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August 21, 2015

Dear friends,

With tremendous growth and prosperity bolstering our Middle Tennessee economy, the Nashville Area 

Chamber of Commerce believes now is an important time to look at the demographic and economic 

trends which will be impacting our prosperity in the decades ahead. In that spirit, I hope you will take 

time to review Strengthening the Middle Tennessee Region 2020: Building a Vital Workforce to Sustain 

Economic Growth and Expand Opportunity, a comprehensive look at the challenges and opportunities 

surrounding our efforts to balance the needs of employers with the availability of an adequately skilled 

workforce.

We know that industry sectors critical to the region’s economic growth and prosperity have already  

begun experiencing difficulty attracting trained workers in sufficient numbers. In core sectors like 

health care, advanced manufacturing and information technology, the ability of our region to balance 

the supply of and demand for workers will require investment of time and resources in the coming years. 

In some industries like health care and construction, an aging workforce will make the development 

of a skilled pipeline of new employees essential to maintain Middle Tennessee’s continued growth and 

prosperity.

Much of our success in these critical areas will result directly from the ability to address important  

quality-of-life issues on a regional basis: Will employees be able to commute to work in a reasonable 

time without lost productivity from congestion? Will workers be able to find housing which doesn’t 

absorb a dangerous percentage of their income? Will we, as a region, be able to improve educational 

attainment among workers while attracting and retaining new talent to our vibrant communities?

 

I hope this study provides a basis for thoughtful debate and the development of innovative solutions to 

address the challenges it outlines. As we look forward to the coming decade, I’m confident the middle 

Tennessee region will continue to invest in its citizens as they strive to build better lives for themselves 

and for those who will call our communities home in the years ahead.

Sincerely,

Ralph Schulz

President and CEO

Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce



JP Morgan Chase’s Committment to New Skills at Work 

At JPMorgan Chase, we know that helping people gain the skills they need to compete in the labor market is a powerful strate-

gy for expanding access to opportunity and promoting economic growth. Around the world, there are signs of renewed econom-

ic expansion, yet millions of aspiring workers are unemployed and an unprecedented share of the workforce is underemployed. 

At the same time, many employers are struggling to fill vacancies – especially for technical and skilled positions – jobs that 

require more education and training than a high school diploma, but not a four-year college degree.

 

To help address this gap, we launched New Skills at Work, our five-year, $250 million global initiative to build employer-led 

talent-development systems. Through New Skills at Work, we are helping to address the lack of data that business, education 

and policy makers need to help close the skills gap. This report from the Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce will provide 

data-driven solutions to address the mismatch between employer needs and the skills of job seekers.  JPMorgan Chase plans to 

use this information to support both private sector efforts that focus on developing talent, and best-in-class training providers 

working in partnership with employers to create career pathways.



ABOUT THE RESEARCH CENTER

Led by Dr. Garrett Harper, the Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce’s Re-

search Center provides clients with hands-on research rooted in a data-driven 

approach that has been nationally recognized. The Research Center’s work has 

appeared in The Wall Street Journal, TIME, Billboard and The Atlantic, among 

others. One-on-one interviews, focus groups and surveys of stakeholders and 

industry leaders elicit a full understanding of the context behind the numbers 

and trends. The Research Center goes beyond quantitative data at face value; 

trends can often mask part of an industry’s story. Research Center data and 

analysis engages many levels of planning and analysis to support industry 

needs and goals for growth. Regardless of the scope of a project, the Research 

Center at the Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce is equipped to deliver the 

data you need to feel confident in your results.

The data and analysis in this research are compiled using numerous leading 

sources. Synthesized data draws from a range of public sources, including the 

U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and U.S. Bureau of Econom-

ic Analysis, as well as proprietary data from Economic Modeling Specialists 

International, Regional Economic Models, Inc. and Burning Glass Technologies. 

In a dynamically changing economic and employment environment, projections 

of future trends are grounded in both historical patterns and best intuition and 

analytics from recognized sources. Whenever possible, this research relies on 

original data from official sources that is supplemented with information from 

additional providers. Survey research and in-depth interviews with key infor-

mants across industries served as an important corollary and corroboration of 

those trends evidenced through estimated and projected data.



The joint metro region of 

Nashville and Clarksville is  

undergoing dramatic economic 

change. Extraordinary levels of 

growth are coupled with 

dynamic changes in the 

landscape of jobs, skills and 

training. Great successes exist 

alongside remaining challenges 

to ensure that residents and 

businesses together achieve the 

prosperity which the region 

seeks.

This study addresses the 

profound workforce 

opportunities and challenges 

which the region will face over 

the coming decade. Very strong 

economic growth in the joint 

metro region in recent years has 

occurred alongside high levels of 

population growth and business 

development. From the depths 

of the Great Recession only six 

years ago, the joint metro region 

has catapulted to record levels 

of growth. 

Within this energetic economy 

are ongoing transformations in 

the very nature of work. Industry 

realignment, technology 

developments, occupational 

skills evolution and changing 

patterns and preferences for 

housing, education and work 

style all shape the landscape 

of the region. Just as stewards 

and stakeholders in the 

region’s economy confront 

this cascade of change, so 

workers must navigate 

through complex and 

changing opportunities. 

Job growth locally and 

nationally is expected to slow 

in the next decade. Very high 

rates of growth between 2010 

and 2015 largely responded to 

replenishing losses from the 

recession with the 

momentum that a recovery 

generates. Employment 

growth in the joint Nashville/

Clarksville region is projected 

to match or slightly exceed the 

national rate through 

the coming decade.

THE REGION AND ITS WORKFORCE 
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This study centers on several key themes:

• Understanding the levers that impact the balance 

of workforce supply and demand by quantity, type 

and location

• Highlighting aspects of the region’s workforce 

and education infrastructure that are foundational 

for attention and investment to ensure workforce 

needs are met moving forward

• Focusing deeply on the critical middle-skill 

components of major industries and the issues 

surrounding those, particularly in health care, 

advanced manufacturing and information 

technology

• Examining key population groups and their 

unique potential for engagement in the workforce: 

veterans, youth, underemployed and unemployed, 

language-hindered, persons with disabilities, and 

others

• Evaluating the role that infrastructure and quality 

of life play in maintaining an efficient labor market

• Considering the unique aspects of the area that 

differentiate it from many others, such as industry 

clusters, levels of entrepreneurship and business 

environment

Total employment losses during the Great Reces-

sion were more than compensated for during the 

record employment gains of 2010 to 2015. Growth 

through both 2020 and 2024 is projected to resume 

a solid pace, matching a long-term growth trend. 

Reduction in unemployment levels from a high of 

10.4 percent in the area in 2009 to 5.2 percent in 

mid-2015 mirrors the period of strong job gains 

since 2010. Essentially, the joint metro region has 

moved to a level of full employment with ongoing 

declines in unemployment totals currently and 

anticipated through 2020. 
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Age
Population growth in the Nashville and 

Clarksville MSAs will slow significant-

ly in 2015-2020 compared to 2010-2015, 

though it will remain well above the U.S. 

rate. The current population of the joint 

metro region finds more than 1 million 

people in the primary working-age range 

(20-54). This group is projected to grow by 

only 35,000 from 2015 to 2020, while the 

population over 65 will rise by 60,000. Even 

in the slower growth 20-54 age cohort, 

a disproportionate share will move into 

“pre-retiree” age (55-64) soon. Currently, 

the 55-64 age cohort is larger than the 14-

24 age cohort in this region; this will re-

main the pattern for many years. The need 

to replace retiring workers will increase 

significantly over the next five years. 

Nearly 20 percent of all occupations have 

one in five workers age 55 or older. The 

demographic composition of this area and 

the nation will lack the balance whereby 

younger workers and future workers are as 

numerous in the pipeline as those exit-

ing. Labor force participation, meanwhile, 

remains high in the joint metro region at 

66 percent, versus 63.3 percent in the U.S., 

in light of much speculation regarding the 

national level declining to 30-year lows. 

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 



Transportation and Housing
Ability of residents to access work locations is essential for an efficient labor market. While telecommuting, working from 

home, and f lex scheduling can moderate challenges of poor access and mobility options, transportation remains central to bal-

ancing supply and demand of labor. The joint metro region’s commuting efficiency continues to deteriorate. More than 35 mil-

lion hours and $801 million of productive time are lost in travel delay. The majority (82.8 percent) of area workers travel alone 

in a vehicle to work. The number of vehicles has risen 12.5 percent since 2007, and the Nashville MSA ranks in the lowest 10 of 

320 metros for working-age population with access to transit. Inability of workers to live affordably and in proximity to work 

detracts from matching worker supply with demand. Likewise, households are constrained to match their housing needs with 

their household budget abilities and preferences. With limited housing inventory and strong demand, housing costs have risen 

across the region by 10.4 percent since 2010. Twenty percent of the home-owning population experiences housing costs greater 

than 30 percent of their income. Meanwhile, more than 40 percent of renters use 30 percent of their income on housing, and 

almost 20 percent of renters experience housing costs that are more than 50 percent of their income. Expanded opportunities for 

work and earnings are critical for these populations. 

Commuting Patterns
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Center for Economic Studies, 2011
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Number of workers commuting

• 187,000 workers have 
daily commutes longer 
than 35 minutes each 
way; 52,000 have 
commutes longer than 
one hour each way.

• Approximately 
659,000 drive alone 
to work in the region 
each day.

• Nearly 100,000 workers commute into 
Davidson County from Rutherford, 
Williamson and Wilson counties.

• More than 25,000 people commute out 
of Davidson and into Williamson County 
each day.



Engaging Potential Workers 
Generating regional worker supply can look to a variety of population subsets: 

• With joint metro region military 

employment topping 37,000 and Ft. 

Campbell as an anchor installation, 

engaging veterans in local employment 

is highly attractive for many 

occupations. 

• Empowering poverty populations for 

greater economic mobility through 

education and training will become 

more critical, with 13.7 percent of the 

adult population below the poverty 

level. More than one third (35.2 

percent) of the unemployed in the 

region are in poverty.

• Entrepreneurship in the region 

outpaces the national level by a wide 

margin. From health care and other 

industries to the growing “maker” 

community, engaging self-employed 

persons in training to further their

career goals fulfills the historically 

high contribution entrepreneurship 

makes to the area’s economy and 

income.• Approximately 12 percent of the 

state’s workforce is considered 

involuntarily underemployed; it is 

important to foster the means for the 

underemployed to gain traction in the 

job market.

• We must strengthen paths for women 

and minorities to access occupations 

they are historically less represented 

in, including critical STEM careers and 

management tracks.

• Youth employment presents new 

importance when apprenticeships and 

internships can be tied to occupations 

facing rising shortages, particularly in 

sectors such as manufacturing, 

construction, information technology 

and health care.

• Economic opportunity has long 

drawn migration to the area. Migration 

levels have nearly doubled from low 

levels during the recession, totaling 

more than 24,000 net new residents 

in 2014. 

• Retaining older workers in highly 

skilled, knowledge roles will remain 

critical for several industries, where 

approximately 20 percent of workers 

in manufacturing, construction and 

logistics are age 55 or older. 

• It is necessary to increase 

educational attainment levels through 

numerous strategies, particularly to 

boost the current 7.8 percent of two-

year degree holders to match the 11.3 

percent needed in jobs created through 

2020.

• Improved training and education can 

open more opportunity to workers with 

disabilities.
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SKILLS PROFILE

Skills and education requirements 

for entry to jobs continue to in-

crease in the regional economy. Jobs 

created from 2015 to 2020 overall 

will much more frequently require 

postsecondary credentials and 

degrees. In the current workforce, 

26.1 percent of jobs have required 

an associate degree or higher; 

among jobs created in the next five 

years, 31.6 percent will require an 

associate degree or higher. Similar-

ly, where two-thirds of the current 

workforce could expect a minimum 

requirement of high school or less, 

that share falls to 58.8 percent of 

new jobs in only five years.

Research suggests that nearly half 

of new job openings from 2010 

through 2020 will be in middle-skill 

occupations, representing jobs 

requiring more than a high school 

diploma but less than a bachelor’s 

degree and found in areas such as 

computer technology, nursing and 

advanced manufacturing. Other 

studies note importantly that the 

supply of workers for those roles 

will come largely from the existing 

workforce. Currently, the Nash-

ville MSA ranks sixth in the nation 

among large metropolitan areas for 

middle-skill job density. In compar-

ison, Nashville outranks many other 

peer large MSAs, with middle-skill 

job gains more than three and a half 

times stronger than the nation’s 

from 2005 to 2015. Middle-skill 

jobs are projected to continue this 

growth, rising from slightly more 

than a quarter of all jobs in 2010 to 

nearly a third of the total by 2020; 

area manufacturing and distribution 

sector growth has demonstrated 

the renewed vitality of this sector. 

Health care services growth, a con-

tinuous feature of an aging society, 

also experiences high middle-skills 

demands. Together, these two sec-

tors in the region account for 58.2 

percent of all middle-skills employ-

ment.

Individuals 
with associate 
degrees will earn 
60 percent more 
than someone 
without a high 
school diploma.



Management occupations

Business and financial operations occupations

Computer and mathematical occupations

Architecture and engineering occupations

Life, physical and social science occupations

Community and social service occupations

Legal occupations

Education, training and library occupations

Arts, design, entertainment, sports and media occupations

Health care practitioners and technical occupations

Health care support occupations

Protective service occupations

Food preparation and serving-related occupations

Building and grounds cleaning and maintenance occupations

Personal care and service occupations

Sales and related occupations

Office and administrative support occupations

Farming, fishing and forestry occupations

Construction and extraction occupations

Installation, maintenance and repair occupations

Production occupations

Transportation and material moving occupations

Occupations by Skill / Education Entry-level Requirements, Joint Metro Region
Source: EMSI, 2015
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Fastest Growth in Middle-skill Jobs (2010-2015)
Source: EMSI, 2015

Occupation

Production occupations

Food preparation and serving-related occupations

Buildings and grounds cleaning and maintenance occupations

Transportation and material moving occupations

Management occupations

Installation, maintenance and repair occupations

Sales and related occupations

Computer and mathematical occupations

Percent

26.1%

20.1%

18.3%

17.7%

16.7%

16.6%

16.1%

16.0%

* Low skill: typical entry-level education is less than 
high school or high school diploma with short-term 
on-the-job training

** Middle skill: typical entry-level education is high 
school diploma with more than short-term on-the-job 
training or work experience but less than bachelor’s 
degree, median hourly wage greater than $13.68

*** High skill: typical entry-level education is 
bachelor’s degree or higher

low* middle** high***



Career Paths and Ladders
Persons entering the workforce today may expect many roles and careers in a lifetime. In the dynamics of the labor market, 

continuous movement on career pathways is a gain for the individual worker and for the region’s workforce overall. Evolution 

of skills allows the resident workforce to continue to advance as openings occur. Critical shortages of workers in existing and 

emerging occupations can more deliberately and efficiently be addressed in the training and educational systems through 

identification of skills and creation of corresponding programs, curricula and experiential learning. Movement into key 

middle-skill roles is a particular example for this intentionality by the workforce system and workers benefiting from use 

of the career ladder concept.      

unskilled job

semi-skilled
job

entry-level
skilled job

entry level 
specialized 

skill job

bridge instruction in 
middle-skill roles

credentials in middle-skill 
roles

associates degrees in 
middle-skill roles

bachelor’s degrees in 
middle-skill roles

skilled 
job

adult / basic education ESL  
in work skills

Over the past decade, growth 
in middle-skill jobs has 
been more than 3.5 times 
the national average at 9.6 
percent.
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Occupation
Computer network 
architects

Education requirement
Bachelor’s degree

Median hourly wage
$46.88 

Occupation
Computer network support 
specialist

Education requirement
Associate degree

Median hourly wage
$24.98 

Occupation
Computer user support 
specialist

Education requirement
Some college, no degree

Median hourly wage
$19.69
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Occupation
Registered nurse

Education requirement
Bachelor’s degree or 
associate with five years of 
experience

Median hourly wage
$42.60 

Occupation
Surgical technologist

Education requirement
Associate degree

Median hourly wage
$19.71 

Occupation
Medical assistant

Education requirement
Postsecondary non-degree 
award

Median hourly wage
$14.87 
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Occupation
Industrial engineer

Education requirement
Bachelor’s degree

Median hourly wage
$38.51 

Occupation
Controlled machine tool 
programmer

Education requirement
High school diploma and 
long-term on-the-job training

Median hourly wage
$24.62  

Occupation
Operator

Education requirement
High school diploma and 
moderate on-the-job training

Median hourly wage
$18.81 

Note: median hourly wage reflects joint metro region

Three industry sectors with middle-skill components offer examples of major critical occupations as part of career pathways. In 

advanced manufacturing, machine operators can transition to middle-skill roles with further on-the-job training and consider 

earning a bachelor’s degree suited for an industrial engineer role, earning 91 percent over the total workforce average at $38.51 

an hour. A health care career ladder could anticipate a medical assistant gaining an associate degree aimed at the surgical tech-

nologist role, and ultimately moving to an registered nurse role with a degree and earnings at $42.60 an hour. The rapid growth 

in information technology could offer a career ladder with computer support specialists with some college earning nearly $20 

an hour and then entering a middle-skill role as a network specialist with an associate degree, and ultimately earning a bach-

elor’s degree, resulting in a job as a computer network architect with earnings more than double the entry level at $46.88 an 

hour. Examples across industries offer many opportunities with the large array of middle-skill occupations as a key, and often 

hard-to-fill, step on the job ladder.



Labor Market Dynamics in the Joint Metro Region in the Next Five Years

BALANCING SUPPLY WITH DEMAND

Retire

Return to work

New graduates

New to labor market (migration)

Across the nation, increases in retirement are 

creating a shortage of skilled and experienced 

workers. For the Nashville and Clarksville 

metros, this will equate to roughly 120,000-

140,000 individuals leaving the labor force 

over the next five years. Baby boom retire-

ment levels will be at their highest in the years 

through 2020. Some industry sectors with an 

older workforce will experience this surge in 

retirement at a more accelerated rate than 

other industries. 

Since the height of un-

employment during the 

recession (90,000 indi-

viduals), the number of 

unemployed has steadily 

declined by an average of 

7,200 annually. Current-

ly, unemployment levels 

hover around 50,000. 

The region would have 

approximately two years 

of reductions in unem-

ployed persons before 

reaching historically low 

levels (3 percent).

Across the region’s postsecondary educational institutions 

an estimated 60 percent of graduating students remain in 

the region. Approximately 10-20 percent of college students 

are currently in the labor market. Each year 10,000 to 15,000 

college graduates and an additional 40 percent of high school 

graduates will enter the local labor market. With these ratios 

in place, the region can expect to gain 90,000-115,000 high 

school and college graduates over the next five years. 

Historically, our 

region has benefited 

from postive net 

migration, increasing 

population between 

18,000 and 21,000 

annually with strong 

years adding more than 

25,000 people. However, 

approximately half (53 

percent) are within core 

working age cohort 

(25-64) and a large 

portion (60-80 percent) 

will participate in the 

labor force. 

Optimistically, 40,000-

50,000 persons will move 

into the labor market, in 

the next five years, with 

the potential that the 

majority have previous 

working experience.



The years leading up to 2020, in seeing a relatively slow rate 

of employment growth nationally, may offer up both a job 

shortage and a worker shortage. Projected net gains in em-

ployment range from 60,000 to 80,000 for the region across 

the next five years. Employment growth will be strongest in 

fields such as health care, where in-

creased demand is inevitable. Other 

sectors already are finding ways to 

achieve the same or greater output 

and productivity with fewer work-

ers through automation, robotics and 

many forms of applied technology. 

Retailing, banking, communications, 

logistics and other sectors see various 

roles diminishing. Driverless cars, 

drone deliveries, self-checkouts and 

Internet shopping and banking are 

just a few current and emerging examples that impact whole 

groups of occupations. Some suggest that, for the first time 

since the start of the Industrial Revolution, new technology 

will displace workers faster than other technologies can cre-

ate need for other new occupations. The result is, first of all, 

displacement, and secondly, an inability to easily match skills 

of the displaced with new roles that do emerge along with 

filling already hard-to-fill job vacancies.

At the start of the decade, research suggested that by 2020 

the U.S. might have a shortage of 1.5 million college-educated 

workers, while there would be 6 million more high school 

dropouts than available jobs. What will be different about 

the new environment is that these conditions are widespread 

among cities, regions and nations. No 

longer will surpluses in one region help 

fill gaps in another. Instead, skills mis-

matches will become more pronounced 

in volume and severity. Surpluses overall 

will exist largely among those with lit-

tle education and few skills, resulting in 

their experience of higher levels of un-

employment and underemployment, ris-

ing numbers of discouraged workers and 

more workers compelled to take marginal 

jobs.

In the need to maintain a vibrant labor market, the joint met-

ro region must continue aggressive measures to ensure work-

ers of 2015 to 2020 and beyond are skilled overall in ways that 

meet anticipated employer demand.

Surplus worker supply in one 

region will not fill gaps in 

another region. Skills mis-

matches will become more 

pronounced in volume and 

severity. Surpluses overall will 

exist largely among those with 

little education and few skills. 



Job Growth by NAICS* Industry, Joint Metro Region
Source: EMSI, 2015

Industry

Health care

Manufacturing

Finance and insurance

Information

Construction

Creative and cultural industries

Logistics

Hospitality

Headquarters, back offices and shared services

2005-2010

21.30%

-31.70%

6.40%

-6.40%

-16.80%

1.10%

-6.40%

1.40%

-2.30%

2010-2015

15.40%

17.40%

10.00%

5.20%

17.50%

13.90%

22.10%

19.10%

32.50%

2015-2020

11.60%

-4.20%

4.50%

0.60%

11.20%

6.20%

6.90%

4.60%

10.50%

INDUSTRIES AND OCCUPATIONS 

Projections for employment by industry for 2015 to 2020 in the joint metro region indicate a net increase in all industries. Gains 

are anticipated for eight of the nine industry sectors examined in this study. All eight of those should see gains slower than 

those in 2010 to 2015, but solid and conforming to longer-term growth trends. Anomalous increases between 2010 and 2015 

arose, both in replacing the deep losses of the 2007-2009 recession and resulting from favorable competitive conditions and rep-

utation for the region. Information technology occupations, spread across more than just the information industry sector, also 

grew rapidly in recent years. Only manufacturing is projected to experience slight decline in the next five years, again matching 

a long-term national trend of consolidation in that sector. Seventy percent of all job openings in 2020 will be in seven major 

industry sectors. Fifty-one percent of all net openings are in 41 occupations. More than a third (36.5 percent) of occupations are 

considered middle skill.

*North American Industry Classification System



Customer Service Representatives
Registered Nurses*

Office Clerks, General
Accountants and Auditors

Team Assemblers*
General and Operations Managers

Secretaries and Administrative Assistants
Heavy and Tractor-Trailer Truck Drivers*

First-Line Supervisors of Office and Administrative Workers*
Elementary School Teachers

Nursing Assistants*
Receptionists and Information Clerks

First-Line Supervisors of Retail Sales Workers*
Childcare Workers

Maintenance and Repair Workers, General*
Bookkeeping, Accounting, and Auditing Clerks*

Security Guards
Sales Representatives, Services

Sales Representatives, Wholesale and Manufacturing*
Licensed Practical and Licensed Vocational Nurses*

First-Line Supervisors of Food Preparation and Serving Workers*
Teacher Assistants

Postsecondary Teachers
Secondary School Teachers

Bill and Account Collectors*
Medical Assistants*

Tellers
Insurance Sales Agents*

Preschool Teachers
Police and Sheriff’s Patrol Officers*

Automotive Service Technicians and Mechanics*
Shipping, Receiving, and Traffic Clerks

Financial Managers
Billing and Posting Clerks

Computer Systems Analysts
Sales Representatives, Technical and Scientific Products

Middle School Teachers
Light Truck or Delivery Services Drivers

Computer User Support Specialists*
Business Operations Specialists

First-Line Supervisors of Mechanics, Installers, and Repairers*
Market Research Analysts and Marketing Specialists

Heating, Air Conditioning, and Refrigeration Mechanics and Installers*
Electricians*

Medical and Health Services Managers
Emergency Medical Technicians and Paramedics*

Management Analysts
Medical and Clinical Laboratory Technicians*

Pharmacy Technicians*
Executive Secretaries and Executive Administrative Assistants*

Occupation

20,335
19,962
20,834
12,036
17,144
15,722
16,225
15,990
11,638
8,984
8,577
7,423
8,623
6,687
10,155
12,626
7,204
5,700
7,203
6,468
5,929
6,184
6,660
6,453
5,119
5,393
3,712
5,674
4,054
4,091
4,497
4,945
5,618
4,198
4,195
4,803
3,863
5,425
3,769
5,089
3,455
3,022
2,647
3,134
3,051
2,159
3,402
2,466
3,903
7,658

2015 
Jobs

Net 
Openings

Openings 
Percent 
Change

Percent 
Growth

Percent 
Replacement

Median 
Hourly 
Earnings

4,558
3,680
3,301
3,038
2,642
2,496
2,303
2,245
2,219
1,748
1,646
1,582
1,563
1,561
1,555
1,506
1,462
1,393
1,352
1,350
1,339
1,256
1,245
1,242
1,220
1,183
1,050
1,038
964
952
929
848
811
799
790
778
762
719
715
677
668
667
643
633
631
619
617
598
595
586

22%
18%
16%
25%
15%
16%
14%
14%
19%
19%
19%
21%
18%
23%
15%
12%
20%
24%
19%
21%
23%
20%
19%
19%
24%
22%
28%
18%
24%
23%
21%
17%
14%
19%
19%
16%
20%
13%
19%
13%
19%
22%
24%
20%
21%
29%
18%
24%
15%
8%

8%
8%
5%
10%
3%
6%
7%
5%
7%
8%
9%
7%
6%
8%
5%
7%
11%
10%
8%
8%
7%
8%
11%
5%
9%
11%
2%
6%
9%
7%
7%
2%
5%
9%
10%
6%
8%
5%
10%
6%
5%
15%
11%
9%
8%
14%
10%
10%
10%
0%

14%
10%
11%
16%
13%
10%
7%
9%
12%
12%
10%
14%
12%
15%
10%
5%
9%
15%
10%
13%
15%
12%
8%
14%
15%
10%
27%
13%
15%
17%
14%
15%
10%
10%
8%
10%
12%
9%
9%
7%
14%
7%
14%
11%
13%
15%
8%
14%
5%
7%

$14.27
$28.41
$14.38
$29.54
$16.57
$40.32
$14.63
$17.63
$23.14
$22.14
$12.04
$13.57
$17.08
$9.30
$17.38
$17.21
$10.74
$23.22
$23.44
$18.94
$13.87
$10.15
$24.81
$22.57
$15.40
$14.87
$12.33
$20.41
$11.34
$20.87
$16.07
$14.86
$47.00
$16.89
$32.16
$28.16
$21.99
$13.77
$19.69
$24.41
$26.90
$23.49
$20.09
$21.49
$40.73
$14.54
$32.14
$16.32
$13.91
$19.74

Top 50 High Demand Occupations, Joint Metro Region, 2015-2020
Source: EMSI, 2015

* denotes middle skill occupation

bolded earnings are above 
median hourly wage

$00.00

High school diploma or equivalent

Some college, no degree

Postsecondary non-degree award

Associate degree

Bachelor’s degree

Doctoral or professional degree

Typical 
Entry 
Level 
Education



• The health care industry will experience robust growth 

in the next five years in the region. Aging population and 

increased health insurance coverage will prompt more de-

mand for services locally, and those same factors will result 

in growth of the very large health care management industry 

that provides services across the nation. Worker shortages 

will persist in clinical settings, including physicians, nurses 

and allied health roles and in health management roles, with 

particular shortage of information technology workforce. 

Through 2020, there will be 5,457 openings for registered 

nurses, medical assistants and pharmacy technicians, with 

each of those shortages increasing annually. Area educational 

institutions are poised to deliver much of the needed supply 

across these key occupations.

• Advanced manufacturing will see slight net reductions in 

employment over the next five years, though replacement 

workers in many occupations will remain in critically short 

supply. Middle-skill opportunities will generate 16,000 open-

ings. Area institutions, particularly community colleges and 

Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology, serve a critical 

role in supply development as more workers retire and as 

technology skills rise in many manufacturing roles. 

• Information technology remains a pivotal area of workforce 

growth and need in the area. The information industry, which 

includes only a portion of computer occupations and many 

declining occupations in publishing, gives a mixed snapshot 

of change. Information technology jobs are abundant in health 

care, logistics, finance and other industries, and net openings 

through 2020 are projected to be 4,053. Local educational 

institutions and short-term training alternatives are beginning 

to make modest inroads into generating the supply of workers. 

Jobs with high net opening levels for 2020 include computer 

systems analysts, computer user support specialists and soft-

ware application developers. 

• Finance and insurance represent mainstay industries in the 

region and are set for modest growth through 2020. Jobs in 

critical demand will include accountants and auditors, insur-

ance sales agents and financial managers, with net openings 

for these occupations being nearly 5,000. Worker supply from 

existing workforce and graduates from area institutions large-

ly meets ongoing demand apart from substantial reliance on 

outside recruiting for advanced information technology staff.

• Construction workforce remains substantially in a state of 

shortage. Losses in employment and hiring during the reces-

sion, paired with rapid demand across all aspects of con-

struction, have produced a situation of need that will persist 

through 2020. Experienced, manual skills workers remain in 

high demand, as do managerial workers. Through 2020, there 

will be 2,259 net openings for construction laborers, electri-

cians, and supervisors for construction trades and extraction 

workers. 

• The creative and cultural industries form a backbone blended 

sector unique to Nashville. From music and the arts to digital 

technology and “maker” activity, the group of occupations 

shares several dimensions of creativity, innovation and in-

volvement with technology. While reshaping of the traditional 

music industry continues, other creative sectors are emerging. 

Growth will remain strong through 2020, with top openings 

for graphic designers and public relations specialists. The 

information technology sector and the vibrant creative sectors 

illustrate the type of relationship that allows each to f lourish 

in large metros where those are prominent in the economy. 

Area institutions are continuing to adapt and expand in ways 

that capitalize on this synergy. 

• Logistics and distribution, representing an aggregate of 

the transportation and warehousing industries, accounts for 

12.7 percent of total employment in the region. Net growth 

of 6.7% is projected through 2020, led by 2,284 net openings 

for freight and stock laborers, heavy and tractor-trailer truck 

drivers and packaging laborers. Increasingly, technology 

skills are needed for many roles, and area schools must offer 

options, including accelerated training, for these emerging 

training needs.

• Hospitality is another hallmark industry of this region, 

experiencing massive, transformative growth in recent years. 

Projections based on historical patterns show much slower 

growth approaching 2020. Top net occupational openings will 

be for food servers, combined food preparation workers and 

restaurant cooks. Strong demand across industries has meant 

increased shortage and competition for lower-skill, entry-level 

workers in hospitality, retail trade and other large sectors.

• The office-based industries associated with operations serv-

ing as headquarters, back offices and shared services facilities 

are expected to grow employment by another 10.5 percent 

through 2020, following a remarkable 32.5 percent increase 

in the five-year period ending in 2015. Significant relocations 

and expansions of firms in these sectors have produced short-

ages in information technology staff for many operations, 

along with a growing need for sales staff with combined con-

tent skills and experience. Leading occupations for openings 

in the next five years include customer service representa-

tives, office clerks and operations managers. Here, growth, 

rather than the aging workforce, is an important driver of 

demand, with local educational institutions providing many 

graduates for occupations in this sector.



CONCLUSIONS 

The Nashville and Clarksville MSAs have experienced extraordinary growth and recovery from the national recession. Job gains 
have rivaled those of many other cities year after year. Diverse industries, high levels of entrepreneurship, the favorable busi-
ness climate, the quality of life and the strong education and training infrastructure are pillars that support the vibrant econo-
my. Yet an even stronger match between worker skills and employer demands must be achieved over the next five years. 

During the next five years, the joint metro region may create between 1.1 and 1.5 million job openings. About 15.5 percent of 
those jobs will require some postsecondary training, and 20 percent may require a four-year or advanced university degree. The 
demand for skilled and educated workers continues to expand as minimum retention and skill advancement requirements edge 
upward. Business leaders, policymakers, educational institutions and other stakeholders have a unique opportunity to position 
the joint metro region as an exemplary model of workforce efficiency. Momentum on creative solutions based on workforce 
analysis can build that efficiency. This research advances that analysis in several new and important ways. Major findings and 
conclusions of the research include:

• There are more than 317,000 middle-skill workers in the 
joint metro region, with high concentrations in the core 
industry clusters of health care, advanced manufacturing
and information technology.

• The Nashville MSA ranks sixth in the nation for density 
of middle-skill jobs among large metro areas.

• Science, technology, engineering, art and math jobs form 
a unique component of the region’s employment base, with 
a growing information technology pool across industries, 
a large creative/cultural sector, and the educational 
infrastructure with the potential to respond. 

• Job growth in the past three years has exceeded any 
prior historical comparison, rapidly moving forward the 
key demographic transitions and pushing the area toward 
record workforce shortages.

• Managing the balance of workforce supply and demand 
will require keen attentiveness to the levers that drive worker 
supply. 

• Geographic mismatch and mobility function will be increas-
ingly serious barriers to efficiency in the area’s labor market. 

• Rapid deterioration in transportation systems and options 
represents a significant threat to filling workforce supply 
for many firms.

• Population health and well-being are critical factors in 
workforce success, with productivity losses experienced 
through a high prevalence of chronic diseases such as COPD, 
smoking, physical inactivity, obesity, depression and others.
• Engaging population and worker subgroups – namely,  
veterans, unemployed and underemployed, youth and disabled 

persons – will become tremendously more important in 
sustaining workforce supply.

• Retaining knowledge workers and recruiting younger 
workers is imperative in critical occupations in several 
industries, particularly manufacturing, construction, health 
care and others that may experience heightened retirement 
levels over the next five years.

• Current worker shortages are reshaping competitiveness 
of firms, with potential impediments to fulfilling contracts, 
maintaining high-quality output and leveraging growth 
opportunities.

• Soft skills and technology skills gaps exist across a wide 
range of occupations and industries; integrating more holistic 
and complementary training with content knowledge is 
essential.

• Implementation of the Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act offers a broad new opportunity to stimulate 
supply in key occupational groups and workforce areas of 
Middle Tennessee.

• First results of innovative education initiatives, particularly 
Drive to 55, Tennessee Promise and Tennessee Reconnect, will 
impact workforce directions significantly from 2015 to 2020.

• Numerous key occupations and skills are chronically 
difficult to fill, including those in information technology, 
advanced manufacturing managerial and skilled roles, health 
care workers with managerial and diverse business and 
technical skills, construction workers in manual and 
managerial roles, logistics roles with technical skills and 
many lower-skill hospitality occupations, as well as others.

This study serves as a foundation and guiding document, grounded in data and informed by industry leaders. The path to 2020 
will be tremendously eventful in the workforce environment for the joint metro region. Relying on this foundation and these 
scenarios provides policymakers and leaders with an advantage and an assurance for decisions to maintain the region in a high-
ly competitive position in an ever more competitive world of talent. Aligning skills, workers and employers in a viable, efficient 
system can demonstrate the unique qualities that make the joint metro region successful. That purposefulness can enable the 
area to focus on middle-skill opportunities, to invest in education and training, to overcome efficiency barriers such as trans-
portation, and to navigate through the vast demographic age shift that is underway in the workforce.



Made possible by:
 

In cooperation with:

Middle Tennessee Workforce Investment Development Board

North Tennessee Workforce Board

South Central Tennessee Workforce Board 

nashvillechamber/workforcestudy


