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Summary

e This report analyzes workforce supply and demand issues using available metrics of workforce
characteristics for Southwest AlabamaWorks workforce region and presents implications and
recommendations.

e Southwest AlabamaWorks had a 2.3 percent unemployment rate in March 2023, with 7,926
unemployed workers. An underemployment rate of 22.8 percent for 2022 implies that the region
has an available labor pool of 84,283 that includes 76,357 underemployed workers who are
looking for better jobs and are willing to commute farther and longer for such jobs.

e In 2022 commute time and distance rose from 2021, implying that congestion worsened as the
region recovered from the pandemic and recession. Congestion could pose challenges as the
economy continues to recover. This means continuous maintenance and development of
transportation infrastructure and systems is necessary to avoid slowing economic development.

e By sector, the top five employers in the region are health care and social assistance, retail trade,
accommodation and food services, manufacturing, and educational services. In the first quarter
of 2022, these five industries provided 162,820 jobs, 56.2 percent of the regional total. Two of
these leading employers paid more than the region’s $4,419 monthly average wage. Economic
development should continue to diversify and strengthen the region’s economy by retaining,
expanding, and attracting more high-wage providing industries. Workforce development should
also focus on preparing workers for these industries.

e On average, 13,080 jobs were created per quarter from second quarter 2001 to first quarter 2022,
and quarterly net job flows averaged 323. Job creation is the number of new jobs that are created
either by new businesses or through expansion of existing firms. Net job flows reflect the
difference between current and previous employment at all businesses.

e The top five high-demand occupations are Customer Service Representatives; Heavy and
Tractor-Trailer Truck Drivers; Laborers and Freight, Stock, and Material Movers, Hand;
Registered Nurses; and General and Operations Managers.

e The top five fast-growing occupations are Computer Numerically Controlled Tool
Programmers; Transportation Inspectors; Nurse Practitioners; Cooks, Restaurant; and
Occupational Therapy Assistants.

e The top 50 high-earning occupations are mainly in health care, management, and engineering
fields and pay a minimum mean salary of $90,693 and maximum of $254,949 per year. Eight of
the top 10 occupations are health jobs and two are in management and law.

e Of the top 40 high-demand, 20 fast-growing, and 50 high-earning occupations, two—Nurse
Practitioners and Medical and Health Services Managers—belong in all three categories. Nine
occupations are both high-demand and high-earning, four are both high-earning and fast-
growing, and two are in high-demand and fast-growing.
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Of the region’s 675 occupations, 111 are expected to decline over the 2020 to 2030 period, with
the 20 sharpest declining occupations dropping by at least three percent and those with disclosed
net change data losing a minimum of 30 jobs each. Education and training for these 20
occupations should slow accordingly.

Skill and education requirements for jobs keep rising. Educational and training requirements of
high-demand, fast-growing, and high-earning occupations demonstrate the importance of
education in developing the future workforce. In the future, more jobs will require
postsecondary education and training at a minimum.

The importance of basic skills generally and for high-demand, high-growth, and high-earning
jobs indicates a strong need for training in these skills. The pace of training needs to increase for
technical and basic skills, while the scale of training should be raised for basic and social skills.
Ideally, all high school graduates should possess basic skills so that postsecondary and higher
education can focus on other and more complex skills. Employers should be an integral part of
planning for training, as they can help identify future skill needs and any existing gaps.

From a 2020 base, worker shortfalls of over 25,500 for 2030 and 28,300 for 2035 are expected.
By 2045, worker shortfall will drop to 15,500. This demands a focus on worker skills and
shortfalls. Worker shortfalls for critical occupations will also need to be continuously addressed.
Strategies to address skill needs and worker shortfalls might include (1) improving education and
its funding; (2) introducing economic opportunities that attract new and younger residents;

(3) lowering the high school dropout rate; (4) focusing on hard-to-serve populations (e.g., out-
of-school youth); (5) continuing and enhancing programs to assess, retrain, and place dislocated
workers; (6) encouraging older worker participation in the labor force; and (7) facilitating in-
commuting.

Improving education is important because (i) a highly educated and productive workforce is a
critical economic development asset; (ii) productivity rises with education; (iii) educated people
are more likely to work; and (iv) it yields high private and social rates of return on investment.
Workforce development must view all types of education and related programs (e.g., adult
education, career technical training, worker retraining, career readiness, etc.) as one system.
Funding to support workforce development may require tax reform at state and local levels and
should provide flexibility as workforce needs and priorities change over time. Publicizing both
private and public returns to education can encourage individuals to raise their own educational
attainment levels while also promoting public and legislative support for education.

The higher incomes that come with improved educational attainment and work skills will help to
increase personal income for the region, as well as raise additional local (county and city) tax
revenues. This is important, especially for a region that has low labor force growth rates and
below average per capita income.

Together, workforce development and economic development can build a strong, well-
diversified Southwest AlabamaWorks economy.
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Labor Utilization and Supply Flows

Source: Addy et al' and Canon et al?

The chart above presents labor utilization and supply flows that explain labor market dynamics. The
civilian noninstitutional population, age 16 and above, includes participants in the labor force and
nonparticipants. The labor force is made of employed and unemployed persons; the unemployed do
not have a job but are actively searching for work. Employed persons include fully employed and
underemployed persons in all categories of work (full-time, voluntary part-time, and involuntary
part-time). Nonparticipants in the labor force include retirees (voluntary and involuntary), people
who do not want to or cannot work for various reasons (e.g., disability, caring for family members,
in school or training, etc.), discouraged workers, and other labor force reserves. It has been
suggested that a subgroup of nonparticipants referred to as the “waiting group” is more likely than
the rest of the nonparticipants to take a job if wages and conditions are satisfactory, but people in
this group do not actively search for work. Between January 2003 and August 2013, the flow of
nonparticipants into employment was 1.6 times that of unemployed persons transitioning into
employment, which may be due to the presence of the waiting group.”* Nonparticipant flows to
employment are generally larger in services, management, and professional occupations, while
unemployed flows to employment are higher in physically intensive occupations such as
construction workers and miners. Industry effects vary by the type and number of occupations they
contain. This finding enhances the common understanding of labor market dynamics and influences
workforce availability and skills gap analyses. Skill and spatial mismatches present additional
complications to labor market dynamics. For example, unemployment can coexist with significant
job availability.

! Addy, S.N., Bonnal, M., and Lira, C. (2012). Towards a More Comprehensive Measure of Labor Underutilization:
The Alabama Case, Business Economics, vol. 47(3).

2 Canon, M.E., Kudlyak, M., and Reed, M. (2014). Not Everyone Who Joins the Ranks of the Employed was
“Unemployed”, The Regional Economist, January.
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to ease inflationary pressures on the economy. In 2022, annual county unemployment declined and
ranged from 2.4 percent in Baldwin County to 7.8 percent in Wilcox (3.1 percent for the region).
The regional unemployment rate was above the state’s 2.6 percent rate and Baldwin County was the
only county with a lower unemployment rate than Alabama. Unemployment remained high relative
to Alabama because the region’s economy is dependent on tourism and food services, which were
adversely affected by the pandemic, labor shortages, and inflation. By March 2023, county
unemployment rates had further declined ranging from 1.8 percent in Baldwin County to 6.9 percent
m Wilcox, with 2.3 percent for the region. The regional unemployment rate was above the state’s
rate of 1.9 percent. All the counties in the Southwest region had higher unemployment rates than
Alabama, except for Baldwin County.

Annual unemployment rates from 2000 to 2022 are shown in Figure 7.1. The 2007 economic
recession led to massive job losses and raised the regional unemployment rate to double digits in
2009 through 2011. A slow but long economic recovery resulted in a very low unemployment level
of 3.6 percent in 2019. However, the 2020 pandemic and recession raised unemployment rate to 7.2
percent in 2020. A mix of pandemic mitigation measures, COVID-19 vaccines, and fiscal
mterventions by Congress helped counter job losses lowering unemployment rate to 4.3 percent in
2021. In 2022, the unemployment rate dropped to a historically low level of 3.1 percent despite a
persistent COVID-19, supply chain backlogs, high inflation, and rising interest rates. The historically
low unemployment levels can be attributed to a combination of several factors including labor
shortages as more older workers retire, sustained pent up demand from consumer pandemic
lockdowns and bailout savings, and pandemuc related shifts in demand from services to goods then
back to services. Year-to-date monthly labor force data indicate low regional unemployment for
2023 similar to the rates seen in 2022. By July 2023, the region’s unemployment rate stood at 2.6
percent, which is among the lowest on record for the region.

Figure 7.1 Southwest AlabamaWorks Unemployment Rate
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Source: Alabama Department of Labor

Quarterly nonagricultural employment of the region’s residents averaged 270,479 from the second
quarter of 2001 to the first quarter of 2022 (Figure 7.2). The region’s employment is highly seasonal
due to the nature of tourism-related activities, which form a major sector along the Gulf Coast. The
number of jobs declined steadily from the third quarter of 2008 to first quarter of 2010 due to the
2007 financial recession, but gradually increased surpassing the pre-recession levels in the third
quarter of 2016. In the third quarter of 2019, total employment reached 291,436, the highest on
record, before declining to 272,594 m the third quarter of 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic and
economic recession. The nonagricultural employment recovered steadily and reached 289,053 in the
third quarter of 2021 as the regional economy and tourism recovered but is yet to pass pre-COVID
levels. By the first quarter of 2022, total employment stood at 289,932.
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Population

From 2010 to 2020, the population in Southwest AlabamaWorks grew from 738,815 to 776,442, a
5.1 percent increase, same as the state’s growth (Table 7.3). However, nearly all of the population
growth happened n Baldwin County (27.2 percent), as the only other county (Mobile) that gained
population had a paltry 0.4 percent growth and all the other counties lost population. The fastest
population decline occurred i Monroe County, followed by Conecuh and Clarke. The 2022
population estimates show a similar trend, with the region’s population growing 1.1 percent, just
above the state’s 1.0 percent growth. All the population growth occurred in Baldwin County, as the
other counties lost population. The fastest population decline occurred in Wilcox County, followed
by Washington and Conecuh.

Table 7.3 Southwest AlabamaWorks Population

2000 2010 2020 2022 | Change, 2010-2020 Change, 2020-2022

_Region Census Census Census Estimate Number Percent | Number Percent
Baldwin 140,415 182,265 231,767 246,435 49,502 272 14,668 63
Choctaw 15,922 13,859 12,665 12,439 -1,194 -8.6 -226 -18
Clarke 27,867 25,833 23,087 22515 -2,746 -10.6 -572 2.5
Conecuh 14,089 13,228 11,597 11,206 -1,631 -123 -391 34
Escambia 38,440 38,319 36,757 36,666 -1,562 4.1 91 02
Mobile 399,843 412,992 414,809 411,411 1,817 04 -3,398 08
Monroe 24324 23,068 19,772 19,404 -3,296 -143 -368 -19
Washington 18,097 17,581 15,388 15,122 -516 29 777 44
Wilcox 13,183 11,670 10,600 10,059 -1,070 9.2 -541 51
Southwest 692,180 738,815 776,442 785,257 37,627 51 8,815 1.1
Alabama 4,447,100 4,779,736 5,024,279 5,074,296 244543 51 50,017 10
United States 281421906 308,745,538 331449281 333287557 | 22,703,743 74 | 1838276 06

Source: Center for Business and Economic Research, The University of Alabama and U.S. Census Bureau.

Table 7.4 Southwest AlabamaWorks Population by Age Group and 2030-2045 Projections

Age Group 2000 2010 2020 2030 2035 2040 2045

0-19 205,052 200,699 192,032 201,798 202,879 207,705 215,616

20-24 43,968 46,087 46,103 48,726 48,961 51,904 53,421

25-29 44,562 45,828 51,866 47,540 47,847 49,233 52,658

30-34 44,902 44,949 46,485 48,493 48,652 50,242 52,082

35-39 51,690 46,127 46,733 47,935 49,749 50,881 53,018

40-44 53,795 47,046 44,522 47,392 46,808 52,038 53,693

45-49 48,368 53,397 47,997 48,789 49,699 48,635 54,498

50-54 43,767 54,779 49,435 48,385 48,485 51,419 50,570

55-59 35,576 49,174 54,005 48,887 49,151 50,051 53,479

60-64 29,904 44,013 51,884 51,088 49,153 50,495 51,817

65+ 90,596 106,716 137,857 179,475 187,638 199,367 209,181

20-64 Total 396,532 431,400 439,029 437,233 438,507 454,899 475,236

Total Population 692,180 738,815 768,917 818,507 829,024 861,971 900,033
Change from 2020

0-19 5.1% 3.6% 8.2% 12.3%

20-64 -0.4% -0.1% 3.6% 8.2%

Total Population 6.4% 7.8% 12.1% 17.1%

Soutrce: Center for Business and Economic Research, The University of Alabama and U.S. Census Bureau.
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Table 7.4 shows Southwest AlabamaWorks’ population decennial counts, estimates, and projections
by age group. The population aged 65 and over has been growing rapidly since 2010 when the first
of the baby boom generation turned 65. Consequently, growth of the main working age group (20-
64) and youth (0-19) will soon lag that of the total population. Indeed, from a 2020 base, the main
working population will decline through 2035, which poses a challenge for workforce development.
If employment growth outpaces labor force growth in the long term, communities that experience
rapid job gains may need to consider investments in amenities and infrastructure to attract new
residents.

Per Capita Income

Per capita income (PCI) in Southwest AlabamaWorks was $48,280 in 2021 (Figure 7.4), up 74.7
percent from 2005. Even with this increase, the PCI was $1,489, or 3.0 percent, below the state
average of $49,769. County PCIs are shown in Figure 7.5. Baldwin County had the highest PCI with
$54,659, followed by Mobile at $46,418 and Washington with $45,956. Wilcox County had the
lowest PCI with $39,354, followed by Escambia at $39,363. Of the nine counties in Southwest
AlabamaWorks, only Baldwin County had a PCI above the state average.

Figure 7.4 Southwest AlabamaWorks Per Capita Income

3 $44.755 $48,280
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Figure 7.5 County Capita Income, 2021
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis and Center for Business and Economic Research, The University of Alabama.

Educational Attainment

Educational attainment in 2017 to 2021 of Southwest AlabamaWorks residents who were 25 years
old and over 1s shown 1n Table 7.5 and Figure 7.6. Of these residents, 87.9 percent graduated from
high school, which is higher than 87.4 percent for Alabama. Educational attainment of bachelor’s or
higher degrees was 24.6 percent, lower than the state’s 26.7 percent. Baldwin County had higher
educational attainment than the other eight counties and even the state, followed by Mobile. Wilcox
County had the lowest educational attainment, followed by Choctaw. Educational attamment 1s
mmportant since skills rise with education and high-wage jobs for the 21st century demand more skill
sets.
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Figure 7.6 Southwest Educational Attainment, 2017-2021
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Source: Center for Business and Economic Research, The University of Alabama and U.S. Census Bureau, Amenican Community

Survey.
Underemployment and Available Labor

Labor force data are often limited to information on the employed and the unemployed that

1s available from government sources. However, this information is not complete from the
perspective of employers. New or expanding employers are also interested i underemployment
because current workers are potential employees. In fact, experience requirements in job ads are
evidence that many prospective employers look beyond the unemployed for workers.

Workers in occupations that underutilize their experience, traming, and skills are underemployed.
These workers might look for other work because their current wages are below what they believe
they can earn or because they wish to not be underemployed. Underemployment occurs for various
reasons including (1) productivity growth, (ii) spousal employment and income, and (u1) family
constraints or personal preferences. Underemployment 1s unique in different areas because of the
various contributing factors combined with each area’s economic, social, and geographic
characteristics.

The existence of underemployment identifies economic potential that 1s not being realized. It 1s
extremely difficult to measure this economic potential because of uncertainties regarding additional
mncome that the underemployed can bring to an area. It is clear, however, that underemployment
provides opportunities for selective job creation and economic growth. A business that needs skills
prevalent among the underemployed could locate 1n areas with such workers, regardless of the local
unemployment rates. A low unemployment rate, which may falsely suggest limited labor availability,
1s therefore not a hindrance to the business.

The underemployed present a significant labor pool because they tend to respond to job
opportunities that they believe are better for reasons that include (1) higher income, (1) more
benefits, (ii1) superior terms and conditions of employment, and (iv) a better match with skills,
tramning, and experience. The underemployed also create opportunities for entry level workers as
they leave lower-paying jobs for better-paying ones. Even if their previously held positions are lost
or not filled (perhaps due to low unemployment or adverse economic conditions), there 1s economic
growth in gaining higher-paying jobs. Such income growth boosts consumption, savings, and tax
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collections. Quantifying the size of the underemployed is a necessary first step in considering this
group for economic development, workforce tramning, planning, and other purposes. It is important
to note that the underemployed can take on more responsibilities and earn more mcome, but they
cannot be counted on to address possible future worker shortages as they are already employed.

Southwest AlabamaWorks had an underemployment rate of 22.8 percent in 2022. Applying this rate
to March 2023 labor force data means that 76,357 employed residents were underemployed (Table
7.6). Adding the underemployed workers to the unemployed persons gives a total available labor
pool of 84,283 for the region, which is 10.6 times the number of unemployed persons and is a more
realistic measure of the available labor pool in the region. Prospective employers must be able to
offer the underemployed higher wages, better benefits or terms of employment, or some other
mcentives to entice them to change jobs. County underemployment rates ranged from 18.1 percent
for Baldwin County to 24.8 percent for Mobile. Mobile County had the largest available labor pool,
tollowed by Baldwin, while Wilcox County had the smallest. More underemployed workers in
Southwest AlabamaWorks are willing to commute farther and longer for a better job. For one-way
commute, 47.0 percent of the underemployed workers are prepared to add 20 or more minutes to
their one-way commute and 36.3 percent are willing to go 20 or more extra miles for such a job. In
contrast, 43.3 percent of all workers are willing to travel for 20 or more minutes, and 31.4 percent
will go 20 or more extra miles.

Table 7.6 Southwest AlabamaWorks Underemployed and Available Labor by County

Southwest Baldwin Choctaw Clarke Conecuh
Labor force 342,824 103,386 4,225 7,622 4,134
Employed 334,898 101,549 4,099 7,309 4,026
Underemployment rate 22.8% 18.1% 20.6% 20.6% 20.9%
Underemployed workers 76,357 18,380 846 1,507 841
Unemployed 7,926 1,837 126 313 108
Available labor pool 84,283 20,217 972 1,820 949

Escambia Mobile Monroe  Washington Wilcox
Labor force 14,337 193,351 6,977 6,37 2,414
Employed 13,980 188,741 6,738 6,209 2,247
Underemployment rate 21.3% 24.8% 24.3% 24.5% 24.5%
Underemployed workers 2,979 46,808 1,639 1,519 550
Unemployed 357 4,610 239 169 167
Available labor pool 3,336 51,418 1,878 1,688 717

Note: Rounding errors may be present. Based on March 2023 labor force data and 2022 underemployment rates.
Source: Center for Business and Economic Research, The University of Alabama, and Alabama Department of Labor.

Underemployment rates for counties, AlabamaWorks regions, and the state were determined from
an extensive survey of the state’s workforce. A total of 1,992 complete responses were obtained
from Southwest AlabamaWorks in 2022. Over 55 percent (1,101 respondents) were employed, of
whom 251 respondents stated that they were underemployed. The primary reasons for being
underemployed in order of popularity are low wages at the available jobs, a lack of job opportunities
i their area, living too far from jobs, other family or personal obligations, owning a house in their
area, childcare responsibilities, and other undisclosed reasons. Ongoing economic development
efforts can help in this regard. Nonworkers list retirement and disability or other health concerns as
the main reasons for their status, but some also cite social security limitations, low wages at the
available jobs, a lack of job opportunities in their area, and other undisclosed reasons as additional
key factors. Such workers may become part of the labor force if these issues can be addressed.
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A 2014 study found that the flow of labor force nonparticipants to employment status was 60.0
percent more than that of unemployed workers who gained employment.” This implies that the
available labor pool in Southwest AlabamaWorks could be larger than estimated in this report.

A comparison of underemployed workers to the overall workforce in Southwest AlabamaWorks
shows that:

e TFewer work full-time and more of the part-timers would like to work full-time.
e More hold multiple jobs.
e They commute shorter distances but for less time.

e By occupation, more work in management; computer and mathematical; healthcare support;
food preparation and serving related; building and grounds cleaning and maintenance;
farming, fishing, and forestry; installation, maintenance, and repair; transportation and
material moving; and other.

e More are in agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting; retail trade; management of companies
and enterprises; administrative and support and waste management and remediation; health
care and social assistance; and accommodation and food services occupations.

e They have shorter job tenure and earn less.
e More were laid-off from their jobs in the preceding quarter, and fewer were recalled.
e Fewer believe their jobs fit well with their education and training, skills, and experience.

e More believe they are qualified for a better job based on their education and training and
work experience.

e More would leave their current job for higher income if the new offer pays 5 percent more,
15 to 30 percent, or more than 50 percent more than the current job.

e TFor a better job, more are willing to commute farther and longer.

e Fewer are satisfied with their current jobs.

e More have sought better jobs in the preceding quarter.

e More are willing to train for a better job.

e Fewer are married and more are female.

e They have high educational attainment; more have some college education, junior college,
and 4-year college degrees.

e More are African-American or other nonwhite racial groups.

Table 7.7 shows the detailed survey results on job satisfaction and willingness to train. Responses for
overall job satisfaction, as well as various aspects of the job were obtained. In general, most of the
region’s workers (75.4 percent) are satisfied or completely satisfied with their jobs. Workers are most
satisfied with the work they do and least satisfied with the earnings they receive. Fewer of the
underemployed workers are satisfied with their jobs (59.4 percent). The underemployed are most
satisfied with their work shift and very dissatisfied with their earnings.

3 Canon, M.E., Kudlyak, M., and Reed, M. (2014). Not Everyone Who Joins the Ranks of the Employed was
“Unemployed”, The Regional Economist, January.
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Figure 7.7 Southwest Employment Distribution (First Quarter 2022)
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Source: Alabama Department of Labor and U.S. Census Bureau.

Job Creation and Net Job Flows

On average, 13,080 jobs were created per quarter from second quarter 2001 to first quarter 2022,
while quarterly net job flows averaged 323 (Figure 7.8). The seasonal nature of the region’s
employment due to tourism 1s shown by the strong fluctuation in both quarterly job creation and net
job flows. Job creation and net job flows spike and peak during the second quarters when tourism at
the Gulf Coast region 1s at its peak then significantly drop in the third quarter. Both job creation and
net job flows dropped to record levels in the fourth quarter of 2020 due to the COVID-19
pandemic and recession, but rose in the second and third quarter of the same year. After peaking in
the second quarters of 2021, both measures of employment change declined through the third and
tourth quarter of 2021 before slightly rising in the first quarter of 2022. Quarterly net job flows
fluctuate considerably and have ranged from a gain of 6,331 in the second quarter of 2010 to a loss
of 14,372 jobs 1n the first quarter of 2020. Job creation refers to the number of new jobs that are
created either by new area businesses or through the expansion of existing firms. Net job flows
reflect the difference between current and previous employment at all businesses.

Figure 7.8 Southwest AlabamaWorks Job Creation and Net Job Flows
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Source: Alabama Department of Labor and U.S. Census Bureau.
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High-Demand, Fast-Growing, High-Earning, and Sharp-Declining Occupations

Southwest AlabamaWorks has 675 single occupations based on 2020 to 2030 occupational
projections. Table 7.9 shows the top 40 occupations that are expected to be in high-demand, ranked
by projected average annual job openings over the projection period. Many of these occupations are
in health care and social assistance, construction, finance and insurance, management of companies,
and retail trade. Two of these industries (retail trade and health care and social assistance) are among
the five largest employment sectors, identified earlier (Table 7.8). These sectors will continue to
dominate employment in the region.

The top five high-demand occupations are Customer Service Representatives; Heavy and Tractor-
Trailer Truck Drivers; Laborers and Freight, Stock, and Material Movers, Hand; Registered Nurses;
and General and Operations Managers. Two of the high-demand occupations are also fast-growing.
This means that these two occupations have a minimum annual growth rate of 2.49 percent, which
is much faster than the regional and state occupational growth rates of 0.70 percent and 0.62
percent, respectively.

The top 20 fastest growing occupations ranked by projected annual percentage growth of
employment are listed in Table 7.10. The majority of these occupations are related to the health care
and social assistance and manufacturing sectors. The top five fast-growing occupations are
Computer Numerically Controlled Tool Programmers; Transportation Inspectors; Nurse
Practitioners; Cooks, Restaurant; and Occupational Therapy Assistants.

Table 7.11 shows the top 50 highest earning occupations in the region. These occupations are
mainly in health, management, and engineering fields and pay a minimum average salary of $90,693
for Occupational Therapists and maximum of $254,949 for Anesthesiologists per year. Eight of the
top 10 listed are healthcare occupations and two are in management and law. Any discussion of
earnings must consider that wages vary with experience. Occupations with the highest average wages
may not necessarily have the highest entry wages.

The top high-earning occupations are generally not fast-growing or in high-demand. Nine of the
region’s top high-earning occupations are also in high-demand (Table 7.9 and Table 7.11) and four
are fast-growing (Table 7.10 and Table 7.11) occupations. Two occupations—Nurse Practitioners
and Medical and Health Services Managers—are in all the three top categories (Table 7.9, Table
7.10, and Table 7.11). Interestingly, one high-earning occupation—Computer Programmers—is
among the region’s 20 most declining occupations (Table 7.12).

Of the region’s 675 occupations, 111 are expected to decline over the 2020 to 2030 period.
Employment in the 20 sharpest-declining occupations will fall by at least three percent, with each
losing at least 30 jobs (for those with disclosed net job openings) over the period (Table 7.12). No
efforts should be made to sustain these occupations because they are declining as a result of
structural changes in the economy of the region.
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High-earning occupations in Southwest AlabamaWorks require more active learning, active listening,
critical thinking, learning strategies, mathematics, reading comprehension, science, speaking, writing,
complex problem solving, management of financial and personnel resources, persuasion, judgment
and decision making, system analysis, system evaluation, and operations analysis skills than are
required for most of the high-demand or fast-growing occupations. Many of these skills require long
training periods and postsecondary education. However, high-earning occupations require
significantly fewer technical skills. High-demand occupations require more social and systems skills
than fast-growing occupations. Fast-growing and high-demand occupations in general require more
technical skills.

Table 7.15 shows skill gap indexes for all 35 skills in Table 7.13 based on the projection period (2020
to 2030). By definition, skill gap indexes range from 0 to 100 and are standardized measures of the
difference between current supply and projected demand. The index does not provide any
information about current or base year skill supply. It focuses on the projection period and identifies
critical skill needs. The index essentially ranks expected training needs and indicates the need to
increase the scale of training. The higher the index, the more critical the skill over the specified
projection period and a higher skill gap index indicates the need to increase the scale of training.

For policy and planning purposes, skill gap indexes have to be considered together with replacement
indexes, which illustrate the expected share of job openings due to replacement. Replacement is
necessary because of turnover and people leaving the labor force. The smaller the replacement
index, the larger the share of job openings due to growth, which in turn implies a need to increase
the pace of skill training. Skill gap indexes demonstrate the need to ramp up the scale of skill
training, while replacement indexes address the pace of training.

By skill type, the skill gap indexes show that basic skills are most critical, followed by social, complex
problem solving, systems, resource management, and technical skills. The importance of basic skills
generally and for high-demand, high-growth, and high-earning jobs indicates a strong need for
training in these skills. The pace of training needs to increase for technical and basic skills. The scale
of training should be raised for basic and social skills as well.

Education and Training Issues

Educational attainment in Southwest AlabamaWorks is above that of the state for graduates with a
high school diploma or higher but is lower for those with a bachelor’s degree or higher. Of the
region’s residents aged 25 and over, 87.9 percent graduated from high school from 2017 to 2021,
compared to 87.4 percent for the state. About 25 percent of the population had a bachelot’s or
higher degree, versus 27 percent for Alabama. Skill and education requirements for jobs keep rising.
This highlights a strong need to raise educational attainment in the region as only Baldwin County
has higher educational attainment than the state.

Table 7.16 shows the number of top occupations in the region for which a particular
education/training category is most common. In general, high-earning occupations require high
educational attainment levels; just three high-earning occupations do not require a bachelor’s or
higher degree. Twenty (50.0 percent) of the top 40 high-demand occupations have a bachelot’s or
higher degree. Seven (35.0 percent) of the top 20 fast-growing occupations require an associate’s
degree at the minimum, with five (25.0 percent) requiring a bachelot’s or higher degree.
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Implications and Recommendations

Employment in Southwest AlabamaWorks is expected to grow through 2045, while labor force 1s
expected to decline through 2035 then grow at a lower rate than job growth leading to worker
shortfalls. From a 2020 base, worker shortfalls of about 25,500 and 28,300 for 2030 and 2035,
respectively, are expected (Table 7.17). By 2045, the worker shortfall is expected to decline to about
15,500 workers. Worker skills and shortfalls must be a priority for the region through 2045. Worker
shortfalls for critical occupations will need to be continuously addressed.

Table 7.17 Southwest AlabamaWorks Expected Worker Shortfall

2020-2030 2020-2035 2020-2040 2020-2045
Total population growth (%) 6.4 7.8 12.1 17.1
Age 20-64 growth (%) -0.4 -0.1 3.6 8.2
Nonagricultural job growth (%) 8.2 9.4 11.1 13.5
Worker shortfall (%) 8.6 9.5 7.5 52
Worker shortfall (number) 25,549 28,331 22,413 15,511

Source: Center for Business and Economic Research, The University of Alabama.

Since employment 1s critical to economic development, strategies to address potential shortfalls
must be adopted and implemented. Such strategies should aim at increasing labor force
participation, encouraging in-migration for faster labor force growth and raising worker productivity
to meet workforce demand with efforts must include: (1) improving education and its funding; (2)
mtroducing economic opportunities that attract new and younger residents; (3) lowering the high
school dropout rate; (4) focusing on hard-to-serve populations (e.g., out-of-school youth); (5)
continuing and enhancing programs to assess, retrain, and place dislocated workers; (6) encouraging
older worker participation in the labor force; and (7) facilitating in-commuting,.

Improving education is vital because a highly educated and productive workforce is a critical
economic development asset. The educational and training requirements of high-demand, fast-
growing, and high-earning occupations show the significance of education in developing the future
workforce. The importance of basic skills generally and for high-demand, high-growth, and high-
earning jobs in particular demonstrates a strong need for training in these skills. The pace of training
needs to mcrease for technical and basic skills, while the scale of tramning should be raised for basic
and social skills. Ideally, all high school graduates should possess basic skills so that postsecondary
and higher education can focus on other and more complex skills, while enhancing these basic skills.
Employers should be an integral part of planning for training as they can help identify future skill
needs and any existing gaps. Education and training for the 20 sharp-declining occupations in Table
7.12 should slow accordingly.

Another very important reason to improve education 1s that more educated people are more likely to
work; data on worker participation and educational attamnment show that labor force participation
increases with worker education. Productivity also mises with education, which yields high private
and social returns. Workforce development must view all types of education and related programs
(e.g., adult education, career technical traming, worker retraining, career readiness, etc.) as one
system. Funding to support workforce development may require tax reform at state and local levels
and must provide flexibility as workforce needs change over time and demand different priorities.
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Programs to assess, retrain, and place dislocated workers—especially those affected by outsourcing
and structural changes in the economy—should be continued and enhanced because they can
improve the labor force participation rate. Hard-to-serve populations include persons in poverty,
those receiving welfare, residents of sparsely populated areas, and those on active parole. These
populations are often outside of the mainstream economy and are in poverty. They usually have
difficulty finding work because they have low levels of educational attainment, lack occupational
skills, or face geographic or other barriers. They are a potential human resource, but investment in
training, transportation, childcare, eldercare, infrastructure, etc. may be needed to tap this resource.

In-migration is one way of growing the labor force as it helps population growth. The region’s
population growth rate is currently higher than the state, but the working age group is expected to
decline through 2030. This might hinder the region’s ability to meet the expected job demand,
barring future economic slowdowns. Higher employment demand could be partially served by in-
commuting. However, new residents can be attracted using higher-paying job opportunities from
the region’s economic development successes. Investment in amenities and infrastructure may be
needed to support such growth. In-migration is generally more beneficial to a region than in-
commuting since it grows the economy faster and adds to the tax base.

Policies that facilitate and encourage older worker participation are needed as older workers can help
meet the region’s workforce challenge. Such policies can be related to income taxation, job
flexibility, and retirement programs. As the share of older people in the population is projected to
increase, it becomes even more important that they be active in the workforce. Older worker
participation has been rising nationally since the early 1990s. This has been attributed to reasons
including:

¢ Older workers can work longer because they are healthier.

¢ The number of physically demanding jobs is falling.

* Defined contribution plans are replacing pensions.

¢ There are fewer employer-paid retiree health insurance programs.

* Social security reforms affecting those born after 1938 (i) gradually raise the normal
retirement age from 65 to 67, (i) increase the rate at which monthly payments rise with
delayed benefits, and (iii) eliminate the reduction in benefits for those working beyond the full
retirement age.

Diversifying the region’s economy will strengthen it. This demands that economic development also
focus on retaining, expanding, and attracting businesses that provide more high-earning jobs.
Current workers—including the underemployed—would welcome higher-earning opportunities. An
economic development focus on diversification would require that workforce development policies
pay attention to postsecondary and higher educational systems to ensure a ready and available
workforce for new and expanding businesses. The higher incomes earned by graduates of these
institutions would help raise personal income for the region and provide additional local (county and
city) tax revenue. Raising personal income by improving educational attainment and technological
skills for a region that has low labor force growth rates is an effective economic development
strategy. Together, workforce development and economic development can build a strong, well-
diversified economy. Indeed, we cannot achieve success in one without the other.
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