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Foreword

There is no doubt that Javier is a bold person; only someone like him can attempt to predict the future characteristics of one of the most dynamic and changing industries of the last few decades, and moreover, do so at a time when the world is experiencing one of the biggest disruptions in its history due to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, audacity is appropriate at the present time, and this book is particularly relevant not only because of the subject matter it deals with but also because of the moment in which it is presented.

The global services industry has been showing increasing importance in the world for decades and has played a key role during the pandemic. In fact, services have now become the main sector of activity for most economies, generating the majority of employment and gross domestic product (GDP) in the developed world and in much of the developing countries. In terms of international trade, services are growing at higher rates than goods and are progressively contributing to the value added of exported manufacturing.

Within services, global services are the most dynamic sector, capturing more than half of the world’s exports of services, and their exports have been more resilient than exports of goods or other services during the pandemic (just as they did during the global financial crisis of 2008 and 2009).

This book has great timing and highlights an industry that has enormous potential for job creation and generating foreign exchange. Global services provide the countries in the region with the opportunity to promote successful international integration that supports their development processes. Latin America and the Caribbean’s participation in the international trade of global services is clearly limited despite the many relative advantages that countries in the region have to position themselves in this industry. We should see this as a clear opportunity. The efforts we make to successfully integrate into this industry will be key to the future growth of our countries, and this book is a great contribution to designing those efforts.

The global services industry has also played a key role in the management and response to the pandemic. This type of service has played a highly relevant role, for example, collaborating in reducing health risks through telemedicine and the remote design of medical devices or facilitating the continuity of interactions that nourish the economic and social life of people through distance learning, online shopping, and video call platforms, among many other functionalities. Global services involve sophisticated and distinctive tasks from the digital era, which undoubtedly will lead the economy of the future (not-so-distant) and play a key role in the post-pandemic economic recovery.

In this context, the timing for a detailed analysis of this industry could not be more appropriate. The industry is at a turning point. The pandemic has led to many changes that were expected to occur over decades to materialize in months. In particular, changes related to the advancement of digitalization, the adoption of disruptive technologies, new mechanisms for service provision, and changes in consumption and labor organization habits. At the same time, this accelerated process of change has led to the emergence of new trends that were not on anyone’s agenda.

As a result of social distancing measures, the world witnessed a historic escalation in the use of the Internet and digital services, which has caused an unprecedented increase in global demand for information and communication technologies. In turn, the pandemic has created new consumption habits that generate both challenges and opportunities for the industry. For example, online shopping has become more natural, consumers are more careful about the health standards of what they consume, virtual provision of services has advanced, such as childcare using digital platforms or live participation in cultural activities virtually. This undoubtedly generates areas for the growth of the global services industry, but also generates challenges, given that competition is more global than ever. For example, a postgraduate university course no longer competes only with offers from universities in the same city or country but also with all similar courses offered virtually around the world.

The pandemic also has accelerated changes in the organization of work. Remote work has ceased to be the exception and has become the norm, and everything indicates that this will continue even after the pandemic is over. Work teams are becoming more flexible, and competition for human capital is now global. Human resources teams no longer focus on attracting the best programmers in their area or convincing them to move to the city where their company is located. Instead, they focus on creating the conditions for the best programmers in the world to want to work remotely for their company. These changes are compounded by others, such as the new forms of social interaction that people were forced to implement, or new environmental and social concerns that permeate society. All of this is leading to paradigmatic changes in the industry, changes that Javier systematically addresses (and anticipates).

The book you are about to read not only presents an exhaustive characterization of the industry, its organizational forms, its modes of delivery, and its evolution, but it also investigates the fundamental factors that companies must address for their success in the not-so-distant future. It does so in a novel and multidisciplinary way, systematizing quantitative and qualitative information and collecting the vision of more than 70 industry leaders.

I would like to highlight two factors that are combined in the analysis and, in my opinion, make it as original as it is interesting. On the one hand, the interaction between technology, business, and the human being. Studying the impact of new technologies such as artificial intelligence, blockchain, process automation, 3D printing, etc., on the evolution of business is key. But even more relevant is doing so considering that this evolution is not independent of the human being, their environment, their beliefs, and their values. Undoubtedly, the relationship of causality is not unidirectional between these variables, and the future configuration of this industry will be the result of the interaction of these factors.

A second aspect to highlight is the impact that “new” generations will have on shaping the future evolution of the global services industry. The resulting configuration of the interaction between technology, business, and the human being will not be independent of those who will lead the industry in the near future, and those who will do so will be millennials, centennials, and digital natives who have different preferences and beliefs than those who currently lead it. They are people with a preference for remote work in close connection with technology, they demand greater work flexibility, they have a preference for horizontal relationships, a certain detachment from material matters, and a growing interest in the social and environmental impact of what they do and where they do it.

Understanding these characteristics and their future impact on the industry is key to designing better public policies that allow us to take advantage of the opportunity that we discussed earlier. Designing specific actions that enable us to take advantage of the opportunity that the sector offers to our countries is a challenging issue given the distinctive characteristics of the sector and the preconceptions that exist regarding it.

In short, the journey you are about to embark on is a fascinating path that, building from today, seeks to anticipate the future of an industry in constant evolution, exposed to dizzying technological advances, and that will be led by generations with very different preferences than the current ones. I told you that Javier was an audacious guy!

Pablo M. Garcia

Head of Regional Integration Unit

Inter-American Development Bank
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