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1.	 Inequality and skills: still the main 
social topics of our times

Steven Dhondt, Ulrich Zierahn-Weilage and 
Leire Aldaz Odriozola

INEQUALITY ON THE RISE; DETERIORATING SKILLS?

In an era marked by rapid technological advancements, intensifying globali-
sation, and shifting migration patterns, Europe faces major challenges in 
managing inequality and developing skills. This book delves into the intri-
cate relationships between these forces, arguing that their combined impact 
necessitates a rethink of current policy frameworks. Recent years have seen 
significant technological breakthroughs, such as the rise of Large Language 
Models (LLMs), which act as major drivers of inequality, reducing opportuni-
ties for low-skilled workers while favouring high-skilled ones, and even threat-
ening those with higher education. Geopolitical shifts have reshaped global 
trade dynamics, resulting in complex consequences for inequality and skill 
development. Their interactions with technology raise questions about mutual 
reinforcement or offsetting effects. Meanwhile, migration continues to be a 
contentious issue in European politics, with recent stringent legislation high-
lighting negative perceptions despite evidence of migration’s overall benefits.

By integrating insights from economics, sociology, psychology, and political 
science, this book explores how these three forces interact within companies 
and labour markets and assesses policy responses from both European and 
global perspectives. It integrates research findings with the Green Deal (2019) 
and the new Clean Deal (2025) and addresses the implications of globalisa-
tion policies. Additionally, the book questions whether a new social contract is 
needed to address the consequences of these developments, examining global 
responses and the potential for a unified European approach. By investigat-
ing these themes, the book aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of 
the effects of technology, globalisation, and migration on businesses, labour 
markets, and policy, offering insights into future directions and necessary 
adjustments.
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Inequality and skills 3

EUROPE’S PRESSING QUESTIONS

This book aims to confront one of the most pressing and provocative questions 
for Europe’s future: How are technology, globalisation, and migration reshap-
ing skills and deepening inequalities, and what does this mean for the very fab-
ric of European society? It challenges the assumption that these forces, while 
transformative, can be easily managed through traditional policy approaches. 
While each of these factors – technology, globalisation, and migration – has 
distinct effects, their intertwined impact on Europe’s labour markets, social 
structures, and political landscape remains dangerously underexplored.

The rise of technology has not just transformed industries; it has fractured 
labour markets, creating winners and losers in a highly polarised economic 
landscape. This polarisation is amplified by the intensification of globalisation, 
which pushes the boundaries of economic competition while deepening divi-
sions within European societies. Migrants, in particular, often find themselves 
at the intersection of these forces, disproportionately facing the negative con-
sequences of an increasingly divided labour market.

This book does not merely catalogue these challenges; it interrogates them. 
It dives into how the convergence driven by technology has led to fragile gains 
for European economies, while social outcomes lag far behind, failing to 
deliver on the promises of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR). The 
analysis goes further to critique the assumption that Europe could maintain its 
competitive edge amidst these upheavals. In a stark warning to policymakers, 
it explores four divergent futures for Europe, each shaped by the uncertain 
trajectory of technology and globalisation.

By probing these dynamics, the book raises urgent questions: Will Europe 
continue to move towards social convergence, or will the inequalities within 
and between countries deepen further? Are current policy frameworks robust 
enough to tackle these seismic shifts, or do we need a radical rethink of how 
Europe addresses social and economic disparities? Ultimately, this book seeks 
to challenge policymakers, researchers, and society at large to confront the 
uncomfortable truth that Europe’s future is not guaranteed – and that the time 
to act is now.

THE GI-NI PROJECT: AN INTERDISCIPLINARY 
ENDEAVOUR

This book integrates the findings from the GI-NI project. Launched in April 
2021, GI-NI was conceived in December 2019 – a moment just before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, prior to the war in Ukraine, and at the inception of 
the European Green Deal. Since then, the world has undergone profound 
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Technology, globalisation and migration4

transformations and, in 2025, the pace of change has only accelerated. These 
events are not just disruptions; they are part of broader, ongoing transforma-
tions that are reshaping economies, societies, and policy landscapes. Despite 
this rapidly shifting context, the GI-NI project was designed to move beyond 
the noise of daily events and instead focus on the deep structural forces shap-
ing our time: technological change, globalisation, and migration. None of 
these forces has diminished in relevance. The rise of LLMs and artificial intel-
ligence (AI) is redefining the future of work. Global trade dynamics are being 
rewritten amid escalating tariff wars and shifting geopolitical alliances. And, 
across Europe and beyond, migration has become a central issue in politi-
cal debates, influencing electoral outcomes and policy directions. These three 
forces continue to shape economies and societies, making it more crucial than 
ever to understand their underlying drivers.

The GI-NI project is inherently interdisciplinary, bringing together econ-
omists, sociologists, psychologists, and political scientists to explore the 
intersections of these transformations. While much research has examined 
technological change, globalisation, and migration separately, little has been 
done to understand their combined impact on inequality and skills. The pro-
ject has tackled this gap through an innovative mix of data analysis, scenario-
building, foresight exercises, and expert engagement. Interdisciplinarity is 
not just a theoretical ambition; it is embedded in every stage of the research 
and policy process. The project has drawn on the expertise of an international 
scientific advisory board, fostering a continuous dialogue across disciplines. 
These experts, from diverse academic backgrounds and international contexts, 
have provided valuable perspectives that challenge conventional narratives and 
broaden our understanding of these transformations.

The research underpinning this book is based on rigorous economic, econo-
metric, and sociological analyses across a diverse set of topics. The project 
has leveraged comparative cross-country studies, unique datasets combining 
surveys and administrative records, and even decades-old materials recom-
bined for fresh insights. These efforts have allowed us to uncover patterns 
and dynamics that might otherwise remain hidden. But research alone is 
not enough. To ensure real-world impact, our findings have been tested and 
debated in engagements with national, European Union (EU), and interna-
tional policymakers. The project has consistently sought to bridge the gap 
between academic research and actionable policy solutions through scenario-
building, foresight studies, and direct collaboration with decision-makers.

This book presents cutting-edge insights that are deeply relevant not just 
to Europe but also to the global landscape. By linking rigorous academic 
research with policy innovation, it offers fresh perspectives that challenge 
existing approaches and inform future strategies.
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The methodologies used range from advanced microeconomic techniques to 
macroeconomic modelling using input-output frameworks and sophisticated 
scenario simulations. This comprehensive approach ensures that our findings 
are not only robust but also relevant to policymakers navigating an era of rapid 
technological, economic, and social change. Most importantly, this work does 
not remain within the realm of academia. By integrating research findings into 
ongoing policy debates and stress-testing insights with real-world stakehold-
ers, this book serves as more than a scholarly contribution – it is a roadmap for 
policy innovation in an age of transformation.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK AND APPROACH

This book is poised to set a new research agenda, compelling future studies to 
address the integration of multiple transformative forces – technology, globali-
sation, and migration – that are reshaping economies and societies. More than 
just an academic contribution, this book is designed to influence the shifting 
policy debate in Europe. The social dimension, long sidelined in EU policy-
making, is now gaining critical attention. This book not only examines the 
European impacts of these transformations but also provides a bold roadmap 
for innovative policy approaches in the social domain. It challenges conven-
tional thinking and offers a vision for the future of European social policy in 
the face of profound economic and technological change.

After this introduction (Part I), the book consists of three major parts: in 
Part II, we dive deeply into the three major challenges and their interactions. 
Part III develops policy responses to those challenges. The final Part reflects 
on the future agenda.

Part II – Three Transformations Reshaping Work and Inequality

This second part focuses on three powerful and interwoven forces – techno-
logical change, globalisation, and migration – that are reshaping economies, 
labour markets, and the distribution of skills in profound ways. Each of these 
transformations presents both opportunities and challenges, altering the nature 
of work, the demand for skills, and the structures of inequality within and 
across societies. This book delves into these transformations, exploring how 
technological advancements, global economic integration, and migration flows 
impact labour market outcomes and social inequalities. While each of these 
forces has long been studied in isolation, their cumulative and intersecting 
effects remain less understood. The chapters in this part offer a comprehensive 
analysis, drawing on cutting-edge research to examine how these forces evolve 
and interact in a rapidly changing world.
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Technology: innovation or polarisation?
Technological advancements have always shaped the structure of labour mar-
kets, but the current wave of automation, AI, and digital platforms is redefin-
ing the very nature of work. This chapter investigates the evolving relationship 
between technology and inequality, tracing its historical patterns and examin-
ing contemporary disruptions. A key focus is on how emerging technologies 
– automation, robotics, AI, and the platform economy – transform job oppor-
tunities and challenge the traditional high-skill/low-skill divide. New skill 
requirements are emerging, job polarisation is deepening, and many occupa-
tions once considered stable are now at risk. The chapter critically assesses 
who benefits from technological change and who is left behind, addressing 
issues such as job security, skill mismatches, and economic mobility. While 
technology creates new avenues for productivity and innovation, it also risks 
exacerbating inequalities unless accompanied by proactive policies. The chap-
ter concludes with a discussion on policy interventions, including education 
and training initiatives, labour market reforms, and technological governance, 
aimed at harnessing technological progress for inclusive economic growth.

Globalisation: a double-edged sword for skills and inequality
Globalisation has long been seen as a driver of economic growth and effi-
ciency, facilitating trade, investment, and technological diffusion. However, its 
effects on labour markets and inequality are deeply uneven. While globalisa-
tion raises aggregate welfare, not everyone within a country benefits equally – 
some workers gain significantly, while others face displacement and declining 
job prospects. This chapter explores the winners and losers of globalisation, 
with a particular emphasis on how workers adjust (or fail to adjust) to changing 
trade patterns. The discussion centres on the role of trade in tasks, a defining 
feature of the modern global economy driven by internet-based information 
and communication technologies. As production processes become more frag-
mented across borders, workers face increasing pressure to adapt to a land-
scape where tasks, rather than entire jobs, are outsourced or automated. By 
examining who is most affected, how workers navigate these transitions, and 
what distinguishes those who successfully adapt from those who struggle, this 
chapter sheds light on the growing tensions surrounding globalisation. It also 
considers policy solutions – from workforce retraining programmes to social 
protections – that can mitigate the negative effects while preserving the ben-
efits of economic integration.

Migration: the overlooked engine of economic growth
Migration is often framed as a challenge rather than an opportunity for our 
economies. Yet, as this chapter demonstrates, migration is a critical force in 
shaping labour markets, skills, and inequality. The economic integration of 
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migrants remains a high-stakes issue across Europe and beyond, influencing 
employment patterns, wage structures, and broader social dynamics. This 
chapter examines the labour market integration of migrants, focusing on 
their employment trajectories, occupational mobility, and interactions with 
native workers. A key concern is the recognition and transferability of skills – 
migrants often possess valuable human capital, yet structural barriers, creden-
tial recognition challenges, and discrimination prevent many from realising 
their full economic potential. The analysis also highlights the divergence in 
inequality patterns across Europe, showing that, while some economies suc-
cessfully absorb and benefit from migrant labour, others struggle with growing 
disparities. The chapter further emphasises the importance of a gender-sensi-
tive approach, recognising the distinct challenges faced by migrant women in 
labour markets. By reframing migration as a driver of economic dynamism, 
rather than merely a policy challenge, this chapter encourages a more nuanced 
and evidence-based perspective on migration’s role in shaping the future of 
work.

The collision of technology, globalisation, and migration: a new economic 
order?
While each of these transformations – technological change, globalisation, 
and migration – has profound individual impacts, their combined effect is 
reshaping labour markets in ways that are both unpredictable and destabilis-
ing. This chapter moves beyond siloed analyses to explore how these forces 
interact and what their convergence means for the future of work, inequality, 
and skills. We are witnessing the emergence of a new industrial order where 
digital technologies are redefining production, trade barriers are restructuring 
global supply chains, and demographic shifts are influencing workforce com-
position. These interactions create complex feedback loops: automation and 
globalisation influence which tasks are offshored versus automated domesti-
cally; technological change and migration affect how skill shortages are filled 
and which jobs remain competitive; and global trade and migration shape the 
mobility of workers and the demand for diverse skill sets. The chapter chal-
lenges conventional assumptions about labour market resilience and economic 
stability, urging policymakers to reconsider how to navigate these converging 
transformations. Are we prepared for the structural upheavals they will bring, 
or are we clinging to outdated models of economic security? By understanding 
the synergies, tensions, and contradictions between these forces, we can better 
anticipate the challenges ahead and craft policies that foster resilience, adapt-
ability, and inclusive growth.
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Part III – Policy Responses: Reimagining the Rules of the Game

As the forces of technological change, globalisation, and migration reshape 
economies and labour markets, policymakers face urgent challenges in ensur-
ing social cohesion, economic inclusion, and long-term resilience. This part 
explores key policy responses to these transformations, emphasising the EU’s 
role in fostering social convergence, addressing regional inequalities, rethink-
ing skills policies, and reasserting the importance of inequality on the policy 
agenda.

Social convergence and the transitions: which direction?
This chapter examines the EU’s social policy trajectory towards 2030, consid-
ering the combined effects of technological change, globalisation, and migra-
tion on skills demand and socio-economic inequality. The EU has positioned 
social convergence and a just transition as central objectives, particularly 
through the EPSR. However, critical gaps remain in achieving these ambi-
tions. Using two country case studies and a GI-NI scenario – which simu-
lates stagnating digital transformation and reduced globalisation – the analysis 
highlights the risks of inaction: rising socio-economic inequalities, uneven 
growth, and increased labour market polarisation. The findings suggest that 
public resistance to globalisation and digitalisation may threaten long-term 
convergence. Yet, paradoxically, continued technological and economic inte-
gration remains essential for achieving a fair and sustainable social model. 
While the EPSR offers a policy framework, its effectiveness is limited by the 
absence of a cohesive European social model and a unified economic strategy. 
Furthermore, the lack of strong support from leading EU countries raises con-
cerns about the feasibility of deep social convergence. The chapter concludes 
that while a unified European approach is crucial, it remains an uncertain 
and politically contested journey – especially as new technologies continue to 
reshape the labour market.

Regions in Europe: diverse paths, shared prosperity?
The chapter addresses persistent regional disparities across Europe, asking 
how diverse development paths can lead to shared prosperity. It applies the 
Varieties of Capitalism (VoC) framework as a theoretical lens to examine how 
different institutional configurations influence socio-economic convergence 
and divergence among regions. In doing so, the analysis adopts a historical-
cultural approach while contrasting it with a structural perspective, acknowl-
edging that both historical context and structural factors shape development 
trajectories. Empirical analysis of GDP, employment, and education data 
from 2000 to 2025 reveals mixed patterns: poorer regions (notably in Eastern 
Europe) have generally grown faster (catching up) and educational attainment 
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gaps have narrowed, but GDP and employment convergence remain uneven, 
with some advanced regions stagnating. These findings suggest that one-size-
fits-all EU cohesion policies are inadequate, underscoring the need for tai-
lored strategies at regional and national/EU levels that account for historical, 
cultural, and institutional contexts. The chapter concludes with policy recom-
mendations to embrace regional diversity as a strength and foster institutional 
learning and cross-regional cooperation, aiming to promote inclusive and sus-
tainable growth across the EU.

Skills: between reality and misconceptions
Upskilling and reskilling have become policy buzzwords, often presented as 
the solution to labour market challenges. However, what skills policies can 
actually achieve – and where their limitations lie – remains widely misun-
derstood. This chapter critically examines the role of skills in driving com-
petitiveness, reducing inequalities, and shaping the future of work. Three 
key insights emerge: (1) skills are not just about individual workers; they are 
embedded in workplaces, industries, and innovation ecosystems. While skill 
development plays a role in boosting economic dynamism, it must be seen in 
conjunction with firms’ investment in new technologies and business mod-
els; (2) while upskilling can improve social mobility, it cannot singlehandedly 
resolve structural inequalities. Policies that rely solely on skill development 
without addressing broader labour market imbalances risk perpetuating exist-
ing disparities; (3) skills should not be seen as static qualifications but as 
evolving capabilities. Formal education and training play a role, but on-the-job 
learning, workplace environments, and career progression pathways are just as 
critical. This chapter emphasises that effective skill policies require a systemic 
perspective, integrating education, labour market policies, and firm-level strat-
egies. Simply increasing training opportunities is not enough – policymakers 
must also ensure that new skills translate into real economic opportunities.

Part IV – Rethinking Policy for an Uncertain Future

Despite its fundamental role in shaping economic and social outcomes, inequal-
ity and skills have been fading from the European policy agenda – a shift this 
chapter argues is a critical mistake. Using the Utility-Technology Possibilities 
Frontier model (Acemoglu, 2024), this chapter maps the findings of the GI-NI 
project onto broader debates about technological change, labour markets, and 
inequality. The model highlights why major technological advancements have 
not been fully adopted by firms – suggesting that new technologies are primar-
ily labour-enhancing rather than labour-replacing, requiring complementary 
policies to support their diffusion. At the same time, labour markets are not 
homogeneous, meaning that policies must account for disparities in access to 
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training, job opportunities, and social protection. A key conclusion is that con-
vergence in economic performance across the EU is not enough – political 
convergence must also be placed on the policy agenda. Without coordinated 
governance and investment in inclusive policies, inequality will continue to 
undermine social and economic stability.

Policy responses must evolve as Europe navigates the turbulent forces of 
technological change, globalisation, and migration. This Part underscores that 
while social convergence, regional policy, skills development, and inequality 
reduction remain core policy priorities, they cannot be addressed in isolation. 
A more integrated and adaptive approach is needed – one that recognises the 
interconnections between economic structures, labour market dynamics, and 
social policies. Ultimately, the findings of this book call for rethinking policy 
frameworks, ensuring that strategies are both forward-looking and resilient in 
the face of rapid transformation and uncertainty. The challenge for European 
policymakers is not just managing change, but shaping it in ways that promote 
shared prosperity, economic security, and social cohesion in the years to come.

OUTLOOK FOR THE FUTURE: MANAGING INEQUALITY 
IN AN ERA OF TRANSFORMATION

The economic and social transformations explored in this book will continue 
to reshape economies, labour markets, and policies. While these changes offer 
growth opportunities, they also risk deepening inequality. Addressing these 
challenges requires a shift in policy thinking – inequality must be seen not 
as an inevitable byproduct of change but as a key factor determining whether 
transformation leads to sustainable and inclusive development.

Inequality is not just a consequence of economic shifts but a structural issue 
that demands a comprehensive response. Automation, AI, and digital plat-
forms are altering job markets, making some skills obsolete while increasing 
demand for others. Without proactive policies, job polarisation will deepen, 
benefiting highly skilled workers while others face declining security and 
wages. Globalisation has similarly produced unequal gains, rewarding those 
with skills and mobility, while migration – despite its economic potential – 
remains hindered by institutional barriers.

As integration accelerates, policymakers must rethink labour policies, 
social protections, and regional development. The EPSR offers a framework 
for social convergence, but its success depends on political commitment. The 
assumption that economic growth alone reduces disparities is no longer suffi-
cient; policies must ensure that technological progress and globalisation bene-
fit all. Governance should move beyond crisis management towards long-term 
strategies focused on resilience and inclusion.
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Skill development must be reframed as more than just upskilling and reskill-
ing. While education is crucial, it cannot alone resolve structural inequalities. 
Training must lead to real opportunities, not just qualifications. Regional poli-
cies should foster innovation and tailor strategies to local strengths rather than 
rely solely on financial redistribution.

Looking forward, policymakers must anticipate the systemic shifts driven by 
technological change, globalisation, and migration. These forces are reshaping 
labour markets, supply chains, and workforce demographics. Outdated policy 
frameworks risk economic fragmentation and social instability. Managing 
inequality will require a new social contract that aligns economic governance 
with social policy. Europe must recalibrate technological governance, view 
migration as an economic asset, and acknowledge that political convergence is 
as crucial as economic convergence.

This book provides key insights for researchers, policymakers, and industry 
leaders. It highlights the need for interdisciplinary research, adaptive policy 
design, and stronger collaboration between educators, businesses, and labour 
organisations. If unaddressed, inequality will destabilise economies and 
deepen social divisions. However, with the right policies, these transforma-
tions can foster a more inclusive and resilient future. The goal is not just to mit-
igate inequality but to restructure the systems that create it, ensuring Europe is 
prepared for the challenges ahead.
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