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The stakes are high: 
inequality and growth
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1 Almost every country across the planet has recorded an increase in inequality over the last 30 years, but in some countries this inequality has increased more than in others. 
Fondazione Giangiacomo Feltrinelli, 10 idee per convivere con il lavoro che cambia, page 78, 2017.
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In recent years, the growing focus on economic 
inequality among different sections of the population1  
(Figure 1) has been calling for innovation of the 
traditional economic and political systems with a view 
to interpreting, supporting and regulating change in a 
fair and sustainable manner. 

The general perception of what politicians can do 
about this inequality has become uncertain, also 
due to a strong employment crisis in many economic 
sectors, both in Italy and in the rest of the world. The 
impact of the crisis on working conditions generates 
strong social conflicts and both economic and 
political instability, thus broadening the consensus 
on populist and sovereigntist agendas.

In “The price of inequality” (2013), Joseph E. Stiglitz 
argued that the vested interests of a small part of the 
population (the so-called “1%”) have over-ruled those 
of the majority of the population (the “99%”), stifling 
dynamic capitalism and increasing the social gap in 
the population. 

In his essay, the Nobel Prize winner for Economics 
argues that the growth in inequality is mainly a result 
of the actions of governments, economic players, and 
national/supranational institutions, and certainly not 
a result of the laws of nature. About a third of a century 
ago, the rules of the market economy had started to 
be rewritten based on a simple idea: that lowering 
taxes would liberalise and encourage the economy, 

and that giving people more chances to express their 
creativity would generate rapid economic growth. 
Nobody at that time though that such a decision 
would lead to greater inequality; in fact, the general 
belief was that growth would be so high that even 
the poorer end of the population would benefit. This 
was the idea behind the decision; however, it did not 
produce the desired effects. Indeed, growth slowed 
and inequality increased. 	

The good news - according to Stiglitz - is that, if 
inequality is the result of our actions, then we 
can reverse course by changing the rules. We can 
restructure our economy so as to restore more 
equitable conditions and govern the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution in a more sustainable manner, distributing 
- or redistributing - the benefits of technology, and 
avoiding a further increase in inequality.

 

Source: caixabankresearch.com
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Disuguaglianze,	tecnologia	e	crescita:	alcune	riflessioni	
	
	
	
La	posta	in	gioco	è	alta:	disuguaglianza	e	crescita	
Negli	ultimi	anni,	la	crescente	attenzione	in	merito	alle	disuguaglianze	economiche	tre	le	differenti	fasce	della	
popolazione1	 (figura	 1)	 chiama	 a	 un	 processo	 di	 innovazione	 dei	 tradizionali	 sistemi	 economici	 e	 politici	
affinché	essi	siano	in	grado	di	leggere,	assecondare	e	governare	in	modo	equo	e	sostenibile	i	cambiamenti	in	
atto.		
La	percezione	generale	su	cosa	 i	 sistemi	politici	potrebbero	 fare	 in	merito	alle	diseguaglianze	è	diventata	
infatti	incerta,	anche	a	causa	dalla	forte	crisi	occupazionale	che	in	molti	settori	economici	stiamo	vivendo,	in	
Italia	 e	 nel	 mondo.	 Una	 crisi	 nelle	 condizioni	 di	 lavoro	 che	 genera	 a	 sua	 volta	 forti	 conflittualità	 sociali,	
instabilità	economica	e	politica,	contribuendo	ad	allargare	il	consenso	delle	agende	di	stampo	populista	e	
sovranista.	
	
Figura	1	

	
Fonte:	caixabankresearch.com	
	
In	questo	dibattito,	con	il	saggio	“Il	prezzo	della	disuguaglianza”	Joseph	E.	Stiglitz	ha	sostenuto	nel	2013	la	
posizione	secondo	cui	gli	interessi	consolidati	di	una	piccola	parte	di	popolazione	(che	egli	chiama	«società	
dell’1%»)	 hanno	 prevaricato	 quelli	 di	 un’ampia	 fetta	 della	 popolazione	 (per	 contro	 il	 99%	 della	 società),	
soffocando	il	capitalismo	dinamico	e	aumentando	la	forbice	di	divario	sociale	tra	la	popolazione.		

Nel	 suo	 saggio,	 il	 premio	 Nobel	 per	 l’Economia	 sostiene	 che	 la	 crescita	 della	 disuguaglianza	 è	 dovuta	
soprattutto	all’effetto	di	quello	che	governi,	player	economici,	 istituzioni	nazionali	e	sovranazionali	hanno	
fatto	e	non	certo	il	risultato	di	leggi	di	natura.	Circa	un	terzo	di	secolo	fa,	si	era	infatti	avviato	un	processo	di	
riscrittura	delle	regole	dell’economia	di	mercato	sulla	base	di	un’idea	semplice:	se	abbassiamo	le	imposte,	
liberalizziamo	e	incentiviamo	l’economia	e	se	diamo	più	possibilità	alle	persone	di	esprimere	la	loro	creatività,	
otterremo	 una	 crescita	 economica	 rapida.	 Non	 si	 disconosceva	 a	 quel	 tempo	 che	 tale	 decisione	 avrebbe	
portato	 a	 una	 maggiore	 disuguaglianza,	 ma	 la	 crescita	 sarebbe	 stata	 così	 elevata	 che	 ne	 avrebbero	
beneficiato	anche	coloro	che	appartenevano	alle	fasce	più	basse	della	popolazione.	Questa	fu	l’idea	sottesa	

																																																													
1	A	livello	globale	quasi	tutti	i	Paesi	hanno	registrato	aumenti	nella	disuguaglianze	negli	ultimi	30	anni,	ma	in	alcuni	Paesi	
questa	disuguaglianza	è	aumentata	più	che	 in	altri.	 Fondazione	Giangiacomo	Feltrinelli,	10	 idee	per	 convivere	con	 il	
lavoro	che	cambia,	pag.	78,	2017.	
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http://www.infodata.ilsole24ore.com/2017/01/24/occupazione-disoccupazione-italia-europa-dal-2008-al-2017/
http://www.caixabankresearch.com/sites/default/files/documents/36-37_dossiers_3_ing_eng.pdf
http://www.einaudi.it/var/einaudi/contenuto/extra/978880621457PCA.pdf
http://www.caixabankresearch.com/sites/default/files/documents/36-37_dossiers_3_ing_eng.pdf
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The impact of technology 
on inequality
Among the various forms of unfairness that we can observe today 
(inequality in income, wealth, health services and opportunities) 
there are also those induced and fed by technological evolution. 

Figure 2
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“Technological capital” is not just a matter of hardware 
(finance, infrastructure, machinery); above all, it is a 
matter of the software (skills, languages, meanings) 
needed to face the labour challenges of the future. If, 
one day, machines were to produce everything we 
need, then the skills needed to make them operate 
would be the capital on which institutions would 
have to invest, so as to redistribute the benefits 

and reduce inequality. From an economic point of 
view, technological innovations already generate 
wage differentials and contribute to polarise the 
labour market. High value-added professional roles 
requiring specialised technical skills are associated 
with far higher salaries than jobs with a low knowledge 
content (source: OECD; figure 2).

Technological transformation, therefore, tends to 
shift the job market towards activities that polarise 
the demand for labour: on the one hand, there 
are over-qualified people with a high degree of 
knowledge, who will fill the factories of the future; 
on the other, we are witnessing an erosion of the 
middle class, with technology gradually automating 
roles with low added value. Greater productivity, 
therefore, does not decrease the aggregate demand 
for labour; it simply polarises it, based on the workers’ 
qualifications. Public policy, therefore, should focus 
on devising useful solutions to address new formal 
and informal training models capable of creating new 
skill sets so as to meet the demand for labour in 
the digital age. The idea is to pursue the concept of 
lifelong learning, and to promote the integration of 
young people into the labour market.   
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a	 quella	 decisione	 che	 tuttavia	 non	 produsse	 gli	 effetti	 sperati,	 anzi	 rallentò	 la	 crescita	 aumentando	 le	
disuguaglianze.		 	
In	 questo	 quadro,	 come	 afferma	 Stiglitz,	 c’è	 una	 notizia	 positiva:	 se	 la	 disuguaglianza	è	 il	 risultato	delle	
nostre	azioni,	possiamo	modificare	le	regole	e	invertire	la	rotta.	Possiamo	ristrutturare	la	nostra	economia	
in	 modo	 tale	 da	 poter	 arrivare	 a	 condizioni	 più	 eque	 e	 governare	 in	 modo	 sostenibile	 l’era	 della	 Quarta	
Rivoluzione	Industriale	per	distribuire	e	redistribuire	i	vantaggi	derivanti	dalla	tecnologia	ed	evitare	che	essa	
possa	accrescere	ulteriormente	le	disuguaglianze.			

	
Attenzione	all’impatto	della	tecnologia	sulle	disuguaglianze	

Tra	 le	 diverse	 iniquità	 che	 oggi	 possiamo	 osservare	 (disuguaglianze	 reddituali,	 di	 ricchezza,	 sanitarie,	 di	
opportunità)	 vi	 sono	 infatti	 anche	 quelle	 indotte	 e	 alimentate	 dall’evoluzione	 tecnologica.	 Il	 “capitale	
tecnologico”	 non	 è	 solo	 un	 tema	 di	 hardware	 (finanza,	 infrastrutture,	 macchinari)	 ma	 soprattutto	
del	software	(competenze,	linguaggi,	significati)	necessario	ad	affrontare	le	sfide	del	futuro	del	lavoro.	Se	un	
giorno	le	macchine	dovessero	produrre	tutto	quello	di	cui	abbiamo	bisogno,	il	bagaglio	di	competenze	che	
ne	attivano	le	funzioni	sarà	il	vero	capitale	su	cui	le	istituzioni	dovranno	investire,	per	redistribuire	i	vantaggi	
che	 queste	 apportano	 e	 ridurre	 le	 disuguaglianze.	 Da	 un	 punto	 di	 vista	 economico,	 le	 innovazioni	
tecnologiche	 generano	 già	 differenziali	 salariali	 e	 contribuiscono	 a	 polarizzare	 il	 mercato	 del	 lavoro.	 A	
professionalità	 ad	 alto	 valore	 aggiunto	 che	 richiedono	 l’utilizzo	 di	 competenze	 tecnico-specialistiche	 si	
associano	retribuzioni	economiche	molto	più	elevate	rispetto	a	lavori	a	basso	contenuto	di	conoscenza	(come	
sostiene	OECD;	figura	2).	

Figura	2	

	

Fonte:	Oecdskillsandwork.wordpress.com	

La	trasformazione	tecnologica	tende	quindi	a	ricollocare	il	lavoro	verso	attività	che	polarizzano	la	domanda	
di	lavoro:	da	un	lato	ci	sono	persone	iperqualificate	e	con	elevate	conoscenze,	che	animeranno	le	fabbriche	
del	futuro,	dall’altro	lato	assistiamo	a	un’erosione	della	classe	media	con	la	tecnologia	che	automatizza	le	
posizioni	a	basso	valore	aggiunto.	Sicché	una	maggiore	produttività	non	diminuisce	la	domanda	aggregata	di	
lavoro,	ma	la	polarizza	in	base	alla	preparazione	dei	lavoratori.	In	questo	senso	le	politiche	pubbliche	devono	
pensare	a	soluzioni	utili	ad	indirizzare	nuovi	modelli	formativi,	formali	e	informali,	capaci	di	costruire	nuovi	

Source: Oecdskillsandwork.wordpress.com
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http://fondazionefeltrinelli.it/approfondimento-il-lavoro-delle-macchine-macchine-da-lavoro/
http://fondazionefeltrinelli.it/approfondimento-il-lavoro-delle-macchine-macchine-da-lavoro/
https://oecdskillsandwork.wordpress.com/2017/03/30/what-skills-are-needed-for-tomorrows-digital-world/
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How can we win the challenge 
posed by inequality?
“Of course, people at the lower end of society do not choose to be 
poor; that is a political choice. The political system, on both sides of 
the Atlantic, has revealed a deficit in democracy. Our actions have 
not only lead to greater inequality, but also to lower growth, greater 
instability and lower economic performance.” 
Joseph E. Stiglitz

Taking Stiglitz’s reflections as a starting point, we 
should attempt to rewrite the rules of the market 
economy, in particular as regards three fundamental 
aspects.
The first is the labour market, which forces its main 
players to keep in step with the latest innovations and 
with the developments and changes affecting society. 
The training system is also called upon to rethink its 
method of operation, because learning models based 
exclusively on the passage of information are no 
longer sufficient to deal with the market’s complexity. 
We need training paths capable, on the one side, 
of bridging the gap with the labour market, and 
on the other, of teaching young people to become 
adults in a highly complex society. The educational 
system should be reviewed at the same time as the 
labour market, so as to generate a market capable of 
producing the necessary employment, above all with 
a view to fighting youth unemployment. 
The second aspect concerns social innovations 
that start from below and that are capable of facing 
up to the political vacuum or to the inability of the 
market to respond to the needs of a multitude 
of citizens: forms of social entrepreneurship; 
communities of citizens that pool together to meet 
new and old needs, optimise the use of resources 
(both human and natural), attain social improvement, 

and achieve a more satisfactory outcome for their 
values and aspirations, working actively to contain 
economic and social inequality by encouraging the 
development of local communities. The added value 
of such social innovation practices lies in the fact 
that they not only respond innovatively to certain 
specific needs, but they also propose new ways of 
making decision and taking action. In particular, they 
aim to tackle complex, horizontal problems through 
widespread interventions, adopting the whole 
range of instruments available and using forms of 
coordination and collaboration rather than vertical 
forms of control.	  
These features increase the capacity for action of 
the community, which rallies round, creates new roles 
and relationships between the players involved, and 
leads to a widespread activism capable of multiplying 
energies and initiatives at the service of social 
improvement.
Lastly, it is worth saying a few words about the 
institutions and the roles of government. As we 
mentioned earlier, we need to rewrite the rules for 
the twenty-first century society. This means reviewing 
the rules that define the functioning of the institutions 
(such as the central banks) and the political world, 
to make the system more democratic: “less sensitive 
to money” - always according to Stiglitz - “but 

more sensitive to human rights”. It should be clear 
that inequality gives rise to serious economic and 
political consequences that undermine the concept 
of democracy, breaking up society and damaging the 
economy itself. 
Building a new society is not a spontaneous process, 
but a responsibility that we are all called upon to 
take on. We need collective actions that enable us 
to achieve an acceptable standard of living for most 
people, granting room for political innovation as 
regards common goods and services, and government 
facilities through which to deliver these goods and 
services. As Stiglitz says, “various alternatives and 
strategies may be adopted to structure our society 
in a different manner. Many of the changes made to 
the rules so far have exacerbated the situation, and 
this is made even more complex by technological 

progress, globalisation and the modern-day social 
attitude. And yet, despite all this, it is possible to 
reformulate our society and build a world in which 
the economy performs better for everyone, or at 
least for the majority of citizens”.
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https://youtu.be/Vc6EFeLuGV0
https://youtu.be/NuLOX8fOF1U
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