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2020 MIDDLE TENNESSEE 
WORKFORCE STUDY -
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The 2020 Middle Tennessee Workforce Study, 
conducted by the Nashville Area Chamber of 
Commerce and generously underwritten by the 
Northern Middle Tennessee Workforce Board, highlights 
strengths and opportunities within the economic and 
labor force landscape in the 17 counties that make up 
the Nashville and Clarksville Metropolitan Statistical 
Areas (MSAs). 
 
With a greater understanding of this data and what 
it reveals, we can begin to identify high-wage, high-
demand career pathways and connect our regional 
talent to employer-valued tools and skillsets that 
give them entrée and access to the occupations that 

lead many more Middle Tennessee families toward 
economic stability. This report provides the data and 
analysis to get us started and calls for greater and more 
strategic collaboration among policy makers, educators, 
talent and economic development professionals, 
employers and researchers.

A skilled and educated workforce is the most 
important factor influencing a community’s economic 
competitiveness. Effective talent development happens 
on a spectrum – from pre-K to 12 education to career and 
technical education to higher education to adult learning 
and upskilling – and requires a multi-faceted approach. 

With a renewed urgency brought on by the impact of 
COVID-19, there is perhaps no greater time to invest 
in the work necessary to ensure that workers in Middle 
Tennessee have access to the resources, training, and 
credentials that provide a pathway to upward mobility.
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REPORT HIGHLIGHTS

•  The full study includes a target market assessment 
inclusive of an industry cluster analysis for the economic 
region, highlighting the collective regional strength 

arising from grouped industry specializations. 
Clusters are important to a region’s economic 
landscape because of shared links and access to 
specialized suppliers, skilled workers, proximity 
to competitors and base of industry knowledge. 
Regionally, the top clusters are:
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Traded Clusters
Industry groups providing goods 
or services beyond the geographic 
boundaries of the region bringing 
in capital from outside the region. 

Local Clusters
Industries providing goods and 
services to a limited geography.   

Opportunity Clusters
Industries not currently within our 
economic landscape but for which 
we have a strong concentration of 
workers and suppliers.

The region’s highest demand sectors and occupations are:

•  Health Care: nursing with pathways from Certified 
Nurse Assistant/Tech to Licensed Professional Nurse, 
Registered Nurse, Bachelor of Science in Nursing, 
Nurse Practitioner, therapists (i.e., respiratory, physical, 
occupational) and lab technicians.

•  Information Technology: hardware/network setup, 
network systems security, software coding, informatics 
and data science. 

•  Business/Corporate Services: management, analysts—
financial and business informatics, accounting and 
auditing, paralegal/legal administrative [for the next 48 
months there will be surplus of legal administrative staff].

•  While not one of the highest demand sectors, there are 
additional opportunities in advanced manufacturing.

•  The region currently has a gap in entry-level and mid-
level certifications with the largest gaps occurring in 
health care, transportation and information technology.

•  A niche opportunity exists to facilitate the 
development of advanced software developers, 
data scientists, statisticians, mathematicians and 
actuaries by creating pathways from high school to 
terminal degree and professional certification through 
incremental micro-credentials.
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Highest Demand Sectors and Occupations

http://nashvillechamber.com/workforcestudy


3

2020 Middle Tennessee Workforce Study - Executive Summary

•  U.S. Census data reveals disparities in educational 
attainment and earnings along racial and ethnic 
lines. Implementing impactful workforce, economic 
development and education strategies can help close 
these gaps.

•  Low wage, low entry barrier occupations are at above 
average risk for automation. 

•  Barriers like childcare, transportation and housing 
affordability impact workers in the region and require a 
coordinated and strategic approach across workforce 
organizations, state agencies and community-based 
organizations.

Educational Attainment by Race and Ethnicity — Nashville MSA

Source: American Community Survey 2016-2018 1-Year Estimates, 3-Year Weighted Average
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Educational Attainment by Race and Ethnicity — Clarksville MSA

Source: American Community Survey 2016-2018 1-Year Estimates, 3-Year Weighted Average
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The full study is intended to inform and serve differing 
stakeholders, from employers to workforce and 
economic development professionals to education 
institutions to policy makers and regional leadership, 
with economic data that translates into concrete and 
intentional recommendations. The recommendations 
include empirically based practices to align industry 
needs with workforce training and education programs 
across the region.

Employers

•  As automation of tasks becomes more commonplace, 
proactively incorporate plans to upskill and/or reskill 
the current workforce. These short-term, stackable 
educational training opportunities should ensure 

continuity of business productivity and services and 
enable progression of skills and employment stability 
for the workforce.

•  Engage and partner with workforce and economic 
development professionals to facilitate the 
development of systemic programing.

Workforce Development Professionals

•  Use assessments of workforce shortage data, skills and 
education required to upskill the current workforce in 
preparation for automation and other technologies to 
best position workers for resilience. Determine the skill 
tiers of workers in target occupational areas. 

•  Provide support to existing industries through 
partnerships with economic development organizations 
to assess the digital readiness of workers.

DO NOT KNOW HOW TO USE 
ANY FORM OF TECHNOLOGY 

(I.E. CELL PHONES, COMPUTERS, 
EMAIL, ETC.) AT HOME OR WORK.

BASE
ZERO

COMFORTABLE KNOWLEDGE AND USE OF 
BASELINE TECHNOLOGY, MACHINERY AND 

SOFTWARE; USE AT HOME AND WORK AS 
PART OF THEIR REGULAR DAILY PERSONAL 

OR OCCUPATIONAL ROUTINE.

BASE
TWO

BASIC KNOWLEDGE OF CELL PHONES, 
COMPUTER HARDWARE, MACHINERY AND 

BASIC SOFTWARE, INTERNET, AND 
WORK-RELATED MACHINES; 

LIMITED USE AT HOME AND WORK.

BASE
ONE

ADVANCED KNOWLEDGE AND USE OF TECHNOLOGY, 
MACHINERY AND SOFTWARE UTILIZED BOTH PERSONALLY 
AND AS PART OF THEIR WORK (INCLUSIVE OF INDUSTRIAL 
MACHINE TECHNOLOGY). LIMITED ABILITY TO PROGRAM 

AND/OR CODE TO ACCOMPLISH TASKS.

BASE
THREE

EXPERT LEVEL KNOWLEDGE AND USE OF 
TECHNOLOGY, MACHINERY AND SOFTWARE; 

ABLE TO PROGRAM OR CODE.

BASE
FOUR

Digital Readiness Skill Tiers

http://nashvillechamber.com/workforcestudy
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Economic Development Professionals

•  Target advanced manufacturing, health care, business 
services and information technology sectors when 
targeting employers to relocate to the region. 

•  Use out-commuter data to strategize on what industry 
would fit the skillsets of workers in counties that 
currently have high rates of the labor force commuting 
out of the county for work. 

•  Provide support to existing industries to increase 
targeted use of automation, AI and production 
technology as a means to limit disruption and increase 
emergency preparedness.

•  Provide support to existing industries to increase 
awareness of complementary supply services that offer 
the development of secondary operations.

•  Provide support to existing industries in assessing the 
digital readiness of workers. Determine the skill tiers of 
workers in the target industries.

K-12 and Postsecondary Institutions

•  Develop stackable micro-credentials aligned to 
target industries and occupations and develop best 

practices for awarding credit for prior education and 
work experience.

•  Focus training on occupations that provide opportunity 
jobs wherein individuals with less than a bachelor’s 
degree can make at least the regional median wage 
and have benefits. 

Policy Makers and Regional 
Leadership

•  Identify and address barriers to employment that 
are often also barriers to education and workforce 
development by basing strategies on data 
disaggregated by race and other factors.

•  Establish an understanding of current technology 
infiltration in the workforce to better plan around    
its effects.

•  Develop resilient infrastructure that ensures alignment 
between employers and the region’s training providers 
and education institutions. 

Ultimately, while data informs, partnerships transform. 
Creating a regional workforce development plan that 
includes many partners with the common interest of 
strengthening workers and workplaces is vital to creating 
strategies that lead to systemic change.

   ______________________________________________

To view the full 2020 Middle Tennessee Workforce Study, 
visit nashvillechamber.com/workforcestudy.

______________________________________________
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