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Abstract 

The chapter selectively reviews the theoretical and empirical literatures on the potential 

sources of countries’ asymmetries in their integration in global value chains (GVCs), with 

the aim of identifying the effects of such processes on the dynamics and composition of 

employment. We consider asymmetries related to the positioning of countries in: (i) the 

new international division of labour; (ii) the global technology landscape; (iii) their initial 

production and employment structure. We conclude by proposing avenues of research to 

account for the complex factors that affect how countries position within GVCs and what 

are the opportunities for technological, functional and employment upgrading.  
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1. Introduction  

Global Value Chains (GVCs) have now been recognized as the dominant form of (intermediate) trade, 

affecting the international structure and organization of production activities (see recent compendium in 

OECD, 2017). These processes have relevant effects on the dynamics and qualitative content of jobs, as 

a result of the level of involvement and the specific positioning of firms, regions and countries within 

global production networks (Marcolin et al., 2016; OECD, 2017).  

Despite the recent interest on the role of GVCs for countries’ development and their specific effects on 

the dynamics and composition of employment, systematic and robust empirical evidences are still 

limited, due to data constraints. In addition, it is difficult to theoretically encompass complex 

organizational structures such as GVCs, to detect the positioning and functional role of the countries 

integrated and assess the gains and losses associated to being part of a GVC. The literature dealing with 

“upgrading” (downgrading) processes along GVCs has not gone much beyond the provision of some 

basic definitional categories and the identification of possible drivers of such processes (Taglioni and 

Winkler, 2016; World Bank, 2017). 

Providing a comprehensive review of the existing theoretical and empirical literature on determinants 

and impacts of processes of integration in GVCs goes beyond the scope of this contribution. The aim of 

this chapter is necessarily more limited in scope. In particular, the survey will focus on those 

contributions that have: a) envisaged possible sources of asymmetry in the participation within GVCs 

associated to the specific positioning and functional role of firms, sectors and countries within the 

complex international division of labour (section 2); b) taken into account the role of technology in 

shaping the hierarchical structure of GVCs (section 3) c) looked at the effects that these asymmetries 

have on the dynamics and composition of employment (section 4). Finally, we conclude by proposing a 

research agenda that bridges the areas above, towards a systematic understanding of the complex 

relationship between GVCs integration, its main determinants (technology and structural asymmetries in 

the international division of labour) and its effects on the dynamics and composition of employment.  

2. Asymmetries in the new international division of labour  

The changing nature of trade and the increasing fragmentation of production within and across national 

borders  over the last decades has span interests from several disciplines. Baldwin (2011) has argued that 



 3 

a ‘first globalization unbundling’, up until the mid-1980s, was mainly determined by plummeting 

transportation costs and involved competition in sectors, though the whole of the supply chain remained 

within national borders. A ‘second unbundling’ started in 1985, mainly led by Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICTs) costs, which strengthened the virtuous effects of lower transport 

costs and fuelled offshoring.  

This second unbundling shifted international competition towards stages of production rather than final 

products, followed by a spatial concentration of ‘factory economies’, i.e. developing countries that 

specialize in the low-tech phases of production chains, around the ‘headquarter’ centres, i.e. 

industrialized/developed countries such as the US, Japan and Germany. Importantly, it is argued that 

closeness to ‘headquarters’ mattered particularly as it favoured the industrialization of developing 

countries in the form of participation in existing GVCs (rather than “building (GVCs) from scratch”) 

(Baldwin & López-Gonzalez 2015, p.4). For emerging countries – in any part of the globe, i.e. Asian and 

Latin American countries as well as Eastern European and Middle East countries – being inserted in a 

GVC might mean industrializing for the first time at virtually a fraction of the time-span that developed 

countries took to take off. This is the case of countries such as Mexico, close to the US, China, close to 

Japan, Poland and Turkey, close to Germany. All of them have increased their participation in GVCs 

thanks to their closeness to headquarters. Baldwin and López-Gonzalez (2015) show that in the 'Factory 

North America', the US sources intermediates from a diversity of suppliers but that neighbouring Mexico 

predominantly buys from the US. So the pattern of specialisation driven by GVCs is that Mexico buys 

intermediates from the US, assembles them into final products and then exports them to American 

consumers. Interestingly, the same occurs in ‘Factory Europe’, with Germany leading the GVC around 

‘factories’ such as Poland and Czech Republic.  

The new narrative around ‘headquarters and factory economies’ seems to be revamping, in the context 

of GVCs, the traditional ‘core-periphery’ model (Prebisch, 1950; Fujita, Krugman and Venables, 1999) 

to the (loose) extent that countries’ insertion in GVCs will very much depend on their initial location, 

sectoral structure and stage of development (see also Baldwin et al., 2005). One of the questions that 

remain open within trade theory is whether and under which conditions factory economies manage to 

upgrade their specialisation to higher value added segments of the value chains, and benefit from 

upgrading within GVC integration.  
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Different streams of literature have indeed been more cautious in trusting automatic benefit for emerging 

(and developing) countries from joining GVC, most especially as the distribution of these benefits might 

differ along the GVC.  

A first stream of contributions, for instance, points to the sources of inequality linked to the spatial 

distribution of production activities between core and peripheral economies (Kaplinsky 2000). Despite 

being left out from GVCs might represent a losing proposition, it is argued that the countries that are 

most likely to lose from the globalisation process are those that keep joining and participating in GVCs 

at costly conditions or in a subordinated strategic position. The consequences of this pattern of integration 

are reaping low shares of profits and the risk of remaining trapped in low tech segments of the GVC. 

Many of the cross-country asymmetries in the distribution of the gains of being part of a GVC are 

attributable to issues of governance (Kaplinsky 2000; Gereffi, Humphrey, and Sturgeon 2005, Gereffi, 

2014), that is “the role of coordination and the complementary role of identifying dynamic rent 

opportunities and apportioning roles to key players” (Kaplinsky 2000), p. 124). Such issues of 

governance stem directly from asymmetries in the position within GVCs.  

A second stream of literature adopts a political economy perspective and looks more specifically at 

asymmetries in the model of integration in GVCs and at the role of power structure in shaping firms’ 

relationship within GVCs. For instance, Milberg and Winkler (2011) argue that leading countries with 

better institutions, hosting large multinationals as leading firms in GVCs, have certainly a higher 

bargaining power when joining GVCs and are likely to influence the distribution of gains and losses from 

processes of international fragmentation of production.. Power relationships within GVCs change over 

time. According to Gereffi (2014) in the new millennium the organization of the global economy and the 

associated governance structures of GVCs are entering into a new phase characterized (among other 

factors) by: “(1) the end of the Washington Consensus and the rise of contending centres of economic 

and political power; (2) a combination of geographic consolidation and value chain concentration in the 

global supply base, which, in some cases, is shifting bargaining power from lead firms in GVCs to large 

suppliers in developing economies” (Gereffi, 2014, p. 9).  

In line with the previous contribution, the work of Simonazzi et al. (2013) and Celi et al. (2018) is based 

on a structural approach to offshoring, developed within a geo-political economic framework. These 

studies interpret offshoring and changes in GVCs as the result of a broader process of hierarchical re-

organization of production chains among firms, sectors and, more importantly, geographically 



 5 

identifiable areas. Focusing on Europe in particular, they emphasize the changes in the geo-economic 

structure of GVCs as a specific strategy implemented by the EU core – i.e. the German-led manufacturing 

network – to strengthen its productive capacity and enlarge its international market shares. Such a process 

occurs through both a cost channel – i.e. with the inflow of cheap intermediate inputs stemming from the 

East and feeding the German manufacturing VCs – and a technological one – i.e. using part of the 

accumulated surplus to strengthen the technological level of the core’s industrial structure. On a similar 

ground, the works of Landesmann and Stehrer (2000) and Altzinger and Landesmann (2008), by 

explicitly taking into account the role of technological specialization as influencing the patterns of 

international production, highlight important structural asymmetries in GVCs participation in the 

enlarged Europe.  

Overall, the perspectives offered by different scholars looking at the new international division of labour, 

albeit useful in considering the political economy aspects of the asymmetric integration in GVCs, have 

overlooked the effects on levels and composition of employment. We will reprise this in Section 4 below.  

 

3. Asymmetries in GVC integration and technology  

The empirical literature on growth and international competitiveness has long shown that competitive 

advantage, at both the country and firm level, is based on the ability to accumulate distinctive sets of 

capabilities and competencies and to assimilate knowledge, rather or more than on price-cost factors 

(Dosi et al. 1988, 1990, 2015; Fagerberg 1994; Cohen 2010; Laursen and Meliciani 2010; Maggi 2017). 

In particular, the technology-gap approach to trade, dating back to the work of Posner (1961), challenges 

the traditional Ricardian notion of comparative advantage and highlights the importance of absolute 

advantages in shaping international competitiveness. In such a perspective, widespread technological 

asymmetries across countries due to the introduction of new products and processes drive export growth 

irrespective of cost advantages, also offering an explanation to Kaldor’s paradox (Kaldor, 1978).   

The neoclassical literature on GVCs, similarly to the neoclassical literature on trade specialization, 

neglects the role of technological absolute advantages by extending the Heckscher-Ohlin framework 

from trade in goods to trade in tasks (Grossman and Rossi-Hansberg, 2008; 2012). This literature 

highlights how the fragmentation of the production process linked to the progresses in ICTs allows 

countries to specialize in different tasks (according to comparative advantages) along a value chain. 
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Offshoring increases productivity in the domestic country and, under some assumptions, generates gains 

for all domestic factors. Moreover, as mentioned earlier, participation in GVCs allows emerging 

countries to specialise in particular tasks along the value chain rather than having to set-up entire 

processes of production from scratch (see Kaplinsky 2013; De Backer and Miroudot 2013; Timmer et al. 

2014; and Baldwin & López-Gonzalez 2015), leading to a faster industrialization process. 

However, joining GVCs does not guarantee benefits to all companies/countries but rather can lead to 

large asymmetries in the gains from participation. These asymmetries are related to firms’ capabilities to 

develop and manage intangible capital including not only R&D but also design, training, organizational 

capital and brand (Jona and Meliciani, 2018; Durand and Milberg, 2018; Jona et al. 2019). Durand and 

Milberg (2018) claim that intangible assets such as standards, specifications, R&D, as well as software 

and organizational know-how are typically scalable assets, imposing negligible marginal costs following 

the initial investment and resulting in infinite returns to scale. The difference in scale economies between 

tangible and intangible assets implies that the firms controlling intangible-intensive parts of the chain 

will receive a disproportionate share of the gains from the network as output expands.  

Firms participating in GVCs combine the comparative advantages of geographic locations with their own 

resources and competencies to maximize their competitive advantage (McCann and Mudambi 2005). In 

so doing they distribute tasks across space in a way that generates strong asymmetries in the distribution 

of the value added along the value chain and in the gains from GVC participation. The classical example 

of Apple’s iPod shows that Apple keeps most of its product design, software development, product 

management, marketing and other high-wage functions in the US, while Asian firms like Toshiba from 

Japan and Samsung from South Korea manufacture high value components and firms from China are 

mainly specialized in assembling and testing activities (Dedrick et al. 2010). This distribution allows 

Apple to maintain the largest part of the value created in the GVC, while China specializing in the 

assembling activity retains only 1% of the total value. 

This example is indicative of a more general evidence: a great part of the value added of a final product 

is created in the first and last stages of the value chain by firms involved in R&D, design, marketing and 

advertising, while firms involved in intermediate stages (such as the production of components and 

assembly) reap only a small part of the final value of the good or service produced (Mudambi 2007, 

2008; Shin et al. 2009, 2012; Dedrick et al. 2010). The pattern of value-added along the value chain is 

represented by the ‘smiling curve’ (Everatt et al. 1999) or the ‘smile of value creation’ (Mudambi 2007): 
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ranking activities on the x-axis along the value chain, with activities at the left or ‘input’ end are 

supported by R&D knowledge while activities at the right or ‘output’ end are supported by marketing 

knowledge. Mudambi (2008) also shows that advanced countries tend to specialise in the intangible 

intensive stages of the GVC while emerging countries specialise in the manufacturing and assembling 

activities. 

However, there are technological trends that contribute to change this pattern of specialization in different 

directions. On the one hand, Information and Communication Technologies allow to standardize high 

value added activities thus favouring a dynamic process by which advanced countries relocate to 

emerging economies also some of these activities (Mudambi, 2008). Belderbos et al. (2016) show that 

higher wages and the cost of human capital are a significant factor driving multinational enterprises to 

invest in R&D and innovation abroad. At the same time the increasing digitalisation of production 

processes is expected to allow lower-cost and high quality production in advanced economies, hence 

discouraging offshoring from and favouring reshoring to these countries (De Backer and Flaig, 2017). 

The empirical evidence so far indicates that the use of industrial robots in developed economies appears 

to be slowing down the offshoring rates, although it is not yet prompting firms to bring jobs back home 

(De Backer et al., 2018). These trends have different implications for labour demand: R&D offshoring 

should lead emerging countries to upgrade in GVC and increase the skill level of their workforce, while 

robotization would lead to a general drop in labour demand. De Backer and Flaig (2017) mention the 

examples of some modern factories, such as the almost fully robotic Philips shaver factory in Drachten 

in the Netherlands, or the fully automated shoe factory opened by Adidas in Germany, employing a tiny 

fraction of the number of people that were working in emerging economies in the production of the same 

goods.  

Overall, while there is a rich and long-lived literature that has looked at the heterogeneous effects of 

technology on employment, there are comparatively much less contributions that manage to link GVC 

integration patterns with technological regimes and employment. Due to the lack of appropriate data, 

these very few contributions have not yet reached a critical mass of empirical evidence that allows robust 

inference. Once again, we review these aspects in next section.  
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4. GVC integration, offshoring and employment  

The evidence on the employment impact of offshoring is large and relatively more consolidated than the 

one on GVCs and technology reviewed above. Despite the literature on offshoring deals with a somewhat 

narrower form of participation in GVCs, the findings produced are highly relevant for the purpose of the 

present chapter. Furthermore, many contributions dealing with GVCs end up measuring and assessing 

the impact of integration on employment by looking only at offshoring (i.e. at the “backward linkages” 

side of GVCs) (see for instance Lopez-Gonzalez et al. 2015; Marcolin et al., 2016).  

A stream of empirical evidence looks at the effect of the international fragmentation of production on 

total labour demand and on the relative skill structure of the domestic workforce, with mixed results. 

Amiti and Wei (2005; 2009) find no evidence of a negative impact on labour demand of service 

offshoring in the United Kingdom and the US, where service and material offshoring are responsible for 

an increase in productivity. In line with these findings, Hijzen and Swaim (2007) find that in 17 high-

income OECD countries, broad offshoring or “inter-industry offshoring”, does not affect labour-

intensity, but has a positive effect on overall industry employment.  

Other studies have reached different conclusions. A OECD study on 12 countries find that material and 

service offshoring activities are detrimental for domestic industry employment (OECD, 2007). 

The work of Feenstra and Hanson (1996; 1999) have paved the way for a new branch of empirical 

research assessing the role played by offshoring in shifting the relative demand for skilled and un-skilled 

labour. However, they are partly contradicted by the work of Lopez-Gonzalez et al. (2015), who show 

that “GVC participation has a small effect on the distribution of wages and, when it has, it can reduce 

wage inequality when it concerns participation related to low-skilled segments of the labour force” 

(Gonzalez et al., 2015, p. 2). The destination of offshoring activities also seems to play a role in this 

respect. Intermediate inputs imported from low-income countries have in fact been found to penalize 

medium- and low-qualified workers (Anderton and Brenton, 1999; Egger and Egger, 2003; Ekholm and 

Hakkala, 2006; Geishecker, 2006; Minondo and Rubert, 2006; Falk and Wolfmayr, 2008). Studies using 

the World Input Output Database (WIOD) have provided non-converging evidence on the existence of a 

skill-bias effect of offshoring (Foster-McGregor et al., 2013). Timmer et al. (2014) find an overall 

increase of the share of value added of high-skilled workers (and capital) and a reduction of value added 

accounted by less-skilled labour. This trend has been paralleled by a process of technological divergence 
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across developed and developing countries, with the former increasingly specializing (within the GVCs) 

in activities carried out by high-skilled workers. Foster-McGregor et al. (2016) present evidences that 

partially contradict the results of Timmer et al. (2014), showing that in developed countries the negative 

effects of offshoring are unexpectedly larger for high-educated labour. Timmer et al. (2014) associate 

this result to the fact that firms located in developed countries are increasingly offshoring high-

technology parts of the production processes – performed by high-skilled workers – beside low-skill 

intensive ones.  

As already discussed, the recent emphasis on tasks (rather than skills) is relevant for the assessment of 

the employment effects of offshoring and participation in GVCs. In this case the empirical literature 

provides results more in line with theoretical expectations. Becker et al. (2013) find that offshoring is 

associated with a downward shift of labour demand towards less-routinized and interactive tasks, and 

with an upward shift towards highly qualified workers. Hogrefe (2013) finds similar results and shows 

that offshoring has shifted domestic labour demand towards complex tasks, in particular when offshoring 

is directed towards non-OECD countries. Akcomak et al. (2013) find different results, and show that 

offshoring affects the level of employment bur not the way in which tasks are organized. Baumgarten et 

al. (2013)’s analysis confirms that a higher degree of interaction and non-routine jobs protect low-skilled 

workers from the negative effects of offshoring on their wage level. Ottaviano (2015) shows that non-

routine abstract tasks, as well as non-routine manual tasks, are less likely to be offshored due to the 

involvement in activities intensive in problem solving or in-person interactions.  

Grundke et al. (2017) carry out an in-depth industry and occupational level analysis of the relationship 

between the skill and task composition of employment (analysed using data form the OECD Survey of 

Adult Skills (PIAAC)) and the level of integration in GVCs. They found that literacy, numeracy and 

problem solving are the set of skills that positively relate to both labour productivity and to integration 

into GVCs in all industries. Marcolin et al. (2016) provide a somewhat more complex picture of the 

relationship between the composition of the workforce (in terms of the shares of routinized/non-

routinized and skill/unskilled tasks) and the level of participation in GVCs. This is the result of  “complex 

interactions between the routine content of occupations, skills, technology, industry structure and trade, 

which do not allow for a neat identification of “winners” and “losers” in a GVC context” (Marcolin et 

al., p.3). The policy implications of these results are also very insightful, and call for caution “when 

interpreting policies promoting the participation in GVCs as having a clear negative or positive general 

impact on specific categories of workers” (Marcolin et al. 2016). Such conclusion is consistent with the 
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study of Fernandez-Macias (2012) that, in relation to the EU context, shows very different occupational 

dynamics, unlikely to be determined by single specific drivers such as the participation to GVCs.  

A first empirical mapping of the complex interaction between GVC integration, technological 

specialisation and employment, that adds to the (very few) similar attempts in the literature (e.g. Taglioni 

and Winkler, 2016; Marcolin et al., 2016) is provided by Bontadini et al. (2019). While their analysis 

does not aim at inferring causal relationships between processes of integration in GVCs and employment, 

it nonetheless offers a rich picture of the general trends and countries’ position in European GVCs.  

Bontadini et al. (2019) look at the processes of integration in knowledge intensive sectors such as high 

tech manufacturing and knowledge intensive business services (KIBS), that might represent a general 

trends of sectoral upgrading within GVCs. The ‘quality’ of upgrading within GVCs in Europe is then 

disentangled with respect to two key occupational categories, managers and manual workers. The authors 

purposely go beyond the traditional skill intensity of the work force and examine broader processes of 

employment change and upgrading that might be linked to the quality of sectoral GVC integration.  

Bontadini et al., (2019) show that integration in GVC of macro-regions in Europe seems to reproduce 

and perhaps exacerbate the initial asymmetries in countries’ sectoral and employment structure. A dual-

speed and qualitatively different integration pattern in Europe seems to emerge, with eastern countries 

(EE) rapidly integrating in high tech manufacturing, and western countries (WE) strengthening their 

mutual integration in KIBS. Despite the relatively “good quality” of integration of EE countries, a 

mirroring upgrading of employment structures is not detected. Manual workers occupations have reduced 

overall across all European countries, but seem to have been compensated by an increase in knowledge 

intensive occupations only in western Europe. This suggests that advanced countries, while delocalizing 

in emerging European countries high-tech manufacturing activities, maintain the managerial and 

knowledge functions of GVCs.  

These results are particularly interesting also for the literature that has looked at the determinants of 

participation in business services GVC (Miroudot and Cadestin, 2017; Lopez-Gonzalez et al., 2019) as 

it qualifies its potential effects in terms of employment creation and upgrading. What seems to emerge 

is the occurrence of what Lopez-Gonzalez et al. (2019) have labelled as a ‘third globalization unbundling’ 

that involves business services. This “unbundling” might be leading to a new ‘core-periphery’ structure 

in Europe, supporting the conjectures put forward by Milberg and Winkler (2011).  



 11 

Overall, our review of the empirical literature on the complex effects of technological specialisation, 

offshoring and the dynamics and compositional changes of employment and skills show that more 

research effort is needed to achieve converging evidence. This effort must necessarily be based on 

adequate data and appropriate identification of forms of GVC integration, which is itself still quite 

debated. In the concluding section, we highlight possible step forwards in the direction of analysing the 

potential sources of countries’ asymmetries in their integration in global value chains and the effects of 

such processes on the dynamics and composition of employment. 

 

5. Concluding remarks and future directions of research  

The chapter offers a selected review of the empirical literature that helps disentangling the determinants 

of integration in GVCs and its effect on the dynamics and composition of employment. The survey covers 

three main areas. First, the contributions that have looked at the asymmetries in GVCs participation 

associated to the specific positioning of firms, sectors and countries and the power structure within GVCs 

(Section 2). Second, those contributions that have explicitly looked at how technological capabilities 

have shaped processes of GVCs integration and their hierarchical structure (Section 3). Third, the large 

literature that has looked at the effects of offshoring on employment (Section 4).   

The first set of contributions highlights that geopolitical and economic aspects shape hierarchical 

structures among firms, sector and countries, that affect modes of entry in GVCs and the opportunity to 

reap gains from GVC integration. From developing countries to peripheral areas of developed countries, 

the literature highlights the risk of integration at costly conditions and the need of functional upgrading.  

The second set of contributions focuses on the technological aspects of such upgrading within GVCs. 

This literature converges in considering the accumulation of technological capabilities and technological 

upgrading of production structures as invaluable channels to gain more benefit from GVCs integration.  

The third set of literature on offshoring and employment is relatively large, with non-converging 

evidence on the effects of integration on levels and dynamics of employment and jobs and skills 

compositions. This literature has overlooked the larger picture and the role of the international division 

of labour and the specific role of technology. Both of these have crucial implications on employment. 

The chapter has pointed to the very few contributions that have attempted to empirically bridge the 

aspects above, including that by Bontadini et al., (2019), who look at asymmetries of GVCs integration 
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in Europe, the role of technology and the effects on employment and skills. Integration in GVC of macro-

regions in Europe reproduce and exacerbate the initial asymmetries in countries’ sectoral and 

employment structure, with a dual-speed integration pattern in Europe and a neat direction of production 

and employment specialisation of GVCs integration. 

Two main gaps emerge that would require more research effort: first, the limited attempts to disentangle 

the role of technology in shaping the hierarchical structure of international production as well as the 

activation of upgrading and downgrading processes, that involve employment; second, the lack of 

appropriate data and sound methodological tools to measure the positioning of firms, industries and 

countries in global production networks which take into account of asymmetries in technological levels 

and intangible assets.  

Accordingly, future research in the area should aim at: a) exploring the heterogeneous nature of modes 

of participation in the GVCs; b) studying the role played by the existing firms and country asymmetries 

in technological capabilities and intangible assets in determining the degree and positioning of firms, 

countries and sectors within international production networks; c) explore the implication of a) and b) on 

the dynamics of employment and employment composition across firms, countries and industries. 

In order to address these issues the adoption of a sectoral level approach could be a promising avenue to 

follow. On the one hand, focusing on sectors would allow to take into due account the main structural 

differences in technological regimes, patterns of international production and composition of labour force 

influencing GVCs integration and its impact. On the other hand, disentangling and qualifying the role of 

sectoral and technological regimes in GVC participation allows to interpret the relationship between 

GVC and employment as part of the broader process of structural change. 

In this respect, there is no doubt that the relatively recent release of data that homogenise countries Input-

Output tables (International Country Input Output tables) and the quantification of the trade in value 

added embodied in exports (ICIO and WIOD) have allowed substantial improvement in the measurement 

and quantification of the contribution of sectors and countries to the global final demand and of their 

integration of global production  networks (for reviews of this strand of literature see De Backer & 

Miroudot (2013) and  Johnson (2017)).  

These methodologies and data, although powerful in many respects, should be integrated with data and 

analyses that capture technological differences in sectors’ and countries’ participation in GVCs, and on 
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the relevance and nature of asymmetries characterizing international production networks. Indeed,  a 

major message stemming from the survey carried out in the previous sections, and in particular from the 

contribution by Bontadini et al., (2019), is that the issue concerning the technological and strategic 

positioning of countries, sectors and firms within global production networks has relevant implications 

for a proper understanding and an empirical assessment of the employment effects of being integrated 

into a GVC.  

A methodological avenue to explore this crucial issue could consist of building data and indicators that 

mimic existing methodologies in value added content to capture the technological content of GVC 

linkages and trade flows. A possibility would be using input-output techniques to compute the strength 

of GVC linkages among countries and sectors weighting them by indicators of technology and intangible 

assets’ intensity of countries and sectors in the GVCs.  

A main challenge that will need to be faced when venturing in this effort is to find appropriate measures 

for the knowledge, technology and innovation content of each stage of GVCs and to grasp to extent to 

which they flow across sectors and countries.  
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SUMMARY 

The chapter offers a selected review of the empirical literature that helps disentangling the determinants 

of integration in GVCs and its effect on the dynamics and composition of employment. The survey covers 

three main areas. First, the contributions that have looked at the asymmetries in GVCs participation 

associated to the specific positioning of firms, sectors and countries and the power structure within 

GVCs. Second, those contributions that have explicitly looked at how technological capabilities have 

shaped processes of GVCs integration and their hierarchical structure. Third, the large literature that has 

looked at the effects of offshoring on employment.  

The first set of contributions highlights that geopolitical and economic aspects shape hierarchical 

structures among firms, sector and countries, that affect modes of entry in GVCs and the opportunity to 

reap gains from GVC integration. From developing countries to peripheral areas of developed countries, 

the literature highlights the risk of integration at costly conditions and the need of functional upgrading.  

The second set of contributions focuses on the technological aspects of such upgrading within GVCs. 

This literature converges in considering the accumulation of technological capabilities and technological 

upgrading of production structures as invaluable channels to gain more benefit from GVCs integration.  

The third set of literature on offshoring and employment is relatively large, with non-converging 

evidence on the effects of integration on levels and dynamics of employment and jobs and skills 

compositions. This literature has overlooked the larger picture and the role of the international division 

of labour and the specific role of technology. Both of these have crucial implications on employment. 

The chapter has pointed to the very few contributions that have attempted to empirically bridge the 

aspects above, including that by Bontadini et al., (2019), who look at asymmetries of GVCs integration 

in Europe, the role of technology and the effects on employment and skills. Integration in GVC of macro-

regions in Europe reproduce and exacerbate the initial asymmetries in countries’ sectoral and 

employment structure, with a dual-speed integration pattern in Europe and a neat direction of production 

and employment specialisation of GVCs integration. 

Finally, the chapter concludes by proposing a research agenda that strengthens the analysis of the 

structural and technological asymmetries that affects GVCs integration and its employment impact. Both 

the firm specificity of GVC integration, and the sectoral level of analysis are suggested as research 

priorities, to capture the heterogeneity of technological regimes and also the opportunities for 

technological and structural upgrading within the GVCs.  
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