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What the paper does 
• Cross-occupations changes in employment and wages between 1984 and 

2010 are hard to reconcile with simple demand-supply  explanations. 
• Manufacturing Jobs account for a lower share of employment in 2010 than in 1984.   
• Their wages did not fall that much, though. 

• The paper provides a clever explanation 
• Wage changes within an occupation reflect changes in returns to tasks and skill 

investments 
• If task prices go up, new entrants will enter the occupation 

Less skilled than incumbents, watering down observed wage increase. 
• A Roy (1956) selection model formalizes this 

• Test the idea using longitudinal data from German Social Security records 
on employment, wages and occupations. 

 



What the paper does (ii) 
TWO ASSUMPTIONS: 
1. Jobs are bundles of two components: 

• Price return to tasks 
• Investment on the job 

2. Partial equlibrium: returns to tasks are exogenous (i.e., unaffected by the 
number of workers selecting into the task. 

• On-the-job skill acquisition captured by unrestricted dummies of origin and 
destination occupations, interacted with covariates. 

• Age 
• Task prices identified through a linear combination of origin and destination 

occupations. 
 

• Regressions of wage changes on (a) and (b) identify evolution of the Price of tasks 
and skill investments.  

 



What the paper finds 
• Increased demand for certain occupations  

• Increase in prices and employment of managers and professionals,  
• Fall in the demand of production-related occupations 

 
• Obscured by selection effects: 

• New entrants attracted to growing occupations are less skilled than 
incumbents, and their wages reflect that. 
 

• Skill accumulation at the median explains most of increase at the 
lower tail. Tasks prices at the top 



Comment 1: Where are the tasks? 
• Paper deals with occupations, literature suggests are good proxies for tasks. 

• But we worry about tasks (title) 
• Interesting to see so much heterogeneity in wage coefficients for occupational 

transitions (next Table) 
• Within the model, these are skill investments 

• Possible interpretation is that some tasks in origin occupations are portable to 
destination occupations, others are not. 

• BUT Why not has the paper not focused on tasks, then?  
• Many things change when you change across occupations (skills, but also 

amenities) -> focus on the variable of interest.  
• Come back to this later. 

• Polarization is about computers substituting tasks. 
• Occupations may mean different things over 26 years. 

 





2: Jobs as bundles of tasks and skills? 
• Paper relies on switchers, who sort according to wages, according to the model. 

• Important for identification, as changes in wages reflect changes in skills –price tasks. 

• What if jobs were bundles of monetary and non-monetary characteristics? 
• Appendix 1 considers the case (page 91): estimates of the skill accumulation are “a combination of the true 

skill accumulation parameter (…)  minus the non-pecuniary costs of changing tasks” (bold is mine). 
• Important, as skill accumulation parameters play a key role in accounting for increase in inequality. 

• Voluntary job changers (over-represented in the paper) trade-off wages for occupation-
specific amenities (Rosen 1974) 

• Their wage growth measures not only the impact of tasks and investments, but also reveal preferences for 
amenities on the job. 

• Evidence in other countries in Lavetti for Brazil (2018), Bonhomme and Jolivet (JAE 2009). Card, Cardoso, 
Kline (JOLE 2018) sketch models where idiosyncratic components entering utility of the worker important to 
understand key features in Portuguese labor markets –rent sharing, cross-firm variation in wages, etc.   

• Germany 1984-2001: GSOEP evidence on trade-offs between amenities and wages (y.h.s, next Table) 

• Which takes me back to comment 1, interactions between occupations of origin and 
destination capture factors above and beyond skills. 



Source. Villanueva (2007) “Estimating Compensating Wage Differentials Using Voluntary Job Changes, Industrial Labor 
Relations Review. GSOEP data 1984-2001 



Miscellaneous comments 
1. Recent explanations of wage inequality in Germany convincingly argue 

that firms are important 
• High vs low wage firms, individuals switching to high wage firms experiencing wage 

increases (Card et al, cited in the paper). 
• Erosion of collective contracts (Dustman et al, cited in the paper) 
• How does the story in this paper complement/challenge existing ones? 

2. (More technical) Tasks and skills identified through wage growth models  
• Implicit individual-time fixed effects. 
• But second part of the paper talks about cross-sectional wage inequality (presumably 

individual fixed effects should be somewhere). 
3. Clarify if results come from instrumenting with Arellano Bond. 
4.  Prices of tasks are estimated.  

General equlibrium? 
 



Conclusions 
• Interesting, comprehensive work! 

 
1. Should the focus be on occupations or on tasks? 

• Polarization is about tasks 
 

2. Are jobs just bundles of task prices and skills?   
• If not, unclear that wage changes across occupations just measure those 

elements. 
 

3. Connection (or not) with other views of the increase in wage 
inequality in Germany. 
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