
Technology is expected to replace around half 
of all jobs by 2025. That might be good news 
in light of Hong Kong’s shrinking labour force 
and acute skills shortage, but what will become 

of workers heading for the museum? How will that 
change us as a society? Can we expect companies to 
become cold, automated operations void of any human 
interaction? How can schools prepare youngsters for 
the brave, new technology driven 2020s – assuming that 
they have a place in the future workforce? 

These were just a few of the challenges that business 
leaders and HR experts tried to answer at the Chamber’s 
recent closed-door CEO Manpower Conference, held 
under the banner: “The Future of Work.”

On the upside, IT advances are changing where, when 
and how people choose to work. For companies, tech-
nology also allows them to pick talent from the global 
talent pool, because people no longer need to be physi-
cally present in a company. Automation can also lower 
their headcount, and raise productivity at the same time. 

A study conducted by Goldman Sachs showed that 
60-70% of steps and procedures for an IPO can be 
replaced by machines, leaving the remaining 30-40% to 
be followed up with a human touch. 

“Companies can embrace technology to advance 
their businesses to make themselves more competi-
tive, more efficient and more innovative, so companies 
should not fear technology developments,” one of the 
conference speakers stressed. 
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Many employees, on the other hand, do fear IT 
advances, and for good reason. By 2025, over half of 
all occupations existing today will be redundant. From 
self-driving vehicles to carebots for the elderly to fully-
automated hotels, artificial intelligence will transform 
the way we live, work and play. 

That might sound like something from a science-fic-
tion novel set far in the future, but the process has been 
underway for some years. For example, the car manufac-
turing industry was transformed when robots were intro-
duced on production lines. We have been interacting with 
automated banking centers for years, and supermarkets 
are starting to follow suit by replacing cashiers with self-
service checkouts. Taxi drivers think they have problems 
with Uber, but they will soon need to contend with driv-
erless taxis as pilot programmes are underway. 

But just as Uber’s technology put the taxi profession 
in jeopardy, driverless cars will make Uber obsolete – 
even though it was only launched a few years ago. This 
clearly demonstrates the speed at which technology is 
advancing. It is also turning our traditional linear plan-
ning process on its head as new technologies make total 
nonsense of business plans. 

Nothing new
Change is nothing new, and not necessarily a bad 

thing. Throughout history, mankind has constantly 
dealt with change. The industrial revolution may have 
been the final nail in the coffin of cottage industries, but 
it was a major turning point in history, as almost every 
aspect of life was influenced in some way – generally for 
the better. The automobile replaced the horse and car-
riage, which was bad news for blacksmiths, but lead to a 
new profession, the car mechanic. 

Debunking Myths 

Whilst the Digital Age is dramatically changing ‘how’ 
we manage talent, the fundamentals of ‘what’ we do 
will remain very much the same in the future.

	Myth 1: The attitudes of most young people 
today are very different to those of young people 
in the 1970s.

	 When we look at our teenage years, and drop outs 
like Bill Gates, Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg, 
youngsters today are not that different from those 
from the ‘70s & ‘80s. 

	Myth 2: The bosses of today recognise the needs 
of tomorrow’s senior leaders. 

	 Bosses underestimate how the youth values the 
nature of work and quality of leadership. They 
overestimate the importance of remuneration and 
work life balance.

 
	Myth 3: Technology is revolutionising the ways 

companies develop senior executives.
	 Companies can design their own “live” case studies 

on the internet, but companies still prefer to send 
their senior staff overseas for company visits. 

	Myth 4: Generation-Y?
	 We have become almost obsessed with labelling and 

stereotyping age goups, but in the words of Deng 
Xiaoping: “It doesn’t matter if a cat is black or white, 
so long as it catches mice.”



What is different today, however, is the speed at which 
changes are taking place, and the speed is only going to 
get faster, together with the way we live and work. 

“Everyone is going to have some new best robot 
friends in their life. One will be ‘Fixer,’ who is a robot 
who fixes things and does your housework. ‘Speedy’ 
will drive you from A to B, while ‘PA’ will schedule your 
meetings, book restaurants, organize parties, read the 
news to you … there is a danger you will talk to ‘PA’ 
more than your husband or wife,” one of the speakers 
projected. 

‘Fixer’ and ‘Speedy’ will be able to take care of mun-
dane, robotic work, as mechanical tasks become increas-
ingly automated. While technology will automate low-
skilled tasks, it will also level the playing field in business 
because small companies can leverage global networks, 
skills and clients from around the world. It will also cre-
ate transparency, because it can attract – or put off – tal-
ent who see companies that align with their ethics. 

“People’s decision to work at a company increasingly 
depends on the organization’s role in the community. So 
unless companies start considering this, then I believe 
they will not be around in 10 years’ time,” one of the 
speakers said.

Another speaker warned of even greater conse-
quences: “Unless companies pay attention to employees’ 
needs and wishes, they run the risk of not being able to 
find the talent they need, and their indifference could 
even result is social unrest.” 

What will a skilled employee look like?

Universities have traditionally prepared young people for 
work, but speakers suggested that a job which a student is 

training for today may not even exist in 10 years’ time. So skills 
that companies will be looking for will be broad and likely filled 
by liberal arts graduates.

“We need to rethink education, because universities and the 
business community are not engaging each other enough to 
equip people with the right skills. At our company, we have 
lowered the value that we place on employees having a degree, 
because we recognize the importance of different people’s 
skills,” one of the speakers at the Chamber’s CEO Manpower 
Conference said. 

As such, workplace training and life-long learning will be vital 
for companies to give employees the right skills they need to do 
the job. “The corporate world needs to be sure their staff’s skills 
are sustainable, because at the moment they are not.”

However, as contract and project-based contracts become 
more common, businesses can tap talent from around the world. 
People no longer have to be physically in the office, or even in 
Hong Kong. However, speakers felt that as we are a service 
economy, it is still important to attract talent to Hong Kong. 

“I think the most important aspect of attracting talent to come 
here is that they will be looking for a place to manifest their 
skills. They want to interact with other experts in their field. They 
want to be a part of the hub of expertise. So I think it is vitally 
important that we identify different aspects of what they want 
and how we attract and retain them.”



We have already seen mass protests by employees in 
major cities around the world, from workers in Europe 
protesting about job security, to factory workers in Asia 
protesting about working conditions and even fast food 
workers in the USA protesting about pay. 

Widening rich-poor divide
Many developed countries are being dogged by per-

sistently high unemployment and stagnant wages. While 
in developing countries, disparity of the Gini coef-
ficient ratio is increasing at an unsustainable rate, as 
technology, globalization and outsourcing leave seg-
ments of society behind. The challenge for society is 
what to do with them. 

Speakers suggested that employers should continu-
ally upgrade staffs’ skills to keep up with the changes 
rather than displacing them. Employers also need 
to value intellectual capital more than now, as well as 
rethink the demands being placed on employees. 

“We are in the generation of instant response, where 
if you do not reply to an email within five minutes peo-
ple get very upset with you. This has led to workplace 
stress and work related illness has increased at an alarm-
ing rate over the last decade,” one of the conference 
speakers said. “These in turn will lead to civil unrest, and 
political and social instability if we do not start looking 
at it seriously.”  

However, one speaker disagreed: “I do not buy into 
the idea of having a work-life balance. I believe there 
will be no work-life and private-life distinction going 
forward. The future of work is going to be 24-7 and pri-
vate life is also going to be 24-7.” 

Are we becoming slaves to technology? 

Organizations that succeed in the future will have a flexible 
workforce and access to a wide range of skills. “There will be 

a huge base of freelancers available in the labour market, and 
corporations can find the best people to do the best job at the 
cheapest rate for a short period of time over the web,” an IT 
expert told businesses attending the Chamber’s CEO Manpower 
Conference. 

Workers physically going into a building would bring their own 
devices to work in an office that was shared or rented on an 
hourly basis. The organization’s structure would be flatter and 
senior management can access database and useful information 
at the same time with the same speed as their line managers. 

While the future of companies and work sounds like 
collaborating on projects with people from all over the world, 
speakers believe companies may actually be smaller and SMEs 
could have an advantage with fewer layers of checks and balances. 

“I feel that technology is a tool rather than a threat to work and 
the workplace as we know it. When automation improves 
productivity and reduces costs, more demand will be generated, 
which would lead to the company having to hire more labour,” 
one speaker said. 

Interestingly, not a single speaker at the conference mentioned 
the importance of employees building up relationships with clients. 
The advantages of a well-oiled office of team players was also 
ignored. Instead, business would be driven by the bottom line and 
availability of freelancers to deliver on time. 

Such cold, clinical business ideas fly in the face of the growing 
trend of people looking for a complete experience package rather 
than buying a simple product or service at the lowest price. 
Technological driven businesses would also seem to be 
extinguishing innovation, and technology itself, is in danger of 
numbing interaction among people and communication, which is 
where innovation and ideas stem from. 

“With the advent of new technology, people are glued to their 
smart phones. We are also working 24 hours a day, seven days a 
week. Shouldn’t we be looking for ways to control it and retain a 
balance between work and life? Or is it now a way of life that we 
are unable to resist?” a member of the audience asked.








