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Outline of the Talk

■ Recent trends in today’s labor market, and the specific 
situation of the deep poor

■ Structural change: the disappearance of good jobs for the 
less educated, who are disproportionately in poverty

■ Trends contributing to the disappearance of good jobs

■ Q&A: Other explanations for the economic position of the 
deep poor (and how the loss of good jobs relates to them) 



Unemployment has gone down considerably …
May 2017: 
4.3%

Source: 
Current 
Population 
Survey

U-6 includes 
marginally 
attached 
workers and 
employed 
persons 
working part-
time for 
economic 
reasons

[ Note: Charts and data can be found on my site, victortanchen.com. ]



… but labor force participation remains low …                             
May 2017:
62.7%

Labor force 
participation 
rate:
Percentage 
of population 
that is 
working or 
(recently) 
looking for 
work 

Source: 
Current 
Population 
Survey



Many of the 
unemployed 
have been 
out of work 
for a long 
period of 
time, which 
means they 
are very 
unlikely to 
get a new 
job.

Source: 
Current 
Population 
Survey

… more of today’s unemployed are long-term 
unemployed (27+ weeks) than in the past …



… and there are fewer good jobs for the less 
educated.

■ Good job: 
$37,000+ 
(median male 
wage, 1979)

■ Health 
insurance (can 
have big copays)

■ Retirement plan 
(modest 401(k) 
counts)

“Good jobs” have

• Annual income 
of $37,000+
(equivalent to the 
median male wage in 
1979)

• Health 
insurance and 
retirement plan
of any kind

Source: John Schmitt and 
Janelle Jones, “Where 
Have All the Good Jobs 
Gone?” Center for 
Economic and Policy 
Research (2012)



More of the deep poor are unemployed …

Source: Current 
Population Survey 
Annual Social and 
Economic 
Supplement 

Note: The survey’s 
income questions 
were redesigned in 
2014. A Census 
Bureau analysis 
found that the 
difference between 
the old and new 
poverty estimates 
was not statistically 
significant.



… fewer of the deep poor are in the labor force …

Source: Current 
Population Survey 
Annual Social and 
Economic 
Supplement 

Note: The survey’s 
income questions 
were redesigned in 
2014

Labor force 
participation rate:
Percentage of 
population that is 
working or 
(recently) looking 
for work



… and fewer of them have college degrees.

Source: 
Current 
Population 
Survey 
Annual 
Social and 
Economic 
Supplement



Today’s labor market: It’s doing better, but 
not so much for certain groups
■ Unemployment is at a 16-year low. 

– But in recent years labor force participation has been 
at a depressed level not seen since the 1970s.

■ Some workers have not seen the gains that others 
have, both in terms of employment and wages. 
– These workers are more likely to be in poverty and to 

have less education.



Some trends driving the disappearance of 
good jobs for the less educated

1. Impact of globalization and automation

2. Growing precarity and job insecurity

3. Decline of labor unions



Source: 
Bureau of 
Labor 
Statistics

Globalization 
and 
automation

We have 
moved to a 
service-
based 
economy.



Globalization: 
Newly 
industrialized 
countries (e.g., 
China) 
dominate 
lower-end 
manufacturing.

Automation: 
We still make 
stuff, but with 
fewer—and 
more highly 
skilled—
workers. Since 2010 US has been the world’s second-largest manufacturing nation. Source: MAPI



Automation has contributed to job polarization

Routine jobs are 
dwindling in 
number. 

Source: Stefania 
Albanesi et al., “Is Job 
Polarization Holding 
Back the Labor 
Market?” Federal 
Reserve Bank of New 
York (2013)



Automation has contributed to job polarization

The share of cognitive nonroutine jobs has grown greatly.

Source: Stefania Albanesi et al., “Is Job 
Polarization Holding Back the Labor Market?” 
Federal Reserve Bank of New York (2013)



There are still lots of manual 
nonroutine jobs. But these jobs tend to 
be stigmatized and pay very little.



Increasingly, 
nonroutine
jobs are being 
automated, 
too.



Most common jobs by state: 1978

Map generated 
by NPR using 
Census Bureau 
data



Most common jobs by state: 2014

Map generated 
by NPR using 
Census Bureau 
data



Driverless trucks



Skill-biased technological change: 
Education pays off

95% of the 
good jobs 
created since 
2010 have 
gone to those 
with bachelor’s 
degrees.
Source: Carnevale et 
al., “The Good Jobs 
Are Back,” 
Georgetown Center 
on Education and the 
Workforce (2015)



Credential 
inflation: the bar 
keeps rising for 
the amount of 
education needed 
to get a good job. 

This is true even 
for types of work 
that don’t 
require college-
taught skills.

Chart by the NY Times based on data from the Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce (2011)



A college degree 
indicates you 
have the cultural 
capital (polish, 
etiquette, 
cultural fit, etc.) 
to succeed in the 
service economy, 
which demands 
emotional labor 
(customer 
service, etc.). 
The isolated 
deep poor may 
lack these skills.



Many of the 
deep poor 
will not go on 
to college.

Note: In this analysis, 
the household 
income range of the 
“Bottom 20%” is 
$25,000 or less. (For 
the “Top 0.1%,” it is 
$2.2 million or more.)

Source: Raj Chetty et 
al., “Mobility Report 
Cards: The Role of 
Colleges in 
Intergenerational 
Mobility,” The Equality 
of Opportunity Project 
(2017) [NYT chart]



Some trends driving the disappearance of 
good jobs for the less educated

1. Impact of globalization and automation

2. Growing precarity and job insecurity

3. Decline of labor unions



Job growth has been in nonstandard work

■ The number of workers in alternative work arrangements
has been growing. 
– This includes temporary help agency workers, on-call workers, 

contract workers, and independent contractors or freelancers.
– “All of the net employment growth … from 2005 to 2015 

appears to have occurred in alternative work arrangements.”

■ The lowest-paid workers are disproportionately temp and 
on-call workers—work arrangements that are often 
involuntary and/or unreliable in their income.

Source: Katz and Krueger, “The Rise and Nature of Alternative Work Arrangements in the United 
States, 1995-2015,” National Bureau of Economic Research (2016)



Some trends driving the disappearance of 
good jobs for the less educated

1. Impact of globalization and automation

2. Growing precarity and job insecurity

3. Decline of labor unions



Union membership has declined 
dramatically …

Source: OECD (1960-
2014); Union Source 
Book and Labour
Canada (1920-1955), 
as cited in W. Craig 
Riddell, “Unionization 
in Canada and the 
United States” (1993)



Unions: a 
countervailing 
power

Source: Saez and 
Zucman, “Wealth 
Inequality in the 
United States since 
1913” (2016).

… and economic inequality tracks this trend.



Other trends affecting the deep poor’s 
economic position

1. Racial inequalities within the job market

2. Rise in incarceration

3. Corrosion of work ethic

4. Decline in marriage and childbirth within marriage

… etc. etc.



Summary

■ The economic prospects of the deep poor (in part 
because of its relative lack of education) are grim.

■ There are fewer good jobs for the less educated due to 
globalization, automation, the rise of precarious work, and 
the decline of labor unions.

■ Other factors play a role, but the decline in their relative 
economic fortunes (in a context of rising inequality) is 
crucial to understanding the broader social challenges
facing the deep poor.
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