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As Paul Krugman, winner of the 2008 Nobel Prize in Economics, pointed out: “Productivity isn’t
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everything, but, in the long run, it is almost everything.” Productivity growth has slowed
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markedly in advanced countries since the mid-2000s. For Robert Gordon, persistent weakness
in productivity gains should lead to secular stagnation in the United States (and elsewhere).

Secular stagnation can have two very different causes: weak growth in aggregate demand
and/or weak capacity of the economy to growth. The factors affecting demand have notably
been highlighted by Lawrence Summers, who points to an excess in the appetite for savings
relative to the appetite for investment1. But an economy can also grapple with weak growth when
the factors affecting the supply weigh on potential output growth, due in particular to the
deceleration or decline in the growth of the working-age population (population ageing, etc.)
and/or a decline in productivity growth2.

Decline in productivity growth
The stagnation of potential output growth was highlighted by Robert Gordon, who predicts
an erosion in long-term growth under the effects of headwinds such as population ageing, rising
inequalities and the weight of debt3. For him, the third industrial revolution - that of information
and communication technologies (TIC) - which began in the 1970s, cannot relaunch productivity
gains (and therefore growth), because it does not have the amplitude and the capacity for action
and economic transformation of the two industrial revolutions of the previous era, which saw a
wave of disruptive innovations (the steam engine, electricity, railways, the internal combustion
engine, etc.).
Productivity growth has substantially declined in advanced economies since the mid-2000s.
There is no consensus in the academic literature on the causes of this slowdown, which cannot be
explained as a simple measurement problem. The explanations proposed range from the
secondary impact of the TIC revolution (Gordon) to delays in the spread of innovations and the
shift of jobs from the industrial sector to the tertiary sector (where productivity growth is slower
overall), and market rigidities that block the reallocation of production factors to more innovative

1

See Marie-Hélène Duprat (2021), “Secular stagnation”, Economics for all, February.

2
Productivity measures productive efficiency, that is, the ratio between the volume of production and the means
necessary for its realization (i.e. the quantities of factors of production). It breaks down into labour productivity, capital
productivity and total factor productivity (generally due to technical progress).
3
See Robert J. Gordon (2012), “Is U.S. economic growth over? Faltering innovation confronts the six headwinds”,
National Bureau of Economic Research, working paper, no. 18315, August.
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sectors and prevent the diffusion of technological innovations throughout the economy as a
whole.

COVID-19 and the big bang of digital acceleration
The digital transition has considerably accelerated under the effect of the pandemic, as
digital innovations have played a decisive role in the management of the health crisis. These
innovations have made possible the social distancing required to combat the spread of the virus,
while maintaining virtual social connections, allowing both companies and employees to
continue their activities. Based on the production and use of huge volumes of data – “Big Data” –
the digital transformation underway (ubiquitous computing, near-universal connectivity) affects
entire segments of the economy.
Will the acceleration of the digital revolution boost productivity? This is the conviction of Erik
Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee, two economists at MIT, who think that Gordon’s pessimism is
unwarranted4. For them, information technologies are entering a new era in which innovations
are introduced at an exponential rate. Schumpeter showed how technological revolutions give
rise to “clusters” of innovations and generate productivity growth through what he called
“creative destruction”, that is, the destruction of obsolete activities based on old technologies
and the creation of new, more productive activities/methods of production, based on new
technologies.

The challenge of upscaling human capital
Stagnation (or decline) of productivity growth or a major rebound on the horizon? One of the
most fundamental economic debates for the future of our societies remains unresolved to this
day. While Gordon considers Brynjolfsson and McAfee to be “techno-optimists”, he is himself often
described as a “techno-pessimist”. If studies show that the digital transformation can have
significant positive effects on the productivity of many companies, its translation into productivity
gains for the entire economy remains, for the time being, unsubstantiated.
The digital revolution, made up of particularly sophisticated technologies, is based above all
on knowledge – “Knowledge Based Capital” (KBC). One of the most daunting challenges posed
by the digital transformation is that of widespread and high-level training of populations
(engineers, designers, programmers, marketing experts, etc.). But today, advanced and
specialized skills are sorely lacking – which largely explains why the digital revolution has only
partially spread across the whole economy. The distance our societies have yet to travel to enjoy
a broad base of high-level human capital being particularly long, the transition to a world in which
digital skills are considerably more widespread seems in no way guaranteed.

4
See Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee (2014), The Second Machine Age: Work, Progress, and Prosperity in
a Time of Brilliant Technologies, Norton, 306 pp.
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