A growing number of employers identify difficulty hiring highly qualified workers as their top
competitive challenge. Roughly 75 million of Americans could meet these employer
needs but currently lack the skills or supports to do so. This is America’s untapped
workforce—the many people who do not have the work or wages they need to get by, but who
can become the talent we need.

Who are America’s untapped workers?
Roughly 75 million people who are unemployed, underemployed,
or not working but not counted in unemployment figures 1
6.5 million unemployed
(including 1.3 million
long-term unemployed)2

1.6 million not working but
not counted in unemployment
figures3

~ 68 million earning
less than $15 per hour4

They include:
Adults without a
postsecondary credential

Adults living in poverty

Individuals with some
college but no credential

Young people ages
16-24 not in school or
working

All of these population groups are overrepresented by people of color.

Solve the Skills Gap
The percentage of jobs requiring at least some postsecondary education and training is expected
to reach new highs in 2020. At the same time, the United States already faces severe shortages
of workers with associate’s degrees and technical credentials.5
It is critical to change the way we build the skills of our workers to benefit both employers and
individuals seeking careers. This is especially important for the untapped workforce, which
includes many people from population groups underrepresented in postsecondary education
and high-demand industries.
Impact of Skills Gap on U.S. Economy
Roughly 7 million job openings
in the United States in 2018 6
The cost of unfilled jobs
on the U.S. economy: 7

95% of employers identified
the skills gap as problematic,
in a Business Roundtable
member survey.8

A projected 65% of U.S. jobs will
require postsecondary
credentials by 2020.9
Expected shortages: 10

• $13 billion per month

• 3 million workers with
associate’s degrees

• $160 billion annually

• 5 million workers with
technical credentials

Increase Postsecondary Education and Training To Raise Incomes
Education still pays in the U.S. economy: the more you learn, the more you earn. Median weekly
earnings in 2017 for those with the highest levels of educational attainment were more than
triple those without a high school diploma.11
Postsecondary Credentials Boost Earnings12
Median weekly earnings and unemployment rate by educational attainment, 2017
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However, opportunities for education and economic advancement have not been shared
equitably in the United States. Large disparities in educational attainment, employment rates,
and income levels are clear among racial and ethnic groups.
Degree Attainment Attainment by Race/Ethnicity13
Degree-attainment rates among U.S. adults (ages 25-64), by population group
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Address Economic Disparities
Regardless of degree level, people of color earn less per degree than their white counterparts. 14
To continue to fuel the economy and achieve an America where prosperity is fully shared, it is
critical to close gaps in postsecondary attainment associated with race, ethnicity, income,
immigration status, and other factors. Without focused efforts to address inequality and
promote equity in postsecondary opportunities and wages, these gaps will continue to grow.

Policy Can Help Harness the Potential of the Untapped Workforce
Our nation needs aligned education and workforce systems that provide clear career pathways
that are accessible and accountable. These systems must meet the needs of untapped workers
and employers in high-demand industries.
State and federal policies can build systems that harness the potential of the untapped workforce
by focusing on equitable completion of quality credentials, ensuring affordability, and creating
flexible pathways that make success attainable for all.
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