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SCDI Fourth Industrial Revolution report – summary note  

Automation and technological progress have the potential to help boost Scotland’s 
productivity and to generate higher growth. Scotland’s track record in research, 
innovation and skills - including in our universities - provides an opportunity to lead 
globally, for instance in FinTech, advanced manufacturing or digital technologies. 
Many of the new manufacturing jobs of the future will rely upon highly skilled workers, 
innovation and a robust services sector providing ongoing support.  
 
This report calls for a Fourth Industrial Revolution strategy for Scotland. It welcomes 
the plans for AI, data and digitalisation in the UK Industrial Strategy and Scotland’s 
latest Programme for Government, as well as innovative initiatives like CivTech. But it 
concludes that there is a need for a strategy addressing technology, alongside 
economic and social dimensions.  

Effects of automation  

Should technological change erode the value of labour, then prospects for earnings, 
employment and disadvantaged groups may become more challenging. Labour-
saving technologies will displace workers, likely affecting a much wider part of the skills 
distribution than before. All things being equal, this could raise unemployment. But not 
all things will remain equal:  

• As goods become cheaper, and of better quality, this will increase real 

incomes. This will boost demand, which in turn will create new 

employment opportunities  

• Technological change will automate individual tasks rather than whole 

jobs. So, many jobs will ‘evolve’ rather than disappear entirely  

• Technological change will also complement existing tasks and create 

new work  

• The technology sector is one of the fastest growing in the UK, and it too 

will create new jobs as entrepreneurs take advantage of new 

developments in innovation  

Automation is most likely to affect jobs which involve administrative, clerical and 
production roles. Occupations in which human interaction is a key element of the job 
are believed to be less likely subject to technological change - for example, social care 
roles. On average, it is estimated that those with basic levels of education are at 
greater risk from automation. There is a concern that this could further widen income 
disparities.  

The pace of change is increasing, challenges will need to be overcome, but Scotland 
can be confident. Being a growing, digital frontrunner economy will make it easier to 
deal with social challenges. Being inclusive and socially innovative will create a 
stronger economy, making a smaller market like Scotland’s more attractive to the new, 
innovative consumer-facing industries.  

Research priorities  



 

While there will always be uncertainty about changes on the scale of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution, at present Scotland lacks any bespoke estimates and mapping. 
Recommended priorities for research are:  

• A more bottom-up approach to understanding what tasks and activities 

could be impacted by technological change and their impact on Scottish 

firms and businesses  

• The spatial pattern within Scotland and the impacts on a regional basis  

• How Scottish firms are adapting their business practices in response to 

technological change  

• The role of ‘fair work’ in the context of technological change  

 
Key recommendations  

A national focus led by an inclusive Scottish Commission on the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution  

• A Scottish Commission on the Fourth Industrial Revolution, including 

policymakers, industry, workers, academics, citizens and young people, 

should be established to recommend a strategy and actions for 

government, parliament and delivery partners.  

• Significant investment will continue to be needed in blue-skies and 

applied research, along with actions to more rapidly diffuse and adopt 

innovations in the economy. Unlocking long-term opportunities in the 

Fourth Industrial Revolution economy should be the highest priority for 

the Scottish National Investment Bank.  

Develop regional opportunities and take immediate action to support “at risk” 
areas  

• Regional opportunities should be a priority for regional agencies, 

partnerships and future investment deals. Health and social care 

challenges offer opportunities to locate more data driven technological 

research and innovation in post-industrial and rural areas.  

• Predictive action should be taken to support people and regions which 

may be left further behind, aligning economic and skills strategies for 

sectors and regions which automation may impact most.  

 
Support local communities, businesses and social enterprises to collaborate 
and innovate  

• Communities should be supported to get the basics right. There are 

emerging examples of how this can be catalysed at a local level 

through collaborative ‘whole community’ approaches. A virtual tool 

could be created for communities, local businesses and social 

enterprises to simulate what new technologies could mean for them 

and test ideas.  

 
Redesign education, skills, training, lifelong learning and employment for the 
new world of work  

• Resources should be increased for system and profession-wide 

commitments to the development and introduction of new models of 

learning which are personalised and flexible around learners.  



 

• Post-school education should provide a range of academic and 

vocational pathways, including accelerated routes into the labour 

market which develop higher-level skills including critical-thinking, work-

readiness and adaptability. This should include an expansion of 

undergraduate and post-graduate opportunities in areas like AI and 

data analytics.  

• A wide range of policies, such as tax and welfare, should be reviewed 

to identify what would encourage complementary commitment to and 

investment in technologies, employment, skills development and 

lifelong learning, by workers, employers and government.  

 
Challenge and support businesses, and encourage ‘Fair Work’ technology 
partnerships  

• There is a pressing need to gear-up businesses. The Fourth Industrial 

Revolution will be highly disruptive of markets, offering opportunities, 

but also threats. It could be time to focus public resources on 

businesses which can demonstrate commitment to increase their digital 

maturity.  

• Technologies are more likely to be successfully procured and 

integrated when leaders, managers and workers discuss them. The 

Fair Work Convention should develop best practice on employer-

employee partnerships to introduce technologies and access data, 

creating the potential for better quality of work, job redesign and 

upskilling, and higher performance and living standards.  

 
Take a global lead in developing safe, innovative and ethical data strategy  

• Data is fundamental to the Fourth Industrial Revolution. It is a strength 

of tech companies in Scotland, supported by Scotland’s Innovations 

Centres and the Edinburgh City Region Investment in Data. Government 

and industry, with economic and social partners, should urgently 

develop a data strategy to protect personal data and unlock the benefits 

of sharing data for people, organisations and networks.  

 
Develop a ‘fit for the Fourth’ infrastructure, including digital and smart 
infrastructure  

• All parts of Scotland will require a ‘fit for the Fourth’ infrastructure. This 

means deploying the next generation of digital networks, but also 

making the technologies of the Fourth Industrial Revolution integral in all 

infrastructure, and in housing where beneficial. Smart infrastructure, 

including sensors, the Internet of Things, data, and robotics, can 

improve the performance of infrastructure, better match supply and 

demand, and inform the design of new infrastructure.  

 
Keep under review and test longer-term policy options for inclusive growth  

• In the longer-term, wider policies will be required to support economic 

and social prosperity. Options should be kept under review and piloted. 

Reduced working hours, with increased job sharing, could help to avert 

technological unemployment. A community Job Guarantee, and/or a 



 

Universal Basic Income, could be options to support displaced workers 

in transition between employment and retraining due to automation and 

a changing labour market.  

 
Promote Scotland’s strengths in traditional industries and attractions  

• Scotland should not lose sight of non-digital opportunities. There is a 

need to continue to develop ‘traditional’ skills too difficult for machines, 

and Scotland is well-placed to take advantage of the market for 

handmade products, authentic places, digital detoxes, etc.  

 
There are a number of Digital skills and training initiatives that BT is involved with and 
would advocate. These are: 
 

• Barefoot – https://www.barefootcomputing.org/ 
 

• Work Ready – work placements & Bootcamps - 
https://www.btplc.com/Careercentre/earlycareers/workready/index.htm 

 

• Young Engineer and Science Clubs - http://www.yecscotland.co.uk/ 
 

• Digital Xtra - http://www.digitalxtrafund.scot/ 
 

• Scottish Digital Participation Charter - https://digitalparticipation.scot/    
 

and Fund - https://scvo.org.uk/digital/participation/charter-fund 
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