NBER | NATIONAL BUREAU of’
ECONOMIC RESEARCH

< Working Papers

The Declining Economic
Position of Less-Skilled
American Males

McKinley L. Blackburn, David E. Bloom & Richard B.
Freeman

SHARE @ @

WORKING PAPER 3186 DOI 10.3386/w3186 ISSUE DATE November 1989

This paper documents the substantial decline in the economic position of less-skilled
American males that has occurred since the early 1970's. The paper also explores a
variety of potential explanations for the widening of earnings differentials between more-
and less-educated white males. On the basis of these analyses, we draw four main
conclusions.

First, our analyses indicate that industrial shift and deunionization account for non-
negligible portions of the overall increase in educational wage differentials that occurred
in the 1980's. Among 25-64 year olds, these effects are offset by changes in the relative
supply of college graduates, which acted to reduce differentials. Among 25-34 year olds,
in contrast, changes in relative supply add to our ability to explain the widening of wage
gaps. As a result, we are modestly successful in explaining the growth of wage

differentials between educational groups in the 1980's for males aged 25-34, but are
largely unsuccessful in explaining the growth in wage differentials for males aged 25-64.


https://www.nber.org/
https://www.nber.org/people/mckinley_blackburn
https://www.nber.org/people/david_bloom
https://www.nber.org/people/richard_freeman
mailto:?subject=The%20Declining%20Economic%20Position%20of%20Less-Skilled%20American%20Males&body=https://www.nber.org/papers/w3186
https://www.nber.org/papers

SQCLUINU, VUI dlidlyoslo dlllIcvVes yicdlCl SULLTCSS WIICTHE W 1UCLUS UUT dilll Ul TAPIAITTTTITG UIT
change in the growth rate of wage differentials between the 1970's and 1980's. Here we
find that relative supply movements, which differed sharply between the 1970's and
1980's, can by themselves account for much of the accelerated pace of change in the
wage gaps. This factor operates similarly for 25-64 and 25-34 year olds, since the relative
supply of college graduates in both age groups decelerated from the 1970's to the 1980's.

Third, our analysis suggests that the 1970's and 1980's differed importantly in ways not
captured by our analyses. Since we are able to measure labor supply and institutional
changes reasonably well, we can infer that outward shifts in the relative demand for
college graduates, caused by factors we were unable to measure, accelerated in the
1980's.

Fourth, we find little evidence that the recent widening of wage gaps across educational
groups is due to (1) the 1980's decline in the real value of the minimum wage, (2) the
increased pace of technological change, (3) changes in the labor supply of white males
below age 25 and of women in different educational groups, or (4) changes over time in
the quality of less-educated workers.
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