institute
economic and social policies based on a sense of justice.
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Training. Working Paper No. 39. Victoria, Australia: Centre for the Economics of Education
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Watson, |.; Buchanan, J.; Campbell, I.; and Briggs, C. The Future of Work: Trends and Chal-
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http://www.actu.asn.au/public/news/files/fowexsum.pdf

The Australian labor market has become more diverse during the past 20 years and although
diversity has benefitted some individuals and the economy, evidence exists that many basic
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Websites

Australian Council of Trade Unions Future of Work: http://actu.asn.au/public/futurework/

Outlines some of the key issues facing Australians. Sections include fairness in the workplace,
choices for working families, and skills and job opportunities.

Canadian Policy Research Networks: http://www.cprn.com

The Work Network section of the CPRN site contains a number of publications related to the
future of work in Canada.

Economic and Social Research Council Future of Work: http:/www.leeds.ac.uk/
esrcfutureofwork/

This site contains extensive information about the future of work in the United Kingdom. Click
on the "synopsis” section for an overview of the site. A number of articles are available in PDF
files for downloading and can be accessed by clicking on the “output” section of the site.

IRC/Future-Org: http://www.future-org.com
Dedicated to the transformation of organizations, this site information about the “Reformation
of Work” project. Information on the trends projected to transform business can be accessed in

the August 2002-November 2002 newsletter issues that are archived on the site.

2030 Center: http://www.2030.0rg

This public policy center that advocates for the economic interests of young adults contains
information on two major projects: social security project and the future of work project.
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