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Topic Overview
Listening sessions conducted in 2017 as part of the Investing in America’s Workforce
initiative shed light on workforce development challenges and opportunities. According to
the report that resulted from the sessions: “Many regions shared that the main focus of
economic development efforts is on business attraction and retention. In some regions,
however, jobs are being created, but the local labor force does not have the skills to
adequately fill those jobs. It was stated that without addressing these labor market
challenges, localities run the risk of losing both the available jobs and the companies
creating them.”1
In rural regions, where populations are more dispersed and farther from major job
centers, labor markets face different challenges than those in metro areas, where people
are closer to education, training, and employment opportunities. Throughout the first half
of 2018, community development staff at the Federal Reserve Banks of Atlanta, Chicago,
and Minneapolis conducted a listening session in their respective Federal Reserve System
districts to discuss workforce development in rural areas.2 Participants at the three
listening sessions represented regional employers, city and county governments, chambers
of commerce, economic development corporations, community colleges, technical schools,
universities, nonprofits, and workforce development boards.
This brief will examine perspectives from both the listening sessions and research in the
workforce development field to explore what challenges and strategies stakeholders face in
building stronger rural economies.3
Opportunities for investment in workforce development in rural areas include:
•
•
•
•
•

Education and training programs that prepare young and adult workers for highdemand jobs and skills within existing and burgeoning industry sectors
Economic diversification initiatives to expand the region’s job base and increase
economic resiliency in case a major employer closes or relocates elsewhere
Strategies to create community amenities, support entrepreneurship, and
improve the quality of jobs in order to attract and retain workers with a range of
skill sets and income levels
Community development efforts focused on transportation, housing, child care,
health care, and broadband that help workers and residents, particularly from
low-wage sectors, access economic opportunity
Collaboration across the public, nonprofit, and private sectors to align workforce
development, economic development, and community development goals
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Strengthening Workforce
Development in Rural Areas
From remote parts of the Pacific Northwest
to the Great Plains to the Mississippi
Delta to Appalachia—and many places in
between—rural areas across the United
States are home to different cultures,
people, businesses, and infrastructure,
and are far from geographically or
economically homogenous. However,
since these rural areas are less densely
populated and less connected to major
centers of employment, they share common
workforce development challenges.
Listening session participants identified
obstacles that impede attracting, training,
and retaining skilled workers to meet
employer demand, and that hinder the
creation of economic opportunity for both
workers and employers. Participants also
noted a number of strategies and initiatives
that they or others in their regions are
testing in response to these challenges.

Building a Pipeline of Skilled Workers
Listening session participants noted that
while there are well-paying jobs that do
not require a four-year degree, there are
not always enough skilled workers to fill
existing positions. This concern is echoed
in U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
survey data that show one out of four
businesses located outside metropolitan
areas struggle to find qualified workers,
compared with just one in six businesses
in metro areas that cite the same problem.4
According to participants, job applicants in
their regions often lack necessary skills in
basic math, hands-on trades, information
technology, and manufacturing. However,
participants also noted a shortage of
higher-skilled workers with bachelor’s
degrees and beyond. Indeed, a 2018
Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta paper
found firms located in rural areas are

almost 9 percent more likely to experience
difficulty hiring for workers with at least a
bachelor’s degree compared with firms in
metro areas.5
Demographic trends across nonmetro
areas underlie the labor shortages and
skills gap described during the listening
sessions.6 Not only are rural areas less
densely populated, their populations are
getting older, on average, due to both outmigration of younger people, and, in some
cases, older adults retiring to rural areas.7
As of mid-2018, those 65 and older make
up almost a quarter of the population in
nonmetro areas, and prime working-age
adults (defined as those who are 25 to
54 years old) comprise less than half (43
percent) of the population. That compares
to a 50 percent share of prime workingage adults and 19 percent of adults 65
and older in metro areas.8 As the rural
population continues to age, business
succession planning also becomes a
challenge. One participant noted 70
percent of business owners in his region
would be retiring over the next 20 years,
leaving many businesses without clear
replacement options.
Although educational attainment has
increased in both metro and nonmetro
areas since before the Great Recession,
there remains a significant rural-urban
education gap. In metro areas as of
2018, 43 percent of the prime workingage population has a four-year college
degree or higher, compared with just 25
percent of nonmetro populations. About 40
percent of the nonmetro prime workingage population lacks any postsecondary
education. However, the share of nonmetro
prime working-age adults with associate’s
or vocational degrees has increased at a
faster pace than in metro areas since the
start of the Great Recession in 2007.9
Listening session participants suggested
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students could acquire skills they
lack through more rigorous career
and technical education (CTE) training
programs in K–12 schools. Since the
1980s, the role of CTE (previously termed
vocational education) in secondary schools
has declined due to shifts in curricula and
funding and to an increased emphasis on
attaining four-year college degrees after
graduating from high school.10 Several
participants noted this trend and discussed
how some K–12 schools steer students
toward four-year college degrees without
exposing them to vocational or technical
career options. More funding for CTE
programs, and better informing students of
these options, could strengthen the pipeline
toward in-demand, good-paying middle-skill
career paths. Studies11 show participation
in vocational programs can lead to higher
wages,12 and high-quality CTE programs
can increase high school graduation
rates, particularly among lower-income
students.13
CTE planning and implementation depends
on regional collaboration and employer
involvement, and is strengthened by
support from the state government, college
and university system, and industries.
Participants in one session spoke about a
new career academy in their county, part
of a network of high schools across the
state that partner with technical colleges
and businesses to advance regional and
state workforce needs. Academy students
start building hands-on, technical skills
before finishing high school, and they
can earn college credits at partnering
postsecondary institutions.14
In conjunction with CTE training, listening
session participants discussed the growing
interest across the country in youth workbased learning programs that give young
people on-the-job experience in highdemand regional industries. In recent

years, the nation has seen an expansion
of apprenticeship opportunities into new
sectors beyond the traditional trades and
manufacturing.15 In one listening session
region, for example, an information
technology (IT) alliance, comprised of
regional IT employers, worked with the
state to create and fund an IT Registered
Apprenticeship program. This employerdriven program will help to build a
pipeline of young adults into IT jobs and
fill an identified skills gap in the region.
In rural areas with limited employment
opportunities for students to engage in
on-the-job learning, some CTE schools use
technologies and equipment to simulate
work environments for students.16
A greater focus on young adult skillbuilding and training through initiatives
such as CTE and apprenticeship
programs is crucial given that the share
of disconnected youth—young people 16
to 24 who are not in school or working—
has grown significantly since the start
of the Great Recession. Although the
portion of disconnected youth in nonmetro
areas has declined somewhat in recent
years, their share remains above the
prerecession 2007 rate, at 14 percent,
and is 3 percentage points higher than in
metro areas.17 The longer young adults stay
detached from school or work, the longer
they lose opportunities to gain skills, access
quality jobs, and reach their full earning
potential.18

Employer-Centered Economic
Diversification
Workforce challenges also stem from
stagnant job growth or even job loss.
Nonmetro job growth has lagged behind
that of metro areas, particularly in the
wake of the Great Recession, which has had
a longer-lasting impact on rural economies.
Metro areas returned to prerecession
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employment levels by 2013 and have gained
jobs since, but rural areas have yet to
return to 2007 levels.19
In some cases, job losses stem from the
closure of larger, anchor companies or
industries that had provided communities
with stable employment for generations.
In one particular listening session region,
a paper mill shut down, and 40 percent of
area jobs were lost, including a range of
middle-skill and high-skill positions. The
closure was devastating for the community,
but also pushed local stakeholders to
diversify their workforce development
efforts that previously had focused
largely on the needs of that one paper
mill. Other regional employers (primarily
manufacturing companies) were invited to
come and discuss their workforce needs.
Local technical colleges got involved in
conversations and created seven new
career pathway degrees based on skills
gaps, such as in food science training for
the regional cranberry and egg industries.
Regional nonprofits and private sector
employers pooled resources to offer
transportation funding and child care for
people seeking degrees in these career
pathways programs. These extra support
services helped adults access new skills,
which is particularly important in towns
and regions where large firms have closed
and former employees need retraining to
access jobs in other industry sectors. Much
of this initiative was driven by philanthropic
resources from a local funders
collaborative that, in turn, attracted
national philanthropic dollars and technical
assistance. Examples of similar efforts
exist around the country. The National
Fund for Workforce Solutions supports
regional collaboratives that bring together
businesses, workforce practitioners,
funders, and other community members,
which leverage national and local funding

to provide education and training for job
seekers and incumbent workers.20
Employer-centered collaboration is crucial
to the success of workforce development
initiatives aiming to diversify the region’s
economy. In another listening session
region, during roundtable discussions
with local industries, employers informed
local city and county leaders that firms
were having trouble filling positions
with qualified workers. This surprised
leaders, who initially thought the focus
of the roundtables would be on how to
attract new jobs to the community, rather
than on how to fill current openings. In
response, the local chamber of commerce
and economic development commission
pivoted to focus the roundtables on the
workforce needs of current employers.
The discussions led to a collaboration with
the local technical college, which created
a two-semester certificate program that
formed a pipeline to entry-level jobs in the
manufacturing, distribution, and logistics
industries. Trust and partnership among
the public and private sectors in the
community were key in building this new
program.

Attracting and Retaining
Talent: Community Amenities,
Entrepreneurship, and Job Quality
Strategies
Building and maintaining a workforce with
the skills that match industry demand
also requires attracting skilled workers
to a region and retaining them over time.
Participants discussed that young people
seeking four-year degrees and higherskill, higher-wage work tend to move to
metropolitan areas to pursue academic
and economic opportunities. This outmigration from rural areas can hinder the
growth of businesses there. The head of
a law firm explained the firm generates
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enough business to expand, but is unable to
attract enough younger, qualified lawyers
to justify expansion. The law firm cannot
compete with the competitive salaries and
amenities of a large metropolitan center
four hours away.
Listening session discussions alluded to
the declining sense of community in small
towns struggling with population and
economic decline. Towns and counties with
limited budgets may struggle to maintain
or rebuild this sense of community, and
listening session participants discussed
how quality of life initiatives can strengthen
the sense of community and are critical
for attracting workers along the entire
skill spectrum. Representatives of a small
city were hopeful that amenities such as
increased downtown housing, a brewery,
and regional riverfront trails would help
to attract and retain residents across
age groups and employers from diverse
industry sectors. Municipalities could
consider leveraging natural resources,
such as the river that runs through this
small city, to attract visitors interested in
outdoor activities. There are opportunities
for local municipalities to tap into federal
and nonprofit grants and capacity building
for main street projects specifically aimed
at rural revitalization, such as through the
USDA, the National Main Street Center, and
Project for Public Spaces.
Some listening session participants agreed
that supporting homegrown businesses
and talent is a more effective use of public
funding than offering incentives such
as job creation tax credits, property tax
abatements, and subsidies to attract
outside employers to the region.21
Economic Gardening, for instance, is an
approach that provides assistance to local
businesses with capacity to grow. It has
proven effective in small towns throughout

the United States.22 Additionally, workforce
development boards could increase
entrepreneurial training supports23 both
for students and for the more than 25
percent of rural workers who are selfemployed, freelancers, or independent
contractors.24
The quality of jobs offered in communities
can also help to attract and retain talent.
One aspect of job quality is the wage
offered. As of 2018, the wage gap between
metro and nonmetro areas is less than a
dollar an hour, after accounting for cost
of living differences.25 In nonmetro areas,
wages among less educated workers
have actually risen slightly faster over
the past decade than for less educated
workers in metro areas.26 This acceleration
may reflect, in part, the shortage of
working-age adults in rural areas, due
to declining labor force participation
rates.27 Listening session participants
emphasized the importance of employerprovided benefits beyond just wages such
as skills development, career advancement
opportunities, tuition assistance, and
flexible scheduling, which can give firms
a competitive advantage to attract and
retain workers. These sorts of strategies
also benefit employers through increased
employee retention and productivity.28
Low-wage workers can more easily achieve
financial stability with specific job benefits.
Predictable scheduling is particularly
important for frontline workers whose
livelihoods depend on working a certain
number of hours each week.29 Listening
session members also discussed how
some workers in their regions do not have
checking or savings accounts and instead,
rely on alternative financial services
such as check cashing services and highinterest payday loans. Poor credit scores
add another barrier to qualifying for
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certain jobs. Employers have opportunities
to support employees with financial
literacy and planning strategies that deter
dependency on check cashing and payday
loans. For example, businesses large and
small around the country are partnering
with companies that offer downloadable
apps for workers to access a portion of
their earnings between paychecks. Some
of these pay-advance apps also prompt
employees to open savings accounts and
build assets.30
Transitioning to employee-owned
companies is another strategy to give
workers a voice and to counteract
challenges around business succession
planning. Participants suggested that firm
owners could shift to worker cooperatives
or employee stock ownership plans
(ESOPs), which can help retain jobs and
wealth locally, as well as increase job
quality for low-wage workers.31
Inclusive employee culture is also an
important component of a quality job. Rural
populations tend not only to be older, as
previously discussed, but also tend to be
less diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, and
foreign-born populations. As of mid-2018,
white, non-Hispanic adults age 16 and older
make up about 82 percent of the population
in nonmetro areas compared to 60 percent
in metro areas.32 According to participants,
nonmetro firms that are less racially and
ethnically diverse may have environments
in which new employees feel less
comfortable, which could, in turn, hinder
attraction and retention of new talent. In
response, companies could proactively
invest in creating a more inclusive and
welcoming culture. In one listening session
region, a philanthropic grant allowed
employers to rethink and modify firm
culture and human resource practices.
Participants highlighted a firm that, after
acknowledging it needed to increase

employee inclusivity, formed an external
advisory board and hired an employee
dedicated to diversity and inclusion.

Community Development Efforts to
Overcome Nonskill Barriers to Work
Challenges to workforce development
efforts stem from issues beyond the need
to reduce the skills gap and build, attract,
and retain talent. The share of nonmetro
households below the poverty line exceeds
that of metro areas. The vast majority of
counties with persistent poverty, where
more than 20 percent of the population
has been living in poverty over the past 30
years, are located in nonmetro areas.33
Listening session participants spoke
about high poverty rates and the barriers
faced by households struggling to make
ends meet, including limited access to
transportation, affordable housing, child
care, health care and drug treatment,
and broadband internet. Scarcity of
support services in rural areas makes
it more difficult to access and maintain
employment, further exacerbating cycles
of generational poverty. Participants noted
barriers to work are particularly acute
for formerly incarcerated individuals,
whose criminal records put them at a
distinct disadvantage when competing
for jobs, especially in areas with fewer
employment options. Limited access to
public transportation, stable housing, and
social services also make it difficult for
ex-offenders to integrate into the labor
force.34 The following section will expand
upon challenges and strategies related to
nonskill barriers in rural areas.
Transportation
A major concern among listening session
participants is a lack of well-connected
public transportation systems in rural
areas. Due to lower average household
incomes and higher average vehicle miles
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traveled, nonmetro households tend to
spend a greater share of their incomes
on transportation.35 That, along with less
extensive transit systems, creates
a greater burden for low-income workers.
For workers who cannot afford reliable
personal transportation or do not have
access to a driver’s license, as may be
the case with formerly incarcerated
individuals,36 it may be more difficult
to access training and employment
opportunities. When a 300-employee
poultry processing plant closed in one
region, participants shared that hourly
workers were offered reemployment
at a plant an hour away, which was
impossible to reach without a personal
vehicle. One man had to walk for miles to
get to a federally funded workforce training
center where a reemployment job fair was
being held.
A representative from a staffing agency
explained that her organization gives gas
card gift certificates to workers who have
cars and agree to drive their colleagues
without cars to and from work. While such
ad hoc carpool systems can work on a
case-by-case basis, they are fragile and
not easily scaled. Sustainable solutions
for rural transportation systems also
depend on increases in both state and
federal investments. One study shows
that the benefits of transit systems in
small urban and rural areas, including
trips made to and from work that would
otherwise have been impossible to make,
outweigh the costs.37 States or regions may
consider conducting a needs assessment
and explore various rural transit options,
such as integrated regional bus services,
vanpool services, and rural ride-sharing
services.38
Housing
Some employers at listening sessions
discussed how a limited supply of
affordable housing makes it more difficult

to hire and retain frontline workers.
Housing developers face greater labor and
materials costs when operating in rural
areas due to smaller economies of scale.
Additionally, given greater profit margins
on the construction of higher-priced
housing, developers may be less apt to
invest in areas farther from metropolitan
centers, especially those with a decreasing
population. In 2016, for example, only 10
percent of single-family homes were built
in rural areas, versus 14 percent in 2010.39
Scarcity of affordable housing creates a
cost burden for workers, particularly in
low-wage sectors, who must dedicate a
higher share of their income to housing.
A 2018 study from the Federal Reserve
Board of Governors shows 40 percent
of nonmetro renter households and 21
percent of nonmetro owner occupants
spend more than 30 percent of their
income on housing costs.40
The public, private, and nonprofit sectors
have a role to play in responding to
these shortages. Various federal and
government-sponsored enterprise
programs provide funding for the
creation and preservation of housing
as well as for rental subsidies in rural
areas.41 Some states distribute grants
to rural communities to build multi- and
single-family homes at different levels of
affordability. Other small towns have used
bonds to renovate run-down homes with
the hopes of attracting new construction.42
Listening session participants also
suggested that rural municipalities use
tax increment financing43 to develop
more affordable housing. In addition,
participants specifically mentioned
employer-led housing initiatives that offer
employees down payment assistance
in exchange for staying at a firm for a
minimum number of years. In another case,
a local hospital used private fundraising
and grants to offer medical school
residents free or reduced-cost housing,
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in addition to other program perks. The
residency program was fully subscribed
for the first time in 2018, and local leaders
hope this effort will continue to attract and
retain rural health care professionals.
Child Care
Quality child care is often limited in
rural areas, and it adds another stress
and hurdle for low-income employees,
especially those working second and
third shifts. A recent study found that
58 percent of rural census tracts in the
United States have limited or no access to
quality child care.44 At one roundtable, an
employer described how when one of their
employees finished a shift, her husband
would be waiting for her at the entrance
with their young child before he went inside
to start the next shift. Access to affordable
child care reduces a barrier to training
and employment, according to listening
session participants. A technical college
president said more students can enroll
in courses thanks to the free child care
center on campus. The aforementioned
retraining program in the area where
the paper mill closed also provided child
care for people seeking degrees in career
pathways programs. Listening session
participants noted businesses can play a
role by working with public and nonprofit
organizations to help employees access
quality child care or by providing employerbased child care incentives.
Head Start centers45 in rural counties also
serve a vital role for low-income families
who would otherwise have no access to
child care. Eighty-six percent of the nation’s
rural counties have a Head Start center,
which is the only early child care program
available in some cases. Over two-thirds
of rural Head Start facilities provide
other types of family services, including
health education and substance abuse
prevention, which are especially important

in areas with shortages of preventative
health care services. In some centers,
Head Start parents even have access to
job training opportunities. According to
Head Start providers, transportation to
and from centers is essential, especially in
more remote areas that lack public transit
systems.46
Health Care and Drug Treatment
Although unemployment rates have
dropped to historic lows in both rural
and urban economies, the labor force
participation rate—meaning the share of
those employed or actively seeking work—
of the prime working-age population (adults
aged 25 to 54) remains lower in nonmetro
areas.47 Rural-urban health disparities48
may underlie some of this rural-urban
variation. Of the prime working-age adults
in nonmetro areas who were not seeking
a job in mid-2018, nearly 50 percent noted
they were disabled or too sick to work,
compared with just 30 percent in metro
areas.49
Households in rural areas face greater
obstacles to access health care, since
providers are limited and becoming more
dispersed. Ninety-five of approximately
2,400 rural hospitals in the United States
have closed between 2010 and 2018.50, 51
Employer-sponsored insurance coverage
is less common and uninsured rates are
higher in nonmetro areas.52 In addition,
uninsured people in rural areas are more
likely to live in states that did not expand
Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act,
increasing the rural-urban eligibility gap
in health care coverage.53 For people who
do have access to public insurance, there
may be a disincentive to seek higher-wage
work. A listening session participant said
a worker refused a promotion because
of the benefits cliff effect, such that the
income boost would have meant he no
longer qualified for the state’s health care
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benefits. Another participant pointed out
limited access to health care may stymie
entrepreneurship for those who do not
want to give up jobs with stable benefits.
Drug addiction, particularly to illegal and
prescribed opioids, has had devastating
impacts on families and communities54
and contributes to low labor force
participation rates in rural areas, where
the overdose rate increased and exceeded
metropolitan rates in 2015.55 Listening
session participants expressed concerns
that drug addiction prevents employers
from finding and retaining quality workers.
In one case, three potential truck drivers
lost their jobs in one day by failing a drug
test after having completed a truck driver
training program that was a partnership
between a technical college and a largescale employer. Access to addiction
treatment and counseling remains more
limited and dispersed in rural areas.56
Federal funds have been distributed to
rural areas to pilot telemedicine projects,
whereby patients can receive addiction
treatment through telephone or online
conversations,57 but wider-scale and
ongoing resources are necessary to tackle
this issue in rural contexts.

Listening session participants stressed the
importance of deploying broadband in rural
areas where it is currently lacking. Highspeed internet not only attracts businesses,
entrepreneurs, and economic growth,60
but also enables workers to access training
and gain new skills through virtual learning
opportunities.61 Certain federal and state
policy initiatives have focused on expanding
connectivity to underserved areas. The
Federal Communications Commission (FCC)
Connect America subsidy provides federal
dollars to telecom carriers that extend
service to a certain share of areas lacking
service, though the minimum service
requirements are lower than the 25-Mbps
speed benchmark set by the FCC. Certain
states have gone one step further and
created programs to increase access
to 25-Mbps broadband in sparsely
populated areas. Some of these programs
provide matching funding to support public
and private broadband projects in more
remote regions.62 As participants pointed
out, however, the per capita amount of
funding allocated for broadband expansion
varies significantly by state. Funding
allocation within states can also change
from year to year.

Broadband
Participants emphasized that lack of highspeed internet in rural areas can stifle
growth and economic opportunities.58
Across the United States, rural
communities remain less connected than
their urban counterparts. A Brookings
Institution analysis shows rural residents
comprise 57 percent of the population in
neighborhoods with no broadband access,
but only 15 percent of the country’s total
population.59
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Conclusion
The listening sessions that informed this brief increase understanding about the
challenges that rural areas around the country grapple with every day. As the share of
prime working-age individuals declines and businesses close in rural areas, participants
highlighted the need for strategies that address both labor demand and supply issues.
Building a skilled workforce means creating a pipeline of workers to meet demand through
policies such as sector partnerships and work-based learning. For these skills-oriented
policies to be effective, community leaders must also implement strategies to retain
skilled workers and to address nonskill barriers to work faced by vulnerable populations.
Community amenities, quality job policies, transportation systems, affordable housing,
health care, child care, and broadband should all be aligned with workforce development
efforts.
Many of the recommended tactics from the listening sessions to address challenges
remain ad hoc and have limited impact. More work needs to be done to highlight cases
where rural workforce development, economic development, and revitalization strategies
have been effective. Community leaders and community development researchers can then
assess if and how these strategies can be scaled up to affect more workers and employers,
or scaled out and implemented in other rural communities.
There is no one solution to tackle all of the community issues that were raised, and all
strategies take money and resources that are not always available to towns and regions
struggling with population and economic decline. A lack of revenue and resources to
engage in the revitalization and reskilling efforts necessary to sustain workers and
businesses compounds many of the challenges that rural communities face. Participants
noted that population decline and business closures in rural areas result in lost property
and sales tax revenue.
As leaders in rural areas choose how to prioritize resources, collaboration between public,
private, and nonprofit sectors is crucial. Regional employers should be at the center of this
collaboration, as they drive the demand for specific skills. State and federal government
and foundations also have a role to play to support rural communities, particularly
those with high poverty rates and declining populations. Support can come in the form of
funding and capacity building, so that local leadership is empowered to drive community
improvement. Collaboration leads to a more holistic view of the complex challenges
and investment opportunities involved in preparing workers for jobs, stimulating work
opportunities, and building quality of life in rural communities.
The authors thank Stuart Andreason, Mels de Zeeuw, and Alexander Ruder for their
thoughtful feedback and suggestions.

Investing in America’s Workforce | 11

Acknowledgments
This special topic brief is part of a series and the result of a collaborative effort across
the community development departments in the Federal Reserve System. The Federal
Reserve community development function thanks the participants of the 2018 regional
listening sessions, who generously shared their time, knowledge, and insights to inform
this research. We would also like to acknowledge individuals across the Fed System
responsible for hosting the 2018 regional listening sessions and/or writing special
topic briefs.
Jeanne Milliken Bonds, Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond
Ashley Bozarth, Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta
Joselyn Cousins, Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco
Tony Davis, Federal Reserve Bank of New York
Kyle D. Fee, Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland
Jen Giovannitti, formerly with Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond
Todd Greene, formerly with Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta
Rob Grunewald, Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis
Heidi Kaplan, Federal Reserve Board of Governors
Jason Keller, Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago
Craig Nolte, Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco
Drew Pack, Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland
Ashley Putnam, Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia
David Radcliffe, Federal Reserve Bank of Boston
Edison Reyes, Federal Reserve Bank of New York
Alexander Ruder, Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta
Anjali Sakaria, formerly with Federal Reserve Bank of Boston
Alvaro Sanchez, Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia
Javier Silva, Federal Reserve Bank of New York
Elizabeth Sobel Blum, Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas
Noelle St.Clair, formerly with Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia
Whitney M. Strifler, Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta
A special thank you to Noelle St.Clair and her team at the Federal Reserve Bank of
Philadelphia for their work to create the 2017 Investing in America’s Workforce: Report on
Workforce Development Needs and Opportunities. That work highlighted the need for more
research and discussion on specific topics, culminating in this series of briefs.
Finally, thanks also to the team at the Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond, including Cecilia
Bingenheimer, Jack Cooper, Latonya Duncan, Shannon McKay, Doug Sampson, and Rodney
West, for designing the special topic briefs, as well as to Jeanne Zimmermann at the Federal
Reserve Bank of Atlanta for reviewing the briefs.
The views expressed in this special topic brief are those of the listening session participants,
as summarized by the authors, as well as the authors’ own insights, and do not necessarily
reflect the views of the Federal Reserve System.
Investing in America’s Workforce | 12

Methodology
In 2017, the community development departments at each of the 12 Federal Reserve Banks
organized regional meetings at locations around the country with nearly 1,000 workforce
development leaders to confer on the status of the nation’s workforce development
system and the challenges it faces. The community development team at the Federal
Reserve Bank of Philadelphia gathered and analyzed the information from those meetings,
and it subsequently published Investing in America’s Workforce: Report on Workforce
Development Needs and Opportunities.
In 2018, the Federal Reserve’s community development departments conducted a second
series of regional meetings with stakeholders across public, private, and nonprofit sectors.
The meetings focused on several workforce-related topics that impact communities, which
originated from themes captured in the 2017 report. A series of special topic briefs were
created based on regional meetings and community development research interests.
Briefs include research and insights from workforce development organizations, experts,
and community development staff.

About the Initiative
Investing in America’s Workforce is a Federal Reserve System initiative in collaboration
with the John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development at Rutgers University, the Ray
Marshall Center for the Study of Human Resources at the University of Texas at Austin,
and the W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Led by the community development
function of the Federal Reserve System, the initiative aims to reframe and reimagine workforce development efforts as investments that can lead to scalable solutions and measurable outcomes. Components of the initiative to further this goal include:
•

A series of listening sessions and subsequent report and special topic briefs aimed
at gathering and analyzing information and ideas from people who work at the
intersection of workforce training, recruiting, and finance.

•

A national conference in Austin, Texas, in October 2017, where over 300 attendees
discussed promising approaches to workforce development.

•

A three-volume book that offers research, best practices, and resources on
workforce development from a wide range of experts in various fields.

•

A training curriculum for Community Reinvestment Act bank examiners on
qualifying workforce investments under new Interagency Q&A clarifications for the
regulation.

For more information about the initiative, and to read chapters from the three-volume book
and other special topic briefs, please visit www.investinwork.org.

Investing in America’s Workforce | 13

References
1 S
 t.Clair, Noelle. 2017. “Investing in America’s Workforce: Report on
Workforce Needs and Opportunities.” Federal Reserve System. Page 13.
https://www.investinwork.org/reports.

14 To learn more about the importance of career academies in rural
workforce development, see https://clear.dol.gov/topic-area/careeracademies. See also endnote 4 (Rosenfeld 2018).

2 T
 o protect the anonymity of the participants, specific states and regions
where sessions were held are not named throughout the brief. For
questions about specific strategies mentioned throughout, please
contact the authors for more information.

15 P
 arton, Brent. 2017. “Youth Apprenticeship in America Today:
Connecting High School Students to Apprenticeship.” New America.
https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/YouthApprenticeship-Today.pdf.

3 T
 his brief is intended to amplify the voices of participants in the
listening sessions, who play key roles in local workforce and economic
development systems. Discussion is limited to challenges and
strategies introduced in the listening sessions.

16 See endnote 4 (Rosenfeld 2018).

4 R
 osenfeld, Stuart A. 2018. “Skills to Sustain Rural Economies.” From
Investing in America’s Workforce: Improving Outcomes for Workers
and Employers. Kalamazoo, MI: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment
Research. https://www.investinwork.org/-/media/Files/volume-two/
Skills%20to%20Sustain%20Rural%20Economies.pdf?la=en. Data from
USDA’s unpublished “ERS Rural Establishment Innovation Survey Data.”
2014.
5 T
 erry, Ellyn, and Mels de Zeeuw. 2018. “How Do Firms Respond to
Hiring Difficulties? Evidence from the Federal Reserve Banks’ Small
Business Credit Survey.” Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta Community
and Economic Development Discussion Paper 01-18. https://www.
frbatlanta.org/-/media/documents/community-development/
publications/discussion-papers/2018/01-how-do-firms-respond-tohiring-difficulties-2018-04-09.pdf.
6 I n this brief, we use metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) and counties
located outside MSAs (nonmetro) as a proxy for urban and rural areas,
respectively. An MSA, designated by the Office of Management and
Budget (OMB), “consists of one or more counties that contain a city
of 50,000 or more inhabitants, or contain a Census Bureau-defined
urbanized area (UA) and have a total population of at least 100,000
(75,000 in New England).” See https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/
reference/GARM/Ch13GARM.pdf. In effect, MSAs are labor markets
defined by commuting patterns. In this brief, any region outside of
an MSA, including micropolitan statistical areas (populations of at
least 10,000, but fewer than 50,000), is considered nonmetro. While
MSAs and non-MSA areas are used as a proxy for urban and rural
areas, these definitions are limited in that they do not account for less
densely populated counties within MSAs, parts of which are rural
as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. See https://www2.census.
gov/geo/pdfs/reference/ua/Defining_Rural.pdf. Listening session
discussions included some participants who live and/or work in MSAs.
While these areas may not fit into the OMB definition of nonmetro,
these MSAs include rural counties or parts of counties that share
some characteristics of rural areas laid out in this section. Other cited
reports in this brief use varying methodology to distinguish rural and
urban areas.
7

Smith, Miranda, Richelle L. Winkler, and Kenneth M. Johnson. 2016.
“How Migration Impacts Rural America.” Population Trends in PostRecession Rural America. A publication series of the W3001 Research
Project. Brief No. 03-16. http://w3001.apl.wisc.edu/pdfs/b03_16.pdf.

8

U.S. Census Bureau, January 2007–June 2018. Current Population
Survey, authors’ calculations.

9

Ibid.

10 J
 acob, Brian A. “What We Know about Career and Technical Education
in High School.” 2017. Brookings. https://www.brookings.edu/
research/what-we-know-about-career-and-technical-education-inhigh-school/#footnote-8.
11 I bid. Evidence is based primarily on nonexperimental research. To date,
experimental or quasi-experimental evidence on the impacts of CTE
education is lacking.
12 K
 reisman, Daniel and Kevin Stange. 2017. “Vocational and Career Tech
Education in American High Schools: The Value of Depth over Breadth.”
NBER Working Paper No. 23851. Washington, DC: The National Bureau
of Economic Research.
13 D
 ougherty, Shaun M. 2018. “The Effect of Career and Technical
Education on Human Capital Accumulation: Causal Evidence from
Massachusetts.” Education and Finance Policy 13(2): 119-48.

17 U
 .S. Census Bureau, January 2007–June 2018. Current Population
Survey, authors’ calculations.
18 D
 esilver, Drew. 2016. “Millions of Young People in the U.S. and EU
Are Neither Working or Learning.” FACTANK, Pew Research Center.
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/01/28/us-eu-neetpopulation/.
19 U
 .S. Census Bureau, January 2007–June 2018. Current Population
Survey, authors’ calculations.
20 S
 ee https://nationalfund.org/regional-collaboratives/ for more
information about National Fund for Workforce Solutions and its more
than 30 regional collaboratives across 26 states.
21 B
 usiness incentives have grown over time and amount to more
than three times what they were in 1990, according to data
from the W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. Bartik,
Timothy J. 2017. “A New Panel Database on Business Incentives for
Economic Development Offered by State and Local Governments
in the United States.” Kalamazoo, MI: W.E. Upjohn Institute for
Employment Research. https://research.upjohn.org/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1228&context=reports.
22 S
 ee http://edwardlowe.org/entrepreneurship-programs/economicgardening/ for more information about Economic Gardening.
23 P
 ages, Erik R. 2018. “Igniting Rural Entrepreneurship: Where Do
Workforce Development Programs Fit In?” From Investing in America’s
Workforce: Improving Outcomes for Workers and Employers.
Kalamazoo, MI: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research.
https://www.investinwork.org/-/media/Files/volume-two/Igniting%20
Rural%20Entrepreneurship%20Where%20Do%20Workforce%20
Development%20Programs%20Fit%20In.pdf?la=en.
24 S
 ee endnote 4 (Rosenfeld 2018).
25 U
 .S. Census Bureau, June 2018. Current Population Survey, authors’
calculations. The cost of living is calculated using regional price
parities from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA).
26 W
 eingarden, Alison. 2017. “Labor Market Outcomes in Metropolitan
and Non-Metropolitan Areas: Signs of Growing Disparities.” FEDS
Notes. Washington, DC: Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve
System. https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/
labor-market-outcomes-in-metropolitan-and-non-metropolitan-areassigns-of-growing-disparities-20170925.htm.
27 R
 obertson, John. 2017. “Labor Constraints and Health Problems
in Rural America.” macroblog. Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta.
http://macroblog.typepad.com/macroblog/2017/11/labor-supplyconstraints-and-health-problems-in-rural-america.html.
28 L
 evine, Jonathan, Mark G. Popovich, and Tom Strong. 2013. Doing
Well and Doing Good: Pioneer Employers Discover Profits and Deliver
Opportunity for Frontline Workers. Washington, DC: Hitachi Foundation.
29 S
 ee the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston’s Invested, Series One, Issue
One for more information pertaining to unpredictable schedules.
https://www.bostonfed.org/publications/invested/series-one/issueone.aspx.
30 A
 rnold, Chris. 2018. “Walmart and Others Offer Workers Payday
Loan Alternatives.” National Public Radio. https://www.npr.
org/2018/08/16/639236531/walmart-and-others-offer-workerspayday-loan-alternative.
31 H
 oover, Melissa. 2018. “Converting Employees to Owners: Deeper
Investment for Deeper Impact.” From Investing in America’s Workforce:
Improving Outcomes for Workers and Employers. Kalamazoo, MI: W.E.
Upjohn Institute for Employment Research. https://www.investinwork.
org/-/media/Files/volume-two/Converting%20Employees%20
to%20Owners-Deeper%20Investment%20for%20Deeper%20Impact.
pdf?la=en.

Investing in America’s Workforce | 14

32 U
 .S. Census Bureau, June 2018 Current Population Survey, authors’
calculations.
33 U
 .S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service. 2015.
“Rural Poverty and Well-Being.” https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/
rural-economy-population/rural-poverty-well-being/.

50 N
 orth Carolina Rural Health Research Program. 2018. “95 Rural
Hospital Closures: January 2010–Present.” Chapel Hill, NC: UNC, the
Cecil G. Sheps Center for Health Services Research. http://www.
shepscenter.unc.edu/programs-projects/rural-health/rural-hospitalclosures/.

34 L
 owe, Nathan and Kimberly Cobb. 2017. “The Long Road Home in Rural
America: Challenges & Strategies for Rural Re-Entry Supervision.”
The Council of State Governments. http://www.csg.org/pubs/
capitolideas/2016_sept_oct/long_road.aspx.

51 N
 orth Carolina Rural Health Research Program. 2017. “Rural and
Urban Hospitals in the United States.” Chapel Hill, NC: UNC, the Cecil G.
Sheps Center for Health Services Research. http://www.shepscenter.
unc.edu/product/rural-urban-hospitals-united-states/.

35 I n 2013, rural households spent on average 20 percent of their
budgets on transportation, compared with 13 percent among urban
households. Litman, Todd. 2017. “Public Transportation’s Impact on
Rural and Small Towns.” Community Transportation Association of
America. https://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/
Documents/APTA-Rural-Transit-2017.pdf.

52 U
 .S. Census Bureau: American Community Survey 5-year estimates
2011–2015.

36 F
 amily Justice, Housing Assistance Council. 2009. “Enhancing Rural
Reentry through Housing Partnerships: A Handbook for Community
Correction Agencies in Rural Areas.” New York: Family Justice. https://
www.appa-net.org/eweb/docs/appa/pubs/ERRTHP.pdf.

54 I n a Washington Post-Kaiser Family Foundation rural and small-town
America poll, 14 percent of survey participants named drug abuse
as the biggest problem facing their local community, the second
largest share of responses after jobs/employment (21 percent). The
Washington Post/Kaiser Family Foundation. 2017. Survey of Rural
America. https://www.washingtonpost.com/apps/g/page/national/
washington-post-kaiser-family-foundation-rural-and-small-townamerica-poll/2217/.

37 G
 odavarthy, Ranjit, Jeremy Matton, and Elvis Ndembe. 2014. “CostBenefit Analysis of Rural and Small Urban Transit.” National Center for
Transit Research.
38 L
 itman, Todd. 2017. “Public Transportation’s Impact on Rural and Small
Towns.” Community Transportation Association of America.
39 R
 ice, Shayndi. 2018. “Rural America Has Jobs. Now It Just Needs
Housing.” The Wall Street Journal. https://www.wsj.com/articles/
scarcity-of-housing-in-rural-america-drives-worker-shortage1527672602?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=5.
40 D
 umont, Andrew M. 2018. “Rural Affordable Rental Housing:
Quantifying Need, Reviewing Recent Federal Support, and Assessing
the Use of Low Income House Tax Credits in Rural Areas. Finance
and Economics Discussion Series 2018-077.” Washington, DC:
Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System. https://www.
federalreserve.gov/econres/feds/files/2018077pap.pdf.
41 Ibid.
42 See endnote 39 (Rice 2018).
43 T
 ax increment financing (TIF) is a public financing method that sets
aside future tax revenue in a defined area in order to fund a public
improvement or economic development project.
44 M
 alik, Rasheed and Katie Hamm. Mapping America’s Child
Care Deserts. Washington, DC: Center for American Progress.
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/
reports/2017/08/30/437988/mapping-americas-child-caredeserts/.
45 H
 ead Start is a federally funded program that offers early childhood
services to low-income families. For more information, see https://
www.acf.hhs.gov/ohs/about.
46 M
 alik, Rasheed and Leila Schochet. 2018. “A Compass for Families:
Head Start in Rural America.” Washington, DC: Center for American
Progress. https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/earlychildhood/reports/2018/04/10/448741/a-compass-for-families/.
47 I n mid-2018, labor force participation was 79 percent in nonmetro
areas compared to 82 percent in metro areas. U.S. Census Bureau,
January 2007–June 2018 Current Population Survey, authors’
calculations.

53 N
 ewkirk, Vann and Anthony Damico. 2014. “The Affordable Care
Act and Insurance Coverage in Rural Areas.” Henry J. Kaiser Family
Foundation. https://www.kff.org/uninsured/issue-brief/theaffordable-care-act-and-insurance-coverage-in-rural-areas/.

55 M
 ack, Karin A. Christopher M. Jones, and Michael F. Ballesteros. 2017.
“Illicit Drug Use, Illicit Drug Use Disorders, and Drug Overdose Deaths
in Metropolitan and Nonmetropolitan Areas—United States.” Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, Morbidity and Mortality Weekly
Report (MMWR) 66(19): 1-12.
56 P
 ullen, Erin and Carrie Oser. 2014. “Barriers to Substance Abuse
Treatment in Rural and Urban Communities: A Counselor Perspective.”
Substance Use & Misuse 49(7): 891-901.
57 U
 .S. Department of Agriculture. “USDA Announces Telemedicine
Funding to Address Opioid Epidemic in Appalachia.” Press Release No.
0155.16. https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2016/06/30/
usda-announces-telemedicine-funding-address-opioid-epidemic.
58 B
 arton, Jordana. 2018. “Preparing Workers for the Expanding
Digital Economy.” From Investing in America’s Workforce: Improving
Outcomes for Workers and Employers. Kalamazoo: MI: W.E. Upjohn
Institute for Employment Research. https://www.investinwork.org/-/
media/Files/volume-three/Preparing%20Workers%20for%20the%20
Expanding%20Digital%20Economy.pdf?la=en.
59 T
 omer, Adie, Elizabeth Kneebone, and Ranjitha Shivaram. 2017. Signs
of Digital Distress: Mapping Broadband Availability and Subscription
in American Neighborhoods. Washington, DC: Brookings. https://
www.brookings.edu/research/signs-of-digital-distress-mappingbroadband-availability/.
60 W
 hitacre, Brian, Roberto Gallardo, and Sharon Strover. 2014.
“Broadband’s Contribution to Economic Growth in Rural Areas: Moving
towards a Causal Relationship.” Telecommunications Policy 38(11):
1011-1023.
61 A
 dvance CTE. 2017. “CTE on the Frontier, Connecting Rural Learners
with the World of Work.” Silver Spring, MD: Advance CTE.
62 D
 avies, Phil and Ann Harrington. 2017. “Border-to-Border Dreams.”
fedgazette. Minneapolis, MN: Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis.
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/publications/fedgazette/border-toborder-dreams.

48 C
 enters for Disease Control and Prevention. 2017. “About Rural
Health,” Atlanta, GA: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
https://www.cdc.gov/ruralhealth/about.html.
49 U
 .S. Census Bureau, January 2007–June 2018 Current Population
Survey, authors’ calculations. According to the CPS, the majority of
those who noted they were disabled or too sick to work were male. The
Washington Post analysis of Social Security Administration data shows
that up to one-third of working-age adults receive disability benefits
each month in rural communities, and disability rates have risen faster
than in urban areas over the last 10 years. McCoy, Terrence. 2017.
“Disabled, or Just Desperate? Rural Americans Turn to Disability as
Jobs Dry Up.” The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.
com/sf/local/2017/03/30/disabled-or-just-desperate/?utm_
term=.78047a7aa56f.

Investing in America’s Workforce | 15

Strengthening
Workforce Development
in Rural Areas
2019 Federal Reserve System
By Ashley Bozarth and Whitney M. Strifler
Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta

Improving Outcomes for Workers and Employers
www.investinwork.org/reports

2019 Special Topic Brief

