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Motivation and contribution

Motivation:

urban wage premia vary across occupations

consequences of technological change for spatial distribution of
economic activity? (e.g., Giannone, 2019)

Contribution:

Rich theoretical model of task-based comparative advantage
of cities
⇒ in opposition to traditional view of skill-based comparative
advantage (Moretti, 2004)

New evidence supporting model predictions based on good
data on task-content of occupations
⇒ realistic occupation production function in the model and good
match between testing predictions and data
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Summary of the model

Ingredients:

many ex-ante different cities; workers consume final good/housing and
choose where to locate (standard)

tradable final good assembled out of tradable intermediate “inputs”
= occupations supplied by workers (Costinot and Vogel, 2010)

occupations assembled out of different tasks according to task-specific
intensities or shares of individual time spent on each task

Sorting mechanisms:

1 cities with higher TFP have a comparative advantage in production
of abstract occupations

2 workers with higher education (viewed as costly skill acquisition)
have comparative advantage in production abstract occupations

3 workers with higher ability have comparative advantage in acquiring
higher education

EQM: high-ability workers invest in higher education ⇒ perfectly sort into
abstract occupations and ⇒ (imperfectly) sort into high-TFP cities
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Summary of the empirical evidence

Data on task-content of occupations:

Novel dataset (BIBB QCS): info on time spent on each out of a
common set of tasks at the individual level

Task intensities at occupation level = average share of individual
time spent on each group (A/R/M) of tasks per occupation

Evidence supporting model predictions:
1 Wage premia

individual-level regressions
urban wage premium increases in abstractedness of occupation

2 Sorting across cities
regressions based on pairwise comparisons across occupations and cities
the ratio between the share of workers located in a given city
across any given pair of occupations increases in city size the
more the higher is the distance in abstract (manual) task
intensity between two occupations
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Comments 1/2

Model:

1 Task aggregation: all tasks need to be completed in given proportions
in order to have any output but this complementarity (“o-ring” style)
is not reflected in the production function

q(σ, c;α) = eα+
∫

τ∈T
Z(τ,c)H(τ,σ)dτ

2 Assumption on tradable occupations: realistic? The traditional
assumption is the opposite
⇒ introduce intermediate input producers (task-based production
function as in Haanwinckel, 2019)?

5 / 9



Comments 2/2

Empirical analysis:
1 does not make the most of “unique” feature of the dataset, i.e., that

task intensity varies at individual level
why not endogenizing the time allocation to (substitutable) tasks?
strengthen evidence that task intensities are invariant to city size

2 distinction from competing occupation-based explanations of the urban
wage premium (interactiveness: Michaels et al., 2019; managerial
content: Santamaria, 2019; specialization: Daniele, 2018)

3 evidence on sorting across cities
4 are findings compatible with the evolution of relative wages and

employment shares over time?
How to reconcile with non-monotonic wage growth at the aggregate level
across A/R/M?
Has sorting increased over time?
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Task intensities invariant to city size?

⇒ but is it reasonable to test whether people working as “Managers”
specialize in abstract tasks in big cities in the same way as people employed
in “Room and household cleaner” occupation?
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Distinguishing competing explanations: the example of
specialization

Average specialization across US MSA against MSA size by educational group.
Specialization = number of tasks per occupation multiplied by their frequency.
Source: Daniele (2018).

Table 1: Relationship between specialization and other occupational attributes
across 325 occupations (Autor and Dorn, 2013)

Abstract Routine Manual Offshorability
0.0029∗∗∗ -0.0001 0.0009 0.0021∗∗
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Sorting across cities
π(σ, c) is fraction of workers in occupation σ in city c ⇒ supermodular

π(σ′, c ′)
π(σ, c ′) >

π(σ′, c)
π(σ, c)

for σ′ > σ and c ′ > c

ln
(
π(σ′, c)
π(σ, c)

)
= νσ + νσ′ +

∑
τ

θτ (hτσ′ − hτσ)× ln densityc + eσσ′c

potential conflict with Eeckhout et al. (2014)
not clear mapping between testing equation and empirical specification
add controls (e.g., relative shares across industries)
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