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many policymakers and popular accounts fre-
quently assume.
It is important to interpret these results in

context. The most recent birth cohorts whose
adult outcomes can be observed at present
were born no later than the early 1990s, which
is still relatively early in the rise of U.S. in-
equality. Another 10 years of data, focusing
on children born since 2000, may suggest a
different conclusion. Moreover, the fact that
mobility has stayed constant while inequality
has risen means that the lifetime relative dis-
advantage of children born to low- versus high-
income families has increased substantially;
concretely, the rungs of the economic ladder
have pulled farther apart but the chance of
ascending the ladder has not improved. Fi-
nally, it is possible to interpret the fact that
mobility has remained unchanged as evidence
that U.S. mobility would have declined had it
not been for the other compensatory steps
taken by the federal government during this
period, including, for example, expanding the
Earned Income Tax Credit for low-income work-
ers in the 1980s, enlarging the early childhood
education Head Start program in the 1990s,
and increasing federal student grant and loan
programs to support college-going (48). Declines
in racial and gender discrimination during this
period likely also complemented these policies
(49). A cautious read of the evidence is that al-
though the United States is not a “land of oppor-
tunity”by conventional economicmobilitymetrics,
it has not become less so in recent decades.

Real Earnings

A second gauge of economic health is the tra-
jectory of earnings and employment. Here, the
data present substantial cause for concern. Al-
though the substantial college wage premium

conveys the positive economic news that educa-
tional investments offer large returns, this wage
premium also masks a discouraging truth: The
rising relative earnings of workers with post-
secondary education is not simply due to rising
real earnings among college-educated workers
but is also due to falling real earnings amongnon–
college-educated workers. Between 1980 and
2012, real hourly earnings of full-time college-
educated U.S. males rose anywhere from 20% to
56%, with the greatest gains among those with
a postbaccalaureate degree (Fig. 6A). During the
same period, real earnings of males with high
school or lower educational levels declined substan-
tially, falling by 22% among high school dropouts
and 11% among high school graduates. Although
the picture is generally brighter for females (Fig.
6B), real earnings growth among females with-
out at least some college education over this three-
decade interval was extremely modest.
Accompanying the fall in real wages among

less educated workers has been a pronounced
drop in their labor force participation rates,
particularly among less educated males. Be-
tween 1979 and 2007, prior to the onset of the
Great Recession, the fraction of working-age
males in paid employment fell by 12 percentage
points among high school dropouts and 10 per-
centage points among those with exactly a high
school diploma. Conversely, employment rates were
generally stable for males with postsecondary
education and rose for females of all education
levels except for high school dropouts.
The causes for the sharp falls in real earnings

among non–college-educated workers are mul-
tiple. One likely force, as noted above, is the
ongoing substitution of computer-intensive ma-
chinery for workers performing routine task-
intensive jobs. This has depressed demand for
workers in both blue-collar production andwhite-

collar office, clerical, and administrative support
positions, and has reduced the set of middle-
skill career jobs available to non–college-educated
workers more generally (25). A second factor
is the globalization of labor markets, seen par-
ticularly in the greatly increased U.S. trade
integration with developing countries. Global-
ization has become particularly important for
U.S. labor markets since the early 1990s, when
China began its extremely rapid integration
into the world trading system. The influx of
Chinese goods lowered consumer prices but
also fomented a substantial decline in U.S. man-
ufacturing employment, contributing directly
to the decline in production worker employment
(50). A third factor impinging on the earnings
of non–college-educatedmales is the decline in the
penetration and bargaining power of labor unions
in the United States, which have historically
obtained relatively generous wage and benefit
packages for blue-collar workers. Over the past
three decades, however, U.S. private-sector union
density—that is, the fraction of private-sector
workers who belong to labor unions—has fallen
by approximately 70%, from 24% in 1973 to 7% in
2011 (51, 52).
Notably, these three forces—technological

change, deunionization, and globalization—
work in tandem. Advances in information and
communications technologies have directly
changed job demands in U.S. workplaces while
simultaneously facilitating the globalization of
production by making it increasingly feasible
and cost-effective for firms to source, monitor,
and coordinate complex production processes
at disparate locations worldwide. In turn, the
globalization of production has increased com-
petitive conditions for U.S. manufacturers and
U.S. workers, eroding employment at unionized
establishments and decreasing the capability
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Diverging: Earnings of College Grads Rose 40 – 80% in 1980 –
2012, Earnings of High School or Lower Stagnated or Fell 20%
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What’s the problem?

• Stagnating male 
college attainment

• Skill-biased 
technical change

•Rapid globalization



Holding Back: Decelerating Supply of Young U.S. 
College Grads – Especially Young Males – Since ‘82
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Tipping Point: Female/Male Ratio in College (‘Tertiary’) 
Educational Attainment in OECD Countries, 2011

Source:	OECD	2013
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Biased Technical Change → Shrinking Middle: 
The ‘Barbell’ Labor Market (AKA Job Polarization)
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Not Just a ‘U.S. Thing:’ Employment Polarization in Sixteen 
European Union Countries, 1993 - 2010
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Globalizing: China’s 2001 WTO Accession a Major 
Adverse Shock to U.S. Manufacturing Jobs (>1M Lost)

AUTOR ET AL.: THE CHINA SYNDROME 2122VOL. 103 NO. 6

9  percent of US manufacturing imports.2 However, owing largely to China’s spec-
tacular economic growth, the situation has changed markedly. In 2000, the low-
income-country share of US imports reached 15 percent and climbed to 28 percent 
by 2007, with China accounting for 89 percent of this growth. The share of total 
US spending on Chinese goods rose from 0.6 percent in 1991 to 4.6 percent in 
2007 (Figure 1), with an inflection point in 2001 when China joined the World 
Trade Organization (WTO).3 Over the same period, the fraction of US working-age 
population employed in manufacturing fell by a third, from 12.6 percent to 8.4 per-
cent (Figure 1).4 Amplifying China’s potential impact on the US labor market are 
sizable current-account imbalances in the two countries. In the 2000s, China’s 
average current-account surplus was 5 percent of GDP, a figure equal to the con-
temporaneous average US current-account deficit. US industries have thus faced a 
major increase in import competition from China without an offsetting increase in 
demand for US exports.

In this paper, we relate changes in labor-market outcomes from 1990 to 2007 
across US local labor markets to changes in exposure to Chinese import compe-
tition. We treat local labor markets as subeconomies subject to differential trade 
shocks according to initial patterns of industry specialization. Commuting zones 
(CZs), which encompass all metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas in the United 
States, are logical geographic units for defining local labor markets (Tolbert and 
Sizer 1996; Autor and Dorn 2013). They differ in their exposure to import competi-
tion as a result of regional variation in the importance of different  manufacturing 

2 See Table 1. We classify countries as low income using the World Bank definition in 1989, shown in the online 
Data Appendix.

3 In Figure 1, we define import penetration as US imports from China divided by total US expenditure on goods, 
measured as US gross output plus US imports minus US exports.

4 The data series for manufacturing/population in Figure 1 is based on the Current Population Survey for work-
ers aged 16 to 64. While the reduction in manufacturing employment was rapid during the recessions in 1990–1991 
and 2001, there were also declines during the expansions 1992–2000 and particularly 2002–2007. In previous 
expansion phases of the 1970s and 1980s, the manufacturing/population ratio had increased.
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Why this matters:  

Dynamism versus 

dynasticism



Not the Right Guy: Changes in Female Marriage Rates 
vs. Changes in Male Earnings 1979 – 2008, Ages 25 – 39
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Unmarried with Children: Non-Marital Childbearing 
Much Higher among Non-College Women (2008 data)

Rector 2012

6

MARRIAGE: 
AMERICA’S GREATEST WEAPON AGAINST CHILD POVERTY

Because the Fragile Families 
Survey reports both the mothers’ 
and fathers’ earnings, it is simple to 
calculate the poverty rate if the non-
married mothers remain single and 
if each unmarried mother married 
her child’s father (thereby pooling 
both parents’ income into a joint 
family income). The Fragile Families 

data show that if unmarried mothers 
remain single, over half (56 per-
cent) will be poor. (This high level 
of poverty will persist for years: half 
of all unwed mothers will be poor 
five years after the child is born.) 17 
By contrast, if the single mothers 
marry the actual biological fathers of 
their children, only 18 percent would 

remain poor.18 Thus, marriage would 
reduce the expected poverty rate of 
the children by two-thirds.

It is important to note that these 
results are based on the actual earn-
ings of the biological fathers of the 
children and not on assumed or 
hypothetical earnings. Moreover, the 
non-married fathers in the sample 
are relatively young. Over time, their 
earnings will increase and the pov-
erty rate for the married couples will 
decline farther.

The Lifelong Positive  
Effects of Fathers

Census data and the Fragile 
Families survey show that marriage 
can be extremely effective in reduc-
ing child poverty. But the positive 
effects of married fathers are not 
limited to income alone. Children 
raised by married parents have 
substantially better life outcomes 
compared to similar children raised 
in single-parent homes.

When compared to children in 
intact married homes, children 
raised by single parents are more 
likely to have emotional and behav-
ioral problems; be physically abused; 
smoke, drink, and use drugs; be 
aggressive; engage in violent, delin-
quent, and criminal behavior; 
have poor school performance; be 
expelled from school; and drop out of 
high school.19 Many of these nega-
tive outcomes are associated with 
the higher poverty rates of single 
mothers. In many cases, however, the 
improvements in child well-being 

17. “Mothers’ and Children’s Poverty and Material Hardship in the Years Following a Non-Marital Birth,” Fragile Families Research Brief, Number 41, January 2008, 
http://www.fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/briefs/ResearchBrief41.pdf

18. These figures assume that the father’s employment and earnings will continue at the same level enjoyed in the year prior to the child’s birth and that the 
mothers (whether single or married) will work part time at their historic wage rates after the child’s birth. On average, part-time employment is the most likely 
activity for the mothers; however, marriage will produce similar strong poverty reductions if the mothers work full-time or not at all. See Robert Rector, Kirk A. 
Johnson, Patrick F. Fagan, and Lauren R. Noyes, “Increasing Marriage Would Dramatically Reduce Child Poverty,” Heritage Foundation Center for Data Analysis 
Report No. CDA03-06, May 20, 2003, p. 13.

19. Throughout this paper, the term “intact married family” refers to the biological father and biological mother of the child, united in marriage.
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Single and Poor: Poverty Far Higher Among Single-
Headed Households at Every Education Level (2008 data)

Rector 2012

8

MARRIAGE: 
AMERICA’S GREATEST WEAPON AGAINST CHILD POVERTY

Understanding the Cultural 
Context of Non-Marital 
Pregnancy and Childbearing

Clearly, the rise in unwed child-
bearing and the decline in marriage 
play a strong role in promoting child 
poverty and other social ills. Dealing 
with these issues will require an 
understanding of the social con-
text of non-marital pregnancy and 
childbearing. The best source of 
information on this topic is Promises 

I Can Keep: Why Poor Mothers Put 
Motherhood Before Marriage by 
Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas.27

Edin, professor of public policy at 
Harvard, is the nation’s most distin-
guished researcher on low-income 
single mothers; her findings overturn 
much conventional wisdom about 

“unintended” pregnancy, out-of wed-
lock childbearing, and low-income 
single parents. In popular perception, 
out-of-wedlock childbearing occurs 

as a result of accidental pregnancies 
among teenage girls who lack access 
to or knowledge about birth con-
trol. This perception is completely 
inaccurate.

In reality, unwed births rarely 
involve teenage girls, are almost 
never caused by a lack of access to 
birth control, and generally are 
not the result of purely accidental 
pregnancies.

■■ As noted previously, only 8 per-
cent of non-marital births occur 
to girls under 18. Non-marital 
births and pregnancies are phe-
nomena that mainly involve young 
adult men and women.

■■ Research on lower-income women 
who have become pregnant out-
side of marriage (either as minors 
or adults) reveals that virtually 
none of these out-of-wedlock 
pregnancies occurred because 
of a lack of knowledge about and 
access to birth control.28

■■ Out-of-wedlock births are gener-
ally not the result of purely acci-
dental pregnancies. In fact, most 
women who become pregnant and 
give birth out of wedlock strongly 
desire children. Their pregnancies 
are partially intended or at least 
not seriously avoided.29

Most Unwed Mothers 
Strongly Desire Children

Kathryn Edin explains that chil-
dren born out of wedlock are “sel-
dom conceived by explicit design, yet 
are rarely a pure accident either.”30 

27. Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas, Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood Before Marriage (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 2005).

28. Kathryn Edin, Paula England, Emily Fitzgibbons Shafer, and Joanna Reed, “Forming Fragile Families: Was the Baby Planned, Unplanned, or In Between?” in 
Kathryn Edin and Paula England, eds., Unmarried Couples with Children (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2007), pp. 25–54.

29. Ibid.

30. Ibid., p. 7.
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heritage.orgSR 117



0

1

2

3

4
19

68

19
72

19
76

19
80

19
84

19
88

19
92

19
96

G
ap

 in
 y

ea
rs

 o
f c

om
pl

et
ed

 s
ch

oo
lin

g
Pulling away: Gap in Years of Schooling of Students from 
Top v. Bottom Quintiles of Families, ‘68 – ’96 Birth Cohorts

Duncan and Murnane, 2011



Failure to Launch: BA Attainment for Students Enrolling in 
a 4-Year College in 2003/04 by Family Income Quartile
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More Unequal and Less Mobile: Countries with High 
Income Inequality Have Low Intergenerational Mobility
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supply-demand model suggest is that the flat-
tening of the college premium after 2005 is in
large part a consequence of the quickening pace
of educational attainment.

Inequality: Causes for Concern?

A market economy needs some inequality to
create incentives. If, for example, students were
not ultimately rewarded for spending their early
adulthoods pursuing undergraduate, graduate,
and professional degrees, or if the hardest-working
and most productive workers were paid the
same as the median worker, then citizens would
have little incentive to develop expertise, to exert
effort, or to excel in their work (42). Having ac-
knowledged that some inequality is necessary,
however, how can we gauge whether there is
too much of it? I offer two analytical perspec-
tives on this question.

Earnings Mobility

One metric by which to evaluate the conse-
quences of inequality is via its relationship
with economic mobility—that is, the degree to
which individual economic fortunes change
over time. Of particular interest is the degree of
intergenerational mobility, meaning the likeli-
hood that children born to low-income fami-
lies become high-income adults and vice versa.
High levels of economic inequality at a given
point in time are not intrinsically inimical to
economic mobility; a society with high inequal-
ity may be dynamic, with lots of movement up
and down the economic ladder, and one with
low inequality may be dynastic. But a natural

concern is that high inequality at a point in time
may serve to reduce mobility over time. If, for
example, adults who became wealthy through
hard work are able to “buy” success for their
children through outsized investments and per-
sonal connections, while adults who are unpro-
ductive or unlucky in their careers are unable
to muster the resources to foster their children’s
potential, then inequality of incomes could be-
come self-perpetuating even if it originally ema-
nates from high market returns to skill (43).
To understand the importance of high and

rising U.S. inequality, it is therefore useful to
ask how U.S. economic mobility compares to
that of other developed countries, and whether
U.S. mobility has fallen as inequality has risen.
The answers to both questions will surprise
many. Contrary to conventional civic mythol-
ogy, U.S. intergenerational mobility is relative-
ly low. The left panel of Fig. 5, reproduced from
(44), which plots the relationship between cross-
sectional inequality (x axis) and earnings mobil-
ity (y axis) among a set of 13 OECD member
countries for which consistent data are available,
documents that the United States has both the
lowest mobility and highest inequality among
all wealthy democratic countries. The right panel
of Fig. 5, also sourced from (44), suggests one
proximate explanation for this pattern: Coun-
tries with high returns to education tend to
have relatively lowmobility. Why, if education is
“the great equalizer” in the words of Horace
Mann, do high educational returns predict low
mobility? A key reason is that educational at-
tainment is highly persistent within families.

Indeed, two of the strongest predictors of child-
ren’s ultimate educational attainment are pa-
rental education and parental earnings (45, 46).
Hence, when the return to education is high,
children of better-educated parents are doubly
advantaged—by their parents’ higher education
and higher earnings—in attaining greater edu-
cation while young and greater earnings in
adulthood. Figure 5 therefore lends credence
to the concern that rising inequality may erode
economic mobility.
Has this erosion occurred? Surprisingly, the

best evidence to date suggests that it has not.
Evidence from Chetty et al. (46), documented
in the supplementary material, underscores the
message from Fig. 5 that there is substantial
economic immobility in the United States. Chil-
dren born three deciles apart in the household
income distribution are on average one decile
apart in the earnings distribution at age 29 or
30. Similarly, children born three deciles apart
in the household income distribution differ by
20 percentage points in their probability of at-
tending college at age 19 (relative to a mean of
approximately 55%). Yet these data offer no
evidence that mobility has appreciably changed
among children born prior to the historic rise
of U.S. inequality (1971–1974) and those born
afterward (1991–1993). As far as we can measure,
rising U.S. income inequality has not reduced
intergenerational mobility so far. These find-
ings, which also appear to hold over a longer
historical time frame (47), suggest that U.S.
mobility has not trended downward as many
social scientists would have anticipated, and as
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refers to the ratio of average earnings of men 25 to 34 years of age with a
college degree to the average earnings of those with a high school diploma,
computed by the OECD using 2009 data. See (44) for further details.

    

848 23 MAY 2014 • VOL 344 ISSUE 6186 sciencemag.org SCIENCE

A
utor 2014



Declining Male Employment: A Cause for Concern

• A market economy needs some inequality
• Too much inequality? Dynamism begets dynasticism
• Male earnings and employment are falling

1. Stagnant college attainment
2. Barbell job market (technical change)
3. Rapid globalization (manufacturing jobs)

• Why this matters
• Middle-class, two-parent families in decline
• Low-income kids suffer from underinvestment
• This inhibits meritocracy and mobility

• Reversing the curse
• Raising earnings, employment of non-college adults
• Improving educational outcomes, K-12 + college


