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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 Since 1980, the wage gap between skilled and unskilled workers grew 

substantially. Figure 1 shows median hourly wages for men in the U.S. from 1980 to 

2015 by education and potential experience. What we see is that the wage gap for skilled 

(i.e. educated) workers rose dramatically over the last 40 years. For workers with less 

than 10 years of potential experience, this gap roughly doubled from about $5 to $10 in 

hour in 2015 dollars, with a more modest increase in the gap for workers with more than 

25 years of potential experience. This happened over a period in which the relative 

number of college graduates and high experienced workers rose dramatically. The value 

of work done by high skilled labor has risen while the quantity of high skill laborers has 

increased. The catch here is that ñwork done by high-skill laborersò conceals enormous 

complexity. High-skill laborers do all sorts of work. Does the productivity increase apply 

to all the work they do, or only some types of work that high-skill laborers 

disproportionately supply? Are high-skill laborers supplying more of some types of work, 

or are they benefiting from labor-augmenting technology? 

 Over the same period, jobs changed in other ways, including through the 

introduction of computers in the workforce. These trends have not gone unnoticed by 

economists, and many have advanced theories connecting this skill gap in wages to 

changes in jobs, most notably skill-biased technical change. What I contribute to this
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 discussion is to use both modern datasets and recently developed empirical 

methodologies to make and test these theoretical claims in the familiar economic 

framework of prices and quantities. This allows a vastly more flexible approach to 

modeling bias in technical change and to modeling wages in general since we can make 

fine distinctions between labor types. 

 Unpacking the details of what makes high-skill workers more or less productive 

over time has been a major focus of the labor economics literature. In chapter 2, I review 

the relevant parts of the literature. This includes a look at the cohort size literature that 

Figure 1. Median Wages and Relative Labor Quantities 

Source: CPS 
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analyzed the effect of the entry of the baby boom generation into the labor market, with 

special attention to Freeman (1979), then a discussion of the literature on the task-based 

framework of jobs, then the literature on the wage effect of computer usage at work. 

These discussions will show that economists have made great progress on deciphering 

what led wages to rise for high-skill workers. That said, progress in the task-based 

framework has been hampered by data limitations. Also, much of the recent research on 

biased technical change is inaccessible even to experts in related fields due to highly 

idiosyncratic empirical methods, as opposed to one based on the relationship between 

prices and quantities. These are issues that the latter half of this dissertation works to 

resolve. 

 In chapter 3, I replicate the work of Freeman (1979) as an exercise. What I show 

here are the limitations of the framework in which workers each provide undifferentiated 

labor, with labor only differing between education-experience groups, along with the 

powerful interpretability of Freemanôs model of relative wages. Freeman (1979) explains 

relative wages using relative labor quantities in the framework of labor types being 

imperfect substitutes, work that spawned the cohort size literature and continued to 

influence the later literature on biased technical change, particularly through Katz and 

Murphy (1992).  

 In short, we can learn much from the relationship between prices and quantities. 

Freeman regresses the log wage ratio for experienced and inexperienced workers on the 

log of the labor ratio and obtains both the elasticity of substitution between them and a 

trend in relative productivity that received less attention. The limitation of his 
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methodology is that he has only time series data and must assume some parameters 

constant over time to identify the model. The example serves to motivate the following 

work of obtaining prices and quantities for tasks as an approach to answering questions 

about biased technical change. 

 The remainder of this dissertation works through a multistep process to describe 

changes in the task composition of the workforce over this time period and show how 

wages have changed in response. These chapters both expand on previous methods of the 

task-based literature and produce datasets usable in a variety of areas, including modeling 

wage inequality, biased technical change, and occupation selection. Put simply, 

describing a situation in terms of prices and quantities makes the situation widely 

understandable. Give me prices and quantities and I can tell a story to an undergraduate. 

See this worker whose wages went up? This worker has been doing the same amount of 

tasks A and B for 10 years, and over that time the price of task A rose. The price of task 

A rose because a trend in technology that affected all workers doing task A. 

 In chapter 4, I adapt existing techniques from the task-based literature to measure 

tasks done by workers at the individual level from 1980 to 2015. My methodology is 

drawn primarily from Acemoglu and Autor (2011) and Peri and Sparber (2009). The 

approach here is significant for three reasons. First, I treat individual workers as 

performing a vector of task quantities as opposed to the more common approach of 

sorting occupations into single task categories. This approach is more flexible and is 

better able at deal with cases in which there are more than two or three possible tasks. 

Second, the approach here permits task quantities to be aggregated across workers, 
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provided assumptions hold about the distribution of task quantities in the population. This 

is a valuable property because the tasks provided by an individual worker affect the 

workerôs wage, but can reasonably be assumed too small to influence the market price. 

Meanwhile, the aggregate task quantity can be used to model price levels (i.e., we have 

quantities.) This is a valuable but underutilized advantage of the method used in Peri and 

Sparber (2009). Third, I introduce computer tasks as a category in the task-based 

framework. This category has not been explored and its inclusion has a variety of benefits 

I discuss in more detail later. 

 In terms of results, I find that the relative intensity of tasks between education-

experience groups has been surprisingly stable since 1980, with the introduction of 

computers being the most obvious change to the task composition of the workforce. I also 

find substantial change in the task compositions of local (state) labor forces1 that suggests 

local specialization in tasks is an underappreciated factor affecting the structure of wages, 

though further analysis is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

 In chapter 5, I estimate implicit shadow prices for specific tasks based on wages 

for individual workers and their task quantities. Wage data is from the March CPS and 

task data is based on the values obtained in chapter 4. The method is based on the 

approach in Peri and Sparber (2009), but replaces their estimator with a powerful, 

recently developed partialling-out estimator that uses lasso to select control variables, 

introduced in Chernozhukov et al. (2018). Conceptually, the methods are similar. I obtain 

 
1That is, the aggregate quantities of a suite of tasks within a state. For details on the 

construction of aggregate task labor quantities, see chapters 4 and 6. 
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shadow prices as the coefficients in a regression of wages on task quantities, and allow 

prices to vary by education-experience group and time.  

 The shadow price estimates in chapter 5 show that wage differences between 

groups are affected both by higher prices for tasks disproportionately done by high skill 

workers and by higher pay for high skill workers within task categories. The results 

confirm other findings in the literature, particularly a rise in pay for nonroutine analytic 

tasks and a fall in pay for routine manual tasks. I further find that the introduction and 

expansion of computer tasks worked to counter the trend of a steepening experience-

wage profile within education groups. Additionally, I find that differences in the shadow 

prices of tasks between states is in some cases substantial, which can provide useful 

identifying variation in estimating the determinates of task shadow prices. 

 In chapter 6, I model task shadow prices as a function of aggregate task quantities. 

This is where I reap the benefits of the work in chapters 4 and 5. With measured prices 

and quantities for tasks, I can estimate trends in task prices representing bias in technical 

change. A positive trend across all tasks for an education group indicates skill-biased 

technical change, while a positive trend across education groups within a task indicates 

task-biased technical change. This resolves the original question about what types of 

labor became more valuable and why in an accessible framework.  

 My general finding in chapter 6 is that task-biased technical change is an 

economically and statistically significant effect while pure skill-biased technical change 

is close to zero or not statistically significant after accounting for task quantities. I also 

find that a task-based nested CES based specification is a poor fit for most tasks, and that 
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flexible estimation techniques are most appropriate, given a lack of clear alternatives in 

the literature.  
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CHAPTER II  

ESTABLISHED EXPLANATIONS FOR CHANGING WAGE STRUCTURE 

 Over the past few decades, the wage structure of the labor force has changed 

substantially, largely in the favor of skilled workers. A major component of this shift is 

attributable to skill-biased technical change, as proposed in Bound and Johnson (1992). 

Given this name, it is natural to jump to a narrative in which the introduction of 

computers and communications technology raised the productivity of high skill workers 

and replaced routine work previously done by unskilled or low skill workers. That story 

may be true, but due to a lack of detailed information about the degree of computer use 

by individual workers and what else those workers were doing on the job, the literature 

has connected computer usage at work to changes in wages in only a few narrow 

contexts.  

 My purpose here is to draw on three previously unconnected strands of the labor 

economics literature to measure jobs tasks, including a measure of computer tasks that I 

introduce, and their wage effects in a common framework. I draw on the segments of the 

labor economics literature discussed below to establish a feasible methodology to 

establish what types of labor workers provide, how well they are compensated, and how 

different groups of workers affect each otherôs labor market outcomes. 

 The three elements of the framework I will rely on already exist, but in disjoint 

areas of the labor economics literature. The relevant areas are the cohort size effects 
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literature, the wage effect of computers literature, and the task-based literature. The 

cohort size literature is centered around determining the effect of the entry of the 

unusually large baby boomer cohort on labor market outcomes, including both cross 

sectional and longitudinal experience-wage profiles, substitutability between experience 

groups, and in some cases education decisions. The literature measuring the effects of 

computers on wage establishes empirical methods to estimate how much computer usage 

increased wages for individual workers as computers were introduced to the workforce. 

Finally, the task-based literature is concerned with categorizing what specific types of 

labor workers perform at their jobs, in a way that makes many occupations comparable 

along a few dimensions, and the difference in wage and employment growth for workers 

doing different tasks. The remainder of this chapter is a review of these segments of the 

literature. 

Cohort Size Effects L iterature1 

 Substantial discussion of the effects of cohort size on labor market outcomes 

began in the late 1970s and continued into the 1990s. Much of this endeavor was 

prompted by work by Richard Easterlin, who argued that immigration restrictions and 

other developments should cause cohort sizes to have larger economic impacts than in 

earlier periods, as summarized in Easterlin (1978). These arguments led directly to two 

foundational works on cohort size effect in Freeman (1979) and Welch (1979). 

Foundational Work2 

 Welch (1979) focuses on the effect of cohort size on longitudinal age experience 

profiles. Using Current Population Survey (CPS) data from 1967 to 1975 and a log-log 
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regression, he finds a substantial negative effect of cohort size on wages for all education 

groups, especially in the early career phase. An important secondary finding was that the 

persistent component of the negative effect was smaller for workers with only a high 

school degree, at about 8% as opposed to 20%. The author estimates several permutations 

with differing sample restrictions and measures of wages. Later works refine these 

methods and generally support the conclusions. 

 Freeman (1979) again uses CPS data, but uses national averages from 1947 to 

1974 to estimate the elasticity of substitution between experienced workers and new 

entrants by education group, and based on a regression of relative wages onto relative 

cohort size finds that workers with less education have higher substitutability between 

experience groups. Elaborating on this finding became an important topic in the 

subsequent literature. The author also improves on related work by including business 

cycle controls and testing for autocorrelation. That said, the results are based on few 

observations and some years are missing for some specifications of the model. Stapleton 

and Young (1988), addresses some statistical issues with the methods here, and chapter 3 

offers a further discussion, replication, and extension. 

Revisions and Refinements3 

 Since this initial work, discussion on the topic flourished, and many authors 

introduced improvements, refinements, and new implications. Connelly (1986) takes on 

the important task of incorporating schooling choice into the model. The author accounts 

for what has been called the ñflight to substitutabilityò wherein workers in large cohorts 

shift to the education group in which experienced and new workers are more substitutable 
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and the effects of cohort size are smaller. This is a theory-focused paper, but the author 

shows that existing estimates can be used to find the degree to which education decisions 

changed. The author shows that this effect is sensitive to the time preferences of workers 

and that lower discount rates lead to larger reductions in education in response to large 

cohort sizes. 

 Stapleton and Young (1988) continue in the same vein as above, but with more 

empirical support. The authors document the fall in both college enrollment and the 

college degree premium in the 1970s and predict, correctly, the reversal in both trends in 

subsequent decades. The authors use CPS data and an adjusted form of the model from 

Freeman (1979) that better controls for differences in hours worked, and again find that 

high school degree workers have higher substitutability between experience groups. 

Based on their elasticity estimates, they simulate a baby boom to determine the 

adjustment to college enrollment that optimizes present value of lifetime income.  

 Bloom, Freeman, and Korenman (1988) build on prior work by modeling the 

effect of cohort size on expected wages, separating the effect on unemployment and the 

effect on the wages of the employed. The authors also estimate these effects on multiple 

countries including Australia, Canada, France, Japan, Sweden, and the UK, showing the 

general pattern of cohort size negatively affecting wages holds, but that the relative size 

of the unemployment and wage effects differ depending on labor market institutions. 

Relevant here is their finding on demographic shifts within industries from 1970 to 1980. 

The authors characterize this as an increase in the proportion of youth spread broadly 

across all industries. I interpret the values they report differently. My interpretation is that 
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young workers entered industries that use low skill workers more intensively. The total 

increase in the proportion of young workers across all industries was 0.03. Industries 

such as construction, mining, retail trade, and personal services saw increases twice as 

large, while industries such as public administration, finance, investment, real estate, 

professional services saw no increase at all.  

 Berger (1989) contributes to the discussion on cohort size effects by incorporating 

position in the demographic cycle. That is, the cohort that precedes a larger cohort may 

be differently affected than one of equal size that follows the large cohort. Using CPS 

data from 1964 to 1984 and a quadratic in experience model of wages, the author finds 

that large adjacent cohorts have a negative effect on starting wages but cause steeper 

experience-wage profiles, which can be attributed to greater human capital investments. 

The implied experience wage profiles show that the pre-peak cohort does especially well 

late in their careers. 

 The cohort size literature discussed above will inform several of my 

methodological decisions, including data source selection and model specification. The 

CPS is the standard dataset used in this literature for good reason. The models require a 

large dataset with wages and employment, along with a variety of controls. Of the 

publicly available datasets fitting that description, the CPS is the only one covering the 

necessary period and at a high frequency. Based on the literature, the appropriate 

functional form has relative wages as the dependent variable and relative labor quantities 

as the key regressor if we want to estimate substitutability.  
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Wage Effects of Computers L iterature4 

 Given the time period covered in the literature discussed above, we might expect 

the adoption of computers to be important to labor market changes, and consequently to 

come up frequently in published work. In practice, computerization was difficult to 

incorporate into empirical work due to data unavailability. Typically, technology took the 

form of a parameter in the production function that may or may not drift over time, if it 

was identified at all. In some cases, computers could enter the production function as 

physical capital or R&D spending, but the first attempt to obtain wage effects for 

individual workers was only possible after the CPS added computer use at work as a 

variable in 1984. 

Krueger and Criticisms5 

 Krueger (1993) is the earliest example of estimating the effect of computer use at 

work on wages, but is limited by the data available at the time. The author uses a binary 

indicator of computer use and is limited to a regression with pooled cross sections of the 

October 1984 and 1989 CPS. Later work including DiNardo and Pischke (1997) show 

that a similar methodology leads to sizable estimates of wage premia for the use of 

pencils, calculators, and other office supplies. Most plausibly, more productive workers 

were the first to receive computers, so selection on unobservables led to upward bias in 

the estimate, with available control variables being inadequate as proxies. Later work, 

such as Autor, Katz, and Krueger (1997), supports the existence of wage premia for 

computer users, though how to estimate the premium remained disputed. 
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 The problems with the empirical methods above stem from two underlying issues. 

First, markets were out of equilibrium in the sense that employers were bringing 

computers into the workplace without knowing which workers would see the highest 

productivity gains. Determining and accounting for the selection method employers use is 

certainly difficult and may not be feasible with available data. This problem should 

resolve itself over time. Currently almost all workers use a computer for work in some 

way and employers better know who gets productivity gains. Second, the coarseness of 

the data is limiting. We observe only whether a worker uses a computer or does not use a 

computer. In practice there is major variation in how much workers with computers use 

them. This problem can also be overcome with methods I discuss later in this chapter.  

Later Work6 

 Pabilonia and Zoghi (2005) marks a shift in the literature in part by reorienting the 

focus from computer use to computer skills and in part through improved identification 

techniques. Using matched employer-employee panel data from Canada and 

instrumenting for computer use with an indicator for recent changes in the workplace, the 

authors find that the direct effect of using a computer in any form on the job was small, 

but the effect of having experience with computers was moderate, which the authors 

interpret as a skill premium. The shift in focus from computer use to computer skills was 

partly due to theoretical considerations, but also by shifts in the labor market. Computers 

became less devices assigned to a specific workers and more ubiquitous fixtures of 

workplaces in which most workers had access, but used computers to varying degrees. 
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 Another later example, less subject to the problems mentioned above, comes from 

Dickerson and Green (2004)2, in which the authors use a British survey dataset and find 

that workers that used computers received a wage premium between 1997 and 2001, 

usually of between 10% and 20%. Their work is framed in the context of computer skills, 

though the underlying data is drawn from a question about the importance of the activity 

of using computers, rather than directly asking about the workerôs skill. Rather than 

estimating education-experience groups separately, they use a quadratic in experience 

and dummy variables for education as controls. Another relevant finding is sizable 

differences in computer use within occupations. This is partially attributable to having 

coarsely defined occupations, with only 9 major occupational categories. This highlights 

the need for detailed occupation codes in the analysis. 

Task-based L iterature7 

 The task-based literature contains a framework for analyzing the many types of 

labor that workers perform. This framework has influenced the literature on biased 

technical change, and shifted the discussion away from a productivity trend for skilled 

workers and towards a productivity trend for tasks that require skill. Incidentally, there 

are currently no examples in this framework that include computers as a type of task, and 

this framework is substantially different from approaching computers as physical capital 

or in terms of a skill that some workers have. I elaborate on the argument for a computer 

task category in chapter 4. 

 
2This was written contemporaneously with Pabilonia and Zoghi (2005), but had a shorter 

publication lag.  
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Theoretical Framework8 

 The task-based literature stems from Gibbons and Waldman (2002), though the 

premise is much older. The authors here argue for a model of human capital that is 

specific to the tasks a worker does but portable from job to job. Essentially, a job is a 

bundle of tasks. This fact has many implications for our ability to disaggregate labor, 

wages, and human capital. A task has a marginal productivity and the component of 

wages derived from each task can be estimated, so long as we have data on task 

quantities.  

Empirical Framework9 

 The following literature establishes how to categorize and measure tasks, and in 

some cases how to estimate shadow prices for tasks based on their marginal productivity. 

An important property of this framework is that tasks are features of the job, not the 

worker, in contrast to skills. If we know a workerôs occupation, we have a clear 

indication of the tasks a worker does, though we could miss some variation between 

workers within an occupation. In a sense, what this approach does is take a high-

dimensional space of occupations and project it onto a small-dimensional space of tasks, 

so we have a few types of labor and we can compare workers in different occupations. 

 Perhaps the broadest discussion of this framework is found in Acemoglu and 

Autor (2011), who examine changes in the U.S. wage structure since the mid-1960s using 

a variety of datasets, and comparing workers based on education, experience, gender, and 

occupation class. The authors describe the standard schemes for categorizing tasks. In the 

standard approach, tasks are sorted into routine and non-routine, or into analytic (or 
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abstract), manual, and communication (or interactive). When the schemes are combined, 

communication is generally considered non-routine, leading to a suite of five task 

categories. The paper goes on to discuss differences in wage growth by education and 

experience group, but for my purposes the most relevant subjects they discuss are their 

canonical model of wages, based on a nested constant elasticity of substitution (CES) 

production function, and their methods of measuring tasks empirically. Their general 

finding is that wages in occupations intensive in non-routine analytic tasks have risen 

dramatically, while wages in occupations intensive in routine tasks have stagnated, with 

analogous findings for employment growth. 

 The nested CES has been a valuable tool in specifying wage equations, and I 

discuss the model in detail in chapter 5, when I estimate shadow prices in a hedonic 

model of wages. The basic idea is that the labor input within the standard CES production 

function is itself a CES whose inputs are types of labor, and those labor inputs may also 

be in the form of a CES production function of increasingly specific types of labor. This 

has been applied elsewhere, such as Goldin and Katz (2007), though not always by name. 

Ottaviano and Peri (2012) discusses how to specify the nesting structure and how to 

compare alternative nesting structures. The nesting structure informs us of which worker 

types should be compared in regressions modeling relative wages. 

 The empirical approach to task quantities detailed in Acemoglu and Autor (2011) 

makes use of the Occupational Information Network (O*NET). The O*NET dataset is 

widely used and important in the task-based literature, and I describe it in more detail in 

chapter 4. The basic premise is that for each task category, several variables from the 
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O*NET dataset are selected and combined into a single variable rating each task. The 

properties of this new variable depend on the construction method.  

 Acemoglu and Autor (2011) construct task variables by standardizing the O*NET 

variables, summing them within categories, and standardizing the sum to have a mean of 

zero and standard deviation of one. This method yields an intuitive rating for the intensity 

of tasks within occupations, but is not a task quantity that we should be comfortable 

aggregating since by construction it sums to π over the population. Where an aggregate is 

required, this method can be extended by identifying occupations that are highly focused 

on one task and summing the number of workers in those occupations, as shown in Autor 

and Dorn (2008), Autor and Dorn (2009) and Autor and Dorn (2013) in which the authors 

examine the rise in the share of low skill service sector jobs, termed the routine share of 

labor. We should expect this extension to work best when there are few task categories. 

Tasks often performed at low intensity will not be fully captured by this method since 

occupations are sorted based on their most intensive task.  

 While the method of aggregation above is the most used, one alternative is 

applied in Peri and Sparber (2009). The authors look for evidence that an increase in 

immigration within states leads low skill native workers to increasingly specialize in 

communication tasks, while immigrants specialize in manual tasks. They use O*NET and 

decennial census data over the period 1960 to 2000, but to aggregate tasks across workers 

they suppose a distribution of task quantities for the population and match percentiles in 

the O*NET data to that distribution. This method is more able to cope with more task 

categories and captures more of the tasks being performed at low intensity. The downside 
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is the need to assume the distribution of tasks in the population, and theory gives little 

guidance on what the distribution of tasks in the population should be, apart from 

bounded below by π and above by some finite number. The authors go on to estimate 

task-specific wages via a hedonic model on individual workers. Based on changes in 

task-specific wages and the quantities of each task performed by natives and immigrants, 

the authors find that natives adjust to increased immigration by switching to 

communications tasks, and consequently the total effect on wages for low skill natives 

was modest. 

Applications10 

 More generally, the task-based framework has been used in the literature on 

inequality and often in the literature on immigration. For examples of empirical work, see 

Goos et al (2009), and Crinó (2010) on offshorability, Peri and Sparber (2009), and Haas 

Lucht and Schanne (2013) on immigration, Black and Spitz-Oener (2010) on the gender 

pay gap, and Firpo, Fortin, and Lemeuix (2011) and Scotese (2012) for a more general 

treatment. An important branch of the literature discusses how and why productivity 

trends differ by task (i.e., task-biased technical change), including Autor, Levy, and 

Murnane (2003). We can describe biased technical change among tasks in a similar 

framework to skill-biased technical change, as seen in Adermon and Gustavsson (2015), 

who find different trends in productivity for the tasks workers perform.  

 In fact, Adermon and Gustavsson (2015) is part of a general trend moving away 

from the original formulation of skill-biased technical change as an effect on high skill 

workers and towards a view of biased technical change as affecting nonroutine tasks that 
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high skill workers perform disproportionally. See Böhm (2020) for further discussion of 

this shift, and an alternative empirical approach to pricing task labor inputs.  

 Empirical work in the task-based framework tends to involve heavily processing 

what raw data is available, so a major takeaway from the task-based literature is which 

data sources to use and how, in order to avoid the problems of branching paths3. For 

analyzing the United States workforce, O*NET is the clear frontrunner, despite its 

limitations. The literature offers much guidance on variable selection and construction 

using O*NET data. A second valuable takeaway is how to categorize workers into groups 

when estimating wage effects. The literature suggests a nesting structure of education-

task-experience, as stated in Haas, Lucht, and Schanne (2013). This means that I can 

estimate task-specific wages within education-experience groups and compare relative 

task wages and relative task labor quantities within experience groups while keeping to a 

simple linearizable regression model. Detailed rationale for the regression specification is 

in chapter 5. 

 The task-based literature is less clear about whether and how to organize the data 

geographically. Peri and Sparber (2009) aggregates labor quantities within states. Most 

other research is focused on national trends, making geographic differences less relevant. 

A key benefit of obtaining state or local level aggregates is the increased identifying 

variation of a panel dataset, which is especially important if we suspect parameters can 

 
3Sometimes called forking paths or researcher degrees of freedom, this problem occurs 

when there are a large number of seemingly arbitrary choices regarding data 

transformations, model specifications, etc. 
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vary over time. Additionally, geographic variation is plausibly large, and is of interest for 

purposes other than my own. 

 Absent from the literature is a discussion of work done with computers in a task-

based framework. There are occasional mentions of computers in the theory sections of 

papers as a form of capital that can substitute for tasks, as in Acemoglu and Autor (2011) 

and Autor, Levy and Murnane (2003), or as a binary control variable in some 

specifications, as in Peri and Sparber (2009). Scotese (2012) skirts the issue by 

comparing trends in occupations whose tasks could plausibly be replaced by computers 

with occupations whose tasks could not plausibly be replaced by computers, by the 

authorôs assessment. Nowhere in the literature are computer tasks treated as a task 

category, although there are relevant variables in the O*NET dataset. I give arguments 

for why this is a viable approach and solves some problems with measuring computer use 

in chapter 4. 

 A final methodological issue I have yet to mention is the use of hedonic 

modelling. This is applied in the task-based literature and elsewhere and on the surface is 

simple. Wages are determined by the features of the job (or worker), which in this case 

are the task quantities that the worker provides, based on the workerôs occupation. Peri 

and Sparber (2009) do this to calculate task-specific wages for native and immigrant 

workers. Firpo, Fortin, and Lemieux (2011) implicitly work in a hedonic framework, 

though they use an unusual suite of task categories and are ultimately focused on 

decomposing changes in the wage structure, rather than directly claiming to find task-

specific wages. They use CPS and O*NET data to argue that changes in task composition 
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had a large impact on within occupation wage structure. Notable is that the wage effects 

are in rare cases negative.  

 To understand this result, we should recall that once wages are decomposed, some 

of the usual assumptions no longer hold. Specifically, if labor is undifferentiated, 

employers can prevent workers from overcrowding by having superfluous workers stay 

home, so marginal product cannot fall below zero. When workers provide bundles of 

tasks, employers may end up with excess labor in some tasks because the marginal 

worker has positive productivity even if one of the tasks that worker performs does not. 

In some cases, a task may also be treated as an amenity, or performing a task may involve 

learning on the job such that productivity rises in later time periods and current 

productivity below zero is rational. Any of these cases should be the exception rather 

than the rule if tasks are categorized properly, but Firpo, Fortin, and Lemieux (2011) 

shows that we should not be surprised by the occasional appearance of negative wage 

effects for tasks. 

Summary11 

 Over the past four or five decades, wages for skilled workers increased 

disproportionately. Much of this trend appears to be related to technology, plausibly 

driven by the computerization of the workforce. Initially, the productivity trend seemed 

to affect workers based directly on their skill level, but more recent work suggests that 

some tasks benefitted more than others and the fact that the trend benefitted skilled 

workers was in a sense coincidental.  
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Omissions12 

 The key gaps in the literature are several. We lack a continuous measure of 

computer usage at the individual level. We have not resolved ambiguity about how 

computers complement and substitute for various types of labor. To elaborate, if 

computers substitute for routine tasks and complement nonroutine tasks, is this at the 

individual worker level or in the aggregate? Have routine tasks been shifted between 

occupations in response to computerization? Has the introduction of computers changed 

how well experienced and inexperienced workers substitute for one another? Do we have 

reason to expect the substitutability between worker groups should remain constant over 

time, as frequently assumed for the purpose of identification? The results in chapters 3 to 

6 will shed light on these questions. 

Contributions13 

 In terms of what this dissertation adds that the prior literature is lacking, there are 

two main contributions. The first is a more comprehensive measurement of tasks. In 

addition to adding computers as a task category, I add to previous work by providing a 

method in which tasks in a broad suite are aggregable. Earlier methods could calculate a 

ñroutine share of laborò or quantities for two tasks, rather than aggregate quantities for 

many tasks. The second is a clearer estimate of bias in technical change. Once tasks are 

measured and priced, estimating trends and testing differences in them will reveal 

whether productivity gains are higher for particular tasks or particular groups of workers. 
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CHAPTER III  

EARLY FINDINGS REVISITED 

 In this chapter, I revisit part of the cohort size literature to show how the general 

approach should extend to a task-based framework, while I identify omissions from the 

literature that can be addressed when labor quantities have been decomposed into tasks. 

The cohort size literature traces back largely to a few papers in the late 1970s. One of the 

foundational papers in this literature is Freeman (1979), which examines the effect of 

relative cohort size on wages at a time when the leading edge of the baby boom was 

entering the labor market. Freeman found that cohort size had a substantial impact on 

relative wages. His results implied an elasticity of substitution of 2 for college graduates 

and higher for workers with only a high school degree. Below, I replicate this result for 

the period Freeman considered using microdata and re-estimate the model on later time 

periods up to 2017 to check the stability of the relationship. 

 As a little background, two factors make the decades following the 1960s 

amenable to the study of the effects of cohort size in the United States. First, immigration 

policy at the time was relatively restrictive, reducing endogeneity concerns. Second, the 

large increase in birth rates through the 1950s led to unusually high variation in cohort 

sizes for the next few decades. This can be seen in Table 1 and in Figure 2. Generally, 

relative cohort sizes were much more stable in the periods after the baby boomers entered 

late working age. All else equal, this increased variation should make estimates more
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Table 1. Relative Cohort Sizes over Time  

precise, though other factors specific to this period such as the draft may complicate the 

analysis. These and other factors are discussed in a series of essays by Richard Easterlin 

 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 

1965 0.118 0.211 0.230 0.205 0.155 

1975 0.146** 0.243* 0.182 0.187 0.146 

1985 0.142 0.284** 0.212* 0.148 0.142 

1995 0.114 0.256 0.259** 0.184* 0.121 

2005 0.114 0.215 0.231 0.222** 0.154* 

2015 0.113 0.218 0.199 0.210 0.196** 

Notes: Fraction of male workers ages 18-65. *Early Boomers (1950) in cohort, 

**Peak Boomers (1955) in cohort, data from March CPS  

Figure 2. Relative Cohort Sizes 
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in the 1950s and 1960s. Empirical work on the subject was scant until Freeman (1979) 

and Welch 1979 looked at the effect of cohort sizes on wages, at a time when the leading 

cohort of baby boomers could be observed entering the labor market. These papers 

spawned a substantial literature on cohort size that improved both in terms of model 

specification and data quality. 

 These later papers elaborated on Freemanôs work by looking at changes in a 

variety of labor market outcomes and particularly at estimates of the age-earnings profile. 

These include Berger (1989), which demonstrated the importance of adjacent cohort 

sizes, and Bloom, Freeman, and Korenman (1988), which demonstrated that much of the 

effect on wages was due to changes in unemployment. In general, attention shifted from 

relative cohort size to own and adjacent cohort sizes and how they influenced, for 

example, returns to education. In that sense, the work was absorbed into other literatures 

and after the 1990s was rarely a primary topic. Later work in the literature also struggled 

with efforts to separately identify supply and demand shifts caused by cohort sizes and 

did not reach a consensus on how to do so empirically. 

 While these offered valuable new insights, Freemanôs initial framework offered a 

benefit that has received less attention. Freeman (1979) estimates the elasticity of 

substitution (or complementarity), allowing a look at how older and younger workers 

differ as inputs into a production function, as well as a trend in labor demand. With his 

approach, we can ignore issues such as the functional form of the age-earnings profile. 

 This substitutability interpretation was not Freemanôs primary aim but is 

especially useful in determining how and why outcomes change and sidesteps much of 
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the complexity in modelling other outcomes. In the literature, there is a strong tendency 

to treat job attributes as given and explain productivity differences based on worker 

characteristics. This story is incomplete if changes in substitutability arise from changes 

in the production function as firms adapt to demographic and technological shifts. 

Below, I replicate the results in Freeman (1979) using microdata and estimate the 

model on a longer sample period. Freeman draws from several sources, most of which are 

based on Current Population Survey results. This leaves the degree to which results are 

sensitive to sample restrictions, the choice of age brackets, and the years for which data 

were available unclear. Freeman consequently estimates different models on different 

time periods due to data limitations, and their results may or may not be comparable. 

Theory14 

 While the idea that a workerôs productivity, hence wages, should rise as human 

capital is accumulated through work experience is obvious, less obvious is that the 

workerôs productivity should change in response to the increase in experience of other 

workers. If we think of workers as offering differentiable labor inputs, this makes sense. 

Some groups of workers offer more scarce or plentiful types of labor. To oversimplify a 

little, we may think of young workers providing low skill, physically intensive labor and 

old workers providing high skill, low physicality labor, with middle aged workers 

providing a degree of both. The ability to replace brute strength with expertise is limited. 

It may also be the case the older and younger workers are not equally substitutable for 

capital inputs, though data limitations make this more difficult to see in practice. 
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 The concept of substitutability and the methods of measuring it are well-known 

but bear elaboration in this context. Inputs are substitutable if when one input is reduced 

output can be maintained at a constant level by increasing another input. If the amount of 

the second input needed is a constant multiple of the reduction in the first input, those 

inputs are perfect substitutes. Note that the multiple need not be one; if we need two 

packets of Sweet & Low to replace one packet of Equal, they are still perfect substitutes. 

If the amount of the second input needed rises the more the first input is reduced, they are 

imperfect substitutes.  

 Figure 3 gives an illustration of the substitutability between inputs in the form of 

isoquants. Each line represents a fixed level of output and contains all the combinations 

of two labor types that could produce them. Generally, we expect them to be curved 

inwards as seen here. If the isoquant is perfectly straight, the inputs are prefect 

substitutes. If the isoquant forms a right angle, the inputs are perfect complements. What 

point on the isoquant is actually used in production generally depends on the prices of the 

inputs if we are thinking in a micro framework where this is the production function of a 

price taking firm. In other contexts, we may need to think of prices as adjusting to 

relatively fixed quantities. In either case, the slope of the isoquant indicates the relative 

marginal productivities of the workers. If type 2 is abundant, type 1 is relatively more 

productive, as indicated by the steeper slope. 
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 In the context of labor, it is helpful to think of each worker as having a set of 

abilities that can change over time. If all these abilities rose and fell at the same rate over 

each workerôs lifetime, workers of different ages should be perfect substitutes, since a 

fixed number of young workers could always replace a fixed number of older workers 

and we could normalize labor input measurements for age4. Since it is not plausible that a 

workerôs physical and mental abilities change at the same rate over a lifetime, we should 

expect that older and younger workers be imperfect substitutes. That is, older and 

 
4For a somewhat impolite example, consider dairy cows. A dairy cowôs milk production 

rises over her lifetime, but cows of all ages are perfect substitutes. Human examples 

where workers produce an undifferentiated output, cannot change careers, and do not 

collaborate are hard to come by. 

Figure 3. Isoquants, CES Production Function 



 30 
 

younger workers will specialize in different tasks, and as younger workers hypothetically 

become scarce, older workers will be used for tasks for which they are less specialized, 

requiring more of them to do the same work.  

 Workers of different ages differ in several ways, some of which are easier to 

observe than others. Older workers tend to be paid higher wages. The usual argument is 

that their wages reflect higher human capital accumulated through job experience. The 

degree to which this is the case varies by group. For more educated workers, the wage 

increase is large, while for workers with less than a four-year degree the difference is 

modest. This is generally interpreted as more educated workers having higher returns to 

experience. There are other situations in which higher wages for older workers arise from 

strategic behavior rather than productivity differences, but these mostly require what we 

would now consider age discrimination to work, and are implausible following legal 

prohibitions introduced in the 1970s and 1980s. 

 If the usual assumptions about competitive markets and perfect information hold, 

wages reflect marginal productivity, and we can interpret the wage ratio of older and 

younger workers as the marginal rate of technical substitution (MRTS) between them as 

inputs5. This is effectively the variable the models will describe. Further interpretation in 

terms of elasticities of substitution depend on assumptions about the production function. 

We should expect the MRTS to fall as the reference input becomes more common. That 

is, as younger workers become more prevalent, it should take fewer older workers to 

 
5This assumption can be relaxed somewhat, as discussed later 
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match the output of each younger worker. Deviations from this should be surprising, and 

subject to careful interpretation. An input becoming relatively more productive as it 

becomes relatively more common is atypical. 

 A natural way to characterize the relationship between older and younger workers 

as inputs for production is using the elasticity of substitution. If there were fewer young 

workers, more older workers would be necessary to maintain a given level of output. If 

younger workers are group 1 and older workers are group 2, to express this in 

percentages, we use the formula 

ů12=dln(x2/x1)/dln(MRTS12) 

Equation 1 

which is conveniently in terms of variables we can find in publicly available datasets. 

Our need to estimate this will guide our model selection. We prefer that ů12 be a constant, 

but one that depends on the data, as opposed to the Cobb-Douglas case in which it is 

always one. Note that ů12 need not necessarily be a constant. Treating it as a constant is 

typically based on the assumption that the production function has a particular form, 

though it may be possible to estimate some kind of average ů12 or to make it constant 

within some subsample. 

 Note also that whether the elasticity of substitution is measurable in the data 

depends on labor mobility. If labor moves freely, the proportion of workers in a given age 

bracket is endogenous as workers go to the area with the best wages. The labor market 

must be defined such that workers are not migrating. As noted elsewhere, this means that 
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relative cohort sizes should become relevant in the United States after immigration 

became heavily restricted in the 20th century. This line of reasoning also supports 

aggregating at the national level as Freeman does in his models.  

 From the reasoning above, the elasticity of substitution between older and 

younger workers should be higher for workers in fields where experience is a major 

factor in productivity. The easiest test case is to compare workers by education group. 

We should also expect the elasticity to be higher between more distant age groups. This 

leaves us with two sets of hypotheses to test. 

Model15 

 In practice, what we can observe are wages and some worker characteristics. 

Consequently, the equation we can establish empirically is a labor demand equation. 

Freeman and others assume inelastic labor supply in arguing that the linear model 

estimates the labor demand equation. Going from the demand equation to a claim about 

substitutability between inputs requires further assumptions. The benchmark case used in 

Freeman (1979) and elsewhere is a constant elasticity of substitution (CES) production 

function. 

If we assert that aggregate output is 

Q = F(al1
ɟ
+(1-a)l2

ɟ
)
1/ɟ 

Equation 2 



 33 
 

where l1 and l2 are the number of workers in different age brackets, F is total factor 

productivity, and a is relative productivity. The elasticity of substitution between labor 

inputs is ů = 1/(1-ɟ). It can also be shown that in equilibrium,  

MP1/MP2 = (a/(1-a))(l1/l2)
ɟ-1

. 

Equation 3 

With some minor rearranging, this yields the convenient specification 

ln(w1)- ln(w1) = ln(a/(1-a))-(1/ů)( ln(l1)- ln(l2))-v, 

Equation 4 

where w1 and w2 are wages and v is whatever deviation relative wages have from relative 

productivity. If we wish, we can eliminate the constant term by taking differences, or if 

we suspect it varies over time, we can think of them as relative productivity (demand) 

shocks. The advantage of the CES framework here is that elasticity is a constant, but the 

model allows parameters for total factor productivity, relative productivity, and returns to 

scale to change. The most obvious concern is that ὥ may vary over time and that ὺ may 

be correlated with labor shares. 

 Freeman briefly discusses the strengths and weaknesses of this specification. The 

primary benefit is that the elasticity of substitution can be estimated in a linear framework 

with available data. Notable limitations are that we require that ů be unrelated to other 

factors, especially capital intensity and labor in other age brackets.  
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 The decision to estimate the model on time series data effectively trades power in 

some statistical tests in order to solve the problem of workers migrating endogenously. At 

the national level, for the time period in question, migration can be ignored. This is a key 

point argued in early work by Easterlin (1978). Aggregating at a subnational level would 

force endogenous migration to be addressed by some more complicated method. The 

downsides are that estimates are based on far fewer observations and that parameters 

must be assumed constant over at least some time period. In principle, it should be 

possible to test the CES-based specification by including other cohort sizes and other 

transformations of own cohort size. In practice, these tests are low power both due to 

small sample sizes and to partial collinearity between the variables increasing the 

standard errors. 

 We may also wish to consider other forms of endogeneity that may or may not be 

solved using time series data. Wages are an imperfect measure of marginal productivity 

in several ways. Older workers may receive alternative compensation in the form of 

health care benefits to a greater degree than younger workers. Suppose the true MRTS is 

given by w1/(w2+h), where h is the additional compensation for older workers. Then  

ln(w1/(w2+h)) = ln(w1/w2)+ ln(w2/(w2+h)). 

Equation 5 

We can subtract the second term from both sides of the regression equation and think of 

this as an omitted variable. In that case, we need to be concerned if the proportion of 

wages to total compensation for older workers is correlated with the proportion of older 
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workers in the population. It will almost certainly be the case that these are correlated 

over time, if for no other reason than that they have both risen in the previous decade. If 

the trend is linear, this will be captured by the time trend, so the trend should be included. 

Similar arguments could be made for other deviations of wages from marginal 

productivity, such as deferred compensation, though in many cases the notation becomes 

complicated. Freeman implicitly makes this case when arguing for a labor market 

condition proxy. Additional proxies may also have been appropriate. 

 While the CES model is helpful in specifying the equation we wish to estimate in 

terms of how the variables should be transformed, it is less informative as to which 

control variables should be included. Freeman expresses concern that business cycles 

affect workers differently depending on their age brackets, such as older workers being 

less likely to experience layoffs in a downturn. This concern is well supported, especially 

early in the period when strict seniority rules were more common. To deal with this, 

Freeman uses detrended GNP to control for the current phase of the business cycle. Thus, 

the full equation Freeman estimates is 

ln(w1)- ln(w2) = ɓ0+ɓ1 (ln(l1)- ln(l1))+ɓ2 ŮGNP+ɓ3t+Ů. 

Equation 6 

Freeman defines l2 and w2 using workers ages 45 to 54, which are typically the peak 

earning years. For l1 and w1 he uses workers 25 to 34 and 20 to 24 in separate regressions. 

If our specification is correct, a 1% increase in the number of workers in the lower age 

bracket relative to the number of workers in the higher age bracket will induce a decrease 
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in wages of ɓ1 = -(1/ů)% for the younger workers relative to the older workers. Keeping 

in the framework of CES production, ɟ = ɓ1+1, so 0 indicates linear production, -1 

indicates Cobb-Douglas, and the Leontief production function is at negative infinity. 

Whether ɓ1 is above or below -1 will indicate whether the goods are gross complements 

or gross substitutes. 

Data16 

 The principal source of data is the Current Population Survey conducted by the 

US Census Bureau on behalf of the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Though conducted each 

month, the March supplement (ASEC) focuses on the economic variables most relevant 

here. Microdata for the March CPS is available from 1962 onwards, with data summaries 

available for earlier years. This is the most often used dataset in the cohort size literature. 

The advantages of the CPS are its large sample sizes and its wide selection of variables. 

Since the survey targets a number of households each year, the number of individual 

observations rises and falls along with average household sizes but tends to be between 

150 and 200 thousand a year. The limitations of the CPS are the measurement error to be 

expected from self-reported data, the changes in data collection practices over time, the 

paucity of a personal history variables. 

 At the time, Freeman would have had access to some microdata on magnetic tape, 

but frequently used results from data summaries rather than the microdata. This allowed 

him to include results for years as early as 1947 but limited his analysis in other ways. In 

particular, he is unable to freely set age brackets and some sample restrictions are 

difficult to discern. He also imputes values for both dependent and independent variables 
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in some years when data were unavailable. The replication will be based entirely on the 

available microdata, and consequently starts in 19616. Since Freeman already changes 

sample periods from model to model based on data availability, modest shifts in the 

sample period are not a major concern for the fidelity of the replication. 

 The income data in the CPS has a complicated history that requires discussion. 

Income is recorded at both the household and individual level and is broken into 

categories including wages and business income. For examinations of labor demand, 

using nonfarm wage income is a common approach, and I follow Freeman in using it. 

This means that we exclude income for the self-employed and farmers. Additionally, for 

early years in the sample period values for the wage variable include unflagged 

imputations. While not explicitly stated in Freeman (1979), based on conversations 

mentioned in Welch (1979), Freeman addresses this by excluding observations with 

flagged imputations at the household level. 

 There are two further issues with the wage data in the March CPS. First, it is 

subject to changing top codes over the years, from as low as $50,000 in the 1970s to as 

high as $200,000 in 1995. From 1996 onwards, the March CPS uses a variety of 

complicated methods to anonymize observations with high incomes, including imputing 

the mean of wages above the top code and switching the wage values of high earners 

using a matching system. In many cases, this can be ignored, but we should be aware that 

the top code should have a larger effect on mean wage estimates for workers in higher 

 
6The survey was conducted in 1962, but the data is over the previous year 
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age brackets. When examining relative wages as Freeman does, this would lead to an 

upwards bias in our estimates that is larger for years with a lower top code. Second, the 

CPS underwent a redesign in 1994 in which the wage and employment questions were 

changed to reduce measurement error. The attempt seems to have been successful, so we 

should be wary of differing measurement error before and after 1994 and check for 

structural breaks around that time. 

 The wage data in the March CPS is annualized, but it is arguably better to use 

hourly or weekly wages in some specifications, as Freeman sometimes does. Since the 

March CPS also reports usual hours worked per week and weeks worked in the past year, 

we can impute these values. Doing so may exacerbate measurement error. Another issue 

is that usual hours worked was not included before 1982, and prior to 1976 weeks worked 

was reported only up to an interval. Where necessary, these values are imputed as the 

midpoint of the interval.  

 The other key variable is more straightforward. The CPS includes age at the time 

the survey was taken. Since wages are reported for the previous year, we subtract one 

from the age reported in the CPS. In principle, there is some degree of measurement error 

here, but sorting workers into multiyear brackets should reduce this. Freeman tries 

several approaches to selecting age brackets, with his key model using the 45- to 54-year-

old bracket and the 25- to 34- year-old bracket. The ratio of men in these brackets is the 

main explanatory variable. Later work in the literature favored using experience brackets 

rather than age. 
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 Table 1 reports relative cohort sizes for the male workforce since 1965. We can 

see a few trends over time. The current age distribution is more uniform than in the early 

periods. We can also see the baby boom pass through the age brackets, ballooning cohort 

sizes by as much as 35% in some cases. The generations that followed tended also to be 

large, but the relative cohort sizes are much more stable. Note the sizes of cohorts two 

brackets behind the peak. 

 Freeman uses a few other variables in the CPS to restrict the samples he uses to 

estimate his models. As the degree of substitutability between workers differs by 

education level, Freeman does estimation on high school and college graduates 

separately. The CPS provides detailed data on education levels, but some caution is 

needed as prior to 1992 the education variable did not distinguish between spending 4+ 

years in college and receiving a bachelorôs degree. Another problem is the lack of 

education data in the 1963 survey. It also had a ñ12th grade, diploma unclearò value. 

Following Freeman, these observations are included as graduates, which seems 

reasonable given that superseniority was much less common at the time. Freeman also 

restricts some samples to year-round full-time workers. Which variables were used to do 

this are unstated, as Freeman draws values for some years from summaries of CPS data in 

Current Population Reports (CPR). Here, I use the FULLPART variable, used to indicate 

full -time or part-time work status. Using the interval weeks worked variable is also 

possible. 

 In addition to the variables obtained in the CPS, Freeman uses detrended log GNP 

(residuals around a time trend estimated by OLS) as a control variable. He does not 
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mention the source of GNP data, but it can be easily obtained through FRED or directly 

from the BEA. A greater concern is that while a linear trend may be a sensible 

approximation in the period Freeman considered, it is less appropriate for a longer 

interval. Detrending from a linear approximation of GNP from 1961 to 2017 will give 

negative values at the beginning and end of the period and positive values in the middle, 

in no way capturing periods of recession and growth as intended. I use separate linear 

detrending for the pre- and post-1975 period in an effort to maintain comparability. 

 Figure 4 shows the natural log of GNP for the early years of the sample. Here, the 

linear trend is a good fit, although the residuals show a clear pattern. Our goal is not 

white noise errors, but this measure suggests that 1969 to 1976 were all weak years. 

Longer time periods increase the degree of the problem. Other work tends to use 

unemployment rates to capture business cycle effects. As an alternative, the cyclical 

component of log GNP derived from a Hodrick-Prescott filter is show below. This 

method is far less sensitive to the time period of the sample and shows more plausible 

variation over time. 

Assessment17 

 When replicating a result, carefully defining the criteria for success or failure in 

advance is critical. I attempt both to replicate Freemanôs results for the period he 

examined and to estimate the model on an extended time period to see if the results 

change. Because of data limitations, we should not expect results to match Freemanôs 

estimates exactly in either case. Recall that many of Freemanôs results are based on 
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summaries in the Consumer Survey Reports and that the source of some of his variables 

(e.g. GNP) were not clearly reported. 

 Freeman reports his key results in table 4 of his paper, which contains coefficient 

estimates from a regression on time series data from 1955 to 19747. We are concerned 

with the coefficient on the log ratio of workers in younger and older age brackets, and to 

a lesser extent with the time trend. The other variables are controls, not of direct interest. 

If older and younger workers are gross substitutes, in all cases the elasticity of 

 
7Some models are estimated from 1947 to 1974, but these use different sample 

restrictions on workers 

Figure 4. Detrended GNP 
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substitution is greater than 1. Thus, our first criterion is that the coefficients remain 

between -1 and 0. 

 A second key result is that the coefficient for college graduates is of greater 

magnitude than the coefficient for workers with only a high school degree. This is what 

theory predicts and Freeman spends some time interpreting it. So, our second criterion is 

that ɓ1,col < ɓ1,hs. 

 A third key result is that the demographic shift is responsible for a large portion of 

the total variation in relative wages. For the period Freeman considers, he finds roughly 

half of the change in relative wages can be attributed to changes in relative cohort size. In 

the replication, this result should hold for Freemanôs sample period. In later periods, 

relative cohort size may explain less of the variation in relative wages, but should account 

for a similar proportion of the variance in the fitted values. Failure to meet any one of the 

three criteria will indicate a failed replication attempt. 

 Assuming the coefficient values match, we need also to establish the statistical 

significance of the results. Freeman reports standard errors but does not mention whether 

they are classic OLS or something more robust. He also estimates many coefficients, so 

the fact that some are significant can be overinterpreted. Additionally, he cannot calculate 

Durbin Watson statistics for his two key models. By using the CPS data directly in our 

estimations and robust standard error estimates, these issues can be remedied. If the 

results of our estimation meet the three criteria above but are not statistically significant, 

this should be taken as a partial failure to replicate. 
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 Another concern is that Freemanôs results may be sensitive to his somewhat 

arbitrary choice of age brackets. Freeman seems to base his choice of age brackets on 

what the CPR and other sources used in their summaries rather than having a theory-

based argument. With the CPS data available, we can shift age brackets a small amount 

to test the sensitivity of the results. If moving the age brackets by a year or two leads to 

large changes in the coefficient estimates, that may indicate that Freemanôs results are 

driven by some cohort specific effects rather than cohort size, which again would 

represent a failed replication. 

Results18 

 The estimates for the key coefficient are reported in two tables. Table 2 follows 

Freemanôs model closely. The results in the pre-1975 period are similar to Freemanôs, 

insofar as that the signs match and the absolute value of the coefficient for college 

graduates is larger than the coefficient for high school graduates. The results for the 

youngest cohort of full-time workers are noticeably different, though Freemanôs estimate 

may be imprecise. While not visible in the table, it should be noted that robust standard 

errors for these coefficients are smaller than the classic OLS standard errors, so standard 

errors may have been overstated. All told, the first and second criteria for replication are 

satisfied, as all estimates are between 0 and -1 and college graduates have a more 

negative coefficient. The third criterion is more debatable, but it appears that variation in 

cohort size is still the primary driver of changes in predicted relative wages, rather than 

the other independent variables, with youngest cohort as an exception. By the standards 

above, the replication is successful. 



 44 
 

Table 2. Elasticity of Complementarity Estimates, Basic Model 

 Comparing the pre- and post-1976 trends, the coefficients are statistically 

significantly different for both high school and college graduates. Recall that baby 

boomers began entering the 25 to 34 age bracket in 1975 and began to enter the 45 to 54 

age bracket in 1995. If the estimates are true, the elasticity of substitution between young 

and old college graduates rose following the period Freeman examines while it went 

down for high school graduates. I should additionally point out that positive values 

should be disquieting. Recall that the specification implies ů = -(1/ɓ1)%. This makes 0 a 

vertical asymptote, and a positive coefficient is not possible in the CES framework. For 

now, I suppose the true coefficient is nonpositive when interpreting.  

Sample Freeman 

 Basic Model Replication 

 

Pre 1975 1975 to 

1996 

1996 to 

2017 

p-value 

(=) 

D-W 

Full-time 

Workers, 

25 to 35 

-0.14** 

(0.04) 

-0.13 

(0.24) 

-0.09 

(0.05) 

-0.13* 

(0.07) 
0.86 1.10 

Four-year 

Degree 

Workers 

-0.51* 

(0.28) 

-0.30 

(0.21) 

-0.04 

(0.09) 

0.21** 

(0.08) 
0.03 1.87 

High School 

Graduate 

Workers 

-0.07 

(.11) 

-0.15 

(0.20) 

-0.20** 

(0.04) 

0.12**  

(0.05) 
0.00 1.54 

Full-time 

Workers, 20 

to 24 

-0.41** 

(0.19) 

-0.49**  

(0.15) 

-0.06 

(0.07) 

0.37 

(0.24) 
0.01 1.01 

Notes: *-5% significance, **-1% significance. Replicated results were estimated jointly, 

interacting with a dummy variable for the post 1974 period. Standard errors are 

heteroskedasticity robust. Lower critical value on DW is ~0.94, upper critical value is 

~1.95. The test is inconclusive in all cases. 
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 Also worth mentioning is the value of the Durbin-Watson statistics. Freeman 

finds values near 2 in most of his models, but estimating over a longer time period gives 

results that more strongly suggest either autocorrelated errors or some form of 

endogeneity. The results suggest that ARMA type models should be explored. Estimates 

using cohort bins shifted by one year in either direction did not yield statistically 

significantly different results. Results are sensitive to the choice of detrending method of 

GNP. This should not discredit the model, but is concerning and suggests that the model 

would benefit from more robust controls for labor market conditions. Overall goodness of 

fit, in terms of R2, is similar to Freemanôs estimates. Based on the results in Table 2, I 

consider two adjustments to the model: labor market controls and addressing 

autocorrelation in the errors. 

 Table 3 shows elasticity estimates for the two extensions to the model in two 

periods. First, alternative labor market controls are added in the form of GNP and 

unemployment, both detrended using a Hodrick-Prescott (H-P) filter for annual data. This 

yields insignificant results for both high school and college workers in both periods. The 

values are not greatly changed, so this may indicate that earlier results were false 

positives. The next model again uses H-P detrended labor market controls, and adds an 

AR(1) term. This model yields significant results in the pre-1976 period and for high 

school only workers in the post-1976 period. Note that the standard errors are similar to 

the previous model, so significance is not driven by increased precision. The elasticity for 

college graduates is more negative than for high school graduates in the early period, and 

the difference is not significant in the later period. Overall, this is weakly supportive of 
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the claim that Freemanôs results were accurate for the period, but that the relationship 

changed. 

Table 3. Elasticity of Complementarity Estimates, Extended Model 

Conclusion19 

 What we have seen in this chapter is that the relationship between relative wages 

and relative labor quantities can reveal both the degree of substitutability and the relative 

level of productivity between types of workers. Estimating this relationship is possible 

with existing data and techniques. A key limitation of the approach seen here is that labor 

is not well differentiated in the data. Workers with college degrees do high skill work and 

workers with a high school degree or less to low skill work. In reality, there are more 

than two types of work and a workerôs education level does not perfectly predict what 

type or types of labor a worker provides. 

 The remainder of this dissertation moves away from the concept of high skill and 

low skill as types of labor and towards a framework in which labor is decomposed into 

Sample 

Basic 

Replication 

Extended Model Replication 

H-P Detrending H-P Detrending, AR(1) 

Pre ̀74 `74 to ̀96 Pre ̀74 `74 to ̀96 

College  -0.30 

(0.21) 

-0.29 

(0.21) 

-0.03 

(0.08) 

-0.77**  

(0.22) 

-0.04 

(0.10) 

High 

School  

-0.15 

(0.20) 

-.03 

(0.16) 

-0.02 

(0.05) 

-0.17**  

(0.07) 

-0.18**  

(0.06) 

Notes: Replicated results were estimated jointly, interacting with a dummy variable for 

the post 1974 period. Standard errors are heteroskedasticity robust.  
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tasks. Tasks are what workers do, while skill are something workers have. Different tasks 

have their own task-specific human capital. We can measure the quantity of tasks a 

worker does separately for the skill the worker has at performing a task. Once I obtain 

task quantities and shadow prices, we can analyze their relationship in a framework 

similar to the one used in this chapter, but we will be able to distinguish changes in wages 

across education groups within a task from changes in wages within education groups 

across tasks. 
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CHAPTER IV 

WHO DOES WHAT? MEASURED TASK INTENSITY FROM 1980 TO 2015 

 In this chapter I make two extensions to prior findings in the task-based literature. 

First, I apply the measurement technique introduced in Peri and Sparber (2009) to a 

broader suite of tasks. Their method has an advantage that has yet to be fully appreciated, 

in that the method allows for task quantities to be aggregated across workers and can be 

applied to more than a few tasks at once. This aggregability allows for the estimation of 

task-labor demand curves and elasticities of price and substitution that until now have not 

been viable to estimate for many task categories. Second, I introduce computers as a task 

category. 

 The bulk of the chapter describes the construction of task quantity measures from 

the raw data in the March Current Population Survey (CPS) and Occupational 

Information Network (O*NET) datasets. I start with a discussion of the O*NET dataset 

and potential data quality issues, then describe the process of merging the datasets. The 

remainder of the chapter is an extended discussion of how tasks are distributed within the 

workforce and how the distribution of tasks has changed over the sample period. The 

general finding is that, within education-experience groups, mean task intensities have 

been roughly stable aside from computer tasks, which is somewhat surprising if computer 

tasks substitute for routine tasks. If relative task intensities are stable within groups and 

wages are a function of tasks, changing compensation for tasks must explain the changes 
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wages between groups, a topic I explore in chapter 5. I also document the tendency of 

local labor markets to specialize into groupings of tasks e.g., many states will increase 

mean intensity in communication, nonroutine analytic, and computer tasks while 

decreasing manual task intensity. Routine analytic tasks avert this trend with growth 

largely unrelated to growth in other tasks.  

 Conceptually, I take the hundreds of occupations reported in the CPS and reduce 

them to a set of a few interpretable task variables observable at the individual worker 

level. I measure six tasks simultaneously, including, for the first time, computer tasks. 

The task measurements here are continuous at the worker level and, under conditions 

explained below, permit aggregation across workers. I allow variation in task intensity 

within occupations over time, both by using O*NET data from multiple time periods and 

accounting for changes in the composition of detailed occupations within census 

occupation codes. The description of the distribution of tasks within the workforce 

produced here is consequently richer than in other available sources. 

O*NET Database History and Mission20 

 O*NET is a project founded in 1998 to replace the Dictionary of Occupational 

Titles. Conducted by RTI International at the behest of the United States Department of 

Labor, O*NETôs mission is to provide up-to-date information on occupational 

requirements to help workers make decisions about which occupations to enter. Note that 

producing longitudinal or panel datasets is not part of O*NETôs core mission. 

Consequently, O*NET has historically not been averse to changing methodologies from 

year to year in ways that can affect both the interpretation and statistical properties of the 
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variables they record. The existing research that uses O*NET data almost uniformly 

skirts this issue by applying one cross section of O*NET variables to the entire sample 

period, which is reasonable for short time periods or for tasks that do not substantially 

change within occupations over time.  Here, I make use of O*NET data from multiple 

time periods, in what I believe is a useful extension to previous methods.  

O*NET methodology21 

 O*NETôs taxonomy for occupations is an extension of the Standard Occupation 

Classification (SOC) system with additional breakdowns for some occupations. Values 

reported below are based on 882 SOC code occupations. The general methodology of 

O*NET is to survey incumbents. A set of questionnaires goes out to businesses expected 

to have workers in the selected occupations. Each questionnaire contains a set of 

questions on an area of O*NETôs content model, such as skills, work activities, work 

context, etc. Respondents are asked to rate the importance or level of job requirements or 

job tasks, on a 1 to 5 or 1 to 7 scale. Mean values within occupations are reported. In 

some cases, these results are supplemented with input from occupational analysts. Since 

the first survey dataset was collected, about 100 occupations per year have been updated, 

meaning a dataset for a given year is based on a mix of older and newer survey results. I 

use O*NET dataset release versions 5.0, 13.0, 18.0, and 23.0 for the years 2000, 2005, 

2010, and 2015 respectively. 

Variable Selection22 

 A brief discussion of the task-based framework is necessary to explain how 

variables from O*NET should be selected. Each job entails a mix of some number of 
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tasks. Workers differ in the composition of tasks that they perform. We can think of 

workers as providing labor that they apply to producing a mix of intermediate inputs, 

tasks, that are then combined into a final output good or service. Tasks are imperfectly 

substitutable, so the marginal product of a worker doing a specific task depends on the 

workerôs skill at that task and on the aggregate quantities of other tasks, both from the 

worker in question and other workers, potentially in different groups. 

 How to divide tasks into reasonable categories is well covered in the literature; 

see Acemoglu and Autor (2011) for an extended review of the topic. There are two 

commonly used schemes that may be combined. Tasks are sorted into routine and non-

routine categories or into analytic (abstract), manual, and interactive (communication). 

When these are combined, interactive is typically treated as non-routine, leading to a 

framework of five categories. For each category of tasks, a set of several related variables 

is selected and combined through one of a handful of methods covered in more detail 

below. These methods have not been applied to computer tasks, however, and I will 

explain shortly how the framework is applicable. 

 My selection of variables is based on the methods in Acemoglu and Autor (2011) 

and Peri and Sparber (2009). The O*NET variables for each task category are shown in 

Table 4. I will refer to the listed O*NET variables as the ñrawò variables as necessary to 

avoid confusion with the task measures I produce later. I use Peri and Sparberôs (2009) 

communication tasks rather than Acemoglu and Autorôs (2011) interaction tasks because 

the latter are focused on the question of offshoring and constructed their variable to be 

sensitive to the need for face-to-face interaction, which is less of a focus here. 
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Table 4. Variable Selection for Task Categories 

 All of these questions are of the form ñrate the importance of X on a scale of 1 to 

5.ò Figure 5 plots the year 2000 values of O*NET variables within each task category 

against their values in 2015. Taken at face value, over that time many occupations have 

seen substantial change in task intensity. The predominant trend is a broad increase in 

reported task intensity for low intensity occupations. This pattern is visible for all task 

categories except for nonroutine manual. How much of this is real is questionable. The 

result hinges largely on using the year 2000 as the base year. Comparing other years to 

2015 shows occupations evenly scattered around a 45-degree line, though the fluctuations 

are substantial. For most tasks, there is a noticeable but less pronounced drop in task 

intensity for high intensity occupations, suggesting that some degree of measurement 

error is causing strength of the relationship to attenuate. This is a potential issue, but the 

methods used to convert these variables into task measures should reduce it. 

Task Measure O*NET Variables 

Computer Interacting with computers; Programming 

Communication Oral comprehension; Oral Expression; 

Written Comprehension; Written Expression 

Routine Manual Pace determined by speed of equipment; 

Controlling machines and processes; Spend 

time making repetitive motions 

Nonroutine Manual Operating vehicles, mechanized devices, or 

equipment; Spend time using hands to handle, 

control or feel objects, tools, or controls; 

Manual dexterity; Spatial orientation 

Routine Analytic Repeating the same tasks; Being exact or 

accurate; Structured vs unstructured work 

Nonroutine Analytic Analyzing information; Thinking creatively; 

Interpreting information for others 
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 The other takeaway from Figure 5 is that, within task categories, the changes in 

values over time are in most cases strongly correlated. This is especially true for variables 

in the communications category, in which changes have correlation coefficients between 

0.45 and 0.81, while correlation coefficients are weaker for variables in the routine 

manual category at between 0.09 and 0.25. In no case is the correlation between tasks 

within a category negative and significant. In short, values within task categories move in 

the same direction. While not conclusive, this is supportive of the claim that these 

variables are capturing features of the same types of tasks. Recall that prior work 

combining these variables has used O*NET data from single time periods, so this finding 

Figure 5. Within Occupation Changes in Task Intensity, 2000 to 2015 
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is encouraging, since I require a common method of combining variables in different time 

periods. 

The Case for a Computer Tasks Category23 

 One of these task categories is not so well established as the others, so I take a 

moment here to discuss how computer tasks should be defined and interpreted. I must 

establish both that computers are a valid task category and that we can measure computer 

tasks empirically using the same general methods used for other tasks. Starting with the 

latter, my computer task measurement is based on two items on the O*NET surveys: rate 

the importance of ñWriting computer programs for various purposesò and ñUsing 

computers and computer systems to program, write software, set up functions, enter data, 

or process informationò on a scale of 1 to 5. These are sufficiently computer related and 

similar in format to commonly used O*NET questions for empirical work. 

 To create a computer task index within the existing framework we need to 

consider both what computers do and how they are used by typical workers. Computers 

manipulate data using operations that have been unambiguously defined in a specialized 

format. In that sense, computers substitute for routine tasks, as argued in Autor, Levy, 

and Murnane (2003). There, the authors approach computers as physical capital that 

substitutes for routine tasks done by human workers, leading to decreased demand for the 

low education workers that tend to do routine tasks and higher demand for college 

educated workers that tend to do nonroutine tasks. They acknowledge computer skills as 

a type of human capital, but do not explore computers tasks as a distinct type of labor.  
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 Someone must induce the computer to produce the desired output, and doing that 

takes dedicated time and effort the same as other tasks. Workers must produce the 

unambiguous instructions that the computer requires to operate. In that sense, computers 

perform work that substitutes for routine tasks done by workers but require non-routine 

labor input to do so, and my definition of computer tasks encompasses the latter. While in 

principle a routine category of computer tasks can be defined, in practice we should 

expect computer tasks that are routine to be done by computers. That is, routine computer 

tasks, once identified, are incorporated into software after a brief potential lag. This is 

really all that software is. Consequently, in equilibrium there are no routine computer 

tasks performed by human workers, keeping in mind that under the definition of 

computer tasks used here typing and data entry are not included. 

 We might think of computer tasks as a second category of interactive or 

communication tasks, where the worker ñcommunicatesò with a non-human, not truly 

intelligent device. My definition of computer tasks includes programming, but also other 

activities such as organizing files, customizing settings, and actively using software. It 

does not include passive uses of computers, where the user is watching or reading off the 

screen. The task category definition in this paper can be summarized as ñan activity that 

produces instructions a computer can use.ò  Fortunately, this is quite close to the phrasing 

used in the O*NET questionnaires. 

Limitations of O*NET Data 24 

 I have alluded to the limitations of the O*NET dataset before, but before 

continuing I will state a few explicitly. First, we cannot observe differences within 
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occupations that are frequently of interest, such as by education, experience, or location. 

This is probably not too serious. If an occupation had large task differences between 

workers, we would typically not think of it as a single occupation. Occupations are 

defined such that their internal task compositions are mostly consistent across time, 

location, and worker type. This is especially true when occupations are highly detailed, as 

they are in O*NETôs 1,000 plus detailed occupations, most of which are usable here. 

Additionally, the usual case is that a firm decides on a position and what the position 

requires, rather than finding an employee and setting job requirements to match, so job 

requirements should generally not differ based on the type of worker that eventually fills 

the position.  

 Other concerns include the difficulty of interpreting the self-reported values and 

converting the many variables from O*NET into a small number of task variables. These 

issues I address with methods drawn from Peri and Sparber (2009) and to a lesser extent 

Acemoglu and Autor (2011). A final issue is that changing methodology can lead to 

changing statistical relationships between variables. A case in point is that early in the 

sample periods, the ñinteracting with computersò variable and the ñprogrammingò 

variable mentioned above are questions on separate surveys, while late in the sample 

period the ñprogrammingò variable is updated by analysts based on the survey results for 

the ñinteracting with computersò variable. This is ignorable for this chapter, but could be 

a minor concern in chapter 6. 



 57 
 

Current Population Survey Data25 

 Looking at the O*NET datasets alone can only take us so far. We need to see the 

changes in the occupational composition of the workforce in addition to shifts in task 

intensity within occupations to get a clear view of how the distribution of tasks in the 

workforce has changed in recent decades. To accomplish this, I link the task variables in 

O*NET to workers in the March CPS. Essentially, I take the high dimensionality census 

occupation data in the CPS and reduce it to a 6-dimensional task intensity space. 

 The CPS is a representative survey of 60,000 U.S. households. I make use of the 

March survey because it has additional questions related to employment and the job 

market, though many of these variables are more relevant in later chapters. To increase 

my sample size, I pool 3-year intervals as cross sections for the years 1980, 1985, 1990, 

1995, 2000, 2005, 2010, and 2015. This pooling should also reduce the influence of 

recession years on occupation counts. Since I need to sort workers into experience 

groups, I restrict the sample to employed men, for whom potential experience is a better 

proxy for actual job market experience. After these restrictions, the sample discussed here 

contains 212,561 observations with workers in 291 census occupations.  

Merger Process and Task Measure Construction26 

 Since the CPS uses census occupation codes rather than SOC codes, some 

crosswalk is needed, preferably one that allows changing occupational composition over 

time. To account for changing SOC occupational composition within the less detailed 

census occupations, I use the American Community Survey (ACS) to produce a 

crosswalk. This is similar to the method used in Acemoglu and Autor (2011), though they 
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use the Occupational Employment Statistics Survey for their labor supply weights. I 

merge the O*NET datasets to the ACS for the same year by SOC code, then collapse to 

census occupation codes.  

 Now that occupation counts are linked to task variables from O*NET, I apply the 

method of constructing task quantities from Peri and Sparber (2009). Each task variable 

is converted into a percentile based in the population, i.e. everyone in the highest rated 

occupation for that year gets a 1, everyone in the lowest rated occupation gets a 0, and 

everyone in the median occupation gets a 0.5. The mean value of variables within each 

task category becomes the measured task quantity for that occupation in that year.  

 Since the process described above can be difficult to picture, I will give an 

example of the calculation. In the year 2015, accountants have scores of 3.75, 4, 3.88, and 

3.75 for the O*NET variables Oral Comprehension, Written Comprehension, Oral 

Expression, and Written Expression respectively. Accountants are coded as ñ13-2011ò 

under the SOC taxonomy and ñ800ò under the census occupation taxonomy. Since the 

taxonomies have a one-to-one correspondence for this occupation, the O*NET values for 

accountant are applied to any workers labeled ñ800ò under the census occupation code in 

the CPS. In cases where multiple SOC codes fall under one census code, I take a mean 

weighted by total workers in each of the SOC occupations based on the ACS for that 

year. The are 650,785 workers in the ACS sample for that year, and accountants are at 

about the 45th percentile for Oral Comprehension. After converting to percentiles, the 

rating for the four variables in the communications category are 0.4478, 0.9564, 0.6067, 

and 0.8672. I take the mean of these four values and get a communications task quantity 



 59 
 

of 0.7195 for accountants in the year 2015. Differences in measured task quantity within 

occupations over time come from changing values of the O*NET variables and changes 

in occupation counts in the ACS. 

 What features the resulting task measure has depends on a few underlying 

conditions. Suppose each raw variable is the sum of the real task variable and an 

idiosyncratic error term arising from measurement error. Then the mean of several raw 

variables will have reduced measurement error. This plausibly arises when the raw 

variables are based on results from separate surveys and the questions are closely related. 

Now suppose that task quantities follow a uniform distribution in the population, though 

the method can be adjusted for other assumed distributions. Under this second condition, 

the task quantity can be aggregated across workers.  

How easily we can determine the true distribution of tasks in the population is 

debatable, as is whether tasks should follow the same marginal distribution. That said, we 

can safely assume that tasks quantities for individual workers are bounded below by zero 

and bounded above by a finite number, so the uniform distribution may be the most 

defensible guess. Verifying the population distribution of tasks is infeasible with existing 

publicly available datasets, and would likely require detailed time use data relating to 

work activities. A benefit of the method here is that all we would need to check 

alternative distributions is to apply the inverse CDF of the distribution in question. 
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Task Composition Changes within Occupations over Time27 

 Figure 6 plots year 2000 task intensities within occupations against their year 

2015 values. What we see here is a moderate improvement over the relative chaos of 

Figure 5. Within occupation changes are much more similar over time, while allowing for 

moderate fluctuations. Changes over short time periods are much smaller, so what we 

have here are mostly believable changes over a tumultuous 15-year timespan. We also 

fail to see the seeming attenuation that was visible in the relationships in Figure 5. 

Figure 6. Scatterplots of Measured Task Intensity  

Note: Based on ACS occupation counts. 
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 A concern about this method is that if the distributional assumptions are wrong, 

the value obtained will be purely relative. This would lead measured task intensity to fall 

simply because more task intensive occupations saw higher employment growth, even if 

workers in each occupation are doing as much of the task as before. In that case, most of 

the values in this chapter can still be usefully interpreted, though some methods used in 

later chapters would be invalidated. Note that if the measured task intensities in this 

chapter are purely relative, we would expect the relative increase in college graduates 

over the sample period to drive down the measured intensity in analytic and nonroutine 

tasks for high school degree workers. 

Data Differences Pre- and Post-200028 

 Recall that the CPS data used here goes back to the year 1980, while O*NET and 

ACS data only goes back to the year 2000. This necessitates caution when comparing 

results in the late and early sample period, since the results stem from different types of 

variation. Post-2000, results are influenced by changing values within SOC occupations 

in O*NET, changing SOC composition within census occupations from the ACS, and 

changing census occupation composition within the CPS. For the pre-2000 period, both 

task values and SOC occupation labor weights are constant at year 2000 values. Shifts in 

the means within groups reflect only changing census occupation composition in the 

CPS, with one exception. 

Adjustment for Pre-2000 Computer Tasks29 

 I make one additional adjustment to the merged dataset. While most tasks have 

plausibly been, to a first approximation, stable over time within occupations, this is 
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clearly not the case for computer tasks, as computers were gradually adopted over the 

sample period. I use computer usage rates reported in the 1984, 1989, 1993, 1997, and 

2001 October CPS to adjust computer task quantities downwards. I take the mean usage 

rate within occupations for each year, interpolate between years where necessary, and 

divide by the 2001 rate to obtain the adjustment factor for each occupation, which I apply 

for the pre-2000 period. For example, if 40% of accountants used computers in 1984 and 

80% used computers in 2001, the computer task intensity for accountants in 1985 would 

be half of the year 2000 value of computer task intensity for accountants, ignoring 

interpolation between years. 

Description of Measured Task Quantities30 

 Having merged the datasets, I have detailed task measurements at the individual 

level. The remainder of this chapter discuses patterns in the task distribution of the 

workforce over time. I find that the apparent stability at the national level hides 

substantial shifts at the level of local labor markets. I also find moderate shifts in the 

relationships between tasks. 

 With occupation counts and a smaller number of task quantities to work with, we 

can better see the relationships between tasks. Figure 7 plots the relationships between 

task intensities within occupations. We can see that the relationships are similar in both 

the year 2000 and the year 2015, though the strength of the relationships vary. We can 

also see a positive relationship between computer, nonroutine analytic, and 

communications tasks. Routine analytic tasks are weakly correlated with other tasks 

within these cross sections. Meanwhile, routine and nonroutine manual tasks are strongly 
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correlated, while both are negatively correlated with computer, communications, and 

nonroutine analytic tasks. 

 In short, Figure 7 suggests that jobs cluster into groups that focus on nonroutine 

analytic, communication, and computer tasks or on manual tasks, while routine analytic 

tasks are dispersed across occupations regardless of specialization into other tasks. I will 

turn to the question of why shortly. While the results in Figure 7 are not surprising, they 

are encouraging. We have prior reason to expect correlation between routine and 

nonroutine manual tasks and for nonroutine analytic tasks to be correlated with computer 

Figure 7. Task Intensity Changes within States. 
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and communications tasks. The method for constructing task quantities used here has not 

been applied in quite this way before, so establishing that the method works consistently 

over time and preserves known relationships is important. While the O*NET data showed 

fluctuations in task variables over time, the constructed task intensity measures here do 

not show major shifts in the relationships between occupations over time.  

Mean Task Composition by Experience Group31 

 While we cannot observe differences between education and experience groups 

within occupations, we can now examine mean task levels within those groups. Figure 8 

shows the mean task intensity within education-experience groups over time at the 

national level. The margin of error on these means is generally less than 0.01, so most 

differences large enough to see in the graphs are real. Means here are weighted by hours 

worked. 

 The first feature to note is that one of these categories is much different than the 

others. Computer tasks saw a massive increase while other tasks were roughly stable. 

This is largely because computer task intensity was adjusted in the pre-2000 period, 

which was not possible for other tasks. For other tasks, recall that all pre-2000 task 

quantity shifts are based on changes in the occupational composition of the workforce as 

observed in the CPS. Keep in mind that this should not be taken as evidence that 

computer tasks changed more dramatically than other task categories, but rather this is an 

estimate of the degree of the change in computer tasks given we know a major change 

occurred over the period and were able to make an adjustment. None of this is likely to 

have had a major effect on the results, given that we know computers were being adopted 
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in workforce over this period and we should expect other tasks to be approximately stable 

within occupations over time. 

 We can see several patterns in Figure 8 that match known facts about the task 

composition of the workforce. High school only workers are more intensive in both 

routine and nonroutine manual task than college degree workers. College degree workers 

are more intensive at nonroutine analytic, communications, and computer tasks than high 

school only workers. We can also see that college degree workers vary less in their task 

composition by experience group, while experienced high school only workers engage 

Figure 8. Mean Task Intensity by Year, Education, and Potential Experience.  

Sources: O*NET, March CPS. 
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less in manual tasks and more in nonroutine analytic, communications, and computer 

tasks than their low experience counterparts. That this holds for computer tasks, both 

before and after the year 2000, is a positive sign. Though not covered in the task-based 

literature, a similar finding appears in Weinberg (2002), who found that experienced high 

school only workers used computers at a higher rate than their inexperienced 

counterparts. 

 In a few cases, we can see changes in task intensity within groups over time. 

Since 1980, there has been a modest increase in communications tasks by new high 

school only and college degree workers, a decrease in routine and nonroutine manual 

tasks by new high school only workers, and a sizable decrease in communications and 

routine analytic tasks by experienced high school only workers. The steepness of the 

profiles of manual tasks for high school only workers has decreased over time, such that 

late in the sample period low and high experienced high school workers provide more 

similar levels of manual tasks. Given that their profile for communication and computer 

tasks have also flattened, the mean task intensities for high and low experience high 

school degree workers are noticeably more similar at the end of the sample period than at 

the beginning. This may suggest that high school only workers are more substitutable 

across experience groups now than in the past. 

 Aside from computer tasks, communication tasks exhibit the most noticeable 

shifts. In general, communications tasks shifted from high experience workers to low 

experience workers. This is surprising, given that we would expect communications skill 

to increase with experience and to be more valuable for workers doing more skill 
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sensitive tasks such as nonroutine analytic tasks. This pattern partially reversed in the 

later sample period. We may be seeing a response to the introduction of computers in the 

workplace, in which communication with young workers comfortable with the new 

technology became more important.  

 All that said, Figure 8 primarily shows a story of a stable distribution of tasks 

between worker groups over time. This is surprising in light of both technological change 

and the dramatic relative increase in college educated workers over time. When 

interpreting this result, we should recall that task quantities here are based entirely on 

occupations, with no within occupation differences by education being observable.  

Task Specialization within States32 

 In addition to national trends, linking the O*NET data to the CPS allows us to 

look at the geographic variation in the task composition of the labor force. This allows us 

to see trends within states as well as differences between states at a given time. In 

particular, we can see differential specialization into tasks or groups of tasks. Note that 

due to methodological differences, we should consider the pre-2000 and post-2000 

sample periods separately. 

 Table 5 shows correlation coefficients between mean task intensity growth at the 

state level in the early and late sample periods. That is, a positive coefficient indicates 

that growth in two task categories was correlated across states. Cells bolded indicate that 

correlation is higher relative to the other time period. The first notable feature is that 

growth in computer tasks is strongly positively correlated with growth in analytic and 

communications tasks, negatively correlated with growth in manual tasks, and that the 
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relationship is stronger late in the sample period. This is an interesting finding. We may 

have expected computer task growth to be weakly correlated with growth in other tasks, 

simply because growth in computer tasks was so widespread. The ability to observe this 

pattern stems largely from the richer, continuous measure of computer tasks introduced 

here, compared to the binary indicators that the early research on computerization was 

forced to use. Now we see that areas that specialized in computer tasks more aggressively 

specialized in nonroutine analytic and communication tasks. We may be concerned that 

the relationships between variables appears stronger later in the sample period due to 

more accurate measurement, but we also observe some relationships that are less 

correlated in the late period. 

Table 5. Pairwise Correlation in Task Intensity Growth within States 

2000 to 2015 Computer N.R. 

Analytic 

R. Analytic N.R. 

Manual 

R. Manual 

Computer 1.00     

N.R. Analytic 0.60* 1.00    

R. Analytic 0.12* -0.08* 1.00   

N.R. Manual -0.57* -0.29* 0.07* 1.00  

R. Manual -0.56* -0.50* 0.21* 0.78* 1.00 

Communication 0.53* 0.61* -0.09* -0.72* -0.82* 

1980 to 2000 Computer N.R. 

Analytic 

R. Analytic N.R. 

Manual 

R. Manual 

Computer 1.00     

N.R. Analytic 0.66* 1.00    

R. Analytic -0.05 -0.13* 1.00   

N.R. Manual -0.48* -0.52* 0.20* 1.00  

R. Manual -0.30* -0.49* 0.22* 0.80* 1.00 

Communication 0.37* 0.68* -0.05 -0.68* -0.73* 

* -denotes significance at the 1% level. Bold indicates significant change in correlation 

between periods. 
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 The next most notable feature is a weakening relationship between nonroutine 

manual tasks and analytic tasks. This suggests that nonroutine manual tasks are more 

commonly paired with nonroutine analytic tasks than previously, though the relationship 

is still negative. The overall picture we should take from Table 5 is that areas are 

specializing either into manual tasks or into computer, communications, and nonroutine 

analytic tasks, and this process has been occurring since at least 1980.  

 Over the sample period, there have been substantial changes to both the age 

profile and the education level in the population. We may be concerned that the results in 

Figure 9. Within State Mean Changes in Task Intensity, 2000 to 2015  

Note: Midcareer 20 to 25 and New Entrant 0 to 5 Years Potential Experience. 






















































































































































