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SUMMARY

Recent shocks and disruptions — from pandemics to technological breakthroughs — have
made clear that simply waiting until a crisis hits is no longer an option. Preparedness
requires anticipating change and shaping it before it unfolds. In response, the European
Commission published its ‘Preparedness Union Strategy’ earlier in 2025, calling for a
‘preparedness-by-design’ culture across all policies, held up by the core pillars of foresight
and anticipation.

However, translating this ambition into practice requires concrete tools to explore how
the future of work might evolve. This CEPS Explainer presents five such approaches:
forecasting, task-based analysis, strategic foresight, discourse and narrative analysis and
backcasting. Each engages with the future in a distinct way — predictive, explorative or
normative — and offers researchers, policymakers and organisations practical tools to
anticipate change, assess risks and inform strategy.

By outlining their main features, strengths and limitations, the Explainer provides a bird’s
eye view of how these approaches can be applied to the world of work. Taken together,
they form a future-oriented toolkit for moving beyond passive adaptation towards
proactive and inclusive preparedness. By combining data-driven analysis with strategic
imagination and critical reflection, they help ensure that labour market transitions —
including those triggered by Al — are not only anticipated but actively shaped.
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INTRODUCTION

Preparedness has become a central concept in European policymaking. The European
Commission’s 2025 Preparedness Union Strategy calls for a ‘preparedness-by-design’

culture across all policy domains, with foresight and anticipation as core pillars. This shift
is also reflected in the Commission portfolio of Executive Vice-President Roxana Minzatu,
whose official title — Social Rights and Skills, Quality Jobs and Preparedness —underscores
the importance of future-readiness in the world of work. Anticipating and shaping labour
market transitions is no longer a peripheral concern; it’s essential for building more
inclusive and resilient societies.

The impulse to prepare for what lies ahead is hardly new. Throughout history, people
have sought ways to anticipate the future — not just out of curiosity but to guide decisions
and manage uncertainty. From palm reading and consulting an oracle to more systematic
methods, the deep-rooted human desire to understand what comes next has always
shaped human behaviour and institutional action. Today, our tools for looking ahead are
more evidence-based and systematic — but the core motivations remain the same.

Work has long been a focal point of hopes and anxieties about the future. From the
Luddite protests against mechanised looms to Keynes’ vision of a 15-hour workweek,
each technological shift has sparked debate about job losses, exploitation or even

liberation. The term ‘future of work’ gained traction in the late 20th century and has
become more prominent in recent years, driven by a series of disruptions — like the global
financial crisis, the rise of platform work, the Covid-19 pandemic and the rapid
development of generative Al — that have redefined how, where, and by whom work is
performed.

When it comes to Al, we’re now beginning to see the early signals of how these changes
may unfold. Recent evidence suggests that work opportunities for freelancers and early-

career workers are already declining in occupations highly exposed to Al. These groups

may be the ‘canaries in the coal mine’, alerting us to where disruption hits first and where

preparedness is most urgently needed.

With all this in mind, preparedness depends on more than instinct or experience. It
requires robust methods for exploring possible, probable and preferable futures —and
for translating insight into action. The future cannot be directly observed, measured or
predicted with certainty, but it can be approached using a range of analytical and
strategic tools designed to navigate complexity and support informed decision-making.

This CEPS Explainer introduces five approaches to exploring the future of work that are
relevant to both labour policy and human resource (HR) management within
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https://commission.europa.eu/topics/preparedness_en
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jep.29.3.31
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mnsc.2024.05420
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5425555
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5425555
https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/publications/canaries-in-the-coal-mine/
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organisations (Table 1). It first describes each method in general and then applies it to
labour policy and HR management in a series of green boxes. The first two — forecasting
and task-based analysis — predominantly rely on quantitative methods and are aimed at
predicting future outcomes. Strategic foresight and discourse and narrative analysis are
mostly qualitative and more exploratory in nature. Finally, backcasting, while also relying
on qualitative methods, is inherently normative, meaning that it aims to devise what type
of future we would most like to see materialise.

Table 1. Approaches for exploring the future

Approach Methods Time horizon Purpose
Forecasting Quantitative 1-5 years Predictive (what will happen)
Occupational automation Mostly 5-10 years Predictive (what will happen)
risk quantitative
Strategic foresight Qualitative > 10 years Explorative (what may
happen)
Discourse/narrative Mostly > 10 years Explorative (what may
analysis qualitative happen)
Backcasting Qualitative > 10 years Normative (what should
happen)

Source: Monaco & Nurski (2025)

Thus, each approach engages with the future of work in its own way and serves distinct
purposes. Although none of them offers 100% certainty, together they provide a toolkit
for navigating such uncertainty in a more structured manner.



https://cdn.ceps.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/20250128_GPAI_GenAI_FoW_report_final_VOECD.pdf
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FORECASTING — PROJECTING PAST AND PRESENT EMPLOYMENT TRENDS INTO
THE FUTURE

Forecasting refers to predicting future outcomes based on analysing current and
historical data. Being predominantly a quantitative approach, it draws heavily on
statistical models, time series analysis and econometric techniques. Forecasts can be
produced for different time horizons — short, medium or long term — depending on their
purpose. In practice, however, short-term forecasts (typically covering one to five years)
tend to be more reliable, as they are less exposed to future uncertainties.

Among the most common forecasting methods, time series forecasting identifies

patterns in how a phenomenon has evolved over time at regular (or even irregular)
intervals, and uses that information to project what might happen next. For instance, a
time series forecast of consumer demand might analyse monthly sales data from the past
five years to estimate next year’s Christmas sales, assuming similar seasonal dynamics
continue.

In labour market policy, forecasting is widely used to anticipate future developments in
the labour market — especially around employment levels and skills across both sectors
and occupations — based on trends observed in historical datasets. This approach is
typically commissioned or deployed by national and regional public authorities to inform
education and training policies, as well as to design economic and employment
strategies.

At EU level, notable examples include the Skills Forecast produced by the European
Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) and the Demographic
Scenarios developed by the Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC). At national or
regional level, labour market forecasting is widely applied across many contexts, from

Bulgaria’s Forecasts for the Development of the Labour Market to the Integrated Labour
Market Projections in Flanders, Belgium. In the Netherlands, the Education-Labour
Market Project run by the Research Centre for Education and the Labour Market (ROA)
at Maastricht University focuses on the alignment between education and occupation.

Sophisticated approaches to anticipate skill needs combining Al tools and big data
analytics have also recently emerged (Box 1).



https://otexts.com/fpp2/data-methods.html
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/skills-forecast
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC116398
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC116398
https://www.mlsp.government.bg/uploads/24/politiki/zaetost/lmforecasts-report-en.pdf
https://www.steunpuntwerk.be/onderzoeksthemas/trends-en-toekomstbeeld/geïntegreerde-arbeidsmarktprojecties
https://www.steunpuntwerk.be/onderzoeksthemas/trends-en-toekomstbeeld/geïntegreerde-arbeidsmarktprojecties
https://roa.nl/projects/project-onderwijs-arbeidsmarkt-poa
https://roa.nl/projects/project-onderwijs-arbeidsmarkt-poa
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Box 1: Education-labour market forecasting in the Netherlands

The Research Centre for Education and the Labour Market (ROA), part of Maastricht
University’s School of Business and Economics, conducts regular forecasts on how
education aligns with labour market needs. Its flagship initiative, the Education-Labour
Market Project, provides mid-term projections that cover approximately 100 education
programmes, 35 labour market regions and 21 sectors.

ROA’s approach combines diverse data sources and econometric modelling to estimate
labour demand (including expansion, replacement and substitution) and supply (based on
the inflow of graduates). These projections, updated every two years, act as early warning
tools to signal potential mismatches between education and employment. The results are
relevant for a wide range of users: students making career decisions, jobseekers and
training services considering retraining pathways, employers planning recruitment
strategies and policymakers designing education and employment interventions. The
forecasts are made publicly accessible via the Labour Market Information System, an online
platform offering both projections and actual labour market statistics.

ROA’s work supports evidence-informed decision-making and contributes towards greater
transparency in understanding employment trends and education outcomes.

Forecasting is also valuable in HR management within organisations. By examining both
current and past data, HR teams can predict upcoming staffing requirements and design
talent management plans in advance. For instance, anticipating employees’ retirement
can help organisations prepare for potential skill shortages by implementing targeted
training programmes. It can also help with adjusting team structures and composition or
reallocating tasks/responsibilities to better align with expected future needs (Box 2).

Box 2: Strategic workforce planning

Strategic workforce planning (SWP) is the process of assessing future staffing needs to
ensure the organisation has the right people, with the right skills and are in the right roles
at the right time. Unlike day-to-day workforce planning, SWP takes a longer term
perspective and aligns staffing with strategic objectives.

While SWP’s exact form may vary, it usually involves the following steps: 1) setting strategic
goals and required people and skills; 2) forecasting the future available workforce based
on trends such as staff turnover, training pipelines and recruitment sources; 3) forecasting
future staffing needs based on workloads or demand for products or services; 4) comparing

the available and needed workforce to identify potential gaps; 5) designing actions to close

these gaps; and 6) monitoring progress.



https://roa.nl/projects/project-onderwijs-arbeidsmarkt-poa
https://roa.nl/projects/project-onderwijs-arbeidsmarkt-poa
https://www.hbomonitor.nl/nl/hogescholen/arbeidsmarktinformatiesysteem
https://cris.maastrichtuniversity.nl/ws/portalfiles/portal/3019931/ROA_TR_2015_4.pdf
https://www.psc.nsw.gov.au/assets/psc/documents/2022_Strategic-Workforce-Planning-Framework.pdf
https://hr.nih.gov/workforce/workforce-planning
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Businesses can use SWP to drive efficiency, growth and employee satisfaction. Public

organisations also use it to ensure the effective delivery of public services, including social
and health care. Here, planning methods might be based on services required (service-

based), population needs (needs-based), economic factors (econometric), current service
use (utilisation-based) or population density (workforce-to-population ratios).

Forecasts offer a structured way of anticipating future developments in the workplace
and the labour market by identifying trends and projecting past and present patterns
forward. They can help policymakers and organisations think ahead and plan for likely
changes, particularly over shorter timeframes where conditions tend to be more stable.

However, as forecasts assume that the future will (mostly) resemble the past, they can
struggle to capture shifts that arise from unexpected developments, disruptive
technologies, political and policy shifts, or structural changes. As such, they're often
combined with other methods to better refine predictions, one example being multi-
stage surveys with experts (commonly known as Delphi surveys).

TASK-BASED ANALYSIS — GRASPING THE LIKELY IMPACTS ON OCCUPATIONS

Another approach for grasping the future of work is to examine each job’s current tasks
and assess which of those tasks could be exposed to key drivers of change, including
technological or organisational shifts. Rather than treating occupations as uniform units,
this method disaggregates them into their component tasks (such as data entry, problem-
solving or manual handling), allowing for a more fine-grained assessment of how work
might evolve. Each task is scored according to its susceptibility to change, and these
scores are then aggregated to estimate the overall exposure of an occupation, sector or
labour market segment to transformation.

Building on Carl Frey and Michael Osborne’s seminal 2017 study, the task-based approach

is widely used today in academic research to assess how occupations are exposed to
technology and automation. It involves mapping current technologies’ capabilities
against occupational task profiles to generate exposure scores. While primarily
guantitative in nature, task-based automation risk assessments also depend heavily on
qualitative insights to assign accurate task scores. These insights often come from
experts, workers or crowdsourcing, providing crucial context on the nature of tasks —
including how routine, social or context-dependent they are — and how organisational
factors might influence their susceptibility to change. This combination of quantitative
scoring and qualitative input ensures a more nuanced understanding of how work is likely
to evolve.



https://testlify.com/case-studies-of-workforce-planning/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168851023001124#bib0084
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168851023001124#bib0084
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/380622/9789240106277-eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://ieomsociety.org/pilsen2019/papers/69.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0040162516302244
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The task-based approach is widely used by major international organisations to measure
occupational exposure to Al, with the aim of informing labour market policy. For instance,
the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) have all employed
task-based frameworks to assess Al’s impacts on employment (Box 3).

Box 3: Occupational automation risk studies by international organisations

International organisations increasingly use task-based frameworks to understand how Al
may reshape work. A 2022 OECD study draws on expert assessments to estimate the extent
to which different skills and abilities can be automated. It finds that even in highly exposed
jobs, only 18% to 27% of skills are easily automated, suggesting Al will transform rather
than eliminate jobs.

A 2024 IMF study expands this by including social, ethical and physical factors that may
shield tasks from automation and create opportunities for Al to complement human work.
It estimates 40% of global employment is exposed to Al, rising to 60% in advanced
economies — roughly split between high and low Al complementarity.

The ILO’s 2023 study on generative Al uses a large language model (LLM) to score task-
level exposure, finding 2.3% of jobs at risk of automation and 13% with the potential for Al
augmentation. An update in May 2025 assesses more tasks, includes worker and expert
input, and focuses on exposure gradients rather than automation versus augmentation. It
finds 24% of global employment exposed to generative Al, with only 7.5% in the highest
exposure group.

All studies show Al exposure is uneven, being higher in wealthier countries and among
women.

Task-based analysis can be a useful tool in HR management. HR managers can collaborate
with employees to examine role composition and assess how jobs may change with
transformations such as Al adoption. They can identify which tasks could be automated,
which could benefit from Al support and which will remain human-led. This can help
inform training needs, role redesign and the reallocation of responsibilities to make best
use of the time saved. In Singapore, the ‘Guide to Job Redesign in the Age of Al’ provides
a task-based method to support the reorganisation of jobs and career paths (Box 4).



https://www.oecd.org/els/what-skills-and-abilities-can-automation-technologies-replicate-and-what-does-it-mean-for-workers-646aad77-en.htm
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Staff-Discussion-Notes/Issues/2024/01/14/Gen-AI-Artificial-Intelligence-and-the-Future-of-Work-542379
https://www.ilo.org/publications/generative-ai-and-jobs-global-analysis-potential-effects-job-quantity-and
https://researchrepository.ilo.org/esploro/outputs/encyclopediaEntry/995653520102676
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Box 4: Singapore’s Job Redesign in the Age of Al

The ‘Guide to Job Redesign in the Age of Al’, developed in 2020 by Singapore’s Lee Kuan
Yew Centre for Innovative Cities, offers organisations practical support for adopting Al in a
responsible and inclusive way. It emphasises redesigning jobs not just to meet business
needs but also to enhance the value of employees’ contributions and to maintain trust in
the workplace.

At the heart of the approach is a task-based analysis that helps identify how Al can be used
effectively while preserving the human elements of work. The guide proposes a six-step
approach: 1) breaking down jobs into tasks; 2) assessing how Al might affect each task; 3)
deciding whether and the extent to which Al should be used; 4) gathering input from
managers and staff on which tasks they value most; 5) setting timelines for
implementation; and 6) reassembling the tasks into redesigned job profiles.

The Guide also includes practical case studies and offers advice on overcoming barriers to
digital transformation, supporting worker-employer dialogue and facilitating the transition
to future jobs.

Task-based analysis can help assess how major drivers of change may affect labour
markets — even if these changes are not yet visible in past time series — and identify
groups more likely to be at risk. However, it often treats tasks as isolated units,

overlooking how changes reshape broader work processes and organisational dynamics.

Task-based and other predictive approaches also share two key limitations. First,
translating complex realities into numbers can create a false sense of precision and
certainty, masking assumptions and inherent uncertainty. Second, they often imply that
the future is fixed, rather than shaped by social and political choices. As such, they may
allow decision-making to operate under a deceptive ‘cloak of objectivity’. Thus, they

should be complemented by more qualitative approaches that shift the focus towards
exploring alternative futures.



https://file.go.gov.sg/ai-guide-to-jobredesign.pdf
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/ai-at-work/
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/53660340/0301-4215_2882_2990048-920170625-19586-19po2is-libre.pdf?1498452072=&response-content-disposition=inline%3B+filename%3DEnergy_backcasting_A_proposed_method_of.pdf&Expires=1750237961&Signature=SqAh-sNz5E8WSJ0VIO~Ge8F-pGPTRLro9r6~QSe1kOpLoR~qkHLGvUAHjIazyt4qn4lLW41AdmT3Vml6q~KVEp9cVG6XmNl-pU3KeG6dprZ4a4c7u9k99GgmabwF562lQJzdoaid0Lf~gAgdrVRy~IGRJflCvoqkvtjz6WBN~g1bl7kGE-aP44F5vtchmdtJ6Z7rANl4BelKhkclOyjW9~HA4HwfoUKMCU5PLeab4tKmBZUz3R1a0YOvxIxBBziQI4bl55eCHjcNxdMrfwbjmJP8-izZkAM~boG-qh90~y1aMDwP~vC-zhuYlyYnC9LfrnkYUUZKdoz2baZ-D8aKrA__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
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STRATEGIC FORESIGHT — EXPLORING DIFFERENT FUTURES OF WORK

While the previous two methods focus on predicting what will happen, foresight centres
on exploring what might happen. It begins with analysing the present and identifying key
drivers of change — megatrends likely to reshape or disrupt the current situation. This
process can be based on desk research or developed collaboratively through workshops

or expert consultations. It often draws on specific tools and frameworks, such as horizon
scanning, which involves identifying ‘weak signals’ and emerging trends that may become
significant over time.

Common analytical frameworks to help structure thinking across multiple dimensions
include PESTLED (examining political, economic, social, technological, legal,
environmental and demographic factors), PMESII-PT (covering political, military,
economic, social, information, infrastructure, physical environment and time) and
STEEP+ in general (extending the original STEEP framework of sociocultural,
technological, economic, environmental and political factors). Drivers of change can also
be ranked according to their likelihood and potential impact.

Strategic foresight then proceeds to develop multiple plausible future scenarios based on
different combinations of these drivers. These scenarios aren’t predictions but structured
narratives that explore how the future could unfold in various situations. Scenario
building usually occurs through collaborative workshops involving diverse stakeholders
and experts. This participatory aspect ensures that a wide range of perspectives are
captured, increasing the legitimacy and uptake of the outcomes.

In labour market policy, institutions worldwide increasingly rely on strategic foresight to
guide policymaking strategies, including the UN. The OECD’s Strategic Foresight Unit

supports governments and the organisation itself in identifying plausible future scenarios
to strengthen long-term policymaking capacity in various domains. It has recently
developed a Strategic Foresight Toolkit for Resilient Public Policy to guide governments

and organisations for when they perform a rigorous foresight process. At EU level, the
Competence Centre on Foresight provides methodologies and tools relevant to

policymaking, including labour policy. Several EU labour stakeholders regularly engage
with these methodologies, including through EU-funded Horizon Europe projects as well
as at the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) (Box 5).



https://www.ndc.nato.int/news/news.php?icode=1960
https://espas.eu/horizon.html
https://espas.eu/horizon.html
https://un-futureslab.org/our-approach/
https://www.oecd.org/en/about/programmes/strategic-foresight.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/foresight-toolkit-for-resilient-public-policy_bcdd9304-en.html
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight_en
https://projectwelar.eu/welar-foresight-webinar-explores-future-scenarios-for-labour-and-welfare-in-europe/
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Box 5: The EESC's strategic foresight on Al and the future of work

The EESC plays an active role in embedding strategic foresight into EU policymaking, with
a clear emphasis on participatory and worker-inclusive approaches. By mobilising its
networks of civil society organisations and social partners, the EESC helps to bring weak
signals and long-term trends to the surface that may otherwise have gone unnoticed.

In its recent own-initiative ‘Pro-worker Al’ opinion the EESC combined evidence from two
foresight workshops with its members and 40+ experts to identify levers for harnessing Al’s
potential in the workplace. The opinion emphasises that social dialogue and strong worker
involvement are essential for safeguarding fundamental rights and ensuring the
development of trustworthy Al in the workplace. It calls for legislative action to close
existing gaps in worker protection and to ensure that humans remain in control of human-
machine interactions, as well as a dedicated legal instrument to strengthen social
dialogue on the deployment of Al.

In parallel, the EESC regularly commissions forward-looking studies and contributes to
foresight papers written by the European Strategy and Policy Analysis System (ESPAS) —
such as its ‘Ideas Paper on Civil Society 2050 — helping to integrate foresight into social
and labour market policy across the EU institutions.

Public and private organisations use strategic foresight to anticipate long-term change,

to identify potential opportunities and challenges, and to prepare accordingly. Some
companies already began relying on foresight to develop forward-looking strategies in
the 1980s, mainly to ensure future growth, resilience, innovation and market expansion.
However, beyond these ‘hard’ objectives, strategic foresight can also be applied in HR
management and organisational development. This approach can be adopted by HR

professionals to prepare organisations in a range of different areas (Box 6).



https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/strategic-foresight
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/pro-worker-ai-levers-harnessing-potential-and-mitigating-risks-ai-connection-employment-and-labour-market-policies
https://www.espas.eu/files/ESPAS-Ideas-EU-civil-society-2050.pdf
https://www.imf.org/-/media/Files/Publications/analytical-notes/2021/English/HTNEA2021010-S001.ashx
https://hbr.org/2024/01/bringing-true-strategic-foresight-back-to-business
https://hbr.org/2024/01/bringing-true-strategic-foresight-back-to-business
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/shr-07-2023-0040/full/html
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Box 6: Strategic foresight in HR management

By identifying key drivers of change — such as technological innovation, demographic shifts
or new working patterns — strategic foresight can support HR management when designing
flexible work arrangements by considering different scenarios, including remote or hybrid
models. It may also help planning for future skills and roles by anticipating emerging needs
and enabling targeted training or recruitment strategies.

Scenario development can be further enriched through a three-horizon approach that
draws on different types of data: online job vacancy trends can inform near-term skill
needs (Horizon 1), investment data provides insight into medium-term developments
(Horizon 2) and patent data helps anticipate longer-term shifts in knowledge and capability
requirements (Horizon 3).

Strategic foresight can also be used to explore long-term risks and opportunities related to
diversity, equity and inclusion. By examining how structural and intersecting inequalities
might evolve, this approach can help facilitate equity audits covering hiring, pay,
promotions and employee satisfaction across different demographic groups. It can also
support the design of mentorship programmes and training to enhance cultural
competency and reduce bias, contributing to more inclusive and diverse organisations.

Unlike predictive approaches, strategic foresight explores a range of possible futures
rather than a single expected outcome. By considering different scenarios, it helps design
strategies that remain robust under varying conditions. Foresight complements
forecasting by addressing uncertainty and recognising the role of human agency. Yet its
openness can be a drawback, making it less precise and harder to act on.

For this reason, as with forecasting, it can also be complemented by Delphi surveys with
experts to better refine and ‘stress-test’ the scenarios. As foresight processes also often
involve multiple steps, they can be time- and resource-intensive, and they also require
strong organisational commitment to be truly effective.


https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/embracing-strategic-foresight-hr-roadmap-future-ready-catherine-knott-kv9jc/
https://www.headai.com/the-data-economy-is-already-here-lets-make-it-fair/
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DISCOURSE AND NARRATIVE ANALYSIS — UNDERSTANDING FUTURE OF WORK
IMAGINARIES (AND WHO LIES BEHIND THEM)

Discourse analysis and narrative analysis are exploratory approaches for understanding
how the future is imagined and debated, whether in public debates or within
organisations. They primarily employ qualitative analysis of texts, documents, speeches
or media, though they can also apply quantitative tools to large datasets. But what exactly
are discourses and narratives?

A discourse is more than just words or sentences, it’s an organised way of speaking about
and interpreting the world, shaped by values, social and political contexts, and power
relations — and shaping them in turn. Discourses define what can be said, who can speak
and what counts as normal or deviant. Discourse analysis examines how such meanings

are produced and sustained in specific historical and institutional settings. Narratives, in
turn, are stories about past, present or future events or processes, often (but not always)
following a linear plot. They help people make sense of the world by linking events in a
meaningful sequence. Narrative analysis explores how these stories are told, who tells

them, and which discourses they draw on.

Both approaches deal with meaning-making through language but at different levels.
Discourses set the broader conditions for what kinds of narratives can be told and taken
seriously, while narratives express discourses through concrete stories about what
happens, why and to whom. For instance, the discourse of ‘market-driven innovation’
frames how technological change is understood — the familiar story of a student creating
breakthrough tech in a garage reinforces a narrative of individual genius, obscuring
structural dynamics. Discourses and narratives are shaped by actors with differing
interests and thus become contested. Some may eventually dominate a debate to the
point of being widely perceived as ‘common sense’.

In practice, discourse and narrative analysis are closely connected and the terms are
often used interchangeably. Though mostly utilised in academic research, they can also
support labour market policy by revealing how ideas about the future take shape and
gain traction. They help trace which actors promote certain visions and whose
perspectives are amplified or marginalised in public debate. Recent studies have
highlighted differences in how the future of work is ‘imagined’ across different groups
and countries (Box 7).



https://www.joycerain.com/uploads/2/3/2/0/23207256/52_james_paul_gee-an_introduction_to_discourse_analysis__theory_and_method-routledge__2010_.pdf
https://methods.sagepub.com/ency/edvol/the-sage-encyclopedia-of-communication-research-methods/chpt/narrative-analysis
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Box 7: Discourses and narratives about the future of work

The study of competing narratives about the future of work is gaining traction in the social

sciences. Marenco and Seidl analysed newspaper articles and policy documents from eight

European countries, finding that dominant narratives differ across contexts, shaped by
local institutions and political economies.

Dries, Luyckx and Rogiers examined 485 media articles and surveyed experts, policymakers
and citizens, showing that different actors promote contrasting visions of the future. For
instance, technologists often back ‘accelerationist’ views, while journalists and authors are
generally more critical.

Finally, Schlogl, Weiss and Prainsack, after analysing 195 policy documents, found that
although multiple narratives exist, one tends to dominate: the ‘Machine v. Human’ story.
This frames rapid technological change as inevitable, with both risks and benefits, and
places the onus on workers to adapt through re- or upskilling, while often neglecting
debates on technology development and adoption, and alternative policy responses, like
income support.

In HR management, discourse and narrative analysis help uncover the stories, meanings
and power dynamics that shape workforce perceptions and HR decision-making. Beyond
mapping different HR approaches among practitioners, they support more reflective and

inclusive strategies to prepare for future transformations such as automation, Al or
demographic change (Box 8).

Box 8: Discourse and narrative analysis in HR management

Discourse and narrative analysis can support HR management by revealing the deeper
messages and assumptions embedded in organisational communication. For example,
narrative analysis can explore employees’ career stories to show how identities,
motivations and progression pathways are constructed, helping to design policies that
reflect lived experiences. These approaches can also be used to compare organisational or
technological change narratives, identify differing group perspectives, anticipate which
policies resonate or alienate, and adapt initiatives and messaging.

Critical discourse analysis can examine how language shapes roles, norms and power
relations. Thus, it can help uncover gender or other biases in job adverts, detect

unconscious bias in performance reviews, support more inclusive training design and
reveal which workforce groups may be marginalised by organisational practices.



https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/european-political-science-review/article/discursive-construction-of-digitalization-a-comparative-analysis-of-national-discourses-on-the-digital-future-of-work/A4B6C6E17C4EE9AD002F7E2553C24696
https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/amd.2022.0130
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/ntwe.12202
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13678868.2014.886889
https://bpb-ap-se2.wpmucdn.com/thinkspace.csu.edu.au/dist/c/3891/files/2020/10/The_Routledge_Handbook_of_Discourse_Analysis_-_Pg_36-61.pdf
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/03090591111120412/full/html
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/03090591111120412/full/html
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/cracking-code-how-discourse-analysis-revolutionizing-hrd-siddiqui/
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While discourse and narrative analysis don’t predict the future, they reveal the
assumptions and power dynamics that shape how it’s imagined. This makes them useful
for identifying space for alternative visions — a good starting point for designing pathways
to more desirable futures.

BACKCASTING — CHOOSING DESIRABLE FUTURES OF WORK

Beyond predictive or exploratory approaches, backcasting is a normative approach which
shifts the guiding question from ‘what will the future look like?’ to ‘what kind(s) of future
would we like to see/create?’. It typically adopts a longer-term perspective —ranging from
a decade to a century ahead — requiring a clear ‘North Star’ to guide policymakers’ long-
term objectives for a desired future and the necessary steps to get there.

For instance, in environmental sustainability, a global collaboration effort has established
such a North Star —a planet that can sustain future generations —allowing for the design
of regulations and investments to achieve that goal. Backcasting’s purpose is not to
develop a rigid plan but to encourage defined desirable futures, to explore their
implications and feasibility, and to anticipate and plan the necessary actions to achieve
them.

An expert report prepared for the European Commission outlines the practical steps of a

backcasting exercise. The first step is setting a long-term vision within a specific policy
area, organisation or even the whole of society, through a collaborative process, involving
different stakeholders and relevant experts through workshops or brainstorming
sessions. The next step is a baseline analysis where the current system or situation is
described and carefully examined to identify gaps and needs. At this stage, success stories
that have already helped narrow the gap between the present and the future can be
highlighted, so that they can be further supported and scaled up. The third step involves
co-designing actions to close gaps and address needs, as well as identifying the spheres
of influence where actors can play a role in effectively implementing them. The final step
focuses on deciding priorities for action and putting timelines into place.

Backcasting is particularly relevant in labour market policy, as it’s essentially the playing
field of many long-term trends, including technological, environmental, geopolitical and

demographic changes. The European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) can be considered a

‘North Star” for EU labour policy, as it’s positioned as ‘the beacon guiding us towards a
strong social Europe that is fair, inclusive and full of opportunity’. The linked EPSR Action
Plan sets out concrete initiatives to turn the EPSR into reality by 2030. Another notable
example of backcasting being applied to technological challenges in the labour market is
Japan’s Moonshot Programme (Box 9).



http://researchgate.net/publication/222076849_Futures_Under_Glass_A_Recipe_for_People_Who_Hate_to_Predict
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/what-north-star-for-future-eu-industrial-policy/
https://projects.research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/rio/report/HOW%20TO_%20Get%20Started%20with%20Backcasting%20Formatted%20v4.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/b23725e5-6064-11f0-a9d0-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
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Box 9: Japan’s visions of society in 2050

Japan’s Moonshot Programme, launched in 2019 with an initial budget of JYN 100 billion
(USD 963 million), outlines an ambitious vision for a human-centric future of work enabled
by Al and robotics. A key goal is that by 2050, Al-powered robots will autonomously learn,

adapt to their environments, evolve their intelligence and collaborate safely and

comfortably with humans across a wide range of tasks. This vision responds to pressing
societal challenges such as rapid ageing, labour shortages and hazardous working
conditions.

To realise these ambitions, the programme supports research on co-evolution between
humans, Al and robots, alongside the development of humanoid robots that can perceive,
communicate and move in ways that align with human expectations. These robots are
expected to support care work, act in disaster zones and dangerous environments, and
serve as lifelong companions who grow and learn alongside people. The initiative
emphasises ethical foresight and preparedness through stakeholder involvement,
regulation and tamper-resistant design.

By imagining a long-term future and working backwards to identify needed changes,
Japan’s approach exemplifies backcasting applied to the future of work.

In HR management, backcasting shares core aims with other strategic approaches —such
as identifying future staffing needs, reshaping roles and redesigning work processes — but
differs in its starting point. Rather than projecting forward from the present, it begins
with a desirable future and works backwards to identify the steps required to achieve it.
This process may involve aligning the organisation’s long-term vision with a
corresponding vision for its workforce or work environment. HR managers can then
identify capabilities and interventions needed to realise that vision (Box 10).

Box 10: Backcasting future visions for healthcare workforce

Backcasting can make for a structured method to align long-term health system goals with
present-day workforce decisions. This approach can help anticipate the skills, education,
distribution and working conditions required to support future care models. It also enables
healthcare providers to sequence interventions over time, aligning with budgetary cycles
while remaining focused on strategic transformation. This is particularly relevant when
short-term crisis responses dominate and structural workforce issues remain unaddressed.

While not explicitly labelled as backcasting, the Topol Review in England, commissioned by

the National Health Service in 2018, exemplifies this backcasting ethos. It outlines how
technological advances (particularly Al, genomics and digital medicine) could change care



https://www8.cao.go.jp/cstp/english/moonshot/top.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/japan/2020/11/20/japans-moonshot-research-program-is-taking-on-the-biggest-challenges/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/japan/2020/11/20/japans-moonshot-research-program-is-taking-on-the-biggest-challenges/
https://www8.cao.go.jp/cstp/english/moonshot/sub3_en.html
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/15/4/3596
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/15/4/3596
https://topol.hee.nhs.uk/the-topol-review/
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delivery and what training and system changes would be needed to prepare the health
workforce.

By defining the capabilities required for a future-ready workforce, it works backwards to

inform the overall education and workforce strategy. More broadly, backcasting

encourages the inclusion of stakeholders in setting strategic priorities and co-designing
implementation pathways. This would potentially enhance legitimacy and help overcome
political and institutional bottlenecks for health workforce development.

In short, backcasting reflects a broader shift away from deterministic views of the future
towards an approach that emphasises human agency and collective choice. Rather than
treating the future as an extension of past and present trends, backcasting imagines
desirable futures and takes active steps to shape them, highlighting that the future isn’t
fixed but rather shaped by present decisions and actions.
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CONCLUSIONS

The future of work is uncertain — but not unknowable. While no single method can offer
definitive answers, the five approaches outlined in this CEPS Explainer provide a practical
toolkit for anticipating, understanding and shaping what lies ahead. Forecasting and task-
based analysis help identify likely trends and risks using structured, data-driven methods.
Strategic foresight invites us to explore a range of plausible futures. Discourse and
narrative analysis expose the ideas and power dynamics that shape how we imagine
change. Backcasting encourages us to define desirable futures and map the steps to
achieve them.

Rather than passively undergoing change, we must equip ourselves to engage with it
deliberately. These approaches offer the tools not only to grasp what is coming —
including Al's impacts — but to question prevailing assumptions, include diverse
perspectives and make more intentional choices. For researchers, policymakers and
organisations alike, using this toolkit means supporting a shift from reaction to
preparedness. In an era of accelerating technological disruption, building foresight
capacity is essential for ensuring transitions in the labour market are inclusive, fair and
future ready.

Alas, turning insights into strategy isn’t straightforward. For many organisations —
especially smaller ones — applying these approaches requires resources, time and
specialised competences that may not be readily available in-house. Bridging the gap
between conceptual understanding and strategic action often calls for external support,
whether through expert facilitation or tailored tools. Policymakers have a crucial role to
play in enabling this process by investing in capacity-building, accessible guidance and
intermediary structures. Supporting organisations as they navigate the future of work
isn’t just a matter of competitiveness —it’s essential for building preparedness across the
economy and ensuring that Al and other transitions deliver on their social promise.
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