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Figure 2: Historical Growth Accounting
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Note: The figure shows a growth accounting exercise for the United States since the 1950s using
equations (15) and (16). See the main text for details.

cational attainment throughout the 20th century rose by slightly under one year per

decade, e.g. from 4 years in 1900 to 13 years by the end of the century. A standard Min-

cerian return to education is 5% or 7%. This means that rising educational attainment

increased GDP per worker by something like 5% each decade, or about 0.5% each year.

This is a large number: something like 0.5% of our 2% per year growth in the 20th cen-

tury was due to rising educational attainment! If life expectancy has an upper bound,

then educational attainment cannot continue to rise forever. And in fact, in the last

two decades, we’ve seen educational attainment for each cohort flatten out: roughly

85% of kids graduate from high school, roughly 1/3 graduate from 4-year colleges, and

these numbers have levelled off since the 1990s. This nicely illustrates both sides of our

main point: historically, rising educational attainment has contributed a large amount

to growth, but in the long run, educational attainment per person seems likely to level

off and contribution nothing to growth.

Another similar demographic change is rising labor force participation due to the

entry of women. Since 1950, the employment-population ratio has risen from around

55% to around 62%, or by around 0.2% per year.


