
Background
Key trends such as demographic changes, 
technological advancements, climate change and 
shifting values are rapidly transforming societies 
and reshaping the global economy. As digital 
technologies reshape industries, geopolitical 
developments redefine trade, and sustainable 
development grows as a priority, the boundaries 
between economic sectors are increasingly 
blurred, prompting a need for deeper analysis 
and innovative approaches to systemically 
analyse evolving economies and societies. In this 
dynamic environment, the world of work faces 
significant transformations: jobs are changing, 
new skills are in demand, and inter-sectoral 
collaboration is becoming crucial.

NAVIGATING THE FUTURE:  

The third ETF “Navigating the Future” event, 
done in collaboration with the ITC-ILO1, 
brought together partners from the European 
Commission, the ETF’s Skills Lab Network of 
Experts, ITCILO staff, and strategic foresight 
experts to experience first-hand the power 
of futures scenario planning. More than 100 
researchers, policymakers, and thought leaders 
from across the globe gathered to consider 
a fresh perspective that uses the lens of 
different colours to analyse the complexities 
of the evolving global economy. With 30 years 
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of experience in human capital development, 
skills anticipation, and policy advice in EU 
neighbouring countries, the ETF believes that 
co-creation is now more essential than ever for 
developing transformative, resilient strategies 
to tackle evolving educational and labour market 
challenges. 

Using colour as a lens to explore key industrial 
sectors, participants imagined diverse futures 
for societies, education, and the world of work. 
Using a “colour-coded framework” helped to 
visualise complex interrelationships and offered 
a structured but flexible approach to explore how 
different economic sectors adapt and converge 
in response to technological advances, societal 
changes and global market shifts, which influence 

employment trends, workplace conditions, and 
economic growth. The event provided a platform 
for discussing economic challenges using the 
colour framework and preparing industries and 
policymakers for future demands. It considered 
various possible futures and explored different 
ways to shape education and skills to meet future 
needs. The objective of this dialogue was to 
develop a more comprehensive understanding 
of the economic landscape and to encourage 
initiatives that promote sustainable and inclusive 
growth.

Foresight in action
Imagining and debating alternative futures helps 
us understand and adapt to change. This includes 
welcoming uncertainty and using complexity 
for inspiration. Imagined futures shape our 
perception of the world and help refine the 
assumptions behind our choices and behaviour. 

Collective intelligence allows us to articulate 
anticipatory assumptions. Making decisions that 
embrace complexity and treat uncertainty as 
a resource requires understanding how future 
thinking impacts current choices. This approach 
integrates future insights into practical decision 
making.

Inclusive, human-centred scenario planning 
is essential to include the perspectives of all 
stakeholders. Futures literacy allows for reframing 
challenges and assumptions, identifying strategic 
questions, and imagining various future scenarios 
rather than focussing on a single outcome. 
Strategic foresight’s value lies in its ability to 
shape the present and embrace uncertainties 
by anticipating alternative futures, thus enabling 
proactive measures today for better adaptability, 
agility and preparedness.



Setting the Scene
A kaleidoscope of economies: preparing for a 
multi-coloured future. Participants underwent 
a dynamic and imaginative process to explore 
the future of work and society through the lens 
of seven colours of the economy. The focus 
was on jobs, educational needs, and economic 
systems. By identifying accelerators and barriers 
to the realisation of these futures considering the 
interconnections and dynamics between each 
of the colour economies, the event participants 
were able to transpose them into five areas: 
labour market and skill demand, upskilling and 
reskilling, diversity and inclusion, technological 
advancements, and workplace adaptation. 
Throughout, participants used a comprehensive, 
multi-stakeholder approach to envision and 
prepare for the future. Finally, they were asked to 
identify actionable steps that could be developed 
within the framework of an interconnected, 
‘rainbow’ economy.

The colours of the economy
The green economy has been firmly established in public awareness and policy as response to 
the global climate crisis, increased waste and pollution, and threats to the balance of nature and 
biodiversity. It covers all activities that contribute to preserving or restoring the environment, whether 
in traditional such as manufacturing and construction, or in emerging green sectors. The green 
economy prioritises sustainability by implementing processes aimed at minimising waste, optimising 
the use of resources, and transitioning to clean and renewable energy sources to help achieve 
net zero emissions. Rooted in the principles of the circular economy, it advocates for eco-friendly 
production and consumption patterns, and the protection of planet’s eco-system through the gradual 
greening of sectors and occupations, aiming for sustainable and long-term prosperity. 

Equitable access to green skills education is essential. Green skills, or ‘sustainability competences’ 
are the knowledge, abilities, values and attitudes needed for a sustainable society. Combining 
technical and transversal skills with core values, these competences promote a global understanding 
of sustainability. Event participants stressed the importance of investing in human health, ecosystem 
preservation, and innovative sustainable technologies, while encouraging green activism and 
entrepreneurship. Efforts are being made to revive damaged ecosystems and adopt local circular 
economies focused on reuse and recycling. Workplaces are increasingly integrating sustainable 
practices and green activities. The green economy must balance local needs with global priorities, 
accommodating different development levels and promoting inclusive employment for all.



The blue economy advocates for the sustainable use and management of marine and freshwater 
resources. It seeks to balance economic activities such as fisheries, aquaculture, and water-based 
tourism with the preservation of marine life and ecosystems that support livelihoods and economic 
growth. As climate change and rising sea levels increase the vulnerability of coastal populations 
and contribute to water pollution, new challenges arise. Additionally, increased exposure to UV rays 
introduces new health concerns, while overfishing threatens almost 86 million jobs in the fishing 
sector. The blue economy encourages the adoption of innovative climate-smart practices to replace 
water and land-intensive agricultural activities and promotes sustainable fishing practices within a food 
economy that increasingly relies on water resource farming. Event participants highlighted innovative 
solutions, such as floating neighbourhoods that adapt to varying sea levels, as potentially critical, 
alongside the growing strategic importance of military islands. 

Water literacy is essential. Education must emphasise ocean and to promote understanding and 
stewardship of marine and aquatic environments. For event participants, managing water and waste 
effectively, using biodegradable materials and employing artificial intelligence to gather data on marine 
and freshwater activities, are vital for the success of the blue economy. Education programmes 
combining traditional knowledge with new water-related technologies will lead to the development of 
new competences needed in a water focused society. These skills, recorded as blue micro-credentials 
in ‘skills passport’ will support an agile workforce, ready to meet evolving challenges.

The gold economy is driven by technological developments and digitalisation, serving as a catalyst for 
innovation, competitiveness and growth across all economic sectors. Often referred to as the digital 
economy, it encompasses digital applications in all areas of life and economic activities. Advanced 
technologies such as artificial intelligence, 5G, quantum computing and smart tech are revolutionising 
industries including healthcare, manufacturing, and financial services. Additionally, these technologies 
support the development of green technologies to address environmental challenges. Envisioning the 
future of the gold economy requires consideration of its labour implications. While automation and 
advanced technologies like AI reduce human involvement in production processes and service design 
and delivery, the gold economy has the potential to generate new job opportunities and transform 
the way we work in all economic sectors. By promoting innovation and entrepreneurship, the gold 
economy has the potential to reshape societies in both developed and emerging markets. This 
prompts critical discussions about the ethical implementation of technologies and associated policies, 
including their impact on national and international labour markets.



Creativity, collaboration and connectivity drive innovation. The gold economy often pushes for 
self-employment and forces individuals to manage multiple jobs. Despite the rise of remote work, 
physical workplaces remain essential as they promote collaboration and human connection. Event 
participants highlighted that technology-driven skills recognition will shift the focus from degrees to 
skills-based training, better preparing individuals for the evolving job market. Additionally, to thrive 
in a technological and data-driven world, it becomes essential to provide basic and advanced digital 
skills, as well as data analytics and financial skills for all. It is also important to develop critical digital 
literacies to mitigate the risks associated with AI implementation across economic sectors. Curricula 
that prioritise essential human skills, such as soft skills, critical thinking, and teamwork, become 
increasingly important, especially as language barriers diminish and knowledge becomes more 
accessible through new technologies. Ultimately, promoting creativity and learning to learn through 
education and training is crucial. 

The orange economy encompasses the cultural and creative industries such as arts, entertainment, 
fashion, design, architecture, advertising, software, publishing, research and development. Sometimes 
referred to as creative economy, cultural economy, or copyright industries, it is about creating, 
producing, and distributing goods and services that use creativity and intellectual capital as primary 
inputs. This sector relies on human creativity and is often linked to cultural identity, individual artistic 
and creative abilities, as well as specific skills, techniques and forms. Digital changes in the creative 
industries present both risks and opportunities for this sector. Other challenges include creating 
a supportive ecosystem that encourages growth and innovation, balancing traditional production 
methods with new technologies while considering their environmental impact, and addressing issues 
of standardisation and intellectual property rights in a global market.

Promoting individual creativity, especially among young people is important. In a globalised, 
digital world, the demand for creative content has opened new opportunities for designers, artists 
and entrepreneurs to reach international audiences. Supporting creative entrepreneurship involves 
empowering creative professionals while protecting labour rights to attract young talent to these 
fields. Creative entrepreneurs play a significant role in the orange economy, often working with less 
supervision and focusing on output-driven work that allows for greater flexibility and innovation. In this 
context, AI should be used to enhance personalised learner-led education rather than standardise the 
creative process, thereby allowing individual creativity to flourish within curricula. 



Healthcare jobs, education, skills and expertise. The white economy faces shortages of health 
professionals exacerbated by ageing populations and the Covid pandemic. Investing in healthcare jobs, 
education and skills is essential for public health and social wellbeing. This involves occupational safety 
initiatives, art therapy, and better community-based contact, particularly for pensioners, expanded 
long-term care, childcare services to support working families, and empathy training to highlight social 
interdependence. 

Personalised, equitable and holistic healthcare to enhance social wellbeing, resilience and 
prosperity. Health equity involves promoting balanced diets, exercise, greening the built-environment, 
and ensuring accessible designs as social determinants of health, while digital transformation 
improves healthcare accessibility and portability. Investments in medical technology, research on 
health longevity, and preventive health measures like genetic screening, are important for advancing 
personalized and equitable care. Healthcare professionals can benefit from targeted training 
programmes focused on reskilling for holistic and high-tech healthcare, while also addressing their 
wellbeing. The goal is to establish equitable and sustainable healthcare systems that improve quality 
of life and strengthen societal resilience. Empathy education programmes across curricula are 
therefore important for promoting inter-generational solidarity and care.

The silver economy focuses on the needs and opportunities presented by ageing populations, a 
demographic shift occurring in many parts of the world due to longer life expectancy and lower birth 
rates. It includes industries and services related to healthcare, new recreational activities, lifelong 
learning, and employment policies that support the continued participation of older workers in the 
labour market. The silver economy contributes to a more inclusive society by acknowledging the 
experiences and contributions of older people through intergenerational education, learning and 
mentoring. A healthy ageing population can be a major driver of prosperity by harnessing the skills, 
knowledge and wisdom of older generations. 

The white economy refers to all sectors that involve the production, research, marketing and 
distribution of health-related goods and services. It includes healthcare and social care services, 
which are important for societal wellbeing, especially considering global challenges such as ageing 
populations, public health crises and evolving health challenges, such as mental health issues. As 
global health systems become increasingly fragile and face greater demands from digitalisation and 
technological advances, the white economy highlights the importance of resilience and adaptability. 
These factors are crucial for enabling societies to effectively address current and future health 
challenges while improving the quality of life for individuals.



Valuing experience and wisdom for a dynamic workforce. To maximise this potential, it is 
necessary to implement labour market and adult education policies that include older people as 
valuable members of the workforce. Combating age discrimination, promoting upskilling and reskilling, 
and facilitating the transfer of skills through mentoring are essential initiatives. Likewise, establishing 
age-appropriate apprenticeships is essential to creating an environment in which older adults can 
thrive. Ultimately, these initiatives and appropriate policies are important for offering opportunities for 
‘silver entrepreneurs’ and ‘silver gig economy workers’, thereby enabling a more dynamic workforce 
that can contribute to economies and societies for longer periods. 

The yellow economy aims to maximise the potential of desert regions by promoting sustainable 
development for arid environments, including those affected by extreme temperatures, water scarcity 
and land degradation. It focuses on sectors such as solar and renewable energy, desert tourism and 
sustainable agriculture, seeking to unlock the potential of these vast yet underutilised areas. Digital 
nomads are increasingly drawn to these regions, creating highly specialized and interconnected 
communities that use drone-operated trade, telemedicine, and solar farming. 

Deserts blend traditional and indigenous knowledge with innovative opportunities, despite 
limited technological infrastructure. These areas can become hubs for advanced technologies suited 
to unique conditions. Adaptive working hours are vital for worker wellbeing in extreme environments. 
The yellow economy should incorporate local expertise and traditional knowledge, acknowledging 
indigenous contributions, and enhancing family involvement in education. Integrating technology 
education and entrepreneurial skills will enable innovation to flourish in the intersection of the yellow 
economy with other sectors.



Key takeaways
The future will be influenced by the different 
colours of the economy. The insights and ideas 
discussed at the event highlight that the future of 
education and work will depend on the decisions 
and strategies made today. Understanding that 
the convergence of the different colours of the 
economy is critical for sustainability, this approach 
offers new insights, perspectives, and visions for 
the future that can help integrate and streamline 
global labour market systems.

Multi-stakeholder initiatives. Although distinct, 
the colours of the economy must interact and 
blend to achieve sustainability. Structuring multi-
stakeholder initiatives helps determine effective 
conditions. Event participants suggested creating 
a universally-recognised skills passport, using a 
global AI platform for personalised learning and 
employment, and using a platform to connect 
local and international labour market information. 

Challenging assumptions and shaping policies 
requires guiding future social dialogue 
and policymaking. Key research questions 
to address include effective methods for 
consulting all stakeholders before developing 
policies, curricula, and training programmes; 
understanding if and how education contributes 
to shifting to a global stakeholder economy; 
ensuring labour rights in the new, flexible working 
environment; and adapting lifelong learning to 
ongoing changes in the labour market.

Futures literacy and strategic foresight 
are important for shaping and embracing 
the future. The ETF and its partners promote 
foresight and scenario planning as practical tools 
for preparing today’s workforce for tomorrow's 
challenges. The goal is to adopt a comprehensive, 
multi-stakeholder approach to envision and 
prepare for the future, while building collective 
futures literacy. 
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Disclaimer
This ETF policy briefing on the different colours of the economy 
is based on participatory engagement and event discussions. It 
does not represent personal or institutional views, but captures the 
collaborative dialogue of participants. The briefing highlights the 
ways in which this rainbow view of economies offers new insights, 
perspectives, and visions of the future that can help integrate and 
streamline different colour approaches within global labour market 
systems, emphasising that future sustainability depends on the 
intersection of these different colours rather than focusing on 
individual sectors or economic silos. 
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