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Recent demonstrations against police brutality and headlines about racial disparities in COVID-19 deaths have not only elevated these

particular issues, but also opened our nation’s eyes to the long history of systemic inequality in America. 

We must address policing and COVID-19 mortality rates, but that can’t be the end of it.  As we rebuild the economy, we shouldn’t aim to

return to the status quo. Instead, we must promote opportunities for everyone, emphasizing racial justice and equity. Research shows

that Black Americans may be hit especially hard by automation and other changes in the workforce. In this article, we look at some of

the steps that policymakers, employers, and workers need to consider in adapting to this fast-changing environment.

For all the talk about the “future of work” — as forecast by labor economists and debated among presidential candidates – the reality is

the future is already here – and COVID-19 only accelerated its arrival. One study by University of Chicago economists found that

“32%-42% of COVID-19 induced layoffs will be permanent.”  It is time to start focusing on what we can do now to support today’s
workforce.

Most of the good jobs today — and likely, most of the good jobs of the future — require education and training beyond high school. And

American workers know it too – but say they need help getting those skills, which are so vital in a changing workplace.

A Lumina Foundation survey found 58 percent of workers say the skills needed for their jobs have changed significantly over the last five

years, and 94 percent agree that ongoing education and training is critical to improve their job performance and career prospects. At

the same time, a study from the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies finds just under half of workers report that financial

constraints are a major barrier to acquiring new skills.

We’ll do better when we focus on the areas that yield the best results. Consider this: 

According to the World Economic Forum, automation – feared by many today as a job-killer – will by 2022 actually create 58 million

more skilled jobs than it displaces.

Corporate leaders such as Walmart and Amazon have made headlines for developing their own education and training to help workers

acquire the skills they need, and other companies should follow their lead. Doing so will likely strengthen worker recruiting and retention

https://web.archive.org/web/20201119170403/https://nationswell.com/category/moving-america-forward/
https://web.archive.org/web/20201119170403/https://nationswell.com/author/chauncy-lennon/
https://web.archive.org/web/20201119170403/https://nationswell.com/author/spencer-overton/
https://web.archive.org/web/20201119170403/https://bfi.uchicago.edu/working-paper/covid-19-is-also-a-reallocation-shock/
https://web.archive.org/web/20201119170403/https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2018/09/18/machines-will-create-million-more-jobs-than-they-displace-by-world-economic-forum-says/
https://web.archive.org/web/20201119170403/https://nationswell.com/


efforts, with 86 percent of Lumina survey respondents saying they are more likely to want to work for a company that invests in their

ongoing education and training.

But to meet the intense talent demands of today’s and tomorrow’s economy, companies must develop new ways of reskilling and

upskilling workers. We need focused, coordinated partnerships among employers, higher education and training providers,

policymakers, and others to realize this vision.

To promote opportunities for everyone, we’ll need to emphasize racial justice and equity. The Joint Center study found that 85 percent

of Asian-American workers and over 70 percent of White, Black, and Hispanic workers expressed interest in employers providing tuition

subsidies and on-the-job training. And with people of color estimated to make up much of our population sometime between 2040 and

2050, their perspectives about the acquisition of skills, benefits, and education are even more critical.

So, what can the candidates, elected officials and employers do now to support a strong workforce for today, and tomorrow?

Workers need to consciously commit to lifelong learning and make informed choices about the skills and credentials they pursue.

Policymakers should think beyond technological displacement to ensure that all workers—including those who are unemployed and

those in lower-paying jobs with few benefits—have clear pathways to obtain skills, credentials, and good jobs in today’s economy.

Employers should invest in their own education and training programs.

Education and training providers must create affordable, flexible, and quality career pathways for workers interested in earning good

credentials to raise their skills.

Policymakers, employers, and education and training providers should design credential and career pathways that are accessible to

all in our increasingly diverse nation, and ensure that workforce training opportunities do not merely replicate past racial disparities.

Policymakers and employers must recognize that while widespread access to skills and high-quality credentials is an essential part of

the solution, other structural factors—such as unconscious and conscious bias, social networks, residential segregation, wealth

disparities, and access to services like child care, transportation, and broadband—also drive systemic inequality and must be

addressed. For example, one study found that “Black families whose heads graduated from college have about 33 percent less wealth

than White families whose heads dropped out of high school.” Rather than assuming that equality in credentials alone will result in full

racial equality, policymakers and employers should meaningfully consider the broad range of factors that drive systemic inequality as

they design policies to address the problem.  

In today’s volatile labor market — and one that is rapidly demanding new skills to succeed — American workers need help navigating

the new realities of the workplace. Elected leaders and employers can help them best by helping to solve today’s challenges,

recognizing that in many ways the future of work is already here.

Chauncy Lennon is Vice President for the future of learning and work at Lumina Foundation. Spencer Overton is a Professor of Law at

George Washington University and president of the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies.
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