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Executive summary

SDG 8 integrates the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. 
To achieve inclusive and sustainable economic growth for full employment and decent work,  
an integrated process is needed to drive balanced progress across these three dimensions. In its 
2019 report Time to Act for SDG 8: Integrating Decent Work, Sustained Growth and Environmental 
Integrity the ILO described a broad policy approach to this challenge which encouraged countries 
to pursue interrelated strategies that feed a cumulative dynamic process - a positive SDG 8  
“policy spiral.”

This report builds on that previous work by analysing in Chapter 1 the prospects for countries 
to achieve the economic, social and environmental aspects of SDG 8 by 2030 based on their 
performance between 2010 and 2022. The report traces the disappointing state of global 
prospects for achieving SDG 8 and identifies certain patterns and imbalances in these prospects 
across countries and the three dimensions. The report then elaborates in Chapter 2 on the policy 
framework presented in 2019 by seeking to explain more fully the dynamics of the transformative 
change envisioned by SDG 8, in particular by exploring the underappreciated role of the “collective 
capabilities” of societies in enabling and shaping such change. Finally, Chapter 3 distils a number 
of principles and policy recommendations for integrated learning and transformation strategies—
an epistemic approach—to mobilizing investment, technological change and innovation and 
structural transformation in the economy.

The prospects of achieving SDG 8 by 2030 
Progress on SDG 8 has been lagging, despite decades-long efforts to advance the productive 
transformation of economies on a socially inclusive and environmentally sustainable basis, 
including through the promotion of science, technology and innovation (STI).1 Actions to meet the 
SDGs are not yet advancing at the speed or scale required, and, as with other SDGs, progress on 
SDG 8 has been weak across most of its dimensions and indicators and across much of the world. 

What is more, the outlook for future progress is not encouraging, given the multiple crises 
affecting the world. Economic growth is far from the levels envisioned in the SDG targets, and 
unemployment rates, informality and decent work deficits remain high in many parts of the world. 
By applying the integrated measurement instrument for SDG 8 developed by the ILO to clusters of 
similarly performing countries at different levels of GDP per capita, this analysis provides a clearer 
picture of the nature of the challenges humanity is facing in achieving balanced progress across 
the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. 

It finds that major differences exist among and within these country groups with respect to both 
the level and pattern of prospects, identifying eleven distinct patterns or types of balances and 
imbalances. These patterns of imbalances reveal that past performance on economic indicators 
are a necessary but not sufficient condition for improving prospects on social inclusion and decent 
work, and that the average prospects in the environmental dimension seem to be completely 
unrelated to the prospects in the economic and social dimensions. Based on this finding this 
report concludes that societies, institutions, value systems and political choices need to be taken 
into account in explaining these different levels and patterns of balances and imbalances. It also 
concludes that, even though the COVID-19 pandemic caused major labour market disruptions, the 
pandemic is not the main reason for the poor prospects of achieving the SDG 8 targets. 

1 See the Global SDG Indicators Data Platform.
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Collective capabilities of societies enable and shape transformative change
The inability of so many countries to make adequate progress on the path to SDG 8 suggests that there 
is a need to examine more closely the challenges they face in implementing the Goal. The slow progress 
of countries to create dynamic transformative processes and to harness STI for SDG 8 can in some part 
be ascribed to a lack of the coordinated international assistance that had been envisaged when the SDGs 
were adopted. However, it also suggests a fundamental weakness in the prevailing models of economic 
growth and development that limits their power to pursue policies that enhance the dynamics of complex 
transformation processes. 

Drawing on insights and evidence from across the social sciences, this report presents a framework  
for understanding the importance of societies’ collective capabilities in explaining effective 
implementation processes for SDG 8. Societies are the agents of transformative change, and the way 
they cultivate different collective capabilities shape the options available for investment, technological 
change, innovation and structural transformation in the economy. Capabilities also enable societies 
to shape the dynamics of change processes and to establish a consensus on the common purpose of 
transformative changes.

 It is critical to note that collective capabilities, which reside at the level of societies, are fundamentally 
different from the skills of individuals. Collective capabilities exist in teams, social groups and 
communities, and they reside in different forms such as relationships, networks, structures, institutions, 
routines or culture. 

To explain how collective capabilities evolve, this report takes an epistemic approach, arguing that 
collective capabilities are created in a societal learning process. Learning at the collective level is 
understood as a process of transforming socially shared bodies of knowledge and beliefs which implies 
enhancing the society’s technological knowledge base, changing the rules of institutions and adapting 
cultural knowledge and value systems. 

Policy recommendations to boost collective capabilities
A major challenge for policymakers is to develop productive transformation strategies that recognise 
the important role of collective capabilities in enabling and shaping transformative change. This 
entails applying policies at three distinct layers. Firstly, at the level of the economy, policymakers need 
to formulate industrial, trade, investment, technology and innovation policies to harness STI and 
shape transformative change for SDG 8, while understanding the existing collective capabilities in the 
society, which define the feasible options for transformative change. This requires a comprehensive 
strategy to pursue multiple development objectives, to coordinate and align the multiple dimensions of 
transformative change and to embrace local, national and international societies to ensure that no one is 
left behind. Partnerships and social dialogue represent important collective capabilities in implementing 
such strategies.

Secondly, policymakers need to pro-actively promote collective capabilities by transforming and 
enhancing the socially shared bodies of knowledge and beliefs. This requires policy makers to 
develop comprehensive learning strategies to 1) cultivate endogenous processes of creating new 
useful knowledge and technologies; 2) promote learning which facilitates transition of the local 
communities into the formal economy (learning to formalize); 3) develop capabilities for catching up 
on industrial development and advanced technologies; 4) support learning for a just transformation 
into environmentally sustainable economies; and 5) build collective agency and creativity to accelerate 
innovation processes. Recognising the value of epistemic diversity and applying the principle of epistemic 
justice are critical for the success of such learning strategies. Effective learning strategies must integrate 
technology and trade policies, industrial and sectoral policies as well as education and training policies, 
while policies to integrate migrant workers and to tap into the network of the diaspora community 
complement the learning process. 
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Finally, international cooperation and the multilateral system in particular could do far more to mobilize 
international solidarity in support of progress at the country level on SDG 8. The International Labour 
Conference (ILO 2023f) recognized the importance of social justice, and the need for a fair distribution of 
the burdens and benefits arising from transformative change to be shared by all, with changes required 
across the value systems, norms, institutions, technologies, production structures and consumption 
behaviour of societies. Indeed, the ILC concluded in its General Discussion on a Just Transition that: 
“Just transition reflects a common global purpose that entails responsibilities for everyone, including 
governments, employers and workers”. 

Social justice also requires societies to take responsibility for the well-being of future generations. Social 
justice between generations is intrinsic to sustainability, which is defined as “meeting the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations 
1987). Ensuring social justice between current and future generations involves protecting the essence 
of both humanity and nature, and this requires all communities – the research community, political 
decision-makers, managers, entrepreneurs, employers’ organizations, trade unions and workers – to act 
responsibly for the common good of future generations.
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1. The prospects of 
achieving Sustainable 
Development Goal 8  
by 2030
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 8 exhorts the international community to “[p]romote sustained, 
inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all”. 
Ten targets identify the achievements needed to advance towards SDG 8. For each of those targets, a 
varying number of indicators have been defined to measure progress. The ILO is the custodian of 8 out 
of the 16 indicators of SDG 8. There are significant differences among countries in terms of the values 
of the indicators, and thus in the measured progress towards SDG 8 (ILO 2019). The first section of this 
chapter builds upon the detailed analysis of progress in the various targets and indicators of SDG 8 
presented in the 2019 report and provides a brief update on the latest trends, including the impact of 
the COVID-19 crisis.

SDG 8 is unique among the 17 SDGs in the sense that it is the only Goal that incorporates and 
brings together social, economic and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. It 
calls for social inclusiveness and decent work, and for sustained economic growth to accumulate wealth 
and prosperity, as well as the decoupling of economic growth from environmental degradation. SDG 8 
is therefore interlinked with many other SDGs, which implies that the achievement of SDG 8 depends on 
progress made in the other Goals. SDG 8 will succeed only if all of the Goals are achieved concurrently. 
On this point, Jeffrey Sachs notes that “success in any of these three categories (or subcategories within 
them) will almost surely depend on success of all three” (Sachs 2012). This is reflected in the framework 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which calls for balanced patterns of progress in these 
three dimensions (Hirai 2022). 

The ILO has therefore developed an integrated measurement instrument for SDG 8 that includes 
targets and indicators from other economic, social and environmental Goals, and thus allows 
measurement of progress and prospects in each of the three dimensions (ILO 2019). The second 
section of this chapter builds upon that work and presents a new analysis of the prospects for achieving 
the targets of SDG 8 in these dimensions. Those prospects depend on the distance from those targets 
and the rate of progress towards them. The section also analyses patterns of prospects and of imbalances 
in prospects across the three dimensions of SDG 8 in different country groups. In addition, the rates of 
progress towards the targets are presented. This chapter demonstrates significant differences across 
country groups not only in terms of prospects of reaching the targets of SDG 8, but also of imbalances 
in prospects across the dimensions of SDG 8.
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Global prospects of reaching SDG 8 are bleak – a trend that was already in the making prior 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. The global poor are almost as far from reaching the targets of 
SDG 8 as they were at the beginning of the process. The unequal prospects of reaching SDG 
8 across countries and imbalances across the three dimensions are an important part of the 
problem. Chapter 2 of this report explores the dynamics of the transformative change envisioned 
by SDG 8, examining in particular the “collective capabilities” of societies in enabling and shaping  
such change.

 X 1.1. Latest trends of indicators representing  
the SDG 8 targets

Progress towards SDG 8 remains sluggish in a challenging environment. The COVID-19 pandemic, 
with its major impact on the economy and labour markets, massively unsettled the rate of progress. 
Furthermore, it has left its marks by disrupting some promising pre-crisis trends and constricting fiscal 
space due to increased debt levels. High inflation and the cost-of-living crisis, uncertain monetary policy 
paths, trade tensions and increasing risks of debt distress – all exacerbated by geopolitical tensions – 
have added to the challenges. And while the global economy is projected to avoid a recession (IMF 2023), 
economic growth is far from the levels envisioned in the SDG targets.

Data collection efforts need to be intensified to improve measurement of progress towards all 
of the targets of SDG 8 using all of the agreed indicators. While global time series estimates exist 
for some of the headline indicators, only a snapshot of the latest available data across a limited set of 
countries can be presented for other indicators. The following overview provides a snapshot of the latest 
available data relating to the indicators of the SDG 8 targets1.  

 X   Target 8.1. Sustain per capita economic growth with a target of at least 7 per cent per year in 
least developed countries: Global real GDP declined sharply by 4.1 per cent in 2020 amidst the 
COVID-19 pandemic, following an average rate of annual expansion of 2 per cent in the years 
2014–2019 (IMF 2023). Despite a rebound, with growth exceeding pre-crisis rates in 2021, low 
projected growth implies that a gap of around 3 per cent with respect to the pre-crisis trend will 
remain over the coming years. Real GDP growth of least developed countries is expected to exceed 
5 per cent in 2024 and 2025, much higher than the 3.9 per cent that was achieved on average in the 
years 2014–2019, but still below the target of 7 per cent. 

 X  Target 8.2. Enhance productivity through diversification, technological upgrading and 
innovation, and a focus on high-value added and labour-intensive sectors: While growth in 
output per worker has been declining over decades in high-income countries, there are now signs 
that this slowdown is also spreading to middle-income countries (ILO 2023b). This will reduce 
the pace of convergence in productivity growth. The situation is particularly dire for low-income 
countries, where labour productivity is 18 times lower than in high-income countries. Worse still, 
there has been no convergence in labour productivity growth over the past three decades between 
low- and high-income countries (ILO 2023b). Low productivity growth also limits the scope for 
widespread and sustained real income increases.

1 While measurement in this report is based on indicators, it aims to evaluate targets. Therefore, the target numbers are used 
during the data presentation, even though the underlying indicators are used. All data that is not referenced specifically comes 
from ILOSTAT or form the SDG database of the United Nations.
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 X  Target 8.3. Promote decent job creation, entrepreneurship, and the formalization and growth of 
micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises: Globally, 8 in 10 enterprises operate in the informal 
economy and around 2 billion workers were in informal employment in 2022, which amounts to 
58.0 per cent of the employed. The incidence of informality declined slowly prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic, from 60.2 per cent in 2010 to 57.8 per cent in 2019. As growth rates were stronger in 
informal employment than in formal employment during the recovery from the pandemic in 2021, 
the incidence of informal employment has slightly increased compared to the pre-crisis situation. 
On average, informality rates are higher in countries with lower GDP per capita. Given that the 
slower recovery in these countries was mainly driven by informal jobs, labour income in many 
developing economies remains below the pre-pandemic level and is now being further threatened 
by soaring inflation.

 X  Target 8.4. Improve global resource efficiency in consumption and production and endeavour 
to decouple economic growth from environmental degradation: Domestic material consumption 
shows a steady upward trend. Latest data however are from 2019. Global domestic material 
consumption per capita stood at 12.3 tonnes in 2019. The consumption per capita has been 
rather stable since 2013 but a growing population means that overall consumption is increasing. 
A related indicator is 9.4.1 which points in a similar direction: Global CO2 emissions per unit of 
GDP stood at 0.27 kg per US$ (in purchasing power parity) in 2019, down from 0.33 in 2010. Since 
global GDP expanded faster than the reduction in the CO2 intensity of GDP, global CO2 emissions  
have continued to increase since 2010. A much higher rate of decline is required to achieve 
emissions targets.

 X  Target 8.5. Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all women and men, 
including for young people and persons with disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal 
value: The latest trends for indicator 8.5.1, which is needed to evaluate equal pay for work of equal 
value are not available. Nevertheless, the median hourly gender pay gap across 102 countries, in 
the respective latest year available, is approximately 14 per cent. However, this pay gap does not 
account for differences in characteristics such as education, occupation or work experience. The 
global unemployment rate, which relates to indicator 8.5.2, is projected to decline to 5.3 per cent 
in 2023. The world has experienced a declining trend of unemployment since 2009 and, while 
unemployment rose massively in 2020, the pre-crisis trend has recovered (ILO 2023a). At the 
regional level, unemployment rates differ widely. In 2023, the global jobs gap, which is broader 
than unemployment and captures all workers who want jobs, is projected to stand at 453 million 
people (or 11.7 per cent), more than double the level of unemployment (ILO 2023a).2

 X  Target 8.6. Reduce substantially the proportion of youth not in employment, education 
or training: Globally, nearly one in four (23.5 per cent) young people were not in education, 
employment or training (NEET) in 2022. Although this is a slight decrease since 2020, it remains 
above the 2015 baseline of 22.2 per cent and hence far away from the target to “substantially 
reduce” it. Young women are twice as likely as young men to be NEET. NEET rates are also much 
higher in some subregions, in particular North Africa and South Asia (ILO 2023b). Young people 
aged 15 to 24 face much higher unemployment rates than adults (ILO 2022).

2 Globally, there is only a small difference in unemployment rates between men and women, but significant regional and 
country variations. The large gender gap in labour force participation rates reflects the fact that it is more difficult for women to 
access the labour market.
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 X  Target 8.7. Eradicate forced labour, modern slavery, human trafficking and all forms of 
child labour: The latest estimates indicate that the number of children in child labour stood at  
160 million worldwide at the beginning of 2020. This translates to almost one in ten of all children 
worldwide. Sub-Saharan Africa has by far the highest prevalence of child labour worldwide, with 
almost one in four children working in child labour. While the long-term global trend is decreasing, 
global progress against child labour has stalled since 2016. The latest global estimates indicate that 
50 million people were living in modern slavery in 2021. Of these people, 28 million were in forced 
labour and 22 million were trapped in forced marriage. Unfortunately, the number of people in 
modern slavery has risen significantly in the last five years. In 2021, 10 million more people were 
in modern slavery compared to 2016 global estimates (ILO 2022c) .

 X  Target 8.8. Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all 
workers, including migrant workers, particularly women migrants and those in precarious 
employment: Between 2000 and 2016 the global rates of total deaths attributable to exposure to 
occupational risk factors decreased from 39.9 to 34.3 deaths per 100,000 working age population. 
Similarly, the global rates of total disability-adjusted life years attributable to exposure to 
occupational risk factors decreased from 1,878 to 1,636 per 100,000 working age population.  
This shows a substantial reduction in the total work-related burden of disease per head of 
population over the 16-year period (WHO and ILO 2021). The global average for SDG indicator 
8.8.2 on national compliance with fundamental labour rights (freedom of association and collective 
bargaining) in 2021 stood at 4.48, showing little change from 4.46 in 2020. While globally there has 
been progress under SDG indicator 8.8.2 since 2015, the country level scores in several countries 
indicate continued worsening. From 2020 to 2021, in 18 per cent of countries, compliance with 
freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining worsened 
by an average of 0.53 points compared with 10 per cent of countries in which compliance improved 
by an average of 0.28 points (while it remained unchanged for other countries). For the period from 
2015 and 2021, the situation in 43 per cent of countries has worsened by 0.55 points and in 35 per 
cent improved by 0.51 points. The number of international migrant workers has been continuously 
growing, reaching 169 million in 2019, while protection issues remain among the most urgent  
policy challenges.

 X  Target 8.9. Promote sustainable tourism that creates jobs: In 2021, the tourism share in global 
GDP stood at 2.5 per cent, much lower than the 4.2 per cent in 2019 and only showed a slight 
improvement in 2020. In 2022, however, tourism saw a major recovery, closing a significant part 
of the gap back towards pre-crisis levels.3 In this respect, it is important to tap into the potential of 
the tourism sector as a major driver of economic growth, enterprise development and job creation, 
particularly for women and youth.

 X  Target 8.10. Enhance access to financial services for all: In 2021, 76 per cent of adults globally had 
an account at a bank or a regulated financial institution, which is an increase from 62 per cent of 
adults in 2014. Payment of wages into bank accounts is an important driver of financial inclusion.

3 The travel and tourism sector contributed 7.6 per cent to global GDP in 2022. This is a solid recovery following the slump of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, the contribution remains below the 10.4 per cent that was achieved in 2019 (WTTC 2023).
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 X 1.2. Prospects of achieving sustained,  
sustainable and inclusive development

SDG 8 is multidimensional in that it incorporates economic, social and environmental dimensions of 
sustainable development. The interdependence among these dimensions means that sustainable 
development is only possible by advancing along all three dimensions (ILO 2019a). Imbalanced 
progress will ultimately hold back countries not only in the neglected dimensions but in all of them. The 
ILO has therefore developed a measurement instrument to evaluate the prospects for achieving targets 
in these three dimensions of SDG 8 in a balanced or imbalanced manner (ILO 2019a). The instrument 
uses indicators from SDG 8 but also from other SDGs when those provide added value (Box 1.1).4 Data 
gaps limit the choice of indicators and data collection needs to be strengthened to obtain a more precise 
measurement of the prospects of achieving the SDG targets.

The analysis of the prospects of achieving SDG 8 shows where countries are expected to stand 
in 2030 with respect to the targets if current trends are to continue. To that end, indicators are 
evaluated on a scale of 1 to 5 based on the distance of their extrapolated performance in 2030 from 
the SDG targets. The extrapolation is based on the determination of the average annual change in an 
indicator over the period 2010–2022 and further extrapolation of that change until 2030. The scheme 
to classify those indicators into categories 1 to 5, with 1 implying the lowest and 5 the highest degree of 
prospects, is largely taken from the previous report on SDG 8 (ILO 2019a)5 but with some adaptations, 
including the nomenclature (appendix A). Setting all indicators on a common scale enables a direct 
comparison of prospects among the indicators and overarching economic, social and environmental 
dimensions, thereby revealing imbalances among these dimensions of SDG 8.

X  Box 1.1. The dimensions of SDG 8, and associated SDG and non-SDG indicators  
used to assess achievement

Economic development

 X  Extrapolated income grouping (World Bank classification) of GDP per capita, with 
additional highest category at US$35,000 (constant 2017 US$, purchasing power parity 
adjusted) (indicator 8.1.1)

 X Labour productivity growth (8.2.1)
 X Unemployment rate (8.5.2)
 X Percentage of adults with an account at a financial institution (8.10.2)
 X Research and development expenditure as a percentage of GDP (9.5.1)
 X Percentage of the population with access to electricity (7.1.1)
 X Economic complexity (non-SDG indicator)

Social inclusion and decent work

 X Labour income share (10.4.1)
 X Percentage of youth not in education, employment or training (8.6.1)
 X Working poverty rate (living on less than US$1.90 per day per person) (1.1.1)
 X Social protection coverage (1.3.1)

4 Newly available data mean that it is possible to use the hourly gender pay gap directly (indicator 8.5.1).
5 The scheme is described in detail in the Annex of the report mentioned.

5 X 1. The prospects of achieving Sustainable Development Goal 8 by 2030



 X Informal employment as a share of total employment (8.3.1)
 X Share of female managers among all managers (5.5.2)
 X Ratio of women’s hourly labour income to men’s (8.5.1)
 X Completion rate of upper primary education (4.1.2)
 X Percentage of children aged 5 to 14 years engaged in child labour (8.7.1)
 X Rate of fatal occupation injury (8.8.1)

Environmental integrity

 X Domestic material consumption per capita (8.4.2)
 X Carbon dioxide emissions per unit of GDP (9.4.1)
 X Percentage point change in forest area as a share of total land area (related to 15.1.1)
 X Proportion of protected terrestrial key biodiversity areas (15.1.2)
 X Proportion of protected freshwater key biodiversity areas (15.1.2)
 X Natural resource rent as a share of GDP (non-SDG indicator)

1.2.1. Global prospects of achieving SDG 8 by 2030
Global prospects for SDG 8 are highly imbalanced across its targets (figure 1.1). Overall, the 
environmental and social dimensions are extrapolated to be further from their targets by 2030 than 
the economic dimension. Imbalances also exist among the various indicators within each dimension, 
with some areas displaying significantly lower prospects than others. Prospects for achieving SDG 8 are 
estimated to be moderate or good on only 8 of 23 indicators based on the 2010 to 2022 trend. In other 
words, the world is well off track on nearly two thirds of these SDG 8 indicators of progress.

Prospects for only four indicators are evaluated as “good” assuming recent rates of progress can 
be maintained. Providing access to financial accounts and electricity, as well as the pace of reduction of 
working poverty (which uses an absolute international poverty line of US$1.90 as a threshold) are bright 
lights of success. The challenge is to maintain the rate of progress of the past decade until 2030, which is 
a huge task in the case of working poverty (ILO 2023b)6 and electricity.7 Furthermore, escaping extreme 
poverty is the absolute minimum objective – advancing decent work requires much more progress in all 
dimensions. Only a small part of the global population lives in countries where natural resource rents 
make up a significant part of GDP, meaning that, globally, this indicator also scores as good.

Improving upon the nine indicators scoring only “poor” requires fundamental economic and 
social transformation. Gender gaps are deeply entrenched in societies’ norms and values (ILO 2017 
and 2019b). Youth NEET rates also exhibit large gender gaps (ILO 2022). Environmental protection 
needs to be actively pursued, with much greater advances required to decouple economic growth from 
environmental degradation. Achieving universal social protection requires the extension of coverage to 
so far unprotected people, including those in the informal economy, contributing to their transition to 
the formal economy, as well as increased and sustainable public financing.

6 The number of workers living in extreme poverty – meaning on less than US$1.90 per person in purchasing power parity 
terms – has been rising in low-income countries (ILO 2023b), meaning that working poverty will not be eliminated. The decline in 
global working poverty rates will slow down with every middle-income country that approaches very low rates of working poverty.
7 Global preliminary estimates suggest that the number of people without access to electricity changed little between 2019 and 
2021, and it even increased in Sub-Saharan Africa (IEA 2022).
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 X Figure 1.1. Global prospects of achieving SDG 8 by 2030 across 23 indicators
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Note: The figure shows global weighted averages of the 23 indicators, recast into the scales 1 to 5. Most indicators have been 
averaged using population weights, except for unemployment (labour force), Youth NEET (population aged 15 to 24), labour pro-
ductivity, informality, working poverty and gender income gap (employment), child labour (population aged 0 to 14), and female 
managers (total employment of managers). Countries with missing data for a certain indicator are ignored in the construction of 
the average, which is equivalent to assuming the global average of that indicator for the countries with missing data. 
Source: ILO calculations.

1.2.2. Patterns of prospects for SDG 8 within and across country  
income groups
Major differences in prospects for SDG 8 exist between country groups, both in terms of levels 
and patterns of imbalances. By shifting the analysis to appropriate country groups, it is possible 
to investigate the level and (im)balance of those prospects for these groups (table 1.1). Regional 
aggregates provide a more differentiated picture but would still fail to do justice to the variety of country 
experiences. Additionally, significant differences can exist among countries of similar income levels that 
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belong to the same country income group, and analysing those differences can also provide important 
conclusions for policies. For this reason, within each level of income grouping,8 countries are clustered 
into distinct groups with clearly different levels and patterns of prospects for SDG 8. Such clustering 
is based on a statistical approach, aimed at maximizing the dissimilarity among clustered groups in 
the three averaged dimensions (appendix B).9 By grouping countries into clusters based on similarity, 
both levels and patterns of prospects can be seen across all indicators. Selecting the number of country 
clusters is a trade-off between clarity of exposition and sufficient recognition of the heterogeneity among 
countries.10 Creating two groups for low-income countries and three for each of the other income groups 
allows for an interesting but concise narrative (table 1.1). Table 1.1 and figure 1.211 contain analyses of 
average prospects to achieve economic, social and environmental targets, and regional dominance, by 
country cluster group.

 X Table 1.1. Patterns of average prospects in dimensions by clustered country groups 

Country  
cluster  
group

Country income  
group

Economic 
development

Social inclusion  
and decent 
work

Environmental 
integrity

Number of  
countries

Dominant region

1 Low-income countries Very poor Very poor Poor 9 Africa (67%)

2 Low-income countries Poor Very poor Moderate 19 Africa (95%)

3 Lower-middle-income 
countries

Very poor Poor Unsatisfactory 7 Africa (86%)

4 Lower-middle-income 
countries

Unsatisfactory Poor Moderate 14 Africa (64%)

5 Lower-middle-income 
countries

Moderate Unsatisfactory Unsatisfactory 31 Asia and the 
Pacific (55%)

6 Upper-middle-income 
countries

Unsatisfactory Unsatisfactory Unsatisfactory 17 Americas (47%)

7 Upper-middle-income 
countries

Moderate Moderate Moderate 14 Americas (50%)

8 Upper-middle-income 
countries

Good Moderate Poor 17 Europe and 
Central Asia (47%)

9 High-income countries Moderate Unsatisfactory Poor 7 Arab States (86%)

10 High-income countries Good Moderate Poor 18 Americas (44%)

11 High-income countries Good Good Moderate 31 Europe and 
Central Asia (90%)

Note: Criteria “very poor” to “good” are based on the unweighted averages of each dimension for the respective country group. 
“Very poor” implies an average lower than 1.8, “poor” an average between 1.8 and 2.6, “unsatisfactory” an average between 2.6 
and 3.3, “moderate” between 3.3. and 4.0, and “good” above 4.0. The dominant region is the one that constitutes the plurality of 
countries in the group among all the regions. The countries forming the cluster groups are listed in table B.1. 

8 The report uses the World Bank income grouping: low-, lower-middle-, upper-middle- and high-income countries.
9 For each dimension, the simple average of the indicators on the scale 1–5 is computed. The averages of the dimension 
can therefore take fractional values in the range 1 to 5. Missing indicators are ignored when computing the average, which 
is equivalent to assuming them to be equal to the average of the non-missing indicators. For two countries, no indicators are 
available in the environmental dimension. In those cases, the global mean of the dimension is assumed.
10 A global aggregate allows for a very clear exposition but misses all of the heterogeneity among countries. At the other end, 
presenting each country as its own group would fully capture the heterogeneity but we would not be able to see the forest for the 
trees.
11 The figure presents visually the average scores that have been coded into categories in table 1.1.
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In sum, global progress towards SDG 8 is well off track even when evaluated at this more 
disaggregated level. Ten of these eleven clusters of countries are projected to miss a large majority 
of the 23 targets. The one cluster whose prospects are estimated to be moderate or good in most 
of them, cluster 11, is nevertheless likely to fall short in over a quarter of countries.12 

Some of the country clusters are strongly dominated by a single region, while others are 
constituted by multiple regions (table 1.1). Clusters 1 to 4, all characterized by poor or very poor 
prospects in terms of social inclusion and decent work, are dominated by African countries. Cluster 6, 
dominated by Latin American countries, could be characterized as being in the middle-income trap. That 
is, they have achieved upper-middle-income status but, based on past trends, their measured prospects 
for higher economic development are not good.

Around a third of lower-middle-income countries, and all low-income countries, are in country 
cluster groups whose prospects for achieving targets in the economic dimension are poor or very 
poor (table 1.1). Nevertheless, there are 62 non-high-income countries in clusters with a moderate or 
good average expected prospect of economic development.13 Country cluster groups scoring lower in 
the economic dimension also tend to score lower in the social dimension, while no such pattern can be 
observed with regards to the environmental dimension.14 

The social dimension scores lower than the economic dimension in all but three of the country 
cluster groups (figure 1.2). Across countries, the average score in social inclusion and decent work 
ranges from 1.7 to 4.2 for the 29 countries with an average score in economic development between 
3.4 and 3.6. Mainstream economic theory does not have a social dimension, and the history of 
industrialization and development shows that economic growth itself does not lead automatically to 
social progress. The latter is the result of political will and collective agency to harness economic progress 
for social objectives. The ILO embodied this will when its founders, in 1919, defined social justice as the 
ILO’s overarching constitutional objective. Ever since, the ILO’s instruments and international labour 
standards to improve the conditions of workers and promote decent work have been based on the 
conviction stated in the Preamble of the ILO’s Constitution, that “[c]onditions of labour involving such 
injustice, hardship and privation to large numbers of people can produce unrest so great that the peace 
and harmony of the world are imperilled”. 

12 See appendix C for a detailed breakdown of prospects by indicator and cluster.
13  High-income countries all score moderate or good in the economic dimension. GDP per capita has a good score in 
construction, and access to financial accounts and to electricity also generally score good in those countries.
14  The correlation in average scores in the economic and social dimensions across the 11 country groups is 0.92. The correlation 
with the average score of the environmental dimension is close to zero for both the economic and the social dimensions.
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 X Figure 1.2. Imbalances of average prospects for SDG 8 across three dimensions,  
by country cluster group
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Notes: The figure shows the average score in each dimension of prospects of achieving SDG 8 by 2030 for each of the country 
cluster groups. Scores for the underlying indicators are derived by applying the scale in table A.1 to the simple average of each 
indicator.

Insufficient decoupling of economic growth from environmental degradation is strongly reflected 
in the results. Four out of six of the country clusters with a moderate or good score for economic 
development score at best unsatisfactory in the environmental dimension, highlighting major imbalances 
in the development path. Yet, all country income groups have one country cluster that manages to 
achieve a moderate level of environmental integrity, showing that further environmental integrity 
is possible. However, the reasons for the moderate score in the environmental dimension differ. For 
example, poor levels of economic activities rather than a conscientious effort to decouple could be the 
reason for the absence of environmental degradation in low-income countries.
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Low-income countries in cluster 1 display dire prospects in all dimensions of SDG 8.15 The only 
indicator to score at least “moderate” is material consumption per capita. However, this is also a 
consequence of the low prospects for economic development. The poor score for natural resource rent, 
along with the poor score for GDP per capita, suggests that this country group contains some relatively 
resource-rich countries that fail to translate the revenues earned from such activities into progress 
towards SDG 8 in all dimensions. In addition, some of the countries are experiencing armed conflicts.

Low-income countries in cluster 2 display highly unbalanced prospects for SDG 8, with fairly 
moderate prospects for environmental integrity but very poor prospects for social inclusion and 
decent work. The very poor scores for access to electricity and economic complexity, along with very 
poor scores for the majority of the social indicators, show the structural deficits that persist and need 
to be tackled to improve prospects for SDG 8. Unemployment shows a moderate score to a large extent 
also because the absence of social protection systems pushes people into subsistence activities, mainly 
agriculture, to make some kind of living. 

Lower-middle-income countries experience differing prospects for SDG 8, with countries in 
cluster 3 unable to sustain a virtuous cycle of economic and social transformation, and strongly 
imbalanced prospects in favour of the economy in countries in cluster 5. Many social indicators 
are at a poor or very poor level across all three country clusters of lower-middle-income countries, the 
situation in cluster 3 being particularly dire. Country clusters 4 and 5 are quite similar, with cluster 4 
showing higher prospects in terms of environmental and social indicators but lower prospects regarding 
economic indicators. Lower-middle-income countries present, on average, at least unsatisfactory 
prospects for environmental indicators. In particular, the contribution of natural resource rent to GDP is 
very low, reducing the exploitation of the environment.

Country cluster 6 of upper-middle-income countries lacks significant prospects in terms of 
economic and social indicators. Labour productivity growth is very poor, economic complexity and 
research and development expenditures are poor, and there is high unemployment and very high youth 
NEET rates. The cluster includes a number of oil exporters. 

Country clusters 7 and 8 achieve similarly moderate prospects in terms of social indicators but 
differ with regards to economic and environmental prospects. While country group 7 shows balanced 
progress across the three dimensions, country group 8 shows moderate economic prospects but scores 
poor in the environmental dimension. 

High-income countries show varying prospects for social and environmental dimensions but they 
generally score at least moderate in the economic dimension. Gender equality is a deficit in all high-
income countries, and cluster 9 – constituting mainly countries from the Gulf Cooperation Council of the 
Arab States – has additional shortcomings in social protection coverage, NEET, informality and the labour 
income share. While material consumption is high, countries in clusters 10 and 11 have started to reduce 
CO2 consumption per unit of GDP. Importantly, though, many firms in high-income countries attempt 
to meet emission targets not only through technological innovation, but also through outsourcing 
of CO2 emissions to countries without such targets (Dai, 2021). Furthermore, countries in cluster 10, 
which includes many non-European high-income countries, tend to score significantly worse in the 
environmental dimension than the mostly European countries of cluster 11. Country cluster 9 is strongly 
imbalanced towards economic targets and also reveals deficits with quite poor economic complexity and 
very poor labour productivity growth. 

15 The figures with the indicators for the various country cluster groups are presented in appendix C.
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1.2.3. Progress towards achieving SDG 8
Although low-income and many lower-middle-income countries show that the highest rates of 
progress globally are in the economic and social dimensions, these advances are still insufficient 
to ensure good prospects of achieving the targets of SDG 8 (figure 1.3). Progress is represented by the 
rate of change of the indicators of SDG 8, driven by the transformation that countries undergo in order to 
approach the SDG targets. High-income countries are expected to have the smallest improvement in the 
economic dimension, given the scale defined in this report. This is partially due to them already being at 
the highest level of prospects for a number of indicators, so that no further improvement in the score is 
possible.16 Countries with a higher rate of progress will come closer to the targets than countries at the 
same initial level but with slower progress.

 X Figure 1.3. Expected average progress in the dimensions of SDG 8 by country cluster  
between 2022 and 2030

Low-income countries Economic development Social inclusion and decent work Environmental integrity

1 - Very poor ECO, Very poor SOC, Poor ENV

2 - Poor ECO, Very poor SOC, Moderate ENV

Lower-middle-income countries Economic development Social inclusion and decent work Environmental integrity

3 - Very poor ECO, Poor SOC, Unsatisfactory ENV

4 - Unsatisfactory ECO, Poor SOC, Moderate ENV

5 - Moderate ECO, Unsatisfactory SOC, 
 Unsatisfactory ENV

Upper-middle-income countries Economic development  Social inclusion and decent work Environmental integrity

6 - Unsatisfactory ECO, Unsatisfactory SOC, 
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7 - Moderate ECO, Moderate SOC, Moderate ENV

8 - Good ECO, Moderate SOC, Poor ENV
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11 - Good ECO, Good SOC, Moderate ENV
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Note: Figure 1.3 shows the implied change in average score in the dimensions of SDG 8 between the indicator values of 2022  
(or the latest available) and the extrapolated value in 2030, for those indicators where such an extrapolation is possible. Excluded 
indicators are labour productivity growth, social protection coverage, gender income gap and child labour. A fractional change in 
a score does not necessarily imply a change in a score of an indicator, but it could if the underlying indicator is close to a threshold. 
Bars of different lengths can show the same values due to rounding off.

16 For example, a country that is already above the threshold of US$35,000 (purchasing power parity) in GDP per capita in 2022 
will show zero improvements in the score of the indicator despite having positive per-capita growth. This does not mean that 
those countries are not progressing further – they do so beyond the targets set by the SDGs.
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Globally, progress in the economic dimension is associated with progress in the dimension of social 
inclusion and decent work, but with retrogression in the dimension of environmental integrity. 
However, the relationship between the economic and the social dimensions tends to be significant only 
for low- and middle-income countries, while for high-income countries it is not significant (figure 1.4). 
Furthermore, the estimated coefficient of the relationship between the economic and social dimensions 
is rather small (around 0.3). This implies that progress towards SDG 8 needs to be pursued actively in all 
three dimensions, and that a focus on a single dimension will likely lead to significant progress only in 
that dimension.

 X Figure 1.4. Relationship of progress in the social and environmental dimensions  
with the economic dimension, world and country income groups
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Note: Lightly shaded bars indicate that the coefficient is not statistically significant. The figure shows the estimated coefficient of 
the relationship between average progress towards SDG 8 in the economic dimension and the social or environmental dimension. 
The coefficients are derived using ordinary least squares and all country data. Positive estimated intercepts (not shown) imply 
that environmental integrity could increase at the same time as economic development increases, but the higher the economic 
progress, the smaller the increase will be.

1.2.4. The impact of the COVID-19 crisis on prospects of 
achieving SDG 8 by 2030
The COVID-19 pandemic, along with other environmental, economic and geopolitical crises 
occurring since, have deteriorated the prospects of reaching the targets of SDG 8 across most 
indicators. However, the setback is small relative to the major gaps in the prospects for most 
indicators, meaning that the crises are not decisive for the failure to achieve SDG 8 at the current 
rate of progress.17 Working poverty is the indicator most impacted, with the crisis breaking years of 
a declining trend (figure 1.5). Labour productivity growth has also been heavily affected. For many 
of the indicators, the impact of the COVID-19 crisis has only been marginal compared to the massive 
gaps in prospects of reaching the targets of SDG 8 that existed before the crisis. The crisis revealed the 
importance of social protection and many countries responded by expanding social protection measures 
(ILO 2021b).18 

17 The analysis compares the pre-2019 trends with those up to 2022. The effect of individual crises cannot be identified 
separately.
18 Lack of available data means that the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is not represented in figure 1.2.
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However, many of those measures were temporary. Accelerated and sustained efforts and mobilization 
of domestic resources are needed in strengthening social protection systems and other policy measures 
for SDG 8 to achieve meaningful progress by 2030.

 X Figure 1.5. Impact of COVID-19 crisis on prospects of achieving SDG 8,  
world and country income groups   

World Low-income
countries

Lower-middle-
income countries

Upper-middle-
income countries

High-income
countries

8.1 GDP per capita

8.5 Unemployment

7.1 Electricity

8.2 Labour prod. growth

15.1 Prot. of land biodiversity

15.1 Prot. of water biodiversity

15.1 Change in forest share

8.6 Youth NEET

1.1 Working poverty

8.3 Informality

5.5 Female managers

4.2 Child education

−0.1 −0.1 −0.2 −0.2 −0.1

−0.2 −0.3 −0.1 −0.1 −0.5

−0.2 −0.3 −0.3 0.0 0.0

−0.5 −0.4 −0.8 −0.5 −0.1

−0.1 −0.0 −0.1 −0.1 −0.1

−0.1 0.1 −0.1 −0.1 −0.1

−0.0 −0.0 0.0 0.0 −0.0

−0.3 0.1 −0.2 −0.3 −0.3

−0.6 −0.6 −0.6 −0.7 0.0

−0.1 −0.0 −0.0 −0.1 0.0

0.1 −0.2 0.1 0.0 0.1

−0.0 0.1 −0.1 0.1 −0.2

Economic development Environmental integrity Social inclusion and decent work

Note: Figure 1.5 shows the implied fractional change in the prospect scores of the indicators of SDG 8 when evaluating progress 
in 2022 compared with 2018. A negative score is obtained when the rate of progress is lower over the period 2010–2022 than the 
period 2010–2018, meaning that the extrapolated value of the indicator in 2030 is now further away from the target than what 
would have been extrapolated in 2018, the latest year analysed in the previous report on SDG 8 (ILO 2019a). For example, the gap 
to target for youth NEET increases by 1.3 percentage points, which is 27 per cent (rounded to 0.3) of the percentage point range 
of 5 between the values for the scores of 2 (25 per cent) and 3 (20 per cent). A change in the fractional score does not necessarily 
imply a change in the score, as the implied extrapolated value might still fall within the same score for prospects. Only indicators 
with sufficient availability of time-series data are shown. Opaque fill, as shown for target 8.5., high-income countries, means that 
the indicator is extrapolated to nevertheless achieve the SDG target by 2030, though at a later date. 

Low-income countries have shown the least resilience to the COVID-19 crisis in terms of prospects 
of reaching SDG 8. This country income group has been set back in areas where prospects were already 
lacking. While the declining trend in working poverty has slowed down similarly across low- and middle-
income countries, the rate of progress remains sufficiently high in middle-income countries to likely 
reach the working poverty target by 2030 – but not so in low-income countries. The slowdown in labour 
productivity growth also hits low-income countries particularly hard, as that country income group 
faces huge productivity gaps with respect to high-income countries and has failed to achieve notable 
convergence over the past decades (ILO 2023b).
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2. Collective capabilities 
shaping transformative 
change for progress  
in SDG 8 
The 2030 Agenda recognizes the need for transformative change to achieve rapid progress in the 
SDGs. Transformative change implies a profound shift that goes beyond incremental improvements 
or modifications. It means doing things differently – not just a little more or less of something we are 
already doing. It involves lasting and significant changes in structures, behaviours and paradigms, at 
the individual, organizational, societal and global levels. Achieving SDG 8 requires mobilizing the forces 
that enable and drive transformative changes for sustained and inclusive economic growth, particularly 
in the least developed countries, but also in middle-income and emerging countries. This is necessary to 
raise income levels, generate decent jobs and improve well-being for all citizens. 

Development economists who deal explicitly with transformative processes explore the complexity and 
dynamics of such processes. They recognize the central role of societies, and their networks, institutions, 
cultures, ideologies and aspirations in shaping economic transformation (Acemoglu and Robinson 
2014; Keun and Pyka 2021; Mokyr 2002; 2016; Myrdal 1974; Schumpeter 2011; Veblen 1898). However, 
mainstream economic growth theories largely overlook these societal considerations. This report argues 
that this is why they have faced challenges in explaining and promoting transformative change and 
integrated progress of the nature envisioned by SDG 8, leading the United Nations and others to explore 
new “Beyond GDP” concepts and metrics (United Nations 2022).

Figure 2.1 illustrates the shift in thinking that is required in this respect. The emphasis of mainstream 
growth theories on investment in productive capacity and encouragement of technology transfer from 
developed to developing economies needs to be complemented with an expanded appreciation of 
the cultivation of collective capabilities and societal learning for sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth for productive jobs, decent work and full employment. Such thinking should build 
on the dynamic framework introduced by the ILO in 2019, which explains progress towards SDG 8 as a 
circular cumulative process of economic and social transformation, with a society’s capabilities shaping 
its economic transformation.  

The left side of the figure explains transformative changes as a sustained process of investment which 
is shaped by economic factors such as incentives to invest, access to finance, or macro-economic 
and demand conditions. These variables are the focus of mainstream economic models explaining 
innovation, technological change, economic growth and catching up of developing countries. The right 
side of figure 2.1. addresses the role of societies and their collective capabilities in shaping transformative 
change in economies. Economies are embedded in societies, and therefore societal conditions and the 
capabilities of a society play an important role in determining the nature of change the economy is able 
to implement. 
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 X Figure 2.1. Collective capabilities, transformative change and progress in SDG 8
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Progress towards SDG 8 is fundamentally driven by different dimensions of capabilities that each  play a 
key role in enabling and shaping transformative change (see figure 2.1). These capabilities are discussed 
under different names in the economic development literature. They are called social capabilities, 
organizational, dynamic, innnovation or technological capabilities to capture the different roles these 
capabilities play in a process of change, they may be called productive capabilities when focusing on the 
structural dimension, and human capabilities (Sen 1989) when focusing on the purpose dimension of 
change (Nübler 2014).19

The common property of these different concepts is the collective nature of capabilities. Collective 
capabilities enable social groups to innovate, develop new products and adopt new technologies; 
generate rapid and effective change processes; and to establish consensus on goals and aspirations for 
the common good. They therefore exist at the levels of social groups such as the team of an enterprise, 
a local community, workers’ or employers’ associations, professional networks or societies, and they 
reside in relationships, networks, structures, consensus, cooperation, or interactions. The concept of 
collective capabilities is thus fundamentally different from the concept of skills, both at the individual 
or aggregate levels, and only collective capabilities, not individual capabilities have the potential to 
transform economies. 

19 Nübler (2011 and 2014) provides an overview of the different strands of the literature on capabilities, which distinguishes 
between capabilities at the levels of the economy, organizations, geographical region or specific sectors of the economy. 
Andreoni, Chang and Estevez (2021) review the collective and productive dimensions of the human capability approach of A. Sen. 
Notable recent studies discussing capabilities for transformative change in a developing country context are Andreoni, Mondliwa 
and Roberts (2022) on industrial development in South Africa; the UNCTAD Technology and Innovation Report 2023; and the 
UNIDO Industrial Development Report 2021.
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In particular, three distinct “carriers” and types of capabilities can be distinguished, as depicted in 
figure 2.1. These are: society’s occupational networks, its institutions and routines, and its culture and 
value systems. These capabilities shape the options for changes in the three dimensions of transformative 
change discussed above. 

While mainstream economics neglects capabilities of societies, a growing consensus recognizes that

 “… capabilities clearly matter. If someone is not doing something that we as  
a society value, it might be because they can’t, not because they don’t want to. 
This weakness in economics has far-reaching implications for our understanding 
of economic growth and development, which is fundamentally about the social 
accumulation of productive capabilities” (Hausmann 2020).

The following section discusses the nature of the capabilities that create options for different dimensions 
of transformative change. The second section of this chapter provides an epistemic approach to explain 
the evolution of collective capabilities as a societal learning process. 

 X 2.1. Dimensions of transformative change  
and collective capabilities 

Transformative change is described by three distinct dimensions: structural change, the process in 
time and the purpose of change. These dimensions are equally relevant for achieving progress in SDG 
8. Societies require different types of dynamic capabilities to enable and shape these three distinct 
dimensions of change. While this section looks at these three dimensions of change and relevant dynamic 
capabilities separately, it should be kept in mind that they are complementary in accelerating progress 
in SDG 8.

2.1.1. Structural transformation for productivity, jobs  
and development 
Structural change is widely discussed as a key driver of productivity growth, job creation and economic 
development. A structure may be defined as an arrangement and organization of interrelated elements 
in a system.
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Relevance of structural change for SDG 8

What a country produces matters, and some production structures contribute more than others to 
improvements in productivity, wages, employment, decent work and opportunities for learning. 
Therefore, structural changes are considered important elements of strategies to promote SDG 8 
targets. Empirical studies identify three distinct patterns of changes in economic structures: sectoral 
transformation, diversification into new or higher quality products and changes in complexity. 
First, following the Industrial Revolution, most European countries entered a process of sectoral 
transformation, with the share of manufacturing and the industrial sector increasing in GDP and total 
employment, while the share of agriculture declined. Manufacturing has been identified as the “leading 
sector” in the process of productive transformation. It is characterized by economies of scale, strong 
backward and forward linkages, and widespread opportunities for technological progress, knowledge 
spillover and the creation of better jobs through direct income-induced and indirect linkage effects 
(Lavopa and Szirmai 2014). With the rise of the knowledge economy in industrialized countries, the share 
of the service sector in total employment and output also increased. Asian catching up countries followed 
this pattern. 

For low-income countries, economists provide mixed evidence. While some identify manufacturing 
as the sector with the highest potential for productivity and employment growth, others find a high 
potential for advanced services as a “leading sector” in economic development. Empirical evidence from 
many low-income countries, however, shows that workers shift from low-skilled agriculture to low-skilled 
service sector jobs in the informal economy, while the modern formal industrial sector fails to absorb 
workers from the traditional sector, as predicted by Lewis (1954). 

Second, diversification into higher quality or new products has been identified as the most notable 
pattern of productive transformation in middle-income countries, allowing countries to move to upper-
middle-income ranks. Diversification may be incremental when similar products are developed that 
use similar sets of resources and can thus be easily combined into a new product. Diversification may 
therefore be path-dependent and generate product clusters. It may also be reflected in jumps into 
specific industries, catalysing broader economic transformation. Diversification leads to more diverse 
jobs and employment patterns, export structures and fiscal structures. It also contributes to greater 
resilience against shocks (Usman and Landry 2021). 

Third, increasing complexity of production and export structures is the consequence of enterprises’ 
continuous quest for higher productivity and competitiveness. Automation and fragmentation of the 
production process increases productivity and destroys jobs, while diversification into more complex 
activities with high demand elasticities generates both productivity and new jobs (Astorga, Cimoli and 
Porcile 2014). Where new technologies destroy jobs in existing activities, new jobs with new and more 
complex occupational profiles always emerge. New jobs are created, for example, in the knowledge, 
technology-producing and related service sectors, which generate sophisticated, often hybrid, 
occupations. Automation enhances job complexity, particularly at the machine/human interface, through 
mobile robots, smart machines and artificial intelligence. At the same time, the new jobs in the platform 
economy require significantly fewer skills (ILO 2021a and 2018). 

Productive jobs and full employment are key targets of SDG 8. Generating patterns of structural change 
to achieve these targets are major challenges in all countries. 
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Collective capabilities to shape structural transformation:  
Occupational networks 

Societies need to build collective capabilities that enable enterprises to develop new economic  
activities and technologies, and the economy to transform production and export structures to achieve 
SDG 8 targets. Collective capabilities to shape patterns of structural change for progress towards SDG 8 
are embodied in the occupational network of the labour force, which refers to the sets of different 
occupations existing in a country, and the relations between these occupations. Hence, the particular 
mix, diversity, density, complexity and relatedness of occupations are carriers of capabilities for  
structural change. 

Enterprises produce products that require different sets of complementary tasks to be performed, and 
each of these tasks requires a set of skills. Occupations emerge because products and tasks are too 
complex to be mastered by one person. Consequently, individual workers specialize in particular sets 
of skills, which we call occupations, and then enterprises form teams to combine their different skills 
sets, or occupations, to produce a good or service. Box 2.1 provides definitions and concepts related to 
occupations, tasks and jobs. Enterprises develop new goods and services by identifying new possible 
combinations of existing skills within the occupational network, establish links to other networks, or 
enrich the knowledge base through group learning and collaborative learning (Becker and Murphy 1992). 

X Box 2.1. Occupations, tasks and jobs

The International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-08) defines a job as a “set 
of tasks and duties carried out, or meant to be carried out, by one person for a particular 
employer, including self employment”. An occupation is defined as a set of jobs whose main 
tasks and duties are characterized by a high degree of similarity. This definition enables a job 
to be described by the scope, nature and diversity of tasks, properties that determine the 
complexity of jobs. At the one-digit level, ISCO-08 distinguishes between nine occupational 
categories and four skills levels, associating each category with different skills levels (SL). Skill 
is defined as the ability to carry out the tasks and duties of a given job. For the purposes of 
ISCO-08, two dimensions of skill are used to arrange occupations into groups: skill level and 
skill specialization.
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The collective capabilities of a society differ significantly between countries, to the extent that their 
occupational networks differ. They are not determined by individuals’ particular skills or whether they 
match with labour market needs, but by the occupational structure in a country. 

Figure 2.2 shows the specific occupational structure for each of the 11 country clusters discussed in 
chapter 1 of this report. The graph supports the general observation that, as income levels increase, the 
share of employment in the skills-intensive occupational categories – professionals (SL4), technicians and 
associate professionals (SL3), clerical support workers (SL2) and managers (SL3 and SL4) – also increases,20 
while the share of elementary (SL1) and skilled agricultural workers (SL2) plummets. Most importantly, 
this figure also shows significant differences in occupational structures between country cluster groups 
within the four country income groups. For example, within the high-income group, the occupational 
pattern of country cluster 9 differs considerably from country clusters 10 and 11, in particular in the  
share of professionals, skilled agricultural workers and elementary workers. Societies develop particular 
occupational structures and networks as the economy develops; in turn, these determine the future 
options for sectoral change, diversification and change in economic complexity. 

The relationships between occupational structures, patterns of change in economic structures, and the 
patterns of imbalances in economic, social and environmental achievements require further analysis, 
in particular by exploring these interactions at more detailed levels, such as the three- and four-digit 
levels of occupational structures. This analysis would deepen our understanding of the options for 
diversification embodied in occupational structures, as occupational structures carry dynamic capabilities 
for diversification. 

The capability perspective has three implications. Firstly, products for which the occupational network 
does not provide all the relevant skills cannot be produced. In other words, these products are not part of 
the options set. Second, even when the occupational or skills network provides capabilities and options, 
it may not be enough to be translated into innovation. Varying innovation literature discusses the role 
of the entrepreneurial State, cost structures, incentives and institutions for translating capabilities into 
innovations (Mazzucato and Perez 2022, UNCTAD 2023, UNIDO 2021). Third, while the density, diversity 
and complexity of the occupational network shape the capabilities to develop new products, the nature 
of products produced will in turn influence the tasks that workers perform, and thus, the nature of 
occupations and the occupational network will transform, and so will the collective capabilities. This 
creates path-dependent patterns of diversification. Lastly, diversification paths differ significantly 
between regions with some demonstrating significantly higher dynamics than neighbouring regions. 
History matters in this process because it takes time to build up regional specific occupational networks 
in the local labour force in distinct industries (Neffke, Henning and Boschma 2011). 

20 ISCO-08 distinguishes between four skills levels and maps major occupational groups to these skills levels.
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 X Figure 2.2. Occupational structures by country clusters
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Various methodologies to assess capabilities for structural change 

The concept of capabilities for structural change and diversification has gained significant attention 
among researchers during the past decade, mainly as a result of the renewed debate on industrial 
policies, and the development of new tools for network analysis and presentation. Several approaches 
were developed with the aim of better understanding the nature of capabilities and the options they 
create. Some of these approaches are discussed below, but it should be noted that more country studies 
are needed to fine-tune these approaches. 

Educational attainment structures 
The educational attainment structure is applied to understand a country’s capabilities to transform 
economic structures. One interesting finding shows that the educational attainment structures existing 
in the labour force are reflected in the share of manufacturing in their economies, a sector which many 
developing and developed countries aim to promote to enhance productivity and good jobs (Nübler 2013 
and 2018). Traditionally, the educational achievement of the labour force is measured by average years 
of schooling. This measure, however, hides important information about the nature of the knowledge 
and skills the labour force has acquired. 

Following UNESCO standards, the educational categories in most countries are classified as: no 
schooling, incomplete primary education, complete primary, lower secondary, upper secondary and 
higher education. Data sets from individual countries allow for the calculation of the share of the labour 
force that has graduated from each of these different categories. By sorting the different educational 
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categories from the lowest to the highest category, and comparing them across countries, several 
patterns of educational attainment structures emerge. Figure 2.3 presents a typology of educational 
attainment structures. While the L-shape and the dual educational attainment structures are found only 
in poor countries, the strong middle and the missing middle formations are found largely in middle-
income countries, and the advanced versions of the strong middle and the missing middle shapes 
dominate in developed countries. 

These different educational attainment structures can be used as a proxy for the occupational structure 
and the complexity and mix of skills in the labour force. A strong middle educational attainment structure 
(a bell shaped curve) indicates a large share of the labour force that has graduated from lower- and 
upper-secondary education, and low shares in both primary and post-secondary education. Such an 
educational attainment structure is expected to lead to an occupational structure in the labour force 
with high shares of medium-skilled occupations, but less shares in the high-skilled occupations. 
These strong middle educational attainment structures are found in particular in countries which also 
demonstrate a larger share of manufacturing in GDP when compared to countries with missing middle 
educational attainment structures. These latter structures show a relatively high share of graduates 
from lower-secondary education, a very low share of graduates from upper-secondary education but a 
much higher share of graduates from post-secondary and university education. This seems to reflect 
a very unequal distribution of access to education beyond compulsory schooling. This missing middle 
educational attainment structure provides opportunities to develop a smaller industrial base, though 
it may provide wider options to develop activities in the skilled service sector, which may arise with the 
diffusion of frontier technologies such as artificial intelligence (Nübler 2018). This analysis also has an 
interesting regional component. For middle-income countries, we find the strong middle educational 
attainment structures mostly in Asian countries, while the missing middle educational attainment 
structures are mainly in Latin American countries. For high-income countries, strong middle educational 
attainment structures dominate in Germanic-speaking and Scandinavian countries, while missing middle 
educational attainment structures dominate in the English- and Romance-speaking countries. These 
regional differences, however, may be a reflection of cultures and value systems that belong to similar 
linguistic population groups.

 X Figure 2.3. Typology of educational attainment structures
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Relatedness of products, enterprises and industries 
The product space, a network presentation of all products traded in the global market, calculates 
relatedness of products by the number of countries which export two products in tandem (Hausmann 
and Hidalgo 2011). The first panel in figure 2.4 shows the product space for all traded goods. Related 
products are grouped into product clusters. When a country produces a good that is located near 
the centre of the product space, where clusters are dense, many other related products can also be 
produced with given technologies. But this is different at the periphery. Goods located at the periphery 
are relatively unrelated, product clusters have few products, and many show limited complexity, such 
as agricultural products and extractive industries with limited opportunities to diversify (Hidalgo  
et al. 2007). The dots in colour show the export products with revealed comparative advantage >1.21 The 
size of the bubble indicates the share of this product in world export markets.

Panel 2 and panel 3 in figure 2.4 show how Viet Nam has navigated through the product space between 
the years 2000 and 2020. The gross export value increased from US$16.9 billion in 2000 to US$331 billion 
in 2020, with the electronics sector demonstrating exponential growth, in addition to growth in the 
textile and machinery cluster. Comparing the two export baskets, Viet Nam had entered few industrial 
product clusters in 2000, while the main export products were still mineral and agricultural products. 
Only 20 years later, the country exports most products in the textile cluster, and it has expanded the 
export basket into those products in the electronics cluster whose share in world trade was increasing 
rapidly which contributed to the export boom. Machinery products developed in the centre of the cluster, 
and these products are closely related to the products in the electronics sector.

This navigating pattern indicates the evolution of specific capabilities, and by analysing the change in 
occupational structures in the labour force, it is possible to identify the feasible products that may also 
be produced in the country. While it is rather easy to diversify within dense product clusters such as 
textiles, jumping into the electronics cluster requires significant effort. Viet Nam evidently was able to 
develop some of those critical occupations which enabled enterprises to diversify into all these products, 
and these capabilities enabled the country to integrate into value chains, and attract multinational 
enterprises (ILO 2023). A recent ILO study (2022b) shows the rapid job creation in the electronics industry 
in Viet Nam, which rose from 2.8 per cent of all manufacturing jobs in 2010 to 7.3 per cent in 2021 (ILO 
2022b). Compared to the manufacturing sector as a whole and nationally, average income of workers 
in the electronics industry in Viet Nam is higher and there is a higher percentage of participation in the 
national social protection scheme.

21 Revealed comparative advantage is >1 if the share of a product in the country’s export basket is larger than the share of this 
product in the global export basket.
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 X Figure 2.4. Evolution of product clusters and diversification paths in Viet Nam 

Source: The Growth Lab at Harvard University, 2019, “International Trade Data (HS, 92)”, https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/T4CHWJ, 
Harvard Dataverse, https://atlas.cid.harvard.edu/explore/network?country=239&queryLevel=location&year=/.
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The rapid and sustained transformative change in Viet Nam is enabled by a significant change in the 
occupational structure. As Viet Nam innovated, diversified and developed new industries, it learned 
to innovate and transform, and diversified into high and medium skills occupations,22 which in turn, 
enhances capabilities and further options for diversification. Figure 2.5 shows changes, in Viet Nam, in 
the shares of the occupational categories at the one-digit levels during the past two decades. The share 
of professionals (classified as high skilled) almost tripled, and the share of plant and machine operators 
and assemblers (classified as medium skilled) increased from 3 to more than 13 per cent, while the share 
of low skilled occupations in employment decreased from 64 to 40 per cent.

 X Figure 2.5. The evolution of occupational shares, Viet Nam, 2001–2020
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Economic complexity 
Lastly, the Harvard University Economic Complexity Observatory developed an economic complexity 
index to provide a metric for measuring the sophistication of a country’s production structure.23  
Economic complexity, which is highly predictive of future patterns of growth and development, 
corresponds to an enhanced capacity to produce and export a diverse range of sophisticated (high-
productivity) products. A comparison of the evolution of the values of the economic complexity index 
in South American and South East Asian countries reveals that these regions selected two different 
strategies to transform their economies with enormous implications for the development of dynamic 
capabilities. The economic complexity index in South American countries decreased as a result of the 
deindustrialization and “reprimization” that occurred with the structural shift from manufacturing to 
extractive industries owing to changing macroeconomic conditions in the 1990s, and the specific patterns 

22 According to the ISCO-08 skills classification at the one-digit level (ILOSTAT).
23 The website of the Economic Complexity Observatory provides detailed information on the concept of economic complexity, 
and the methodology and formula of the economic complexity index.
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of integration into global value chains. Meanwhile, the rapid rise in global demand for natural resources, 
due in particular to a shift in global manufacturing towards China, relegated Latin America to suppliers 
of commodities. With the decline in manufacturing in Latin America came the dismantling of associated 
educational and vocational training structures. The data show, for example, highly unequal opportunities 
in accessing higher education, which has a negative impact particularly on rural and indigenous students, 
and students of African descent, and on learning opportunities and outcomes in those regions (UNESCO, 
UNICEF and ECLAC 2022).

In contrast, South East Asian countries have integrated into global value chains with manufacturing 
intermediates as a response to China’s increasing demand for intermediate products. The strong middle 
educational attainment structure in South East Asian countries has provided the capabilities to enter 
such activities, and the labour force in these industries has acquired new sets of technical skills, which is 
expected to contribute to an enrichment of the skills network and thus the region’s capabilities. 

The different nature of the capabilities that evolved in South America and South East Asian as a 
consequence of different patterns of structural change is reflected in their “readiness” for taking 
advantage of emerging windows of opportunities for leapfrogging. Windows of opportunities can 
emerge from changes in the prevailing techno-economic paradigm, market demand or government 
regulations and policies (Lee and Malerba 2017). Countries with the right set of capabilities can take 
advantage of these opportunities to leapfrog into a new technology or industry, enabling catch-up and 
changes in technological and market leadership among countries (Perez et al. 1988). 

The rapid rise in global demand for electronic goods (smart phones, computers and robots) since the 
1990s has opened up windows of opportunity for middle-income countries. However, while South East 
Asia attracted a large part of this market share, South America was unable to develop a significant 
electronics industry. This demonstrates, first, an increasingly complex circular cumulative process, 
whereby capabilities shape the options for diversification and, in turn, the new industries provide learning 
opportunities to enhance the skills network and capabilities. Second, although the dynamic capabilities of 
a society determine the options for structural transformation, countries have choices and are influenced 
by, inter alia, incentive structures, values and preferences. Third, capabilities also determine the resilience 
of countries to the degree that they are not destroyed during crises but can quickly recover. South East 
Asia and China have, for example, demonstrated resilience in the face of recent shocks. 

 X Figure 2.6. The evolution of economic complexity in South America and South East Asia
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These different patterns of transformative change are also reflected in the productivity and employment 
trends in these two regions. Figure 2.7. shows that productivity growth (defined in terms of output 
per hour) was substantially higher in South East Asia as a whole compared to South America, while 
employment growth was also slightly higher in the former region. Performance of South East Asia 
relative to South America was stronger due to both the extensive (via more employment) and intensive 
(via higher output per hour worked) margins.24 

 X Figure 2.7. Change in productivity and employment, South East Asia and South America, 
2005–2019 
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24 See WESO Trends (2023c), chapter 3 for an in-depth discussion of productivity growth stagnation, including a concise regional 
analysis.
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2.1.2. A high-performing process of transformation 
While the structural dimension of transformative change influences productivity, the quantity and 
nature of jobs, and the level and patterns of employment, the process dimension shifts attention to the 
implementation in time.

Relevance for SDG 8

Transformative processes for SDG 8 are complex. Many stakeholders are involved, all performing 
different tasks. The distinct activities of enterprises, research institutes, governments, employers’ 
organizations, trade unions and social communities need to be sequenced, coordinated, aligned and 
monitored. The challenge lies in generating high-performing processes of transformation in economies 
and societies, and virtuous circles so that progress in one system causes positive feedback and changes 
in the other one (ILO 2019). 

Moreover, given the urgency to make progress in SDG 8, it is essential to accelerate the process of 
technological change and innovation and generate “productivity explosions through increasing returns, 
synergies, innovation and rapid diversification” (Cimoli, Dosi and Stiglitz 2009; Perez 2010). The 2030 
Agenda has therefore established the Technology Facilitation Mechanism to support harnessing science, 
technology and innovation, and make use of the huge stock of knowledge existing in the world to 
decouple economic growth from environmental damages while creating jobs and decent work. This 
requires investment in environmentally friendly or green technologies and activities to protect climate, 
biodiversity and oceans (Mazzucato and Perez 2022; Lema, Fu and Rabellotti 2021). While such emerging 
green and blue techno-economic paradigms were discussed mainly in relation to developed countries, 
they may open up windows of opportunities for developing countries to move into new trajectories 
distinct from those followed by the advanced economies. These new trajectories involve different 
innovation and development orientations, providing opportunities for emerging countries to leapfrog 
and develop technological leadership in these new green industries (Lema, Fu and Rabellotti 2021). 

While new knowledge and technologies may provide solutions for SDG 8, it is also essential that all 
stakeholders trust each other, share information, collaborate and are willing to apply technologies. In 
many cases, users are hesitating, as they are not able to validate data and information, or verify properties 
of technologies and products. For example, consumers cannot verify whether fruits were produced 
organically (this requires chemical analysis and not a simple inspection), or whether the new mRNA 
vaccine technology is safe, the related findings of science are valid or partners in research are honest. 
There is a lack of trust around the latest artificial intelligence-based algorithms applied by management 
and governments and the large language models, such as ChatGPT, owing to the great uncertainty, 
poor transparency and identified biases in these algorithms. Moreover, there are concerns that these 
technologies not only destroy jobs, but undermine decent work and exacerbate existing inequalities. 
As most people lack the means to verify the validity of information, images, videos and knowledge, 
the blurring of the lines between truth and falsehoods leads to increasing concerns about the negative 
impact of these technologies on human dignity, human and workers’ rights and the achievement of the 
decent work and social goals of SDG 8. 

Lastly, policies and measures to promote transformative processes to support SDG 8 may be resisted 
by some social communities and political groups, which highlights the need to secure broad social and 
political commitment. The benefits and burdens of technological change and innovations are often not 
distributed fairly, the procedures for designing policy measures may not be considered legitimate, and 
there may be unintended negative side effects, which may generate resistance to change. Empirical 
studies find that rule-making processes following participatory principles gain high legitimacy and that 
this is even more important than the distributive outcomes of the process. In other words, creating a 
strong perception of legitimacy and fairness is the foundation for political support for transformative 
processes (Werner and Marien 2022). 
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Capabilities for high-performing processes: Institutions and routines 

Managing processes of technological change, innovations and diversification for high performance 
requires the collective capabilities at the levels of different teams and communities. At the organizational 
level, performance of enterprises, governments or associations in innovation activities and technological 
change is shaped by their collective agency, which is defined as a group’s collective belief to be able 
to manage and control change processes for the intended outcomes (Bandura 2000) and “ …to make 
meaning of their environment through purposive consciousness, and reflective and creative action” 
(Sunstein 2017). Collective agency promotes collaborative work, provides motivation, and “accounts for 
a good share of variance in quality of group functioning and performance in diverse social systems” 
(Sunstein 2017). It drives members to pursue more challenging goals, expend more effort to achieve 
those goals and be resilient in difficult situations. 

In addition, high-performing processes are enabled by the technological, organizational or management 
procedures and routines (Nelson and Winter 1982; Dosi 1982). They embody the capabilities to actually 
carry out various tasks competently. Enterprises therefore need to elaborate procedures to discover new 
technologies and search for commercially viable innovations. They need to develop agency to choose 
new technological trajectories in a responsible manner, break with existing approaches, develop new 
ideas and organize production in different ways. But they also need to take risks and overcome resistance 
to change. Economic geography provides evidence for the role of entrepreneurial agency in explaining 
high-performing region-specific processes of structural transformation and industrial development 
(Grillitsch et al. 2022).

At the level of societies, the dynamic capabilities to manage processes reside in institutions. While 
mainstream economics discusses only the market-enhancing role of institutions, new institutional 
economics contends that institutions can explain the differences in economic performance in time 
and across space. Institutions are defined as the “rules of the game” (North 1990) and they determine 
the performance of economies by reducing uncertainty and creating trust relationships, cooperation, 
and incentives (Veblen 1898).25 They guide and restrict choices, and the behaviour of individuals and 
organizations. However, similar to the routines at the enterprise level, societies develop collective agency, 
based on the sense of self-efficacy, and must develop collective procedures by learning to effectively 
apply the “rules of the game”. 

Recent research explores economic and political institutions and finds that inclusive institutions that serve 
all parts of society are associated with highly innovative activities, directing innovative entrepreneurship 
towards higher levels of economically complex activities. In contrast, extractive institutions which only 
benefit a country’s elite limit innovation behaviour (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012; Vu 2022). Socially 
inclusive institutions also explain the observed patterns of achievements in the economic, social and 
environmental targets of SDG 8 discussed in chapter 1 of this report and in the 2019 ILO report on SDG 8. 
Figure 2.8 shows, for most countries, relatively balanced achievements across the economic and social 
goals, while the data across all countries do not show any correlation between achievement of social 
and economic targets, and achievement in environmental targets. The relatively balanced progress in 
economic and social progress is not achieved by a “trickle down” process as proposed by growth theories, 
but is the result of a long history of societal learning and distilling of knowledge from experience and in 
turn the building of institutions that retain the “rules” that societies value (Hayek 1945). 

25 Veblen rejects Adam Smith’s (1776) idea of autonomous individuals driving economic progress, and argues that the “economic 
life history of a social group” is a cumulative process of adaptation and change in which habits, norms and institutions evolve, 
with these institutions shaping the group’s economic decisions and actions: “All economic change is a change in the economic 
community, a change in the community’s methods of turning material things to account. The change is always in the last resort a 
change in habits of thought” (Veblen 1898).
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 X Figure 2.8. Relationships between average scores in achievement of the dimensions of SDG 8

In time, social dialogue, social protection, occupational health and safety, redistributive 
institutions and minimum wage laws were adopted in many countries as these new rules to 
ensure alignment between economic and social development. When the ILO was created in 1919 
with the mandate to develop international labour standards for its Member States, as national 
labour market institutions, collective bargaining and social dialogue gave a voice to workers, in 
addition to governments and employers. These instruments are critical to manage change in 
technologies in the workplace and to address the negative impact of technologies on employment 
and job quality to ensure decent work. By ratifying and adopting international labour standards,  
ILO constituents build up collective capabilities to implement high-performing technological and 
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economic change processes leading to progress in both economic and social targets of SDG 8, and thus 
to social justice. The strong imbalance between economic and social goals and environmental goals is 
explained by a lack of institutions in most countries, given that the importance afforded to protection of 
nature and environmental integrity has shifted only more recently on the political agenda as societies 
have learned from the rapid deterioration of humanity’s life-support system. Societies today need to 
engage in processes to address the environmental crisis of the twentieth and twenty-first century, to 
mitigate the effects and avoid the unknown but harmful consequences of moving beyond tipping points.

It is important that public rather than market institutions steer technological change and support 
organizations in choosing robust trajectories when new technologies open bifurcation opportunities. 
Markets do not provide such choices. Rather, markets pre-determine the direction of change (that is 
productivity enhancing and labour saving). Steering technological change beyond interest (incentives) 
needs to be driven by institutions, and these institutions need to be public (Dosi 1982). Such institutions 
help stakeholders to make responsible choices, scientists to apply responsible search heuristics, and 
entrepreneurs who reshape innovations to support the SDGs, including SDG 8 (Acemoglu and Johnson 
2023). They facilitate collaboration among different stakeholders, with a focus on building trust, 
transparency and inclusivity.26

2.1.3. A common purpose of transformative change 
As a third dimension of transformative change, achieving a consensus within society on a common 
purpose of change is highly relevant. This purpose needs to be clearly communicated and understood 
by the population. 

Relevance for SDG 8

There is no one-size-fits-all approach to achieving SDG 8. Each society and social community needs to set 
priorities for the goals to be achieved, taking account of limited resources, and make choices regarding 
the path towards such achievement. Different groups within societies may have different aspirations and 
may therefore prioritize different purposes of change and different pathways, policies and strategies 
towards the common purpose. Establishing such a consensus facilitates cooperation between the 
different economic agents and stakeholders, and facilitates alignment and coordination of economic 
activities for consistency. It motivates stakeholders to work towards the common goals and accept the 
risks and uncertainties associated with disruptive change, and creates trust and supports tolerance for 
diversity of values within the common vision (van Dijk, de Kwaadsteniet and de Cremer 2009). 

A process is needed at the nation level that is participatory and gives a voice to all stakeholders. The ILO 
promotes social dialogue in its various forms at the levels of enterprises, countries and regions; however, 
the engagement of civil society and other relevant stakeholders is also important for building consensus. 
The Friday for Future movement provides a prominent example.

26 Lall emphasized the capabilities of governments to support the evolution of industries, an increasingly complex learning 
process, and of capabilities for enhanced competitiveness (Lall 1992; Lall 2000). Myrdal recommends “widespread government 
controls” to launch an upward cumulative process and “the movement of the whole social system upward”, to raise the standard 
of living of the population and provide it with employment (Myrdal 1974).
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In a globalized, networked world and a global society facing multiple challenges at the regional and 
global levels that no one country can solve alone, collective actions and transformative changes are 
needed at the international level to achieve the economic, social and environmental targets of SDG 8. This 
requires a consensus on a common purpose and a common vision on the way forward to be established, 
also at the international level. Human societies need to envisage a global process of transformative 
change, and define and reach consensus on the common purpose of this process. The 2030 Agenda 
provides guidance in shaping this process of change and its principle of balancing economic, social and 
environmental goals must apply not only at the national but also the global level. The recent initiative of 
the Secretary-General of the United Nations calling for a Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection 
for Just Transitions, and the call of the Director-General of the ILO for a Global Coalition for Social Justice 
represent major efforts of the international community to work towards a consensus on such common 
purposes at the global level to propel progress in SDG 8. 

Figure 1.1 in chapter 1 of this report demonstrates the deep imbalances between economic, social and 
environmental progress at the global level, and the limited prospects of the world’s societies for making 
progress in SDG 8 targets. While there have been advancements worldwide in the economic targets, 
prospects for social and environmental progress are bleak. Moreover, the analysis reveals significant 
differences in the patterns of imbalances across regions, which reflects the need to also re-balance 
economic, social and environmental achievements between the Global South and the Global North. It is 
imperative to reduce these imbalances and to achieve a balanced pattern of sustainable development at 
the global level. Only by taking a global perspective on transformative change, and establishing balanced 
patterns of progress at the global level can we achieve SDG 8 at the global level. 

Thus, to apply this principle of balancing progress, a common purpose and global compass must be 
identified. Such a compass should guide the international community in making responsible choices for 
balanced progress at the global level, with a view to rapidly solving the massive threat emerging from 
the global climate crisis, and driving economic and social development in the Global South. 

As this compass needs to be accepted by all nations, we should consider the wide empirical evidence for 
the intrinsic desire of all peoples for social justice and fairness (Fehr and Schmidt 1999). The preamble 
of the ILO’s Constitution establishes social justice as the compass by understanding the central role of 
social justice for universal peace, that is, peace among societies and nations. The 2019 ILO report on 
SDG 8 further highlights social justice as the compass for policymakers in addressing SDG 8 at the global 
level. Since the foundation of the Organization, a wide literature has established evidence for the justice, 
peace and development nexus. The 2019 ILO report on SDG 8 states: 

Social justice needs to be a key principle guiding policies and choices to balance 
economic, social and environmental goals and when seeking to answer  
the fundamental questions that humanity is currently facing (ILO 2019a).

From a historical perspective, applying social justice as the compass for guiding policies and actions at the 
global level is essential. The United Nations Secretary-General states that the imbalances between poor 
and rich countries are the result of “global injustices that go back hundreds of years but are still playing 
out today” (author’s italics) (United Nations 2023). In addition, the principle of social justice is relevant 
for all future generations and is thus intrinsic to the concept of sustainability, as it entails meeting “the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(United Nations 1987, 24). 
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Capabilities to establish consensus on a common purpose:  
Culture and value systems

Establishing and communicating a common purpose for change and finding consensus on the way 
forward requires significant capabilities. These capabilities are embodied in the specific cultures and 
in the value systems of collective entities, and they are reflected in shared expectations, attitudes, 
preferences and aspirations among members of social groups, and what people consider “a good 
life”. The human capability concept developed by A. Sen has been expanded by a concept of collective 
capabilities which argues that people have reason to value similar things. By acting together, or being 
member in a social network people may reshape their values, aspirations and preferences and develop 
instruments to achieve the lives they collectively value (Ibrahim (2006:404). In this sense, as societies 
develop different cultures, they ascribe different values to different purposes for change, with some 
being more conducive to achieving balanced progress in SDG 8 than others. For example, societies 
ascribe different degrees of prestige to particular economic activities, which depends on a “collective 
set of valuations”, is reflected in the ranking of economic activities, and may have a significant influence 
on the nature and speed of innovations and technological change (Mokyr 2016). 

A recent ILO report (2023) exploring working conditions of essential workers (essential for the functioning 
of societies) found that many of the jobs in public service, education and health are described as having 
low prestige, which is reflected in low valuations and status of workers, low pay and often poor working 
conditions, which significantly affects people’s decisions to enter such occupations. The culture of a 
society often shapes values and expectations relative to the role of particular groups in society, such 
as women, religious groups and ethnic communities. This implies that occupations mainly performed 
by women or minorities, for example, will also be considered low value. Cultures therefore need to be 
fostered that value occupations for their contribution to society, and not for their prestige based on the 
nature of work or status of workers.

There are also different worldviews among cultures regarding the position of human beings relative to 
nature and society and these different understandings should be reflected in the moral and political 
compass, policies and institutions of societies. For example, communitarianism is common to various 
cultures in different regions and to original Nations and peoples such as the Ubuntu (Xhosa for “shared 
humanity”), Eco-swaraj (Hindi for “self-rule”) and Sumak kawsay (Quechua for “living in harmony”). 
Communitarianism understands human beings as social, and shaped by the multiple communities of 
which they are part. It is a particular economic model and life system which is based on reciprocity, 
solidarity, complementarity, equity and self-administration. It proposes property regimes and collective 
systems for economic and socio-political organization (UNRISD 2022). 

The interest in the social and solidarity economy movement in regions worldwide reflects the values given 
to alternative economic and life models (UNTFSSE 2019). The social and solidarity economy is reflected 
in the global cooperatives movement, traditional forms of solidarity and reciprocity in rural areas, and 
the urban informal economy in developing countries (Schwettmann 2021). The growing interest also in 
developed countries may reflect changes in value systems and lifestyle.
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While SDG 8 focuses on growth, productivity and technology, the variety of cultures and the value people 
give to nature and their relationships with others may suggest different views and understandings on 
the purposes of transformative change. In multicultural societies, achieving consensus on the way 
forward may challenge some communities to adapt their value systems and develop a culture of learning 
and interethnic consensus, the promotion of which is an important task for politicians. According to 
Easterly (2002), ethnic divisions in many countries in the Global South have been identified as important 
barriers to development. He states that “… politicians exploit ethnic divisions to the detriment of growth. 
It remains a choice for individual politicians whether they seek to divide and conquer, or to promote 
interethnic consensus.”

In the light of multiple global crises, many of which might only be overcome through societies’ collective 
actions, forging consensus on the purpose of transformative change at the national and global levels 
remains a major challenge. Given the diversity of cultures and value systems across human societies, 
social justice needs to constitute the compass for value judgements, policies and strategies at the 
different levels. The recent initiatives of the United Nations and ILO mentioned above on the Global 
Accelerator and the Global Coalition on Social Justice are working towards this goal. 

To conclude, this chapter’s exploration of dynamic capabilities for transformative change has shown the 
key role of society in shaping the three dimensions of transformative change for progress in SDG 8. These 
are the capabilities to manage structural change, high-performing processes and a common purpose 
of transformative change. 

 X 2.2. The evolution of collective capabilities:  
An epistemic approach 

While the first section of this chapter explains the distinct nature and functions of capabilities in creating 
options for transformative change, this section explains how such capabilities evolve. The argument is set 
forth that capabilities are rooted in the knowledge base of a society, and that distinct sets of knowledge 
and beliefs at the collective levels of social groups are the building blocks of dynamic capabilities. It 
applies insights from theories of knowledge, evolutionary economies and empirical arguments to explain 
some of the principles by which a society’s knowledge base is translated into dynamic capabilities. In 
order to gain a deeper understanding of the nature of dynamic capabilities, therefore, we need to analyse 
the knowledge base of a society. 

2.2.1. The building blocks of dynamic capabilities 
The knowledge bases of a society (or of local communities or social groups) are composed of distinct 
sets of knowledge and beliefs, each one with different properties and provided by different sources, 
and are therefore heterogenous. While each person’s experience and individually acquired knowledge 
contribute to a society’s knowledge base, the analysis of capabilities at collective levels shifts the focus 
to bodies of knowledge and beliefs shared at the social level. As mentioned earlier, dynamic capabilities 
which enable a country to transform its economy cannot exist in individual skills, but at the collective 
levels. In the following paragraphs, three distinct bodies of knowledge and beliefs are presented as the 
main building blocks of capabilities, as depicted in figure 2.9. 
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 X Figure 2.9. Building collective capabilities through societal learning:  
Evolution of epistemic systems 
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technological and technical knowledge shared by a society, and thus the nature, density and complexity 
of occupations in the labour force. The occupational structure has been discussed as the carrier  
of capabilities that shapes structural change in the economy. Useful knowledge may be developed by 
scientific methodologies; however, a lot of useful knowledge, such as indigenous, traditional and local 
knowledge, is based on the experience of previous generations. 

Secondly, “procedural knowledge” is what enables societies to implement and perform transformative 
processes. It may be viewed as an algorithm that societies follow to sequence and coordinate tasks 
across different organizations. Procedural knowledge forms important building blocks of institutions and 
organizational routines, and may be divided into rules (how things should be done to meet standards 
of excellence) and the actual competence to apply these rules in a skilful way. This implies that although 
countries may follow the same sets of rules (laws and regulations), there may be significant differences 
in the implementation of these rules and the performance of institutions. 

Thirdly, belief systems relate to knowledge which cannot be proven right or wrong but which provides 
worldviews. Philosophies provide a way of thinking about ethics, existence, thoughts, time, meaning or 
values, how we come to know what is real, good and true, and what is morally right or wrong. Political, 
social or economic ideologies shape individuals’ views on governance and on thinking about the meaning 
of progress and change. Religious beliefs provide sets of principles, teaching or doctrines which shape 
attitudes and values. All these different belief systems provide building blocks for a social community’s 
culture and value systems. They provide the basis for societies to build consensus on a common purpose. 
Individuals acquire values and culture in a process of socialization and “internalization” of values (Boyd 
and Richerson 1985).

These three distinct socially shared bodies of knowledge and beliefs form the main elements of the 
knowledge base of a nation. They need to be nurtured, accumulated, enriched and transformed for 
enhanced dynamic capabilities. Since they have different properties, they are acquired through different 
types and processes of learning, which require different degrees of effort and coordination. Explicit 
forms of knowledge, such as useful occupational and technological knowledge, can be easily articulated 
and codified, and therefore taught and shared. In contrast, although implicit forms of knowledge, such 
as the rules underpinning social norms or institutions, can in principle be articulated, people who are 
socialized in these rules and have internalized them may not be aware of them. Finally, tacit forms of 
knowledge cannot be articulated. This refers to procedural knowledge which can only be acquired 
through experience, practice and observational learning, while aiming to meet standards of excellence. 
(Polanyi 1966; Nelson and Winter 1982).

2.2.2. Complementary and interconnected nature  
of knowledge base and capabilities 
The different components of a society’s knowledge base do not exist in isolation, rather, they interact 
with and are complementary to each other. This has been observed in many case studies of technology 
transfer across different countries and for various knowledge domains. The beliefs, attitudes and values 
of a society influence the direction of technological change, and these cultural aspects are reflected in 
the features and properties of new technologies. The transfer of technologies between countries with 
a significant cultural distance between them may, therefore, be difficult to achieve as the transferred 
useful knowledge elements may not be aligned with the beliefs and values in the receiving country. For 
example, technologies developed in societies that prioritize individual responsibility and accomplishment 
reflect these values, as they implicitly assume such behaviour of people. The transfer of such technologies 
to cultures advocating a strong commitment to the group as opposed to individuals, and holding the 
benefit to the whole in higher esteem than individual accomplishment, may be inappropriate or require 
significant adjustment (Wicklein 1998). This requires managers to “analyze their own organization’s 
culture to discover the role it will play in adopting a new technology” (Hoffman and Klepper 2000).
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However, even where the cultural distance is perceived as low, different rules and procedural knowledge 
embodied in countries’ institutions reportedly complicate the transfer of technologies. Studies show that 
transfer processes are complex and that both the receiving and sending enterprises need to design new 
elements and adjust technologies in order to align the transferred useful knowledge with the rules and 
procedural knowledge in the receiving country. The complementarity of the different knowledge systems 
underpinning technology, institutions and culture may set limits to the easy transfer of technologies. 

The transfer of technologies is therefore not a “technological” issue. Technology needs to be understood 
as an integral part of an epistemic system. It is therefore obvious that there is no easy way for the 
explicit knowledge element of this epistemic system to flow to other countries, since it is not possible 
to simultaneously transfer the complementary implicit and tacit knowledge elements. This implies that 
enterprises aiming to transfer technologies need to understand these complementary and integrated 
knowledge elements, and to understand their own and the foreign culture. Case studies show that 
efforts are required of both partners to provide solutions, with teams of both enterprises working side 
by side for a period of time to transfer implicit and tacit knowledge, and an adjustment of cultural norms 
in the receiving country. Box 2.2 describes a case of technology transfer across different cultures and 
institutions.

XBox 2.2. Technology transfer across different cultures and institutions

A Japanese steel company provided machinery and equipment to a company in Brazil. This 
machinery embodied not only useful knowledge but also the tacit procedural knowledge and 
important elements of the Japanese belief and shared value system. While setting up the new 
factory in Brazil, the Japanese company had difficulties in transplanting their administrative 
structure, and while the team acquired technical skills through training, the tacit procedures 
embodied in the Japanese team could not be transferred. The problem was solved by hiring a 
specialized management consulting firm to recommend a new administrative structure that 
was compatible with the belief system embedded in Brazilian enterprises, and by sending 
Brazilian workers to work side by side with the team in the Japanese enterprise (Dahlman, 
Ross-Larson and Westphal 1987). 
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2.2.3. Co-evolution for high capabilities 
The distinct capabilities also need to develop evenly and evolve simultaneously. Progress in one dimension 
of capabilities may not enlarge the options for transformative change if the other dimensions fail to make 
progress. For example, societies may accumulate large sets of useful knowledge, and develop a diverse 
and complex occupational network in the labour force, which would potentially allow diversification into 
many different goods and services, thus creating good jobs, employment opportunities and decent work. 
Belief systems, however, may prevent specific groups in a society from connecting to the occupational 
network. Attitudes, mindsets, prejudices or social norms that lead to discrimination against women, 
ethnic communities or racial groups prevent enterprises from recruiting for the best combination of 
occupations required for diversification. The potentially high capabilities residing in the occupational 
network therefore cannot be fully translated into diversification and structural transformation due to 
cultural values which lead to discrimination and exclusion.

This challenges policymakers to promote decent work and labour standards by transforming beliefs, 
worldviews and institutions which lead to social injustice, and unfair distribution of opportunities. This is 
essential for co-evolutionary and balanced patterns of learning within a country to identify the elements 
of the society’s knowledge base that must be addressed. This may involve fostering a culture of non-
discrimination and non-segregation, and equal access to education and labour markets; changes in 
institutions in response to new useful knowledge; and the promotion of technologies and innovations 
within the local cultural and institutional context.

Economic history provides wide evidence for the joint evolution of culture, institutions and technologies, 
and their contribution to economic development (Greif 2005; Alesina and Giuliano 2015). Such processes 
enhance capabilities and the options for transformative change.

2.2.4. Path-dependencies and shifts in trajectories 
The distinct bodies of knowledge and beliefs evolve in a path-dependent manner. Useful knowledge and 
technologies move along trajectories due to the cumulative nature of learning. Individuals, organizations 
and societies retain what they have learned in the past and build on this knowledge when searching for 
new scientific knowledge, technical solutions and new goods and services (Dosi 1982; Perez 2010). As a 
consequence of path-dependent learning and evolution of capabilities, the development of options for 
transformative change is also path-dependent, and new technologies and diversification move along 
specific trajectories. 

These trajectories, however, can be disrupted by revolutionary changes in the knowledge system, and 
shift the economy to a different transformation path. Such disruptions may be induced endogenously 
or through exogenous shocks, such as a change in beliefs and culture, through new technologies, such 
as artificial intelligence, robots, machine learning or large language models, or through institutional 
change, such as the implementation of a new trade regime. However, in any case, we can assume that 
enterprises and societies require new and enhanced capabilities to make the shift to a new path. This 
assumption is based on two interesting empirically observed cases where countries are trapped and fail 
to make a transition. 

One case is provided by Perez (2010 ), who explains shifting techno-economic paradigms. According 
to her theory, which she developed by analysing recurrences since the Industrial Revolution, new 
technologies come in waves. First, new productivity-enhancing technologies are installed in existing 
industries. However, unintended effects (such as unemployment, unequal distribution of the productivity 
gains and rising inequality, and institutional failure to ensure decent work) lead to crises. Such crises 
mobilize social demands, political choices, institutions, values and expectations that are completely new. 
Perez argues that these societal changes are the forces driving the shift to a new phase (a “Golden Age”) 
with product innovations, productivity explosion, new growth industries and job creation. This theory, 
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although it does not mention the concept of dynamic capabilities, in fact describes the evolution of new 
capabilities as a precondition for a shift into the Golden Age. Perez argues that developed countries are 
currently at a turning point, but the shift into the Golden Age phase is not automatic, and countries seem 
to be unable to make that move. 

A second empirical observation is the so-called middle-income trap, which describes a well-known 
phenomenon where countries were able to shift to the middle-income level but are unable to move 
further into the high-income ranks. It is interesting to note that of the 101 middle-income economies in 
1960, 23 countries qualify as high-income in 2022. One third of them are former socialist countries and all 
are members of the European Union: Estonia, Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech and Slovak republics, Hungary, 
Lithuania, Latvia, Malta, Poland and Slovenia (The Economist 2023). We can assume that the similarity 
and closeness of these countries to their neighbouring industrialized countries in Europe, in terms of 
culture and common institutional European Union framework, enabled these countries to enhance their 
capabilities to make the transformative change to a higher-level diversification and technology path. In 
addition, studies show that similar cultural and institutional contexts, and similar languages, support 
innovations through social influence and social learning. While the former socialist countries were able to 
escape the middle-income trap, around half of the countries which could not escape are in Latin America, 
a region whose economies are highly unequal, with large informal economies, small industrial sectors, 
low productivity and major export products in natural resources (ILO 2023d). 

These empirical phenomena are still considered a “puzzle” in mainstream economics. This report 
suggests undertaking research by applying the framework presented herein to explain transformative 
change. Research would thus not only explain why the shifts are not taking place, but would also help 
to understand the capabilities of these countries, and how they can be enhanced. In middle-income 
countries, this analysis should take into account local and traditional economic systems, such as 
communitarian and informal economies, as well as formal market economies, to understand all the 
options embodied in the different economies and communities of such countries, and understand the 
possible learning paths to enhance dynamic capabilities. 

2.2.5. Epistemic diversity, epistemic justice and societal learning 
Diversity represents an important principle in evolutionary development. It has high value for building 
dynamic capabilities, and for driving innovation and transformative change as it propels societal learning 
and transformative change. The more diverse the knowledge base, the higher the possible combinations 
of knowledge for diversification. In turn, applying different sets of knowledge and beliefs leads to a 
more comprehensive and robust approach to problem-solving and improved decision-making. Different 
viewpoints challenge assumptions, reduce bias and improve the evaluation of evidence. Hence, epistemic 
diversity has the potential to become an important catalyser of endogenous learning processes.

The knowledge base in many societies is characterized by the co-existence of multiple knowledge 
and belief systems, which are a reflection of multiple ethnic communities with distinct cultures and 
worldviews, institutional variety and technological paradigms. These different shared bodies of 
knowledge and beliefs are often fragmented. Where collaboration and institutional support are limited, 
the co-creation of new knowledge is also limited, and so may be progress in indigenous technologies, 
innovation, technical learning and the development of dynamic capabilities (Srinivas 2021). 

An emerging discussion on “epistemic injustice”, a recent theory and term developed by Fricker (2007), 
focuses on the exclusion and silencing of the knowledge of certain groups; the systematic distortion, 
misrepresentation or erasure of knowledge; undervaluing status or standing in communicative practices; 
and unfair distinctions in authority. In this respect, power is one important aspect in the complex interplay 
between knowledge and social relations (Foucault 1970). What is considered legitimate knowledge is in 
fact socially constructed, and power operates through the production, dissemination and recognition 
of knowledge. 
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The concept of epistemic injustice can also be applied to the unequal levels of recognition, legitimacy 
and validation afforded to the local or indigenous rules and customs compared with those afforded to 
imported modern or formal elements in many developing countries. Experience shows that the political, 
academic and international community seems to be biased towards the formal, scientific, Western-
based knowledge, belief and institutional systems. In many African countries, for instance, the informal 
apprenticeship system provides occupational training to the majority of young people. These systems are 
regulated mainly by traditional rules and norms, and they largely co-exist with the formal technical and 
vocational education and training systems (TVET). The ILO’s research agenda on informal apprenticeship 
in African countries demonstrates the high value of informal apprenticeship training in preparing young 
people for work and income in the informal economy, and their recognition by apprentices and master 
crafts people. However, the study also reveals low appreciation for the informal apprenticeship system 
as compared to formal training systems and approaches by policymakers and researchers (Nübler, 
Hofmann and Greiner 2009). Recognition, however, is key to receive support and attention from of 
policymakers, and to develop policies and strategies for upgrading traditional apprenticeships, building 
bridges to the formal training systems, and eventually co-evolving with the formal training system.27

 

27 The evolution of the dual apprenticeship systems in countries like Germany, Austria and Switzerland provides an interesting 
example for the reform during the nineteenth century of traditional, crafts-based training systems into a modern training system 
which serves the needs of both industries and the crafts sector. This process was enabled through a new pedagogical ideology 
which affords high prestige, value and legitimacy to apprenticeship training.
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3. Conclusion and policy 
recommendations 
Despite decades of effort to advance the productive transformation of economies on a socially inclusive 
and environmentally sustainable basis, including through the promotion of science, technology and 
innovation (STI), progress has been lagging.28 As the United Nations has documented, actions to meet 
the SDGs are not yet advancing at the speed or scale required (United Nations 2023). This report has 
shown that, similar to other SDGs, performance on SDG 8 has been weak across most of its dimensions 
and indicators and across most of the world. 

Moreover, the outlook for future progress is not encouraging in an international environment 
characterized by multiple crises. Economic growth is far from the levels envisioned in the SDG targets, 
and unemployment rates, informality and decent work deficits remain high in many parts of the world. 
Prospects for achieving SDG 8 by 2030 are estimated to be good or moderate on only 8 of 23 indicators 
based on the 2010 to 2022 trend. Moreover, these prospects are highly imbalanced across economic, 
social and environmental dimensions, with environmental and social indicators being further from their 
2030 targets than economic indicators. Such imbalances limit achievement of sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth as the foundation for the creation of good jobs, full employment and 
decent work.

The analysis of the data in chapter 1 demonstrates that there are major differences in prospects for 
achieving SDG 8 by 2030 among country groups. Eleven major patterns or typologies of country 
performance and prospects are identified. Prospects in ten of these country clusters, representing 
153 nations, are unsatisfactory, poor or very poor in the majority of the 23 indicators, often in the 
overwhelming majority of them. Only in Cluster 11, which represents 31, mostly European countries, are 
prospects of meeting these targets estimated to be good or moderate in the majority of economic, social 
and environmental dimensions. In the absence of adequate remedial action, they are nevertheless likely 
to fall short in over a quarter of the targets.29 

These patterns of imbalances also differ significantly within country income groups. They reveal that 
performance in the economic and social dimensions are related; however, the data show that past 
performance on economic indicators is a necessary but not sufficient condition for such prospects on 
social inclusion and decent work. And across the 11 clustered country groups, the average prospects in 
the environmental dimension seem to be completely unrelated to the prospects in the economic and 
social dimensions.

28 See the Global SDG Indicators Data Platform.
29 See appendix C for a detailed breakdown of prospects by indicator and cluster.
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The inability of so many countries to make progress on the path to SDG 8 can in large part be ascribed 
to a lack of the coordinated international assistance that had been envisaged when the SDGs were 
adopted. In addition, it suggests a fundamental weakness in the prevailing model of economic growth 
which seeks to explain economic development as a process of accumulating physical capital (equipment, 
infrastructure) and human capital, with technological progress driving productivity increases. According 
to this understanding of economic progress, market forces drive quantitative growth, and such economic 
growth drives development across its social and environmental dimensions as well. However, as the 
data presented in Chapter 1 demonstrate, something important has been missing from this model. 
At the same time, alternative models that have been advanced by the evolutionary, structuralist and 
catching-up traditions also face limitations in explaining how to best harness STI for rapid, sustained 
and inclusive economic growth processes, and for balanced progress in the economic, social and 
environmental targets of SDG 8. 

Chapter 2 of this report outlines a framework that recognizes more explicitly the complexity of 
transformative change processes in economies and their reliance on critical social and institutional 
factors. This framework is intended to complement mainstream growth, transformation and catching-up 
models by introducing the collective capabilities of societies as the missing element. Societies are 
the agents of transformative change, and their collective capabilities shape the options available for 
transformative change in the economy. Here, it is critical to note that collective capabilities, which reside 
at the level of societies in occupational networks, institutional systems and cultures and value systems, 
are fundamentally different from the skills of individuals. 

Policymakers therefore need to pay explicit attention to collective capabilities when formulating policies 
to accelerate progress towards SDG 8. This entails applying policies at three distinct layers: Firstly, at 
the level of the economy, policymakers need to formulate industrial, trade, investment, technology and 
innovation policies to harness STI and shape transformative change for SDG 8, and they need to give 
special attention to the collective capabilities in the society, since they define the feasible options for 
transformative change. Secondly, collective capabilities are rooted in the knowledge base of societies, 
and policymakers need to pro-actively mobilise societies to transform and enhance their socially 
shared bodies of knowledge and beliefs (epistemic systems) for building and strengthening collective 
capabilities. Thirdly, major initiatives are required within the multilateral system to mobilize international 
solidarity in support of SDG 8, building on the UN Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection for Just 
Transitions, and the Global Coalition for Social Justice that the ILO has been forging.
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 X 3.1. Enabling transformative change by boosting 
collective capabilities

The framework presented in this report seeks to reflect the complexity of the development process 
by factoring in the role of societies and their capabilities when explaining transformative changes in 
an economy. Creating collective capabilities is presented as a learning process in which socially shared 
knowledge and belief systems are transformed, while economic development is explained as a process 
of structural change towards the common good and aspirations of societies. 

Such a development model recognizes the fundamental role of human societies as the sources of 
creativity, agency and responsibility, and thus as the carriers of dynamic capabilities. It adds a productive 
dimension to the normative dimension of a human-based approach to development. While decent work 
and respect for human and workers’ rights contribute to development in their own right, the capabilities 
approach brings society back into the economic development debate, by recognizing essential human 
abilities such as imagination and creativity, self-confidence and agency, responsibility, and tenacity and 
resilience. This human-centred approach to transformative change brings further meaning to the ILO 
principle that labour is not a commodity. 

In addition, this model recognizes the importance of pursuing multiple development objectives that 
go beyond economic growth. It highlights purpose-driven innovation and technological change and 
provides principles for patterns, processes and purposes of change that explain how to achieve multiple 
goals simultaneously. 

Moreover, this model shifts attention to the process of development rather than to the outcome, and 
the multiple dimensions of transformative change that need to be performed, coordinated, aligned 
and shaped. Sustained, inclusive and sustainable development processes require balanced progress 
in economic, social and environmental goals, and policies to promote achievement of these three  
goals simultaneously. 

The model also recognizes the importance of building collective capabilities at the different levels of 
a society for a bottom-up approach and of ensuring that no one is left behind in building dynamic 
capabilities. Enhancing collective capabilities at the local community levels – in cities and rural areas, 
within research and enterprise teams and in associations of crafts people in the informal economy – is 
as critical as promoting capabilities in the formal economy at the subnational or national levels. This will 
enable each part of society to participate in the process of transformative change as an active agent of 
change, and thus to have their voice heard and participate in the benefits of change. At the global level, 
collective capabilities are imperative to achieve SDG 8 in all countries, which requires a partnership to be 
built between all nations and international institutions with powerful rules and procedures based on a 
common consensus on the way forward. The UN Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection for Just 
Transitions needs to provide a focus for such collective efforts at the international level.
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 X 3.2. Specific policy recommendations

This section provides major policy recommendations based on the framework presented in chapter 2. 
At the same time as these domestic policy recommendations are implemented, there would need to 
be complementary actions at the multilateral level including through the above-mentioned UN Global 
Accelerator. Figure 3.1. presents the policy framework for building collective capabilities.

 X Figure 3.1. Policy framework for building collective capabilities: 
An integrated, comprehensive and dynamic learning strategy
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3.2.1. Integrate collective capabilities into policy frameworks  
and transformative change strategies
Collective capabilities enable societies to steer and shape transformative change processes that will help 
them to achieve the SDG 8 targets. Societies with limited capabilities will find it difficult to play their role 
as agents of change, and to make progress towards SDG 8. Policymakers therefore need to explicitly 
integrate collective capabilities into strategies to harness STI and promote economic growth, good jobs, 
employment and decent work. The challenge is to develop capabilities that enable societies to shape the 
three dimensions of transformative change simultaneously: to diversify into productivity-enhancing, 
job-creating and learning-intensive economic activities and sectors; to promote balanced patterns of 
economic, social and environmental progress for rapid and sustained processes towards SDG 8; and to 
build a consensus on the way forward and the purposes of innovation and change that promotes the 
common good. 

Countries designing road maps for SDG 8 need to ensure that policies that drive transformative change 
in the economy are supported by collective capabilities. To inform policymakers on the design of effective 
road maps for harnessing STI for SDG 8 and related SDGs, the research community is challenged with 
integrating collective capabilities into policy frameworks and development models, and to implement 
a research agenda to provide further insights and empirical evidence. Researchers need to develop 
effective policy instruments as well as tools to assess collective capabilities and to monitor progress.

3.2.2. Implement comprehensive learning strategies to boost 
collective capabilities for balanced patterns of progress
Enhancing collective capabilities is a societal learning process that takes place within local communities, 
enterprise teams, government teams, trade unions and employers’ organizations, or professional 
associations and networks. Structural change, technological change, institutional change and cultural 
change are all considered societal learning processes. Policy makers are challenged with developing a 
comprehensive and consistent strategy to generate high-performing capability development processes. 
To be effective, transformative, and creating balanced patterns in economic, social and environmental 
achievements, a wider epistemic approach to strengthening capabilities is essential. This approach need 
to go beyond the factor accumulation view of development in which education is treated in effect as a 
commodity whose supply is to be increased in a general sense. Instead, there must be a recognition of 
distinct bodies of knowledge and beliefs in societies that need to be cultivated and harnessed. 

These knowledge and belief systems need to change as a system. This reflects Schumpeter’s 
transformative model of growth, which contrasts with mainstream neoclassical economics: “What we 
are about to consider is that kind of change arising from within the system … Add successively as many 
mail coaches as you please, you will never get a railway thereby.“ (Schumpeter 1912). 
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3.2.3. Recognize epistemic diversity to cultivate endogenous 
learning and sustained development
In order to generate sustained transformative change processes, it is important to generate endogenous 
learning processes. This entails translating collective capabilities into investment, innovation, new 
activities, new jobs and occupations, and employment. These changes in the economy and the world 
of work transform the knowledge base of the society, which in turn affects the society’s capabilities. 
To ensure dynamism in this process, there must be a recognition of distinct bodies of knowledge and 
beliefs that need to be cultivated and harnessed, and of the value of diversity in knowledge systems  
for innovation. 

Developed countries are in effect engaged in a long societal learning process in which they are 
endogenously transforming their traditional knowledge base and building up capabilities at the frontier 
level. Learning occurs as a “by-product” of economic, technological and innovation activities, as well as 
through investment in research and development to advance science and technologies. This historical 
learning experience has generated an unprecedented stock of diverse and sophisticated bodies of 
useful knowledge and rules, and procedural knowledge and belief systems. This process of developing  
such knowledge contributed to the building of dynamic capabilities which explains why developed 
countries continue to lead – and also drive – the techno-economic paradigm. The different carriers of 
collective capabilities – such as technologies, cultures and institutions – move along trajectories within 
these paradigms.30

The knowledge base in many developing countries is different, as it embraces both traditional/indigenous 
and foreign/techno-scientific knowledge and belief systems. While people and communities are exposed 
to the different epistemic systems, and they may use traditional and modern technologies, and learn in 
the formal education and the informal apprenticeship systems, these distinct bodies of knowledge may 
find limited space to further advance as part of an endogenous process. 

The challenge for policymakers, local governments and the research community is to understand local 
epistemic systems, their relationships with the formal system, and how these systems can benefit 
from epistemic diversity and be mobilized to shift from co-existence to co-evolution. In fact, one of 
the key messages here is that recognizing epistemic diversity is essential for local communities and for 
enhancing their self-efficacy and agency – and thus building collective capabilities. The local innovation 
and production systems (LIPS) model describes local paths to innovation for micro- and small enterprises. 
Under this model, local enterprises, supported by innovation and industrial policies, develop opportunity-
driven innovation strategies (as opposed to survival-driven strategies) and develop dynamic capabilities 
by learning to access and combine knowledge and other resources from informal and formal sources to 
develop new goods, services and technologies (Petersen and Kruss, forthcoming).

30 In this process, developed societies have been able to build up similar collective capabilities, such as shared institutions (used 
to determine the legitimacy of useful and technological knowledge), procedures to validate knowledge (scientific methods), and 
value systems to judge ethical aspects of knowledge.
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3.2.4. Promote an epistemic justice approach to cultivating 
societal learning in order to transform the informal economy 
Informality and transition to the formal economy have become key concepts in the ILO’s work, given the 
large decent work deficits observed in the informal economy. Indeed, in response to concerns about the 
rights of workers, social protection, decent working conditions and inclusive development, the ILO, in 
Recommendation 204, provides guidance on how to support and facilitate the transition from informality 
to the formal economy (ILO 2015). 

It has been posited that the notion of informal economy is based on dual development models that 
describe economies in developing countries as having a traditional sector and a modern sector, with 
the latter absorbing the former. These models do not adequately capture the reality in most developing 
countries with societal learning and collective capabilities as the missing element. These dual models 
cannot explain how societies in developing countries build up the collective capabilities required to 
drive sustained growth processes in the modern, formal economy, nor do they explain how members of 
local communities, who were socialized in the community’s indigenous technologies, culture and value 
systems and who follow traditional rules and procedures, will learn to become “formal”.31 

Of course, multiple examples exist of effective government policies to achieve transition to formality, 
the most well-known being the “bolsa familia” programme implemented in Brazil. Such government 
policies may be accelerated by a recognition of the role of collective capabilities in local communities. 
In this way, formalization should be modelled as a societal learning process in which local communities 
transform their epistemic system, a process that should be guided by the principle of epistemic justice in 
which recognition is accorded to all relevant bodies of knowledge and beliefs in a society. This approach 
challenges national and international experts and decision makers to give value to traditional bodies of 
knowledge and beliefs, and to support beliefs that ascribe prestige and status to activities such as on-
the-job or apprenticeship training in the informal economy and to that of formal training courses. Without 
such epistemic inclusiveness or justice, insufficient rewards and opportunities for local communities to 
advance their knowledge base and innovation potential will be provided. 

In other words, strategies to address decent work challenges in the informal economy should be 
considered from a local community’s perspective rather than solely from that of the formal economy, 
with a view to exploring the community’s collective capabilities and strategies to promote societal 
learning in order to enhance their capabilities, and within the context of national development policies 
facilitating transition to the formal economy.

3.2.5. Promote technology policies to build dynamic capabilities 
enabling “green” and sustainable solutions for SDG 8 
Creating sustainable development and advancing progress towards SDG 8 requires countries to embark 
on new paths of local and endogenous learning. While major efforts by policymakers and industries, 
mainly in developed countries, aim to develop environmentally friendly technologies and innovations, 
as well as capabilities for new industries such as those related to producing renewable energy, most 
developing countries face the challenge of adapting these technologies to local circumstances, or 
blending elements of advanced technologies with local technologies. The ILO supports the development 
and use of appropriate technologies in developing countries, mainly in infrastructure projects, with  
the goal of strengthening the technological capabilities of local enterprises, and helping to create  
local technological paths for economic and social development while protecting the environment  

31  The concept of transition describes the shift from a less desirable state to a more desirable one without exploring the process 
of transformative change in the epistemic systems of societies needed to achieve the new state. 
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(Ernst, Nübler and Pelivani 2023). A recent wave of so-called frugal innovations was triggered by 
the growing sustainability movement; approaches in which advanced technologies are simplified, 
downgraded and made less costly and adjusted to a context of vulnerability and poverty, or to reflect 
new lifestyles in developed countries. Frugal innovations are purpose-driven, and they are therefore 
particularly relevant for sustainable development and can simultaneously support social, economic and 
environmental targets (Albert 2019). 

Another approach to embarking on new learning paths is to apply scientific methodologies to the 
validation and advancement of the knowledge of indigenous communities, and in this process co-create 
new knowledge and products. Hybridization is discussed as a way in which “epistemically diverse peoples 
meet” to bring together their technologies, institutions and culture (Balanzó-Guzman and Ramos-
Mejía 2023). These interactions can support the sustainability transition and have led to improved farming 
techniques, increased resilience to the impacts of climate change, and natural resource co-management. 
Such hybridization initiatives require collaborative settings, platforms to promote intercultural exchange 
and trust-based communication, and dialogue between indigenous and scientific research communities. 

Promoting technology policies to build collective capabilities for sustainability may enable these 
societies to take advantage of emerging windows of opportunities in the “green” industries. These 
windows of opportunities enable developing countries to leapfrog into cutting-edge technologies in 
green technologies and industries. Rapidly rising global demand for green technologies as part of 
countries’ transition to environmentally sustainable economies is expected to create “green” windows 
of opportunity for many developing and emerging countries. To be able to take advantage of such 
emerging windows of opportunities, countries need to develop strategies to rapidly build up those 
collective capabilities required for entering these new green industries (UNCTAD 2023). 

3.2.6. Design industrial and sectoral policies to provide 
opportunities for learning to catch up 
The nature and complexity of production structures and technologies existing in a country determine 
not only productivity, growth and jobs, but also the opportunities for learning. Rapid industrialization 
and technological progress have therefore been important elements in the catching-up process of 
developing countries. Managing a dynamic catching-up process challenges industrial, technology, trade 
and investment policies to fulfil multiple tasks in order to promote progress towards the targets of 
SDG 8. Public policies need to provide incentives to entrepreneurs to start new economic activities and 
to innovate in order to enhance productivity and create jobs and employment opportunities. Jointly with 
enterprises, they also face the challenge of promoting the skills and competences workers need for the 
efficient use of technologies and the productivity of enterprises. 

From a dynamic perspective, however, it is the responsibility of all stakeholders to develop collective 
capabilities with high value for the country’s future development paths, to enhance options for 
harnessing STI and thus accelerate progress towards SDG 8. This involves industrial policies that target 
learning-intensive industries which can create steep learning curves in enterprise teams, to build 
increasingly complex routines, and for the labour force to acquire new occupations in information 
technology, artificial intelligence and robotics that enhance firms’ capabilities to diversify. Setting 
international labour standards or technical standards promotes innovation. Technology policies can 
support enterprise teams in jumping into new techno-economic paradigms and in entering selected 
industries in the future. Various trade policy measures can be used to promote learning that will help 
countries to catch up. The temporary protection of new industries from imports, for instance, may be 
justified. However, it is important to integrate measures into such protection schemes that enforce 
investment and learning and thus help to prevent rent-seeking behaviour (Salazar-Xirinachs, Nübler 
and Kozul Wright 2014). Export promotion can further help in the process of “learning to export” and  
in building the routines and institutions required for competitiveness in global markets, while exchange 
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rate policies can be used to promote investment in more sophisticated and learning-intensive  
industrial sectors. 

3.2.7. Frame a human-centred and transformative education 
strategy to build collective capabilities for harnessing STI 
Education and training policies play many different roles in enhancing transformative change for 
progress towards SDG 8. On the one hand, skills development and lifelong learning are high on the 
policy agenda of both developed and developing countries as they seek to equip workers with the new 
skills needed to ensure that advanced technologies are used and applied effectively. Skills development 
policies are an important component of any comprehensive policy framework for achieving the SDGs.

On the other hand, education plays a central role in enhancing collective capabilities. The educational 
content and curriculum influence the occupational structure in the labour force, and thus the options 
for diversification. Education, industrial and technology policies therefore need to be aligned to ensure 
that the occupational structure supports the aspired pattern of structural change in the economy. 
Moreover, education policies influence the development of collective agency, and psychological 
resources critical for innovation and change. Human beings and societies create new ideas and visions, 
search for knowledge, inventions and discoveries, reflect and take decisions, re-combine resources, and 
develop tenacity, resilience and agency. These traits of human societies need to be nurtured and the 
formal education systems plays a critical role in that regard. The challenge is to adopt learning theories, 
pedagogical principles and teaching and learning methods and practices aimed at strengthening the 
psychological resources that drive self-confidence and collective agency, mobilize curiosity and creativity, 
and promote value systems that support innovation and transformative change. It is essential that the 
learning process normalizes mistakes and makes failure, analysis and retrying accepted and valuable 
parts of the learning process. 

To understand the process of learning for innovation and change, it is vital to recognize the role played by 
culture, norms, indigenous knowledge and local beliefs, as well as by the environment in which children 
and young people are socialized. Furthermore, to understand the process of learning for creativity, 
intelligence, motivation, attitudes, change and innovation, it is necessary to review insights from 
cognitive science, psychology and sociology, as well as the complementarities and synergies between 
teaching STEM and humanities (Echavarria, forthcoming; Kleine 2023).

The academic world also plays a pivotal role in shaping the future of sustainable development. As centres 
of knowledge, research and learning, universities and higher education institutions harbour a wealth 
of expertise across diverse disciplines and serve as hubs for nurturing future leaders, researchers and 
problem-solvers. By equipping students in all regions with the knowledge, skills and values needed to 
tackle global challenges, higher education institutions play a critical role in cultivating a new generation 
of changemakers committed to the SDGs. The challenge is to bridge the STI divides and support the 
responsible use of STI as drivers of sustainable development. Platforms and councils can be used to 
foster dialogue between researchers, academics and other stakeholders and to identify and promote 
opportunities and partnerships to accelerate transformations.
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3.2.8. Harness migration and the diaspora to tap into external 
knowledge networks for accelerated societal learning
Engaging the diaspora community in their home country’s economic activities can be a way of enriching a 
society’s knowledge base and enhancing its dynamic capabilities. While the diaspora is often considered a 
brain drain, limiting the home country’s development potential, if backed by the appropriate government 
policies it has the potential to provide knowledge and experience for rapid transformative change. The 
potential high value of the skilled diaspora communities for their home country lies in the contribution 
they can make to the diversity and complexity of the home society’s occupational structure and skills mix. 
In addition, the diaspora community can bring to their home country a specific set of knowledge and 
insights that can only be acquired by having the experience of living and working in two worlds. Learning 
to live within a new epistemic context while having had the experience of living in the home country’s 
epistemic system provides unique opportunities to understand the tacit and implicit knowledge of 
institutions and cultures in both countries. This can help to identify gaps and opportunities and what 
is needed for successful innovation, as well as to absorb technology, imitate goods and services and 
identify commercially profitable opportunities (Nedelkoska, forthcoming). 

The engagement of the diaspora may take many different forms, but it requires efforts by the home 
country to strengthen the willingness of the diaspora to engage, in particular when people are well 
integrated into their host country. Recently, some countries have been successful in attracting returning 
migrants or joint ventures and in linking ethnic, social and professional networks of entrepreneurs, 
scientists and professionals between home and host countries. Strategies to attract larger diaspora 
clusters to move from the same location in the host to a location in the home country seem to be a highly 
effective way to enhance the collective capabilities in the home region. This strategy can help countries 
to attract many of the relevant complementary occupations required to build a new industry, as well as 
to transfer the socially shared implicit and tacit knowledge applied in firms in the host region and the 
unique knowledge of understanding the culture of the former host country. 

Migrant workers may contribute to enhancing collective capabilities by increasing diversity in the 
host country’s knowledge base and occupational network. The 2030 Agenda recognizes the “positive 
contribution of migrants for inclusive growth and sustainable development”, and an OECD/ILO ( 2018) 
study on labour migration in developing countries concludes that adequate public policies aimed to 
leveraging the skills and expertise that immigrants bring and better integrating immigrants can play 
a key role in enhancing immigrants’ contribution to their host countries’ development. Such positive 
experiences of migration will be facilitated by respect for the rights defined by the ILO’s General principles 
and operational guidelines for fair recruitment (ILO 2019).

 X 3.3. Advancing social justice as the compass  
and common purpose for transformative change  
at local, national and global levels 

This report highlights the need for societies to agree on a common purpose for transformative change. 
While local communities within a society may develop diverse cultures, worldviews, value systems and 
aspirations, they need to find a consensus on a purpose that allows society to agree on the way forward 
and a strategy to achieve the SDG 8 targets. Governments, workers’ and employers’ organizations and 
civil society need to act responsibly in managing progress towards the common good. It is the essential 
nature of social justice to make societies more cohesive and peaceful and economies more productive 
and innovative (ILO 2023e). This suggests that social justice supported by social dialogue should be the 
compass that guides policy choices and actions to accelerate progress towards SDG 8. Social justice 
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needs to become the organizing principle for managing and shaping societal relations and for ensuring  
the co-evolution of communities and societies with distinct cultures and value systems at the local, 
national and international levels. 

Access to the natural resources needed by all people, such as access to fresh water and clean air, needs 
to be managed based on a “common good” approach. Social inequality in the use of natural resources 
such as water needs to be addressed, with access to these resources guided by social justice. Leaving 
the allocation of scarce water to markets leads to higher prices, uneven supply and unequal distribution, 
while policies designed to distribute water more equally help to drive more sustainable water resource 
management. Social inequality in access is one of the biggest problems that poor people face in obtaining 
water for their everyday needs. The issue is not solely technology and financing. Indeed, if structured 
poorly, these can even exacerbate inequality of access. 

At its most recent session, which addressed the topic of a just transition towards environmentally 
sustainable economies and societies, the International Labour Conference (ILO 2023f) recognized the 
importance of distributional justice, and the need for a fair distribution of the burdens and benefits 
arising from change. Most importantly, it recognized social justice as a global common purpose and 
therefore the responsibilities shared by all to work towards the common good. The ILC concluded: 
“Just transition reflects a common global purpose that entails responsibilities for everyone, including 
governments, employers and workers. Transitions need concerted efforts and must be planned and 
structured in a way that addresses employment losses, decent work deficits, inequality and sectoral and 
educational misalignments” (ILO 2023).

As discussed in chapters 1 and 2 of this report and in the ILO SDG 8 report 2019, when seeking to achieve 
SDG 8, progress in the economic, social and environmental targets of SDG 8 needs to be balanced. 
This means shaping processes in which technological change and innovations lead to productivity, jobs 
and decent work, institutions enforce respect for workers’ rights, environmental integrity and a fair 
distribution of income, and value systems cultivate social justice as the compass to be used to address 
these imbalances at the national and global levels. Establishing a consensus on social justice as the 
common purpose of transformative change can help countries to catch up on the SDG 8 target clusters 
in which they have fallen behind. Such transformative changes will require changes in the value systems, 
norms, institutions, technologies, production structures and consumption behaviour of all societies. 

Harnessing STI to advance progress towards SDG 8, however, also requires intergenerational social 
justice. Today’s societies need to take responsibility for the well-being of future generations, and social 
justice needs to be the compass that guides the relationship between current and future societies. Social 
justice between generations is intrinsic to sustainability, which is defined as “meeting the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations 
1987). The global community needs to act responsibly for the well-being of all future generations, and 
this requires policies that protect humanity’s life-supporting system by ensuring environmental integrity. 
Justice for future generations also relates to the fact that science has progressively developed ever new 
and more powerful forms of technologies that have the power to manipulate life and to threaten the 
essence of humanity. This raises fundamental ethical issues related to STI, since these effects may be 
irreversible ( Jonas 1985). Ensuring social justice between current and future generations therefore 
involves protecting both the essence of humanity and nature, and this requires all communities – the 
research community, political decision-makers, managers, entrepreneurs, employers’ organizations, 
trade unions and workers – to act responsibly for the common good of future generations.
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Appendices
A. Classifying indicators regarding prospects for SDG 8
The various targets of SDG 8, and of the SDGs in general, differ widely with regard to specification of 
the target that should be achieved through the related indicator. At the one end, target 8.7 concerns 
eradicating forced labour and eliminating child labour, which implies reducing the associated indicator to 
zero. At the other end, target 8.9 calls for sustainable tourism, which means that the associated indicator, 
the share of direct tourism GDP in total GDP, does not have any value, or even trend, which would be 
preferable over any other value. For indicators such as growth in labour productivity, associated with 
target 8.2, one can say that more is better, but it is not straightforward to state how much is good or 
sufficient. Furthermore, there is also the question of which achievements are feasible, since for some 
indicators there will simply always be a certain prevalence, for example due to frictional unemployment.32

The methodology to evaluate indicators for targets set out by the SDGs closely resembles that of the 
OECD (Cohen and Shinwell 2020). Most indicators are evaluated directly against a scale, where higher 
(or lower) values imply a better score. The highest level is either set in accordance with a desirable target 
described by the SDGs or using the best country cases as a reference (table A.1). The remainder of the 
scale is set to cover the range of values across various countries. Hence, the scaling resembles a z-score 
approach (Cohen and Shinwell, 2020) but cut-off points are set at rounded values. 

Some indicators are transformed either because their level cannot be evaluated directly or because a 
transformation better represents the objectives of SDG 8. For target 8.1, the presented indicator is based 
on the income group that a country would fall into if it were to maintain its past growth rate of GDP 
per capita. The income groups are those defined by the World Bank in 2022, with an additional highest 
threshold of US$35,000 (in purchasing power parity terms). Therefore, the indicator evaluates per capita 
growth with respect to its objective of elevating the livelihoods of people to the levels of countries with 
high standards of living and not the growth rate per se.33 The economic complexity index is a statistical 
measure showing countries’ position relative to each other in terms of standard deviations from the 
mean. Therefore, a decline in a country’s complexity index from 2.2 to 2 does not necessarily imply a 
decline in the complexity of production but could imply an increase in complexity of countries at the 
lower end of the spectrum. Therefore, the scaling does not consider downward trends in the economic 
complexity index – in those cases, the latest value is used for the scaling. Upward trends, however, are 
extrapolated, as such trends normally represent a real improvement. The share of forests in total land 
area (indicator 15.1.1) cannot easily be scaled, as natural features such as deserts or mountain ranges 
could limit the potential growth areas for forests. Consequently, the change in the indicator is evaluated.

32 Frictional unemployment refers to the phenomenon of people taking some time to find a new job upon losing or quitting 
a job. Even if all job losers were to find a new job within a certain amount of time, there would still be a certain number of 
unemployed at any given moment. Frictional unemployment can be positive as the quality of the job match likely increases when 
job seekers do not have to take the first available offer.
33 GDP is only one component of standard of living, as so many other aspects play a role (Sen 1986), but it is the indicator chosen 
for target 8.1.
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 X  Table A.1. List of indicators, thresholds for ranking achievement and rationale  
for ranking scale used 

Achievement of dimension 1 – Economic development

Indicator
Very 
poor  

(1)

Poor  
(2)

Unsatis- 
factory 

(3)

Mode- 
rate  
(4)

Good  
(5)

Rationale for ranking scale used

GDP (SDG 8.1): Extrapolated 
GDP per capita in 2030 based 
on average GDP per capita 
growth rate between 2010–2022. 
GDP is purchasing power 
parity adjusted (constant 2017 
international dollars).

≤1085 >1085

&

≤4255

>4255 
& 

≤13205

>13205 
& 

≤35000

>35000 The thresholds for categories 1–4 equal the 
World Bank income group classification of 
2022. The level of US$35,000 is roughly the 
median GDP per capita of OECD countries 
in 2018.

Labour productivity growth 
(SDG indicator 8.2.1): average 
annual growth rate (%) of real 
GDP per employed person 
between 2010–2022.

≤0.5 >0.5

 & 

≤1.5

>1.5

& 

≤3.0

>3.0 

&

≤4.5

>4.5 The thresholds have been set to cover the 
range of values observed for countries.

Unemployment rate (SDG 
indicator 8.5.2): ILO modelled 
estimates, November 2022.

>15 ≤15

&

>10

≤10

&

>6

≤6

&

>3

≤3 The experience of various countries shows 
that unemployment rates beyond 15 per 
cent should be considered very poor, 
while rates between 10 and 15 per cent 
are a cause for concern. At the other end 
of the spectrum, a rate below 3 per cent 
can almost be considered to signal full 
employment in countries with frictional 
labour markets. This indicator only captures 
the fact of having a job. The quality of the 
job is an equally important dimension that 
also needs to be considered.

Financial account (SDG indicator 
8.10.2): percentage of adults 
(aged ≥15 years) with an account 
at a financial institution; latest 
year (max 2021).

≤30 >30

&

≤50

>50

&

≤70

>70

&

≤90

>90 The target of 100 per cent is achievable:  
a “good” score therefore requires more 
than 90 per cent. The rest of the scale is 
spaced equally, in line with observed values.

Research and development 
expenditure as a percentage of 
GDP (SDG indicator 9.5.1); latest 
year (max 2021).

≤0.50 >0.50

&

≤1.00

>1

&

≤2

>2 

&

≤3

>3 Most countries and subregions have 
research and development expenditure 
shares between 0 and 1 per cent; very few 
have a share above 3 per cent.

Percentage of population 
with access to electricity (SDG 
indicator 7.1.1); latest year (max 
2020).

≤70 >70

&

≤80

>80

&

≤90

>90

&

≤99

>99 Lack of access to electricity limits access 
to almost any kind of modern technology, 
including information and communications 
technologies and the internet, thereby 
hampering innovation and learning. Full 
coverage is already achieved in 4 out of 
11 subregions and is the benchmark for 
“excellence”.

Economic complexity index 
(non-SDG indicator); latest year 
(max 2020).34 

≤0.00 >0 
& 

≤0.5

>0.5 
& 
≤1

>1 
& 

≤1.5

>1.5 SDG 8 calls for sustained growth but lacks 
indicators on the enabling conditions 
for such growth. Research shows that 
economic complexity is a good predictor of 
economic growth (Hausmann and Hidalgo 
2011). The top 9 per cent of countries in the 
world have an economic complexity index 
of more than 1.5.

34 Growth Lab: Country & Product Complexity Rankings.
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Achievement of dimension 2 – Social inclusion and decent work 

Indicator
Very 
poor  

(1)

Poor  
(2)

Unsatis- 
factory 

(3)

Mode- 
rate  
(4)

Good  
(5)

Rationale for ranking scale used

Labour income as share of GDP 
(SDG indicator 10.4.1): adjusted 
labour income share; ILO 
modelled estimates, November 
2021, latest year 2020.

≤40 >40

&

≤50

>50

&

≤60

>60

&

≤70

>70 The labour income share depends on several 
factors, including the capital intensity of the 
economy. In fact, capital returns, such as 
resource rents, could be used by countries in 
a redistributive way. Nevertheless, a higher 
labour income share, all else being equal, 
shows that value creation is more inclusive. 
The scale reflects observed values around 
the world. 

Percentage of youth not in 
education, NEET (SDG indicator 
8.6.1); ILO modelled estimates, 
November 2022.

>25 ≤25

&

>20

≤20

&

>15

≤15

&

>10

≤10 Almost no country, and certainly no 
subregion, has a NEET rate below 10 per 
cent. A 5 percentage point grading has been 
used for the scale above that value.

Working poverty rate (SDG 
indicator 1.1.1): percentage 
of employed persons living 
on less than US$1.90 per day, 
in purchasing power parity 
terms; ILO modelled estimates, 
November 2022.

>30 ≤30

&

>20

≤20

&

>10

≤10

&

>1

≤1 Countries with an extreme working 
poverty rate above 30 per cent also have 
good working poverty rates (percentage 
of workers living on less than US$3.10 per 
day). In many of these countries, more 
than two thirds of workers live in extreme 
or moderate poverty. A “moderate” score 
requires the effective abolishment of 
working poverty.

Social protection coverage (SDG 
indicator 1.3.1): percentage of 
population covered by at least 
one social protection benefit; 
ILO estimates, latest year 2020.

≤30 >30

&

≤50

>50

&

≤70

>70

&

≤90

>90 The target of 100 per cent is achievable:  
a “good” score therefore requires more than 
90 per cent. Coverage below 30 per cent 
is considered “very poor”. The rest of the 
scale is spaced equally, in line with observed 
values.

Informality rate (SDG indicator 
8.3.1): informal employment 
as a percentage of total 
employment; ILO modelled 
estimates, November 2022.

>70 ≤70

&

>50

≤50

&

>30

≤30

&

>10

≤10 Informality rates are fairly equally 
distributed around the world. A “good” 
score requires an informality rate no higher 
than 10 per cent. Note that SDG indicator 
8.3.1 refers to informal employment as a 
proportion of non-agricultural employment. 
For data availability reasons, we calculate 
the share out of total employment instead.

Female managers (SDG 
indicator 5.5.2): percentage of 
managers who are women; ILO 
modelled estimates, November 
2022.

≤15 >15

&

≤30

>30

&

≤40

>40

&

≤48

>48 To reach the average level (though still 
“unsatisfactory”), more than one third 
of managers should be female. To attain 
a “good” score, that share should be 
close to 50 per cent. Empirically, a female 
management share significantly above 
48 per cent is not observed, hence the 
scale above 48 per cent is not further 
differentiated.

Gender income ratio (SDG 
8.5.1): gender income gap (ILO 
modelled estimates, November 
2022) over gender ratio of hours 
worked, available for 2020 
only; ILO modelled estimates, 
November 2022.

≤75 >55

&

≤85

>85

&

≤95

>95

&

≤99

>99 To reach the average level (though still 
“unsatisfactory”), women’s hourly earnings 
should be at least 85 per cent of men’s.  
A moderate score requires equal pay.
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Achievement of dimension 2 – Social inclusion and decent work 

Indicator
Very 
poor  

(1)

Poor  
(2)

Unsatis- 
factory 

(3)

Mode- 
rate  
(4)

Good  
(5)

Rationale for ranking scale used

Completion rate of upper 
primary education (4.1.2), latest 
available year (between 2000 
and 2022)

≤70 >70

&

≤80

>80

&

≤90

>90

&

≤99

>99 The target of 100 per cent is achievable:  
a “good” score therefore requires more than 
99 per cent. The rest of the scale is spaced 
equally, in line with observed values.

Percentage of children aged 5 
to 14 years who are engaged 
in child labour (SDG indicator 
8.7.1); ILO modelled estimates, 
2020.

>15 ≤15

&

>10

≤10

&

>5

≤5

&

>1

≤1 Note that the age range we have chosen 
deviates slightly from that in target 8.7.1 
(5–17 years); this is for reasons of data 
availability. The threshold for a “very poor” 
score has been set to include the countries 
with the greatest observed prevalence of 
child labour. A “good” score requires a rate 
close to zero.

Fatal occupational injuries per 
100,000 workers; WHO and ILO 
estimates, 2010 and 2016.

>15 ≤15

&

>10

≤10

&

>5

≤5

&

>1

≤1 Around a quarter of all countries have an 
incidence above 15, and hence fall into 
the “very poor” category. A “good” score 
requires an incidence close to zero.

 X Transformative change and SDG 8: The critical role of collective capabilities and societal learning66



Achievement of dimension 3 – Environmental integrity

Indicator
Very 
poor  

(1)

Poor  
(2)

Unsatis- 
factory 

(3)

Mode- 
rate  
(4)

Good  
(5)

Rationale for ranking scale used

Domestic material consumption 
per capita (SDG indicator 8.4.1) 
(tonnes), 2019.

>40 ≤40

&

>30

≤30

&

>20

≤20

&

>10

≤10 Material consumption can never be zero, 
so it is difficult to set thresholds. The linear 
scale captures the variation across countries.

Carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions 
per unit of GDP (SDG indicator 
9.4.1) (kg of CO2 per 2010 US$ of 
GDP), 2019.

>0.4 ≤0.4

&

>0.3

≤0.3

&

>0.2

≤0.2

&

>0.05

≤0.05 In 2017, the global emission intensity was 
0.34 kg of CO2 per unit of GDP. This needs to 
decrease by 40 per cent to ensure that a low 
temperature increase scenario is feasible 
by 2030. Accordingly, the threshold for a 
“moderate” score is 0.2 kg of CO2 per unit 
of GDP. However, because of GDP growth, 
further significant decreases in emission 
intensity are required.

Forest area (related to SDG 
indicator 15.1.1): percentage 
points change in forest area 
as a share of total land area 
between 2010 and 2020.

≤–5 >–5

&

≤–0.5

>–0.5

&

≤0.5

>0.5

&

≤4

>4 The threshold for a “very poor” score 
corresponds to the value that only 10 per 
cent of countries do not reach (that is, the 
worst performing countries). The threshold 
for a “good” score corresponds to the value 
that only 10 per cent of countries reach 
(that is, the best performing countries). 
Average performance requires that forest 
area remains approximately unchanged. We 
deviate from SDG indicator 15.1.1 by looking 
at change in forest area over several years 
rather than forest area at a given point in 
time. This approach takes into account the 
choices made by countries with regard to 
environmental policy.

Protection of land biodiversity 
(SDG indicator 15.1.2): average 
proportion of terrestrial Key 
Biodiversity Areas that are 
within protected areas (%), 
2021.

≤30 >30

&

≤50

>50

&

≤70

>70

&

≤90

>90 The target of 100 per cent is achievable:  
a “good” score therefore requires more than 
90 per cent. The rest of the scale is spaced 
equally, in line with observed values.

Protection of freshwater 
biodiversity (SDG indicator 
15.1.2): average proportion of 
freshwater Key Biodiversity 
Areas that are within protected 
areas (%), 2021.

≤30 >30

&

≤50

>50

&

≤70

>70

&

≤90

>90 The target of 100 per cent is achievable:  
a “good” score therefore requires more than 
90 per cent. The rest of the scale is spaced 
equally, in line with observed values.

Natural resource rent (non-SDG 
indicator): average contribution 
of natural resources to GDP (%), 
2020 (World Bank data).

>20 ≤20

&

>10

≤10

&

>5

≤5

&

>1

≤1 A high share of “rent” from natural resources 
shows that the economy is highly dependent 
on their exploitation – something that is 
not sustainable in the long run. The scale is 
non-linear for the “very poor” category: one 
could consider countries with values above 
10 per cent as having a strong reliance on 
natural resources but a 15 per cent threshold 
would make the group of countries under 
“very poor” too broad, hence the choice of 
20 per cent for the threshold.
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B. Clustering countries into groups based on maximum 
dissimilarity in three averaged dimensions of economic 
development, social inclusion and decent work, and 
environmental integrity
Clustering is a statistical exercise that identifies the closeness or distance of observations (countries in 
the case of this report) by using a measure of dissimilarity. This measure encompasses multiple indicators 
but otherwise can take different forms. A common measure, also used for this analysis, is the Euclidean 
distance, which essentially is the square root of the sum of squared differences. Alternative measures 
could be the sum of absolute differences, which has a lower penalization of large differences in any one 
dimension, or the maximum difference in any of the dimensions.

The variables used to measure distances are the unweighted averages of indicators of the three 
dimensions: economic development, social inclusion and decent work, and environmental integrity.  
A geometric mean presents a viable alternative to construct the composite index. Since the indicators 
are all rescaled into the range from 1 to 5, outliers are much less of a problem, thereby negating one of 
the arguments for a geometric mean. On the contrary, a geometric mean tends to underweight larger 
values, while all categories from 1 to 5 should be weighed equally.35 

While clustering could theoretically also be conducted on the 23 indicators shown in table 1.1, missing 
data renders this highly impractical. Standard clustering techniques do not allow for missing data, 
meaning that all of the missing data for the 23 indicators would need to be included in some way. 
Averages of the three dimensions provide a more practical choice, as missing values can be assumed 
to equal the average of non-missing country indicators. In addition, clustering along those dimensions 
facilitates the interpretation of the results in that regard.

A key element of clustering is the identification of the number of groups into which the countries should 
be clustered. The decision is based on a combination of statistical measures, visual inspection and a sanity 
check on the outcomes. As a first step, the analysis in this report conducts a hierarchical agglomerative 
clustering for each country income group, which builds groups of similar countries from the bottom 
up. At each step, the two countries (or groups of countries) that are most similar are grouped together. 
This way, the degree of dissimilarity of each additional split of a more aggregate group can be seen in a 
diagram called a dendrogram. Through the use of visual inspection and analysis of the implied country 
clusters, the number of country clusters per country income group is identified.

While agglomerative hierarchical clustering allows for the construction of a dendrogram to identify 
a sensible number of groups, it has the disadvantage of rarely providing the best groupings, and of 
potentially producing some very small groups. This is because groups are built from the bottom up, 
which creates a sort of path dependency leading to some less sensible results, such as one country being 
grouped with a “wrong” set of countries. The method of “kmeans” clustering creates homogeneous 
groups, clustering similar countries together but requiring the number of groups to be pre-set. The 
results from hierarchical clustering – the groupings and the indicator means of those groups – are 
therefore used in a “kmeans” clustering analysis to determine the final country groups.

35 The simple mean of the scores 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 is 3, while the geometric mean is 2.6.
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 X Table B.1. List of countries by country cluster group 

Low-income 
countries

Cluster 1
Very low economy, 
Very low social,  
Low environment
Chad
Eritrea
Korea, Democratic 
 People’s Republic of
Liberia
Somalia
Sudan
Syrian Arab Republic
Yemen
Cluster 2
Low economy,  
Very low social,  
High environment
Afghanistan
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Central African  
 Republic
Congo, Democratic 
 Republic of the
Ethiopia
Gambia
Guinea
Guinea-Bissau
Madagascar
Malawi
Mali
Mozambique
Niger
Rwanda
Sierra Leone
South Sudan
Togo
Uganda
Zambia

Lower-middle-
income countries

Cluster 3

Very low economy, 
Low social,  
Medium environment
Angola
Congo
Djibouti
Eswatini
Lesotho
Mauritania
Occupied Palestinian 
Territory
Cluster 4
Medium economy, 
Low social,  
High environment
Algeria
Cameroon
Comoros
Côte d’Ivoire
Haiti
Honduras
Nicaragua
Nigeria
Pakistan
Papua New Guinea
Sao Tome and Principe
Tanzania, United 
 Republic of
Tunisia
Zimbabwe
Cluster 5
High economy, 
Medium social, 
Medium  
environment
Bangladesh
Benin
Bhutan
Bolivia
Cambodia
Cape Verde
Egypt
El Salvador
Ghana
India
Indonesia
Iran, Islamic  
 Republic of
Kenya
Kyrgyzstan

Lao People’s 
 Democratic 
 Republic
Lebanon
Mongolia
Morocco
Myanmar
Nepal
Philippines
Samoa
Senegal
Solomon Islands
Sri Lanka
Tajikistan
Timor-Leste
Ukraine
Uzbekistan
Vanuatu
Viet Nam

Upper-middle-
income countries

Cluster 6
Medium economy, 
Medium social, 
Medium environment
Azerbaijan
Belize
Ecuador
Equatorial Guinea
Gabon
Guatemala
Iraq
Jordan
Libya
Montenegro
Namibia
Paraguay
Peru
Saint Lucia
Saint Vincent and  
 the Grenadines
South Africa
Venezuela, Bolivarian 
 Republic of
Cluster 7
High economy,  
High social,  
High environment
Albania
Belarus
Botswana
Bulgaria

Colombia
Costa Rica
Cuba
Dominican Republic
Fiji
Jamaica
Macedonia, the 
 former Yugoslav 
 Republic of
Mexico
Moldova, Republic of
Suriname
Cluster 8
Very high economy, 
High social,  
Low environment
Argentina
Armenia
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina
Brazil
China
Georgia
Guyana
Kazakhstan
Malaysia
Maldives
Mauritius
Russian Federation
Serbia
Thailand
Tonga
Turkey
Turkmenistan

High-income 
countries

Cluster 9
High economy, 
Medium social,  
Low environment
Bahrain
French Polynesia
Kuwait
Oman
Qatar
Saudi Arabia
United Arab Emirates
Cluster 10
Very high economy, 
High social,  
Low environment

Australia
Bahamas
Barbados
Brunei Darussalam
Canada
Chile
Guam
Iceland
Israel
Korea, Republic of
New Caledonia
New Zealand
Norway
Puerto Rico
Singapore
Trinidad and Tobago
United States
United States Virgin 
Islands
Cluster 11
Very high economy, 
Very high social,  
High environment
Austria
Belgium
Croatia
Cyprus
Czechia
Denmark
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Ireland
Italy
Japan
Latvia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Panama
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdom
Uruguay
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C. Prospects of achieving SDG 8 by 2030 across 23 indicators, 
by country cluster group

 X Figure C.1. Prospects of achieving SDG 8 by 2030 across 23 indicators, low-income countries

8.1 GDP per capita 2 2

-- Economic complexity 1 2

8.5 Unemployment 3 4

8.10 Financial account 3 3

9.5 R&D expenditure 1 1

7.1 Electricity 1 1

8.2 Labour prod. growth 1 2

8.4 Material consumption 4 4

9.4 CO2 emissions 3 4

15.1 Prot. of land biodiversity 1 3

15.1 Prot. of water biodiversity 1 3

-- Natural resource rent 2 5

15.1 Change in forest share 2 3

8.8 Fatal injuries 1 1

10.4 Labour income share 2 2

8.6 Youth NEET 1 1

1.1 Working poverty 1 1

1.3 Social protection 1 1

8.3 Informality 1 1

5.5 Female managers 2 3

8.5 Gender income gap 2 1

4.2 Child education 1 1

8.7 Child labour 1 1

Indicator Cluster 1 Cluster 2

Good
Moderate
Unsatisfactory
Poor
Very poor

Note: The figure shows unweighted averages by country cluster of the 23 indicators, recast into the scales 1 to 5. Countries with 
missing data for a certain indicator are ignored in the construction of the average, which is equivalent to assuming the average of 
that indicator for the countries with missing data. Table B.1 shows the country list for each country cluster group.
Source: ILO calculations.
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 X Figure C.2. Prospects of achieving SDG 8 by 2030 across 23 indicators,  
lower-middle-income countries

8.1 GDP per capita 3 3 3

-- Economic complexity 1 2 3

8.5 Unemployment 1 3 4

8.10 Financial account 2 3 4

9.5 R&D expenditure 2 2 2

7.1 Electricity 2 3 5

8.2 Labour prod. growth 1 2 3

8.4 Material consumption 3 4 3

9.4 CO2 emissions 4 4 3

15.1 Prot. of land biodiversity 1 3 2

15.1 Prot. of water biodiversity 1 4 2

-- Natural resource rent 4 5 5

15.1 Change in forest share 3 2 3

8.8 Fatal injuries 2 2 3

10.4 Labour income share 2 2 2

8.6 Youth NEET 1 1 2

1.1 Working poverty 2 3 5

1.3 Social protection 1 1 2

8.3 Informality 1 1 1

5.5 Female managers 2 2 3

8.5 Gender income gap 2 2 2

4.2 Child education 3 3 4

8.7 Child labour 2 1 2

Indicator Cluster 3 Cluster 4 Cluster 5

Good
Moderate
Unsatisfactory
Poor
Very poor

Note: The figure shows unweighted averages by country cluster of the 23 indicators, recast into the scales 1 to 5. Countries with 
missing data for a certain indicator are ignored in the construction of the average, which is equivalent to assuming the average of 
that indicator for the countries with missing data. Table B.1 shows the country list for each country cluster group.

Source: ILO calculations.
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 X Figure C.3. Prospects of achieving SDG 8 by 2030 across 23 indicators,  
upper-middle-income countries

8.1 GDP per capita 4 4 4

-- Economic complexity 2 3 4

8.5 Unemployment 2 3 4

8.10 Financial account 4 4 5

9.5 R&D expenditure 2 2 3

7.1 Electricity 4 5 5

8.2 Labour prod. growth 1 2 3

8.4 Material consumption 2 1 1

9.4 CO2 emissions 3 4 3

15.1 Prot. of land biodiversity 2 3 1

15.1 Prot. of water biodiversity 2 4 1

-- Natural resource rent 4 5 4

15.1 Change in forest share 3 3 3

8.8 Fatal injuries 3 4 4

10.4 Labour income share 2 3 3

8.6 Youth NEET 1 3 3

1.1 Working poverty 4 4 5

1.3 Social protection 2 2 3

8.3 Informality 2 3 3

5.5 Female managers 3 4 3

8.5 Gender income gap 4 5 5

4.2 Child education 4 5 5

8.7 Child labour 3 3 2

Indicator Cluster 6 Cluster 7 Cluster 8

Good
Moderate
Unsatisfactory
Poor
Very poor

Note: The figure shows unweighted averages by country cluster of the 23 indicators, recast into the scales 1 to 5. Countries with 
missing data for a certain indicator are ignored in the construction of the average, which is equivalent to assuming the average of 
that indicator for the countries with missing data. Table B.1 shows the country list for each country cluster group.

Source: ILO calculations.

 X Transformative change and SDG 8: The critical role of collective capabilities and societal learning72



 X Figure C.4. Prospects of achieving SDG 8 by 2030 across 23 indicators,  
high-income countries

8.1 GDP per capita 5 5 5

-- Economic complexity 3 4 5

8.5 Unemployment 4 4 4

8.10 Financial account 5 5 5

9.5 R&D expenditure 2 4 4

7.1 Electricity 5 5 5

8.2 Labour prod. growth 1 1 2

8.4 Material consumption 1 1 1

9.4 CO2 emissions 2 3 4

15.1 Prot. of land biodiversity 2 2 4

15.1 Prot. of water biodiversity 1 1 4

-- Natural resource rent 4 5 5

15.1 Change in forest share 3 3 3

8.8 Fatal injuries 4 4 5

10.4 Labour income share 2 3 3

8.6 Youth NEET 3 4 5

1.1 Working poverty 5 5 5

1.3 Social protection 2 4 4

8.3 Informality 3 4 4

5.5 Female managers 2 3 3

8.5 Gender income gap 2 3 3

4.2 Child education 3 4 4

8.7 Child labour 4 4 5

Indicator Cluster 9 Cluster 10 Cluster 11

Good
Moderate
Unsatisfactory
Poor
Very poor

Note: The figure shows unweighted averages by country cluster of the 23 indicators, recast into the scales 1 to 5. Countries with 
missing data for a certain indicator are ignored in the construction of the average, which is equivalent to assuming the average of 
that indicator for the countries with missing data. Table B.1 shows the country list for each country cluster group.

Source: ILO calculations.
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