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Healthcare Jobs Requiring Less Education Are Growing Rapidly    

 
Brookings Releases First-Ever Metro-Level Analysis of   

Less Educated Healthcare Workforce  
 

(Washington, DC) – Workers with lower levels of education, defined as having an Associate’s 
degree or less, make up more than half of the total healthcare workforce and their numbers are 
rapidly growing, according to a report released today by the Brookings Metropolitan Policy 
Program.  
  
The vast majority of these workers are employed in ten occupations, and the number of jobs in 
these ten occupations held by workers with an Associate’s degree or less increased by 46% 
since 2000, compared to 3% among similarly educated workers across all occupations. Growth 
has been concentrated among occupations with lower earnings, including personal aides, 
whose numbers rose by nearly 400,000 or 277 percent. 
  
Part of the Solution: Pre-Baccalaureate Healthcare Workers in a Time of Health System Change 
examines the size, characteristics and growth rate of the healthcare workforce, specifically 
those workers with lower levels of education, from 2000 through the 2009-2011 period.  The first 
in a decade to examine this segment of the healthcare workforce, the report provides detailed 
data for the nation’s 100 largest metro areas.    
 
“Today’s healthcare industry is facing significant challenges, including expanded access, an 
aging population, the need for cost reduction and most importantly, a call for improved health 
outcomes,” stated Martha Ross, fellow with the Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program and co-
author of the report.  “All of these changes have repercussions for the roles and responsibilities 
of healthcare employees.   This report shines a spotlight on the important role that less 
educated employees can and should play in helping the healthcare system achieve the ‘triple 
aim’ of better care, improved health outcomes, and lower costs.” 
 
According to the Brookings report, the 10 largest pre-baccalaureate healthcare occupations 
include nursing, psychiatric and home health aides, registered nurses and personal care aides.  
Of these, personal care aides and nursing, psychiatric and home health aides have the lowest 
levels of education, while RNs have the highest.  
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Pre-baccalaureate RNs and diagnostic technologists and technicians have the highest median 
annual earnings at $60,000 and $52,000, respectively.  By contrast, personal care aides and 
nursing, psychiatric and home health aides earn much less: $21,000 and $25,000, respectively. 
Only RNs experienced real earnings growth (6 percent) since 2000. 
 
The labor force of less educated healthcare workers is diverse and has grown more so since 
2000.  The share of whites has dropped from 59 percent in 2000 to an average of 49 percent 
over the period 2009-2011 among the 10 highlighted occupations. Five of the 10 occupations 
have higher shares of blacks, Asians and Hispanics than the average among similarly educated 
workers across all occupations.  Men are a minority in all 10 occupations except for emergency 
medical technicians and paramedics.  
 
Pre-baccalaureate workers in the 10 occupations analyzed in this report account for lower 
shares of the total healthcare workforce in regions that are more highly educated overall and 
tend to be home to medical schools and teaching hospitals, such as Denver, CO; San Jose, CA; 
San Francisco, CA; and Honolulu, HI.  By contrast, metro areas with larger shares of pre-
baccalaureate healthcare workers of the total healthcare workforce have lower levels of 
education.  These include McAllen, TX; Modesto, CA; Stockton, CA; and Lakeland, FL.   
 
“The healthcare industry serves as an anchor for local and regional economies across the 
country.  In addition, for workers with less than a bachelor’s degree, healthcare jobs can be 
entry points into the labor force and provide career ladders leading to economic self-sufficiency,” 
stated Ross. 
 
The Brookings report offers recommendations to boost the career opportunities and improve the 
productivity of less-educated workers.  These include: 
 

 Expand research on the effects of redesigning the roles of pre-baccalaureate healthcare 
workers to give them more responsibility commensurate with their training and skills to 
promote more team-based care among medical practices.  The shift to team-based and 
coordinated care as strategies to improve quality while controlling costs has implications 
for the tasks and necessary skills of all workers, and pre-baccalaureate healthcare 
workers should be viewed as resources to help with this shift.   

 

 Change the system of patchwork, state-by-state regulations specifying the services that 
different healthcare occupations can provide to encourage team-based care and allow 
non-physicians to carry out tasks for which they are trained and educated.   

 

 Strengthen regional partnerships of healthcare employers, educators, workforce boards 
and other stakeholders to meet the employment needs of local and regional markets and 
help pre-baccalaureate workers increase their skills. 

 
“Healthcare workers with less than a bachelor’s degree are a huge part of the healthcare 
workforce and an increasingly important resource.  It’s important for regional leaders to 
understand the size and characteristics of this group in order to develop education and training 
programs that help these workers upgrade their skills and contribute at their full capacity,” 
added Ross.  
 
The Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings provides decision-makers with cutting-edge 
research and policy ideas for improving the health and prosperity of metropolitan areas, 



including their component cities, suburbs, and rural areas. To learn more, please visit: 
www.brookings.edu/metro. Follow us on Twitter at www.twitter.com/brookingsmetro.   
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