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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction: The Spatial and Economic Re-Emergence of the Human Factor

In the contemporary debate on regional development, the rapid integration of Generative
Artificial Intelligence (Al) has sparked a dichotomy: the perceived obsolescence of manual
labor versus the hyper-valuation of algorithmic efficiency. However, a granular analysis of
the Italian labor market—a paradigm for European "know-how" intensive regions—reveals
a significant paradox. As codifiable tasks are increasingly automated, the economic value of
"embodied knowledge" and human-centric skills is reaching a historical peak.

This paper posits that craftsmanship, particularly within Cultural and Creative Industries
(CCls), is not a nostalgic relic but a strategic laboratory for the future of regional work. We
argue that in the face of the "Twin Transitions" (Green and Digital), the artisan sector acts
as a buffer against technological unemployment by shifting the competitive advantage from
"production efficiency" to the "governance of meaning." This transition is analyzed through
the lens of regional science, focusing on how localized tacit knowledge creates territorial
resilience.

2. Theoretical Framework: Beyond the Digital Myth

The prevailing narrative suggests that digital literacy is the sole determinant of future
employability. Our research challenges this "Digital Myth" by analyzing the Excelsior
Information System data (Unioncamere & Ministry of Labour). While digital competencies
are indeed a horizontal requirement, they are increasingly treated as a "commaodity" by firms.
The true scarcity—and thus the driver of regional competitive advantage—lies in the "Soft
Skills Primacy." Data from 2025 indicates that for over 50% of recruitment processes in the
craft sector, the primary difficulty is not a lack of digital skills, but a lack of candidates
possessing a specific hybridity: manual talent combined with relational and problem-solving
intelligence. This suggests a shift in the Skill-Biased Technological Change (SBTC) theory:
the "bias" is moving toward tasks that require physical interaction with materials and ethical-
aesthetic judgment.

3. Methodology: The Excelsior Information System

The empirical evidence presented in this study is anchored in the Excelsior Information
System, an institutional monitoring platform managed by Unioncamere in agreement with
the Italian Ministry of Labour. Excelsior is a cornerstone for regional economic analysis in
Italy due to several key factors:



e Survey Scope: It is based on a permanent census-sample survey involving
approximately 1.3 million Italian companies, providing a highly granular view of
labor demand across all manufacturing and service sectors.

« Skill Mapping: Beyond quantitative hiring needs, the system maps the qualitative
requirements of firms, specifically focusing on digital, green, and transversal
competencies.

o Forecasting Models: It utilizes advanced econometric models to produce medium-
term forecasts (5-year horizons). Critically for this study, it distinguishes between
"Expansion Demand" (new job creation) and "Replacement Demand"
(substitution of retiring workers), allowing for a precise assessment of the
"generational turnover" risk in traditional artisan districts.

4. Statistical Evidence: The "Vocational Hunger" (2026-2030)

The quantitative core of this study utilizes the 2026-2030 occupational forecasts for Italy.
The data depicts a dramatic "vocational mismatch" that threatens the stability of
manufacturing districts.

4.1. The Qualification Mismatch

The mismatch index for vocational graduates is staggering: for every 100 leFP (Vocational
Education and Training) graduates entering the market, there are 194 job openings. This
2:1 ratio indicates a structural failure in the "training supply chain." In sectors like fashion,
furniture, and artistic crafts—the pillars of "Made in Italy"—the training system produces less
than half of the required profiles. This gap is not merely a labor shortage; it is a "knowledge
haemorrhage."

4.2. Resilience of Cultural and Creative Industries (CCls)

CCls demonstrate a higher-than-average demand for transversal skills (communication,
flexibility, and complex problem-solving). In these sectors, the "recruitment difficulty” often
exceeds 60% for specialized roles. This suggests that the regional labor market is hungry
for "Mastery"—a blend of technical skill and the ability to manage the "exception" rather
than the "rule."

5. Craftsmanship as "Governance of Meaning"
The artisan's value proposition in the Al era is redefined through two pillars:

« Embodied Knowledge and Matter: Unlike Al, which operates on symbolic
representation, the artisan operates on direct physical feedback. This "intelligence of
the hands" is a form of real-time, embodied problem-solving.

« Ethical and Aesthetic Judgment: Al can optimize a design for material efficiency,
but it cannot "judge" the cultural resonance or the ethical sustainability of a product.
The artisan manages the sense of the object.

This leads to the emergence of "Artisan-like" roles in high-tech sectors, such as Al Ethicists
or Sustainability Managers, who apply human-centric judgment to technological tools.



6. Regional Case Study: The Fashion System and the Twin Transitions

Focusing on industrial districts like Emilia-Romagna or Tuscany, the "Fashion System"
serves as a critical case study for ERSA researchers. These regions face a double pressure:

« Replacement Demand: The need to replace a retiring generation of "Master
Artisans."

o Hybridization: The requirement to integrate 3D modeling and Al-driven supply
chains with traditional leather or textile craftsmanship.

Table 1: Fashion System Mismatch and Opportunities (Forecast 2026-2030)
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7. The Demographic Threat: Replacement Demand as a Regional Risk

By 2029, nearly 80% of the total labor demand in Italy will be driven by "Replacement
Demand."” This is a critical point for regional science: the wealth of a region is often stored
in the "tacit knowledge" of its aging workforce. If this knowledge is not transferred, the "Made
in Italy" ecosystem risks a "sudden death" of specific value chains.

The "vacancy gap" in craftsmanship represents a paradoxical opportunity. While other
sectors fear Al-driven layoffs, the craft sector offers high resilience and immediate entry for
youth, provided that the institutional "compass" can realign vocational training with the reality
of the "Augmented Artisan."

8. Policy Implications and Conclusions

For regional authorities, the message is clear: Career guidance and vocational training are
no longer "soft" policies but vital "hard" economic strategies.

To ensure a sustainable, human-centered economy:

« Incentivize "Knowledge Transfer" Hubs: Schools and workshops where senior
artisans are subsidized to mentor youth.

o Hybridize Curricula: Integrate Generative Al tools within traditional vocational
schools to create "Digital Artisans."

« Valorize the "Intelligence of the Hand": Change the social perception of manual
work to attract young talent into high-resilience sectors.



In conclusion, the artisan is the "Governor of Meaning" in an ocean of algorithmic noise.
Supporting this sector is not an act of preservation, but a forward-looking investment in the
most resilient form of human capital available to regional economies today.
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