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Abstract: This paper examines the ongoing debate about whether digital innovations are 
an opportunity or a risk for employment in advanced economies. The main frameworks of 
analysis and the stylised fact of the employment effect of technological progress are 
explained before presenting the most recent empirical insights on the relationship between 
digital innovations, productivity growth and employment growth. Finally, the impact of 
digital technologies is examined for varying types of skill composition of labour and the 
implications in terms of unemployment and income inequalities are raised. The paper 
offers a review of the literature on the topic. 
Key words: Digital technologies, employment, job polarisation, productivity, skill-biased 
technological change.  

 

 

he accumulation of digital capital drives aggregate productivity 
growth. A capital-labour substitution occurs in the early phase of 
technology adoption, causing a short-run trade-off between 
productivity and employment, while in the long run aggregate 

productivity growth is in general associated with employment growth. Recent 
decoupling of labour productivity and employment in the U.S., along with the 
decline of the share of labour compensation in aggregate income of OECD 
countries, could suggest that digital capital adoption will continue to drive 
productivity while employment growth could slow down. This would occur 
through a process of increasing capital-labour substitution whereby the 
amount of capital relative to labour increases and the returns to capital 
accumulation relative to labour increase, thus driving a rise of the proportion 

                      
(*) Disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this article are those of authors and do not necessarily 
represent the opinions of Orange. The authors would like to thank Marie CARPENTER, Raul 
KATZ and Jean-Paul SIMON for helpful and valuable comments and suggestions on the first 
version of this article. 
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of gross output that is accounted for by capital. In addition, there is concern 
that a slowdown in productivity growth potentially linked to lower contribution 
from digital capital might hinder the potential for employment creation within 
OECD economies. On the other hand, a renewed cycle of productivity 
fuelled by new generations of digital technologies could reproduce the U.S. 
productivity resurgence of the 1995-2000 period and lead to a decline in 
unemployment. Whether productivity will increase above its long-run 
average is uncertain, however. A return to a period of high labour 
productivity would normally raise demand for labour –  in particular highly-
skilled labour – through a process of skill-biased technological change. 

Recent studies suggest that over the past thirty years, information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) 1 may have contributed to a process of 
polarisation of employment in Western countries. In this process, a large 
number of middle-skilled workers performing routine tasks in services 
industries have been replaced by digital capital, while demand for high-
skilled and low-skilled labour has either increased or stagnated. Other 
studies expect new generations of digital innovations to hamper employment 
by further displacing medium-skilled jobs, and also abstract, non-routine 
tasks. On the contrary, another recent study argues that ICTs only displace 
low-skilled routine tasks. From this perspective, post-2000 decline in U.S. 
employment growth is considered to be the result of macroeconomic shocks 
rather than of polarisation and skilled-biased digital technologies. 

Recent empirical results, however, suggest that the hollowing-out of 
middle-skilled U.S. jobs explains the jobless recoveries of the last thirty 
years. From this perspective, employment does not rebound after recessions 
because middle-skilled routine employment, which accounts for a large 
share of aggregate employment, is disappearing. In addition to the decline in 
the share of labour compensation which might partly be driven by ICT, there 
is reasonable evidence that future productivity growth might not always be 
associated with stronger employment growth. Most literature in the area 
suggests that the optimal policy to tackle potential detrimental economic 
effects of digital technologies is to promote digital skills in order to reduce 
inequalities and concentration of wealth resulting from both skilled-biased 
technologies and capital-augmenting technologies. A broader diffusion of 
skills in the workforce increases labour complementarity with digital capital 
and also benefits employment during technology adoption. 

                      
1 ICTs are also referred to as "Digital technologies", and ICT capital is also referred to as Digital 
capital, mainly in the recent literature. 
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  Digital technologies and employment  
in the research debate 

The relationship between digital technologies and employment is a 
matter of debate and controversy. The economic effects of digital capital 
adoption in the production system have been widely researched since the 
early 1990s, with a focus on the effects of ICT investment on labour and 
multifactor productivity growth. Investment in ICT has been a major source 
of productivity and output growth in OECD economies over the last two 
decades. The contribution of ICT capital to output growth has been 
particularly highlighted by COLECCHIA & SCHREYER (2001) and CETTE 
et al. (2010) who have underlined the contribution of ICT capital deepening 
to labour productivity growth in OECD countries.  

Yet the assessment of employment effects of digitisation has not led to 
general unambiguous results in the economic literature. SABADASH (2013) 
observes that the number of empirical studies that specifically focus on ICTs 
is limited compared to the general literature on technology and employment. 
She concludes that despite a wealth of theoretical models and empirical 
evidence, a consensus regarding the employment effect of ICTs remains 
elusive. This conclusion stems notably from the difficulty to account for the 
large variety of channels through which ICTs influence labour markets, and 
the difficulty to capture the impact of fast-changing nature of digital 
technologies on labour and skills demand. The OECD (2014) also underlines 
that "the net impact of the internet on jobs is unclear and more work is 
needed to understand the phenomenon". 

 The employment effect of ICT depends on capital-labour 
substitution and demand for skilled labour  

While the net impact of digital innovations on employment remains 
ambiguous, some effects of ICT capital accumulation on labour input are 
well-established in the literature. According to SABADASH (2013), two main 
frameworks are used to assess employment effects of ICTs. The first is the 
neo-classical "compensation framework", whereby the initial labour-saving 
effect of technological progress (increase in capital-labour ratio or capital 
deepening) is compensated for through lower input factor prices due to 
productivity growth, that in turn translates into lower prices followed by an 
increase in consumer demand. Firms thus raise demand for labour to meet 
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increased consumer demand, which also results from the marketing of new 
products and equipment. 

The second framework is the "substitution framework", whereby labour-
saving effect (substitution of capital for labour) leads to employment 
displacements. The adoption of digital technologies raises high-skilled labour 
productivity. Therefore it raises high-skilled labour demand vis-à-vis 
unskilled labour, through a skill-biased technological change, as described 
by ACEMOGLU (2002). In addition, the labour market polarisation effect 
examined by ACEMOGLU & AUTOR (2011) and AUTOR & DORN (2013) 
means that digital capital lowers demand for routine and repeated tasks that 
are generally performed by medium-skilled, medium-wage workers. Demand 
is maintained, however, for low-skilled manual tasks that have shifted from 
manufacturing to services industries. Digital adoption has thus increased the 
proportion of employment of high and low-skilled workers, and decreased 
the proportion of employment of the middle-skilled in Western countries over 
the last three decades 2. 

According to the OECD (2014), the adoption of "internet-based 
technology" leads to the creation of new types of occupations and additional 
employment in existing sectors, raises demand for high-skilled specialised 
workers, supports international jobs reallocation through outsourcing, and 
also suppresses employment through the replacement of labour by digital 
capital. However, "the combined effect of these drivers is not obvious, and 
may depend on specific conditions and policies in each country". No 
unambiguous overall net employment effect of digital capital adoption has 
been clearly shown in existing literature. Some recent studies, however, 
provide insights on expected employment outcomes of the current wave of 
digital innovations. 

  The macroeconomic perspective: the link between 
digital capital, productivity and employment growth 

There is worldwide historical evidence that productivity growth is not 
detrimental to employment growth in the long-run, while technology-induced 

                      
2 A study from CEDEFOP (2011) concludes that labour market polarisation emerged in Europe 
between 1998 and 2008 mainly as a result of the macroeconomic cycle and structural changes 
in industries, with only a minor role played by technological change. 
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productivity shocks might raise unemployment only in the short run. The 
adoption of digital technologies has largely contributed to productivity growth 
of OECD countries during 1995-2007 (SPIEZIA, 2013), and in particular to 
aggregate productivity in the U.S. during 1995-2000 (JORGENSON et al. 
2007), while unemployment was decreasing sharply 3. However, it is still 
unclear whether aggregate productivity will grow at a comparable pace in the 
future and whether productivity growth at aggregate or industry level will be 
associated with employment growth in the U.S. and more generally in 
Western countries. 

Long-run trends of aggregate productivity growth are not associated with 
unemployment growth 

VAN ARK et al. (2004) show that for a cross-section of 66 countries 
between 1980 and 2000 more than two-thirds exhibit both productivity and 
employment growth and "although productivity growth and employment 
growth tend to be weakly negatively correlated, a rise in productivity only 
coincides with a decline in employment in very limited number of cases". The 
authors acknowledge that in the medium-run a trade-off between productivity 
and employment growth can occur but, in general, such a trade-off is 
addressed and "turned into a positive relationship". In the long run, 
economies tend to exhibit simultaneous growth of per capita income, 
productivity and employment. 

An MGI (2011) study shows that in the U.S. the trade-off between 
employment growth and productivity growth only occurs in the short run, 
while over a long period (1929-2009), productivity and employment do not 
exhibit opposing trends as "more than two-thirds of the years since 1929 
have seen positive gains in both productivity and employment", while 
"employment growth followed gains in productivity in 71% of quarters since 
1947". 

ATKINSON & MILLER (2013) provide an extensive literature review of 
the relationship between productivity growth and employment in developed 
countries. They conclude that there is no statistical evidence that aggregate 
productivity growth is detrimental to employment. Correlations between 
productivity-enhancing technology shocks and unemployment are only 
observed in the short run. Over the medium and long run, on the other hand, 

                      
3 http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LNU04000000?years_option=all_years&periods_option=-
specific_periods&periods=Annual+Data 
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technological progress is associated with higher productivity and no increase 
in unemployment. Unemployment is unrelated to technological progress and 
is, in fact, correlated with decreases in aggregate output. At firm level, 
however, labour demand response to a productivity-enhancing technology-
shock exhibits variability and changes with cost structure, flexibility of factor 
input prices and the type of industry. Overall, firms that exhibit productivity 
growth tend to have higher employment growth than firms with no 
productivity growth.  

Moreover, the authors show evidence that in the U.S. during the 1990s 
productivity (driven by ICT capital deepening) was at "near all-time high 
levels of growth, while unemployment was at all-time lows". Since 2000 U.S. 
labour productivity growth slowed down while unemployment increased. 
Over the long run (1947-2010), the U.S. economy exhibits an inverse 
relationship between productivity and unemployment. As a result, 
ATKINSON & MILLER (2014) advocate a strong productivity policy in the 
U.S., based on a "coherent science and R&D policy focused on advancing 
key technologies", in order to raise standards of living through the 
exploitation of technology opportunities. 

Consistent with this view, the authors urge the European Union to 
increase ICT adoption in order to close the productivity gap with the U.S. 
that emerged in 1995. They argue that many European policy makers 
maintain a "view that productivity [is] the enemy of job growth, even though 
this view has been thoroughly discredited both by history and economics". 
They promote widespread ICT adoption by European public and private 
organisations to boost productivity and subsequently income and 
employment creation. 

COLLARD et al. (2008) show that the adoption of capital-intensive ICT 
such as ultra-broadband increases aggregate productivity, output and 
welfare without harming employment in the medium and long run. A 
calibration model of the French economy over 1980-2020 shows that 
technology adoption increases unemployment only in the very short run 
when firms substitute capital for labour. In the longer run, technology-
induced productivity mitigates the "substitution effect". As "the increase in 
returns to capital accumulation does increase the marginal productivity of 
labour", labour demand rises as technology is diffused. French 
unemployment is not related to ICT adoption but "to bad policies, institutional 
changes or bad shocks that hit the French economy". 
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JU (2014) investigates the employment effects of ICT capital adoption at 
industry level for 28 OECD countries between 1981 and 2009. The results 
indicate that – with the exception of mid-low skill labour in manufacturing 
industry – there is no evidence that ICT adoption has depressed 
employment in the OECD countries over the last three decades. 

The recent decoupling of U.S. productivity from employment and the long-run 
decrease across the OECD of the share of labour compensation suggest that 
ICTs slow down employment growth and increase income inequality 

The accumulation of ICT capital decreases the prices of intermediary 
inputs and capital goods, thus raising productivity, which drives capital-
labour substitution in the short run. Recent studies provide insights that 
productivity, in part driven by technology, should not decelerate in the next 
years while employment will barely increase. This occurs because capital 
continues to substitute for labour whose marginal returns and productivity do 
not rise relative to capital and the share of labour compensation in aggregate 
income will further decrease.  

BRYNJOLFSSON & McAFEE (2012) highlight a divergence between 
labour productivity and business sector employment in the U.S. after 2000. 
They argue that accelerated diffusion of digital capital is a major explanatory 
factor for this recent "Great Decoupling" between labour productivity and 
employment trends. Labour productivity has continued to increase since 
2000, whereas employment creation slowed continuously and even 
decreased after 2007, as have median wages. The gap between productivity 
and employment creation, as well as median household income, has 
widened between 2000 and 2013. Digital technologies are intermediary 
inputs benefiting from rapidly increasing processing capacity and exhibiting  
decreasing prices since the early 1980s. As a result, firms demand more 
technologies and less human labour, choosing to adopt such ever-improving 
technologies rather than hiring workers. Firms thus "prefer capital over 
labour" 4. Labour productivity in the U.S. has continued to grow while less 
and less workers were needed to achieve the same level of output or to 
increase it.  

                      
4 Andrew McAFEE provides further empirical insights on the technological contribution to the 
post-2000 divergence between labour productivity and employment creation in the US: 
http://andrewmcafee.org/2012/12/the-great-decoupling-of-the-us-economy/ 
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KRUGMAN (2012) 5 has observed that increasing substitution between 
technology and labour drives the income shift from labour to capital and 
contributes to the decline of the share of labour compensation in U.S. gross 
domestic income. The OECD (2012) stresses the significant contribution of 
increased productivity and capital deepening to the decline in the labour 
income share in nearly all OECD countries over the period 1980-2010. The 
OECD (2012) underlines the role of technological change, which has 
allowed high substitution between capital and labour, in the decrease of the 
labour income share. 

KARABARBOUNIS & NEIMAN (2014) indicate that the labour share in 
gross value added of the business sector has decreased significantly in 
42 countries since the early 1980s and that larger labour share declines 
occurred in countries with larger reduction in their relative prices of 
investment goods. Efficiency gains in sectors producing capital-goods are 
mainly due to technological progress in ICTs. As a result, the long run 
decrease in labour share in global income stems from digital capital 
accumulation which drives a shift of labour towards capital at the firm level. 
This is consistent with the view expressed by VAN ARK et al. (2004) that 
"worldwide technological development is strongly biased towards capital". 

FREY & OSBORNE (2015) find that the share of labour in GDP has 
decreased between 1970 and 2014 in the U.S. and 19 advanced economies. 
They highlight a growing gap between labour productivity and wages since 
1970 in the U.S. and 1980 for 16 of the advanced economies. The authors 
underline that digital capital adoption has been a driver of the decoupling 
between labour productivity and median wage, and of the decline in the 
share of labour in GDP. Digital capital adoption drives capital-labour 
substitution that increases capital income share and increases concentration 
of wealth, as "substantial wealth is being created with only a few workers 
and, with the exception of a small fraction of highly skilled workers, wages 
may not rise over their lifetime". 

Research findings from JU (2014), however, suggest that there is no 
clear evidence that ICTs have been the main driver of the decline in labour 
share in OECD countries over the last three decades. He concludes that 
ICTs have not been related to the decrease in employment induced by high 
substitution of capital for labour. 

                      
5 Paul KRUGMAN explains that the widespread adoption of labour-saving technologies induces    
income shift from labour to capital: http://krugman.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/12/08/rise-of-the-
robots/ 
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Studies suggest that a decline of the innovation rate in ICTs in the next years 
could hamper both productivity growth and employment growth 

Recent analyses support the view that technological progress in general 
and ICTs in particular might not invariably increase productivity and might be 
potentially detrimental to employment. For GORDON (2012), the "computer 
and internet revolution" delivered its main contribution to U.S. productivity 
growth during the late 1990s. The digital innovations produced since then 
are essentially "centered on entertainment and communication devices" and 
do not substantially boost labour productivity and standards of living. Digital 
innovations will continue to contribute to U.S. economic growth but at a 
slower pace than they did before the early 2000s. The productivity gains 
generated by the accumulation of digital assets in the economy will be 
insufficient to offset the structural macroeconomic weaknesses of the U.S. 
and other similar developed countries, notably rising income inequality, 
insufficient level of education and "factor price equalisation stemming from 
the interplay between globalisation and the internet". Countries far away 
from the technological frontier might benefit from the productivity-increasing 
effect of digital technologies to bridge the gap with the richest countries. 
Countries like the U.S. operating at the technological frontier should only 
expect lower growth in the long run, however, as "the pace of productivity 
growth in the U.S. fades out".  

In addition GORDON (2013) provided evidence that multifactor 
productivity growth in the U.S. after 2004 has returned to the rate achieved 
during the post-1972 slowdown period, which indicates that "the revival of 
productivity growth associated with the dot.com revolution is over". This view 
is also shared by COWEN (2011) who considers that the main sources of 
productivity growth in the U.S. have already been exploited and that the 
pace of technological innovation is expected to decline leading to lower 
employment creation. 

For COHEN (2015), the digital revolution will hardly sustain productivity 
growth, as evidenced by the steady or even declining growth rates of 
industrialised countries over the last three decades despite rapid and 
widespread ICT adoption. Furthermore digital technologies are shifting 
employment towards either high or low skilled tasks that cannot be replaced 
by software while occupations characterised  by routine, repeated tasks are 
at risk of being replaced by technology. As a result, in a context of weak 
productivity growth, a continued trend of middle-skilled job displacement is 
likely. 
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Other studies expect ICT capital investment to generate further productivity 
gains in the next years, close to the peak in U.S. labour productivity (1995-
2005), thereby fostering employment 

Recent studies suggest that aggregate productivity could be fuelled by a 
renewed wave of ICT capital adoption. It is likely that such a productivity rise 
would translate into unemployment decline, as observed during the peak of 
ICT-induced productivity in the U.S., during the period between 1995 and 
2000. For CETTE (2014), ICTs contribution to U.S. productivity growth over 
the next two decades is uncertain. U.S. productivity growth associated with 
the ICT sector has been slowing down since the early 2000s. CETTE (2014) 
explains that the recent U.S. productivity slowdown is a result of a decline in 
ICT capital investment and a decrease of ICT productive performances since 
the 2000s. This slowdown is likely to continue unless ICT performances 
increase sharply as a result of significant progress such as "the productive 
use, in computers, of the 3D chip", so that "U.S. productivity growth could 
benefit from a second ICT wave which could be as important as the first 
one". CETTE (2014) acknowledges that the recent decline in ICT-related 
productivity growth could relate to a statistical mis-measurement of 
technological progress. 

BYRNE et al. (2013) show that while digital capital contribution to U.S. 
labour productivity growth has slowed down over the 2004-2012 period and 
has dropped down to its 1975-1995 contribution, digital capital still provided 
a significant contribution, "accounting for more than a third of labour 
productivity growth since 2004". Even if digital capital is not as productive as 
it was during "the productivity resurgence from 1995 to 2004", it could allow 
labour productivity to grow at about 1.8% a year in the business sector over 
the next ten years. This rate would be above the 2004-2012 trend (1.56% a 
year) but below the 1995-2004 trend (3.06% a year). BYRNE et al. (2013) 
indicate that the price series in U.S. National Accounts might have 
"substantially understated the decline in semiconductor prices in recent 
years". This implies that the actual pace of technological progress in IT could 
have been underestimated. If innovation in semiconductors is in fact 
continuing to proceed at the same pace as in previous years, the 
development of innovations will also continue to be spurred more rapidly, 
"raising the possibility of a second wave in the IT revolution". Under this 
"optimistic" scenario, digital capital could contribute to bring U.S. labour 
productivity growth to its long-run average (2.3 percent) or above. A rise in 
U.S. productivity above its long-run trend is a "reasonable prospect" and 
means that "the information technology revolution is not over". 
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The future trends of digital technological progress and of aggregate 
productivity are uncertain. Empirical observations tend to suggest that 
productivity might continue to grow with lower amounts of labour input. 
However, based on historical insights, a return of productivity growth above 
its long-run level should rapidly foster an increase in demand for labour, in 
particular highly-skilled labour.  

  The microeconomics of productivity and employment: 
from skilled-biased  to routine-biased  technologies  

To refine the analysis of capital-labour substitution, it is necessary to 
analyse the composition of labour. Several recent contributions have 
analysed how digital capital can combine with different varieties of skills and 
tasks. The effect of digital capital adoption on labour varies according to the 
type of technologies and of occupations and the implications in terms of 
employment outcomes also vary. 

Digital technologies are a typical breed of skill biased technological change: 
they complement the high-skills required to implement them while they 
substitute for low-skills, which are replaced by digital capital 

BESSEN (2015a) rejects the view that digital capital adoption displaces 
jobs and causes unemployment, and argues that digitisation of routine tasks 
in the services sector that occurred during the last thirty years in the U.S. 
has reallocated jobs towards tasks less subject to substitution by IT 
technologies. Unlike employment in manufacturing industries of advanced 
economies, jobs in services are shifted rather than replaced by digital 
capital. From this perspective, digital capital adoption can raise demand for 
workers with new skills required for a productive use of technology and 
temporary unemployment might occur if workers lack those specific skills. 
BESSEN (2015a) shows that in the U.S. between 1982 and 2012, 
employment increased more rapidly in occupations that make intensive use 
of computers than in the overall workforce. Wages paid to workers who 
acquire and upgrade specific IT skills tend to be higher relative to workers 
who lack such skills during a period in which the median wage has 
stagnated in the U.S. As a result, technology generates income inequality. 
BESSEN (2015b) states that with the forthcoming adoption of Artificial 
Intelligence Software a larger share of occupations might be at risk of being 
displaced. The author suggests that the optimal policy response is to 
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increase skills through learning-by-doing in order to restore and maintain 
complementarity of labour input with digital capital. A policy to broaden 
"technical knowledge" among the workforce could tackle the gap between 
income of high, digital skills and income of low skills.  

New digital technologies might slow down employment growth, in particular in 
the middle of the skill spectrum, and also substitute for cognitive non-routine 
tasks mainly located in services industries 

The new generations of digital innovations could exacerbate employment 
polarisation, driving a concentration of jobs at the high end and low end of 
the skill spectrum, while replacing the bulk of middle-skill jobs, that involve 
essentially routine tasks. Because of the large share of middle-skilled job in 
the advanced economies, some studies argue that digital capital adoption 
will hamper aggregate employment growth. In addition, there is a possibility 
that those digital innovations will extend their reach to higher-skilled, 
cognitive non-routine jobs, further displacing labour input. 

For BRYNJOLFSSON & McAFEE (2014), innovations in Artificial 
Intelligence and information analytics occurring in the "Second Machine 
Age" will substitute for labour in decision-making process and complex 
cognitive tasks. Digital technological change is biased towards skills related 
to "abstract and data-driven reasoning", which "increases the value of 
people with the right engineering, creative, or design skills". During the "First 
Machine Age", the 19th century Industrial Revolution, technologies increased 
labour productivity while humans controlled production. In the "Second 
Machine Age" of digital innovations, labour and technology are increasingly 
substitutes. New generations of digital technologies are able to substitute for 
cognitive and non-routine tasks which account for a large share of U.S. 
aggregate employment. This in turn raises demand for very high-skilled 
occupations which only account for a small share of aggregate employment. 
Overall, this leads to a decline in aggregate employment of U.S. and 
advanced economies unless policies are adopted to invest in human capital 
to restore the complementarity of labour and technology inputs. 

LEVY & MURNANE (2012) share the view that digital capital adoption 
increases the economic value of complex problem-solving and information 
analytics skills relative to explicit rule-based tasks performed by middle-
skilled, middle-wage individuals. The authors predict that employment at the 
middle of the skill spectrum will be replaced by digital capital while the 
demand for high-skills is expected to rise sharply relative to middle-skills. 
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A Roland Berger (2014) prospective analysis of the French labour market  
indicates that 42% of occupations are at risk of automatization due to 
digitisation of the workplace since 2000. The study finds that three million 
jobs could disappear by 2025 notably in services sectors. Alongside low-
skilled, low-wage jobs in manufacturing and services sectors, intermediary 
jobs in services sectors are likely to be replaced by digital innovations such 
as data analytics (Big data and cloud computing), machine-to-machine 
applications, and advanced robotics. In the service sector, medium-skilled 
and high-skilled jobs based on repetitive tasks are at risk of automatization. 
Digital capital may, in particular, offer a substitute for jobs in business 
administration and management, legal and insurance services. The authors 
expect decision-making activities and activities requiring "creativity and 
social intelligence", in either low or high-skilled occupations, to benefit from 
digital capital adoption. This will lead to a growing gap between occupations 
likely to be automatized and those complementary to capital for which labour 
demand is expected to increase. 

Digital technologies might not displace middle-skilled jobs, so post-2000 
decline in U.S. employment growth is due to macroeconomic shocks rather 
than skilled-biased digital technologies  

AUTOR (2014) believes that a new wave of digital technologies will not 
significantly displace middle-skilled occupations in the U.S., because they 
will increasingly combine routine tasks related to "technical expertise" with 
non-routine tasks that involve human skills related to "interpersonal 
interaction, flexibility, adaptability and problem-solving". As a result, 
employment polarisation "will not continue indefinitely". Even with a rapid 
increase in the capacities of IT technologies, digital capital and middle-
skilled labour with a non-routine component (related to "human flexibility") 
should remain complementary inputs. Only middle-skilled labour that 
involves mainly routine technical task are facing displacement by digital 
capital.  

AUTOR (2014) considers that the strong complementarity between 
technologies and labour that increases productivity and the demand for 
skilled labour is not likely to decline, as digital capital is a poor substitute for 
human abilities such as "flexibility, judgement, and common sense". 
Moreover, digital capital is complementary to high-skilled individuals who 
perform "abstract task-intensive jobs". Neither does it reduce employment in 
low-skilled "manual task-intensive" occupations, which do not offer 
opportunities for digital capital substitution. Their wages do not increase, 
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however, because of low complementarity with digital capital and an 
abundance of labour supply. AUTOR (2014) concludes that the sharp 
declines in U.S. employment creation during the downturns after 2000 and 
2007 are not due to a net substitution of labour by digital capital but were the 
result respectively of the bursting of the internet bubble and the financial 
crisis combined with a general trend of increased international competition. 

FREY & OSBORNE (2013) provide a prospective analysis of the impact 
of digitisation of production on employment in the U.S. Their model accounts 
for the possibility that new digital capital (Machine Learning, Artificial 
Intelligence and Mobile Robotics) can substitute for non-routine tasks as well 
as manual intensive tasks. They show that 47% of total U.S. employment is 
at risk of computerisation ("job automation by means of computer-controlled 
equipment") over the next two decades, and they provide evidence of a 
strong negative relationship between wage and educational attainment and 
the probability of computerisation. The preceding wave of digital adoption 
("Computer Revolution of the twentieth century") in the U.S. led to 
substitution of non-manual routine occupations by digital capital and 
hollowed-out middle-skilled, middle-income labour. By contrast, the adoption 
of new digital capital is expected to displace essentially low-skilled, low-
wage employment in manual task-intensive services. New digital capital is 
not expected to substitute for occupations intensive in "creative intelligence" 
and "social intelligence" skills. FREY & OSBORNE's (2013) results imply a 
decrease in job polarisation, as new digital capital substitutes essentially for 
low-skilled and low-wage occupations, mainly located in services sector, 
while high-skilled jobs are the "least susceptible to computer capital".  

Moreover, the role of international trade on the relationship between 
digital technologies and middle-skilled employment should also be 
considered. In particular, with the development of a strong ICT 
manufacturing industry in Asia, many U.S. middle-skilled jobs might have 
been offshored. As a result, the combined effects of globalisation and digital 
penetration might partly explain the hollowing out of middle-skilled jobs in the 
U.S. and other Western countries. 

The hollowing-out of middle-skilled jobs in the U.S. explains jobless recoveries 
of the last thirty years  

JAIMOVICH & SIU (2012a) show that the employment polarisation (the 
decrease in middle-skilled employment and the increase in the highest and 
lowest skill and income occupations) and the jobless recoveries 



Stéphane CIRIANI & Pascal PERIN 159 

(simultaneous post-recessions increase in aggregate output and much 
slower increase in employment) that emerged in the U.S. in the past thirty 
years are related. Jobless recoveries are mainly due to the loss of routine 
occupations caused by job polarisation. They first show that the 
disappearance of routine, middle-skilled employment occurs essentially 
during macroeconomic downturns and is therefore a business cycle rather 
than a gradual phenomenon unrelated to macroeconomic cycles. They show 
that the significant loss of routine, middle-income employment that occurs in 
recessions, induces jobless recoveries. Given that these routine occupations 
account for 50% of aggregate employment, almost all the decrease in 
aggregate employment can be attributed to contraction of those routine jobs. 
As employment growth during recoveries is concentrated in high-skill and, 
even more particularly, in low-skill jobs, it appears that aggregate 
employment does not rebound after recessions because routine employment 
is disappearing.  

JAIMOVICH & SIU (2012b) argue that recoveries from recession are 
likely to be jobless in the future as the extent of employment polarisation 
grows with the progress of technologies thus increasing the range of 
occupations likely to be replaced by technology capital. They argue that as 
the pace of technological progress in IT technologies and robotics is not 
slowing down, "we should expect future recessions to continue to spur job 
polarisation. Jobless recoveries may be the norm". 

  Conclusion 

Digital innovations are a major driver of aggregate productivity and output 
growth. In the long run the productivity growth of advanced economies tends 
to be associated to a very large extent to employment growth. The adoption 
of digital technologies may however lead to increased concentration of 
wealth as the returns of capital accumulation relative to labour increase and 
as inequalities in job market opportunities and labour income grow. There is 
thus a risk that technology-induced productivity shocks in the next years will 
contribute to such growth in inequalities. 

Nonetheless, inequalities might be offset by new market opportunities 
brought by the penetration of digital technologies in the production system. 
Economic changes induced by digital technologies relate to a process of 
Schumpeterian creative/destruction, whereby new occupations do replace 
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obsolete activities. The effect of digital innovations on productivity, 
employment and income distribution might also differ across industries, and 
across the type of geographical area. To avoid a growth in inequalities and 
achieve inclusive digital growth, a redistributive policy could be adopted to 
promote the widespread diffusion of digital skills within society as a whole. 
AGHION (2012) argues that macroeconomic policy must sustain the growth 
of nations at the level of technological development where "frontier 
innovations" generate future growth. To do so, it should foster the 
accumulation of human capital through "research education" and investment 
in skills by firms which must be incentivised to invest in R&D. Moreover, as 
claimed by AUTOR (2015): 

"The issue is not that middle-class workers are doomed by automation 
and technology, but instead that human capital investment must be at 
the heart of any long-term strategy for producing skills that are 
complemented by rather than substituted for by technological change".  

Further research is still needed, however, to assess the employment 
effects of new generations of digital technologies and services. In particular, 
the potential impact of digital platforms on traditional services markets is 
deemed so significant that further analysis will be needed. 

 

References 

ACEMOGLU, D. (2002): "Technical Change, Inequality, and the Labor Market", 
Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. XL, pp. 7-72. 
http://web.stanford.edu/group/scspi/_media/pdf/Reference%20Media/Acemoglu_200
2_Income%20and%20Wealth.pdf 

ACEMOGLU, D. & AUTOR, D. (2011): "Skills, Tasks and Technologies: Implications 
for Employment and Earnings", in O. ASHENFELTER & D. CARD (Eds), Handbook 
of Labor Economics, Vol. 4, Part B, pp. 1043-1171. Amsterdam: Elsevier.  
http://economics.mit.edu/files/7006 

AGHION, P. (2012): "From Growth Theory To Growth Policy Design", LSE Growth 
Commission. 
http://www.lse.ac.uk/researchAndExpertise/units/growthCommission/documents/pdf/
Aghion_GrowthDoc_Apr2012.pdf 

ARK, B. van, FRANKEMA E. & DUTEWEERD, H. (2004): "Productivity and 
Employment Growth: An Empirical Review of Long And Medium Run Evidence", 
Background Working Paper for the World Employment Report 2004, International 
Labor Office, Geneva. 
http://www.ggdc.net/publications/memorandum/gd71.pdf 



Stéphane CIRIANI & Pascal PERIN 161 

ATKINSON, R. & MILLER, B.: 
- (2013): "Are Robots Taking Our Jobs or Making Them?", The Information 
Technology and Innovation Foundation.  
http://www2.itif.org/2013-are-robots-taking-jobs.pdf 
- (2014): "Raising European Productivity Growth Through ICT", The Information 
Technology and Innovation Foundation.  
http://www2.itif.org/2014-raising-eu-productivity-growth-ict.pdf 

AUTOR, D.:  
- (2014): "Polanyi's Paradox and the Shape of Employment Growth", MIT, NBER & 
JPAL, September 3. http://economics.mit.edu/files/9835 
- (2015): "Why Are There Still So Many Jobs? The History and Future of Workplace 
Automation", Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 29, No. 3, Summer 2015, pp. 3-
30. http://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/jep.29.3.3 

AUTOR, D. & DORN, D. (2013): "The Growth of Low-Skill Service Jobs and the 
Polarization of the U.S. Labor Market", American Economic Review, 103(5): 
pp. 1553-1597. http://economics.mit.edu/files/1474 

BEDO, J.-S., CIRIANI, S., COLLARD, F., FEVE, P. & PORTIER, F. (2008): "The 
Transition Toward Intensive Network Technologies: a Macroeconomic Perspective", 
Communications & Strategies, Special issue, "Ultrabroadband: the next stage in 
communications", November, pp. 51-71. 

BESSEN, J.: 
- (2015a): "Travail et Technologie", Finances & Développement, March.  
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/fre/2015/03/pdf/bessen.pdf 
- (2015b): Learning by Doing - The Real Connection between Innovation, Wages, 
and Wealth,Yale University Press. 

BRYNJOLFSSON E. & McAFEE, A.: 
- (2012): Race Against the Machine - How the Digital Revolution is Accelerating 
Innovation, Driving Productivity, and Irreversibly Transforming Employment and the 
Economy, Digital Frontier Press, Lexington, Massachussets. 
- (2014): The Second Machine Age. Work, Progress, and Prosperity in a Time of 
Brilliant Technologies, New York, W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. 
https://tanguduavinash.files.wordpress.com/2014/02/the-second-machine-age-erik-
brynjolfsson2.pdf 

BYRNE, D. M., OLINER, S. D. & SICHEL, D. E. (2013): "Is the Information 
Technology Revolution Over?" Finance and Economics, Discussion Series Divisions 
of Research & Statistics and Monetary Affairs Federal Reserve Board, Washington, 
D. C. 2013-36. http://www.federalreserve.gov/pubs/feds/2013/201336/201336pap.pdf 

CEDEFOP (2011): "Labour-market polarisation and elementary occupations in 
Europe. Blip or long-term trend?", Research Paper No. 9. 
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/fr/publications-and-resources/publications/5509. 



162   No. 100, 4th Q. 2015 

CETTE, G. (2014): "Does ICT remains a Powerful Engine of Growth?" Document de 
travail n° 476, Direction Générale des Etudes et des Relations Internationales, 
Banque de France. 
https://www.banque-france.fr/uploads/tx_bdfdocumentstravail/DT-476.pdf 

CETTE, G., KOCOGLU, Y. & MAIRESSE, J. (2010): "Productivity Growth and Levels 
in France, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States in the Twentieth 
Century", Document de Travail N° 271, Banque de France. http://www.banque-
france.fr/uploads/tx_bdfdocumentstravail/DT271.pdf  

COHEN, D. (2015): Le monde est clos et le désir infini, Albin Michel. 

COLECCHIA, A. & SCHREYER, P. (2001): "ICT Investment and Economic Growth in 
the 1990s: Is the United States a Unique Case? A Comparative Study of Nine OECD 
Countries", STI Working Paper 2001/7,OECD, Paris. 
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=DSTI/DOC%
282001%297&docLanguage=En 

COWEN, T. (2011): The Great Stagnation: How America Ate All the Low-Hanging 
Fruit of Modern History, Got Sick, and Will (Eventually) Feel Better Again, Penguin 
eSpecial / Dutton. 

FREY, C. B. & OSBORNE, M.: 
- (2013): "The future of employment: how susceptible are jobs to computerization?", 
Oxford University Engineering Sciences. 
http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf 
- (2015): With contributions from CITI Research, "Technology at Work. The Future of 
Innovation and Employment", Citi GPS.  
http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/reports/Citi_GPS_Technology_Work.pdf 

GORDON, R.: 
- (2012): "Is U.S. Economic Growth Over? Faltering Innovation Confronts the Six 
Headwinds", CEPR Policy Insight, No. 63. 
http://www.cepr.org/sites/default/files/policy_insights/PolicyInsight63.pdf 
- (2013): "U.S. Productivity Growth: The Slowdown Has Returned After a Temporary 
Revival", International Productivity Monitor, No. 25, Spring.  
http://economics.weinberg.northwestern.edu/robert-gordon/SAN%20Baily-
Sharpe%20final%20pdf%20for%20pub_130320.pdf 

JAIMOVICH, N. & SIU, H.: 
- (2012a): "The Trend is the Cycle: Job Polarization and Jobless Recoveries", NBER 
Working Paper No. 18334, National Bureau of Economic Research. 
https://research.stlouisfed.org/conferences/annual/Jaimovich.pdf  
- (2012b): "Jobless recoveries and the disappearance of routine occupations", VOX, 
CEPR's Policy Portal, 6 November.  
http://www.voxeu.org/article/jobless-recoveries-and-disappearance-routine-occupations 

JORGENSON, D. W., HO, M. S. & STIROH, K. J. (2007): "A Retrospective Look at 
the U.S. Productivity Growth Resurgence", Federal Reserve Bank of New York, Staff 
Reports no. 277. http://www.newyorkfed.org/research/staff_reports/sr277.pdf 



Stéphane CIRIANI & Pascal PERIN 163 

JU, J. (2014): "The Effects of Technological Change on Employment: The Role of 
ICT", Korea and the World Economy, Vol. 15, No. 2, August, pp. 289-307.  
http://www.akes.or.kr/akes/downfile/15.2.6.%20Ju.pdf 

KARABARBOUNIS, L. & NEIMAN, B. (2014): "The Global Decline of the Labor 
Share", The Quarterly Journal of Economics, pp. 61-103. 
http://faculty.chicagobooth.edu/loukas.karabarbounis/research/labor_share.pdf 

LEVY, F. & MURNANE, R. (2012): The New Division of Labor: How Computers Are 
Creating the Next Job Market, Princeton University Press. 

McKinsey Global Institute (2011): Growth and Renewal in the United States: 
Retooling America's economic engine. 

OECD: 
- (2012): "Labor Losing to Capital: What Explains the Declining Labor Share?", 
OECD Employment Outlook 2012. 
http://www.oecd.org/els/emp/EMO%202012%20Eng_Chapter%203.pdf  
- (2014):"Skills and Jobs in the Internet Economy", OECD Digital Economy Papers, 
No. 242, OECD Publishing. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5jxvbrjm9bns-en 

Roland Berger Strategy Consultants (2014) : Les classes moyennes face à la 
transformation digitale - Comment anticiper ? Comment accompagner ?, Think Act, 
October. 
http://www.rolandberger.fr/media/pdf/Roland_Berger_TAB_Transformation_Digitale-
20141030.pdf 

SABADASH, A. (2013): "ICT-induced Technological Progress and Employment: a 
Happy Marriage or a Dangerous Liaison? A Literature Review", European 
Commission, Joint Research Centre, Institute for Prospective Technological Studies 
(IPTS), Digital Economy Working Paper 2013/07. 
http://ftp.jrc.es/EURdoc/JRC76143.pdf 

SPIEZIA, V. (2013): "ICT investments and productivity: Measuring the contribution of 
ICTs to growth", OECD Journal: Economic Studies, Vol. 2012. 
http://www.oecd.org/eco/growth/ICT-investments-and-productivity-measuring-the-
contribution-of-ICTS-to-growth.pdf  


