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THE POLICY PUZZLE
Automation and technological change have been associated with the “hollowing out” of the U.S. labor market, but it is
unclear what role public policy can play in helping workers adapt.
•
•

•

Since the 1990s, the availability of middle-class, middle-skill jobs in the United States has been declining, while the
numbers of low-wage jobs and high-wage, high-skill jobs have been growing.i
Economists have linked this phenomenon to automation and technological change that has been “skill-biased”
(favoring highly-educated workers) and routine-biased (disadvantaging workers who perform routine tasks at their
jobs).ii
Job training programs have been a popular policy response to the displacement of workers, but these initiatives
have a mixed track record of success.iii

What policy approaches might address the challenges of a
hollowed-out labor market, while avoiding the missteps of
past investments?
•
•

“… the availability of middle-class, middle-skill jobs
in the United States has been declining, while the
numbers of low-wage jobs and high-wage, highskill jobs have been growing.”

Evidence from a Taubman Center / YouGov survey
suggests reforms to the current approach to worker re-training that emphasize building worker buy-in
Additionally, innovation policies should consider how the technologies they invest in could displace workers and
contribute to the “hollowing out” of the labor market.

THE LIMITATIONS OF JOB RE-TRAINING
As trade and automation have contributed to the decline of U.S. manufacturing industries and put millions of American
workers out of a job, the dominant public policy response has been to invest in re-training dislocated workers. These
programs have been criticized as ineffective.iv
•

•
•
•

Job training programs in the U.S. received more than $5 billion in federal funding in 2017, most of which was
allocated to state and local initiatives. The programs primarily fund job centers that aim to help disadvantaged
populations find jobs.
Federally-funded programs such as the Trade Adjustment Assistance (TAA) program target “dislocated” workers
who require retraining because they have lost their jobs due to globalization and trade.
Multiple evaluations of programs targeted at dislocated workers in the U.S. have cast doubt on their effectiveness,
suggesting that the costs of these programs likely outweigh their benefits for workers.v
Labor scholars have argued that job training programs either lack sufficient input from employers or require more
coordination among the multiple institutions (e.g. job centers, community colleges, apprenticeship) that manage
training initiatives.vi

FINDINGS: WHAT WORKERS THINK ABOUT AUTOMATION
A national survey conducted by YouGov in partnership with the Taubman Center for American Politics and Policy
reveals that workers’ perceptions of automation could represent a barrier to the success of job re-training programs.vii
•

•

•

•

The workers surveyed reported that the effects of automation and technological change on their productivity, job
satisfaction, and job security were overwhelmingly positive. 1 in 3 workers indicated that automation and
technological change have made their job security better, whereas 1 in 10 workers indicated that their job security
has become worse as a result of automation and technological change.
Workers without a college degree (36%) were slightly more likely than workers with a college degree (32%) to
report that their job security was better as a result of automation and technological change. This perception is
puzzling given the evidence that less educated workers have been more vulnerable to technological change than
more educated workers.
One potential explanation for these results is that workers overestimate their invulnerability. For example, 19% of
workers reported that automation and technological change have had better effects on their productivity than on
the productivity of their co-workers. More than 80% of workers report having higher than average skills across a
number of categories. This suggests that a substantial share of workers believe that they are better equipped to
adjust to technological change than their peers.
These findings are consistent with other survey results, which indicate that while workers express worries about the
general effects of automation on the labor market, they are mostly confident that automation will not negatively
affect them personally.viii

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
How workers think about automation has implications both for the implementation of ongoing job re-training programs,
as well as for the broader public policy responses to automation and technological change.
•

•

Workers’ lack of concern about the implications of automation and technological change for their jobs suggests
that they might not see the need to participate in the job re-training programs designed to assist them. While job
training programs currently focus on satisfying employer needs and coordinating employer demand, they should
also consider how to establish buy-in from skeptical workers in vulnerable jobs.
Policy approaches to the “hollowing out” of the labor market should also extend beyond initiatives to alter labor
supply. Policies should also consider how to influence labor demand to create new middle-skill jobs.
o The Department of Defense, the Department of Energy, the National Science Foundation, and other
government agencies currently invest in innovation policies aimed at accelerating the development of new
technologies in the national interest. These investments should evaluate how the new technologies might
affect the labor market. How might the adoption of government-backed innovations alter the tasks
associated with certain jobs – and the skills required to perform those jobs? Just as new development
projects perform environmental impact assessments, public investments in technology should integrate
“labor impact assessments” to ensure government and industry alike are aware of big potential disruptions
to the labor market. The goal is not necessarily to avoid innovations that displace workers, but to prepare
for changes in ways that can avoid exacerbating inequality.
o Public policies should also encourage the inclusion of worker input in how new technologies are deployed.
One model for worker involvement in the innovation process comes from the automotive industry. In their
collective bargaining agreements with General Motors (GM), the United Auto Workers (UAW) have agreed
to discuss new technologies and their effects on the unionized workforce as GM plans to adopt them. The
UAW is recognizing that new technologies will inevitably come, but that workers and their employers can
shape how they are adopted and the effects that they have.
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