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Prologue

 


The Washington Post, May 11th 2016,
article titled “The middle class is shrinking just about
everywhere in America”

 


“Pew reported in December that a clear majority of
American adults no longer live in the middle class, a demographic
reality shaped by decades of widening inequality, declining
industry and the erosion of financial stability and family-wage
jobs. But while much of the attention has focused on communities
hardest hit by economic declines, the new Pew data, based on
metro-level income data since 2000, show that middle-class
stagnation is a far broader phenomenon.

 


The share of adults living in middle-income
households has also dwindled in Washington, New York, San
Francisco, Atlanta and Denver. It's fallen in smaller Midwestern
metros where the middle class has long made up an overwhelming
majority of the population. It's withering in coastal tech hubs, in
military towns, in college communities, in Sun Belt cities.

 


The decline of the American middle class is "a
pervasive local phenomenon," according to Pew, which analyzed
census and American Community Survey data in 229 metros across the
country, encompassing about three-quarters of the U.S. population.
In 203 of those metros, the share of adults in middle-income
households fell from 2000 to 2014.”

 


As I write this the US and world economies are nine
years into an economic recovery. A weak recovery, but a long
one.

 


The unemployment rate in the United States recently
clocked in at 3.9%.

 


Full Employment so they say. Many companies can’t
find qualified workers to fill job openings.

 


According to www.careercast.com, the most
difficult jobs to fill in 2017 were:

 


1) Data Scientist

2) Financial Advisor

3) General Manager and Operations Manager

4) Home Health Aide

5) Information Security Analyst

6) Physical Therapist

7) Registered Nurse

8) Software Engineer

9) Truck Driver

 


Three of the most “in demand” jobs are in Information
Technology.

 


1) Data Scientist

5) Information Security Analyst

8) Software Engineer

 


Four more need specialized education or
certification.

 


2) Financial Advisor

3) General Manager and Operations Manager

6) Physical Therapist

7) Registered Nurse

 


I don’t know what's required to be a Home Health
Aide, but to be a Truck Driver you need a CDL driver’s license.

 


The jobs going begging are relatively high skilled
jobs. Nothing unusual about that. But, people without those skills
have a harder time of it.

 


Across the board, real wages (wages adjusted for
inflation) lag.

 


The chart below is published by www.pewresearch.com.
It shows inflation-adjusted real wages have improved by $1.49
(in 2014 dollars) over the past 50 years. Pathetic.
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The FED’s been trying to create inflation above 2%
and failing.

 


Some say they’ll succeed beyond their wildest dreams.
The same people (I was one of them a few years ago) have predicted
high inflation for years; ever since the FED began buying bonds
on the open market (called “QE1”).

 


It turns out a great many of the new jobs created
during the recovery were part-time, low wage jobs.

 


Below is an excerpt from a post on www.businessinsider.com.
It was written by Pedro
Nicolaci da Costa on August 8th, 2017. The title is, “More Americans need a 2nd job to make
ends meet — and it's sending a troubling message about the
economy”.

 


“One trend could be especially ominous: a spike in
the number of Americans taking multiple jobs that have effectively
reversed a decade-long* decline.

 


"The plight of low-income workers is underlined by
yet another statistic," Sri-Kumar writes.

The Labor Department reports that 7.6 million workers
held multiple jobs last month, up 2% from 7.4 million in July 2016.
That's back to highs not seen in 20 years. And it should not be
mistaken as a sign of healthy entrepreneurship.”

 


Could it be that more Americans need to work multiple
jobs because more Americans can only find part-time jobs?

 


If half the population has below average education,
below average skills, or below average capabilities, shall we
protest and agitate for the government to “do something”? Shall we
“vote the bastards out”?

 


Can we possibly live in Lake Woebegone, “where all
the women are strong, all the men are beautiful, and all the
children are above average”?




I think it was Peanuts who said, “Wherever I go,
there I am.” And it was Jesus who said, “The poor are with you
always.”

 


Poor is a relative state. Relative to average.
Average is the middle of a population.

 


What shall we do with the “below average”? No matter.
Half will remain below average regardless of what we do. What’s
more, there will always be a bottom 10% too.

 


You can be, and probably are, above average in some
things and below average in others. Vive la difference!

 


But if you’re below average in marketable job skills,
what then?

 


What if you had above average job skills yesterday,
but discover your job skills are below average tomorrow?

 


I submit, if you depend on the government you'll
regret it. If you expect the government to solve your problems,
you'll be disappointed. If you think the government will “provide
jobs”, you’re mistaken.

 


On the other hand, never before in history have you
had so much opportunity to become an owner instead of a worker. A
capitalist instead of a laborer.

 


I don’t mean to suggest you don’t need to work.

 


On the contrary, if you start a “side gig” you may
work harder than ever. If you set aside a little money each month
to buy stocks in other people’s companies, you’ll do without
something to make it possible.

 


But, if you “live like NO ONE else, then later, you
can LIVE like no one else”.

 





Johnny Can’t
Find a Job

 


“Hey Johnny, your Grandfather’s pulling in the
driveway and dinner’ll be ready in ten minutes.”

 


“Okay, thanks, Nana. I’ll have the game on pause in
just a minute.”

 


After killing three more gargoyles he pressed pause
and the screen went blank. The door opened and a late 60ish man of
medium height entered the foyer.

 


“Hey, Hon. How was your day?” he said as he walked
into the kitchen.

 


“Same ol, same ol. The manager of the Manila call
center can’t seem to enforce the talk time rules. Everything’s
harder in the Philippines. I wish the company’d kept the Greensboro
center open.”

 


“Me too, Di. I know it’s harder for you now. I’ve got
the same issues. My genius management figures we’ll save a boatload
of money contracting our website overhaul to somebody in India.
Somebody nobody’s ever heard of.”

 


“Will it affect your job, Al?”

 


“Nah. My job’s safe for now. It’s just getting
harder. Speaking of jobs, how’s job hunting going, Johnny?”

 


“Well, I got another interview. It’s at 3 on Tuesday.
In that new office building on Waymore.”

 


“That’s wonderful Johnny,” his grandmother said.
“Maybe this is the one!”

 


“Maybe Nana. But, it’s hard to get excited over an
interview. This’ll be the eighth one since I graduated.”

 


“Just do your best every chance you get. You’ll land
a good job eventually. Two years is a long time, but don’t give
up.”

 


“I know Gramps. ‘Put your best foot forward.’ ‘One
step at a time.’ I get it.”

 


“Changing the subject,” said Johnny’s grandfather, “I
ate lunch at the new McDonalds on Grant. They’ve got those kiosk
things you order from like we saw in France last year. Remember
Di?”

 


“Yeah. They were confusing.”

 


“Yup. Here too. It took me five minutes to order a
Big Mac Value Meal. It would’ve taken ten minutes if I’d stood in
line at the register though. They only had one register open, but
they had ten kiosks.”

 


“I wish you wouldn’t eat at McDonald's. You know I
hate that.”

 


“Yeah, I know. I just didn’t have time for anything
else today.”

 


“Say, Gramps, I found the brake pads for my car
online. They were $10 cheaper than Pep Boys, so I ordered ‘em. They
should be here Friday. Will you
help me put ‘em on?”

 


“Sure. Looks like dinner’s ready. Let’s eat.”

 


…

 


This scenario is fiction. But, it could be happening
in any kitchen in any town in the United States. Perhaps, any in
the developed world.

 


Jobs are outsourced. White collar jobs as well as
blue.

 


Jobs are replaced with technology. White collar jobs
as well as blue.

 


Grandparents are working longer, delaying retirement.
Because they keep working, fewer jobs are available to younger
workers.

 


Even after retiring, grandparents often take low wage
part-time jobs. Jobs that might otherwise go to entry-level
workers.

 


I make no value judgments here. I’m one of those
over-65 grandparents still holding down a full-time job.

 


But, I want you to think about how much harder it is
today for young people to find a good job. Not a part-time job. Not
a minimum wage job, but a job you can start a family on.

 


It’s not impossible of course.

 


Much depends on a person’s skills. But even skilled
work is outsourced and threatened by technology.

 


They say computers with rudimentary artificial
intelligence (AI) will write novels in just a few years.

 


When technology displaced workers in the past, people
were hurt in the short-term. But new technology always created more
jobs in new and different industries. More jobs than it
displaced.

 


It may again. I sincerely hope so. But, and I say
this with fear and trembling, this time just might be
different.

 


Perhaps the difference will be in the compressed
time-frame in which the displacement occurs.

 


Perhaps, eventually, many more jobs will be created
than destroyed. Just like in the
past. 

 


But, this time the displacement will occur over a few
years, not decades.

 


It may be much more difficult to create the new jobs.
And, the new jobs will likely require even higher skill levels.

 


Technology changes, society adapts, and the lives of
people change. But, we can proactively change to make our lives
better.

 


You can take steps now to mitigate the risk you and
your family will face. Failing that, the changes are coming
anyway.

 


You may find them unpleasant.
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