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Pittsburgh’s High Tech Surge: Hold the Hype 

 
Reading last week’s news coverage about the High Technology Council’s report on the state of 
high tech in the region, one could come away thinking the Pittsburgh area is enjoying tremendous 
growth.  Indeed, the PRNewswire story said “A new report shows the region’s technology sector 
is continuing its tremendous growth”.  One of the report’s authors was quoted as saying that “ the 
report shows conclusively that our region’s technology sector  has grown based on a wide range 
of new technologies”. And finally, the report asserts that the area’s technology employees earn 
$9.9 billion, 24 percent of the region’s total payroll.   
 
The biggest problem with these findings is that with the single exception of information 
technology, high tech growth in the Pittsburgh MSA(metro area) over the last 10 years has been a 
bust. That’s not our opinion; that’s what the report’s data shows. The biotech group, the advanced 
manufacturing group and the environmental technology group all showed employment declines 
between 1990 and 2000.  The purported strong growth is certainly not broad based. 
 
Moreover, the report’s claim of a large number of support workers associated with technology 
industries is completely misleading.  For one thing, the overwhelming majority of the so-called 
support jobs (89,500 of 125,000) are made up of the MSA’s health care workers. These workers 
are included because they ostensibly use the products of the biotech firms in the region. However, 
it is clearly inappropriate to include all the health care workers as high tech support jobs since 
most of the region’s health related personnel would still be here even if there were no biotech 
firms located in the area.  
 
Likewise, the 36,000 support workers for environmental technology include sanitation and many 
other sectors that have little or nothing to do with the presence or absence of environmental 
technology firms. In fact, total support sector employment of 125,000 greatly outnumbers direct 
high tech employment and accounts for over half of the reported high tech payroll in the region.  
But, more importantly,  total jobs in the so-called support sectors were down between 1990 and 
2000.  This fact went totally unremarked in the High Tech Council report.  Clearly, it deserved a 
mention and would have painted a much more accurate picture of what is happening in the 
Pittsburgh metro area.  
 
In short, for all the Report’s rhetoric about how the region has been transformed since 1990, the 
fact is that all net new job growth in the MSA was accounted for by service producing jobs and 
construction.  Manufacturing jobs were down over the period.  Then too, the big hike in 
construction employment reflects an enormous surge in government funded projects which are 
winding down.  
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The only true bright spot in the high tech picture was the information technology sectors. 
Software and hardware each showed substantial gains in employment of 100 percent. But before  
too much significance is attached to those numbers, bear in mind that nationally software jobs 
were also up by 100 percent during the same period.  That would have been  a useful comparison 
for the report to have made.  Some comparison with other cities in our size range would have also 
been very instructive. Without doubt, many metro areas around the country had software job 
gains well in excess of 100 percent during the 1990s. 
 
Another other crucial consideration is that the combined 24,000 software and hardware jobs in 
the Pittsburgh MSA for 2000 represent just 2 percent of all MSA employment. Thus, while the 
growth of 12,400 jobs is impressive, it is a long way from replacing the manufacturing losses of 
the 1980s.  
 
There is no need to overhype the modest results contained in the High Tech Council’s findings. 
There is some good news, but the attempt to make high tech appear larger and growing faster by 
incorporating dubious “support” industries without informing the reader that support industry 
employment has fallen over the last 10 years is not helpful or straightforward. In general,  efforts 
to overplay any good news and downplay any not-so-good developments do not contribute to real 
understanding and are counterproductive in the long run.    
 
Just as the exaggerated claims of the economic impact of the stadiums are unconvincing to 
anyone who has looked into them, the High Tech Council’s latest report will prove equally 
ineffectual in persuading any serious researcher that Pittsburgh has improved its relative standing 
as a high tech center compared to 10 years ago.   
 
A recent Allegheny Institute survey of high tech executives found that firms here and elsewhere 
around the country are concerned about taxes and the general business climate. In our view a 
focused effort to improve our tax and business climate would do much more for the region than 
turning out reports that attempt to make us appear to be doing far better than we actually are.  
Real success is neither self-congratulatory nor self-absorbed.     
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