Precis

Concrete productivity
statistics

Persistent and substantial variationsin
productivity among individual factories
have been observed, even in industries
that are narrowly defined. Attempts to
explain this variation have tended to
focus on technological or “supply-
side” reasons such as management
approaches.

In“Market Structure and Productivity:
A Concrete Example,” (NBER Working
Paper 10501), Chad Syverson of the
University of Chicago focuses on the
other side of the exchange process—the
demand side. Syverson states that, “ The
moredifficultitisfor consumersto switch
between competing suppliers, the greater
the productivity dispersion that can be
sustained.”

To investigate this notion, Syverson
considers a concrete example—literally.
He analyzes data from the Census of
Manufactures for a single four-digit
Standard Industrial Classification (SIC)
industry: ready-mixed concrete, Sic 3273.
An advantage of these data is that a
physical measure of the product is avail-
able(cubicyards), inadditiontothedollar
value of shipments. Syverson focuseson
one aspect of substitutability in this
study, pertaining to transport costs. The
ready-mixed concrete industry has sub-
stantial transport costs, whichimpliesthat
thereare separate geographic marketsfor
the product.

He uses the concrete data to test the
premisethat, “in marketswhereit iseasy
for industry consumers to switch sup-
pliers, productivity distributions should
exhibit higher minima, lessdisperson, and
higher central tendency thanthoseinlow-
substitutability markets.” His findings
support this premise: they show that
markets that have high demand densities
for thisproduct have higher minimum and
mean productivity levels, and such mar-

kets have less dispersion in productivity
levels among producers.

Up the ladder

Top businesspeople have awaysenjoyed
at least some celebrity. Even the robber
barons, such asRockefeller and Carnegie,
had popular biographies written about
them attributing their success to hard
work, according to the introduction to
Peter Capelli and MonikaHamori’srecent
NBER Working Paper, “The Path to the
Top: Changes in the Attributes and
Careersof Corporate Executives, 1980 to
2001.” Inadditiontothe cel ebrity accord-
ed some of today’s top business leaders,
they hold important positions in the
world. Understanding the nature of
successin thebusinessworld, say Capelli
and Hamori, “says a great deal about
access to positions of influence, about
socia mobility generaly, and specificaly
about career devel opment practices.”
The brief survey of literature that
introduces the concepts of executive
career studiesisgood reading. According
totheworkscited by Capelli and Hamori,
there have been three broad eras of
executiverecruitment sincethebeginning
of the 20th century. Thefirst wasan era
marked by amix of entrepreneurial merit
in some cases and inherited wealth or
position in the early years of the century.
A second, broadly occupying the middle
years of the century, was marked by the
riseof what William A. Whytelabeled the
“organization man.” Thefinal erastarted
inthe 1980sand is characterized by what
Michael B. Arthur and Denise M.
Rousseau call “the boundaryless career.”
The nature of successful, high-per-
formance careers that may not reflect
secure, long-term commitments between
an organization and its members is the
subject of Capelli and Hamori’s new

research. They found significant differ-
ence between the attributes and career
paths of the top 10 executives in the
Fortune 100 companiesin 1980 and those
inevidenceamongasimilar panel in 2001.
In terms of basic attributes, today’s
executives are younger, more likely to
haveacollegedegree, and somewhat more
likely to be women. The latter, as the
authors say, was “not adifficult achieve-
ment given that the number was zero in

Intermsof career path, today’ stop exe-
cutivesarelesslikely to havebeenlifetime
employees of their companies, took less
time to get to the top rungs of the cor-
porate ladder, and had seen bigger pro-
motions, as evidenced both by a direct
measure of promotion size and the fact
they had held fewer positionsduring their
successful careers.

These findings were robust to
several factors including restriction to
those executives for which Capelli and
Hamori could fill in a complete career
history and restriction of the sampleto
firms that were in the Fortune 100 in
both 1980 and 2001. One partition of
thedatathat did yield someinteresting
differences was between firms in
manufacturing and service industries.

In 1980, there were very few
differences between executives in
manufacturing and top managers in
servicefirms. In 2001, according to the
data, “Executives in the service sector
are younger, more likely to be women
and to be lvy League graduates. Most
important, they are much less likely to
have started their career in the same
company ... and they spent four and a
half fewer years in their current organi-
zation. They also got to thetop about two
and ahalf years sooner than their peersin
manufacturing. The manufacturing/
service distinction apparently was
irrelevant in understanding differences
in executive experiencein 1980 but has
become highly relevant in 2001.” [
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