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FINDINGS

“Regiona| changes An analysis of the share of people who are employed, by educational attainment, for
working-age adults in the 100 largest metro areas in 2007 and 2009 reveals that:
in employment
pioy m During the Great Recession, employment dropped much less steeply
among college-educated workers than other workers. The employment-to-
mask what are often population ratio dropped by more than 2 percentage points from 2007 to 2009 for
working-age adults without a bachelor’s degree, but fell by only half a percentage

Slgmflcant differences point for college-educated individuals.

in the recession’s m Metro areas with highly educated populations experienced more modest
. declines in employment during the recession than other metro areas. Among
impacts on workers the 20 metro areas with the highest rates of bachelor’s degree attainment, only four
registered declines in their overall employment-to-population ratio from 2007 to 2009
with different levels that exceeded the national average. Additionally, employment for workers without
a high school diploma was also less impacted in these highly educated metro areas
of educational than in other markets.
attainment.” m The metro areas in which less educated workers were most severely

affected by the recession differed from those in which highly educated
workers were most affected. Workers without a high school diploma bore the
brunt of the recession’s employment impacts in Sun Belt and manufacturing belt
metro areas, while those with a college degree were more likely to experience
small setbacks in large labor markets like New York, Los Angeles, and San Diego.
Several manufacturing-focused metro areas saw a “hollowing out” of employment
opportunities during the recession, with employment levels dipping for workers with
at least a high school diploma, but less than a bachelor’s degree.

Education appeared to act as a pretty good insurance policy for workers during

the Great Recession. But how workers fared also depended on the metropolitan
labor market in which they were located. That variation may reflect differences in
the industries in which different educational groups worked, or in their ability and
opportunity to deploy their skills in new ways as economic circumstances changed.
National and state policies to help displaced workers back into the labor market
should provide regions flexibility to tailor their economic and workforce development
responses to the specific groups most affected by the downturn.

INTRODUCTION

Each of the economic downturns buffeting the United States in the last two decades has
been greeted with claims by some that it is affecting professional, “white-collar” workers
more severely than other workers, or than in past recessions.?2  When the full impact of

these recessions is measured, however, those with higher levels of education have con-
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sistently done better than those with lower levels of education, including during the recent
“Great Recession.”

Yet the recent relationship between education and changes in employment has not been
uniform across the country. On one hand, as was true before the recession, people with
more schooling are more likely to be employed than their less educated counterparts in
every major metropolitan area. On the other hand, the regions in which workers without a
high school diploma have suffered most from the recession are not the same as those in
which workers with a bachelor’s degree have been most affected. Thus, regional changes
in employment mask what are often significant differences in the recession’s impacts on
workers with different levels of educational attainment.

This report examines the relationship between educational attainment and employment
status during the two years of the “Great Recession,” from 2007 to 2009. It places par-
ticular focus on the nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas, the regional economies that
account for two-thirds of the nation’s workers and three-quarters of its Gross Domestic
Product.

METHODOLOGY

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), which generates the monthly employment
reports that attract so much attention from the recession-and-recovery watchers, regularly
publishes statistics on employment status for workers with different levels of educational
attainment. These statistics are derived from the monthly Current Population Survey
(CPS), and are national in scope. However, we know that the Great Recession’s impact
has been anything but uniform across our major metropolitan labor markets.*

This report uses new data from the Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS)
to analyze the impact of the recession on the employment status of workers with differ-
ent levels of educational attainment. The ACS is a much larger survey than the CPS,
and permits identification of these impacts for individual large metropolitan areas.® As in
other Brookings State of Metropolitan America reports, this analysis focuses on trends for
individuals in the nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas. These collections of cities and
suburbs have combined populations of at least 500,000, and represent the labor markets
that contain more than two-thirds of U.S. workers, who in turn generate three-quarters of
U.S. Gross Domestic Product.

The broadest measure of the employment situation is the ratio of the number of people

in jobs to the total population, or the employment-to-population ratio. This report uses
ACS data to measure the ratio for adults aged 25 to 64 in the 100 largest metro areas in
2007 and 2009.6 This two-year period coincides with the greatest impact of the recent
recession on the U.S. labor market, when the July unemployment rate reported by BLS
rose from 4.6 percent to 9.4 percent. This report does not, notably, measure the impact of
the recession on labor market outcomes beyond employment, such as wages and hours.
Those outcomes may follow different patterns by worker educational attainment than the
employment outcomes analyzed here, although initial evidence suggests that the wage
premium for college-educated workers continued to rise from 2007 to 2009.”

FINDINGS

A. During the Great Recession, employment dropped much less steeply among
college-educated workers than other workers.

Demographic data on workers’ educational attainment are typically reported in four edu-
cational categories. Roughly comparable shares of U.S. adults aged 25 to 64 (27 to 31
percent) had attained only a high school diploma, completed some college or an associ-
ate’s (two-year) degree, or completed a bachelor’s degree in 2009 (Figure 1). A smaller
share (less than 13 percent) did not possess a high school diploma.
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Figure 1. Share of Population and Employment-to-Population Ratio by Educational
Attainment, Adults Age 25 to 64, United States, 2007-2009
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Source: Brookings analysis of 2007 and 2009 American Community Survey data. All changes from 2007 to 2009 are significant at 90% confidence interval.

Differences in employment levels by educational attainment are enormous. Roughly 30
percentage points separated the employment-to-population ratio for college-educated
adults (82.5 percent) from that for adults without a high school diploma (52.9 percent) in
2009. Higher levels of educational attainment are clearly associated with greater employ-
ability, higher returns to work in the form of compensation and job quality, and/or motiva-
tion to work that causes individuals to seek more education in the first place.

These data also confirm reports that the Great Recession has affected the 30 percent

of workers near the top of the educational attainment spectrum much less severely than
others. While the employment-to-population ratio for groups without a four-year college
degree fell between 2 and 3 percentage points from 2007 to 2009, the ratio for college-
educated workers dipped by only half a percentage point. College-educated workers were
not unaffected by the recession; there were considerably more unemployed workers in
that group in 2009 than 2007. But as the total number of working-age adults with college
degrees increased over the two-year period, the number of employed individuals in the
group rose at a similar rate. By contrast, declines in the number of employed adults with
no more than a high school diploma outpaced the declines in their total population. And a
significant increase in the number of employed adults with some college or an associate’s
degree failed to match the even faster increase in their overall numbers, resulting in a
significant decline in their employment-to-population ratio.

B. Metro areas with more highly educated populations experienced more modest
declines in employment during the recession than other metro areas.

The relationship between educational attainment and employment for individuals has im-

plications for the employment trajectory of metropolitan areas during the recession, given
their populations’ differing rates of higher educational attainment. In the Washington, D.C.
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metro area, for instance, more than three times as many working-age adults as a share
of population hold bachelor’s degrees (48 percent) as in the Bakersfield, CA metro area
(14 percent). Moreover, a significant body of academic research suggests that cities with
highly educated populations grow more rapidly over the long run, in part because human

capital enables people to adapt well to changes.®

Given the generally smaller employment declines experienced by college-educated work-
ers, the impact of the Great Recession on the most highly educated labor markets was
generally much less severe than in other places. In fact, among the 20 large metro areas
with the highest shares of college degree earners, only four experienced declines in their
ratios that exceeded the national average of 1.6 percentage points: Bridgeport, Chicago,

Raleigh, and San Diego (Table 1).°

Table 1. Change in Employment-to-Population Ratiot by Educational

Attainment, 20 Metro Areas with Highest Share of College Graduates, 2007 to 2009

Metro Area'" Overall Bach. Degree Less than H.S.
Washington, DC-VA-MD-WV -0.2 0.1 -0.4
Bridgeport, CT -2.2* -0.9 15
Boston, MA-NH -1.0* -0.5 2.6
San Francisco, CA Al (0) -0.7 -0.8
San Jose, CA -1.4* -1.9* 1.4
Raleigh, NC -21* -1.1 -6.2*
Madison, WI 11 3.6* 9.3*
Minneapolis, MN-WI -1.3* -1.0* -2.0
Austin, TX -0.9 0.4 -3.3
Denver, CO -1.5* -0.1 -4.3*
Seattle, WA -1.2* -0.1 -2.1
New York, NY-NJ-PA -0.8* -0.9* 0.3
Hartford, CT -1.5% -0.5 -3.2
Baltimore, MD 0.7 0.2 -0.1
Colorado Springs, CO -1.4 -1.3 -5.0
Portland, ME 0.0 0.8 1.0
Des Moines, IA 0.0 2.3* 0.0
Worcester, MA -1.3 0.3 6.1*
Chicago, IL-IN-WI -2.0* -0.8* -3.4*
San Diego, CA -2.0* -1.5* -2.0
100 Largest Metro Areas -1.5* -0.5* -1.8*
United States -1.6* -0.5* -2.0*

T Changes shown in percentage points. Tt Metro area names are abbreviated.
* Change was significant at 90% confidence interval.

Source: Brookings analysis of 2007 and 2009 American Community Survey data

While these metro areas’ higher shares of college-educated, less-impacted workers
largely explain their better overall employment performance during the recession, the
least educated workers also seemed to benefit from being in these metros. Among the 20
highest-educated metro areas, only three (15 percent) registered a significant decline in
employment-to-population ratio for adults without a high school diploma. That compared
with 32 of the remaining 80 metro areas (40 percent).!® It may be that these workers
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complement highly-skilled labor in the production of specific goods and services, or that
high-skilled workers consume goods and services that disproportionately employ lower-
skilled labor (e.g., household cleaning, restaurants, etc.). The smaller impacts of the re-
cession on college-educated workers in these metro areas may thus have insulated their
less educated workers from more severe employment declines.**

C. The metro areas in which less educated workers were most severely affected
by the recession differed from those in which highly educated workers were most
affected.

National and metro-level relationships between educational attainment and employment
disguise the fact that how different educational groups fared during the recession depend-
ed on where they were located. While there was some geographic overlap between the
locations where the least- and most-educated workers were affected, there were notable
differences.

Workers without a high school diploma were most severely affected by the Great Reces-
sion in Sun Belt housing-bubble markets such as Cape Coral, Orlando, and Phoenix, as
well as older industrial metro areas in the Northeast (especially Pennsylvania) and Mid-
west (Map 1). This may reflect their over-representation in these areas in heavily affected
industries like construction and lower-skilled manufacturing. Notably, none of the 10 most
affected metro areas for workers without a high school diploma registered a statistically
significant drop in employment among the college-educated. Overall, the employment-
to-population ratio for this group fell by a statistically significant margin in 35 of the 100
largest metro areas.

Map 1. Metro Areas Experiencing Declines in Employment
for Adults Without a High School Diploma,
2007 to 2009
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Source: Brookings analysis of 2007 & 2009 American Community Survey Data

At the other end of the educational spectrum, 13 of the 100 largest metro areas posted at
least a modest decline in the employment-to-population ratio for workers with a college
degree (Map 2). Of those, only five also saw employment levels drop among workers
without a high school diploma.*? New York, Los Angeles, San Jose, San Diego, and a few
other large metro areas were among those that saw small dips for more-educated work-
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Map 2. Metro Areas Experiencing Declines in Employment
for Adults with Bachelor's Degree,
2007 to 2009
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All changes are significant at the 90% confidence interval.
Source: Brookings analysis of 2007 & 2009 American Community Survey Data

ers, while those without a high school diploma escaped significant decline.

A further 10 metropolitan areas showed evidence during the recession of a trend that
some have referred to as “job polarization” (Map 3).2* In these metro areas, the em-
ployment-to-population ratio fell significantly for workers with no more than a high school
diploma, and also for those with some college or an associate’s degree, while it remained
unchanged (or even rose) for workers without a high school diploma and those with a
college degree. The Great Recession may have continued, or accelerated, a longer-run
trend in these areas of declining job opportunities in middle-skill white- and blue-collar
occupations. Metro areas with concentrations in manufacturing employment, such as
Toledo, Grand Rapids, Greensboro, Dayton, and Seattle, seemed especially susceptible
to this outcome.

CONCLUSION

As in past recessions, higher education served as an implicit insurance policy against the
most severe effects of the recent employment downturn. The share of working-age adults
who were employed declined by much greater margins from 2007 to 2009 among those
without a bachelor’s degree than among those with a degree. And overall employment
rates in the most highly educated metropolitan areas fell by smaller margins than else-
where, including for workers without a high school diploma, suggesting that the benefits of
having a highly skilled workforce during the Great Recession may have extended beyond
a metro area’s college-educated population alone.

This report also demonstrates that both national- and metropolitan-level trends in em-
ployment and unemployment often mask very different trajectories for different groups of
workers. Categories of workers without a high school diploma, with a college degree, and
somewhere in between each felt the worst impacts of the recession in somewhat different
metro areas. This may be attributable to the differential impacts of the downturn by indus-
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Map 3. Metro Areas Experiencing Declines in Employment
for Middle-Skill* Workers Only,
2007 to 2009
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All changes are significant at the 90% confidence interval.

Source: Brookinas analysis of 2007 & 2009 American Community Survey Data
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try, the degree to which different areas of the country specialized in those industries, and
the educational profile of the workers in that industry. Construction workers in Phoenix,
many of whom were lower-educated immigrants from Mexico and Latin America, suffered
significant setbacks as the housing bubble burst and projects dried up. But those impacts
were not nearly as severe in industries in Phoenix that employ mostly college-educated
workers, such as education, information technology, and health care. In San Jose, by
contrast, setbacks in the information and finance industries may have affected highly
educated workers more acutely than other groups. And in Grand Rapids, manufacturing
job losses hit middle-skilled workers hard, but spared higher- and lower-skilled workers by
comparison.

Metropolitan labor markets have not behaved uniformly, even in the face of the most
severe national economic downturn in generations. As a result, national and state poli-
cies to help workers get back on their feet must permit local and regional officials to tailor
their responses to the particular groups most impacted by the downturn. Policies might
reasonably prioritize assistance to displaced workers with lower levels of education, who
may have a smaller economic cushion and more limited job opportunities for the future.
But workers with higher levels of education and skills, even those with a college education
in some cases, may need special assistance and guidance to re-integrate into the labor
market in regions where they have borne the brunt of the downturn.
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APPENDIX: PERCENTAGE POINT CHANGE IN CIVILIAN EMPLOYMENT-TO-POPULATION RATIO, BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT,
100 LARGEST METRO AREAS, 2007 TO 2009

Less than High School Some College or Bachelor's All Adults
High School Diploma Associate's Degree or
Diploma Degree Higher
Akron, OH -1.1 -4.3% -1.2 1.1 -1.7*

Albuguerque, NM 2.9 11 -2.2 17 0.6

Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Marietta, GA -5.1% -4.5% -3.1% -0.8 -2.7%

Austin-Round Rock, TX -3.3 -1.1 -2.0* 0.4 -0.9

Baltimore-Towson, MD -0.1 -0.9 1.7* 0.2 0.7

Birmingham-Hoover, AL -5.0* -3.5* -2.2 0.2 -1.4

Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH 2.6 -4.0% -1.0 -0.5 -1.0*

Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT 15 -5.4% -4.0* -0.9 -2.2*

Cape Coral-Fort Myers, FL -10.9* -3.9* -5.8* -3.4 -5.1*

Charlotte-Gastonia-Concord, NC-SC -3.6* -4.3% -2.4% -0.5 -2.1*

Chicago-Naperville-Joliet, IL-IN-WI -3.4% -3.2% -2.9% -0.8* -2.0*

Cleveland-Elyria-Mentor, OH -5.3* -4.8% -3.5* -1.1 -3.3*

Columbia, SC -6.3* -1.9 -2.0 -1.6 -2.0*

Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX -1.2 -1.9* -0.7 0.2 -0.7*

Denver-Aurora-Broomfield, CO -4.3% -3.1* -2.0* -0.1 -1.5%

Detroit-Warren-Livonia, Ml -5.3* -5.8* -5.8* -0.3 -4.0*

Fresno, CA -2.4 -3.6* -2.6 0.0 -2.1%

Greensboro-High Point, NC -1.1 -3.9* -4.7* -0.3 -2.4%

Harrisburg-Carlisle, PA -7.0% -3.1* -2.2 1.4* -1.8*

Honolulu, HI 14 -0.1 3.3 18 2.0*

Indianapolis-Carmel, IN -5.6% -3.8* -3.4% -0.3 -2.6%

Jacksonville, FL -2.1 -3.6* 0.1 -0.7 -1.1

Knoxville, TN -2.9 -4.6* -1.6 -0.1 -1.8

Las Vegas-Paradise, NV -5.6* -1.5* -2.3* -0.8 -2.2*

Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, CA 0.1 -1.8* -1.6* -0.9* -0.9*
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Madison, WI 9.3* -2.7* -1.5 3.6* 11

Memphis, TN-MS-AR 1.0 -4.7% -5.3* 0.2 -2.8%

Milwaukee-Waukesha-West Allis, WI -3.0* -2.0* -1.6 -0.1 -1.2%

Modesto, CA 3.8 -3.4 -3.1 -2.1 -1.4

New Haven-Milford, CT -3.3 -2.6* -2.7 3.3* -0.8

New York-Northern New Jersey-Long Island, NY-NJ-PA 0.3 -1.6* -1.1* -0.9* -0.8*

Oklahoma City, OK 3.1* -2.5* -1.6 1.2* -0.5

Orlando-Kissimmee, FL -7.1% -6.7* -2.2% -0.9 -3.6*

Palm Bay-Melbourne-Titusville, FL 0.4 -5.7* -2.3 0.8 -2.3%

Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, AZ -7.5* -2.5% -2.9* -0.8 -2.6*

Portland-South Portland-Biddeford, ME 1.0 1.9 -4.2% 0.8 0.0

Poughkeepsie-Newburgh-Middletown, NY 4.1 -3.5* 15 -3.0* -0.9

Provo-Orem, UT -0.3 -7.6% -1.2 0.1 -1.9*

Richmond, VA -3.3 0.0 -2.4 -1.0 -1.1

Rochester, NY -1.2 -0.9 -0.8 0.1 -0.2

Salt Lake City, UT 1.2 -5.0* -3.6* 0.7 -2.1%

San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos, CA -2.0 -2.5% -2.7% -1.5% -2.0*

San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA 1.4 -0.4 -3.0* -1.9* -1.4%

Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA -2.1 -2.6* -1.8* -0.1 -1.2%

St. Louis, MO-IL -4.2* -2.9* -2.6* -2.0* -2.0*

Syracuse, NY -1.6 -1.6 -1.1 -3.2% -1.1

Toledo, OH -1.9 -6.9* -4.3* -1.0 -4.4%*

Tulsa, OK -3.7 -15 0.2 0.9 -0.3

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV -0.4 -1.3* -0.4 0.1 -0.2

Worcester, MA 6.1* -4.4% -3.4% 0.3 -1.3

STATE OF METROPOLITAN AMERICA | EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

100 Largest Metro Areas -1.8* -2.8* -2.0 * -0.5* -1.5*
United States -2.0* -2.8* 2.1 -0.5* -1.6*

For adults aged 25 to 64. * Change is significant at the 90% confidence interval. Source: Brookings analysis of 2007 and 2009 American Community Survey data
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Reports in the State of Metropolitan America series focus on
five key dimensions of demographic transformation in the
United States through the lens of these large metro areas:
growth, diversity, aging, educational attainment, and income.

Visit the State of Metropolitan America, including an interactive
demographic mapping tool for the nation’s 50 states, 100
largest metro areas, and their cities and suburbs online at:
www.brookings.edu/metroamerica

The Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program thanks the
Rockefeller Foundation for its generous financial and intellectual
support of the State of Metropolitan America project.

About the Metropolitan Policy Program at

the Brookings Institution

Created in 1996, the Brookings Institution’s Metropolitan Policy
Program provides decision makers with cutting-edge research
and policy ideas for improving the health and prosperity
metropolitan areas including their component cities, suburbs,
and rural areas. To learn more visit:
www.brookings.edu/metro
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