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JOBS LOST, JOBS GAINED: WORKFORCE 
TRANSITIONS IN A TIME OF AUTOMATION 
In our latest research on automation, we examine work 
that can be automated through 2030 and jobs that may 
be created in the same period. We draw from lessons 
from history and develop various scenarios for the future. 
While it is hard to predict how all this will play out, our 
research provides some insights into the likely workforce 
transitions that should be expected and their implications. 
Our key findings: 

 � Automation technologies including artificial intelligence 
and robotics will generate significant benefits for 
users, businesses, and economies, lifting productivity 
and economic growth. The extent to which these 
technologies displace workers will depend on the 
pace of their development and adoption, economic 
growth, and growth in demand for work. Even as it 
causes declines in some occupations, automation 
will change many more—60 percent of occupations 
have at least 30 percent of constituent work 
activities that could be automated. It will also create 
new occupations that do not exist today, much as 
technologies of the past have done. 

 � While about half of all work activities globally have 
the technical potential to be automated by adapting 
currently demonstrated technologies, the proportion 
of work actually displaced by 2030 will likely be 
lower, because of technical, economic, and social 
factors that affect adoption. Our scenarios across 46 
countries suggest that between almost zero and one-
third of work activities could be displaced by 2030, 
with a midpoint of 15 percent. The proportion varies 
widely across countries, with advanced economies 
more affected by automation than developing ones, 
reflecting higher wage rates and thus economic 
incentives to automate. 

 � Even with automation, the demand for work and 
workers could increase as economies grow, 
partly fueled by productivity growth enabled 
by technological progress. Rising incomes and 
consumption especially in developing countries, 
increasing health care for aging societies, investment 
in infrastructure and energy, and other trends will 
create demand for work that could help offset the 
displacement of workers. Additional investments such 
as in infrastructure and construction, beneficial in their 
own right, could be needed to reduce the risk of job 
shortages in some advanced economies. 

 � Even if there is enough work to ensure full employment 
by 2030, major transitions lie ahead that could match 
or even exceed the scale of historical shifts out of 
agriculture and manufacturing. Our scenarios suggest 
that by 2030, 75 million to 375 million workers (3 to 
14 percent of the global workforce) will need to switch 
occupational categories. Moreover, all workers will 
need to adapt, as their occupations evolve alongside 
increasingly capable machines. Some of that 
adaptation will require higher educational attainment, 
or spending more time on activities that require social 
and emotional skills, creativity, high-level cognitive 
capabilities and other skills relatively hard to automate. 

 � Income polarization could continue in the United 
States and other advanced economies, where 
demand for high-wage occupations may grow the 
most while middle-wage occupations decline—
assuming current wage structures persist. Increased 
investment and productivity growth from automation 
could spur enough growth to ensure full employment, 
but only if most displaced workers find new work 
within one year. If reemployment is slow, frictional 
unemployment will likely rise in the short-term and 
wages could face downward pressure. These wage 
trends are not universal: in China and other emerging 
economies, middle-wage occupations such as 
service and construction jobs will likely see the most 
net job growth, boosting the emerging middle class. 

 � To achieve good outcomes, policy makers and 
business leaders will need to embrace automation’s 
benefits and, at the same time, address the worker 
transitions brought about by these technologies. 
Ensuring robust demand growth and economic 
dynamism is a priority: history shows that economies 
that are not expanding do not generate job growth. 
Midcareer job training will be essential, as will 
enhancing labor market dynamism and enabling 
worker redeployment. These changes will challenge 
current educational and workforce training models, as 
well as business approaches to skill-building. Another 
priority is rethinking and strengthening transition and 
income support for workers caught in the cross-
currents of automation. 



Priorities for policy makers and business leaders

ECONOMIC GROWTH
Ensuring robust demand 
growth and economic 
dynamism; economies that are 
not expanding don’t create jobs

SKILLS UPGRADE
Upgrading workforce skills, 
especially retraining midcareer 
workers, as people work more 
with machines

FLUID LABOR MARKET
The shifting occupational mix 
will require more fluid labor 
markets, greater mobility, and 
better job matching

TRANSITION SUPPORT
Adapting income and transition 
support to help workers and 
enable those displaced to 
find new employment
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Automation will bring big shifts to the 
world of work, as AI and robotics 
change or replace some jobs, while 
others are created. Millions of people 
worldwide may need to switch 
occupations and upgrade skills.


