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Abstract

Artificial intelligence (AI) introduces governance questions that increasingly affect labour markets, 
yet current AI ethics debates rarely engage systematically with the century-long normative tradi-
tion of the International Labour Organization (ILO). This paper conducts an exploratory compar-
ative analysis between five widely cited AI ethics principles and the ethical foundations underly-
ing the ILO’s normative framework. It uses an interpretive mapping of these AI ethics principles 
against relevant ILO values, principles and fundamental rights, including those expressed in the 
ILO Constitution, the Declaration of Philadelphia and the Declaration on Fundamental Principles 
and Rights at Work (FPRW). The mapping identifies significant areas of convergence, especially in 
relation to the AI ethics principles of justice, beneficence, and non-maleficence, while also reveal-
ing divergences in focus concerning privacy, autonomy, and the collective dimensions of work-
er and employer representation. On this basis, the paper advances a two-fold argument: (i) that 
the ILO’s normative framework provides a coherent and legitimate reference point for applying 
ethical AI principles in labour-related settings; and (ii) that AI ethics sheds light on emerging is-
sues—such as data governance, explicability, and algorithmic management—that are relevant to 
the application of ILS in technologically evolving workplaces. By situating AI ethics within inter-
national labour law, the paper identifies pathways for mutual reinforcement between AI ethics 
and ILS, and points to the need for further work on labour-specific governance on AI.

The views expressed herein are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of 
the International Labour Organization.
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	X Introduction

As AI continues to reshape economies, workplaces, and societies, policymakers have begun to 
pursue regulatory responses. Contrasting views, as illustrated by the differing approaches in two 
of the world’s largest economic areas1 illustrate the current debates on AI governance and the 
lack of consensus on the right balance between innovation and regulation. In many other juris-
dictions, comprehensive AI legislation is still absent. Instead, governance often relies on “soft 
law” instruments such as voluntary guidelines, recommendations, national strategies, or inter-
national initiatives. Under the broad labels of “responsible AI,” or “ethical AI” corporations, public 
institutions, and professional associations have issued codes of conduct and ethical frameworks, 
while non-profit organizations have published declarations aimed at guiding development and 
adoption. These efforts, although usually non-binding, have become influential reference points 
in policy debates and in some cases have laid the groundwork for future regulatory initiatives. 

The debate on AI ethics and AI governance is not specifically targeted at or limited to address-
ing concerns related to AI’s impact on the world of work but rather at broader questions about 
the social, political, and moral implications of AI on our societies. In both academic and policy 
literature, ethical AI is usually framed around identifying principles that would ensure AI systems 
operate in ways that are morally appropriate (e.g., Boddington, 2017; Bostrom, 2014; Floridi & 
Cowls, 2019; Yuste et al., 2017). This discourse about ethical or “responsible” AI is taking place in 
the theoretical space but is also heavily influenced by the emergence of legally non-binding AI 
ethics guidelines. Drafting of AI ethics guidelines is generally a cross-disciplinary undertaking 
that draws on expertise from fields such as economics, law, philosophy, and computer science. 
Because these initiatives emerge from diverse institutional settings—each governed by its own 
norms, priorities, and conceptions of what constitutes “ethical AI”—the resulting landscape is 
conceptually complex. This diversity makes it challenging to trace how distinct and sometimes 
conflicting perspectives converge into a shared understanding of ethical conduct in the devel-
opment and use of AI. 

Samaan et al. (in press) provide an extensive empirical analysis of AI ethics guidelines to date. 
Their study reviews 245 documents issued by a wide range of actors and applies systematic con-
tent analysis supported by natural language processing (NLP) and large language models (LLMs) 
to examine how ethical principles are articulated and contextualized, which themes dominate, 
and to what extent the world of work is considered. The analysis identifies seven recurring the-
matic clusters: autonomous systems, AI policy, data protection, financial applications, responsi-
ble AI, health, and governance. Notably, labour markets or the “world of work” do not appear as 
a distinct topic across the guidelines. Still, many guidelines raise concerns about employment, 
working conditions, or labour relations, underscoring the salience of work-related issues in the 
ethics discourse. When evaluating the extent to which AI ethics guidelines align with established 
labour standards, Samaan et al. (in press) identify a significant gap. The study shows that very 

1 At the time of writing this paper, in Europe, the EU AI Act (European Parliament & Council of the European Union, 2024) represents 
the most comprehensive effort so far, introducing a risk-based framework that will have implications well beyond the EU. Some voic-
es, particularly from industry, have recently raised criticism of the Act and warned of “overregulation” that may stifle innovation. 
The United States initially took a markedly different path. Following the rescission of the 2023 Executive Order on “Safe, Secure, and 
Trustworthy AI,” the federal government adopted a more innovation-led and less precautionary stance, emphasizing national com-
petitiveness and the removal of barriers to AI development. More recently, however, the United States has articulated a National AI 
Legislative Framework that sets out federal priorities in areas such as child protection, community impacts, intellectual property, free 
speech, innovation, and workforce development. While the practical implications of this framework remain to be seen, it suggests a 
more affirmative federal policy agenda than the earlier deregulatory shift alone, while still differing significantly from the EU’s bind-
ing risk-based model.
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few guidelines explicitly reference the International Labour Organization (ILO) or its International 
Labour Standards (ILS), and only a small number implicitly touch on issues aligned with the ILO’s 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work (FPRW), even though AI ethics guidelines acknowl-
edge labour-related risks. Recent scholarship has started examining workplace AI through es-
tablished human-rights and labour-law frameworks, including the role of the ILO and collec-
tive bargaining, but the relationship between contemporary AI ethics principles and the ethical 
foundations of the ILO’s normative framework remains underexplored (Santoro & Stone, 2026).

Considering these findings, we believe that ethical and legal commitments embedded in inter-
national labour law and reflected in the ILO’s normative and supervisory practice remain insuffi-
ciently integrated into the ongoing debate about AI governance and AI ethics. A crucial question 
left open by the existing literature, which we attempt to address in this paper, is: how do AI ethics 
principles (nascent, heterogenous and nonbinding) relate to the values and principles underly-
ing the ILO’s normative framework (anchored on a Constitution ratified by 186 states, highly de-
veloped through myriad ILS and with over a century of supervisory practice)? More specifically, 
we seek to address the following gap: despite the widespread issuance of AI ethics guidelines, 
their relationship to established ILO principles and ILS remains underexplored. Much of the eth-
ics discourse proceeds in isolation from the century-long normative architecture developed by 
the ILO, in which constitutional values, principles and rights are developed through Conventions, 
Recommendations (and other soft law instruments), with well-established supervisory mecha-
nisms and institutional practice. While the ILO has no officially designated ethical framework, 
and its normative system cannot be equated with or reduced to an ethical framework, we argue 
that the ILO’s normative system embodies implicit ethical foundations that can be meaningfully 
compared with contemporary AI ethics.2

We examine the relationship between AI ethics principles and the ILO’s ethical framework with 
a dual purpose: (i) to reflect on what the ILO can draw from AI ethics principles as it considers 
how to address the specific challenges and transformations of the world of work resulting from 
AI; and (ii) to consider what discussions on AI ethics can, in turn, learn from the ILO’s social jus-
tice, decent work, and human-centred corpus and approaches.3 As we also aim to position AI 
ethics within the field of international labour law, this paper seeks to contribute to a normative 
approach to aligning AI ethics with labour standards.

2 Throughout the paper, we use the term “ILO’s ethical framework” strictly in this analytical sense: that the ILO’s normative system 
embodies implicit ethical foundations that can be analytically reconstructed as a framework for comparative purposes. We do not 
suggest that the ILO has officially designated an “ethical framework”, nor that its normative system can be equated with or reduced 
to such a framework. Rather, the “ILO’s ethical framework” is an analytical construct based on our interpretation of the values, prin-
ciples, rights and other normative commitments expressed in the ILO’s constitutional texts, declarations, international labour stand-
ards and related supervisory practice.

3 As to the reflection within the ILO on harnessing articifial intelligence for decent work see the recently published report of the Director 
General to the 114th Session of the International Labour Conference. 

https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2026-05/ILC114-I%28B%29-EN.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2026-05/ILC114-I%28B%29-EN.pdf
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	X 1	 Methodology

 

The aim of this article is to examine the potential gaps and existing synergies between common-
ly invoked ethical principles for the development and use of AI and the ILO’s normative system. 
Such an analysis requires several methodological choices. There exists no single framework that 
clearly defines AI ethics, nor is there agreement on whether AI ethics should be grounded in 
principlism, deontology, virtue ethics care ethics, etc.

For a meaningful comparison, we synthesize an “AI ethics framework” from a wide range of AI 
ethics documents, which often use different terminology and operate at different levels of ab-
straction, referring, for example, to principles, values, or rights, or combining these concepts. 
The formulation of principles constitutes the most visible and recurrent organizing vocabulary. In 
practice, institutional AI ethics guidelines have emerged rapidly over the last years and although 
AI ethics as a field is not limited to principlism, the guideline literature is overwhelmingly princi-
ple-based (Jobin et al., 2019; Samaan et al., in press). These developments have prompted us to 
base the AI ethics framework for our analysis on principles. Floridi and Cowls (2019) provide one 
of the most influential principlist syntheses in AI ethics, and their framework is broadly consist-
ent with meta-analyses of AI ethics guidelines that find convergence around recurring mid-level 
principles, even while emphasizing continuing disagreement about how those principles should 
be interpreted and implemented in practice. We therefore use Floridi and Cowls (2019) as the 
operative AI ethics framework for this analysis.

On the ILO side, we observe a richer and much more complex normative framework, which 
we discuss in detail in Section 4. ILO instruments and supervisory practice encompass values, 
principles, rights and obligations, with principles playing an important role in articulating the 
Organization’s foundational commitments.4 For the purposes of this paper, we analyze and in-
terpret these materials to identify the implicit ethical foundations of the ILO’s normative sys-
tem, drawing in particular on its Constitution, the Declaration of Philadelphia, the Declaration 
on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, ILS and related supervisory practice. We refer 
to these analytically identified ethical foundations as the “ILO ethical framework” and compare 
them with the selected AI ethics principles to identify similarities and differences.

Methodologically, the paper therefore undertakes an exploratory interpretive mapping of the se-
lected AI ethics principles against ethical commitments identified within the ILO’s normative sys-
tem, in order to identify areas of convergence, divergence and complementarity, without claiming 
conceptual equivalence or exhaustiveness, or seeking to derive an ethics of labour from AI ethics.

Before turning to the analysis, two limitations should be noted. First, Floridi and Cowls (2019) rep-
resent only one among several prominent principlist or values-based approaches to AI ethics, in-
cluding the European Commission High-Level Expert Group on Artificial Intelligence’s (2019) Ethics 
Guidelines for Trustworthy AI, the OECD’s (2019) AI Principles, UNESCO’s (2021) Recommendation 
on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence, IEEE’s (2019) Ethically Aligned Design, and WHO’s (2021) 

4 The distinction between values, principles and rights, further developed in Section 4, was also discussed during the preparation of 
the 1998 FPRW Declaration. Francis Maupain, Special Advisor, described values as widely shared concepts of moral order, principles 
as their manifestation in action in a particular context, and rights as an active acknowledgement in law of the principles. See ILC, 86th 
Session, Report of the Committee on the Declaration of Principles, para. 73.
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sectoral guidance on AI in health. Our choice of Floridi and Cowls as the operative framework is 
therefore methodological rather than exhaustive, and the use of another framework might pro-
duce a somewhat different mapping.

Second, non-principlist approaches could also be compared with the ILO’s normative frame-
work and may in some respects be closer to its legal and institutional architecture. These in-
clude human-rights-based and legal-normative approaches, such as the Council of Europe’s 
(2024) Framework Convention on Artificial Intelligence and Human Rights, Democracy and the Rule 
of Law, OHCHR’s (2025) guidance on human rights due diligence for digital technology use, hu-
man-rights impact assessment approaches (Mantelero & Esposito, 2021), and recent labour-spe-
cific rights-based analyses of AI governance (Santoro & Stone, 2026). Other relevant alternatives 
include governance- and process-oriented frameworks such as the NIST AI Risk Management 
Framework, Responsible Innovation and Value Sensitive Design, as well as broader philosophi-
cal approaches including virtue ethics, care ethics, capability approaches and deontological eth-
ics. These alternatives fall outside the scope of the present exploratory analysis but could yield 
different points of convergence and divergence with the ILO framework.
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	X 2	AI Ethics and the world of work

 

The volume of AI ethics guidelines has expanded rapidly in recent years. Early systematic re-
views were carried out by Floridi and Cowls (2019) and Jobin et al. (2019). Clarke (2019) examined 
guidelines from 30 organizations and distilled them into a catalogue of 50 “responsible AI” prin-
ciples, ranging from robustness and resilience to human safety and well-being. Algorithm Watch 
reported more than 170 guidelines in its Global Inventory by 2021 (Deshpande & Sharp, 2022). 
Khan et al. (2022), drawing on a systematic literature review, analyzed 27 studies and identified 
22 principles alongside 15 key challenges, emphasizing transparency, privacy, accountability, 
and fairness as priorities for AI system designers. In another recent review, Corrêa et al. (2023) 
catalogued 17 ethical principles.

Taken together, these reviews highlight both the diversity of AI ethics guidelines in terms of scope 
and content, and the frequent absence of clearly defined objectives or purposes of AI ethics. The 
most recent review, conducted by Samaan et al. (in press), is also the first to analyze AI ethics 
guidelines explicitly from a labour market perspective.5 Their study confirms that the dominant 
ethical principles remain those outlined by Floridi and Cowls (2019) and Jobin et al. (2019) but 
raises additional questions about how such principles should be interpreted in the specific con-
text of labour markets. This challenge is not unique to work-related issues; similar concerns have 
been voiced in other domains such as healthcare, public administration, and financial services, 
where high-level AI ethics principles have been criticized for their limited operational usefulness. 
For example, Hagendorff (2020) and Munn (2023) criticize AI ethics guidelines more broadly for 
their lack of operationalization and for failing to translate principles into concrete actions or con-
sequences. More generally, AI ethics guidelines have been criticized as strategic instruments to 
deflect regulatory pressure by emphasizing abstract principles and technical fixes rather than 
addressing concrete governance needs (e.g., Greene et al., 2019; Mittelstadt, 2019).

This criticism regarding lack of concrete consequences rests on two issues. First, the fact that 
ethical principles are invoked means that, by their very nature, they remain general guidelines 
for the formulation of more specific rules (Beauchamp & Childress, 2013), without laying out the 
consequences. Second, when expressed in the form of institutional guidelines lacking any en-
forcement or supervisory mechanism, such principles clearly lack the capacity to oblige actors 
to any specific behavior, unlike for example legal norms that carry binding force.

Our focus in this paper is not on the status of AI ethics guidelines as voluntary or binding instru-
ments. Rather, we are interested in the ethical principles for AI that these documents put for-
ward, and how such principles relate to ILO’s normative framework, in particular its values and 
principles . The various empirical reviews of AI ethics guidelines serve primarily as an academ-
ic resource from which we extract insights into which principles are currently being debated in 
academic, policy, and public discourse. We also recognize that treating all sources of AI ethics 
guidelines as equivalent—whether originating from governments, intergovernmental organi-
zations, corporations, NGOs, or academia—risks obscuring important differences in their polit-
ical relevance and practical impact (Mantelero & Esposito, 2021). Although certain principles or 
values may appear frequently across documents, their recurrence alone does not capture the 

5 See also the related ILO blog Samaan, D. (2025, 14 November). https://www.ilo.org/resource/article/governing-ai-world-work-review-
global-ethics-guidelines
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varying weight they carry depending on institutional origin. For example, principles repeatedly 
articulated in intergovernmental texts are likely to exert greater regulatory influence than those 
cited with equal frequency in academic or NGO publications.

For the methodological reasons set out in Section 2, we rely on Floridi and Cowls’ framework as 
the primary reference point for our discussion, supplemented to a limited extent by Jobin et al. 
(2019). Floridi and Cowls (2019) provided one of the first convergence exercises, identifying five 
core principles for ethical AI: (i) beneficence, (ii) non-maleficence, (iii) autonomy, (iv) justice, and 
(v) explicability, understood both as intelligibility and as accountability. Their framework builds 
directly on Beauchamp and Childress’s (2013) Principles of biomedical ethics, a canonical work in 
applied ethics that established the four widely recognized principles of beneficence, non-malefi-
cence, autonomy, and justice. By adapting these principles to the context of artificial intelligence 
and adding “explicability” as an enabling principle, Floridi and Cowls provide one of the most 
coherent theoretical foundations for AI ethics. In addition to this conceptual contribution, they 
conducted an empirical review of six “high-profile” AI ethics initiatives to extract and substanti-
ate these principles. Jobin et al. (2019), in turn, complement this approach with an empirical syn-
thesis mapping the convergence of ethical principles across a broader corpus of 84 guidelines.6 

Floridi and Cowls (2019) offer explanations that clarify how the five principles should be under-
stood in the context of AI. Beneficence refers to the expectation that the creation of AI technolo-
gy is beneficial to humanity, i.e. promoting the well-being of people and preserving their dignity. 
Non-maleficence is not the logical equivalent of beneficence. Non-maleficence cautions against 
the potentially negative consequences of overusing or misusing (i.e. intentional harm), or miso-
peration of AI technologies. Floridi and Cowls (2019) subsume the prevention of infringements 
on personal privacy, hence “privacy” and control over personal data, as a main concern under 
maleficence, but acknowledge that other harms can relate to this principle. Autonomy is under-
stood as the power to decide (to decide).7 In the context of AI, maintaining autonomy appears 
contradictory since adopting AI and its smart agency means willingly cede decision-making pow-
er to machines. Thus, the principle of autonomy in the context of AI requires finding a balance 
between decision-making power of machines and humans respectively, or that humans should 
retain the power to decide which decisions to take, and any delegation should remain overrida-
ble, i.e. the power to decide to decide again. The last of the four classic bioethics principles that 
is being proposed for AI ethics is justice. Justice as ethical principle typically refers to distribution 
of benefits and resources as well as eliminating barriers of unjustified unequal access (discrimi-
nation). As fifth ethical principle Floridi and Cowls (2019) propose Explicability as an enabler of 
the other principles through intelligibility and accountability. Beneficence and non-maleficence 
require that we can assess the societal benefits and harms of AI; autonomy requires that choic-
es about delegating decisions be based on understanding how AI would act in our place; and 

6 In their empirical review of 84 guidelines from the public and private sectors, they found a convergence around eleven ethical prin-
ciples, several of which partly overlap with Floridi and Cowls’ framework. These are: transparency, justice and fairness, non-malefi-
cence, responsibility, privacy, beneficence, freedom and autonomy, trust, dignity, sustainability, and solidarity. From this list, one can 
immediately see overlap with four of Floridi’s principles (underlined in the preceding list), as well as “transparency,” which Floridi sub-
sumes under explicability (together with accountability and responsibility). Of the remaining six principles, Floridi argues that “privacy” 
(or protecting privacy) belongs to non-maleficence because one of the biggest menaces of AI is to infringe privacy. “Responsibility” 
connects to transparency and accountability. The other four concepts—trust, dignity, sustainability, and solidarity—can also be in-
tegrated into Floridi’s framework, which we discuss in more detail below. (Human) dignity and sustainability are to be preserved or 
maintained through beneficence. Solidarity belongs to justice. Trust is related to explicability, which incorporates accountability and 
responsibility.

7 In light of the distinction drawn in Section 2 between values and principles, some of these terms, taken in isolation, may also be read 
as values. In Floridi and Cowls’ framework, however, they are used as principles in the sense of general action-guiding norms. The 
relevant distinction lies less in the word itself than in its function: where a term primarily denotes a desirable condition, it may func-
tion as a value; where it is used to guide judgment, justify decisions, and orient conduct, it functions as a principle.
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justice requires mechanisms to hold developers and users, or deployers accountable for harmful 
outcomes. Without explicability, these other principles cannot be meaningfully applied.

As previously indicated, the actual application of these ethical principles in different contexts 
remains debated and often unclear. This is equally true for the world of work, where the impli-
cations of abstract AI ethics principles are largely unexplored. It is a reality, however, that AI is 
increasingly being used in the economy to replace human labor, to increase workers’ and or-
ganizational efficiency, or to oversee and manage human labor (Del Rio Chanona et al., 2025). 
Would an AI that is developed and employed in accordance with the five ethical principles en-
sure that desired labor market outcomes can be achieved? In their review of institutional and 
organizational AI ethics guidelines, Samaan et al. (in press) explore to what extent such guide-
lines refer to world-of-work-related matters. In other words, the question is whether organiza-
tions that employ AI ethics guidelines do so because they believe – possibly among other rea-
sons – that the use of AI may raise ethical concerns in labor market contexts. The answer is yes 
for more than 60 percent of the reviewed guidelines: AI ethics is (also) discussed in the context 
of the world of work. The ILO and its standards and principles, however, are rarely mentioned 
(in less the 20 percent of the guidelines).

The gap is particularly striking given that the governance of labour has long been shaped by in-
ternational labour law with its well-developed normative system under the auspices of the ILO. 
The ILO’s framework, grounded in its Constitution, including the Declaration of Philadelphia, and 
reaffirmed through the ILO’s Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, articu-
lates values, principles and rights that have been consolidated into international labour stand-
ards as well as guidance by the ILO supervisory bodies. In the next section, we turn to these nor-
mative elements and the ethical foundations they collectively embody, not only to examine their 
relevance for addressing the challenges posed by AI in the workplace, but also to assess wheth-
er and how they might provide a complementary perspective to the existing AI ethics discourse.
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	X 3	Ethical foundations of the ILO’s normative 
framework

 

The ILO is a value-based organization, established in 1919 on the wake of World War I to ad-
vance social justice as a precondition for universal peace.8 The ILO’s normative framework fol-
lows a well-established structure ranging from general values (e.g. freedom, social justice, etc.) 
to principles (as manifestations of such values into action in a specific context - e.g. freedom of 
association, non-discrimination, etc.) and rights and obligations (as a concrete manifestation 
of these principles in law, notably as set out in international labour Conventions - e.g. the right 
of employers and workers without distinction whatsoever to create and join organizations for 
the defence of their interests). The ILO’s normative framework is further concretized through 
Recommendations, guidelines, codes of practice and other soft law instruments, as well as in 
the guidance provided by its supervisory organs.9

The ILO’s core values and principles, as well as the ethical mandate of the Organization, are set out 
in the ILO Constitution, in particular its Annex containing the Declaration concerning the aims and 
purposes of the International Labour Organisation – known as the Declaration of Philadelphia.10 
On the basis of such constitutional provisions, ILO values and principles have been further af-
firmed through Resolutions of the International Labour Conference – the ILO’s general tripartite 
assembly. Of particular relevance in this regard is the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles 
and Rights of work, which recalls that all ILO member states, whether or not they have ratified 
the relevant Conventions, have the obligation to respect promote and realize the following fun-
damental principles and rights at work (FPRW):11

a)	 freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining;

b)	 the elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labour;

c)	 the effective abolition of child labour;

d)	 the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation; and

e)	 a safe and healthy working environment.

More broadly, the ILO’s axiological framework is grounded on a human centred pursuit of social 
justice. As such the ILO Constitution, in its Philadelphia Declaration, affirms as the Organization’s 
fundamental objective that “all human beings, irrespective of race, creed or sex, have the right 
to pursue both their material well-being and their spiritual development in conditions of free-
dom and dignity, of economic security and equal opportunity”. To attain it, the Declaration adds 
that “all national and international policies and measures, in particular those of an economic 
and financial character, should be judged in this light and accepted only in so far as they may 
be held to promote and not to hinder the achievement of this fundamental objective;” and de-
clares that “it is a responsibility of the ILO to examine and consider all international economic 

8 See preamble to the ILO Constition. For a deeper analysis on the ILO as an axiological values-based organization see Agusti-Panareda 
(2023).

9 For an overview of the ILO’s international labour standards and supervisory system see Rules of the Game: An introduction to the 
standards-related work of the International Labour Organi… 

10 See 1946 Declaration of Philadephia annexed to the ILO Constition. 
11 See ILO’s Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work (as amended in 2022)

https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?p=1000%3A62%3A0%3A%3ANO%3A62%3AP62_LIST_ENTRIE_ID%3A2453907%3ANO#declaration
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---normes/documents/publication/wcms_672549.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---normes/documents/publication/wcms_672549.pdf
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?p=1000%3A62%3A0%3A%3ANO%3A62%3AP62_LIST_ENTRIE_ID%3A2453907%3ANO#declaration
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-04/ILO_1998_Declaration_EN.pdf
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and financial policies and measures in the light of this fundamental objective”.12 In a similar vein, 
the ILO Centenary Declaration calls for a human-centred approach to the future of work.13 It is on 
the basis of this ethical framework, codified into international law through the ILO Constitution, 
that the Organization carries out its standards setting and supervisory work and other activities 
to promote decent work and social justice.

12 Furthermore the Declaration of Philadephia sets out as obligation of the ILO “to further amont the nations of the world programmes 
which will achieve: (a) full employment and the raising of standards of living; (b) the employment of workers in the occupations in 
which they can have the satisfaction of giving the fullest measure of their skill and attainments and make their greatest contribution 
to the common well-being; (c) the provision, as a means to the attainment of this end and under adequate guarantees for all con-
cerned, of facilities for training and the transfer of labour, including migration for employment and settlement; (d) policies in regard 
to wages and earnings, hours and other conditions of work calculated to ensure a just share of the fruits of progress to all, and a 
minimum living wage to all employed and in need of such protection; (e) the effective recognition of the right of collective bargaining, 
the cooperation of management and labour in the continuous improvement of productive efficiency, and the collaboration of work-
ers and employers in the preparation and application of social and economic measures; (f) the extension of social security measures 
to provide a basic income to all in need of such protection and comprehensive medical care; (g) adequate protection for the life and 
health of workers in all occupations; (h) provision for child welfare and maternity protection; (i) the provision of adequate nutrition, 
housing and facilities for recreation and culture; and (j) the assurance of equality of educational and vocational opportunities.” 

13 See the ILO Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work, 2019. 

https://www.ilo.org/media/217791/download
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	X 4	Exploring the relationship between AI Ethics 
Principles and ILO’s ethical framework 

 

The five commonly cited AI ethics principles and the ethical foundations embodied in the ILO’s 
normative system, are fundamentally different in nature. As explained in Section 2, however, 
they can be meaningfully compared at the level of principles in order to identify areas of con-
vergence, divergence and possible complementarity. The ILO framework constitutes a coherent 
and longstanding body of international law supported by a sophisticated supervisory system, 
whereas AI ethics principles represent a more recent and still emerging set of normative ori-
entations. AI ethics principles are broad in scope, seeking to provide general guidance on how 
AI should be designed and used across all areas of society. The ILO’s framework, by contrast, is 
more context-specific but also far richer and more developed in terms of applicability and op-
erationalization. Although the two operate at different levels of abstraction, both express ethi-
cal orientations and commitments to human well-being, dignity, and fairness. Comparing these 
frameworks, therefore remains meaningful for understanding how they relate to one another, 
where they converge or diverge, and what synergies may be drawn for the governance of AI in 
the world of work.

Areas of Convergence
AI ethics principles and the ethical foundations embodied in the ILO’s normative framework, in-
cluding its values, principles, rights and other standards converge in important respects. Both 
frameworks seek to guide social and technological transformations in our societies in a way that 
they have a positive impact and no negative consequences on human life, well-being and dig-
nity. To illustrate this convergence, we note how some of the most widespread AI ethics princi-
ples discussed above relate to core ILO values, principles and standards, while recognizing that 
the comparison is not exhaustive and that particular ILO values and fundamental principles and 
rights may be related to more than one AI ethics principle.14

• Justice: There exists a strong overlap between the AI ethics principle of justice and the overall 
mandate of the ILO to pursue social justice.15 The Declaration of Philadelphia provides several ar-
ticles that formulate principles which resonate with the AI ethical principle of promoting justice.16 
The AI ethical principle of justice in the context of the world of work can therefore be filled with 
more concrete labour-specific content by referring to the respective articles in the Declaration 
and their development through ILS. It is also worth recalling in this respect that the AI ethics 
justice principle includes for example not only fairness and procedural justice, but also equality 

14 Our analysis of areas of convergence does not aim to establish conceptual equivalence, but rather to explore how principles derived 
from a common morality (as expressed by Floridi) may be instantiated within a particular morality (as embodied in the ILO’s norma-
tive framework). Practically, this comparison involves identifying the ethical principles underpinning the Philadelphia Declaration and 
related ILO instruments and examining how they align with the five AI ethics principles—beneficence, non-maleficence, autonomy, 
justice, and explicability. This interpretive mapping highlights both shared moral foundations and the distinct institutional purposes 
that shape their respective expressions.

15 Floridi’s interpretation of this principle focuses strongly on AI enabling or at least being compatible with prosperity (i.e. material 
well-being), sharing benefits, access to benefits, solidarity and a just distribution.

16 See Declaration of Philadelphia Sections I(c), II(a), III(a), III(d), and III(j), on dimensions relating to social and distributive justice and 
social opportunity and which address e.g. the tension between poverty and prosperity, full employment and raising living standards, 
equal opportunity, and “a just share of the fruits of progress to all”. Sections Articles II(a) and III(a) may also be read as relevant for 
beneficence.
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and distributive justice, both forms of justice are also prominently featured in the Declaration 
of Philadelphia.

 • Beneficence: This AI principle relates to promoting the well-being of people, not only mate-
rially but also spiritually, understanding that human dignity be preserved. The Declaration of 
Philadelphia mentions e.g. the right of all human beings to pursue their spiritual development 
in conditions of freedom and dignity.17 Hence, from an ILO perspective, beneficence in the world 
of work can be understood as the promotion of both the material well-being and the spiritual 
development of human beings. Related principles from the FPRW include the elimination of all 
forms of forced or compulsory labour and the effective abolition of child labour, both of which 
(while could also be mapped under non-maleficence) address concrete violations of human dig-
nity, freedom, and the right to spiritual development18. The beneficence principle in its material 
sense is also fundamental for the ILO’s ILS, as these seek to promote full employment, establish 
social protection and security measures and raise standards of living19.

• Autonomy: This AI ethical principle relates to the division of decision-making power between 
humans and machines and the need to ensure meaningful human oversight. This connects to 
questions of agency, organization, and representation in the ILO system. The ILO framework, 
while it seeks to safeguard the core of individual autonomy (e.g. through calling for the eradica-
tion of forced or compulsory labour), emphasizes a collective dimension of autonomy through 
the capacity of workers and employers to create and join organizations and to bargain collectively 
(see, for example, ILS on freedom of association, collective bargaining, and worker representa-
tion).20 In the context of the world of work, autonomy as an AI ethical principle is therefore not 
only about ensuring that humans retain ultimate decision-making authority over AI systems, but 
also about determining which humans (e.g. workers or employers) exercise control over differ-
ent aspects of AI-mediated processes.

• Non-maleficence: There exists an equivalent in the ILO framework in the principle to protect 
the life and health of all workers.21 A safe and healthy working environment is one of the ILO’s 
FPRW. This ethical principle is also given effect through ILS setting safeguards, rights and proce-
dures to avoid any pernicious effects of work activities – e.g. working time standards, protection 
against occupational risks, etc. ILO occupational safety and health (OSH) instruments increasingly 
recognize psychological and psychosocial harm which can be potentially linked to AI-related risks 
such as pervasive monitoring, intrusive data practices, or forms of algorithmic management. AI 
ethical principles emphasize the preservation of privacy as a core element of non-maleficence22, 
a concern that has been less central in the ILO system, but which could gain more prominence 
in the context of current technological transformations in the world of work. 

• Explicability: In the field of AI ethics this principle concerns the ability to understand, ex-
plain and hold to account the decision-making of AI systems. It encompasses elements such as 

17 See Declaration of Philadelphia Sections II(a), III(b) and III(c) on spiritual development and material well-being dimensions.
18 One might alternatively argue that these two FPRW principles fall under non-maleficence, understood as the avoidance of harm. 

However, the terms abolition and elimination suggest an active moral commitment to improving the status quo, rather than a mere 
abstention from causing harm. We also hold that the ethical objections to child and forced labour are grounded more deeply in vi-
olations of human dignity, freedom, and the right to spiritual development than in concerns over material well-being. Naturally, we 
do not claim that our interpretation is the only possible one.

19 See Declaration of Philadelphia Sections II(a), III(a), III(f), and III(i) on material wellbeing, welfare and protection dimensions.
20 See Declaration of Philadelphia Sections I(b) (freedom of expression and association), I(d) (free discussion) and III(e) (collective bar-

gaining and worker participation), as well as the principle of freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to col-
lective bargaining in the FPRW.

21 See e.g. Declaration of Philadelphia Sections III(g) and III(h).
22 Floridi refers to threats to privacy as one of the most important harms that AI could cause. The ILO has issued a Code of Conduct on 

Data Privacy (1997), before the emergence of AI in its currently existing form. See Hendrickx (2022). 
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accountability, trust, and intelligibility. Within the ILO framework, explicability can be linked to 
the transparency, contestability and accountability required for the application and enforcement 
of labour norms, including through social dialogue, meaningful tripartite consultation, collec-
tive bargaining, labour administration or labour inspection. In this respect, explicability under-
scores the importance of enforcement and supervisory mechanisms. Moreover, because it calls 
for understanding the reasons behind AI-supported decisions, explicability is crucial for the ef-
fective operation of other ILS, particularly when identifying and addressing issues such as bias 
or discrimination at work.

A common concern aligns the goals of both, the ILO’s normative framework and AI ethics: to 
safeguard human dignity and freedom; address the risks of abuse and dehumanization that can 
emerge due to the concentration (or loss) of power (economic, technological, etc.); and mitigate 
AI’s related risks to control or disenfranchise human lives, and threaten their agency.23

Areas of divergence
General Differences 

AI ethics principles and the ILO’s ethical and normative framework are neither interchangeable 
nor fully comparable frameworks. The two operate at different levels of abstraction. AI ethics prin-
ciples are highly general, aiming to provide broad guidance on how AI should be designed and 
used across all areas of society. By contrast, ILO principles and rights are elaborated through a 
coherent and longstanding legal corpus, in particular through Conventions, Recommendations, 
and a rich supervisory practice, making them far more context-specific and operationalizable in the 
world of work. In this sense, AI ethics (in Floridi’s formulation) can be understood, in Beauchamp 
and Childress’s terminology, as articulating common morality: mid-level ethical commitments 
intended to guide conduct across diverse domains. The ILO framework could then be interpret-
ed as corresponding to a particular morality: a domain-specific codification of normative com-
mitments within the institutional and legal setting of labour relations. A second general differ-
ence concerns emphasis. Drawing on the preceding analysis, the ILO’s normative framework 
and its ethical foundations — in particular the Declaration of Philadelphia and the Declaration 
on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work — if appraised from the standpoint of the five AI 
ethics principles, could be seen as placing its strongest normative weight on justice and benefi-
cence, with somewhat less explicit development or more limited treatment of AI-specific ethical 
concerns on non-maleficence, autonomy and explicability (though they do cover labour-specific 
concerns relating to those principles, as acknowledged in the previous section on convergence). 
AI ethics distributes emphasis differently: it focuses more on autonomy and non-maleficence 
(especially privacy-related harms).24

Building on these general contrasts, several more specific areas of divergence can be identified.

23 See for example OECD report on Assessing potential future AI risks, benefits and policy imperatives, November 2024. 
24 This assessment reflects our interpretation of and comparison with the principles articulated in the Declaration of Philadelphia and 

the FPRW Declaration, rather than the full corpus of ILS. It therefore involves an element of analytical simplification. Furthermore, we 
are referring to those principles as understood in the AI ethics context, but acknowledge that other understandings may be possible 
– for example if one were instead to define non-maleficence as precluding any negative outcomes from labor activities then FPRW 
would be deemed as more prominently embodying such principle.

https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2024/11/assessing-potential-future-artificial-intelligence-risks-benefits-and-policy-imperatives_8a491447/3f4e3dfb-en.pdf
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Specific Differences

Another important area of divergence concerns the ethical principle of autonomy, which is central 
in the context of AI. By definition, autonomous AI systems assume a degree of decision-making 
capacity that was previously reserved for humans. Hence, autonomy in the context of AI entails 
finding and maintaining the appropriate balance between human and machine agency, and the 
ability to redefine that balance when necessary. In this sense, AI ethics primarily frames auton-
omy as individual autonomy, the capacity of a person to make choices. In contrast, the ILO eth-
ical framework, while it acknowledges the importance of individual autonomy (distinguishing 
between admissible forms of subordination under the employment relationship, and unaccept-
able limitations to individual autonomy, such as forced labour, and recalling that “labour is not 
a commodity”25) it further emphasizes collective autonomy. Within the world of work, collective 
autonomy is institutionalized through the principles of freedom of association and collective 
bargaining, which enable workers and employers to collectively pursue their interests through 
their organizations. These principles also foster the determination of employment conditions 
and labor norms through autonomous social dialogue rather than unilateral determination. 
Conversely, autonomy as an AI ethics principle brings to the forefront aspects of individual au-
tonomy affected by AI that hitherto have not received as much attention in the ILO framework. 

We note another specific divergence related to non-maleficence and privacy concerns under AI 
ethics. AI ethics principles, in Floridi’s interpretation, highlight harms that are specific to AI as 
a data-driven technology, most notably through the principle of non-maleficence in relation to 
privacy. For AI systems to operate effectively, they must collect and process large amounts of 
data, often revealing information about the “state of the world”26, including actions, intentions, 
and decisions that would otherwise remain private. While such data use may reduce traditional 
information asymmetries and improve decision-making, it can also redistribute informational 
power by allowing those who collect and control data to observe or infer actions, characteristics 
and intentions that were previously private. This can significantly alter the balance of econom-
ic power by concentrating information in the hands of those who collect and exploit the data 
using AI. One of the principal harms of AI, therefore, lies in its potential to expose intentions 
or behaviours previously protected from scrutiny, including in the workplace. This dimension is 
less developed in the ILO’s FPRW framework. Although non-maleficence is present through oc-
cupational safety and health (OSH) standards, and these now also address psychosocial risks, 
the ILO has historically placed less emphasis on privacy as a labour right. Moreover, preserving 
informational privacy is not only a matter of preventing harm but could also be a prerequisite 
for maintaining workers’ and employers’ autonomy, e.g. revealing or controlling private infor-
mation through AI could weaken bargaining power or prevent collective action. Control or mis-
use of information could also lead to procedural harm, e.g., opaque decision-making that denies 
the chance to contest an outcome.

25 The role and emphasis on individual autonomy in the ILO’s normative framework and its ethical foundations would need more de-
tailed analysis than we can undertake in this paper. A contemporary interpretation of the principle that “labour is not a commodity” 
in the ILO Constitution would be grounded on the recognition that the marketable service of human labour work cannot be separat-
ed from the human being. One could argue that this view implies that a certain autonomy of decision-making power has to remain 
with the human being performing the work (fully acknowledging that labour in an employment relationship also implies giving up 
autonomy). Often understood as a response to the dehumanizing tendencies of industrial mechanization (although the phrasing 
originally may have come from the 1914 US Clayton Act to exclude labour unions from antitrust law), this concern may take on re-
newed relevance as AI, i.e. another type of mechanization, becomes increasingly embedded in work, work processes, and labour 
relations.

26 The term ‘state of the world’ comes from economic decision-making theory. Because economic actors cannot directly observe all rel-
evant conditions, they form expectations, often based on subjective probabilities, about which state the world is in and make deci-
sions accordingly.
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A further divergence emerges where some ILO principles and rights have no or only partial 
ethical equivalence in existing AI ethics frameworks. As pointed out by Samaan et al. (in press), 
ILO’s principles are not explicitly reflected among the five AI ethical principles discussed.27 Our 
mapping exercise has shown that most of the ILO’s principles and rights can be related to one 
or more of the five AI ethics principles. Freedom of association can be linked to autonomy as a 
form of self-determination, although it reflects a collective rather than an individual form of au-
tonomy. For the right of collective bargaining, however, we do not see a clear ethical equivalent 
in existing AI ethics frameworks. This right embodies collective and institutional dimensions of 
human agency that are largely absent from the predominantly individualistic orientation of most 
AI ethics principles. Its omission thus reveals a deeper divergence between AI ethics’ focus on 
individual moral agents and the ILO’s recognition of social actors and collective representation 
in the world of work.

27 And also not featured in the vast majority of existing AI ethics guidelines.
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	X 5	Positioning AI Ethics in the Context of 
International Labour Standards

 

In this section, we explore how AI ethics and the ILO’s normative framework and its ethical foun-
dations can support one another in governing the transformation of work. The discussion pro-
ceeds in two steps: first, by identifying how the ILO’s rights-based and tripartite framework can 
provide orientation and coherence for emerging approaches to AI governance in labour-related 
contexts; and second, by examining how AI ethics principles can inform, complement, or prompt 
reflection on the application of ILS, and where appropriate also enhance and help updating the 
application of International Labour Standards in light of technological change driven by AI.

A first point of synergy stems from the fact that ILO membership already entails a set of shared 
ethical and legal commitments. By joining the Organization, Member States are bound by the 
ILO Constitution, including its Declaration of Philadelphia, and any Conventions they ratify, under 
the guidance provided by the Organization’s supervisory mechanisms. Furthermore, regardless 
of ratification, as recalled by the Declaration on FPRW, Member States also have the obligation to 
respect, promote and realize the principles concerning the fundamental rights. This normative 
framework is to guide how transformations in the world of work, including technological chang-
es, should be approached. As our analysis in the previous section illustrates, many of the values 
expressed in contemporary AI ethics debates already resonate with ethical principles embedded 
in the ILO’s foundational instruments. For ILO members, therefore, the development and appli-
cation of AI ethics in labour contexts naturally needs to be understood in light of their pre-exist-
ing ILO commitments, which provide a durable reference point for assessing the opportunities 
and risks associated with new technologies.

In this sense, existing ILO norms offer an important framework for thinking about how AI ethics 
principles should apply in labour contexts. Because the ILO’s foundational commitments have 
been internationally agreed and are supported by dedicated supervisory mechanisms, they pro-
vide a level of clarity, legitimacy, and durability that most contemporary AI ethics frameworks typ-
ically do not yet possess. This does not diminish the value of AI ethics initiatives as such; rather, it 
suggests that their use in the world of work is most coherent when interpreted in a manner that 
remains consistent and can draw synergies with the established rights and principles already 
recognized by ILO constituents. From this perspective, ILO standards help define the parameters 
within which ethical AI in the world of work can be meaningfully discussed and implemented.

The ILO’s normative framework can, for example, complement AI ethics frameworks by acknowl-
edging the importance of guaranteeing enabling rights such as freedom of association and col-
lective bargaining, as crucial means in the pursuit of, for instance, the shared principle of justice. 
The ILO ethical framework can thus contribute to AI ethics through a human centred approach 
that also encompasses its collective dimension. This is most pertinent at a time where the main 
priority in the field of AI ethics is to ensure democratic control over its governance.28 More spe-
cifically complementing such mandate, the ILO is endowed with extensive technical expertise in 
the field of labour, and a convening power to debate with and integrate constituents from the 
most varied fields of economic activity. The Organization’s myriad fora, and varied instruments 

28 See for example Sarah Kreps and Doug Kriner, How AI Threatens Democracy, Journal of Democracy, 24(4), October 2023, pages 122-
31.
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and application mechanisms, provide a most suitable setting for a rich discussion on the multi-
ple impacts of AI in the field of labour. For example, starting with a sectoral approach, a review 
could show the impact of AI technologies on the application of FPRW and other ILS by area of 
economic activity.29 Based on the ensuing impact findings, the ILO could both provide general 
guidance, including through its governance and supervisory bodies, and consider standard set-
ting or review measures.30

The implications of AI ethics principles for the application and continued development of ILS are 
multiple. Some stem directly from the areas of divergence identified in the previous section, i.e. 
cases in which AI ethics principles do not have, or have only partial, equivalents in ILO’s norma-
tive framework. Most notably, this concerns the AI ethics principle of non-maleficence in relation 
to privacy. As discussed above, AI ethics views violations of informational privacy, which is also 
considered as a human right, as a central potential harm of data-driven technologies. Privacy con-
cerns arising from AI therefore represent an area where insights from AI ethics could strengthen 
the development or interpretation of ILS in the age of AI. A related point concerns autonomy: 
while collective autonomy is deeply embedded in the ILO framework, AI ethics focuses predom-
inantly on individual autonomy. This difference suggests that evolving forms of digital autono-
my and human oversight may warrant further reflection in labour contexts.

More broadly, AI ethics principles draw attention to themes that have not yet been systemati-
cally addressed across the ILO normative system including the already mentioned privacy and 
data rights, algorithmic transparency, explicability, individual aspects of digital autonomy, pre-
diction and surveillance asymmetries, and certain forms of algorithmic management that may 
generate psychosocial risks not fully captured by traditional OSH approaches. This does not 
necessarily indicate deficiencies in existing ILS.31 Rather, it highlights emerging issues that may 
inform how ILS are interpreted and applied in technologically evolving work environments. In 
this sense, AI ethics principles can complement, not replace, the obligations of ILO Members by 
offering additional perspectives that help ensure that longstanding labour rights remain effec-
tive under new conditions.

A concrete illustration of such complementarity arises with the principles of explicability and jus-
tice. Being able to understand and explain how AI systems make their decisions, as well as pre-
venting unfair biases, is of crucial importance not only to allow access to information relevant to 
workers and their representatives (for example, to enable meaningful collective bargaining or 
to prevent and address discrimination) but also to ensure human agency at the workplace, an 
aim central to the ILO’s human-centred approach, and to better monitor the application of ILS.

Explicability entails being able to understand and justify workplace decisions that rely on AI in-
puts. Justice, as an AI ethics principle, calls for fairness, equality, and the absence of bias in AI 
systems. Applying these principles in the workplace can help identify systemic issues affecting 
AI systems used at work, such as algorithmic biases, which could compromise the observance of 
ILS. For instance, where AI systems contribute to performance monitoring that leads to dismiss-
al, explicability and justice require transparency regarding the processes and rationales used by 
AI systems to recommend certain decisions, so that these can be assessed for legal validity and 

29 For example, the ILO recently held a tripartite (sectorial) discussion in April 2026 titled:” Technical Meeting on Challenges and 
Opportunities for Promoting Decent Work, Productivity and a Just Transition Arising from Artificial Intelligence in the Manufacturing 
Industry.”

30 For this purpose, the ILO has, among other means, the Standards Review Mechanism. 
31 We are not examining this question in this paper. As an example of a normative gap analysis in the field of the related field of the plat-

form economy see document to the ILO Governing Body GB.347/POL/1. The ILO recently adopted the Decent Work in the Platform 
Economy Convention, 2026 (No. 193)

https://www.ilo.org/international-labour-standards/standards-review-mechanism-tripartite-working-group
https://www.ilo.org/resource/gb/347/normative-gap-analysis-decent-work-platform-economy
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:4496059
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:4496059
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to ensure that AI is not used as a veneer for practices contrary to fundamental principles and 
rights at work and other ILS.

To demonstrate the relevance of ethical and legal questions that the deployment of AI systems 
can entail in the world of work, we refer to actual discussions on the implementation of AI assist-
ed talent recruitment platforms. The following illustration is based on a real world example that 
eventually resulted in an legal case in an ILO member state still pending at the time of writing: 
The complaint alleges that a recruiting platform assembled and evaluated applicant informa-
tion drawn not only from résumés and employer-provided data, but also from third-party online 
sources and inferred personal characteristics, and then generated proprietary “match scores” 
and rankings for hiring purposes. Such information can be provided to and used by employers 
to evaluate and hire or reject candidates. The complainant further alleges that applicants were 
not given a meaningful opportunity to know what information had been used about them, to 
review or correct that information, or to contest adverse outcomes, including any discriminatory 
treatment. The case has not yet been decided, and no view is taken here on the ultimate merits 
of the parties’ claims and defenses. The example shows in legally concrete terms why the AI eth-
ics principles of explicability and justice matter in labour-related contexts for workers, employers 
and courts: where AI systems influence access to employment, effective protection of workers’ 
rights may require transparency regarding the data sources, inferred features, scoring logic, and 
grounds for adverse decisions, so that potential bias, discrimination, privacy violations, and oth-
er unfair effects can be identified and challenged.

The case is also notable because the challenge is framed through (national) consumer-reporting 
law, rather than through a settled labour-law framework specifically tailored to AI-assisted hir-
ing. This suggests that, in the current legal landscape, some of the most acute AI-related hiring 
concerns such as opacity, data aggregation, inferred characteristics, notice, and contestability, 
are still being litigated through adjacent legal regimes that were not originally designed for AI. 
From an ILO perspective, a close normative concern applicable to the dispute would be equality 
of opportunity and treatment in employment. In that sense, while AI ethics identifies the relevant 
concerns (at a high level of abstraction), the ILO’s ethical and normative framework helps speci-
fy how those concerns should be understood in the world of work, in particular through its em-
phasis on dignity, fairness, and non-discrimination in employment and occupation. For example, 
the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111) provides a relevant 
benchmark to assess whether the system’s data, inferred characteristics or learned correlations 
allegedly used by the recruitment system produce a distinction, exclusion or preference based 
on race, colour, sex, religion, political opinion, national extraction or social origin, with the effect 
of nullifying or impairing equality of opportunity or treatment in access to employment, as pro-
tected by the Convention. In order to undertake this assessment the application of the principle 
of explicability becomes paramount.

The principles of explicability and justice thus underscore the importance of transparency con-
cerning the use of AI systems in employment decisions—such as hiring, performance evaluation, 
supervision, or dismissal and help detect and challenge practices that could curtail the effective 
application of FPRW and other ILS.32 Similarly, applying these principles to pervasive (or poten-
tially invasive) workplace monitoring enables the identification and contestation of excessive or 
unlawful surveillance, and may support the development of necessary safeguards to protect 
human privacy, freedom, and dignity, including through ILS. This does not imply that AI tools 

32 For a labour and human centred analysis on how technology is never neutral and it must be governed, and emphasizing how AI sys-
tems may be increasingly used for managerial decision-making see for instance Aloisi and De Stefano (2022).
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should necessarily be approached as potentially biased against ILS, since they may also be de-
signed and applied with a deliberate aim to promote compliance with FPRW and other ILS - for 
example developing AI recruitment systems that include all pertinent safeguards and other best 
practices to avoid discrimination or assist humans becoming aware of biases and preventing 
discrimination – with explicability calling for the necessary insights to assess tools in this regard.

In summary, there is a need for further research on the interplay and synergies between these 
two ethical frameworks.33 Moreover, to ensure coherence and draw from the comparative ad-
vantage of the ILO tripartite system, the development of AI ethics principles and their applica-
tion in the world of work could synergize with and defer to ILO instruments and the guidance 
and convening power of the ILO governance and supervisory bodies.34

33 A further perspective, which extends beyond our core comparative analysis but aligns with the ILO’s human centered approach con-
cerns the role of human intelligence as such, and particular in the world of work. The promotion of human intelligence, is largely 
absent from AI ethics debates. Agustí-Panareda and Agustí-Cullell (2025) argue that human intelligence is largely shaped and exer-
cised in the field of professional education and labour. Technological, AI induced change may affect the development, exercise, and 
preservation of human cognitive capacities. From an ILO standpoint, rooted in the Philadelphia Declaration’s emphasis on both ma-
terial well-being and “spiritual development”, the cultivation of human intelligence through work, learning, and professional devel-
opment could be seen as essential for safeguarding the continued relevance and value of human capabilities in the workplace. See 
also Maupain, 2005, Revitalization Not Retreat: The Real Potential of the 1998 ILO Declaration for the Universal Protection of Workers’ 
Rights, The European Journal of International Law Vol. 16 no.3.

34 As international value projects are often pursued through a multiplicity of organizational frameworks, referral mechanisms are key 
to ensure synergistic coherence. See for example, as to the field of trade and labour (where trade agreements often refer to FPRW 
and other ILS), LeClercq, D., Agustí-Panareda, J., & Ebert, F. C. (2021).



21   ILO Working Paper 182

	X Conclusion

Our paper examines how widely used AI ethics principles intersect with the International Labour 
Organization’s ethical and normative framework. Its analysis shows that both frameworks share 
concerns for human dignity, fairness, and well-being, but differ in scope, orientation and insti-
tutional grounding: AI ethics, at least in its dominant principlist formulations, remains relative-
ly abstract and predominantly individual-centred, whereas the ILO corpus provides a legally 
grounded, collectively oriented framework tailored to the world of work. The comparison of the 
five AI ethics principles onto ILO’s normative framework, focusing on its ethical foundations, in 
particular its core values and fundamental principles and rights, reveals important areas of con-
vergence, particularly with respect to justice, beneficence, and non-maleficence, but also signif-
icant divergences. Most notably, AI ethics gives more prominence to privacy, explicability, and 
certain forms of individual digital autonomy, while the ILO framework places stronger normative 
weight on collective autonomy, freedom of association, collective bargaining, and the broader 
institutional conditions of social justice in labour relations. The absence of a clear equivalent in 
mainstream AI ethics for some of these collective and institutional dimensions is one of the pa-
per’s central findings. 

At the same time, the paper has argued that the relationship between the two frameworks is not 
merely one of contrast. The ILO’s rights-based architecture offers a coherent reference point for 
assessing how AI should be governed in labour contexts. Conversely, AI ethics highlights emerg-
ing issues, such as data governance, algorithmic transparency, surveillance symmetries and psy-
chosocial risks, that may warrant renewed attention in the interpretation and application of la-
bour standards. In particular, concerns relating to privacy, explicability, and data-driven opacity 
in hiring and management show how AI ethics can help specify what the effective application of 
labour standards may require under new technological conditions, in synergy with the rights-
based and supervisory architecture of international labour law.

These findings point to several avenues for further research and policy development. Further 
work is needed on how AI-related concerns such as privacy, explicability, and digital autonomy 
should be considered in labour-specific norms and practices, and on how existing international 
labour standards are to be applied in response to AI-mediated transformations of work. More 
generally, the analysis suggests that AI ethics in the world of work should be developed not in 
isolation, but in closer dialogue with the ILO’s normative framework, its tripartite governance, 
and its supervisory institutions. Together, these questions point to the need for sustained inter-
disciplinary dialogue as AI continues to impact the world of work.
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