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Appendix Figure 1a

Percent changes in real hourly earnings by education and race, 1979–2007, males

Appendix Figure 1B

Percent changes in real hourly earnings by education and race, 1979–2007, females

High school dropout High school graduate Some college College graduate Postcollege education

  White -0.16 -0.12 -0.05 0.10 0.26

  Black -0.14 -0.12 -0.04 0.05 0.13

  Nonwhite other -0.10 -0.13 0.05 0.21 0.38

High school dropout High school graduate Some college College graduate Postcollege education

  White -0.02 0.06 0.14 0.29 0.39

  Black 0.02 0.02 0.05 0.22 0.23

  Nonwhite other -0.01 0.00 0.08 0.39 0.37 
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Appendix Figure 2a

Changes in occupational employment shares by education and race, 1979–2007, males

Appendix Figure 2b

Changes in occupational employment shares by education and race, 1979–2007, females
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Appendix Figure 3a

Change in occupation share by country, 1992–2008, males

Appendix Figure 3b

Change in occupation share by country, 1992–2008, females

Officials, managers, 
professionals

Technicians and 
tech professionals

Clerks Craft and trades
Operators and 

assemblers
Elementary 
occupations

Service shop and 
market sales

  U.S. 6.50 -1.06 -0.36 -1.72 -3.47 -1.35 1.47

 F rance, Germany, U.K. 0.07 3.04 -1.20 -3.93 -2.06 2.42 1.64

  Denmark, Ireland, Netherlands 2.10 2.01 -1.83 -0.44 -1.91 0.65 -0.57

  Spain, Italy, Portugal, Greece 2.58 3.32 -1.88 -2.36 -0.03 -0.79 -0.83

Officials, managers, 
professionals

Technicians and 
tech professionals

Clerks Craft and trades
Operators and 

assemblers
Elementary 
occupations

Service shop and 
market sales

  U.S. 8.30 0.78 -7.17 -3.09 -0.13 -0.73 2.04

 F rance, Germany, U.K. 2.52 4.05 -6.07 -2.07 -1.60 0.13 3.04

  Denmark, Ireland, Netherlands 4.74 4.62 -6.31 -1.32 -2.81 -0.33 1.40

  Spain, Italy, Portugal, Greece -0.23 6.31 -3.53 -1.10 -6.75 1.33 3.96

Percentage change in occupation share

-4%

-2%

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

Percentage change in occupation share

-8%

-4%

-6%

-2%

0%

2%

4%

6%

10%

8%



34  Center for American Progress  |  www.americanprogress.org

The Polarization of Job Opportunities in the U.S. Labor Market

Table 2

Regression results: Relationship between employment-population ratios and wages by  
demographic group, 1979–2009

Gender Race Age Education

Male Female White Black
Nonwhite 

other
16–39 40–64

High school  
graduate 

and below

College 
graduate 

and above

1979-2009

Change in log hourly wage 0.36*** 0.47*** 0.61*** 0.55*** 0.27*** 0.57*** 0.58*** 0.85*** 0.40***

t-statistic 5.75 6.60 8.26 4.42 3.53 7.74 9.45 9.01 7.12

Constant -0.11*** -.02* -.06*** -.10***  -.08*** -.07***  -.06***  -.05***  -.04***

t-statistic -12.57 -1.72 -5.02 -7.26 -5.68 -6.65 -5.69 -4.58 -4.24

Observations 60 60 40 40 40 60 60 48 72

R-squared 0.36 0.43 0.64 0.34 0.25 0.51 0.61 0.64 0.42

Source: May/ORG Current Population Survey. See note to Table 1 and Data Appendix. 

Table 1

Regression results: Relationship between the change in employment-to-population ratios and 
changes in real log hourly wages 1979–2009

1979-1989 1989-1999 1999-2009 1999-2007 2007-2009 1979-2009

Change in log hourly wage 0.33*** 0.17*** 0.70*** 0.29*** 0.41*** 0.58***

t-statistic 6.31 3.4 6.36 3.31 3.74 12.69

Constant 0.04*** -0.01** -.09*** -0.03*** -0.04*** -.066***

t-statistic 7.25 -2.36 -15.15 -7.54 -15.19 -9.14

Observations 120 118 118 118 120 120

R-squared 0.25 0.09 0.26 0.09 0.11 0.58

Source: May/ORG Current Population Survey. The population sample includes all persons ages 16-64, excluding those in the military. The employment sample includes all persons ages 16-64, who reported having 
worked last year, excluding those employed by the military. Wages are calculated using all hourly workers excluding agricultural occupations, military occupations, and the self-employed, for earnings years 1973-
2009. The data are sorted into sex-race-age-education groups of two sexes (male/female), three race categories (white, black, non-white other), four age groups (16-24, 25-39, 40-54, 55-64), and five education groups 
(high school dropout, high school graduate, some college, college graduate, and greater than college). For each of these sex-race-age-education cells, I calculate the employment to population rate and the mean log 
hourly wage, weighted by CPS sample weights. The change in the employment to population rate over the respective time period is then regressed on the change in the mean log hourly wage over the same time 
period for each demographic breakdown presented above. See the Data Appendix for more detailed information on the treatment of May/ORG wages.
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Summary of findings

Despite the extremely adverse U.S. employment situation 
in 2010, history suggests that employment will eventually 
return and unemployment will subside. But two key chal-
lenges facing the U.S. labor market—both evident prior to 
the Great Recession—will endure. 

The first is that for many decades, the United States has 
experienced increased demand for skilled workers. From 
the end of World War II to the mid-1970s, rising levels of 
educational attainment generally kept pace with this rising 
demand for skill. But since the mid-1970s, the rise in U.S. 
education levels has not kept up with the rising demand 
for skilled workers, with the slowdown in educational 
attainment particularly severe for males. 

The result is a sharp rise in the inequality of wages over the 
past several decades. In 1980, workers with a four-year col-
lege degree earned about 50 percent more per hour than 
workers with a high school diploma. In 2008, they earned 
95 percent more per hour.

The second challenge—and an important factor behind 
the rising earnings gap between college-educated and high 
school-educated workers—is that the structure of job 
opportunities in the United States has sharply polarized 
over the past two decades. Job opportunities are increas-
ingly found in both high-skill, high-wage professional, 
technical, and managerial occupations and in low-skill, 
low-wage food service, personal care, and protective ser-
vice occupations. 

Conversely, job opportunities are declining in both middle-
skill, white-collar clerical, administrative, and sales occupa-
tions and in middle-skill, blue-collar production, craft, and 
operative occupations. The decline in middle-skill jobs has 
been detrimental to the earnings and labor force participa-
tion rates of workers without a four-year college education, 
and differentially so for males, who are increasingly con-
centrated in low paying service occupations.

Fast facts

•	 U.S. employment growth is polarizing, with job oppor-
tunities increasingly concentrated in relatively high-skill, 
high-wage jobs and low-skill, low wage jobs. 

•	 Employment polarization is not a uniquely American 
phenomenon; it is widespread across industrialized 
economies.

•	 Key contributors to job polarization are the automation 
of routine work and, to a lesser extent, the international 
integration of labor markets through trade and, more 
recently, offshoring. The declining penetration of labor 
unions and the falling real value of the federal minimum 
wage have played a smaller role. 

•	 The Great Recession quantitatively but not qualitatively 
changed the trend toward employment polarization in 
the U.S. labor market. Employment losses during the 
recent recession were far more severe in middle-skill 
white- and blue-collar jobs than in either high-skill, 
white-collar jobs or in low-skill service occupations.

•	 The earnings of college-educated workers relative to high 
school-educated workers have risen steadily for almost 
three decades.

•	 The rise in the relative earnings of college graduates is 
due both to rising real earnings for college-educated 
workers and falling real earnings for noncollege-edu-
cated workers, particularly noncollege-educated males.

•	 Gains in educational attainment have not generally 
kept pace with rising educational returns, particularly 
for males. And the slowing pace of educational attain-
ment has contributed to the rising college/high school 
earnings gap.
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