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Topic 001: The Transformation of Labor 

Introduction:   

The new millennium brings forth new opportunities across the economic 

spectrum. Technology has changed manufacturing, services, and production forever. 

Free trade has created a world where all countries operate, almost like an assembly 

line, to create high quality and large quantities of products. However, this 

transformation of labor has not come without consequences. Unfortunately, many 

developing countries face a great challenge preserves human rights and stimulating 

economic success. The United Nations looks now to oversee the simultaneous 

transfer of labor, as well as achieving their goals for sustainability. 

Job Opportunities: 

The World Trade Organization was founded on January 1, 1995, as a means of 

lowering tariffs between as many countries as possible. Comparative advantage states 
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that if every party specializes and trades with each other, productivity is maximized. 

This economic principle has been used as the argument for free trade because it 

benefits all parties. The WTO works with the intention of lowering tariffs between as 

many parties as possible to make specialization more likely, and business to increase 

much more. One consequence of these reduced tariffs, is companies have moved 

manufacturing jobs to countries where labor is cheaper (such as China, Bangladesh, 

and Vietnam) than it is in the developed world. As a result, countries with more 

expensive labor are less likely to have manufacturing jobs. This shift of production 

from the developed countries to the developing world has increased opportunity and 

employment for people who were previously subjected to poverty and 

disenfranchisement. 
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Graph 1: We can visibly see the consistent decline in manufacturing jobs in the developed world from 
1970-2009. This is because of a more global outlook on trade, China opening up economically to the 
West,  as well as the fall of the Soviet Union. 
 
 
 
However, it should be noted that many of these third world workers have been 

unable to effectively unionize because as a collective force they do not have the power 

to bargain for better working conditions. They could strike for better working 

conditions, but that would also mean starving, and unfortunately being replaced with 

a new set of workers. Sweatshops follow an assembly line, so teaching specialization 

will be less costly than fixing the factory. Unfortunately, a job with inhumane working 

conditions is preferable to no job at all. The UN has taken some steps to improve 
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working conditions in sweatshops. These steps include programs such as Better 

Work, which is affiliated with International Labor Organization and works to make 

more sustainable factories in countries that have asked them for aid to step in and 

create a more sustainable environment for the workers. 

The Future of Work: 

The International Labor Organization, as part of the Future of Work Initiative, 

founded the Global Commission on the Future of Work. The Global Commission on 

the Future of Work intends to offer an in-depth analysis on the future of labor that 

can provide the analytical basis for social progress in the remainder of the 21st 

century.  The Commission will focus in particular on the relationship between work 

and progress, as well as the difficulties in creating decent jobs for all, the organization 

of work and production, and the governance of work. The Commission will produce 

a report on how to achieve a future of labor that provides decent and sustainable 

employment opportunities for all. This analysis will be submitted to the centenary 

session of the International Labour Conference in 2019. The focus of the commission 

will be centered around: work and society, decent jobs for all, the organization of 

work and production, and the governance of work, particularly how these topics 

relate to sustainable jobs. Additionally, with the ever-present threat of climate change, 

it is not enough to create jobs, but also to create environmentally sustainable 

employment. The key issue for the future of work is that nearly all countries which 

are sustainable for the environment, have very high rates of working poverty.   
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Previous development models suggest that moving these people out of poverty 

necessitates an increase in the ecological footprint. The International Labor 

Organization intends to protect sustainability by aligning economic growth with social 

and environmental objectives. This policy can be done by encouraging governments 

to incorporate sustainable macroeconomic policies into long-term growth and 

development strategies. As well as by encouraging countries to adopt action plans 

with stable targets on social and environmental challenges, and to signal long-term 

commitments. Additionally, governments should articulate long-term financing needs 

and establish sustainable funding mechanisms for the implementation of the just 

transition framework. These initiatives taken by sovereign states could do wonders to 

see economic development parallel environmental sustainability.  

The impact of technology is often a central theme in the ongoing debate about 

the Future of Work. While technological innovation will play a crucial role in shaping 

jobs, it is imperative that the UN does not ignore global demographic trends as well 

as changes like work that already confront us at international, regional, and national 

levels. These dynamics have profound implications for the labor market.  
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Graph 2: Few countries combine an environmentally sustainable footprint with decent work.   

 

Demographics of workers will continue to do so since the UN has concluded that 

machines are unlikely to replace the work of human beings anytime soon entirely. 

Workers make decisions about whether, how, and where to work within a complex 

environment of employment policies, social protection systems, employment 

strategies, societal norms and cultural changes, as well as levels of technological and 

other development within their communities and countries. Policy decisions we make 

today set the stage for future job growth, gender, and wage inequality, and how we 

will need to harness technology for progress and growth. This issue summary is about 

those who will shape the future of work. This analysis will attempt to display some of 

the nuances of the policy arena where people make decisions about work by focusing 
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on important demographic trends, as well as two of the most significant 

developments in the world of work today: unpaid work, and migration. 

Slavery and Child Labor: 

Production reaching an all-time high has come at an unfortunate consequence. 

Some people have turned to slave labor as an economic system. The use of slave labor 

comes from the idea that profit is maximized when the cost of work is minimized. 

Slavery (which we will define as exploitation, where leaving is not an option due to 

abuse of power and threats), continues to affect 40.3 million people as recently as 

2016 (Alliance 2017). Of that 40.3 million, 15.4 million are in a forced marriage, 16 

million are in forced labor, 4.1 million are in state-imposed, and 4.8 million are in 

forced sexual exploitation. The International Labor Organization is currently 

combatting this epidemic the “50 for freedom campaign,” however it is not under the 

UN’s jurisdiction to take all of the steps necessary to fully eradicate slavery.  

In 2015 the UN committed itself to ending Child Labor by 2025. Unfortunately, 

the UN’s efforts are moving at a much slower pace than expected. Of the 151.6 

million children in child labor, 72.5 million of them are performing dangerous work 

that places their health, safety or moral development at risk (Alliance 2017). Most 

tragically of all, almost one-third of child laborers are denied of an education, which 

will doom them to a life of poverty. The UN warns that child laborers suffer a 17% 

achievement gap with non-working children in language and maths. The UN has 

previously stepped in to provide supervision of labor regulation that supports the 

concept of a minimum age of admittance for employment. Furthermore, from 1919 
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onwards the principle that minimum age standards should be linked to schooling has 

been part of the International Labor Organization’s tradition in standard setting in 

this area. The UN realized that more steps had to be taken, and so the UN declared 

that the first step toward educating all children would be to make education 

mandatory.  This policy would include going as far as to pay families to send their 

children to school. This approach has been tried and worked in Brazil. This plan 

would mean that by 2015 an extra $13bn in funding would be needed (The Guardian, 

2012). The UN must also display greater initiative to aid access to education by with 

providing money to regulating bodies in charge of stopping child labor in developing 

nations. Currently, these agencies are underfunded, and it is the UN’s responsibility to 

ensure that no child is denied an education, so instead, they can work. Although these 

are steps in the right direction, the current goal is unattainable with the UN’s current 

rate of progress. 
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Pertinent Questions: 

1. How can free trade be used as a tool to nurture economic growth? 

2. Is the developing world ready for the increase of manufacturing jobs? 

3. How can the UN make sweatshops safer?  

4. Is it possible to maintain economic growth and environmental sustainability? 

5. How much more can be done to protect the environment without losing jobs? 

6. Does technology help or hurt a jobs sustainability? Does field of work matter? 

7. What role can technology play in creating environmentally sustainable job opportunities? 

8. How much needs to be done to stop child labor? How much can be done while respecting 

national sovereignty? 

9. What can be done to stop slavery in the 21st century? 

10. How much more can the UN do to protect workers rights in the developing world? 
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