
If robots do all the work, 
is there a future for 
diversity and inclusion? 

These forces are not only fundamentally shifting how we think about getting 
work done but have an impact on the significant investment organisations have 
made in creating a diverse and inclusive workforce – greater representation 
and inclusion of women, as well as people from the LGBTQ, minority ethnic and 
religious communities.  

The changes being created by these forces pose both potential gains and 
serious risks for groups that may have not enjoyed equal opportunity and 
success in the workplace. My view, informed by Willis Towers Watson’s approach 
to the future of work, is that it has its own opportunities and risks, but could also 
seriously impact two topical issues, bias and pay equity. 

Let’s look at the positives for Inclusion & Diversity (I&D) in how a democratised, 
technology-empowered future might play out.

Shifting from jobs to work

One impact will be the opportunity to refocus on the work an organisation 
needs to get done and the best way to do it. The perception that jobs are being 
automated is not the reality; rather, they are being deconstructed into work 
activities and tasks. These tasks are then examined for the best way to get the 
work done and how to ensure the human skill premium’s value is maximised. 

Through this, we can optimise performance (across quality, speed, cost, risk) 
of many more tasks, rather than accepting sub-optimal performance in some 
dimensions. Technology enable us to choose to distribute the work across time 
and space, rather than having it done by the people who filled traditional jobs. 
This provides the opportunity to create a close match between skills and work 
and also to utilise the skills of those who are great at certain tasks, but may not 
be great at whole jobs and/or traditional workplaces. 

The forces of change driving the fourth Industrial Revolution are captured in the 
democratisation of work, where work can be distributed in time and space with a 
more flexible and dynamic matching of skills, and technological empowerment, 
where access to work-enabling technologies, 3D printing, mobile devices, sensors, 
wearables, and algorithmic analytics are prevalent. 

The perception 
that jobs are being 
automated is not the 
reality; rather, they are 
being deconstructed 
into work activities  
and tasks.
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We see some organisations already adopting this approach; workers with Autism 
Spectrum Disorders for example1, who have exceptional attention to detail, 
data and analytics skills, yet don’t perform well in a job that also requires well-
developed collaboration and communication skills. 

And there are more opportunities through disaggregating  jobs into work 
tasks which are then distributed in time and space, for workers with mobility 
challenges, or live in remote or regional cities or towns (potentially solving low 
employment opportunity in these regions), or who have any number of anxiety-
related illnesses exacerbated by social interaction issues or public spaces. 

Not everyone wants to work full time

What about people who don’t want to or can’t work full time? Primary caregivers 
(women the vast majority of the time) would not need to accept “dumbed down” 
jobs, but could apply their skills to valuable tasks for organisations. Properly 
designed, governed and implemented, the future of work could enable us to 
access even greater social and cognitive diversity. 

Analytics and the end of bias?

AI, machine learning, and other smart algorithms are being used to make 
decisions in organisations in hiring2 and performance management3. One 
advantage touted is that the technology is unbiased. It is impartial to the human 
weaknesses of stereotypes, doesn’t care about gender, race, religion, socio-
economic status or any other identifiable difference and thus, poses great 
promise for increasing the opportunity and equality of these decisions. 

However, as a study of the use of these technologies in making parole 
recommendations4 identifies, these technologies are susceptible to bias, 
because the data on which they learn is historical and, at least currently, they are 
programmed by humans with bias. 

In the hiring and performance context, success data is based on the people 
in jobs now and the factors the designer considers in determining “a good 
performer” are based on those who have succeeded so far. This is exactly the 
problem with current “merit” based systems. 

One advantage touted is that the technology is 
unbiased. It is impartial to the human weaknesses of 
stereotypes, doesn’t care about gender, race, religion,  
socio-economic status or any other identifiable 
difference and thus, poses great promise for increasing 
the opportunity and equality of these decisions. 

1 https://www.bhp.com/media-and-insights/prospects/2018/08/how-technology-is-enabling-different-kinds-of-diversity-at-bhp
2 https://www.businessinsider.sg/unilever-artificial-intelligence-hiring-process-2017-6/
3 https://www.forbes.com/sites/bernardmarr/2017/01/17/the-future-of-performance-management-how-ai-and-big-data-combat-
workplace-bias/#6ad0d9274a0d
4 https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/technology-is-biased-too-how-do-we-fix-it/
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Those of us who work in I&D are trying to restore or create equity for those 
denied opportunity by historical biases. An algorithm that seeks to make 
decisions on traditional “merit” risks reducing diversity and working against 
improving equity in the workforce. 

Fortunately this problem isn’t insurmountable. AI is trained, algorithms are 
designed. To avoid diversity reducing and the status quo reinforcing elements of 
these technologies, we need to ensure that data inputs are carefully selected. 
For example, our success profiles need to reflect diversity, weightings need 
to value skills and capabilities more than years of industry experience and 
demographic factors or proxies for them must not be part of the decision criteria. 
It is critical that I&D professionals are proactive in their organisations in engaging 
with how AI and algorithms are being developed for both employee and  
customer uses.

I have touched on a few uses of algorithms and AI. The table below summarises 
some of the advantages and risks of new approaches to several key people 
processes.

Achieving pay equity

The issue of gender pay equity is topical and contentious. There are two broad 
issues – the average pay gap and gender-based inequity at the individual level. 
We will discuss the latter first. 

As legislation and reporting requirements force companies to look at individual 
pay equity in their organisation, we are also seeing new approaches to 
understanding pay equity and how to address disparities. 

Continuing the algorithm theme, we can take advantage of more sophisticated 
analytics to better understand whether pay is truly equitable. While some 
countries are requiring analysis of gender pay difference by job and by level, this 
still reflects a blunt way to assess equity. 

People Process Advantage Risk

Recruitment Potential to reduce variability and bias 
in selection, lead to better quality of 
hire based on actual capability and 
skills for role

Using historical data and what current 
“success” looks like to build model will 
embed bias in the algorithms

Performance and Reward

Algorithms used for performance 
evaluation and reward distribution

Potential to reduce variability and 
bias in performance assessment 
and reward allocation based on 
performance

Hard to capture many of intangibles 
of ‘how’ effectively. If we base on just 
hard “what” performance metrics 
possible diverse groups will be further 
disadvantaged and undesirable 
behaviours could be encouraged

Potential and Leadership

Using assessment and predictive 
models to make more informed 
leadership decisions 

Move from experience only based 
criteria for leadership to more skill, 
capability and potential based models

Historical data is biased to a 
homogenous leadership group. 
Perception of effective leadership 
behaviour is gender biased

Figure 1: Advantages and risks of new approaches to key people processes
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For organisations with a pay-for-performance philosophy, variations in current 
pay have many potential causes. Differences in historical performance, years of 
experience, even starting pay will place individuals at different positions in pay 
ranges for the same job. By using analytics, however, we can build models that 
bring all of the elements that might create differences in pay (such as those 
above and others). 

The analysis will create predicted pay ranges for each incumbent in each job and 
then compare that range to the incumbent’s actual pay.  We can then segment 
this data by gender, but also any other demographic data to assess pay equity 
across the spectrum of diversity. The outputs enable organisations to understand 
both individual inequities (this individual is underpaid) and systemic biases (this 
group of people are underpaid) in their pay practices. Even more importantly 
however, the model will identify the factors that are most predictive of the pay 
outcome and therefore identify factors contributing to the inequity in the system.

One solution that is proposed to the issue of pay inequity is transparency. The 
argument goes if we make what each person is paid available to everyone else, 
then it will be hard to maintain disparities. While more transparency is probably 
a good thing generally, knowing what everyone earns in a complex performance 
environment like a workplace may make actual inequity harder to maintain, but 
may not solve for perceived equity. Why not? 

Research in psychology and behavioural economics shows we have substantial 
biases in judgement of our own and others’ performance. Imagine that you 
received 100% of your year-end bonus and were pretty happy with that. But then 
you discover a colleague doing the same job got 140%.  You perceive this as 
inequitable; in your mind not only are you as good as, but indeed better than your 
colleague. However, based on the organisation’s performance measures, your 
colleague has actually performed significantly better than you. Would knowing 
that make you feel better that they got paid a higher bonus than you? No. 

So transparency of pay outcome is not necessarily a panacea to people feeling 
that they are paid fairly, even if actual systemic inequity is reduced. Transparency 
of philosophy, performance and involvement in process, however, is much more 
likely to improve overall perceived equity. In order for me to feel getting 100% 
vs my colleagues 140% is fair, I have to understand how the organisation thinks 
about the link between pay and performance, the goals we were both tasked with 
achieving. But even then I could still raise objections about why my colleague’s 
performance and therefore pay was better than mine. But if I had the opportunity 
to have input into the process that determined performance and pay for my 
colleague – then it is much harder for me to maintain a view that the outcome is 
inequitable. For this process to work there needs to be far more things in place 
than just transparency. 

While more 
transparency is 
probably a good thing 
generally, knowing  
what everyone earns in 
a complex performance 
environment like a 
workplace may make 
actual inequity harder 
to maintain, but may not 
solve for  
perceived equity. 
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There are other possible ways to minimise inequity that focus more on the design 
of performance and reward systems themselves – do you allow negotiation, team 
only goals vs individual, merit increases vs market only changes? 

Expanding the net for talent

The opportunity presented by the changing nature of work can significantly 
enable greater diversity, through alternative work arrangements, new technology 
and need for different skills. There are risks posed by automation to the work 
opportunity for those with obsolete skills and in how the design of algorithms 
may be biased. With awareness and careful design I believe the forces will be a 
net positive for diversity. 

The opportunity presented by the changing nature of 
work can significantly enable greater diversity, through 
alternative work arrangements, new technology and need 
for different skills. 

Future of work can enable inclusion and diversity 
The traditional job: Fixed 
number of bundled tasks and 
activities. One person needs 
all the skills and meet the 
requirements of all tasks

The reinvented job: 
Disaggregating tasks and 
activities means talent options 
can expand to those previously 
not considered qualified

Location-locked work   
flexible working: Physical 
location and fixed time no 
longer define the work, 
enabling talent pool needing 
more flexible work location 
and hours, or even from other 
geographic regions

Physical requirements 
restrictions      
cognitive-based work: 
Technology and AI can 
replace some physical work 
tasks. Talent pool widens for 
remaining work, including 
those previously restricted 
due to physical requirements

Bundled-skill requirements         
          continuous learning: 
Reskilling pathways enable 
people who may not have had 
traditional job opportunities 
to ready themselves for work 
and develop and keep skills 
relevant

What 
happens 
when you 

reinvent the 
job?  

Robotics
Artificial 

Intelligence

Talent 
platforms

Traditional 
employees

Traditional 
employees Job

Tasks
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