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For Immediate Release

Contact: 
Tana Stenseng, 360-664-4232
tstenseng@wtb.wa.gov
The times they are ‘changin’--- and so is the state’s workforce

OLYMPIA --- Washington’s labor force  is undergoing on the most dramatic changes in its history.  Within the next decade, according to research by the Washington State Workforce Training and Education Coordinating Board (WTB), the state’s workforce will be less male, less white and frequently lacking in the skills needed for the 21st century.  

As the state’s population has slowed, so has the growth of its labor force, declining from an average annual growth rate of 3 percent during the 1970s and 1980s to 1.8 percent during the 1990s. Forecasts suggest that growth during this decade will slow to 1.3 percent a year; and between 2010-2020, drop to only 0.9 percent per year.  As a result, fewer and fewer new workers will enter the labor market each year in Washington.

In the past, people moving here moderated this decline, but not in the future.  The result, according to the WTB, is that the scarcity of skilled workers, particularly in occupations that require technical training beyond the high school level but short of the baccalaureate degree, could constrain Washington’s economic growth. 

One solution to the problem could come from better preparing workers in population segments that have been underrepresented in both technical training programs and the workforce at large.  

For example, the growth rate of the number of people of color exceeds that of the white population in Washington State; especially among the Hispanic and Asian/Pacific Islander populations. The number of Hispanics in the state more than doubled during the last decade, reaching over 513,000 in 2002 (8.5 percent of the state population). In 1990, people of color (non-whites and Hispanics) accounted for 13 percent of the state’s population. In 2000, they were roughly 21 percent.  Between 2001-2026, non-whites (African Americans, Asians, and other racial minorities) are expected to account for a quarter of the net labor force growth in the state while workers of Hispanic origin are projected to account for over 40 percent.

Racial and ethnic diversity varies by county.  People of color particularly account for large shares of the populations in rural counties that have substantial migrant and resident agricultural populations. (In Adams County, for example, 49 percent of its population is non-white and Hispanic.)  However, diversity has also been increasing dramatically in urban counties of Western Washington.  For example in King County, 27 percent of the population is non-white and Hispanic, in Pierce County 24 percent.

A further solution to the state’s skill needs may lie in retaining many older workers in active retirement.  (According to WTB research, the number of older workers in the state will rise dramatically—1 out of every 5 workers will be 55 or older by 2025, as opposed to roughly 1 in 10 in 2000.)   Public and private training programs will be needed to serve an increasing number of older workers returning for retraining

The graying of the labor force offers unprecedented opportunities for well-prepared young people.  Too many young people however never complete high school.  Current data suggest that as many as a third of Washington ninth graders do not graduate “on-time” with their class.  Some complete school later and some obtain GEDs, but many do not.  Too many emerge from high school, the report says, ready for neither further education nor work.  Even in schools that received funding to implement school-to-work activities, the majority of students generally does not participate in activities designed to link students with their post-school lives.  In schools receiving school-to-work funding, only 31 percent of students took part in both classroom and workplace activities designed to prepare them for life after high school (such as Tech Prep).

We are confronted with an increasing scarcity of skilled workers, the report concludes, and demographic trends will exacerbate the problem.  At the same time, we have a pool of people who can help close the gap.  Large segments of our population are poor, have little or no training, and have only limited prospects for wage progression. Strategies that increase the number of students who graduate and go on to postsecondary, that encourage and support older workers, and that ensure that race and ethnic differences in opportunities are alleviated – these are necessary if we are to turn the demographic trends from a fearful challenge to an opportunity for all.
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