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After the first presidential debate everyone agreed: Trump’s strongest moment was on 

American jobs. The issue opened the debate but it occupied just 3.536 words on the total of 

15.090. However, is Trump’s success on jobs so negligible? I rather argue that the winning of 

Trump’s message on jobs and economy cast a doomy light on public awareness of the trends of the 

future of work. 

 

In the opening segment named “achieving prosperity” the two candidates debated for more than 10 

minutes over this issue: “How to put more money into the pockets of American workers”. Trump’s 

winning message framed the issue exactly as the question did: American prosperity is a matter of 

money. What is striking is that Trump actually never said a word about wage increase during the 

debate. On the contrary, he always talked about taxes. Since “we have to stop our jobs from being 

stolen from us”, Trump said, “I'll be reducing taxes tremendously from 35 percent to 15 percent for 

companies, small and big businesses”. 

 

Hillary Clinton instead framed her plan as an investment-based answer to the stagnation of 

wages. She even went beyond the question posed by Lester Holt since her proposal dealt with jobs 

creations and not just with wages increase. Hillary said: “That means jobs in infrastructure, in 

advanced manufacturing, innovation and technology, clean renewable energy, and small business”. 

A list of keywords that should display Clinton’s knowledge about the kind of jobs that will face 

growth in the close future. By doing so, Clinton also offered a synthetic view that overcame the 

alleged trade-off between jobs and wages. That’s a central issue for the future of American 

society which presents almost a physiological unemployment rate but has also to face the problem 

of a low employment rate still standing far from the pre-crisis level. 
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The second presidential debate had even less references to jobs than the first, but an identical 

argumentative scheme. Hillary Clinton said the word “jobs” five times while Trump did seven. 

But Clinton spoke two times about “new jobs”, while Donald Trump said three times he 

would bring back jobs, especially because “NAFTA signed by her husband is perhaps the 

greatest disaster trade deal in the history of the world. Not in this country. It stripped us of 

manufacturing jobs”. He also said: “We lost our jobs. We lost our money. We lost our plants. It is a 

disaster”.  

 

Actually, most studies, using different econometric models, show that the major driver in 

manufacturing job losses is technology and the automation it enables. The impact of 

globalization is rather limited to local labor markets. A study recently presented by Alan Krueger 

from the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston even argue that the most important phenomenon 

shaping the future of US labor market is the aging of population. Krueger conclude that “a 

meaningful rise in labor force participation will require a reversal in the secular trends affecting 

various demographic groups, and perhaps immigration reform”. In conclusion, most of jobs lost 

by the US labor market since the 2008 crisis will not come back, and that’s not because any kind 

of wall has not been built yet, not even because of bad deals, at least not primarily. That’s instead 

because the future of work is about knowledge, that knowledge, that creativity and those skills 

which make people irreplaceable by robots. 

 

Hillary Clinton clearly pinpointed the problem just in the third debate, that was the one where 

candidates spoke more about their concrete plans in different fields. Clinton said some precise 

words that have been disregarded by the reporters: “I want more technical education in high 

schools and community colleges, real apprenticeships to prepare people for the real jobs of the 

future”. 

 

All this could sound encouraging and forward looking, but, unfortunately, it could do so just 

to those who are experts in the various fields of the future of work. Trump’s answer instead had 

the most appealing argument for the average people. The point made by Clinton was a lagger 

point in the presidential campaign. In terms of consensus at stake it was like she was speaking to 

a vacuum. Talking about “how we make investments that will actually produce jobs and rising 

incomes”, as she already did in the second debate, appears too much ahead for those who struggle 

in the economy. The great transformation of work is leaving a 

lot of people out of its benefits and it leads working class people 

splitting themselves into Trump’s and Sander’s supporters.  

 

According to a recent Pew Research Center survey, economy is at 

the top of voters’ minds. Though, public awareness of the future 

of economy particularly suffers the general paradox of political 

communication. To sell a credible vision of the future implies 

something new in the message, but it also has to deal with 

understandability and present reality. Thus, being made able to 

assess the right policy aimed to maintain a worldwide leadership is 

a matter of getting people accustomed to the future of work lexicon 

(technology, skills, education, employability).  Though, in time of 

profound change, to intimidate people (pointing the finger at 

Chinese or Mexican enemies) or to reassure them with 

comfortable ideas from the past (the claim of bringing back 

manufacturing jobs that US don't need any longer, or sending 

people back to the mines) is much easier than reassuring them 

about the future by explaining how to lead the change.  
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That is exactly what happened in Italy with the last labor reform that borrows the name 

(actually just the name) from the American one: the Italian Jobs Act. Matteo Renzi's 

government scrapped the norm by means of which in the case of an unfair dismissal the judge could 

condemn the company to reinstate the employee. Reinstatement is now possible just in few cases, 

mostly in case of discriminatory dismissal. By doing so, the reform has reduced worker’s protection 

provided by the open-ended contract before implementing the second pillar of the reform: new 

active labor market policies. On top of all that, the Italian government set  generous incentives for 

employers hiring people by permanent contract. Data show that once the incentives have shrunk by 

more than half, permanent contract has gone back to its previous trend, that was a decline. Italian 

politics has just started to speak about the future of manufacturing few days ago launching the new 

“Industry 4.0 plan”.  

 

Even in different labor market condition, in Europe as in US most of middle class workers still 

don’t know where the economy is going. Most of working class people even don’t care. In the 

meanwhile, the face of the transition remains in the shadow, untold in political discourse. 
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