
 

   

 

the FUTURE OF WORK – Research excerpt  
 

Oxfam’s Empower Youth for Work program commissioned the Institute of Development Studies (IDS) to 
conduct the research on ‘The Future of Work’. IDS set out to answer the following questions, with a focus 
on LMICs in general and on the four EYW program countries in particular: 

1. What are the expected changes in work and income-generating activities for young people in 
rural areas? 

2. Do existing policies anticipate the future of work? 
 
This is an excerpt of their full research report. 
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Empower Youth for Work (EYW) helps young people (especially young women) in climate change 
affected areas of rural Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia and Ethiopia to access decent work. Oxfam has 
identified four ‘megatrends’ which are shaping the future, including rural youths’ future livelihoods.i These 
trends are playing out in different ways across rural areas of the four EYW countries. 
 

1. Technological change: In some countries, automation is threatening livelihoods and closing down 
traditional paths to rural development. Whilst digitization offers new opportunities for employment, women 
are often left behind. In Pakistan, for example, 37% of men use a smartphone compared to only 20% of 
women.ii People in rural areas often struggle with poor infrastructure and the high costs of connection. 
 

2. Demographic change: One out of every six people on the planet is aged between 15 and 24, and most 
of these young people – almost one billion of them – live in developing countries. In the 47 least 
developed countries, the number of adolescents and youth aged 15-24 is projected to grow from 207 
million in 2019 to 336 million in 2050.iii By 2050, the number of rural youth in Africa is expected to nearly 
double, to 180 million, while in Asia the number is expected to drop, from 340 to 230 million. iv  
 

3. Environmental pressures: Rural youth typically work in sectors which are especially vulnerable to the 
effects of climate change, such as agriculture.v Climate change will have a major impact on the four EYW 
countries. Bangladesh is one of the most climate-vulnerable countries in the world and is highly 
susceptible to agricultural damage,vi while Indonesians in rural areas are reliant on climate-sensitive 
agriculture and fisheries.vii Ethiopia is overwhelmingly dependent on rain-fed agriculture and is hit by 
drought with increasing regularity,viii and Pakistan is highly vulnerable to climate change, with changes in 
rainfall patterns, droughts and floods already evident.ix  
 

4. Shifting power: NGOs face a challenging environment, where only 3% of the world’s population now live 
in countries with open civic space.x This threatens progress towards reducing inequality, since it is often 
marginalized and deprived groupswhom civil society seeks to empower and protect.xi For the EYW 
countries, this is particularly challenging. Civic space is classed as ‘repressed’ in Ethiopia, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh, and ‘obstructed’ in Indonesia.xii In response, young people have made creative use of mobile 
tools to create new openings for civic space online, in which they exercise freedom of expression and 
association. For example, youth movements and smallholders in Ethiopia organized online to contest 
government land grabs for industrial agriculture, using mobile phones and social media. xiii However, 
online civic space is also threatened by internet shutdowns, digital surveillance and coordinated 
disinformation campaigns. 
 
These trends risk increasing the inequalities young people already face – the economic and gender 
inequality that affect their life chances and the nature of work available to them.xiv Youth are three times 
more likely to be unemployed than adults;xv and irregular work and a lack of formal employment and 
social protection leads to working poverty, which affects as many as 169 million young people globally.xvi 
Some 19% of rural youth have never attended school, and 48% have only completed primary school.xvii 
Rural young women face triple and overlapping discrimination on the basis of their gender, rural location 
and age. Women’s disproportionate responsibility for care work perpetuates gender and economic 
inequalities. For example, in Ethiopia, women spend 291 minutes a day on unpaid care work compared to 
125 minutes for men; in Pakistan, the figure is 287 minutes for women and just 28 minutes for men.xviii   
 
Social protection programs such as cash transfer programs can reduce poverty and tackle inequality.xix In 
Ethiopia, the ‘Productive Safety Net Program’ (PSNP) supports eight million people and the government 
has pledged to invest 2-3% of GDP in social protection, while in Pakistan the new ‘Ehsaas’ program aims 
to establish a safety net for at least 10 million families. 

https://oxfam.box.com/s/mkbsjwyrvp6uzqjjsvl8zdtvx10w96hz


 

   

 

 

THE FUTURE OF WORK IN EYW COUNTRIES 
The majority of rural youth rely on precarious, seasonal, unpredictable, low-income and low-status 

smallholding subsistence agriculture. The unpredictability of globalized markets for farm produce and the 

impacts of climate change and industrial farming is making smallholder farming less attractive over time, 

and even young people with land are increasingly disinclined to take up farming. However, few other 

employment opportunities exist in rural areas, so migration to urban areas and foreign countries is seen 

as a more attractive option. NGOs and governments need to advocate for investment in rural locations 

and for other affirmative actions to benefit those most likely to be left behind.  

‘Greening’ local rural economies through more sustainable agricultural, forestry, fishery, mining and 

tourism practices can help to ensure that rural youth will be able to continue to depend on the 

environment and natural resources in the future. The majority of the 1.5 billion people without access to 

electricity live in rural areas, so the production and supply of renewable electricity may be a large 

untapped market capable of employing many rural youth. Multinationals could play an important role in 

both helping to tackle rural youth unemployment through making their value chains more inclusive, and 

helping to create green jobs by making their operations more sustainable.xx 

In some EYW countries, digitization is offering new opportunities for employment through online freelance 

work, microtasking and the gig economy. Yet this work is often out of the reach of many rural youth, 

particularly rural young women: people employed in microtask tend to be well-educated, male, older and 

urban. The on-demand services platform Gojek in Indonesia requires at least a lower-secondary 

education, and 83% of Gojek drivers in a recent surveyxxi had completed upper-secondary education. 

Online workers work in more precarious conditions and often remain invisible to governments, making it 

difficult for governments to put in place labor regulation to tax the digital economy and to offer adequate 

social protection for these workers.  

Policies addressing rural youth employment need to adopt holistic solutions: ‘one size fits all’ solutions 

don’t work. We ‘tested’ youth policies from the four EYW countriesxxii to assess whether they address the 

factors and megatrends outlined above and anticipate the future of work. We found that while they work 

well in terms of their overall approach and focus on the enabling environment, they anticipate the future of 

work in only a limited fashion and with worrying little attention to technological and environmental change. 

Addressing inequalities needs to be at the heart of policy making; there are limits to what can be achieved 

by focusing on education and employment without also addressing the underlying causes of young 

people’s unequal position in society.xxiii Given the threats to freedom of assembly and association from 

closing civic space and internet shutdowns,xxiv and the backlash against women’s rights worldwide, 

defending space for civil society and feminist activists is vital to empower and protect rural youth.  

Overall, it is crucial to ‘think youth, act structurally’: to act on a larger scale, society-wide, to lift everyone 

up. Youth are part of families and communities; policies to help rural youth therefore need to address the 

broader issues of a stable and habitable climate and decent jobs for all, not just for young people.xxv This 

research shows the urgent need for policies that are fit for the future of work for rural youth, in the face of 

rapid changes in our technological, climate and political realities. It raises some key strategic questions 

for civil society: 

• How can civil society support freedom of assembly, expression and association to defend the 
online and offline space in order to protect the interests of marginalized and deprived groups, 
including rural youth and women?  

• How do we convene a society-wide dialogue in which social partners consensually agree how 
new technologies can be incorporated for the common good? 

• How can new technologies be used to enhance workers’ agency and capabilities, safety and 
efficiency? 

• How can the economic benefits generated by digitization be shared in ways that mitigate 
disruption, provide social protection payments and enable retraining for decent work and quality 
jobs? 

• How can we promote a ‘just transition’ to a circular economy, which promotes sustainable 
livelihood opportunities for young people in rural areas? 
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