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Executive Summary 

This paper discusses the influence of Artificial Intelligence (AI) upon the Future of Work, arguing that it 

can be considered a double-edged sword as it disrupts existing jobs while simultaneously creating new 

opportunities. It draws upon the notion of reskilling as a potential remedy to extensive dismissals due 

to automaton of activities and discusses the challenges that go along with implementing it: 

- Necessity for reskilling: Which activities will be replaced? 

- Feasibility of reskilling: For which activities is reskilling viable and desirable? 

- Economic viability of reskilling: Does the business case for reskilling yield a positive result? 

This paper concludes with three recommendations to help tackle the challenges of reskilling and facili-

tate a seamless transition into an AI-driven age:  

(1) Nurturing a culture that embraces change and lifelong learning 

(2) Modeling workforce development  

(3) Cooperating within ecosystem 
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1. AI influence on the Future of Work – A double-edged sword 

With an expected business value of $5.1 trillion by 2025 (Gartner, 2018, p. 3), AI is one of the most 

ubiquitous topics nowadays. Exponential growth of computer speed, big data and corresponding soft-

ware are rapidly driving the AI rise (OECD, 2018a) which brings about a fundamental transformation to 

our society. Countries worldwide are competing for leadership in AI technology, with the U.S. and 

China currently outpacing others (Miles, 2019). In order to catch up, the German government has re-

cently decided to invest up to €3 bn into the execution of an AI Strategy, seeking to become a leader 

in AI and make “AI made in Germany” an internationally viable trademark (BPA, 2018). 

The AI push in Germany will have a significant impact on the occupational structure. With increasing 

automatization, there is broad-ranging uncertainty regarding the Future of Work. Worldwide job cate-

gories are expected to change by 3% in a midpoint automation scenario (MGI, 2018a, p. 4). The rise of 

AI can be considered a double-edged sword for the employment market – some jobs are being dis-

rupted by automatization while new jobs are emerging in different areas (Kirschniak, 2018, p. 4). Opin-

ions regarding the net impact of AI on overall employment remain inconsistent. 

On the one hand, it is claimed that automation could impact more than 30% of activities within 62% of 

jobs in Germany (McKinsey & Company, 2017, p. 8). Recent developments in the business world illus-

trate a somewhat dismal blueprint for the future. For instance, Citigroup suggested a cut of up to 50% 

of its 20,000 technology and operations staff within its banking division by 2023 due to automation of 

activities (Noonan, 2018). Another example is Zalando, which announced last year that it will be re-

structuring its Marketing department to draw upon automatized processes, thereby cutting 200-250 

positions (Jansen, 2018). Due to these developments two-thirds of German citizens expect massive 

layoffs due to AI-driven productivity increase (BVDW, 2018a, p. 10). 

On the other hand, Gartner’s research concludes that by 2020, more jobs will be created than de-

stroyed through AI (Gartner, 2017). Further studies suggest that German GDP could rise by 11.3% 

(€430 bn) by 2030 through AI influence (Kirschniak, 2018, p. 12). According to this research, besides 

productivity increases, the improvement and extension of existing products are expected to be key 

drivers of the GDP growth. The higher overall spend would spur the number of jobs in the new econ-

omy. Based on a survey with digital experts in Germany, only 13% believe that AI will have a negative 

net impact on the future number of jobs (BVDW, 2018b, p. 7). 
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The diverging opinions regarding the net impact on workforce exhibit that the extent of AI influence 

remains contentious. This topic has gained a lot of traction and has become a key component of 

World Economic Forum’s (WEF) initiative “Shaping the Future of Education, Gender and Work”. To 

shed some light on the future transition, WEF (2019) research is looking into the Reskilling Revolution 

that will be an important component for the Future of Work. Through reskilling, 95% of workers af-

fected by automatization of activities in the U.S. could be put into different occupations with a positive 

cost-benefits perspective for the stakeholders (WEF, 2019, p. 19). 

Realizing the importance of reskilling, the German government has proposed a National Further Train-

ing Strategy (BPA, 2018) within its AI Strategy, aiming to provide instruments to tackle workforce 

changes due to AI. First actions include an Opportunities for Qualifications Act that will provide funding 

for reskilling. Additionally, the government intends to further build upon the notion of lifelong learning 

and to introduce a skills monitoring system.  

2. The reskilling challenges 

The mentioned initiatives provide a viable foundation for the execution of the AI Strategy in Germany. 

However, this is only one piece to the puzzle of the Future of Work as the implementation still requires 

a substantial amount of work. To be able to establish a successful reskilling culture, companies will 

need to overcome several challenges. 

One of the key challenges for corporations will be to properly gauge the necessity for reskilling within 

each job. In general, routine and non-routine1 manual tasks as well as some basic cognitive skills are 

being replaced by AI (MGI, 2018b, p. 7). Considering Germany’s strong engineering background with a 

considerable number of routine manual tasks, it will be particularly susceptible to job shifts due to au-

tomatization. Recent polls corroborate that factory workers are amongst the group with highest au-

tomatability expectation in Germany (LivePerson, 2018). On the contrary, nonroutine cognitive tasks 

requiring skills such as creativity, critical thinking as well as social and emotional intelligence will see a 

growing demand (MGI, 2018b, p. 7). The complication arises in separating and evaluating the specific 

tasks of an individual job. Research suggests that less than 5% of all occupations contain activities that 

                                                           
1 The differentiation follows Autor, Levy, & Murnane (2003); They classify tasks into: “routine” (following par-
ticular rules)  and “non-routine” (complex, requiring problem-solving) as well as “manual” (physical) and “cog-
nitive” (mental) 
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are fully automatable (MGI, 2017, p. 5). Hence, companies will need to deconstruct each job into its 

component activities in order to properly assess future trajectory. 

In the case that activities conducted by a person have been deemed (partially) redundant in the future, 

the feasibility of reskilling needs to be examined prior to acting. To make a reskilling sensible and sus-

tainable, the corresponding job transition needs to be viable (exhibiting high similarity of activities be-

tween two jobs) and desirable (offering a long-term prospect and satisfactory financial return) (WEF, 

2018b, p. 4). As illustrated by the WEF (2018b, 2019), a granular analysis of a potential job transition is 

required to understand its feasibility. 

Another complication arises from the economic viability of reskilling, which is rooted in the dilemma of 

reskilling vs rehiring. The time and cost required for reskilling can be significant. Research maintains that 

changing jobs could require additional work experience and education of up to two years (WEF, 2019, 

p. 5). An example from the US shows that 1.37 million workers endangered by AI may be reskilled to 

suitable new roles at cost of US$24,800 per worker (WEF, 2019, p. 5). German companies will need to 

conduct their own cost-benefits analyses in order to understand the economic impact they will be fac-

ing. The business cases will be dependent on existing regulatory framework provided by the German 

government and trade union involvement.  

3. Reskilling successfully 

Companies can take concrete actions in order to facilitate reskilling and overcome inherent chal-

lenges. In this regard, the following thoughts may prove beneficial: 

(1) Nurturing a culture that embraces change and lifelong learning 

Many employees nowadays see the technological advancement through AI as a bane to the world of 

work. As the automation of activities is inevitable, people can only slow it down but not stop it.  Con-

sequently, companies need to stress to their employees that AI advancements create new jobs that 

can compensate for the disruption of current positions.  

By highlighting the importance of reskilling and offering tangible reskilling opportunities, companies 

can stimulate a self-initiated willingness to learn and grow within their workforces. Concurrently they 
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need to promote options for lifelong learning, either by developing their own initiatives or by cooper-

ating with others.  An example for an initiative targeted to educate people is SkillSET2 - a platform de-

veloped by leading IT companies in collaboration with the WEF that provides education and training 

resources relevant for the Digital Economy. Similarly, the German government sees lifelong learning as 

a key pillar of their National Further Training Strategy. 

(2) Modeling workforce development  

The Human Resources (HR) department is focal to reskilling and needs to be equipped with tools to 

properly plan out a transformation. First, a comprehensive view on existing workforce capabilities 

needs to be developed to understand the point of the departure for reskilling. Second, the skill gap 

needs to be assessed by comparing the status quo to future requirements against the background of 

targeted AI strategy and expected automatization impact. Third, the roadmap to closing the skill gap 

and corresponding cost of implementation should be derived. By leveraging the results to assess stra-

tegic steps and to improve workforce planning, reskilling challenges can be mitigated. 

(3) Cooperating within ecosystem 

Many companies will not be able to tackle feasibility and economic viability of reskilling by themselves 

as they may be limited through size and financial constraints. To assure a seamless transition, joining 

forces will be key, as depicted through the SkillSET initiative. Leveraging the Platform Economy idea, 

companies could create a country-wide, cross-industry marketplace for jobs accessible to all employ-

ees and HR departments. Such a platform should also involve the German government as it is already 

looking into similar activities, such as skill monitoring. By simultaneously lowering the bureaucratic 

hurdle to job changes, a smooth transition phase with higher labor efficiency and lower cost for the 

government could be assured. 

In summary, companies should open up and regard the Future of Work and reskilling as joint chsal-

lenges of our society. By taking timely action, they can assure a smooth transition into an AI-driven age 

and avoid a “productivity increase at the expense of the people”.  

 

 

                                                           
2 Information regarding the initiative can be found on www.theskillset.org 
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