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ABSTRACT

Despite a sustained period of falling unemployment pre-pandemic, many workers 
across the G20 have been displaced from middle income employment into insecure, 
low income, poor-quality work. Compounded by the impact of COVID-19, this paucity 
of “good jobs” has both economic and societal impacts and contributes to distrust in 
institutions and governments. Policymakers should urgently focus on: agreeing on a 
measure of job quality; understanding the benefits of better aligning human workers 
with the value they can deliver; and guiding labor market transformation, as econo-
mies across the G20 stabilize post-COVID-19.

علــى الرغــم مــن الفتــرة المســتدامة لانخفــاض معــدل البطالــة قبــل الجائحــة، فــإن العديــد مــن العامليــن بــدول 
ــتقرار،  ــدم الاس ــض، وع ــل المنخف ــى الدخ ــط إل ــي المتوس ــل الوظيف ــن الدخ ــوا م ــد انتقل ــرين ق ــة العش مجموع
وضعــف جــودة العمــل. وإلــى جانــب الأثــر الــذي ســببه كوفيــد-١٩، فــإن هــذا التضــاؤل فــي "الوظائــف الجيــدة" كان 
لــه آثــار اقتصاديــة واجتماعيــة، وســاهم فــي انعــدام الثقــة بالمؤسســات والحكومــات. وينبغــي لصنــاع القــرار أن 
يركــزوا بشــكلٍ عاجــل علــى: الاتفــاق علــى تدابيــر لجــودة الوظائــف، فهْــم مزايــا المواءمــة الجيــدة للأيــدي العاملــة 
مــع القيمــة التــي يمكنهــم تقديمهــا، وتوجيــه تحــول ســوق العمالــة مــع اســتقرار الاقتصــادات علــى مســتوى دول 

مجموعــة العشــرين بعــد جائحــة كوفيــد-١٩.
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CHALLENGE

The world is experiencing unprecedented challenges as nations continue to combat 
the COVID-19 virus and navigate its health, economic, and societal impacts. The World 
Bank predicts the global economy will shrink by 5.2% this year, potentially “plunging 
the world into the deepest economic recession since the Second World War” (World 
Bank 2020) and creating significant challenges to the availability of good jobs now 
and in the future. As G20 members act extensively to support all stakeholders (includ-
ing workers, employers, and educators) they must collectively encourage the design 
and protection of good jobs.

Defining good jobs
While there is no agreed upon definition of a good job, this brief defines the term 
as work that is safe, paid fairly, reasonably secure and motivating, and leverages the 
human skills of the worker, thus delivering higher levels of productivity (Sethi and 
Stubbings 2019). Good jobs also provide opportunities to build skills for future employ-
ability. Economic value is more often generated when organizations place workers in 
jobs that call for the skills that humans excel in, while utilizing machines and technol-
ogy to do the rest (Kayser et al. 2017). Good jobs are not limited to a particular industry, 
geography or demographic—the dimensions of good work are relevant for developed 
and developing economies, skilled and unskilled labor, and all types of employment 
(full time, part time, gig, informal). 

Bad Jobs Good Jobs

Harmful or Dangerous Safe and enhance wellbeing

Exploitative Fairly Paid

Stressful Motivating

Use human labor for tasks better suited to 
technology

Make better use of human skills in 
combination with technology

Do not advance worker skills Provide opportunities to build transferable 
skills

Precarious Reasonably secure

Lack autonomy Provide a level of autonomy

Table 1: The seven dimensions of good jobs to deliver productivity

Source: PwC analysis
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CHALLENGE

There is a clear opportunity to create an international consensus on the metrics that 
should be used to measure job quality (Warhurst, Wright and Lyonette 2017). Those 
that exist today tend to focus on income and benefits alone. The Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) framework to measure job quality 
across countries has three dimensions: earnings quality, labor market security, and 
the quality of the working environment (2016a). Work by Cornell Law School to de-
velop a Job Quality Index for the private sector in the US defines job quality as “the 
weekly dollar-income a job generates for an employee. Payment, after all, is a primary 
reason why people work” (Alpert et al. 2019, 3). Although accurate, it is by no means 
the whole story. A study by the Lumina Foundation, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 
Omidyar Network and Gallup asked 6,600 workers what they value in a job; only 40% 
described themselves as being in good jobs (2019).

The reduction in good jobs before COVID-19
Despite a pre-pandemic sustained period of falling unemployment levels across G20 
members—with a drop of 0.4 percentage points from its peak in 2009 to a low of 5.1% 
in 20181—workers increasingly ended up in insecure, low-wage employment (Goos 
and Manning 2003).

Many workers were displaced from middle-income, secure work (ILO 2018b) as orga-
nizations sought competitiveness through efficiency, cost cutting and new operating 
models: their tasks have been routinized and automated, or reconfigured (Das and 
Hilgenstock 2018). PwC UK research shows that 30% of jobs across OECD countries 
are at high risk of automation (enabled by technology availability) by the mid-2030s 
(PwC 2018). 

Driven by a lack of time and/or opportunity to find a good job fit or to acquire new 
skills, displaced workers were forced to accept lower-skilled and lower-paying, often 
precarious, jobs, putting downward pressure on wages in the low-wage sector (ILO 
2018b). Analysis on the US private sector shows that 63% of all jobs created since 1990 
have been low wage, low hours work. Furthermore, four in 10 EU workers surveyed felt 
trapped in low-quality jobs or contingent work and that their skills are underutilized 
(Cedefop 2018). 

1.  The International Labour Organization analyses the unemployment rate in G20 countries decreased by 
0.4 percentage points from its peak in 2009 to 5.2 per cent in 2017 and is projected to further decrease to 
5.1 per cent in 2018 (ILO 2018a).
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CHALLENGE

At the same time, the increasing automation and robotization of routine tasks has 
driven demand for highly-skilled workers. This has led to a hollowing out of the work-
force with a decline in reasonably secure, fairly paid work.

Twin impacts of COVID-19 and automation
Developments in technology, competition, and the desire to drive down costs and 
increase workforce productivity, have powered automation in the workplace to date. 
Now, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the related global downturn are fur-
ther accelerating automation and displacement of workers (Smith et al. 2020). Accord-
ing to the most recent numbers released by the International Labour Organization 
(ILO), there was a 14% decline in global working hours in the second quarter of 2020, 
which is equivalent to roughly 400 million full-time jobs (2020a). By comparison, the 
2008-9 global financial crisis increased global unemployment by 22 million (2020b). 

OECD research shows that routine-intensive work is more susceptible to econom-
ic shocks which serve to accelerate labor market transformation (2016b). As demon-
strated in Figure 1, large-scale rises in unemployment can superficially equate to rises 
in some job quality measures with fewer low-paid workers included. However, subse-
quent rounds of middle income worker displacement create further polarization and 
can drive low-income wages even more.
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At the same time, the increasing automation and robotization of routine tasks has 
driven demand for highly-skilled workers. This has led to a hollowing out of the 
workforce with a decline in reasonably secure, fairly paid work. 
 
Twin impacts of COVID-19 and automation 
Developments in technology, competition, and the desire to drive down costs and 
increase workforce productivity, have powered automation in the workplace to date. 
Now, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the related global downturn are 
further accelerating automation and displacement of workers (Smith et al. 2020). 
According to the most recent numbers released by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), there was a 14% decline in global working hours in the second 
quarter of 2020, which is equivalent to roughly 400 million full-time jobs (2020a). By 
comparison, the 2008-9 global financial crisis increased global unemployment by 22 
million (2020b).  
 
OECD research shows that routine-intensive work is more susceptible to economic 
shocks which serve to accelerate labor market transformation (2016b). As 
demonstrated in Table 2, large-scale rises in unemployment can superficially equate 
to rises in some job quality measures with fewer low-paid workers included. 
However, subsequent rounds of middle income worker displacement create further 
polarization and can drive low-income wages even more. 
 

Figure 1: US Private Sector Job Quality (January 1990—May 2020), Source: Cornell Law 

School, Alpert et al. (2019)

Source: BLS CES and OES, and JQI authors’ calculations (Cornell-JQI-RIWI. 2020).
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CHALLENGE

Historically, displaced workers have suffered large and persistent earnings losses over 
time (Davis and von Wachter 2011). The Obama report on AI and jobs saw that 10 or 
more years after their displacement, worker earnings remained depressed by 10% or 
more relative to their previous wages (2016). One study found that the skills mismatch 
that arises when workers’ human skills are underutilized at a new job is a key mech-
anism for the earnings losses of displaced workers (Nedelkoska, Neffke and Wieder-
hold 2015). 

Job displacement can also have a negative effect on worker wellbeing and mental 
health. Low and/or unpredictable earnings and hours contribute to insecurity and 
uncertainty for long term planning and, in turn, to a high cognitive load for workers 
(Sheehy-Skeffington and Rea 2017). In addition, low-income jobs are less likely to pro-
vide displaced workers comparable levels of employee benefits; in some cases, such 
as in the informal sector, benefits are not offered at all (Lumina Foundation et al. 2019). 

As the platform/gig economy expands at exponential rates, policymakers in the Global 
South have a unique opportunity to translate the aggregation of gig workers through 
digital platforms into a more formalized labor market, with opportunities for both rev-
enue collection and higher quality employment (Gregory and Galperin 2019). In the 
gig economy, algorithmic controls used by online labor platforms offer workers high 
levels of flexibility and autonomy, and contribute to the formalization of work in these 
economies (Wood et al. 2019). But these same controls can also result in social iso-
lation from working unsocial hours, overwork, sleep deprivation, and exhaustion (in 
addition to low pay and limited or no access to formal social protection mechanisms). 
Many of these traits are also common in other types of poor quality work. 

Polarized labor markets caused by the hollowing out of middle-income workers has 
led to greater income disparity and rising distrust in institutions and governments. 
Income inequality has become a strong predictor of trust in developed markets and, 
pre-pandemic, government was the least trusted institution. The 2020 Edelman Trust 
Barometer showed that around 57% of respondents described their government as 
only serving the interest of “the few” as opposed to serving the “interests of everyone” 
(Edelman 2020). 

A lack of good jobs has an economic (GDP) impact, reduces government tax and so-
cial security collections, and increases social safety net costs (OECD 2014).
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PROPOSAL

Why job quality, and our ability to measure it, is important
Job quality matters because the better alignment of human skills leads to higher lev-
els of worker productivity. The economist David Autor’s “O ring principle” argues that, 
as machines take on more tasks, the advantage of workers who supply problem-solv-
ing skills, adaptability, and creativity is amplified. Automating one part of a task does 
not make the part played by humans less important; in fact, human work becomes 
more important because the success of the automated part depends on the task that 
is performed by a human (Autor 2015).

Workers employed in good jobs also tend to be more fulfilled and therefore more 
productive (OECD 2017). A study into the link between productivity and happiness at 
work found that individuals who felt happier were 12% more productive than the con-
trol group (Sgroi 2015). In studies by the Queens School of Business and Gallup, dis-
engaged workers had 37% higher absenteeism, 49% more accidents, and 60% more 
errors and defects (Seppälä and Cameron 2015). But without a consistent measure 
of job quality, it is difficult to assess and therefore access this potential productivity 
boost.

The development of transferable skills also enhances future employability for workers 
in good jobs by making the workforce more adaptable. Adaptable workers will be bet-
ter equipped to withstand cyclical changes and future economic shocks due to their 
ability to flex across different business sectors and apply these skills in new settings. 
This can minimize structural long-term unemployment. 

Delivering more good jobs has the potential to:

•  Boost economies: Rising wage levels—when enabled by higher productivity—cre-
ate an uplift in the economy through increased spending power of workers (ILO 
2016; L20 Argentina 2018). Whether or not wage-push inflation is created, growth in 
the economy would follow.

•  Boost government finances: Higher earning levels and increasing inclusion in the 
formal economy can boost tax and social security collections and lower the costs of 
social safety nets (Madrick 2012).

•  Bolster trust in the government: All the above plus reduced wage inequality may 
halt or reverse declining trust in governments and institutions.
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A need for urgency
As communities, business sectors, and economies look to “build back better” from 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the opportunity to shift to a more resilient, sustainable, and 
inclusive model must be seized (Bakker and Elkington 2020). 

As stated in the G20 Communiqué following a virtual meeting of financial ministers 
and central bank governors on April 15, “no efforts are to be spared, both individually 
and collectively, to protect lives… and safeguard people's jobs and income” (2020, 1). 
As nations and economies begin to re-open and jobs start to return, G20 members 
should take care to generate good rather than bad jobs.

Societal pressures to protect workers are pushing organizations to act fairly. At a na-
tional level, policy adjustments, such as minimum wage, maximum working hours 
legislation or workers’ rights that discourage creation of precarious or exploitative 
work, can incentivize innovation and transformation. They can also support the labor 
market’s adjustment to protect workers and help make sure that growth is broadly 
shared (ILO 2015).

Furthermore, G20 nations with aging and youthful populations alike should aim to act 
swiftly and with a vested interest in generating good jobs. On the one hand, countries 
with an aging workforce (e.g., Japan) are seeing older workers remain in the work-
force longer, but limited investments have been made to reskill this segment of the 
workforce, although they hold jobs that are typically at high risk of automation (OECD 
2018). Displaced older workers (particularly those lacking updated skills) are less likely 
to obtain good jobs, which can cause further strain on economic and social resources. 

On the other hand, countries with a large youth population are experiencing increas-
ing levels of youth unemployment (e.g., South Africa, India) (United Nations 2019). 
Meanwhile, high extreme working poverty rates are prevalent among young workers 
in sub-Saharan Africa and the Arab States, where the poverty rate sharply increased 
by 12 percentage points between 1999 and 2019. Young individuals in these econo-
mies look to ameliorate their economic situation by accepting low-skilled, precarious 
work, that lacks legal and social protection and offers limited opportunities for skill 
development (ILO 2020c). This poor quality of employment is likely to have negative 
effects on the individual in the long-term and stalls economic growth at the national 
level.

PROPOSAL
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PROPOSAL

The ultimate societal aim should be to drive out bad jobs (i.e., jobs which are harmful, 
exploitative, precarious, or demotivating) without driving out jobs altogether, and en-
courage the creation of good jobs, which better align human skills to the value chain 
and drive workforce productivity.

This transformation brings real benefits to organizations and society alike, and can 
help accelerate post-pandemic economic recovery. Businesses can benefit from sus-
tainable workforce productivity and competitiveness, whilst society can benefit from 
better use of resources (Sheehy-Skeffington and Rea 2017). Investment in upskilling 
(to lift people out of low-value, unfulfilling work that is able to be automated and into 
work that requires problem-solving, creativity, and adaptability; the work humans are 
better equipped for) is as important as investment in technology if we are to create 
good jobs and drive productivity, innovation and rebuild growth. This requires incen-
tives and more detailed workforce management reporting that identifies the effec-
tive use of humans in work. 

Policy Actions
This proposal is for three interrelated policy actions focused on delivering economic 
value and driving increased societal cohesion through a focus on the identification, 
recognition, and creation of good jobs. The first policy action is centered on the foun-
dational work needed to establish international consensus around the definition (and 
drivers) of good jobs. Once this is achieved, subsequent actions to measure job qual-
ity, promote awareness, and guide labor market transformation across G20 nations 
can be taken. 

Policy action 1: Establish a G20 working group to identify the underlying drivers and 
trends in the provision of good jobs and implement an agreed measure of job quality 
across industries, member nations, and subnational areas.

The G20 should establish a working group (across the T20, B20, L20 and Y20) to iden-
tify drivers and trends in job quality at an industry, national, and subnational level. 
Bringing together policy makers with economists, technologists, labor unions, busi-
nesses, and youth across the G20, this working group should:

•  collectively determine a set of indicators that measure quality of employment 
across all G20 members at an industry, national and subnational level.
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PROPOSAL

•  develop a globally consistent framework to measure the controllable factors that 
drive job quality, including: job wage levels, contract hours, job or contract secu-
rity, and job resilience to automation. This should form the basis for consistent na-
tional and subnational measurement and reporting to inform policy decisions. 

•  make recommendations for corporate level public reporting on job quality and 
controllable driving factors within an organization. It will be important to build on 
progress already made across the business sector in the public reporting arena. 
The working group may look to collaborate with other organizations to harness 
their experience and align on the realization of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). 

Policy action 2: Build awareness of the dual economic and societal value of good 
jobs stemming from better-aligning human workers with the value they can create 
(alongside technology) in a value chain.

The G20 should seek to build increased awareness of the benefits to the economy 
and to society of good jobs. This can be achieved by the foundation of a G20 research 
institution with a mandate to:

•   identify the economic and societal advantages and disadvantages derived from 
adopting policies that drive better job quality in an interconnected global econ-
omy;

•  build broad awareness across G20 members (including policy makers, institutions 
corporates and citizens) around the benefits that stem from a better alignment of 
human skills and attributes in a value chain;

•  use a systems thinking approach to help determine how individual factors inter-
play and identify potential unintended consequences for industries, countries, re-
gions and cities (Curtatone and Esposito 2014; Kayser et al. 2017);

• publish its findings in a widely accessible and easily understandable way; and 

•  provide research capabilities at the subnational level in order for communities to 
better understand and manage their individual challenges in increasingly complex 
and interdependent environments.

Policy action 3: Act to guide labor market transformation across the G20 to make 
better use of resources and drive out poorly aligned use of human skills and attributes.
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Policy action 3a
The G20 should act collectively to identify factors that can shape labor market trans-
formation across one interconnected global labor market and in turn drive both pro-
ductivity and job quality at industry, national and subnational levels. This will require:

•  extending the mandate of the G20-led global working group formed in response 
to Policy action 1 (or the formation of a parallel working group across T2, B20, L20 
and Y20) to work with businesses, labor unions, job aggregators/platform recruit-
ment industry and research bodies to understand the levers for, and widely com-
municate the benefits from labor market transformation. The working group will:

•  establish a common framework for research to understand the dynamics and pro-
jections of labor markets and skills mismatches across all geographies, societal 
layers (including the community level), and industries, and continuously validate 
the long-term outlook. Specifically, this would include the development of big data 
analytics solutions to assess the complex labor market dynamics. The G20 should 
ensure that its analytics capability is commonly accessible for local communities to 
develop customized solutions and share best practices;

•  encourage broad transparency of the types of skills and jobs that each economy 
(including subnational economies) is most likely to need in the medium and longer 
term. This clarity will allow workers and students to make better choices around 
building their skills and managing their careers;

•  identify the success of policy levers in guiding labor market transformation and 
the provision of good jobs including minimum wage legislation, maximum work-
ing hours policies, and policy actions which discourage the creation of precarious 
work; 

•  identify the drivers and policy actions that mitigate the transfer of work to the 
informal economy. Here, the working group may look to reinforce existing policy 
recommendations put forth by Abrieu et al. (2019) to (a) identify the specific driv-
ers of informal employment in each labor market and (b) extend social protection 
mechanisms for workers in non-standard employment, with a particular focus on 
vulnerable populations (e.g., women in the platform economy in the global south); 
and

PROPOSAL
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PROPOSAL

•  identify the economic and societal advantages and disadvantages derived from 
adopting policies to support displaced workers as they transition to new roles, in-
cluding substantiating the impact on government finances and better job quality 
as part of an interconnected global economy. 

Policy action 3b
The G20 should act consistently to deliver improved job quality across all members. 
This will require:

•  the agreement and publication of a G20 “Roadmap for Good Jobs” statement that 
signals the intent of all G20 members to act, in order to:

•  create transparent and implementable plans to monitor and improve the ratio of 
good jobs at both a national and subnational level; 

•  implement policies to rapidly increase the percentage of workers within the formal 
economy whose earnings meet or exceed a living wage and are able to expect fair 
workers’ rights and job security;

•  restructure education curricula and skills development funding in light of chang-
ing skills needs and longer working lives. Efforts in this area can build upon existing 
recommendations from Park (2018), Grainger and Bandura (2019) and others that 
call for policy makers’ support in incentivizing businesses and the education sec-
tor (including vocational training) to align with high-growth skill needs;

•  incentivize and encourage individual citizens to invest in their own skills and ed-
ucation, whether employed or unemployed;

•  invest in targeted reskilling initiatives working with businesses, unions, indus-
tries and subnational and national government bodies. Luxembourg’s Digital Skills 
Bridge provides one example of how stakeholders can align funding and outcomes 
successfully;

•  identify and publish a set of workforce management goals across G20 nations 
that organizations will be recognized for achieving. These would include: reskilling 
workers, wellbeing, and fair pay practices along with leading management practic-
es that measurably improve work performance and worker inclusion; and
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•  explore the viability of establishing minimum working rights across all G20 mem-
bers, building from the successful practices in a number of G20 member states. 
These should attempt to guard against retrograde people management practices 
and working conditions such as unfair penalties and workplace practices that un-
dermine human dignity in an interconnected global market and can align directly 
with Sustainable Development Goals 8 (Decent work and economic growth) and 
10 (Reduced Inequalities), but recognizing that currently, minimum working rights 
are different in advanced and developing countries. 

The same G20-led working group established in policy action #1 and #3a could also be 
responsible for drawing up the “Roadmap for Good Jobs” and working across mem-
ber states to generate consensus.

PROPOSAL
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Disclaimer
This policy brief was developed and written by the authors and has undergone a peer 
review process. The views and opinions expressed in this policy brief are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the authors’ or-
ganizations or the T20 Secretariat.
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