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The Nashville region continues to be an area  

of consistent, strong growth in population  

and very favorable employment and economic 

growth prospects. 

The Nashville area has an opportunity to refocus 

attention on the many changes and opportunities 

that present themselves for the decade ahead. 



The Nashville region continues to be an area of 
consistent, strong growth in population and very 
favorable employment and economic growth 

prospects. To maintain its record of success, the region 
must strive to keep and expand its tangible workforce 
advantages. Investment in education and training 
for workers will become increasingly important amid 
demographic changes, competition for resources, 
changing workplace needs and growing global 
pressures to perform at every level. Success will also 
mean sustaining a competitive edge in attracting the 
“best and brightest” talent from around the country. 
This updated study provides a detailed snapshot of the 
region’s current workforce, the likely supply and demand 
trends over the next decade by occupation and industry, 
and a host of considerations and recommendations 
for key sectors and opportunity areas in education and 
training. 

Following on a landmark study of the region’s workforce 
in 2008, leaders in the Nashville region commissioned 
this updated study to address several key questions:  

• What has changed in the outlook for the next 
decade in light of economic and demographic 
changes?

• Who are the workers and potential workers that 
will fill the region’s jobs of tomorrow?

• What are the region’s current and future 
industry needs?

• How do these labor market opportunities 
relate to the region’s economic development 
priorities?  

• Does the region’s education and training system 
have the capacity to meet anticipated needs? 

• What are the implications for workforce 
education and training policy?  

The 10-county Nashville Economic Market Area has about 
861,000 people participating in the labor force. In 2009, 
as a result of the nationwide recession, slightly more 
than 80,000 people were seeking work in the region, 
representing an unemployment rate of 9.3 percent. As 
one of the nation’s large and emerging growth markets, 
it is increasingly important that Nashville understands 
the dynamics of this workforce.

FINDINGS

Population Growth Trends

• Population growth in the Nashville Economic Market 
Area has accelerated in the second half of the decade 
for an annual rate of 2.4 percent since 2004, outpacing 
the rate of Tennessee overall. During this period, all 10 
counties in the region grew faster than the national 
rate of 0.9 percent.

• The Nashville area continues to be highly attractive 
for relocating households relative to many others. 
Between 2007 and 2008, the region gained a net 12,505 
persons and 6,723 new households from elsewhere 
in the country. Davidson, Rutherford, Montgomery, 
and Williamson counties were the most popular 
destinations for new residents. Some of the leading 
origins of these new arrivals included the Atlanta, 
Knoxville, Los Angeles, and Detroit metro areas. (See 
Figure A.)

• A major shift in population age composition is 
looming in the region and the country.  Currently, 
about two-thirds (63 percent) of the Nashville area’s 
population is of working age (20-64). This is projected 
to decline to 59 percent by 2019 as Baby Boomers 
retire in large numbers. Meanwhile, the percent of 
people 65 and older is projected to increase from 10 
percent to 13 percent during the same time period.

• Davidson County remains the region’s primary 
population and employment center. Davidson 
County accounts for 36.5 percent of the region’s total 
population and remains the region’s central hub. 
At the same time, its overall share of population 
continues to decline, while surrounding counties, 
especially Williamson and Rutherford, grow at faster 
rates.

Figure A: Migrants to and from the Nashville area 
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Workforce Supply Trends

• The region’s unemployment rate has risen 
dramatically as unemployment in the Nashville 
Economic Market Area increased from 4.5 percent in 
2004 to 9.3 percent in 2009. This increase more than 
doubled the number of unemployed workers, from 
35,783 in 2004 to 80,231 in 2009, for an increase of 
44,358 more people currently seeking work than in 
2004.  (See Figure B.)

•  A major issue in worker supply will be matching 
new jobs with workers displaced in the recession, 
transferring skills from retiring knowledge workers 
and filling growing gaps as the Baby Boom retirement 
widens. Projections show the region adding more 
than 151,000 total jobs by 2019.

• During the past decade, nearly 40,000 workers 
moved into retirement age, and more than 67,500 
will reach retirement age in the next decade. Only 
about 24,400 new workers will move into their early 
working years to replace the retiring population. That 
leaves a decline in the working-age population of 
more than 43,000 by 2019.  

• The proportion of the workforce aged 55 and higher, 
the core pre-retirement group, rose quickly from 15 
percent in 2006 to 17.5 percent in 2009. Meanwhile, 
labor force participation among young adults has 
declined from more than half in that age group in 
1998 to just 40 percent by 2008. (See Figure C.) 

• The region’s ability to attract in-migrants and to 
retain more of the region’s college graduates are 
the primary alternatives to addressing this potential 

worker shortage. The region will need substantial 
in-migration to meet its workforce needs if the 
region’s growth is to continue at levels comparable 
to the recent past.

• Proprietorships and entrepreneurs are relatively 
much more important to the Nashville economy 
than they are in many other metro areas and the 
U.S. as a whole. The region has 234,000 non-farm 
sole proprietors, and the proportion of the workforce 
that is self-employed has increased from 18.3 percent 
in 1998 to 22.7 percent in 2008. Proprietors are 
particularly important to certain parts of the economy, 
such as the region’s music and entertainment, health 
care, and information technology industries.

Educational Attainment 

• Persons with a four-year degree in the Nashville 
region can expect to earn nearly $1 million more than 
those lacking high school completion over a 40-year 
career. High school graduates earn about $320,000 
more than dropouts over 40 years, while university 
degree holders earn $660,000 more than those in 
occupations typically requiring only a high school 
degree.

• The Nashville area has a generally more educated 
population age 25 and over relative to the U.S. 
and Tennessee. (See Figure D.) Nearly 28 percent of 
adults have at least a bachelor’s degree or higher, 
compared to 26.7 percent in the U.S. and 21.6 percent 
in Tennessee. Moreover, a relatively low proportion of 
adults in the Nashville area have a high school degree 
or less compared to the U.S. and Tennessee. Some 
of the less populous parts of the Nashville region 
must overcome lower rates of bachelor’s degree 
attainment among their population. (See Figure E.) 

Figure B: Unemployment rate
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Figure C: Change in Population by Age Cohort, 2000-2009 



• Average wage and salary income in the Nashville 
area was higher than the state average in 2008, at 
$43,258, though it was lower than the U.S. average. 
The Nashville average wage was 95 percent of the 
U.S. average in both 1998 and 2008. Davidson and 
Williamson counties had 2008 average wage and 
salary incomes higher than the those in the state, 
region and U.S., at $46,775 and $48,505 respectively.

• In-migration of workers is especially critical in niches 
requiring creative and technical skills. The Nashville 
region’s ability to tailor educational offerings and to 
provide highly attractive quality-of-life and business 
growth characteristics will be vital. The area’s ability 
to draw potential migrating worker pools from around 
the nation - and the world - will become more urgent 
throughout the decade ahead as demographic shifts 
begin to take greatest effect nationally.

• The data continue to suggest that notable internal 
migration within the region tends to be from 
Davidson County to the southern suburbs, especially 
Rutherford and Williamson counties, as area residents 
start families. 

Worker Demand Trends

• The Nashville area is projected to add more than 
151,000 new jobs between 2009 and 2019, for a 1.3 
percent annual growth rate. This projected rate of 

growth is higher than the Tennessee and the U.S., 
which are both projected to grow at an average of 1.1 
percent between 2009 and 2019.

• In spite of the recession, a 2010 employer survey found 
that 85 percent of businesses surveyed hired workers 
last year, and 28 percent hired more than 25 workers 
last year. Additionally, 57 percent of respondents had 
a current opening that they were looking to fill, with 
23 percent having more than five openings to fill.  

Figure D: Educational Attainment (2009) 
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Figure E: Four-Year Degree Holders in the Nashville Area (2009)

Figure E: Four-year degree holders 
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Industry Demand Trends

• Financial, education, and health services accounted 
for approximately 60 percent of net new job growth 
between 2004 and 2009. The trade, transportation 
and utilities supersector and the professional and 
business supersector were the two largest groups 
of total employment, accounting for 18.7 and 14.1 
percent of total jobs.   Both of those supersectors 
grew in an absolute sense between 2004 and 2009, 
but trade, transportation and utilities experienced a 
slight decline in its share of total employment. 

• The Nashville area is projected to add more than 
151,000 new jobs between 2009 and 2019, for a 1.3 
percent annual growth rate, a rate higher than both 
Tennessee and the U.S.  Professional and business 
services, education and health services, financial 
activities, and construction are expected to rebound 
from the recession with steady growth, remaining 
important segments of the regional economy in 2019. 
Professional and business services and education and 
health services are each projected to grow at an 
average annual rate of 2.5 percent, faster than the 
Nashville regional rate of 1.3 percent per year, and 
should account for over 45 percent of the employment 
increase in the region between 2009 and 2019. The 
trade, transportation and utilities supersector is still 
expected to remain the single largest source of jobs. 
(See Figure F.)

• Manufacturing employment is expected to continue 
its relative decline and is projected to fall from 7.1 
percent of total employment in 2009 to only 5.3 
percent by 2019, with a real loss in total jobs. 

• Many of the region’s largest industries will also be 
sources of net new employment. These industries 
include specialty hospitals; local government; 
full-service restaurants; management of companies 
and enterprises; offices of physicians; and accounting 
and bookkeeping services. Combined, these industries 
are expected to add nearly 50,000 jobs over the 
next decade, forming the largest base of many new 
high-wage jobs with average earnings above the 
regional average.

Occupational Demand Trends

• Among the fastest-growing high-wage occupations 
(those above the median earnings level) are registered 
nurses, followed by accountants and managers. The 
health care sector will likely provide a significant 
number of the area’s high-wage new jobs. Some 
5,500 new registered nurse positions are forecasted 
by 2019, along with 1,600 licensed practical and 
vocational nurses and about 1,100 physicians and 
surgeons and 1000 medical assistants. Six of the 
20 fastest-growing occupations are office and 
management positions, including several types 
of managers, first-line supervisors, analysts and 
executives. Construction-related positions, including 

construction managers 
and electricians, will add 
approximately 1,000 jobs 
each.  

• Eleven of the 20 
fastest-growing high wage 
occupations require a 
four-year college degree. 
Three of those 11 occupations 
(lawyers, doctors, and 
postsecondary teachers) 
require a professional or 
advanced degree. 

Figure F: Nashville supersectors as percent of total employmentFigure F: Nashville supersectors as percent of total employment



• The region’s fastest-declining occupations are 
those that are most affected by technology and 
automation, more so than global competition. Those 
occupations include clerks, couriers, meter readers 
and low-skill production workers. What many of 
these declining occupations have in common is that 
they pay wages below the area median (though 
above the wages paid by many of the fastest-growing 
occupations), and require relatively lower levels of 
education and training. Only five of the 20 fastest 
declining occupations paid above the region’s 
median hourly earnings, and 15 required only short- 
or moderate-term on-the-job training. 

• As in many places, production jobs in the region’s 
manufacturing sector will continue to decline 
in absolute numbers and relative share of total 
jobs in the next decade as global firms continue 
outsourcing lower value-added jobs and deploying 
new technologies to increase productivity. Eleven 
of the 20 occupations projected to lose the most 
employment over the next 10 years were production-
related jobs. Many of these jobs are assembly and 
machine operators requiring on-the-job training. 

Educational Demand Trends

• There is strong evidence that workers receive a high 
return on their investment in education. Occupations 
requiring an advanced degree pay an annual average 
of $85,865, well above the regional average of $40,091 
for all training levels. Occupations requiring a four-year 
degree pay an average of $60,185. Occupations requiring 
a technical degree pay on average $41,140, still above 
the regional average. (See Figure G.)

• Workers employed in jobs requiring a four-year 
degree are competing against an increasingly 
national and international labor pool. Employers 
report that Nashville’s amenities, cost of living, and 
perceived quality of life currently offer a competitive 
advantage to attracting and keeping high skill talent 
from higher-cost urban areas. 

• Roughly half of all jobs in the Nashville region and the 
U.S. require short-term training or moderate training, 
a share that has dropped since the 2007 report. 
However, 38.9 percent of net new jobs will be in these 
two skill categories in Nashville, compared to 35.4 
percent in the U.S. Often these jobs require a minimum 
high school degree, but increasingly employers 
prefer some college experience as well. More than 20 
percent of current jobs require a four-year or graduate 
degree as a minimum educational requirement, and 
occupational projections show that an increasing 
share of work will require postsecondary education 
as new jobs demand greater skills. For occupations 
previously requiring only short-term or moderate 
levels of training, it will be important for workers 
with these education levels to continually enhance 
and develop their skills.

Figure G: Greater education leads to greater earnings 
Figure G: Greater education leads to greater earnings  
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Key Cluster Trends

• Several industry clusters have been identified 
as providing significant regional workforce 
opportunities. These clusters include health 
care services and administration, information 
technology and management, headquarters 
operations, finance and shared services, select 
advanced manufacturing, distribution and logistics, 
hospitality, and construction.

• Although specific data are not yet available, the 
“greening” of the economy will offer many new 
opportunities for area companies and workers, 
especially in areas such as retrofitting homes and 
businesses with energy-efficient building products, 
installing renewable energy systems, integrating 
energy-efficient design, and producing green 
products. 

• Within the health-care industry, several key 
workforce challenges are frequently cited, including: 
(1) a shortage of family practice physicians; (2) 
difficulties in recruiting medical professionals to 
non-medical settings; (3) an insufficient number 
of information technology professionals with 
health-care experience; and (4) the limited availability 
of nurses for demanding nursing disciplines.

• Several IT companies indicated that they often have 
to recruit candidates from outside of the Nashville 
region, which they view as an expensive way to 
address their needs, but they would generally 
prefer to hire more local degree holders to fill IT 
positions. Companies indicate that their IT needs 
are somewhat unique because they expect their 
IT professionals to know more about their specific 
industry. 

• If projected growth patterns persist, Nashville’s 
“headquarters cluster” is expected to grow at a 
faster rate than the U.S. rate over the next decade. 

Key job openings in this cluster include managers, 
customer service, and financial support personnel.

• Within the finance and shared services industry, 
several key occupations require a four-year degree. 
Critical occupations for this sector include personal 
financial advisors, accountants and auditors, and 
securities, commodities, and financial service sales 
agents—all of which are projected to add more 
than 1,000 workers between 2009 and 2019.

• Among the creative industries, many of the jobs 
available include writers and artists as well as 
performers. Many education and training programs 
offer bachelor’s degrees to support the creative 
industry. Music management and merchandising 
has the most graduates, with more than 500 
students completing bachelor’s degree programs in 
this discipline, primarily at Middle Tennessee State 
University and Belmont University. 

• Some advanced manufacturing growth will be the 
result of an increased demand for green-related 
products such as solar panels and lithium-ion 
batteries.

• Programs related to logistics technology 
management were created at Nashville State 
Community College to fill a gap identified in the 
previous study. Supply chain management programs 
can also be found at  Volunteer State Community 
College and Tennessee State University.

• Most hospitality industry occupations are projected 
to grow during the next decade unless technological 
innovations significantly improve productivity. 
While food-service positions have high turnover, 
the fast-growing positions at the front desk and 
in housekeeping tend to have relatively lower 
turnover.

• Construction activity has struggled during the 

By 2019, the Nashville area will add nearly 151,000 
jobs. About 45 percent of these new jobs will 
require some form of college experience. 



economic recession. Regional architecture, 
engineering, and construction companies are 
developing capabilities in implementing Leadership 
in Environmental and Energy Design (LEED) 
principles, and many area builders have expertise in 
constructing health-care facilities.

Bridging the Gap in Supply and Demand

• The region could experience a shortage of workers 
during the next decade, as new job creation outpaces 
the number of people available to work. This suggests 
that the labor market likely will again become much 
tighter and the region must focus its attention on 
ensuring that strategically important jobs are filled. 
(See Figure H.)

• If the projected scenario plays out as described, 
the region will likely return to pre-recession 
unemployment levels by 2015 or 2016, and worker 
shortages will intensify in the second half of the 
decade.

• The current recession has somewhat blunted the 
relatively strong growth that occurred in the region 
during the previous half-decade. Given the more 
limited number of employment opportunities, many 
discouraged workers have quit looking for work 

and have left the labor force altogether. It will be 
extremely important to re-engage this portion of the 
workforce in ways that advance meaningful career 
paths and fulfill the region’s shortfalls in numerous 
critical skill areas.

• As in the U.S. as a whole, the Nashville region is 
working to defuse a potential demographic time 
bomb – the impending retirement of the Baby Boom 
generation. Currently, not enough next-generation 
workers will be entering the workforce to replace 
the Baby Boomers who are anticipated to retire – 
even though the Baby Boomers may not be retiring 
as early as their predecessor generations. Like many 
other areas, the Nashville region must continue to 
successfully retain working-age pre-retirees in the 
workplace for a longer period of their work life. 

• The region’s economic development program goals 
include efforts to modestly increase the local labor 
force participation rate by 2015. This effort recognizes 
the need for businesses to explore ways to retain 
older workers and employ those with disabilities, 
low-income women with children, former military 
and immigrants. This initiative could be vital for the 
Nashville area to sustain its growth as it encounters 
likely future worker shortages. 

Figure H: Aggregate supply and demand 
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• By 2019, the Nashville area will add nearly 151,000 
jobs. About 45 percent of these new jobs will require 
some form of college experience. About 29 percent 
of the 151,000 new jobs will require a four-year or 
advanced university degree, while about 16 percent 
will require an associate’s degree or some college 
experience. (See Figure I.)

• The region’s higher education institutions, meanwhile, 
continue to struggle to meet job demands. Key areas 
where the educational system is not meeting the 
existing and projected demand include a number of 
technical, information technology, and engineering 
occupations, allied health areas, various management 
jobs, industrial engineers, postsecondary teachers—
particularly for STEM disciplines and secondary 
school. 

• The health care industry strongly notes the lack of 
available workers – present and future – in numerous 
fields. Many allied health professions, and nursing in 
general, are experiencing significant increases in the 
need for technology skills. Health care information 
technology programmers and support professionals 
are also high-demand occupations. Currently, the 
region’s educational system is simply not producing 
enough health care and information technology 
graduates to meet emerging demands related to the 
health care industry.

• Training in critical sales and customer service 
skills appears to be lagging. A shortage of sales 
representatives is felt keenly in the distribution and 
logistics industry, where sales representatives and 
truck drivers who are required to also sell products do 
not have access to adequate education and training 
opportunities.

• Cross-commuting continues to increase, strengthening 
the labor pool, creating the need for worker mobility 
and increased transportation options across the region. 
(See Figure J.)

• Significant technical skill shortages persist within 
the struggling construction and manufacturing 
sectors. Machining and fabrication require welding 
and craft skills not widely available. Supervisory 
skills are in desperate need as an aging workforce is 
facing retirement, while younger workers experience 
layoffs. As the construction industry rebounds, 
it must be prepared for a likely shortage of skilled 
trades – carpenters, electricians, HVAC installers, and 
equipment mechanics. 

• Even though the region’s institutions produced more 
than 800 graduates in 2008, companies that employ 
nurses indicate that there are areas where the skills 
of these graduates could be strengthened. There is an 
ongoing need for nurses in particular disciplines that 
tend to be less appealing. In addition, nurses are now 
asked to work more independently, and increasingly 
need to hone their skills related to management, 
problem-solving, and IT competencies.

• The need for postsecondary training (including 
two-year degrees and certifications) is likely 
understated in this analysis, since companies are 
increasingly demanding higher skills and more formal 
education and training for jobs that once required 
moderate or long-term on-the-job training.

Figure J: Nashville Region Commuting patterns (2008)

Figure I: Nashville Area Projected Job Growth by Level of Education (2009-2019)

Source: EMSI

Source: US Census Bureau, Local Employment Dynamics (2008)
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Conclusion: 

As the Nashville area rebounds from the recession, there 
is opportunity to refocus attention on the many changes 
and opportunities that present themselves for the decade 
ahead. Particularly, the need to match education and 
training offerings and output with emerging workforce 
needs is essential. Clearly, two- and four-year allied health 
programs remain extremely important. While progress is 
ongoing, it will be necessary to expand registered nursing 
programs and other health-care-related career and 
technical programs to overcome shortages. Furthermore, 
the region continues to lag in supply of graduates from 
two-year and certificate programs in technical sales fields, 
industrial maintenance apprenticeships, and supervisory 
training in many career and technical fields. The region’s 
output of graduates with four-year computer network 
and systems degrees remains significantly below levels 
needed to make the region as competitive as its demand 
and potential suggest.

In many fields, area colleges and universities are actually 
graduating enough candidates for the jobs available, 
particularly in some of the high-demand occupations. 
Key challenges, however, include boosting the breadth 
and depth of two-year and certificate completers and 
to implement strategies to graduate and keep more 
university and advanced degree candidates in the region. 
Likely shortages in several occupation areas are due in 
large part to research suggesting that about 40 percent of 
area college graduates leave the region when they finish 
their education. If more of these individuals were retained 
in the Nashville region, many  “shortage” areas, especially 
at the four-year degree level, could be ameliorated. Yet, 
clearly many Nashville-region colleges and universities 
serve national needs for workers. Consequently, there are 
programs that cannot and should not be tailored entirely 
for local needs. Therefore, the Nashville region largely 

 

must either expand program offerings in number, type 
and volume for increased local enrollment or recruit more 
external students to enroll in programs serving Nashville job 
market needs, or both. Research continues to show a strong 
need for policymakers to proactively encourage students 
early in their personal decision making to remain in-state for 
higher education. Students who remain in-state for higher 
education related to high-demand occupations are much 
more likely to remain in-state to achieve their career goals.

Even with the economic recession, the Nashville area 
is poised to recover strongly and again move toward a 
workforce supply deficit in several key areas. The region is 
also in a potentially strong position to respond to workforce 
challenges in education and training as supply shortfalls 
occur. The region has a vibrant institutional infrastructure 
to meet its needs. With guidance from this study and 
ongoing dialogue with key growth industries in the region, 
area education and training institutions can better align 
their curricula and emphases with the region’s emerging 
economic challenges and opportunities. 

Even more than with the regional workforce study of 2008, 
this new analysis points to urgency for policymakers and 
educators to respond to changing national and regional 
workforce patterns. The developing significant retirement 
wave now underway, ever-increasing technological 
innovation, and expanding global competition will 
continue to challenge education systems. Technology 
centers, colleges and universities must offer training and 
education amid scarce resources. The priority that astute 
regions place on workforce development will heighten 
the already fierce competition for work-ready, creative 
talent. Middle Tennessee must rise to this challenge in 
order to meet the needs and aspirations of the region’s 
current and expanding industries. 

The priority that astute regions place on workforce development will  
heighten the already fierce competition for work-ready, creative talent.  
Middle Tennessee must rise to this challenge in order to meet the needs  
and aspirations of the region’s current and expanding industries. 
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