
As AI is reshaping the labor markets, this study investigates how similarity between workers’ occupational knowledge, skills, and abilities
(KSAs) and those required by target occupations shapes upskilling over time. It challenges the assumption that higher skill alignment reliably
supports upward mobility. Using longitudinal labor force data (2010-2024) linked to occupational KSA measures, the study applies fixed-
effects logistic regression combined with network-based indicators of occupational similarity. Occupational mobility is disaggregated into
knowledge, skill, and ability similarity to estimate their distinct and time-varying effects on transitions into higher-level occupations.
Evidence reveals a persistent “Similarity Trap”: higher overall KSA similarity reduces the likelihood of upward mobility, directing workers
toward lateral or downward moves. Knowledge similarity shows temporal volatility, reflecting changing technological and institutional
contexts. Skill similarity exhibits a growing negative effect, suggesting that highly aligned routine skills increasingly constrain mobility in AI-
affected labor markets. In contrast, ability similarity’s negative impact converges over time, indicating foundational cognitive capacities are
becoming broadly valuable. The study reframes occupational similarity as a source of mobility lock-in rather than advantage. By
disaggregating similarity into knowledge, skill, and ability dimensions and tracing their evolving impacts, it moves beyond static skill-
mismatch models to show how the returns to human capital change under technological disruption.
High KSA similarity no longer guarantees advancement. Policy and practice should emphasize adaptive, cycle-sensitive knowledge
development, bridging and reskilling for skill portfolios, and broad foundational abilities (e.g., adaptability, critical thinking), supported by
modular, individualized learning with tiered supports to foster equitable, future-ready mobility.
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