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In 1988, the U. S. Department of Labor funded the Hudson Institute's
Workforce 2000, the landmark report that foretold of a day when economic
progress would be threatened by the lack of skilled workers to filI demanding jobs.
Since then the debate has heightened, with some holding that there will be a
shortage of people to fill jobs, others arguing that the number of bodies is not the
issue but rather the quality of the education and skills that they bring to the job;
some, that jobs will demand higher skills, others, that future jobs will be "dumbed
down" to meet the low skills levels of the existing workforce.

In 1991, in America's Choice: hieh skills or low waees!, the Commission
on the Skills of the American Workforce recast the challenge facing the country.
It asserted that we have a conscious choice to make between low-skill.4ow-wage
jobs and high-skill/high-wage jobs and called for a reorganization of work to
improve the competitive position of U.S. business and industry.

MDC has tracked these debates and prognoses with heightening concern.
For if a lack of education hinders the future of the nation as a whole, it must
particularly threaten the South, the nation's poorest and least educated region.
For this reason, we undertook a study, with the goals of clarifying the particular
challenges facing the Southern states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia,
Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee,
Virginia, and West Virginia. We chose to focus on the 1990s, the last decade of the
century, and to examine the existing and emerging workforces with which the
South enters this decade. Under the guidance of an advisory panel of business,
education, and governmental leaders, MDC's study sought to answer the
following questions:

o What is the nature of the Southern workforce as the year 2000 approaches?
. What do projections teII us about the South's future workforce needs?
o What are the major workforce development challenges facing the Southern

states?
o What are Southern leaders in the public and private sectors doing to meet

these challenges?
o What directions should further actions take?

The results of that research are presented in MDC's report entitled Greater
Exoectations: The South's Workforce Is the South's Future. Workforce
Development in the South: An Examination of Trends is a background paper
prepared as part of the study. Funding for the study was provided by The Pew
Charitable Trusts and the National and Region fV (Atlanta) Offices of the
Employment and Training Administration, U.S. Department of Labor.



People and Work - A Time of Change

Twenty-five years ago, the South faced immense changes in the structure of
its economy and labor force. The South was moving from an economy based on
agriculture to one based on manufacturing industry, largely imported from the
North. It was a time of great uncertainty, when farmhands faced the new rigor of
the assembly line and when managers faced the specter of an integrated workforce.
Southern leaders were forced to innovate and make new investments in the
preparation of the Southern workforce for the emerging jobs. Today the Southern
states face new challenges posed by a similar convergence of economic and
demographic shifts, including:

. Increased dependence upon the international economy with is emphasis on
quality, flexibility, and speed of delivery;

o Competition for high-wage jobs with Europe and the Pacific rim and for low-
wage jobs with the Third World;

. The transformation from an industrial economy to the post-industrial or
"nerlr" economy with its increased emphasis on services;

. An increased correlation between education and income;

. And, finally, the shift from the challenge of integrating the workforce to
today's challenge of maximizing the contributions of all workers in the
primary labor market.

These trends have led to rising concerns that the existing and emerging
Southern workforces are unable to meet the demands of today's competitive
workplaces. Yet over the last several decades, Southern states have responded to the
oPportunities posed by manufacturing and to the challenges of equipping an
agrarian workforce for an industrial age. Today's challenges are daunting, but
Southern leaders are capable of laying the foundation for a prosperous future by
investing in the region's people.

A glimpse at the future suggests that the competitive position of states and
nations will be determined by managerial vision and workforce productivity. The
countries and companies that seem to be getting out of the gate quickest are those
who have reorganized the way work is done, pushing responsibility down to the
lowest levels and seeking new ways of using all employees more productively.
Maintaining the South's competitive edge requires a new social compact that every
child and every adult needs access to quatity education to excel. Failure to raise
expectations of all Southerners will mean that the South will write off a significant
portion of its existing and emerging workforce and will drag this increasingly heavy
anchor into the fast-paced international game.

Just as the 1960s were a decade of immense change and challenge for
Southern states, the 1990s promise to be a time of critical choices. In this paper we
present a synopsis of the economic and demographic changes facing the South and



suggest key issues the South faces between now and the year 2000. We will
highlight not so much the challenges confronting the country as a whole, but the
specific face those challenges wear in the Southern states. Finally, it should be noted
that while this report deals primarily with issues of workforce development, these
issues have clear implications for ecbnomic development policies as wetl. Efforts to
develop the economies of Southern states need to be cognizant of the need to
continue to attract, {ow, and retain those industries that will fully utilize and build
the skills of Southern workers. O^ly this way can the long-term prosperity of the
region be secured.
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