The Changing Workplace

An Interview with Daniel Pink

author, Daniel Pink has written
about the global economy and its
effects on people worldwide. Pink
was interviewed by U.S. State
Department staff writer Paul
Malamud.

Daniel Pink

Q: What is globalization, in your view?

Pink: Globalization is the broad movement among
economies and societies and technology that is knitting the
world closer together and affecting capital markets,
technology, and the exchange of information.

Q: What is making this happen?

Pink: I think it's a number of things. One of them is
certainly the advent of new technology like the Internet,
which allows a child in Zambia to find information almost as
fast as the head librarian at Cambridge University. It allows
people to stay in touch with their native countries more
easily; it allows capital to move across the world to the
place where it can be used most advantageously. It confers
a greater amount of transparency on governments and
political institutions than ever before. It erodes trade
barriers. When I think of globalization, I think of it being
basically about flows: whether the flows of ideas, flows of
capital, flows of goods and services, flows of people—all of
which have been made easier and have been accelerated
because of globalization.

Q: Are we better or worse off as a result?

Pink: We're better off. In my view, globalization is good,
not perfect. And we can't let perfect be the enemy of good.
Globalization in general has lifted living standards
throughout the world. Now there have been obviously some
dislocations from that. If you are an American worker and
your manufacturing job goes to a country in the developing
world where someone is going to get paid one-fifth of what
you're earning, then you have been in some fashion harmed
by globalization.

At the same time, that manufacturing worker and his or her
family benefit from the lower cost of goods and services
because of falling trade barriers. And they benefit obviously
from all the technology that helps enable globalization. So
my view is that globalization is mostly a plus. And the
challenge of public policy, the challenge of political
leadership nationally and trans-nationally, is to make sure
that people get the benefits of globalization, and that for the
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downside of globalization, governments and political
institutions step in to mitigate its negative effects.

Q: Are there statistics showing that globalization lifts all
boats?

Pink: It depends on whose standard of living. Certainly U.S.
per capita GDP over the last 50 years has tripled. I am
certain living standards in much of the rest of the world
have also improved. That said, you've still got more than a
billion people on this planet living on less than a dollar a
day. So it's not like everybody is living in a land of milk and
honey by any long shot, but in general globalization has
made things better rather than worse, and in general the
present is better than the past. In general, I am almost
certain, not because I am a woolly-eyed optimist but
because I'm a realist, that the future will be better than the
present.

Q: In your book A Whole New Mind, you predict that more
routine white-collar jobs will flow out of developed nations
and into developing ones, and you say that they will be
made up for by more creative jobs in America and other
developed nations. Yet, this assumes that most people are
capable of being highly creative. Suppose most of us are
not?

Pink: I disagree with the premise that most people don't
have these kinds of abilities. My argument is that economies
are automating and off-shoring routine white-collar work—
basic accounting, basic financial analysis, even basic legal
services—and this is the same sort of pattern that we saw
with routine manufacturing work. Today anything that is
routine—that is, anything that can be reduced to a script, to
a spec sheet, to a set of rules—this kind of work
increasingly is going to disappear from the United States,
Canada, Western Europe, and Japan, because that kind of
work can get done more cheaply by computers and by
people overseas.

Now, what that means is that in order to survive in the
economy, you have to do something that isn't routine. That
tends to be work that is artistic, creative, empathic, about
the big picture. And I think that the idea that human beings
in general and Americans in particular can't be creative,
empathic, big-picture-oriented is flatly wrong.

For example, consider the time when America was moving
from an agricultural economy to a manufacturing economy,
and people said, "Well, everybody can't go to high school,
everybody can't learn to read and write. A good education is
only reserved for a certain elite population." What I'm
talking about here is not that everyone becomes Salvador
Dali, but that everybody becomes adept at these sorts of
high-concept, high-touch abilities. And I think that is
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S. Dali - Spanish painter
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eminently doable.

No one would say, "The masses of men cannot become
literate." Not everybody can become Toni Morrison. But
nearly everyone can become literate. "The masses of men
can't become numerate." Well, I don't agree with that. I
don't think that everyone can be Albert Einstein, but they
can certainly be numerate. And they can go beyond that.

Q: What happens to people in developed nations when
people in developing nations of the world become equally
well educated and find their own creativity?

Pink: I think that's an excellent point. Tom Friedman deals
with this issue in his writing. There are two different schools
of thought. One is that China and India are racing us to the
bottom. The other one is that they are racing us to the top.
Friedman believes—and I agree—that they are racing us to
the top, again not because I'm an optimist, but because
that's always been the pattern, that's always been the
trajectory. Now that doesn't mean that it is 100 percent
certain to be the trajectory again, but that's what I would
bet on.

Q: The nature of work is changing in other ways. Computers
are becoming more complex and capable. How soon would
you expect computers to compete with humans for
professional-grade work?

Pink: I think in some ways that they are doing certain kinds
of professional work. Look at TurboTax [a software program
that helps people prepare their taxes]. We have all this
concern about off-shoring and outsourcing. There were 3
million U.S. tax returns done in India last year by Indian
tax-preparers, but there were 21 million tax returns done
by TurboTax. So in some fashion, software already can do
certain elements of professional work, and increasingly it's
going to do more and more.

.rlv

What that means is that the
accountants who want to
survive can't make a living off
of doing the same sort of
thing that a piece of $39.95
software can do. They have
to do things that are harder
to reduce to computer code,
which is a more sophisticated
type of what peoples'
financial needs are and giving
higher-level financial advice.

Watching real-time video from inside
a sewer line, a technician maneuvers
a robot through a sewer.

It's the same thing to some extent with stockbrokers and
investment as well. Nowadays many Americans do their
investing on line. Information is widely available, Internet
brokerage transactions are cheap because you can execute
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them on your own computer, and you no longer need a
stockbroker on the phone to perform the routine
transactions.

At some point that stockbroker is going to try to become a
financial adviser, to understand your situation in a more
detailed way and offer you kinds of advice that a computer
program can never do.

Q: What about robots? How do you expect them to affect
available work?

Pink: If you go to a manufacturing floor today, what you
see is not the manufacturing floor of the 1920s or even of
the 1950s, where you had a bunch of guys in greasy
overalls turning wrenches on an assembly line. What you
see are people, often with associate's degrees, who are
basically running these robots. The robots have no
autonomy or will of their own. They answer to software
code. So someone has to write the code, someone has to
monitor those robots. So this is increasingly what a lot of
manufacturing work is. This calls on obviously a much
higher level of skill.

Q: Do you feel human dignity is threatened by some of the
by-products of globalization? Some argue that bonds of
family, clan, community, hierarchy are loosening—that even
the dignity of individual achievement based on the
development of individual skills means less because roles
shift so frequently in a globalized economy.

Pink: That's an interesting question. If you consider the
Western world a harbinger of the future, the family
connections here are much more diffuse than in other parts
of the world. You have much greater mobility, where people
don't live necessarily where their parents live or where their
brothers and sisters live. There is an array of different
family forms now that call into question the nuclear family.
The point about identity coming from a lifetime of skills is
interesting. I think there is a change there, because the
half-life of every sort of ability today is shrinking and
shrinking. You cannot make a living by plying one trade for
40 years because it doesn't work that way. The lifespan of a
particular set of skills is literally a couple of years. So
there's a premium now obviously on learning and learning
how to learn and constantly upgrading.

Now I don't know whether that erodes human dignity. One
could argue that it might enhance it. It allows people to
constantly do better, to not fall into stagnation, to have
more chance to flower. But, obviously, individual stories
differ and the question is a valid one.
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