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Introduction
The difficulty is not so much in developing new ideas as in 
escaping from old ones.

—John Maynard Keynes

I’ve been traveling somewhere in the world for my work every month—
often every week—for the past 20 years; that is, until Covid-19 stopped me 
in my tracks. Suddenly, I had to pause. All at once, the packing, the rush-

ing, and the business travel ended. I had no idea that my trip to Israel in early 
March, leading a global panel on the future of work, would be the last time I 
would board an international flight in 2020. A few days after returning home 
to New York City from Tel Aviv on March 3, my workplace relocated from 
the Deloitte Consulting offices at Rockefeller Center to my small home office 
on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. As I sheltered in place, along with the 
rest of the world, tracking the sobering devastation wrought by the pandemic, 
I had the chance—perhaps for the first time in my career—to stay in one place 
for longer than a few weeks and reflect on the changes underfoot and ahead.

My work on this book had been well underway before the global pan-
demic took hold in early 2020. However, there’s no doubt that it brought a 
new sense of urgency to my exploration of the future of work that had begun 
seven years earlier. The need to shift to new ways of working, new frames, 
new expectations, and new possibilities was accelerated by the pandemic. At 
a time that technologies, including artificial intelligence, are ubiquitous, and, 
to some, represent a threat to jobs and livelihoods, we have also witnessed 
our fundamental vulnerability as humans exposed by a virus that has already 
killed more people in the United States than all wars since World War II. 
What I have discovered about the future of work, as a global and U.S. pioneer 
and leader for the Future of Work practice with Deloitte Consulting, in inter-
views with dozens of leading experts in the field, and in my conversations 
with business leaders across the globe, is that, above all else, it celebrates our 
essential human capabilities—innovation, creation, ingenuity, entrepreneur-
ship, empathy, caring, and relationships.

Though the future of work is shorthand for some for “the robots are 
taking our jobs,” what has emerged for many is a growing belief that innova-
tion and creativity will indeed rule the day. We can only automate processes, 
reduce costs, and increase speed so much—eventually we will need to create 
something new. We will need to innovate. And that’s what many of us did, 
in ways small and large, during the Covid-19 outbreak. I continued to work 
with clients and colleagues around the world, no longer in person but over 
Zoom, WebEx, and similar platforms, while spending every evening and 
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weekend researching and writing this book. This was a time to take stock, 
feel the discomfort of uncertainty, adapt, and seek out opportunities to do 
things in new ways. Very quickly, with my colleagues at Deloitte, we figured 
out how to continue to do our work, remotely, and better. As with the adop-
tion of any new technology, we started by lifting and shifting what we’d done 
before, to Zoom, Teams, Slack, and other collaborative technologies. Then we 
saw we could do more. Things we thought we could never do remotely, we did, 
such as launching large technology systems for organizations without having 
hundreds of consultants onsite. We discovered we could deliver successful, 
interactive, online workshops with breakout groups; collaborate on virtual 
whiteboards; and even brainstorm virtually. We also learned more about each 
other as we worked from our homes. As I would share with my teams, if we 
don’t hear children and dogs in the background, something is missing. Our 
lives should be evident in the flow of our work. That’s something we don’t 
want to lose as we move into our new normal.

Our Collective Pause
The pause, the uncertainty, the need to adapt remind us that our lives are 
stories of disruption, adaptability, and survival. I was born the year after the 
first satellite launched from Earth (Sputnik by the Soviet Union in 1957), 
watched the first men walking on the moon when I was 11 (the United States in 
1969), and witnessed the first commercial space launches to the International 
Space Station in 2020. My career has extended across stock market crashes, 
Y2K, 9/11, the Great Recession, and pandemics (H1NI, Ebola, and Covid-19). 
And, yes, technology. I wrote my college papers on electric typewriters, before 
welcoming tablets with the processing power of supercomputers. I’ve worked 
as a researcher, teacher, banker, government agency program director, con-
sultant, writer, and professor. I’ve lived in the United States, Nepal, Sri Lanka, 
Kenya, Russia, Belgium, India, and Israel. I realize that I’ve been learning 
lessons in adaptability throughout my career. I’ve shifted my expectations and 
adjusted to what was occurring, not what I’d imagined would come next. My 
daughters received similar lessons in adaptability when Covid-19 upended 
their routines. My daughter Rachel, 28, a graduate MBA student at Emory 
University in Atlanta, shifted to virtual learning for the second half of the 
semester, along with 1.6 billion other college students around the world, and 
then she took a virtual summer internship. My younger daughter, Bizzie, 25, 
was three weeks into training as a U.S. Peace Corps volunteer in Madagascar, 
when she, along with 7,000 volunteers and trainees around the world, evac-
uated back to the United States. This was the first time since its founding in 
1961 that the entire U.S. Peace Corps returned home. I watched my daughters 
accept the shifts and grow more resilient.
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Our Long and Winding Careers
I learned lessons in adaptability early in my career. In fact, the start of many of 
my jobs coincided with major world events. After graduate school, I was in the 
middle of onboarding training for a position as a corporate finance associate 
at Chemical’s Investment Bank, now part of JPMorgan Chase, in October 
1987, when the stock market experienced its largest one-day percentage drop 
since the Great Depression. A few years later, after the fall of the Berlin Wall 
in 1989, I took a leave from my “business” life to become one of the first 
associate directors of the U.S. Peace Corps as it launched in Russia, following 
the dissolution of the former Soviet Union. I joined Deloitte on September 1, 
2001, just days before the 9/11 attacks. Seven years later, we lived through the 
Great Recession and the global financial crisis.

The challenges were offset by career high points. These include leading 
the consulting practices for Deloitte in India, both global delivery teams and 
professionals working with some of India’s largest companies. I worked for 
Reliance Industries from 2011 to 2016, as the company launched Jio (which 
means “live life” in Hindi), now the largest 4G and mobile company in India. 
The company introduced its customer operations in September 2016, and 
by the summer of 2020 had almost 400 million customers, becoming India’s 
largest telecom company with a focus on mobile 4G connectivity. During this 
time, India was a country in transition—both in its domestic economy and 
its relationship with the global economy. I was able to contribute in a small 
way to the creation of the world’s second largest 4G telecom company and the 
rapid introduction to India of smart mobile and app services.

Our Frame
I didn’t study the future of work or adaptability in school—nobody does. In 
retrospect, I see that I’ve been remarkably prepared to help business leaders 
understand the future world of work in part because of what I learned as 
an undergraduate and graduate student studying history, philosophy, and 
government, and then business and economics, and, perhaps most of all, as a 
result of experiences exposing and preparing me for the breadth of what has 
been unfolding during our lifetimes. In 1983 I was completing my service as 
a Peace Corps teacher in Nepal, one of the world’s most beautiful and poor-
est countries, where I taught math and science in a village with no running 
water or electricity, a village that was a day’s walk to a road. Two years later, 
in the summer of 1985, I was a summer associate in corporate finance on Park 
Avenue in New York. Somewhere between Nepal and New York City, I’d been 
lucky to have been exposed to vastly different faces of the human experience.
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What I continue to learn, and what I hope my daughters are learning, is 
that how we frame the world, what we think is relevant and possible, shapes 
what we can do and what we actually do. New times and new conditions cre-
ate new opportunities. Unless we reshape our views—our time horizons, 
relationships, speed—we will miss opportunities. For us as individuals, and 
as organizations and communities, Covid-19 has indeed been an accelerator 
to the future. But the future was already underway, with opportunities for 
people and machines to work together, and careers composed of chapters 
of reinvention. To embrace all that’s possible, a new mindset—a growth 
mindset—is critical.

The concept of a growth mindset, developed by psychologist Carol 
Dweck, speaks to our capacity for change and growth. She contrasts a growth 
mindset with a limiting view, what she calls a fixed mindset. Her research 
demonstrates that much of what we think we understand about ourselves and 
what we can do comes from our mindset. This can either propel us forward 
or prevent us from fulfilling our potential. According to Dweck, whether or 
not we’re aware of our mental models, they can have a profound effect on 
our skill acquisition, personal relationships, professional success, and many 
other dimensions of life. People with a growth mindset believe that their most 
fundamental abilities can be developed through dedication and hard work. 
This view builds a love of learning and a resilience that will serve us well 
in the future world of work. People with fixed mindsets believe they’re good 
or bad at something based on their inherent nature, closing out the possi-
bility that they can acquire new skills and capabilities. Similarly, editor and 
anthropologist Gillian Tett teaches us that the way we label and categorize the 
world indeed influences what we think we can do.

Our Challenge
As Covid-19 proves to be a storm hovering for longer than many of us expected, 
I remind myself that it has been during times of disruption and stress that 
we’ve seen some of the biggest changes in our economy and society. We’re 
living through a period of pivoting and acceleration. Covid-19 has dramati-
cally challenged us to think about the future that we want to create. Reflecting 
upon the future of work over the last half dozen years, I’ve been particularly 
mindful of the fact that, all too often, we’ve viewed the future of work as a way 
to produce the same work, using the same work processes, with little bits of 
new technology thrown in. However, the real opportunities lie not in doing 
the same things that we’re doing today, only a little bit better and a little bit 
faster. The real opportunities lie in the exploration and journey that allow us 
to discover how we can do things differently. How can we produce different 
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results with more impact and more meaning? How can we create new combi-
nations of human–machine teams reinforcing the unique capabilities of each? 
How can we create more flexible ways of working for ourselves and members of 
the workforce? How can we create workplaces that combine our ability to work 
virtually and in person? And, finally, how we can create a future of work that not 
only creates economic value but reflects our social and communal values as well? 
This book is an attempt to explore these possibilities and advance this dialog.

The fundamental question Work Disrupted raises, is what lens are we 
choosing as we look ahead? Are we viewing the future as an extension of a 
predictable past, or are we viewing the future as a broad set of new opportu-
nities that will reflect whatever we think is possible? In other words, are we 
viewing the future through a fixed or growth mindset? Are we doing more of 
the same, only faster and cheaper (fixed), or are we creating and innovating? 
If I were asking this question in 1910 or 1920, I might be asking if you plan to 
work for the railroad or for the upstart automotive companies.

Our Opportunity
In these pages I share some of what I’ve experienced and reflected upon, act-
ing as a twenty-first-century Sherpa, as we navigate the accelerating future 
of work—or the beginning of what I think of as the Human Era. The era has 
been labeled the Anthropocene, the current geological age, viewed as a period 
in which human activity has been the leading influence on our climate and 
our environment. One of the debates coming to the fore that economists have 
been having for many decades is the interplay of technological innovation 
and creative destruction. Increasingly, when I look at the history of economic 
growth, I see that it has been in the process of entrepreneurship, innovation, 
and creative disruption that we’ve actually pushed forward what it means to 
be human, and to create meaning and impact.

I wrote this book to share my view that the future of work, a source of 
fear for so many, is actually about the opportunities, the resilience, and the 
growth that we can leverage to do things differently, to establish new prior-
ities and new patterns, and to create a new order in our own lives, and in our 
communities. Work disrupted is in no way about things stopping. It reflects 
the continual movement and evolution of how we work. Disruption is hard. It 
challenges us to change how we frame and prepare for the future, reminding 
us that a preferred future requires new mindsets—an openness to new ways 
of working.

The intersection of the future of work and what we’re now experiencing 
as the Covid-19 era represents a fault line in our lives, a uniquely instruc-
tive moment. We’re invited to reimagine how we work, our educational 
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institutions, and how we build our careers, our companies, and our commu-
nities. Adopting new mindsets and building new capabilities may be one of 
the critical challenges of our time. My hope as you read this book is that you 
gain a better sense of the opportunities that await you, the resilience that will 
serve you, and the growth paths that you can pursue in your own life to create, 
innovate, and thrive.

Jeff Schwartz
New York

August, 2020
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