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FOREWORD 
In order for St. Louis Community College to successfully prepare our students for 
the workforce, we need to understand the complex and changing economic 
environment in our region. We cannot create new pathways to employment, new 
curriculum and accelerated training programs to prepare the future workforce 
without having an idea of which skills employers will need in six months (or three 
years). That understanding has never been needed more than now, in the midst of 
a global pandemic that has disrupted our economy and pushed us to 
unemployment levels unseen since the Great Depression. 

The State of the St. Louis Workforce report normally alternates each year 
between a look at a composite of the region’s employers and, in the alternating 
year, a focus on particular sectors or disciplines. Our 2019 survey was a 
composite look, meaning our 2020 report should have been a deeper dive into 
one of our strategic industry sectors. The impact of COVID-19 on our region, 
state and country changed that. It became clear that we needed to understand 
the repercussions across all employers, not just a select few. We made the 
decision to produce this “out of cycle” composite report to be able to more clearly 
understand the magnitude of the changes the pandemic forced on St. Louis 
employers only a year after our last survey. 

Unsurprisingly, we faced a few challenges getting this report to the finish line. 
While we normally survey in the spring and early summer and publish our report 
in August, this would have meant we were calling employers near the beginning of 
the pandemic. Instead, we chose to delay our survey to make sure employers 
had enough time to digest the initial effects COVID-19 had on their business, the 
changes to their workforce and operations, and their future plans. 

Even with the delayed start, the pandemic did not make it easy to complete 
surveys. In what was our first indication of the widespread economic fallout of 
COVID-19, our survey partner reported an unprecedented 13,400 disconnected phone 
numbers during the survey period out of just under 150,000 attempted calls. The vast 
majority of the companies we surveyed were small and mid-sized businesses, so these 
disconnections may have been a reflection of a shift to mobility and the reality of 
working from home for company presidents and owners. But some percentage of this 
number certainly includes businesses that could not weather the pandemic. That means 
permanently lost jobs, and we anticipate a longer-term impact on the economy to show 
up in our survey for years to come. 

In the end, the College and its partners surveyed more than 570 employers across 
16 employer categories, and we are very pleased to present this 2020 State of the 
St. Louis Workforce report a bit later than usual. For the past twelve years, the College 
and its research partners have surveyed our region’s employers, from time spanning the 
recovery after the Great Recession through the growth of the decade-long bull market to 
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the unprecedented challenges we are facing with COVID-19. The changes have been 
astonishing. 

Last year’s 3.4% regional unemployment rate – the lowest level since December 1969 – 
skyrocketed to 11.6% before settling down to 7.5%. We saw the end of 120 months of 
continuous job growth, with nearly a quarter million job losses in Missouri during the 
initial phases of the pandemic. And while last year we claimed to have achieved a full 
employment economy with some significant demographics left behind, this year we 
worry if the recovery will be “K-shaped” with some groups recovering quickly and 
others – usually the most vulnerable populations with the least education – left behind 
once again. 

To no one’s surprise, a third of employers this year reported reductions in workforce, 
indicating that the slight slowdown we saw in last year’s report has turned into a 
significant cull. But those employers that are still operating after six months of 
pandemic are hugely optimistic about 2021, with over half of companies looking to 
increase the size of their workforce and less than one-in-twenty believing they will 
make future cuts. 

COVID-19 is at the top of all employers’ minds, with fewer than one-in-ten companies 
reporting that their business had been unaffected by the pandemic. Changes to 
operations to keep customers and employees safe are common, while many companies 
are looking to increase workforce resiliency – a logical move, since no one is sure when 
this pandemic will finally end. 

As in years past, the 2020 State of the St. Louis Workforce report is supported through 
the partnership of our region’s top economic and workforce institutions. Along with the 
help of our decade-long partners at the Missouri Economic Research and Information 
Center (MERIC), we appreciate the collaboration with the St. Louis Business Journal, the 
Nine Network of Public Media’s American Graduate initiative, and the Federal Reserve 
Bank of St. Louis. 

The information in this report includes labor market information from public sources 
such as the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau. To provide deeper 
insights, we also used advanced analytical tools such as Burning Glass Labor Insight, 
JobsEQ and others. We would like to thank and acknowledge our employer, our research 
partners, and our media partners, without whom we would not be able to bring this 
informative workforce report to the region. We hope you will find this report valuable 
and use its findings for the benefit of your organization and our community. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 

 

 

Now in its twelfth year, the State of the St. Louis Workforce report continues to provide 
information and insight for our community about the economic conditions and 
workforce issues facing our region. Starting with St. Louis Community College’s first 
report in 2009, we have tracked the region’s transition from the high unemployment of 
the Great Recession through the last eleven years of growth into the maelstrom of a 
COVID-19 economy unlike any we have seen before. 

The State of the St. Louis Workforce report is divided into three sections. The St. Louis 
Economy compiles labor market information, which is publicly available, as well as data 
that is gathered through proprietary analytical tools. The Employer Survey is based on a 
telephone survey of 574 employers across 16 employer categories representing a 
composite of the region’s economy. Finally, our Navigating Today, Shaping Tomorrow 
section shares conversations with thought leaders throughout our region and their 
perspectives on the impact of COVID-19, where workers can find pathways to future 
opportunities, and what lies ahead for the St. Louis workforce. 

The St. Louis Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) consists of a diverse economy with a 
labor force of over 1.3 million. The economy has particular strengths and clusters 
including Health Care & Social Assistance, 
which makes up 16 percent of total 
employment, followed closely by Wholesale & 
Retail Trade, which makes up 15% of total 
employment. Some industries have seen 
sustained growth, such as Finance and 
Insurance with an increase of 27% over the 
last 10 years, going from 56,316 employees in 
2009 to over 71,000 in 2019. Educational 
Services had the largest decrease, with employment declining by nearly 13,000, or 12%. 
Overall, the St. Louis economy added over 93,000 employees in the last 10 years 
through 2019. 

In September 2019, the St. Louis MSA unemployment rate stood at 3.2% and we were 
surrounded by evidence of continuing economic growth and a full employment 
economy. Today, although unemployment has backed off the April level that had not 
been seen since the Great Depression, the St. Louis unemployment rate of 7.8% is more 
than double the level it was a year ago. 

A year ago there were fewer 
people looking for work than 
jobs available. Now there are  
2.1 people for each open job. 
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The gap between the unemployment rate and the number of job openings, used as a 
measure of labor demand, was at its lowest level ever in August 2019 with fewer people 
looking for work (0.8) than available job openings. This ratio soared to 4.6 in April 2020 
and has now settled to 2.1, a level last seen in April 2014. According to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics’ August 2020 Job Openings and Labor Turnover (JOLT) Survey, there 
were 6.6 million job openings but only enough hiring to fill 5.9 million of those openings, 
reflecting the continued impact of COVID-19 on the labor market. 

Unemployment rates continue to vary greatly with age and sex in our region and across 
the country. Younger workers, particularly men under age 22, had unemployment rates 
at or above 10.1% in the St. Louis MSA during 2018. Men in the 16-19 age range had the 
highest rate at 12.1%. While there is a large disparity in unemployment rates between 
males and females in younger age groups, rates were similar in the 35-44 and 55-59 age 
groups. 

With nearly one-fourth of the workforce in 
the 55+ age groups, St. Louis mirrors the 
national trend of an aging workforce. The 55+ 
age groups have grown from 18% of the 
workforce in 2009 to 24% in 2019. 

Jobholders age 25-34 represented 22% of the workforce, with the 35-44 age group 
closely following, representing 21%. Workers age 14-21 made up only 8% of the 
workforce. The St. Louis age profile has changed over time with the 55+ age groups 
having increased as a share of all workers, while the 45-54 age group has decreased. 

Nearly half of the region’s population 25 and older have a high school diploma but no 
post-secondary degree, lower than the state 
rate of 52%, while 44% have an associate 
degree or greater, higher than both the state 
rate (37%) and the national rate (42%). And 
the data continues to show that education 
pays off in both median earnings and lower 
unemployment rates. St. Louis MSA data for 
2019 shows that having some college or an 
associate degree, versus just a high school 
diploma, reduces the average unemployment 
rate by 1.6% and provides $7,825 annually in 
average extra earnings. A bachelor’s degree or 
higher further reduces the unemployment 
rate by 1.7% and increases median earnings. 

The 2020 Employer Survey attempts to get a picture of employers’ expectations and 
challenges across the range of industry classifications that make up our regional 
economy and job market. We have done this during the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic 
knowing full well that the economic disruption continues and that some companies have 
temporarily or even permanently shut their doors. Despite these challenges, we believe 

St. Louis mirrors the national 
trend of an aging workforce. 

Having some college or an 
associate degree, versus just a 
high school diploma, reduces 
the average unemployment rate 
by 1.6 percent and provides 
$7,825 annually in average extra 
earnings. 
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we are still able to draw comparisons and trends from our previous surveys to 
understand how employers are responding to market changes and hope that our 
COVID-19 specific questions will provide insight into how companies are responding to 
the pandemic. 

The slight slowdown in hiring enthusiasm we saw in last year’s report turned into a 
precipitous, pandemic-fueled drop, with 29% of companies cutting employees during 
the last 12 months. However, 24% of companies continued to hire during this timeframe 
and future plans are even more optimistic, 
with 51% of employers planning on 
increasing the size of their workforce in 2021. 
Surprisingly, given the uncertainty of the 
COVID-19 economy, only 47% of employers 
are using part-time workers as a labor force 
risk reduction method while 66% are instead 
using full-time employees. Even fewer (7%) are using contractors or temporary 
agencies (8%), a noticeable decrease from all surveys since 2011. 

As it has in years past, a shortage of workers with knowledge or skills remains the 
primary barrier to expanding employment in both criticality (3.81 on a 5-point scale) as 
well as the percentage of employers reporting 
it (41%). Although the percentage of 
employers reporting concerns about 
government regulations (12%) has rapidly 
diminished as a barrier in favor of pandemic-
related barriers, an increasing percentage of 
firms (17%) sees no barriers at all to 
workforce growth. 

Skilled trades remains the most in-demand 
business function of the seven categories we 
survey, with 60% of those firms who employ 
skilled tradesman reporting a shortage of applicants. Patient care (53%) came in next 
for the second year in a row, which is unsurprising considering the current pandemic. 
This year we saw a sharp increase in companies reporting a shortage of skilled 
applicants for accounting/finance positions (40%), while employers reported a lesser 
shortage of information technology applicants (15%) – despite the lack of skilled IT 
workers being much reported in the news. 

A potentially concerning response appeared this year, with almost two-thirds of 
employers surveyed (63%) reporting they had no jobs available to those with no 
experience, a significant increase from 42% reporting this in 2019 and 38% in 2017. 
Slightly fewer employers (68%) reported having any jobs open to those completing 
short-term training compared to previous years, but those who did have positions 
available have fewer of them. Only a third of employers said that half or more of their 
jobs were open to those with short-term training as opposed to 43% in 2019 and 42% 

51% of employers plan on 
increasing the size of their 
workforce in 2021. 

A shortage of workers with 
knowledge or skills remains the 
primary barrier to expanding 
employment in both criticality 
as well as the percentage of 
employers reporting it. 
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in 2017. Hopefully, both of these are temporary pandemic-related shifts and not a sign 
of longer-term employer preferences. 

Barriers to employment for justice-involved individuals remain. Despite the efforts to 
“Ban the Box,” three-quarters of employers perform criminal background checks for at 
least some jobs. While in 2019 we saw increased employer willingness to consider 
hiring those with a felony conviction, the response this year swung back sharply, and 
one-fifth of employers stated they would not consider hiring an applicant with a felony 
conviction for any position. 

A new series of questions this year specifically asked about the effect of COVID-19 on 
workforce policies and future plans. To no one’s surprise, our survey shows that the 

pandemic has significantly impacted 
employers, with fewer than one-in-ten (8%) 
reporting making no operational changes. 
Employers are concerned about workforce 
resiliency, and the vast majority have made 
operational changes focused on employee and 
customer safety such as enhancing workplace 
cleaning and disinfection (75%) or changes 
such as curbside pickup or remote 
appointments (50%). Just under a quarter of 

employers (22%) reported closing their business entirely. A slightly larger amount 
(24%) reported furloughing or laying off employees, but 32% conversely reported 
adding new employees due to the pandemic. 

Despite a focus on resiliency, employers are not looking to automation to remove people 
from their operations in favor of machines. Although more than half of those surveyed 
are considering technology to increase automation, fewer than one-in-twenty (4.7%) 
are doing this to reduce workforce cost. Instead, companies are focusing on cross-
training, re- and up-skilling employees, and increasing employee engagement to create a 
more resilient future workforce. 

Finally, with some pundits claiming that the 
pandemic will usher in the end of the office, 
regional employers do not seem to be 
unanimously sold on remote work. Thirty-
eight percent of companies surveyed reported 
not having any remote employees, and those 
who did reported a variety of cultural and 
technical challenges ranging from broadband 
connectivity to a lack of systems or job roles 
compatible with widespread remote work. 

The biggest challenges included needing changes in work processes (52%) and job roles 
that are not suitable for remote work (48%). A quarter of those employers having 
remote employees reported encountering no challenges. 

Our survey shows that the 
pandemic has significantly 
impacted employers, with fewer 
than one-in-ten reporting 
making no operational changes. 

Over half of the employers 
surveyed said they had no 
remote employees or had job 
roles that were not suitable for 
remote work. 
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With COVID-19 entering our collective lexicon earlier this year, businesses that have 
been able to find their footing amid the unfolding impact of the pandemic face both 
uncertainty and opportunity. In conversations with area thought leaders, we discovered 
a remarkable display of resilience and forward-looking optimism. We discussed the 
effects of COVID-19, from both a macro and micro level, with 

• Ferguson-Florissant School District Industrial Technology Instructor  
Elgin Carnes, whose work at a high school level prepares students to enter the 
workforce; 

• Easterseals Midwest CEO Wendy Sullivan, who shares insights about the impact 
to her staff as well as the changing employment environment for individuals with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities; 

• Cortex Innovation Community President and CEO Sam Fiorello, who discusses 
the broader impact to tech business owners and entrepreneurs seeking a skilled 
workforce; 

• And Arch to Park CEO and co-founder Jason Hall, who explores the importance 
of centering inclusion for our region. 
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2020 A Closer Look: St. Louis MSA Unemployment Rate 
Unemployment Rate, St. Louis Metropolitan Area and Its 

Component Counties, Not Seasonally Adjusted 
 

Sep 
2019 

Oct 
2019 

Nov 
2019 

Dec 
2019 

Jan 
2020 

Feb 
2020 

Mar 
2020 

Apr 
2020 

May 
2020 

June 
2020 

July 
2020 

Aug 
2020 

Bond (IL) 3.3 3.3 3.2 3.5 3.8 3.2 2.7 12.5 12.2 10.7 8.0 7.4 

Calhoun (IL) 4.0 3.9 4.5 4.7 4.7 3.8 3.4 17.1 13.8 12.0 8.1 7.1 

Clinton (IL) 2.7 3.0 2.5 2.8 3.2 2.8 2.2 13.6 11.1 8.5 6.3 5.7 

Jersey (IL) 3.7 3.7 3.8 4.1 4.4 3.7 3.1 15.3 13.0 11.4 8.4 7.4 

Macoupin (IL) 3.7 3.6 3.8 4.1 4.2 3.5 3.2 13.8 11.4 10.3 7.8 7.0 

Madison (IL) 3.5 3.5 3.4 3.5 3.6 3.0 2.7 14.7 13.3 12.1 9.4 8.6 

Monroe (IL) 2.9 2.9 2.7 2.8 2.8 2.5 2.1 12.5 10.0 8.9 6.6 5.6 

St. Clair (IL) 4.1 4.1 3.9 4.0 4.0 3.4 3.0 15.9 14.9 14.0 11.2 10.4 

Crawford (MO) 2.9 3.1 3.9 4.3 4.8 4.7 5.0 9.5 9.3 8.3 7.5 7.3 

Franklin (MO) 2.4 3.2 3.0 3.4 4.3 3.9 4.1 10.7 10.9 8.4 7.3 6.8 

Jefferson (MO) 2.4 2.5 2.9 3.3 4.2 3.8 4.0 10.3 10.2 8.2 7.2 6.9 

Lincoln (MO) 2.5 3.2 3.0 3.3 5.6 3.9 4.0 12.4 11.4 7.9 6.8 6.4 

St. Charles (MO) 2.0 2.2 2.4 2.7 3.8 2.9 3.1 9.6 9.4 7.3 6.0 5.7 

St. Louis (MO) 2.5 2.6 2.9 3.1 3.8 3.2 3.6 9.1 10.3 8.9 7.9 7.9 

Warren (MO) 2.2 2.7 2.7 3.1 4.8 3.7 3.8 10.6 10.0 7.4 6.7 6.6 

St. Louis City (MO) 3.2 3.3 3.6 3.9 4.5 4.0 4.6 11.7 13.5 11.9 11.0 11.3 

St. Louis MSA 2.8 2.9 3.1 3.3 4.0 3.3 3.5 11.0 11.3 9.7 8.2 8.0 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics. Current Employment Statistics, St. Louis, Mo.-Ill., Metropolitan Area Data Tables. 

 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics. Current Employment Statistics, St. Louis, Mo.-Ill., Metropolitan Area Data Tables. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

 

 

 

With this twelfth edition of the State of the St. Louis Workforce report, St. Louis 
Community College continues to participate in the conversation about our regional 
economy and share information and insights into the economic conditions and 
workforce issues that challenge employers and job seekers. This year’s report follows 
the format of previous versions by including three distinct parts: the St. Louis Economy, 
a compilation of labor market information using public and proprietary sources and 
tools; the Employer Survey; and a narrative section, Navigating Today, Shaping 
Tomorrow, focusing on the unfolding impact of the pandemic through conversations 
with area thought leaders. 

St. Louis Economy 
As in previous reports, this year’s report includes an analysis of available data from 
public sources, such as the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the United States Census 
Bureau, which describes the characteristics of the labor force and correlates 
unemployment with various labor force demographics. Also included is an analysis of 
real-time labor market demand aggregated through the proprietary Burning Glass Labor 
Insight tool, which searches web-based job boards to discern the level of demand for 
certain occupations and the skills and certifications which employers are requesting. 

Employer Survey 
The State of the St. Louis Workforce report relies heavily on first-person telephonic 
interviews of regional employers. Each of the 2020 survey interviews took 
approximately 22 minutes to complete. As shown in the table on the following page, 574 
local companies in 16 industry categories were surveyed between July 15 and 
September 11, 2020, encompassing the 23 two-digit NAICS (North American Industry 
Classification System) codes that represent a composite picture of the St. Louis regional 
economy. 

Survey respondents were asked a series of 21 questions, some with multiple parts, 
related to hiring trends, skill needs, and COVID-19 impacts. Many of the questions were 
new for this year, designed to specifically determine workforce and employment 
changes brought by the pandemic. Companies interviewed for the survey were selected 
from a categorized list of the 71,300 St. Louis Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) 
business establishments from the Reference USA employer database provided by the 
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Missouri Economic Research and Information Center (MERIC). The survey is provided 
as Appendix I. 

Navigating Today, Shaping Tomorrow 
In our narrative section of the report, we approached four community leaders with the 
following questions in mind, in the hopes of better understanding the way forward for 
our region’s workforce: 

• Has COVID-19 changed the game? 
• Where can workers find the pathways to the future workforce? 
• Who has been left out and why? 

Throughout these conversations, several themes resonated—including a forward-
looking sense of optimism for both our region and our workforce as a whole. We’ll 
discuss the hurdles uncovered during the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as how 
immediate roadblocks helped them uncover opportunities for our region ahead. 

 

2020 State of the St. Louis Workforce Employer Survey 
NAICS Category Description Businesses 

Surveyed 
Percent 

NAICS 23 Construction 55 9.6% 
NAICS 31-33 Manufacturing 24 4.2% 
NAICS 42 Wholesale trade 22 3.8% 
NAICS 44-45 Retail trade 86 15.0% 
NAICS 48-49 Transportation and warehousing 11 1.9% 
NAICS 51 Information 11 1.9% 
NAICS 52 Finance and insurance 48 8.4% 
NAICS 53 Real estate and rental and leasing 26 4.5% 
NAICS 54 Professional and technical services 62 10.8% 
NAICS 56 Administrative and waste services 26 4.5% 
NAICS 61 Educational services 6 1.0% 
NAICS 62 Health care and social assistance 79 13.8% 
NAICS 71 Arts, entertainment, and recreation 11 1.9% 
NAICS 72 Accommodation and food services 41 7.1% 
NAICS 81 Other services 45 7.8% 
 Other Small Sectors and Unclassified* 21 3.8% 
 Total 574 100.0% 

(*) Other Small Sectors with Less than 1% of STL MSA Establishments: 
NAICS 11 Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting 

NAICS 21 Mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction 
NAICS 22 Utilities 

NAICS 55 Management of companies and enterprises 
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ST. LOUIS ECONOMY 
 

 

 

 

The bi-state St. Louis MO-IL 
Metropolitan Statistical Area 
(MSA) includes 16 counties that 
straddle the Mississippi River with 
an estimated population of over 2.8 
million. According to the U.S. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis, the 
area had a Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) of nearly $170 billion in 
2018. The industry with the 
highest GDP was Finance, 
Insurance, Real Estate, Rental & 
Leasing, with $34 billion, followed 
by Professional & Business Services 
with $24 billion. Private Sector 
Service Providers accounted for 75 
percent of the region’s output, 
followed by Goods-Producers 
(16%), and Government (9%). 

 

Employment 
The St. Louis MSA has a diverse economy with a labor force of over 1.3 million that work 
in a wide range of industries. Health Care & Social Assistance make up 16% of total 
employment, followed closely by Wholesale & Retail Trade, which makes up 15% of total 
employment. Finance and Insurance has increased 27% over the last 10 years, going 
from 56,316 employees in 2009 to over 71,000 in 2019. Educational Services had the 
largest decrease, with employment declining by nearly 13,000, or 12%. Overall, the 
St. Louis economy added over 93,000 employees in the last 10 years. 

St. Louis is home to six Fortune 500 companies including Centene, Emerson Electric, and 
Reinsurance Group of America. 
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St. Louis Industry Employment 

 
Source: Quarterly Workforce Indicators, U.S. Census Bureau, Annual Averages. 

Unemployment 
Estimates from the Bureau of Labor Statistics show the St. Louis MSA seasonally 
adjusted unemployment rate was 7.8% in August 2020, nearly 2½ times higher than the 
rate one year ago of 3.2, yet lower than the April and May rates of 11.6. This is lower 
than the national rate of 8.4 and higher than the state rate of 7.0%. 

The effects of the COVID-19 virus on the economy are shown clearly in the changes in 
unemployment rates since March of 2020. From December 2017 to March 2020 
seasonally adjusted unemployment rates had been at or below 3.5 in the St. Louis MSA, 
before increasing dramatically to 11.6 in April of 2020 as businesses were forced to 
close or limit services due to the virus. 

Seasonally Adjusted Unemployment Rate 

 
Source: Local Area Unemployment Statistics, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Unemployment Demographics 
Unemployment rates vary greatly by age and sex. As the chart indicates, younger 
workers, particularly men under the age of 22, had unemployment rates at or above 
10.1% in the St. Louis MSA during 2018. Men in the 16-19 age range had the highest rate 
at 12.1%. While there is a large disparity in unemployment rates between males and 
females in younger age groups, rates were similar in the 35-44 and 55-59 age groups. 
St. Louis mirrors the state and national trend of higher unemployment rates in workers 
less than 22 years of age. Nationally, the unemployment rates for all ages was 4.9 for 
males and 4.8 for females. This is slightly higher than the St. Louis rate of 4.6 for males 
and 3.9 for females. Missouri showed similar unemployment rates for males (4.6) and 
females (3.7). 

St. Louis MSA Unemployment Rates by Age and Sex 

 
Source: 2018 American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau. 

The old saying “education pays” is still true as it relates to income and risk of 
unemployment. St. Louis MSA data for 2019 shows that having some college or an 
associate degree, versus a high school diploma, reduces the unemployment rate by 
1.6 points and provides $7,825 annually in average extra earnings. A bachelor’s degree 
or higher further reduces the unemployment rate by 1.7 points and increases median 
earnings. 

St. Louis MSA Unemployment Rates and Earnings by 
Education, Population 25 Years and Older 

Unemployment Rates Educational Attainment Median Earnings 
9.7% Less than high school graduate $25,146 
4.9% High school graduate or GED $31,736 
3.3% Some college or associate degree $39,561 
1.6% Bachelor’s degree or higher  $64,794* 

* Bachelor’s ($57,452) and graduate ($72,136) degree medians. 
Source: 2019 American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau. 
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The highest unemployment rates and lowest wages belong to those workers with less 
than a high school education. Unemployment rates for workers who do not have a high 
school diploma or GED are nearly double those of high school graduates, and more than 
six times greater than workers with a bachelor’s degree or higher. Missouri shows 
similar trends, with workers who do not have a high school education having an 
unemployment rate of 7.2% versus a rate of 4.0% for high school graduates. Young 
and/or less educated job seekers have a more difficult time finding employment. 
 

Workforce Characteristics 
In 2019, the majority of jobholders were ages 25-34, representing 22% of the 
workforce. The 35-44 age group closely followed, representing 21% of the workforce. 
Workers age 14-21 made up only eight percent of the workforce. The St. Louis age 
profile has changed over time with the 55+ age groups having increased as a share of the 
workforce, while the 45-54 age group has decreased. The 55+ age groups have grown 
from 18% in 2009 to 24% in 2019. With nearly one-fourth of the workforce in the 55+ 
age groups, St. Louis mirrors the national trend of an aging workforce. 

St. Louis MSA Age of the Workforce 

 
Source: Quarterly Workforce Indicators, U.S. Census Bureau. 

 

Education Attainment 
Nearly one-half (48%) of the region’s 25 years and older population have a high school 
diploma but no post-secondary degree. This is similar to the national rate of 47% and 
lower than the state rate of 52%. Thirty-five percent of the St. Louis population have a 
bachelor’s degree or greater, which is higher than both the state (29%) and national 
(33%) rates. 
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Educational Attainment of the Population 

 
Source: 2018 American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau. Population age 25 and over. 

 

Labor Shed 
2017 estimates from the Census Bureau showed that St. Louis 
employed over 1.2 million people. Most workers lived in the 
area, but 127,555 commuted into the MSA for jobs. Slightly over 
100,000 of the residents commuted outside of the St. Louis MSA 
for work. 

Commuting Distance 
St. Louis MSA Workforce 

Distance % of Workforce 
Less than 10 miles 43% 
10 to 24 miles 36% 
25 to 50 miles 11% 
Greater than 50 miles 10% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, OnTheMap Application, Primary Jobs 2017. 

Forty-three percent of the workforce commuted less than 10 miles to work, while 10% 
traveled more than 50 miles. 
 

Current Job Demand 
Through new job growth or companies needing to fill vacant positions, there are always 
job openings, even during times of high unemployment. One way to measure current 
employment demand is to track job postings. Over the past year, there were over 
350,000 online job postings in the St. Louis MSA. The table on the next page lists jobs, 
grouped by typical education or training needed, with the most advertisements from 
August 1, 2019 through July 31, 2020 in the St. Louis MSA. 
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The top posted job overall was Registered Nurses (20,258) followed by Applications 
Software Developers (13,884) and Computer Occupations, All Other (12,343). 

Several occupations, such as Registered Nurses, Sales Representatives, and Retail 
Salespersons, were among the top long-term growth jobs and in the top job 
advertisements over the past year. This indicates those occupations are in demand now, 
and will be in demand in the future. 

Top St. Louis MSA Job Advertisements in the Past Year 
High School or Less and/or Short-Term Training Online Job Ads 
Retail Salespersons 11,140 
Customer Service Representatives 8,563 
Laborers and Freight, Stock, and Material Movers 5,637 
Combined Food Preparation and Serving Workers, Inc. Fast Food 4,621 
Stock Clerks and Order Fillers 3,872 
Janitors and Cleaners 3,628 
Security Guards 2,953 
Maids and Housekeeping Cleaners 2,689 
Waiters and Waitresses 2,602 
Driver/Sales Workers 2,293 

Moderate/Long-Term Training to Associate Degree Online Job Ads 
Registered Nurses 20,258 
Sales Representatives, Wholesale and Manufacturing 10,784 
Heavy and Tractor-Trailer Truck Drivers 7,824 
First-Line Supervisors of Retail Sales Workers 6,717 
Maintenance and Repair Workers, General 4,011 
Secretaries and Administrative Assistants 3,537 
Nursing Assistants 3,469 
Food Service Managers 3,469 
Computer User Support Specialists 3,188 
Medical Assistants 2,942 
Bookkeeping, Accounting, and Auditing Clerks 2,520 

Bachelor's Degree or Higher Online Job Ads 
Software Developers, Applications 13,884 
Computer Occupations, All Other 12,343 
Managers, All Other 7,657 
Medical and Health Services Managers 4,310 
Management Analysts 3,377 
Sales Managers 3,279 
General and Operations Managers 3,227 
Human Resources Specialists 3,179 
Computer Systems Analysts 3,123 

Source: Online Job Ads from August 1, 2019 through July 31, 2020. Burning Glass Technologies. 
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Skills and Certificates 
Basic skills are requested in the majority of job advertisements, with Communication 
Skills being the top demand of employers, requested in over one-fourth (29%) of total 
job postings. The number one specialized skill was Customer Service, followed by 
Scheduling and Sales. Microsoft Office and its component products such as Word, Excel, 
PowerPoint, and Access are the most requested software skills across all occupations and 
industries. Other top requested software and programming skills included SQL, Java, 
and Software Development. 

Top Basic Skills Online 
Job Ads 

 Top Specialized Skills Online 
Job Ads 

Communication 104,378 Customer Service 61,123 
Teamwork / Collaboration 60,541 Scheduling 42,035 
Organizational 47,358 Sales 40,131 
Physical Abilities 44,830 Patient Care 25,263 
Detail-oriented 43,789 Budgeting 23,851 
Problem-solving 43,155 Customer Contact 23,629 
Planning 41,166 Retail Industry Knowledge 22,087 
Microsoft Excel 37,985 Project Management 21,540 
Microsoft Office 33,921 Cleaning 20,829 
Writing 31,962  Repair 19,648 

Source: Online Job Ads from August 1, 2019 through July 31, 2020. Burning Glass Technologies. 

The top requested certificate was a valid Driver’s License, followed by Registered Nurse 
and Security Clearance. One-half of the top requested certificates were related to health 
care. Several of the Top Certificates are available through short-term training or through 
courses offered at a community college. 

Top Certificates Online 
Job Ads 

 Top Software and 
Programming Skills 

Online 
Job Ads 

Driver's License 34,046 SQL 13,555 
Registered Nurse 18,819 Java 10,641 
Security Clearance 7,574 Software Development 10,502 
Commercial Driver's License 6,827 Oracle 7,652 
First Aid CPR AED 6,324 Python 6,657 
Basic Life Support (BLS) 4,849 SAP 6,579 
Advanced Cardiac Life Support 4,331 JavaScript 6,226 
Certified Public Accountant 3,163 Software Engineering 5,744 
Project Management 2,852 Linux 5,559 
Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN) 2,558  Scrum 4,392 

Source: Online Job Ads from August 1, 2019 through July 31, 2020. Burning Glass Technologies. 
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Hard-to-fill Jobs 
Hard-to-fill jobs are those that are in high demand based on the number of job postings 
relative to total job postings in the St. Louis MSA. Most of these jobs take over a month to 
fill. Nurse Practitioners had the longest time to fill at 47 days. Information Technology 
occupations are most common in the top hard-to-fill occupations. The table below 
shows the jobs that are in high or very high demand in the St. Louis MSA with the 
longest time to fill, grouped by typical education or training needed. 

St. Louis MSA Top Hard-to-fill Jobs 
O*NET Occupation STL MSA Average 

Annual Wage 
Average Time 

to Fill 

High School Education or Less and/or Short-Term Training   
Waiters and Waitresses $23,100 39 days 

Cooks, Restaurant $27,030 38 days 

Dishwashers $23,040 38 days 

Personal Care Aides $25,960 37 days 

Light Truck or Delivery Services Drivers $41,350 37 days 

Combined Food Preparation and Serving Workers, Incl. Fast Food $22,250 36 days 

Driver/Sales Workers $29,310 35 days 

Hotel, Motel, and Resort Desk Clerks $24,420 35 days 

Security Guards $39,020 34 days 

Maids and Housekeeping Cleaners $23,960 34 days 

Moderate/Long-Term Training to Associate Degree   
First-Line Supervisors of Office & Admin. Support Workers $62,770 44 days 

Web Developers $64,950 40 days 

Licensed Practical and Licensed Vocational Nurses $47,270 39 days 

Automotive Specialty Technicians $47,210 39 days 

Heavy and Tractor-Trailer Truck Drivers $49,440 37 days 

Maintenance and Repair Workers, General $43,410 37 days 

Pharmacy Technicians $34,370 37 days 

Food Service Managers $54,750 36 days 

Medical Assistants $34,040 36 days 

Health Technologists and Technicians, All Other $46,100 36 days 

Bachelor's Degree or Higher   
Nurse Practitioners $103,150 47 days 

Computer Systems Engineers/Architects $82,530 43 days 

Information Security Analysts $87,220 42 days 

Software Developers, Applications $98,780 41 days 

Network and Computer Systems Administrators $92,900 40 days 

Computer Systems Analysts $90,190 38 days 

Financial Managers, Branch or Department $139,760 38 days 

Software Quality Assurance Engineers and Testers $82,530 38 days 

Financial Analysts $89,270 38 days 

Management Analysts $89,650 37 days 
Sources: St. Louis MSA Hard-to-fill Jobs from August 1, 2019 through July 31, 2020. Burning Glass Technologies. 

Wages from U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Employment Statistics. 
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Projected Job Demand 
It is important to look into what jobs will be in demand in the future to ensure the 
workforce is prepared. Employment projections through the year 2028, developed by 
the Missouri Economic Research and Information Center (MERIC) in partnership with 
the U.S. Department of Labor, estimate the jobs expected to be in greatest demand over 

Jobs by 2028 with the Most Projected Openings 
High School or Less and/or Short-Term Training Annual Openings 
Combined Food Preparation and Serving Workers 6,022 
Personal Care Aides 5,384 
Cashiers 4,198 
Retail Salespersons 4,045 
Waiters and Waitresses 3,580 
Customer Service Representatives 2,837 
Laborers and Freight, Stock, and Material Movers 2,764 
Janitors and Cleaners 2,223 
Office Clerks, General 1,872 
Stock Clerks and Order Fillers 1,706 

Moderate/Long-Term Training to Associate Degree Annual Openings 
Registered Nurses 2,502 
Secretaries and Administrative Assistants 2,474 
Cooks, Restaurant 1,895 
Nursing Assistants 1,855 
Heavy and Tractor-Trailer Truck Drivers 1,659 
Bookkeeping, Accounting, and Auditing Clerks 1,376 
Sales Representatives, Services, All Other 1,265 
Sales Representatives, Wholesale and Manufacturing 1,212 
First-Line Supervisors of Food Preparation and Serving Workers 1,169 
Medical Secretaries 1,029 
Fitness Trainers and Aerobics Instructors 980 

Bachelor's Degree or Higher Annual Openings 
General and Operations Managers 1,764 
Accountants and Auditors 1,203 
Business Operations Specialists, All Other 743 
Software Developers, Applications 711 
Market Research Analysts and Marketing Specialists 661 
Elementary School Teachers, Except Special Education 621 
Secondary School Teachers, Exc. Special & Career/Technical Education 612 
Human Resources Specialists 579 
Computer Systems Analysts 579 

Source: Long-Term Occupational Projections 2018-2028, St. Louis Workforce Development Area, MERIC. 
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a ten-year period. The table shows the occupations, by typical education or training 
needed, with top job openings by the year 2028 for the St. Louis Workforce 
Development Area. 

Occupations with the most openings are determined by looking at openings created by 
new job (net) growth, as well as those created through the need for replacement 
workers. Replacement openings occur due to retirement, turnover, or transferring to 
another occupation. The top long-term jobs with the most projected openings are 
Combined Food Preparation and Serving Workers, Personal Care Aides, and Cashiers. Six 
of the top 10 occupations in each of these training and education categories are clerical 
occupations, while food service, sales, and business & financial each have four 
occupations in the top 10. 
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EMPLOYER SURVEY 
 

 

 

 

The 2020 employer survey marks our 12th annual telephone survey of companies 
throughout the St. Louis metropolitan area. As in past years, our goal with this survey is 
to understand the business climate, hiring trends, occupational skills and demands from 
businesses across the St. Louis region. This year’s survey targeted 574 employers in 
16 employer categories across 23 industry segments as defined by the North American 
Industry Classification System (NAICS). These industries were selected because they 
represent a composite picture of the regional economy. A statistically significant sample 
was surveyed from each of the industry categories in equal ratio to that industry’s 
proportional representation in the St. Louis Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA). 
Geographically, the firms interviewed also represented the entire St. Louis MSA. The 
number of employers surveyed in each category are listed in the Methodology section. 
 

2020 Employer Survey Categories 
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Although the companies 
interviewed reflect a wide 
range of sizes as measured by 
number of employees, the 
majority of respondents for this 
year’s survey consisted of 
small- and mid-sized businesses 
with fewer than 50 employees. 
Companies employing fewer 
than five employees were not 
selected for interview. 

Each employer was asked a series of 21 questions – several with multiple parts – in 
order to understand their hiring outlooks and challenges, as well as practices that either 
created barriers to – or opportunities for – employment and advancement. This is a 
significant increase in the number of questions posed as compared to the 2019 survey, 
primarily due to the addition of questions about the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on employers’ hiring and workforce decisions. 

Because of the live interview nature of our survey, our employer responses are limited 
only to those businesses that were still operating during the survey period (July 15 
through September 11, 2020). We delayed the start of this year’s survey by more than 
two months to avoid interviewing during the shutdowns and closures that occurred at 
the beginning of the pandemic. We were unable to gather input from employers who 
were temporarily or permanently closed during the time the survey was active, and we 
recognize that this will affect our results and make some year-to-year comparisons 
more difficult. While we were able to gain statistically significant input across 
categories, the number of disconnected lines encountered during the survey process 
told another part of this story that we would be remiss not to mention. We have 
attempted to call out these instances in the report that follows. 

 

Hiring Trends 
It is no surprise that employers cut back sharply on hiring compared to previous years 
due to the rapid economic downturn and uncertainties created by the pandemic. 

The Past Year 
Companies slowed hiring considerably, with only 24% reporting increased employment 
in 2020 compared to 37% in 2019. The number of employers reporting unchanged 
employment levels during the past 12 months stayed roughly consistent with the 
previous year at 47%, but was lower in comparison with past all-industry surveys 
where this response ranged 52% to 56%. 
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Change in Employment Levels over the Last 12 Months 

 

As expected, a greater number of employers reported slight (21%) and significant (8%) 
staffing decreases compared with responses dating to 2013. Decreases overall for this 
year were reported at nearly double the highest rate during the past seven years. A 
small number of companies continued to hire into the pandemic, with employers 
reporting significantly increased employment levels at nearly the same rate (6.5%) as 
both the 2013 and 2015 surveys, although this was lower than the 2017 and 2019 rates. 
Notably, nearly seven-in-ten (69%) employers that reported significant changes in 
employment levels attributed them to COVID-19. The rapid and shocking economic 
downturn due to COVID-19 was expected to have a negative impact on hiring, and our 
survey demonstrates that this has been the case for the majority of regional employers. 
However, some companies continued to add workers despite pandemic conditions, and 
as shown in the next section, optimism about future economic conditions remains high. 

Looking Ahead 
Employers are hugely optimistic about future employment growth, with over half (51%) 
indicating that they expect to increase staffing over the next 12 months. The largest 
change was in the percentage of employers expecting to increase employment 
significantly (14%), a rate more than twice the highest level in the last eight years 
despite an increasingly strong economy during that same timeframe. For the first time 
since 2013, less than half of employers (45%) indicated that they expected hiring levels 
to remain the same, indicating that most do not expect to be facing the current economic 
conditions for long. 

Survey responses for 2020 indicated roughly the same percentage of employers 
anticipated slightly decreasing employment compared to 2019 (3.2% to 3.1%), while 
less than one percent (0.7%) believe they will significantly decrease staffing levels. 
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Future Plans to Change Employment Levels in the Next 12 Months 

 

Planned changes to employment levels historically tend toward optimism, and this 
year’s survey results are no exception. However, this year the apparent enthusiasm 
must be tempered with the fact that our respondents are only those businesses still 
operating after six months of pandemic conditions. As noted in the introduction to this 
section, we encountered significant numbers of disconnected business lines during our 
survey. These could represent temporarily or permanently closed businesses that cut 
some or all of their jobs and, if surveyed, may have changed results considerably. Those 
companies still operating are sending a clear message that they expect 2021 to be a time 
of significant growth with the pandemic disruptions largely in the rear-view mirror. 

Future Business Concerns 
While employer optimism for the year ahead is robust, a new 2020 question asked 
employers to rate the importance of future business concerns. Using a five-point scale—
with 1 indicating no concern and 5 indicating very concerned—we calculated the 
average importance of a variety of potential challenges in the year to come. 

Unsurprisingly, the COVID-19 pandemic is top of mind for most of the employers 
surveyed. The highest-ranking responses, both averaging 3.28, include consumer 
concerns about COVID and employee concerns about COVID. Financial impacts on 
operations came in at 3.10, followed by a U.S. or global recession at 3.03. 

The next-highest weighted response was potential supply chain disruptions (2.88), with 
decreased consumer spending and attracting or retaining talent following at 2.81 and 
2.80 respectively. Cash flow and finding capital averaged 2.63 while the remaining 
categories of employee mental health issues or stress (2.50), lower productivity (2.19), tax 
or trade uncertainties (2.13), workforce reductions (2.09), and lack of information for 
decision making (1.93) left employers relatively less concerned. 
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Employer’s Top Concerns for the Future 

 

Outlook: Labor Cost Reductions 
Another new question for 2020 asked if 
businesses were currently looking at 
ways to reduce labor costs and, if so, 
which methods they plan to use. 
Keeping in line with the small number of 
companies looking to cut back on 
employment (as previously noted), only 
21% of respondents said they were 
looking to reduce labor costs during the 
rest of 2020. Of those looking to reduce 

labor costs, the most common response (34%) was to change employees from full- to 
part-time status. 

Planned Labor Cost Reduction Methods 

 

Other common responses included reducing or cancelling incentive bonuses (24%), 
instituting a hiring freeze (24%), delaying or canceling merit increases (23%), and 
permanent reductions in force (22%). Less common methods included reducing executive 
pay (16%), furloughs (15%), requesting voluntary furloughs (12%), and reducing 
contingency or gig workers (12%). Only one-in-ten employers reported considering 
reducing employee pay, while 9% were considering or were already reducing sales 
commissions, and only 5% were considering or requiring mandatory vacation. 
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Expanding Employment 
One of the key questions posed in the State of the St. Louis Workforce survey asks 
employers about perceived barriers to expanding employment. Since the inception of 
the report, the top three reasons cited have been economic conditions, shortage of 
workers with knowledge or skills, and government policies or regulations. However, in 
2020, this pattern changed, with government policies and regulations dropping to the 
lowest level (12%) in eight years. Some of this change is likely due to a new category, 
general COVID-related issues, which 29% of employers indicated as a barrier, as well as 
inability to comply with CDC recommendations (3%). Both of these responses may 
logically have an overlap with consideration of broader government regulations. 

Skills Gaps 
Shortage of workers with knowledge or skills remains the primary barrier to expanding 
employment in the 2020 responses, a place the response has held since 2015. Economic 
conditions, which was the primary barrier as recently as 2013, dropped to the third 
most commonly listed barrier at 24%, with general COVID-related issues taking the 
second-place spot. Another new COVID-related option, lack of personal protective 
equipment, barely registered with only 3% of employers listing this as a challenge. 

Potential Barriers to Expanding Employment 

 

Well fewer than half (41%) of 2020 respondents cited a shortage of workers with 
knowledge or skills as a barrier to expanding employment, continuing a downward trend 
since 57% of employers reported this barrier in 2015. As previously noted, the response 
of government policies or regulations as a barrier to expanding employment continued to 
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slide, down from the post-Great Recession high of 45% in 2011. The large number of 
health care, finance and other highly regulated sectors in the St. Louis region means that 
this response will likely remain an important factor in the future despite the decline. 

In what is likely an overlap of pandemic-related concerns, a relatively new option—not 
looking to expand—grew significantly to 8% from only 2% in 2017 and 5% in 2019, 
respectively. Lack of childcare access (14%) increased slightly from the mostly 
consistent levels of years past but may be a category to watch if K-12 schools remain 
affected by the pandemic and working parents have to juggle employment with the new 
challenges of home-based learning. 

The percentage of firms reporting no barrier to hiring (17%) increased compared to the 
past two surveys—a return to levels not seen since 2015. All other response choices 
dropped compared to the 2019 survey, including lack of transportation access (14% vs 
18%), lack of information on the occupation (7% vs 10%), and shortage of available 
training programs (9% vs 11%). Other responses volunteered by employers included 
topics we had previously seen in shortcomings of applicants, including don’t want to 
work (4%) and work ethic (1%). Three percent of employers reported the barrier of 
potential applicants who were satisfied with their unemployment and/or stimulus. 

The survey also asked employers to rate the importance of barriers they have 
experienced using a five-point scale with five being the most critical. The highest 
weighted average response for any barrier cited (excluding an all other category) was 
3.81 for shortage of workers with knowledge or skills, breaking a five-year trend where 
government policies or regulations had been the most critical barrier. While the number 
of employers citing this factor as a barrier in 2020 fell slightly from previous years, it 
remained very critical (3.72) for those respondents. The new category of COVID-related 
issues narrowly beat out economic conditions for third place, with a score of 3.47 
compared to 3.45. Shortage of available training programs (3.34) dropped to fifth 
highest, with a much lower level of importance compared to 3.80 in 2019. 

Importance of Barriers to Expanding Employment 

 



26 State of the St. Louis Workforce 2020      stlcc.edu/STLworkforce 

Barriers to Expanding Employment (Importance by Year) 

 

Employers who experienced barriers were asked, “How large is each employment 
barrier to your business?” Shortage of knowledge or skills (64%), government policies 
(54%), and economic conditions (54%) again received top “significant” and “critical” 
responses. Although lack of personal protective equipment was not an important 
challenge to expanding employment, it is a “significant” or “critical” barrier for half 
(50%) of respondents experiencing that barrier. Forty-six percent of employers also 
reported experiencing general COVID related issues and shortage of training programs as 
“significant” or “critical” barriers. 

Criticality of Barriers to Expanding Employment Experienced 

 

The 2020 survey responses to this question indicate changes to the tight pre-pandemic 
labor market for skilled workers that have not yet been fully realized in the regional 
workforce. Although the unemployment rate has risen rapidly from 3.4% to more than 
11.6% and currently hovers just below 8%, the labor force disruptions have not been 
even, and openings in fields such as information technology and health care remain 
extremely hard to fill. This will be an indicator to watch in the coming years to see if the 
higher unemployment rate is persistent and leads to increased employee availability, 
which may restore government policies and regulations to its historical top spot in 
importance. 
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Adding Employees 
In 2020, the number of employers indicating they will hire new part-time workers during 
the next 12 months dropped more than twenty percentage points to 47%, the lowest 
level seen in ten years. The percentage of employers reporting they will hire new full-
time employees increased slightly compared to the 2019 response (66% vs. 63%), 
although it remained lower than the 2017 level. Other methods to add new workers, 
including contractors, temporary agencies, or recalling laid-off employees, fell off from 
years past, which tracks in line with the overall economic situation. 

Methods to Add Workers 

 

The huge reduction in part-time hiring – which was the most common response in 2019 
– is an interesting result in an economy still dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. Part-
time workers are commonly seen as lower risk during times of uncertainty, but regional 
employers seem to be discounting this potential benefit in favor of full-time employees. 

Methods of Skill Acquisition 
On-the-job training has been consistently listed as the most common method to assist 
workers in obtaining new or increased skills and is a continuing trend in 2020 (83%). 
However, this was the first time since the survey began that fewer than 90% of 
employers reported using this technique. In-house classroom training (46%) remained 
the second-most common. This was followed closely by flexible schedule for continuing 
education, selected by 44% of respondents. 

While it is unclear whether this is a direct result of the COVID-19 pandemic, responses 
to this question were down in every single category, in some cases significantly. Online 
education (32%) was one of the few categories that bucked the trend and held relatively 
steady compared to 2019 (36%). Vocational training (11%) was down six percent from 
the previous year while vendor training (27%), tuition reimbursement (17%), community 
college provided customized training or education (11%), and apprenticeship programs 
(15%) were all down more than ten percent. 
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Methods for New or Increased Skill Acquisition 

 

Skills Shortages in Functional Areas 
Since 2017, our survey asked employers about their workforce in seven key functional 
business areas: customer service, skilled trades, business management, patient care, 
information technology, accounting/finance, and manufacturing/maintenance. In 
particular, we asked if employers employ workers in these areas and whether they are 
having challenges finding skilled applicants for these positions. 

Percentage of Firms that Employ Specific Business Functions 

 

As in years past, the highest employer shortage response was in the skilled trades 
functional area, with 60% of those companies employing skilled tradesmen seeing a 
shortage of skilled applicants. This tracks closely with the results in 2017 and 2019, 
both at 57%. Patient care was the second-highest response at 53%, up almost 20% since 
the 2017 survey although slightly down from 56% reported last year. 
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Firms Reporting Applicant Shortages in Functional Areas 

 

Employers reported some surprising changes from past years in both 
accounting/finance and information technology. Forty percent of employers with 
accounting/finance business functions reported a shortage of skilled applicants, up 
drastically from the 2019 report (17%) and tying it for third place with 
manufacturing/maintenance. Despite the huge numbers of open jobs in information 
technology as seen in tools like JobsEQ, only 15% of our respondents indicated a 
shortage of applicants; this number was down 13% from the previous year. 

Shortages of applicants in business management dropped considerably from 28% in 
2019 to 21% this year, while shortages in customer service applicants grew slightly from 
28% to 32% in 2020. 

In order to gauge the skill level required to meet the shortages in each of the functional 
areas, employers were given a choice of high-skill – requiring a four-year degree or 
higher, middle-skill – requiring training or education beyond high school but less than a 
four-year degree, or low-skill – requiring a high school diploma or less. Just as in 2019, 
middle-skill was the most cited skill level for five of the seven functional areas, although 
one of the categories changed. This year, business management, accounting/finance, 
information technology, skilled trades, and patient care were the most cited middle skill 
jobs; customer service and manufacturing/maintenance cited low skill jobs as the 
greatest employment need. Last year, middle-skill skilled trades jobs were reported as 
being in highest demand while patient care employers looked for high-skill positions. 

Applicant Skill Levels Sought 
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The shift in patient care was significant. In fact, the category overtook skilled trades as 
the most common response of middle-skill as the required level to address a shortage at 
55% (up from only 21% in 2017). This was followed by accounting/finance at 54% and 
skilled trades at 51%. 

Shortages in high-skill jobs were most common in the information technology functional 
area (37%), while employers with manufacturing/maintenance skill shortages reported 
low-skill as the most common (50%). 

Employers were also asked to rate the importance of shortages to their business. The 
rating was on a five-point scale with 5 as most important, and the results this year 
showed some changes compared to past surveys. Although patient care (4.34) dropped 
in terms of absolute criticality from last year’s survey (4.89), it retained the top spot in 
importance by job function. It was followed closely by skilled trades (4.26), which has 
historically been near the top of the list despite slipping last year. Customer service jobs 
dropped in criticality from 4.45 to 4.15 but moved from fifth in ranking to third. The 
results were rounded out by manufacturing/maintenance (4.14), business management 
(3.61), and information technology (3.60) with last year's third-most critical job 
function, accounting/finance, coming in last at 3.37. 

Functional Skill Shortages (Valued by Importance) 

 

When asked about the skill level required to meet their shortages, the most frequent 
response was middle-skill, with the majority of employers in five of the seven functional 
areas reporting that level as the required level. The level of importance reported for 
middle-skill was high even for the functional areas where this was not the most frequent 
required skill level reported. 
 

Experience and Education 
During the height of the Great Recession, many employers increased education and 
experience requirements when they had dozens of candidates competing for each job 
opening. That trend unwound as the applicant pool shrunk, and employers reported 
having available jobs with lower experience and education requirements. Our survey 
showed a decrease in the percentage of jobs at higher levels of education and experience 
and an increase in the percentage of jobs at lower levels of education and experience 
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from 2013 to 2015 when the job market began to tighten. However, this pattern did not 
continue from 2017 to 2019, when the demand for greater experience and education 
rose slightly. This year’s report sees the return of a downward trend, although it is a 
downturn in all experience categories. 

Experience Requirements 
We asked employers if they had positions requiring various levels of experience. In 
2020, only 47% of employers reported having positions requiring four or more years of 
experience, a major decline from the 60% reported in 2019. Sixty percent of employers 
reported having positions that required a minimum of one to three years of experience, a 
decline of seven percent of employers from the previous year. The percentage of 
employers reporting that they had positions requiring some experience but less than one 
year decreased from 61% to 52%, while jobs requiring no experience dropped massively 
from 56% in 2019 to only 36% this year. 

Employers with Jobs at Specified Experience Levels 

 

It will be interesting to see if the huge drop in entry-level, no experience required 
positions is a pandemic-related anomaly or a longer-term trend. In 2020, only 24% of 
employers with entry-level positions reported that half or more of their positions 
required no experience; this was down slightly from 29% in the 2019 survey. And in a 
huge shift, 63% of employers this year reported that none of their positions were 
suitable for candidates with no experience, a 21% increase over last year and the highest 
level recorded in eight years. 

Percentage of Positions Requiring the Indicated Level of Experience 
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Education Requirements 
We asked employers about the education requirements for their positions at each of the 
skill levels as described in our model of skills by low, middle and high. Once again, these 
levels are defined as high-skill – requiring a four-year degree or higher, middle-skill – 
requiring training or education beyond a high school diploma but less than a four-year 
degree, or low-skill – requiring a high school diploma or less. 

Employers with Jobs at Specified Education Levels 

As seen since we started asking this question in our 2017 survey, significantly more 
than half of employers (66%) responded by indicating they had positions requiring a 
low-skill education. However, continuing the trend previously mentioned, this is a huge 
drop from the more than 85% of employers reporting these same education 
requirements in 2017 and 2019. The middle-skill education results tracked with 
previous reports at 63%. As in years past, the lowest response rate by employers was 
for positions at the high-skill education level, with 49% indicating availability of these 
positions in their organizations. This was a slight uptick compared to the past two 
surveys and, combined with the huge drop in low-skill education requirements, is 
something we will watch to see if a trend develops. 

Positions by Specified Education Levels 

 

Employers were also asked about the percentage of positions they had at each of these 
levels, with the results being quite different than the last two all-industry surveys. Of the 
employers who indicated that they had positions requiring a low-skill level, less than 
half (46%) indicated that a majority of their positions had this requirement, compared 
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to 70% in 2019. Of the employers reporting that they had middle-skill positions, 37% 
indicated that over half their positions were middle-skill. Once again, the lowest 
percentage of positions was cited by employers who reported open high-skill positions, 
with only 23% having more than half their positions at this level. This is a notable 
increase from the 11% in 2019 and 10% in 2017. 

Opportunity and Advancement 
Short-term training and certification are commonly used during economic downturns to 
give displaced workers the skills needed to find new employment. With the rapid and 
massive disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, it was interesting to see how 
employers were providing pathways into their companies. 

For the last four surveys, we asked employers about the percentage of jobs in their 
organizations that would be available to applicants who had completed short-term 
training, defined as training relevant to their industry and taking six months or fewer 
after finishing a high school diploma to complete. The percentage of companies 
reporting jobs available to these individuals has been remarkably consistent – 72% in 
2020 and within a few percentage points in the last six years. However, this year we saw 
a downward shift in the percentage of jobs within companies available to short-term 
training graduates: only 33% of companies said that half or more of their jobs were open 
to individuals with short-term training in 2020 compared to 43% the year before. At the 
same time, 35% of employers said that 1% to 49% of their jobs were open to short-term 
training, a nine percent increase from the previous year. The number of companies 
reporting no available jobs for those with short-term training dropped slightly, from 
31% in 2019 to 28% this year. 

Jobs Available with Short-Term Training 

 

Employment Barriers 
In the midst of a booming economy, last year’s report examined barriers that have 
historically prevented some individuals from joining the labor force, such as criminal 
convictions or drug use. Considering national trends such as the opioid crisis, the 
spreading legality of medical and recreational marijuana, and the increasing focus on 
opening pathways to employment for justice-involved individuals, we were interested in 
understanding how employers were adjusting to create pathways for potential 
employees. Although the economy has obviously changed drastically and the pool of 
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available labor has grown, we believe that this remains an important workforce policy 
issue to track. 

Drug Screens 
For perspective, employers in 2015 were evenly split on the policy of drug screening 
prior to hire, with half reporting a required screening and half without this requirement. 
In our survey four years later, this landscape shifted slightly: 61% of employers 
surveyed reported a drug screen requirement for at least some jobs prior to hire. In 2020, 
we asked employers not only whether they tested, but also for which drugs they 
screened. Slightly less than half (45%) of companies reported screening for marijuana, 
opioids (46%) or other stimulants (46%). However, those employers who screen 
generally require this step for 75-100% of positions; only five percent of employers 
report screening a lesser percentage for marijuana and three percent a lesser 
percentage for opioids or other stimulants. 

Companies Requiring Pre-employment Drug Screening 

 

Background Checks 
We next asked employers if their firm requires a background check prior to hire, and in 
2020 we asked about different kinds of background checks. Three-quarters of 
employers reported using criminal background checks, while more than half (55%) 
check professional licenses or certifications. Forty-four percent of employers use the 
e-Verify system, while only 21% perform financial background checks. Despite the 
increasing prevalence of social media in our lives, less than a third (32%) of employers 
perform a social media check on potential employees.  

Companies Requiring Pre-employment Background Checks 
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Similar to the results for drug screening, background checks appear to be an “all or 
nothing” affair with the vast majority of employers either requiring them for all or none 
of their jobs. The exception to this trend is in the area of license or certification checks. 
This type of check was required by 45% of employers for most or all of their jobs, while 
12% of employers require them for some but less than half of their positions. Similarly, 
33% of employers do social media checks for at least some jobs, including 6% who 
perform them for 50-74% of positions. 

Percentage of Jobs Requiring Background Checks 

 

In 2019, a tiny 1% of respondents said they do not require a background check for any 
of their positions. The 2020 results are more in line with the first time we asked this 
question in 2015, when 26% reported not requiring a background check for any job. At 
this point, it is unclear if the 2019 result was an anomaly; with the ongoing efforts to 
“Ban the Box,” we believe this will continue to be a category to watch in coming surveys. 

Justice-Involved Individuals 
Continuing the trend in understanding barriers to employment, we once again asked 
employers if they would hire an applicant convicted of a felony offense. Last year, less 
than one percent of respondents said they would not consider a justice-involved 
applicant for any job. In 2020, however, this response jumped to 20%, closer to the 
2015 response when just over a quarter of employers (26%) reported that they would 
not consider hiring an applicant convicted of a felony. This year 13% of employers 
indicated they would hire such an applicant for any job he or she was qualified for, the 
same level as in 2019, while the rest reported it would depend on the felony (54%) or 
they would hire a justice-involved applicant for some jobs (13%). 

Employer Positions for Justice-Involved Individuals 
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Just as with the significant swing in employer responses to background checks, the 
increase in employers now saying they would not consider justice-involved individuals 
for any job is puzzling. While this change might make sense for an industry-specific 
survey, such as health care or banking due to regulatory or liability concerns, our 2020 
survey was cross-industry. The loosening labor market certainly could be a factor, as 
employers are generally less willing to take risks when more candidates are available in 
the labor pool. Despite initial signs last year that employer mindsets were changing with 
regard to their willingness to hire justice-involved individuals, unfortunately we do not 
yet see a clear trend. 

The COVID-19 Pandemic 
As noted in the foreword, the pandemic has impacted nearly every aspect of the 
economy and workforce. Our 2020 survey was designed to help policymakers and 
academics understand these challenges from the employer’s point of view. In addition to 
questions directly related to the impact COVID-19 has had on businesses and hiring, we 
also investigated how employers are thinking about future investments and workforce 
policies, from apprenticeship models to the challenges of remote work during the 
pandemic. 

The Employer Experience 
In a new question for this year’s survey, we asked employers about the direct COVID-19 
impacts they have experienced. The most common response was concerns about 
workforce becoming ill (62%), followed by supply chain disruptions (55%). A trio of 
responses were closely clustered for third place, including increase in demand for certain 
products; canceled orders, slow sales or no sales; and need to adjust work schedules and 
locations, all near 45%. 

COVID-19’s Impact on Employers and Workforce 

 

Fewer employers reported impacts such as concerns about the ability to retain skilled 
workers (29%), need for technology upgrades or changes (28%), or anticipating canceling 
or postponing an expansion (22%). Fewer than one-in-ten employers reported that 
COVID-19 had no direct impact on their business (8%). 
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Another new question looked to understand the operational changes employers have 
made to respond to COVID-19. By far, the most common response (75%) was enhanced 
workplace cleaning and disinfection – an unsurprising answer due to mandates made by 
the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA). 

While in general the pandemic was viewed as an economic negative, the survey results 
showed some regional companies actually grew because of COVID-19. Nearly a quarter 
of employers (22%) reported closing their business entirely and 24% reported 
furloughing or laying off employees, but a somewhat surprising 32% reported adding 
new employees due to the pandemic. Only 8% reported making no operational changes 
due to COVID-19. 

Customers were clearly at top of mind, with nearly half (49.5%) of employers reporting 
continuing operations with changes in delivery such as curbside pickup or remote 
appointments. Thirty-eight percent reported changing the layout of public-facing 
facilities, while 32% modified the products and services offered due to COVID-19. Just 
under a third (31%) continued operations but closed their doors to the public. 

COVID-19 Operational Changes 

 

Responses to this question also seem to support theories that employers may respond 
to the pandemic by shifting away from a traditional business focus on efficiency to favor 
resiliency in operations and workforce policies. For example, 43% of employers 
reported they were providing special arrangements for vulnerable employees who were 
most susceptible to COVID-19 and 39% said they cross-trained employees to ensure 
continued operations, making this the fourth most common response. Slightly less than 
one-third (32%) of employers reported having employees work remotely. It remains to 
be seen if these shifts will be part of a company’s long-term planning, as only one-fifth of 
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employers (21%) reported new strategic planning initiatives or making changes to their 
business models due to COVID-19. 

Finally, other potential pandemic workforce barriers do not appear to have been an 
employer focus thus far. Just less than 10% of employers reported offering new 
employee mental health programs, while only eight percent said they were providing 
employee childcare allowances. 

Another new question added this year sought to understand changes employers might 
be considering regarding their workforce. Although this question did not specifically 
reference COVID-19, it is difficult to separate future workforce policy planning from the 
challenges employers are currently facing due to the pandemic. This broader workforce 
initiative question revealed some of the same themes noted above: a focus on 
customers, workforce resilience, and an optimism for the future. 

Nearly half of employers (48%) responded that they were looking for new ways to serve 
customers in 2021, while 39% said they were looking to increase agility in product and 
service offerings. A substantial 45% indicated they would be increasing hiring to 
accommodate demand, while only eight percent said they would consider a reduction in 
workforce, largely consistent with the specific question regarding 12-month workforce 
projections previously noted. 

2021 Workforce Initiatives 

 

A full third of employers (33%) said they were considering flexible working initiatives, 
but fewer (21%) reported considering remote working arrangements. Similarly, while 
30% of employers reported considering new learning and skill training delivery methods, 
fewer were looking at broader structural changes such as leaner operations (25%) or 
reorganization or restructuring (23%). 
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Initiatives to increase workforce resiliency scored high, with the third most-common 
response being cross-training and knowledge transfer at 42%. Increased employee care 
and engagement ranked fifth with 38%, closely followed by reskilling or upskilling 
employees to new ways of working at 36%. Although a relatively high percentage of 
employers reported that they were considering investing in technology next year (36%), 
this seems to be a supplement to the workforce rather than labor displacement as a 
cost-saving measure, with only 16% of employers looking to automate jobs and tasks. 
We will dig into this topic further in the following section. 

Automation, Apprenticeships and Remote Work 
Looking at impacts of technology in the workplace, employers were asked if they would 
incorporate new technology to automate processes. Over a third of employers (37%) 
reported this being not at all likely, while roughly half reported new process automation 
being at least somewhat likely, 
with 28% saying it was very likely. 

Although just over half of 
employers reported at least a 
moderate likelihood of 
automation, very few expect that 
this will result in labor cost 
savings. Only five percent of 
employers expect job and task 
automation will enable workforce 
reductions, while, to the contrary, 
nine percent believe automation will require the hiring of new employees. Thirty-eight 
percent believe that automation will not affect employment levels, and just over a quarter 
(26%) expect that automation will require retraining of existing employees. More 
employers (24%) believe automation will be added in existing parts of the business 
compared to using it in new business areas (14%). 

Expectations for Job and Task Automation 

 

In addition to technology and automation as a possible responses to the challenges of 
COVID-19, we also asked employers about other impacts to their current operations, 
such as with existing apprenticeship programs. Twenty percent of the companies 
surveyed have an existing apprenticeship program and, of those that do, well over half 
(53%) reported that they were proceeding as planned with no changes. One-fifth of 
employers (20%) canceled their programs for 2020, while the same percentage delayed 
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the start date for new apprentices. Other employers looked to reduce student density, 
with eight percent rescinding the offer to some candidates while 16% converted their 
apprenticeship programs to an online format. 

COVID-19 Impact to Apprenticeship Programs 

 

Remote work has been around for decades, but the pandemic has drastically accelerated 
and expanded work-from-home programs at many companies. We were therefore 
interested to see how many regional employers shifted to working remotely and how 
they were dealing with the challenges related to this new style of work. 

Over a third of our respondents (38%) reported that they did not have any employees 
working remotely, while a quarter said they did not encounter any challenges with remote 
work. For those that did face difficulties, the most common concern was the changes 
required in work processes (52%) followed by job roles that are not suitable for remote 
work (48%). 

Remote Work Challenges 

 

Fewer companies with remote work challenges reported problems with team 
communication and collaboration (31%) or technical issues such as broadband (27%), 
lack of equipment (21%), systems capability for remote work (21%) or technology 
training or support (23%). Some employers also noted management challenges such as 
employee retention or satisfaction (13%), tracking tasks or productivity (24%), building 
and maintaining trust (12%) and mental health issues due to social isolation (16%). 



State of the St. Louis Workforce 2020      stlcc.edu/STLworkforce 41 

Summary 
Producing this State of the St. Louis Workforce report from the Great Recession through 
eleven years of economic growth has allowed us to view the labor market pendulum 
swing from a peak of 10.4% unemployment in 2009 to the 20-year low of 2019 and now 
through the recent 11.6% jobless level unseen since the Great Depression. Throughout 
this swing, employers continued to remain flexible as they responded to a changing 
economy and labor market. 

While the slight slowdown in hiring enthusiasm we saw in last year’s report turned into 
a precipitous, pandemic-fueled drop, a few companies continuing hiring during 
COVID-19 and the vast majority of employers 
see 2021 as a year for growth. Concern about 
COVID-19 understandably remains at the top 
of business leaders’ minds, with the potential 
for long-term economic disruptions in capital 
markets or supply chain close behind. 
However, the large majority of companies view the pandemic as a short-term problem 
and are not making drastic structural or workforce changes thus far. 

As it has in years past, a shortage of workers with knowledge or skills remains the 
primary barrier to expanding employment in both criticality as well as the percentage of 
employers reporting it. Although concerns about government regulations have rapidly 
diminished as a barrier in favor of pandemic-related barriers, an increasing number of 
firms sees no barriers at all to workforce growth. 

Surprisingly, given the uncertainty of the COVID-19 economy, fewer employers are 
using part-time workers or contractors as a labor force risk reduction method and most 
are instead continuing to focus on full-time employees. Although resiliency of the 
workforce is increasingly being discussed in business magazines and articles, employers 
seem to have taken a step back in training during the pandemic, with the survey 
showing reductions in the percentage of employers helping workers obtain new or 
increased skills in every category. 

Skilled trades remained the most in-demand business function of the seven categories 
we survey, and patient care remained a strong second for the second year in a row; this 
is unsurprising considering the current pandemic. This year we saw a sharp increase in 
the shortage of skilled applicants for accounting/finance positions, while employers 
reported a lesser shortage of information technology applicants – despite the lack of 
skilled IT workers being much in the news. 

A potentially concerning response appeared this year, with almost two-thirds of 
employers surveyed reporting they had no jobs available to those with no experience. 
Similarly, fewer employers reported having any jobs open to those completing short-
term training, and those who did have positions available had less of them. Hopefully, 
both of these are temporary pandemic-related shifts and not a sign of longer-term 
employer preferences. 

The vast majority of employers 
see 2021 as a year for growth. 
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Barriers to employment for justice-involved individuals remain. Despite the efforts to 
“Ban the Box,” three-quarters of employers perform criminal background checks for at 
least some jobs. While in 2019 we saw increased employer willingness in considering 
hiring those with a felony conviction, the response this year swung back sharply, and 
one-fifth of employers stated they would not consider hiring an applicant with a felony 
conviction for any position. 

To no one’s surprise, our survey shows that 
the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly 
impacted employers, with less than one-in-
ten reporting making no operational changes. 
While negative effects are more common, 
there have also been opportunities for some 
companies. Employers are concerned about 
workforce resiliency and the vast majority 
have made operational changes focused on 
employee and customer safety. Nearly a 

quarter of employers reported closing their business entirely. The same amount 
reported furloughing or laying off employees, but nearly a third reported adding new 
employees due to the pandemic. 

Despite a focus on resiliency, employers are not looking to automation to remove people 
from their operations in favor of machines. Although more than half of those surveyed 
are considering technology to increase automation, fewer than one-in-twenty are doing 
this to reduce workforce cost. Instead, companies are focusing on cross-training, re- and 
up-skilling employees, and increasing employee engagement to create a more resilient 
future workforce. 

Finally, with some pundits claiming that the pandemic will usher in the end of the office, 
regional employers do not seem to be unanimously sold on remote work. Nearly 40% of 
companies surveyed reported not having any remote employees, and those who did 
reported a variety of cultural and technical challenges ranging from broadband 
connectivity to a lack of systems or job roles compatible with widespread remote work. 

In all, the St. Louis region’s employers and workforce have faced significant and 
unprecedented challenges during 2020. But as they look to the future, a sense of 
resilience and optimism remains. In the next section of our report, we ask four area 
leaders how their organizations have adapted during the pandemic. With regional 
voices from education, social services, business and entrepreneurial ventures 
represented, they explore pathways for the future workforce and some of the lessons 
learned, with implications for St. Louis well beyond the shorter term. 

 

Employers are concerned about 
workforce resiliency and the 
vast majority have made 
operational changes focused on 
employee and customer safety. 
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NAVIGATING TODAY, SHAPING 
TOMORROW 
 

 

 

COVID-19 wasn’t a recognized term in dictionaries and spellchecks at the start of 2020. 
With its arrival came unanticipated, unprecedented and existential challenges for our 
region’s employers. Unfortunately, we can be certain that at least a few companies that 
we surveyed in the past are no longer operating because of the pandemic. And the scope 
of the pandemic’s economic damage may be widespread and lasting - our survey 
company Issues+Answers encountered a reported 13,400 business phone line 
disconnects (of nearly 150,000 survey call attempts) of small and mid-sized companies 
throughout Missouri as part of their statewide data gathering. While we don’t know if 
this huge number of disconnects indicate a shift in communication preference (e.g., 
moving to a cell phone), cost-cutting, or a temporary or permanent closure of business, 
it is a stark indicator of some of the trends that are playing out more broadly across the 
country. 

While these struggles continue to unfold, a second story is simultaneously beginning to 
evolve. For businesses that have been able to find their footing amid this crisis, a 
remarkable display of resilience, adaptation and sheer will has surfaced. These 
businesses face the uncertainty of what’s ahead but also display an unexpected 
optimism as they discover new solutions in an environment accelerated by the arrival of 
COVID-19. 

We approached four community leaders with the following questions in mind, in the 
hopes of better understanding the way forward for our region’s workforce: 

• Has COVID-19 changed the game? 
• Where can workers find the pathways to the future workforce? 
• Who has been left out and why? 

Starting on a micro level and exploring the impact from an education-related 
perspective, we reached out to an instructor who is helping introduce potential workers 
to employers: Ferguson-Florissant School District Industrial Technology Instructor 
Elgin Carnes. 

From a social services perspective, we sought a voice who could speak to the current 
situation from the perspective of both the agency’s employees as well as the clients the 
agency serves. Wendy Sullivan, CEO of Easterseals Midwest, shared insights on the 
road ahead for her staff who serve adults with developmental disabilities to live and 
work in the community. Sullivan then shared her perspective on the future employment 
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environment for the individuals Easterseals serves, comprising a chronically 
underemployed but valuable piece of the workforce. 

For a view of the impact to business owners and entrepreneurs, as well as the evolving 
view of space and place, we reached out to Sam Fiorello, President and CEO of the 
Cortex Innovation Community and recent Donald Danforth Plant Science Center 
COO. 

And, to gain insight on a macro/regional level, we turned to Arch to Park CEO and co-
founder Jason Hall to understand the organization’s ongoing work of placemaking and 
storytelling that is helping to both attract and retain talent throughout our region. 

Throughout these conversations, several themes resonated—including a forward-
looking sense of optimism for both our region and our workforce as a whole. We’ll 
discuss the hurdles uncovered during the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as how 
immediate roadblocks helped them uncover opportunities for our region ahead. 

Elgin Carnes: 
The Pathways from Education to Employment 
One of the biggest hurdles with the online classroom, and one that is quite familiar to 
most teachers, is the often-discussed need for additional resources—both in terms of 
time and materials. 

According to Carnes, “[It’s about students] having access to the same things we would 
want them to have if they were in the physical classroom. That’s a huge hurdle right 
now. I think the [access to] technology is going to become an issue. The schools have 
given out quite a bit of technology to try to make everything one-to-one. But those 
[tools], like everything else, break. They have issues. So, then the questions become, 
‘How can we keep that student going and how long will they be offline until we can get 
them a replacement computer, for instance.’” 

Rewriting the Lesson Book 
“Both positively and negatively, I think the situation with COVID-19 and virtual 
classrooms really forces us (as teachers) to learn on the fly,” Carnes says. “Many of the 
instruction manuals are being rewritten to create engaging teaching via a virtual 
experience. But it has also forced the students to take that same journey. Many students 
start to realize that, in the professional world, continuous learning is part of the process. 
You sometimes must learn how to do the job on your own.” 

Carnes’ class sizes vary greatly, but average around 16 or 17 students and are geared 
toward those interested in pursuing an engineering track. Subject matter can be hands-
on shop classes, leaning toward industries such as fabrication, carpentry or 
manufacturing, or may skew more toward applying problem-solving skills that can be 
broadly applied to other walks of life. “My ‘Introduction to Engineering Design’ course 
teaches how someone in a technical field approaches a problem and the processes 
professionals use to solve it. Then, once the students understand that process, we talk 
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about how we can apply that to some other activities and projects, theorize what the 
outcomes will be, and explore analysis of how to improve.” As Carnes points out, there 
are pathways structured similarly to engineering, design and development under the 
industrial technology umbrella for career pathways ranging from computer science and 
biomedical science to career and technical education. 

At the root of these pathways is a desire to provide exposure for students at an early age 
to a variety of career pathways. “Students can go through these pathways and come out 
of them with the functional skills they’ll need to get certified. And they can go through 
the program faster because they were exposed to the material sooner. Our goal is to 
minimize the wait for an employer. From a student’s perspective, this exposure can help 
them discover fields they may not have thought of, or can help them realize, ‘Hey, that’s 
not for me.’ That’s a win for employers as well. An employer didn’t have to spend 
thousands of dollars trying to train an individual, and then it doesn’t work out,” says 
Carnes. 

But the need for a readily trained workforce for employers is accelerating, according to 
Carnes. “The pressure is being pushed down from post-secondary education levels to 
secondary and earlier levels. There’s a desire 
to have opportunities available through 
certifications earned prior to a four-year 
college track. It’s a ‘now, now’ society we’re 
in, because everything is so instantaneous. 
And, to get a student’s attention, it goes 
beyond talking about how much money you 
may potentially make in a certain field; at that age, students don’t have a frame of 
reference for the value of money. The way to get their attention is through first-hand 
exposure to the work of a certain career.” 

Carnes, during non-COVID-19 times, helps provide exposure to these opportunities for 
his students by establishing partnerships with local businesses and industry 
representatives, with the goal of showing his students “a day in the life.” 

“For instance, I take my classes to see the work of the St. Louis Carpenter’s Joint 
Apprenticeship Program (CJAP). I often hear back from students that they had no idea 
such a program even existed,” says Carnes. CJAP allows apprenticeship participants (age 
18 and older) to simultaneously learn and earn, while gaining hands-on technical skills 
on the way to Journeyman carpenter status. “We need to start working with students at 
a younger (grade school) age to give them more familiarity with the opportunities that 
are out there. 

“There’s an opportunity in this for employers as well, and I know some industries do 
this already. If you think about how sports teams recruit, they don’t have to ‘make 
themselves known’ to the students they pursue. Often, the students are already aware of 
the school, and it’s more about getting the message of what differentiates the program. 

“The way to get their attention 
is through first-hand exposure 
to the work of a certain career.” 
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The sports teams make themselves known. Again, it comes down to exposure to the 
opportunity at a younger age. 

“When I was 13, there was a massive construction project on my street,” recalls Carnes. 
“It went on all summer. Every day I was out there talking to the foreman, asking, ‘Why 
did you do that? What comes next? And, what comes after that?’ At that age, this type of 
activity still had the ‘wow’ factor for me. And that’s what employers need to tap into. 
Plumbers and carpenters could partner with a grade school and say, ‘We’re going to 
build something together today. We’re going to talk about this concept, and it can be 
applied to the house you live in right now.’ At that age, kids still have the ‘wow’ factor, 
and that opens the door.” 

Of course, during a shift to online learning environments, opportunities for this type of 
hands-on, first person exposure is more challenging. “Most companies aren't letting 
many people come around (jobsites). We just have to keep explaining to our students 
that this is the way it is right now and seek some creative ways to provide those 
opportunities.” 

Multiple Pathways 
Another factor Carnes points out is helping students understand the role of post-
secondary education. “Post-secondary education is only one option for students, and it’s 
not always a direct route,” Carnes points out. “It may seem almost counterintuitive for 
me to say this, but college is only one path. Our mantra is ‘college- and career-ready,’ but 
students are often conditioned to only know the availability of a four-year college track. 
Other nations, such as Germany, embed apprenticeship and vocational options into their 
educational pathways. We provide college-readiness assessments through tools such as 
ACT and SAT testing; I’d like to see us also provide work-readiness assessments.” 

Carnes uses tools, such as WorkKeys, to help address this need. WorkKeys readiness 
assessments are testing methods developed by the same company that offers the more 
well-known ACT testing. St. Louis-area employers such as Boeing, Pfizer, bioMérieux, 
Luxco, Hunter Engineering Company, GKN Aerospace, Hussmann Corporation and 
others often use these tests, offered at varying levels of difficulty in applied math, 
graphic literacy, and workplace documents, to evaluate a potential employee’s grasp of 
foundational workplace skills. Carnes offers access to WorkKeys and training to his 
students to help provide exposure to this pathway during high school years. 

“Over the past couple of years, I’ve been able to show more than 200 students the 
availability of this other path. We can use a tool like WorkKeys to show, from a work-
readiness perspective, if a student’s reading, math skills or technical document 
comprehension has improved. And, for students in a crowded work marketplace, having 
some exposure to WorkKeys can help set them apart to employers. It shows a student is 
capable of applying themselves at an early age.” 

Of equal importance, Carnes recommends talking with students about understanding 
the “why” behind choosing a pathway through college to a career opportunity. “When I 
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ask my students if they want to go to college, most of them raise a hand to say, ‘Yes.’ 
Then I ask, ‘What’s the process?’ Many will reply that you need to apply, but don’t 
understand that there’s so much more involved to be college-ready. And very few ask 
the question, ‘Why should I go to college?’ That’s so important. College is the right path 
for so many, but not for others. And, without exposure to the other opportunities and 
pathways out there, how does a student know which path is right for them?” 

Recent studies, including this most recent State of the St. Louis Workforce report, show 
that St. Louis-area employers have employment shortages with “middle skill” level 
employees in many functional areas, including patient care, accounting/finance and 
skilled trades. In order to gauge the skill level required to meet the shortages in each of 
the functional areas, employers were given a choice of “high skill”—requiring a four-
year degree or higher, “middle skill”—requiring training or education beyond high 
school but less than a four-year degree, or “low skill’—requiring high school or less. 

Individuals entering or continuing in the workforce prefer a shorter pathway versus a 
four-year degree route, with nearly one quarter of Americans saying they would pursue 
education or training within six months if they lost their job (according to the results of 
a national poll conducted by the Strada Education Network between March 25 and 
Oct. 1, 2020.) The survey also found that the workers who said they would change fields 
if they lost their job due to the pandemic (35% of respondents) were more interested in 
nondegree skills training (62%) than pursuing a college degree (38%).1 

If that trend holds, St. Louis seems well poised to help connect both emerging and newly 
displaced members of the workforce with opportunity. Many higher education 
institutions in the St. Louis region are ahead of the curve in offering programs aimed at 
middle skill workers. An example of one such program can be seen in St. Louis 
Community College’s biotechnology training program at the Center for Life Sciences, 
located at Bio-Research Development and Growth (BRDG) Park at the Donald Danforth 
Plant Science Center since 2006. The program combines experiential learning and 
advanced technical laboratory training in an environment that houses 16 industry 
partners within a bio-incubator format, allowing start-up biotechnology companies to 
directly interact with students receiving training on state-of-the-art equipment. The 
mutual benefit to industry and student is a well-prepared graduate ready to meet the 
industry’s needs for a skilled workforce. 

Wendy Sullivan: 
Acceleration in the Social Service Sector 
Many organizations providing support for our country’s most vulnerable populations 
have found the challenges presented by COVID-19 tested both staff and client alike. 
Easterseals Midwest CEO Wendy Sullivan has witnessed an amplification and 
acceleration in the work of the organization, which is one of Missouri’s largest providers 
of services for nearly 5,000 individuals across the state with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities. 
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Live, Learn and Work 
“Easterseals helps people with disabilities live, learn and work in their community,” says 
Sullivan. “These lifelong disabilities can limit a person’s ability to learn and work 
independently. Easterseals approaches each individual as their own person, and 
believes in an individual’s potential, regardless of type or severity of disability. We 
provide a whole lifespan of individualized services, ranging from therapies for very 
young children, to social skills training programs for children with autism, to job 
training programs for young adults and adults with disabilities. 

“And when a child with a disability ages, their family often asks, ‘What's going to happen 
to them when I'm no longer here? Who's going to care for them?’ We’re the ones who 
step in and fill that role. Easterseals Midwest provides in-home, community living 
support for adults with disabilities—often one, two or three people in a house or an 
apartment—in every community throughout St. Louis. Our 1,800 staff members provide 
individualized support—as much or as little as needed. Our goal is to help each 
individual be as independent and self-sufficient as they possibly can, and we do this by 
providing support a few hours a week or continual support, depending on individual 
need.” 

Shifting Priorities in Pandemic 
The onset of the pandemic caused a pivot in the priority of services provided through 
the agency. “While some of our service lines we had to reluctantly close, such as our 
therapies for children and some of our employment programs, our residential supports 
for the 695 individuals we serve through our Community Living program had to remain 
open. We couldn't miss even a day. We not only had to continue to provide that service, 
but we had to protect both our clients with disabilities and our staff,” recalls Sullivan. 
“We’ve learned quite a bit about COVID-19 during the past months, but there were many 
things we didn't know when we started. It was terrifying to tell you the truth. Like many 
other organizations, we didn't have enough personal protective equipment. We 
struggled in locating masks, gloves and hand sanitizer. We had some staff—either 
because their health was compromised, or they were just afraid—who didn’t feel safe to 
work. That resulted in many, many open hours that supervisors and managers stepped 
in to fill. And while the number of cases we encountered within our client base and 
across the organization was limited, we did have two employees and one client who 
passed away from COVID-19. Like many families facing this pandemic, it caused a great 
deal of sadness and fear. 

“Some of the services we provide for people with disabilities,” Sullivan continues, 
“include things like helping them brush their teeth or bathe, or feeding them, so social 
distancing is not an option. And, some of our clients don't understand that you need to 
wear a mask. Some refuse or just don't grasp the concept. Our staff are working very 
hard and are being creative to manage risk to themselves and to the people with 
disabilities we serve.” 
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Staffing Challenges for Social Services 
The pandemic has amplified another key challenge for the agency: employing direct-
support staff. The majority of funding for Easterseals Midwest comes from the Missouri 
Department of Mental Health, who contracts for services for people with disabilities on 
an individual basis. Some of the funding comes through the Medicaid program, which 
moves through the state budget to providers. Other funding comes from local funding 
counties and supplemental fundraising. As such, the agency is limited on the pay scale it 
can offer to direct-support staff for a complex position. 

“Turnover and a shortage of direct-support professionals—who provide the daily 
services to people with disabilities—have been challenges for our industry for a long 
time. COVID-19 has just exacerbated that problem. We didn't have the luxury of pausing 
hiring during COVID-19. The need for direct support didn’t stop. The number of 
applicants has decreased. And we've had to couple that with additional precautions, 
including social distancing and masks during our interviewing, hiring and training 
processes. 

“Our direct-support professional turnover is currently at about 48%; that’s in 
comparison to 55% industry-wide across Missouri. About 10% to 20% of our positions 
are vacant any given time,” Sullivan continues. “And, as you may expect, our greatest 
turnover is new hires (defined as having been employed for less than one year.) Of that 
group, the highest turnover rate occurs during the first three months of employment. So, 
we’re focusing our energy on our hiring practices, onboarding, initial training and 
mentoring during those first three months. We’re devoting significant resources toward 
stabilizing that group. Because if you're a person with a disability, having people rotate 
through your home as they help you with the most personal parts of your life can be 
traumatic. We’ve had individuals we serve who have had as many as thirty direct-
support professionals work with them during a year because of turnover. And, from an 
organizational standpoint, the expense of the hiring and training is a significant 
investment. About three years ago, we had a study conducted by Washington University 
graduate students, who determined an estimate of approximately $5,000 cost per 
direct-service professional for hiring and training during the first six months of 
employment in our industry. 

“So what are we doing to address those challenges? We’re using a process of continuous 
improvement to help select the right people for the job. We key in on candidates who 
have the right interest in doing this work. We onboard them in a welcoming way, and 
we’re focused on making sure they are trained and have enough support. It’s difficult 
work, and it’s work that is very specific to each individual we serve. 

“We connect them with mentors, we check in with them regularly to check how things 
are going, and we make sure they have what they need. We also work diligently to try to 
match compatibility between the direct-support professional and the individual(s) 
they’ll support. In other words, if there are three young clients in a house who like to 
shoot baskets, go for walks and be active, we try to match up staff who want to be active 
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with them. We focus on employee recognition. And, importantly, we offer a healthy 
benefit package, including health insurance. 

“But we’re still up against the challenge of the primary reason for staff turnover, which 
is salary,” notes Sullivan. “Our starting wage is approximately $12 per hour (depending 
on location), versus Missouri’s minimum salary of $9.45 per hour. Many of our direct-
support professionals are working two full-time jobs. We have really great people who 
work for us, but who reach a point where they have to leave because of the lack of 
salary, and say, ‘I love this job. I love the people that I work with. This has been a huge 
part of my life, but I can't afford to do it anymore.’ With companies like Amazon hiring 
100,000 people in 2020 at $15 per hour and offering a $1,000 hiring bonus, it’s a 
difficult battle to win. 

“Often, the strongest means of employee retention for us is the connection to the person 
they work with. I’ve seen people in tears because they're going to miss the person 
they’ve worked with, and they often remain close friends afterwards. Our former staff 
go into all types of jobs, and I don’t want to lose people, but I feel like Easterseals plays 
an important role there as well. If someone works for us and then leaves to go into 
banking, retail, government or another field, I know they're taking their Easterseals 
experience with them. They now have a view of people with disabilities that most other 
people don't have. And, when they're in a position and making a decision about a job or 
some sort of accommodation, they'll be well prepared with an empathy that is 
irreplaceable.” 

Americans with Disabilities in the Workforce 
An additional challenge that has been amplified during the pandemic is the employment 
situation for the 868 individuals Easterseals Midwest serves through its Employment 
Services program. “People with disabilities, in general, are the last to be hired and the 
first to be laid off, unfortunately,” Sullivan observes. “Overall, COVID-19 or not, we've 
definitely seen a change during the past 30 years, since the Americans with Disabilities 
Act was passed. For example, I didn't go to school with people with disabilities, because 
they weren't allowed to go to school—but my kids did. As people with disabilities are 
increasingly around others, I think they're more accepted. I think there's less fear. 
There's more of an understanding of what an intellectual or developmental disability is. 
That’s really helped overall in terms of opportunities outside of the ‘typical’ job 
categories (e.g., food service, janitorial). We've had people working in St. Louis City and 
St. Louis County government. We've had people work for Enterprise Rent-A-Car, 
Mallinckrodt Pharmaceuticals, FedEx and Centene, among others. I think that, as our 
country grapples with not having enough entry-level workers, that's opened additional 
opportunity for people with disabilities. 

“Workers with disabilities are an important part of an inclusive workforce. People with 
disabilities want to work for the same reason each of us wants to: not only for a 
paycheck and a measure of economic self-sufficiency, but because our identities are 
often closely related to our work and sense of self. It's part of who we are. We want to 
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contribute, and people with disabilities want 
to do that. We have people we serve who 
wear their name tags from work at home over 
the weekend because they're so proud of 
having their job; it means so much to them. 

“We work with companies who employ 
people with disabilities, and some of those 
employers can be reluctant at first,” Sullivan 
explains.” But, once we’ve worked with that employer to provide as little or as much 
tailored support that may be required for the individual and they see the benefits for 
their workforce, that hesitation fades. We find the right match. It’s about a real job and a 
real benefit to the company. The Employment Services program isn’t about charity or a 
volunteer job. Adding the diversity of people with disabilities is, they tell us, very 
uplifting to the entire workforce. Working with a person with a disability causes you to 
look at your work differently and expand your view of people. 

“But the barriers are many,” Sullivan continues. “One barrier is discrimination—and I'm 
not talking about outright bullying—but differing kinds of discrimination and a sense 
that people with disabilities can't do the job continue to be a hurdle. We use job coaches. 
They go to the workplace and ask, ‘Can I see what a few of your jobs are here? I might 
have somebody, a person with a disability, who could do those jobs for you.’ Or our 
coaches ask, ‘What's the job you're having the most trouble with or which job has the 
most turnover?’ We encountered this ourselves at Easterseals. We had a data entry 
position with constant turnover in one department. We brought on an employee with a 
disability who’s now been with us for 15 years—an absolutely amazing employee. It was 
the right job match, and that employee has taken on additional responsibilities over the 
years. Many times, I think that if we can show people what a person with a disability can 
do and how we can help them, that's the most important factor to overcoming the 
traditional barriers.” 

Independent Living 
Another long-standing challenge that remains a priority for Easterseals Midwest is the 
implementation of independent, community-based, supported living for individuals with 
disabilities. “The pandemic has again highlighted the dangers and disadvantages of 
congregate living,” Sullivan notes, “whether that’s in a nursing home for older adults or 
group homes for people with disabilities. Throughout this pandemic, people who are 
living in small, individualized settings are much safer. I think that the pandemic has 
reemphasized the advantages of our model and has raised the possibility of applying the 
supported, individualized living model for other populations. For instance, with the 
right supports in place, a person in their 90s, who may need some daily support to live 
independently, may benefit from the same type of work that we do with a client with a 
disability. Again, the key is individualization. A templated approach isn’t beneficial in 
any setting.” 

“People with disabilities want to 
work for the same reason each 
of us wants to … it's part of who 
we are.” 
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There are potential cost savings to governments and taxpayers as well. “Institutional 
settings are more expensive because of the significant overhead and facility costs,” 
Sullivan explains. “For individualized settings for people with developmental 
disabilities, the cost is approximately one-third of that of an institution. With emerging 
technology in an individualized setting, we can continue to drive that cost down while 
improving support. And you don't have to provide someone with support they don't 
need. Again, customizing support to the need of the individual allows a customer to 
receive as much or as little support as necessary to help them live independently. It’s 
cost effective, it’s safer and it offers a greater quality of life.” 

Tech Leaps Forward 
While the pandemic has brought an accelerated pace and amplified challenges for 
Easterseals Midwest, it’s also uncovered some unexpected, positive outcomes for the 
agency and the clients they serve. 

In the quickly evolving area of technology-enabled support, COVID-19 has quickened the 
pace of innovation. As Sullivan shares, “Easterseals is getting ready to work with an out-
of-state organization to provide additional technology—such as sensors and detection—
that can, for instance, turn off a stove or oven remotely. Again, the key to success with 
the technology is having staff members (on the other end) who know the individual and 
the specific needs. With technology comes important considerations for the individual in 
balancing privacy and freedom. In other words, is the use of technology-enabled support 
for an individual’s specific need preferred versus having that same staff member in your 
personal space every day? 

“Another development that has positive implications for our clients with disabilities is 
the advancements in telehealth services. We’ve had an exciting development resulting 
from COVID-19, in that it provided StationMD to our clients faster than we anticipated 
thanks to the work of the Missouri Department of Mental Health. StationMD is a 
telehealth emergency care option designed specifically for people with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities, and it provides some great benefit to the people we serve. It 
can be coupled with Bluetooth-enabled pulsometers, stethoscopes and other remote-
enabled equipment to help emergency room staff connect with an emergency room 
doctor. For example, if a client gets sick, the staff member often errs on the side of 
caution and takes the client to the emergency room. That can be, in cases of less severe 
illness, unnecessarily expensive and traumatic for the individual. And, as COVID-19 
continues, it can also expose the individuals to more illness. Through StationMD, 
medical staff can remotely, if necessary, prescribe medication, make a referral, or 
escalate the situation by calling ahead and making arrangements for a client at the 
emergency room. It has been an incredible resource, and I'm sure we will continue to 
use it post-COVID-19. 

“We’ve been able to successfully use video conferencing technology to help coach 
families with children with autism. That can help save our staff travel time and expense 
in certain cases and can provide families with an immediate need a more immediate 
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response. That’s another tech-related trend that I anticipate will continue post-
pandemic. 

“And, as a potentially vulnerable population, public transportation and even ridesharing 
can present some safety challenges for individuals with developmental disabilities. One 
of the emerging technologies I’ve been following excitedly is self-driving vehicles. That 
could be a game-changer, especially in relation to the employment situation for 
individuals with disabilities. Hopefully, that’s on the horizon. It’s those types of needs-
based advancements that we’re seeing accelerate during the pandemic.” 

Sam Fiorello: 
Place, Programming and Partnership at Cortex 
When Cortex Innovation Community President and CEO Sam Fiorello transitioned from 
the Donald Danforth Plant and Science Center in early 2020, he told his new board of 
directors that, “If you’re looking for someone who’s going to play it safe and avoid 
mistakes, that’s not me. We should be audacious and bold and know that we just might 
fail in some things. Because if we learn from it, let's just go after really big things.” 

Big things are certainly in the works for this “overnight success story 17 years in-the-
making,” as Fiorello points out. The Cortex Innovation Community is a vibrant, 200-acre 
innovation hub and technology district integrated into St. Louis’ historic Central West 
End and Forest Park Southeast residential neighborhoods. “Cortex is 425 companies, 
6,000 employees, and it has generated almost $41 million in taxes to the city and schools 
in 2019. The good news is, it's still in its teen years and there's much more to come. 
When you boil it down, it's Cortex’s mission to provide economic opportunity to the 
people of our region. It’s our goal to help them fulfill their greatest potential and gain the 
opportunity to not only have a job, but the opportunity to gain fulfilling work that adds 
to the community and pays a wage that gives that individual a level of comfort. 

“Our work at Cortex can be summed into three ‘P’s’: place, programming and 
partnership. We focus on trying to drive economic activity and opportunity in our region 
in an inclusive way. How do we help one of our citizens build a business around their 
great idea? We see that play out in our Center for Emerging Technology incubator, 
which provides the infrastructure and resources needed for early-stage, high-growth 
companies in the fields of information technology, bioscience and 
consumer/manufactured products. Or, we may see it come to life through a partnership 
like [we have with] BioSTL, which offers a comprehensive set of transformational 
programs that elevate St. Louis’ leadership in solving important world challenges in 
agriculture, medicine, health care, and other technology areas through startup creation 
and investment, strategic business attraction, entrepreneurial support and public policy. 
We help individuals and organizations take an idea, vet it effectively, raise money and 
bring a team together to de-risk or advance the idea and the company.” 
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COVID-19 and Collaboration 
The complex idea that launched Cortex goes well beyond the brick-and-mortar of place, 
but can be summed up in the mantra: “Together, we can do more.” So how has an idea 
driven by place-based collaboration been impacted by a pandemic that strikes at the 
heart of gathering? 

“The Venture Café gatherings, which would typically convene up to 600 entrepreneurs 
and thought leaders from every walk and discipline—those are gone. You can’t do that,” 
Fiorello points out. “The Innovation Hall space in the newest Cortex building, a place to 
gather and create, has been pretty much temporarily shut down. For the time being, like 
many other organizations, we're connected via Zoom and Microsoft Teams. But (an 
online environment) is simply not a replacement for physically being in the same room 
and writing ideas down on a whiteboard and Post-It Notes. It can’t take the place of 
interacting, challenging ideas, and feeling the energy. I’ve yet to talk to anyone who's 
been able to replicate that.” 

And while the changes at Cortex are challenging for the short-term, it’s difficult for 
Fiorello to keep from looking ahead. “It's a huge change here. It's a big financial hit. We 
own the parking structures, so we rely on parking revenue. The office parking decks are 
empty. We have several month-to-month renters who have ‘opted out of their gym 
memberships,’ so to speak. So, rental income is down. We've lost some line-item money 

from the state of Missouri because of the state 
budget crisis. It's been a challenging time. But 
I'm more confident with each passing day that 
there's not going to be a ‘new normal’ in 
which we can all work remotely all the time. I 
just don't see that happening. And a Cortex 
Innovation District offering placemaking, 
centralized community, and innovation will 
be very attractive into the future. The 

programmatic activities, like the Venture Café gatherings, are going to matter more than 
ever. I think this absence will allow us to really realize the value of it. For the innovation, 
creativity, building, starting up, and moving companies forward, the importance of place 
is still going to matter. Cortex will be stronger than ever.” 

Where Do We Go From Here? 
There’s no lack of optimism for Sam Fiorello and his outlook for St. Louis. “There are a 
number of exciting things converging for our region,” Fiorello predicts. “St. Louis boasts 
a great presence in life sciences, ranging from our medical schools to the Danforth 
Center’s leadership in AgTech and plant science, to our growing location sciences and 
geospatial expertise. 

“We’re taking national and global leadership positions on things like cybersecurity and 
unmanned vehicles. We’re blazing a path in learning ways to do farming better, 
including more precision farming and what we can track through location sciences. 

“Programmatic activities are 
going to matter more than ever 
... this absence will allow us to 
really realize the value of it.” 
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Addressing challenges with food safety, such as eradicating the effects of a bacteria 
outbreak in the food chain, is within our reach. For example, if someone’s gotten sick 
from this type of outbreak, it’s difficult today to pinpoint where the problem came from. 
It can shut down the food system. So, if it’s an issue with romaine lettuce, all romaine 
lettuce is pulled from the shelf, resulting in waste and billions in cost due to the 
uncertainty. With smart technology, location sciences, and an understanding of the food 
distribution network, we’ll be able to trace food’s origin to its precise location in the 
field, where it was harvested, its movement along the food and processing chain, and 
where it sits in what part of a shelf in a grocery store. We’ll be able to tell where a 
pathogen came from—as precisely as ‘it came from this part of the field on this day.’ 
And, we’ll be able to shut that down, keep more people from getting sick, and avoid a 
several billion-dollar event where food is wasted—simply because we just don’t know. 
Location sciences, food sciences and ag sciences will be able to help us to do that more 
efficiently and in a more environmentally sustainable way, with less spoilage and waste. 

“Location sciences, our global leadership in medical research, and our health systems 
will drive telemedicine and our ability to provide smart monitors for people,” Fiorello 
continues. “You’ll be able to have an early warning to say, ‘This individual better be 
checked out because something's happening.’ 

“That's the world that's coming between now and 2030.” 

Creating Pathways to Opportunity 
After serving more than a decade on the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis’ Agribusiness 
Council, Fiorello noticed a recurring answer to a regularly asked question. “There are 
eight people on that committee, each from different parts of the industry. At the end of 
each meeting, the chairman would ask each of us, ‘What's your biggest pain point during 
the last three months?’ Consistently, each member—representing a range of 
perspectives from farmer to processor—would respond, “Hiring skilled workers and 
tapping into a trained workforce.’ And I thought to myself, ‘It's incredible that this is the 
pain when there are so many people from rural and urban America who are 
unemployed or underemployed.’” 

Fiorello’s passion for connecting developed workforce talent with business and 
innovation is prophetic in nature. “For St. Louis to be successful in a technology 
economy, we need to get untrained workers trained and address the skills gap with the 
under-skilled. It will take more than one pathway for workers to connect with the right 
opportunity. There’s no singular focus on one method or path (for instance, high school 
to college degree to work). As a region, we need to rethink that approach for jobs in tech 
and life science. For tech jobs, the real currency is talent, not dollar capital. Success in 
the tech industry is based around building its talent. And it's both the ability to have lead 
investigators in labs or the person leading the artificial intelligence team, but also this 
underpinning of other foundational workforce members, such as lab technicians. 

“From an educational standpoint, we need to take more of a ‘kindergarten-through-14-
view,’ or perhaps consider more of the German-based model with training, 
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apprenticeships and certification programs. One of the things I'm proudest of during my 
two-decade career at Danforth Center is our long-term affiliation with St. Louis 
Community College (STLCC) and creation of the lab tech training program.” The STLCC 
Biotechnology Associate in Applied Science (AAS), a research and development-based 
experiential learning program, offers an educational pathway from high school to 
employment in the biotech industry without the need for a four-year degree. The 
program at the BRDG Park facility at the Donald Danforth Plant Science Center allows 
students to directly engage with 16 industry partners in a bio-incubator environment 
while supporting start-up biotechnology companies. 

“I see that program as a model for similar offerings to help accelerate our workforce 
development,” says Fiorello. “Together, we’ve got to figure out the best pathways for our 
region’s high school graduates who desire an exciting and fulfilling job in a tech industry 
but don’t want to get a four-year college degree. And there is a pathway for that. There’s 
a demand for lab technicians, for instance, working at the Siteman Cancer Center with a 
team helping to find a cure for cancer or a technician working at a small business start-
up exploring new ways to harness the sun's energy. With these jobs, we may be 
researching ways to create a more sustainable planet or seeking methods to support the 
early detection of a pathogen to stop the next pandemic. Those are opportunities for a 
broad swath of the citizens of our region. It’s going to take close collaboration with 
employers, because they best understand their unique needs. And, for individuals, it’s 
going to be imperative that the training doesn’t leave folks saddled with huge amounts 
of debt but provides the opportunity to work closely with employers to develop specific, 
needed skills.” 

As Fiorello points out, two-year public colleges may be one pathway to address this 
critical, regional need, especially as the impact of the pandemic continues to play out in 
the workforce. As David Deming, a professor and the director of the Malcolm Wiener 
Center for Social Policy at the Harvard Kennedy School, recommends in a recent New 
York Times editorial: 

“With proper funding and innovation, two-year public colleges can handle job training 
for millions of people. Millions of laid-off American workers need new careers, yet the 
United States gives much less assistance to job seekers than most other countries. 
Community colleges could bridge the gap, partnering with employers and innovators in 
the private sector to train workers for careers that meet local needs and pay middle-
class wages. 

“For this reason, job search assistance and training provide an important safety net for 
displaced workers, yet the United States spends a paltry 0.1 percent of gross domestic 
product on so-called active labor market policies, less than one-fifth the average of other 
developed nations. This is unfortunate, because a recent review of more than 200 
studies finds that job training has large, long-term effects on employment, especially 
during recessions. 



State of the St. Louis Workforce 2020      stlcc.edu/STLworkforce 57 

“Public job training programs should,” Deming continues, “increase activity during 
downturns, but the opposite happens. Despite surging demand at community colleges, 
state spending on higher education fell by 20 percent from 2008 to 2013, in the depths 
of the Great Recession. Many people who were turned away or placed on long waiting 
lists found their way to for-profit colleges, which nearly doubled their total enrollment 
from 2007 to 2010. We are already seeing a reprise of this pattern in the last few 
months. Community college job training programs substantially increase participants’ 
earnings, and because tuition costs are relatively low, they typically provide a good 
return on public investment.”2 

Moving Toward a Greater Vision 
Fiorello is challenging leadership across the region to act. “It’s incumbent on all of us 
who are serious city leaders and those in positions like mine to be brave, to be bold, and 
to think big. The time for incremental, small change is behind us. As Michelangelo once 
said, ‘The greater danger for most of us lies not in setting our aim too high and falling 
short, but in setting our aim too low and achieving our mark.’ That’s what innovation is 
all about. That's what startups and entrepreneurs do: they dream big and inspire big. 
Failure is okay—as long as you learn from it and adjust course. St. Louis should aspire to 
nothing less than being a nationwide leader of what a transformation could look like in 
an inclusive way.” 

Recently, Fiorello and Cortex’s board of directors have embarked on a revision of their 
strategic plan. “One of the things that will come out of our work,” Fiorello reveals, “is a 
proclamation that Cortex will be the most inclusive innovation district in the world. 
Period. Can Cortex get there? Yes. And again, it's the bigger shame if we don't reach that 
high, and we do get there.” 

Jason Hall: 
Inclusive Growth Takes Center Stage 
Recent studies have shown another widening disparity caused by COVID-19: Black and 
Latino Americans have absorbed the most economic pain from the pandemic thus far, 
with disproportionate losses of jobs and pay, coupled with an anxiety about investing in 
training and education. A March through early June 2020 Gallup and Strada Education 
poll found that roughly one-quarter of Black (23 percent) and Latino (24 percent) 
Americans have been laid off, higher shares than white (15 percent) and Asian 
Americans (13 percent). Additionally, Black and Latino workers were more likely to 
have lost their jobs, while white and wealthier Americans were much more likely to be 
able to work from home.3 

As CEO and Co-Founder of Arch to Park, Jason Hall echoes, “The pandemic has caused a 
public health crisis, and that public health crisis has highlighted the unacceptable racial 
inequities that persist in our society. And it's a reminder of why it’s imperative that we–
everyone, including the economic development community—must work to reduce 
barriers so that everyone has access to new economic opportunities, both in St. Louis 
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and across the country. COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted people of color and 
businesses led by people of color.” 

Arch to Park is a catalytic, civic-minded investment organization focused on economic 
growth in the urban core of St. Louis. As a center of strategy and collaboration for 
stakeholders committed to building a dynamic central city in the urban core, Arch to 
Park is primarily focused on building civic partnerships to capitalize on economic 
opportunities, addressing challenges, and amplifying St. Louis’ unique story to bolster 
long-term regional growth. 

“We’re facing two simultaneous crises: one is the pandemic and the other is racism,” 
Hall points out. “And I think that has mobilized our community. I think we saw it in the 
schools. I serve on the board of a school located in North City St. Louis, and I’ve 
witnessed this through my own eyes. The disparities that we see in health, employment 

and education apply to technology as well. 
When schools moved to distance learning, it 
would be easy to say, ‘That's the policy.’ But 
doing that without consideration for the 
resources available presupposes that 
everyone has access to the internet (high 
speed or otherwise), a computer at home, 

and/or enough resources to support multiple children at different schools. The 
pandemic has highlighted our digital divide. I've seen strong movement across the 
business and private sectors to mobilize resources in trying to close that gap. But we’ve 
got a way to go. I've been encouraged by the use of some COVID-related funding to make 
improvements in that space, but the digital divide is a challenge we must overcome if 
we're going to close racial disparities and open up economic opportunities for all.” 

Convergence in the Business Community 
Shifting social attitudes are playing out in communities and are making their way to the 
boardroom as well. “The other impact I've seen in the business community writ large is 
that traditional models of economic growth, which is often where the business 
community weighs in, are converging with principles of diversity, inclusion and equity 
in ways that would have been unthinkable and unforeseeable even five years ago. And 
what's emerging is a new paradigm of inclusive growth.” 

Hall points out, “As a metropolitan region, we need to grow because we are falling 
behind our peers. But we also need cross-cutting strategies to address barriers that limit 
the ability of all of our residents to share in the growth we create. I'm seeing the mindset 
of inclusive growth playing out front and center right now. There’s more intention in 
creating broad-based prosperity available to all in a much more integrated way than I've 
ever seen. Embracing a community vision that leads with the belief that inclusive 
growth matters and that inclusive growth needs to be our priority moving forward is a 
huge opportunity for St. Louis. I've never seen more broad interest and action around 
that than I've seen during the past few years. 

“We’re facing two simultaneous 
crises: one is the pandemic and 
the other is racism.” 
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“There's a moral element to this work,” Hall continues. “We want to live in a community 
where every person, no matter which ZIP code they're born in, has the ability to reach 
their full potential. We need to work to reduce barriers, particularly for residents of 
color, so that we have greater equity in economic opportunity, educational opportunity, 
and other resources. We need to work to reduce barriers in those areas, so we can 
develop and support the talent that's already in our community. That’s an absolute 
imperative moving forward.” 

 “For us to truly embrace inclusive growth and racial equity, we need to create more 
economic opportunities. One of the ways we can do that is through a focus on areas of 
strength for St. Louis. A good example is geospatial, which is an emerging and fast-
growing technology industry sector,” Hall says. Hall identifies the GeoFutures initiative, 
a community-developed and long-term strategic roadmap designed to strengthen the 
metropolitan area as the global center of 
geospatial excellence during the next decade, 
as one such effort. “GeoFutures reflects a 
shared community vision for how we can 
create more and higher-paying jobs for 
St. Louis through focused, targeted 
investments, long-term thinking, and a 
collaborative approach. It’s believed to be the first such community-led sector growth 
plan in the country to have centered racial equity from the outset. It recognizes that all 
St. Louis citizens need to have opportunities to grow, but we must also act with 
intention so that all of our residents can have greater access to participating in that 
growth. There’s a recognition that, with the construction of the new National Geospatial-
Intelligence Agency (NGA) West campus in several North City neighborhoods, we have 
an opportunity to act with intention so that existing residents benefit and have voice 
and power in shaping their neighborhoods. We need to engage, listen, and empower 
residents.” 

As Hall points out, “With history, we always have to start somewhere. I pay tribute to 
the work led by the Ferguson Commission. It provided a roadmap and documented, in 
critical ways, the extent of racial disparities that exist in our region. It was a critical 
inflection moment for this community, and nationally as well. That body of work 
converged with the work of the economic development community, which resulted in 
the question: ‘What is our role in that?’ If you look at projects such as the Brickline 
Greenway (formerly called Chouteau Greenway), I think you’ll see points where 
principles of diversity, equity and inclusion intersected with growth and infrastructure 
initiatives, and really took hold. That translates to asking about who is missing at the 
table, who is engaged, who is represented, and who benefits from new growth and 
opportunities.” 

Telling St. Louis’ Story 
Hall’s work at Arch to Park calls for St. Louis to articulate an authentic and more unified 
story of St. Louis’ economic momentum through the people who are doing the work to 

“The digital divide is a challenge 
we must overcome if we're going 
to close racial disparities.” 
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make the region more prosperous and equitable. Storytelling is critical to that work. 
Arch to Park is part of a collaborative of organizations that helped start the STLMade 
movement, an effort to shine a light on the makers, leaders and contributors who lend 
their talents toward making our region a better place to live. “STLMade helps tell the 
story of who we are as a community through what makes us truly unique: our people. 
Together, we share how St. Louis is a community on the move where you can start up, 
stand out, and stay. We highlight what St. Louis has to offer and how our community is 
unique through a more unified narrative approach. We also recognize that like every 
community, we have challenges, and we invite people to be a part of the change. 
Storytelling is a very powerful element in how a place attracts and retains talent.” 

Hall continues, “STLMade, through its storytelling work, may highlight how a person 
who has found community support to overcome struggle to find new opportunity. Other 
times, it acknowledges and highlights some of the great things available to those who 
live here. You have to be authentic. This isn’t ‘sweep problems under the rug’ 
storytelling. Rather, it embraces our challenges and highlights the people who are 
working on these issues. If people see we’re a community that acknowledges we’re not 
perfect and that each of us can be a part of the changing our community for the better, 
the effort helps attract and retain residents. People want to be a part of making society 
better, and talent is attracted to where things are happening, new ideas are unfolding, 
and new companies are being created. St. Louis is recognized as one of the rising hubs of 
innovation in this country, and that’s a particularly compelling story as we leave a 
decade when technology jobs were so highly concentrated in a few coastal markets. It’s 
a tremendous opportunity for St. Louis to lead from the heartland of this country and to 
be that innovation hub that attracts and retains talent. 

“At the end of the day, a city or a region is about its people. STLMade is an effort to 
better tell that narrative and embrace change-agents and doers that are driving the 
region forward—whether they're in their neighborhoods, in their churches, in their 
universities, in their companies. Storytelling puts a human face on who we are and 
where we're going. We share how people are working together towards a more 
inclusive and vibrant St. Louis.” 

Doubling Down on the Future 
Looking forward, Hall highlights a few of the industries and sectors he expects to take 
the lead on growing opportunity for inclusive growth in the St. Louis region. “AgTech is 
going to continue to be a big one. I think the broader biotech industry will drive growth, 
especially when you consider the pharmaceuticals industry and players such as Pfizer 
and their massive, global research center in St. Louis. We’ve got big opportunities with 
major medical centers, medical devices and medical diagnostics. We’re got a 
tremendous opportunity in the broader geospatial and location-based technologies 
sectors as well. 

“I would also point to the emerging industry of FinTech, or financial services technology. 
We're already one of the three largest financial services centers in the US (including 
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New York and Charlotte). St. Louis is home to major global operations for MasterCard 
Worldwide and the headquarters for Edward Jones, Stifel Nicolaus and Wells Fargo 
Advisors, among others. We’ve seen new job creation investments coming from 
companies like Square, who uses technology to disrupt and provide new solutions in the 
financial services industry (and whose co-founders Jack Dorsey and Jim McKelvey both 
hail from St. Louis). Our venture capital community, through focused efforts like the 
SixThirty Fund, is attracting next-generation FinTech companies to St. Louis from 
around the world. 

“And I think of transportation and logistics. St. Louis is still a leader in those industries 
today. With major operations like Boeing’s Defense, Space and Security units here, we 
make some of the most sophisticated aircraft in the world. We’re also home to Boeing's 
HorizonX, the company’s platform for autonomous aviation systems—a major, forward-
looking technology area. We're still one of the largest manufacturers of automobiles, 
with massive investments from General Motors and the broader automotive supply 
chain clustered here. St. Louis is home to Enterprise Holdings, which owns and operates 
the largest fleet of vehicles on the planet. We’re the home to Scott Air Force Base and 
United State Transportation Command (USTRANSCOMM), a major logistics hub and 
support for national defense, where transportation and logistics cross with geospatial 
technologies. 

“We need to remind ourselves—and, sometimes we forget—that we are globally 
excellent in these areas. We need to double down on what’s working and focus on those 
fundamentals. Sometimes, we choose too many different ideas instead of focusing on 
some of the key ones that really drive change. St. Louis is ready to adapt to the future 
environment and focus on inclusive growth to offer the people of our region opportunity 
for all.” 
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Remembering Dr. William H. Danforth 
It is difficult to capture all the contributions of Dr. William H. Danforth, a great connector and visionary for our 
region, who passed in early October at age 94. It would be equally challenging to isolate one of the many 
accomplishments Dr. Danforth shared with St. Louis during his nearly quarter-century tenure as Chancellor at 
Washington University, President of the Danforth Foundation, or Chairman of the Donald Danforth Plant Science 
Center (named for his father). In fact, his greatest contribution may not have been directly tied to any of the roles he 
held; rather, his legacy may best be embodied in the region he loved and the leaders he inspired. 

 

“One of the reasons I decided to make St. Louis’ economic growth my life’s work was because I was inspired by Dr. 
Danforth’s leadership,” shares Arch to Park CEO and co-founder Jason Hall. “When I entered public service with 
then-Governor Jay Nixon, I began working more closely with Dr. Danforth and was enamored by his vision, 
including an emphasis on the impact that entrepreneurship could play in securing St. Louis’ future.” 

“But equally important to his vision,” Hall continues, “was the warmth with which he brought people together, 
created shared vision and ownership, and genuinely made people feel welcome. We modeled our community-led, 
long-term, and bold approach to being a global leader in geospatial technology – known as GeoFutures – after the 
approach Dr. Danforth led to make St. Louis a global leader in plant and life science technologies,” Hall says. 
“St. Louis’ economy needs to have industry specializations that are globally competitive and create more and 
higher-paying career opportunities for our residents. Twenty years later, as a result of the way in which Dr. 
Danforth brought our community together, we have become the undisputed global leader in plant and life sciences, 
and we're still putting big wins up on the board that are driving regional growth.” 

“It is one of the great privileges of not just my working life, but even my personal life,” remembers Sam Fiorello, 
president and CEO of Cortex Innovation Community and former COO of the Donald Danforth Plant Science Center, 
“just to have had a chance to get to know Dr. Danforth and work closely with him on his grand dreams and 
initiatives.” 

“Dr. Danforth,” observes Fiorello, “served as an example of what selfless, community-minded leadership can look 
like. He was always looking at the community and the cause rather than himself. He loved making the region better.“ 
Fiorello continues, “And, especially in this day when leadership can seem vitriolic and divisive, Dr. Danforth was 
able to rise above that with grace to create lasting, impactful things for St. Louis. Where I was for 23 years (Danforth 
Center) and where I am now (Cortex) are two examples of that. He launched both initiatives. He’s also a great 
example to me and to all of us of what can be achieved. I feel a sense of privilege and also a sense of responsibility to 
carry on his great work and try to improve the lives and livelihoods of our community members. Dr. Danforth, even 
in the long view of time, is going to be viewed as one of the greatest St. Louisans ever.” 
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APPENDIX I: STATE OF THE 
ST. LOUIS WORKFORCE EMPLOYER 
SURVEY 2020 
The employer survey was conducted by phone interviews on weekdays starting July 15, 
2020 and ending September 11, 2020. Only complete surveys are used in this report. 

 

First, including yourself, how many employees does 
your company CURRENTLY employ in your area? 
 Less than 5 (Thank & Terminate)  01 
 5 to 10   02 
 11 to 49   03 
 50 or more   04 
 (Do not read)  Refuse - Thank & Terminate   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure - Thank & 
Terminate   98 
 
1A.  Over the past 12 months, would you say your 
employment levels have increased significantly (by 
15% or more), increased slightly (by less than 15%), 
remained the same as before, decreased slightly (by 
less than 15%), or decreased significantly (by 15% or 
more)? 
 Increased significantly, by 15% or more   01 
 Increased slightly, by less than 15%   02 
 Remained the same as before   03 
 Decreased slightly, by less than 15%   04 
 Decreased significantly, by 15% or more  05 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
1B.  (If there was a significant increase or decrease in 
1A) Was your significant increase or decrease due to 
COVID? 
 Yes  01 
 No  02 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable  98 
 
2.  Looking ahead over the next 12 months, how does 
your business PLAN to change your employment levels?  
Would you say your employment levels will increase 
significantly (by 15% or more), increase slightly (by 
less than 15%), remain the same as before, decrease 
slightly (by less than 15%), or decrease significantly 
(by 15% or more) 
 Increase significantly, by 15% or more   01 
 Increase slightly, by less than 15%   02 
 Remain the same as before   03 
 

 Decrease slightly, by less than 15%   04 
 Decrease significantly, by 15% or more  05 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
3.  If you were to add employees in the next 12 months, 
which of the following methods would you use? 
(Read list; enter code for each method would use; enter 
all that apply.) 
 Recalling furloughed workers   01 
 Recalling workers from a lay-off list   02 
 Hiring new full-time employees   03 
 Hiring new part-time employees   04 
 Hiring contract workers   05 
 Using a temporary agency   06 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable - Not wanting to  
  add employees  95 
 (Do not read)  Would not use any listed method   96 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
4A.  Please tell me if you have encountered the 
following barriers to expanding your employment level. 
(Rotate barriers; ask “Any other barrier?” last) 
 Shortage of workers with knowledge or skills   01 
 Shortage of available training programs   02 
 Economic conditions   03 
 Government policies or regulations   04 
 Lack of information regarding the occupation   05 
 Lack of access to transportation to get to work   06 
 Lack of access to child care   07 
 Lack of PPE (personal protective equipment)  08 
 General COVID related issues  09 
 Inability to comply with CDC recommendations   10 
 Any other barrier? (If "Yes" - Record)   11 
 (Do not read)  Have not encountered any barriers 
  to expanding employment level   95 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable - Not expanding  
  employment level   96 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
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4B.  (Re: each barrier named on Q.4A) 
Please tell how large a barrier each is to your business 
using a 1-to-5 scale where 1 is "insignificant" and 5 is a 
"critical barrier."  You may also use any number 
between 1 and 5.  And, if an item is not applicable to 
your business, please tell me so. 
1 - Insignificant 
2 
3 
4 
5 - Critical barrier 
96 - Not applicable 
97 - Refuse 
98 - Don't know/Not sure 
 Shortage of workers with knowledge or skills    __ 
 Shortage of available training programs    __ 
 Economic conditions    __ 
 Government policies or regulations    __ 
 Lack of information regarding the occupation    __ 
 Lack of access to transportation to get to work    __ 
 Lack of access to child care    __ 
 Lack of PPE (personal protective equipment)   __ 
 General COVID related issues   __ 
 Inability to comply with CDC recommendations   __ 
 Other barrier    __ 
 
5.  Which of the following workforce initiatives are 
being considered by your business for the next year? 
(Read list; enter all that apply.) 
 New ways to serve customers  01 
 Increased agility in product and service  
  offerings  02 
 Leaner operations  03 
 Remote working  04 
 Flexible working  05 
 Reskilling or upskilling employees to new ways  
  of working  06 
 Reorganization or restructuring  07 
 Increased hiring to accommodate demand  08 
 Reduction in workforce  09 
 Cross-training and knowledge transfer  10 
 Succession planning  11 
 Job and task automation implementation  12 
 Technology investments  13 
 New learning and skill training delivery  
  methods  14 
 Increased employee care and engagement  15 
 (Do not read)  Not considering any of these   96 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
6.  Which of the following methods do you use to assist 
current workers to address your company's need for 
new or increased skills? 
 

(Read list; enter all that apply.) 
 In-house classroom training   01 
 On-the-job training   02 
 Vendor training   03 
 Apprenticeship programs   04 
 Community college provided customized training 
  or education   05 
 Vocational training   06 
 Tuition reimbursement   07 
 Online courses   08 
 Provide flexible schedule for outside continuing 
  education  09 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable - Do not need new  
  or increased skills   96 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
7.  If you have an apprenticeship program, how has it 
been impacted by COVID? 
(Read list; enter all that apply.) 
 Proceeding as planned with no changes  01 
 Changed to a virtual (online) format  02 
 Delayed the start date for new apprentices  03 
 Rescinded the offer to some new apprentices  04 
 Canceled the apprenticeship program for 2020  05 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable - Do not have an 
  apprenticeship program   96 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8.  Now we have some questions about your company’s 
workforce by job function. 
 
8a.  Do you employ staff in the Accounting or Finance 
function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8b)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8aa.  (If employ staff in Accounting or Finance function 
per Q.8a) 
Are you seeing a shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Accounting or Finance function? 
 Yes   01 
 No (if “no” skip to question 8b)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8aaa.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Accounting or Finance function per Q.8aa) 
Please tell me the skill level of applicants required to 
meet your Accounting or Finance skill shortages.  
Approximately what percentage of the shortages you 
are experiencing require high-skill applicants (those 
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with a 4-year degree or higher); middle-skill applicants 
(training or education beyond high school, but less than 
a 4-year degree); and low-skill applicants (high school 
or less). 
What percent of positions require ... 
Answers MUST total 100% 
Refuse = 97 
Don't know/Not sure = 98 
 High-skill, requiring a 4-year degree or higher    ___ 
 Middle-skill, training or education beyond high 
  school, but less than a 4-year degree    ___ 
 Low-skill, requiring high school or less    ___ 
 
8aaaa.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Accounting or Finance function per Q.8aa) 
On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 means "not at all 
important" and 5 means "very important," how 
important to your business is the shortage of applicants 
in the Accounting or Finance function? 
 1 - Not at all important   01 
 2   02 
 3   03 
 4   04 
 5 - Very important   05 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8b.  Do you employ staff in the Information Technology 
function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8c)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8bb.  (If employ staff in Information Technology 
function per Q.8b) 
Are you seeing a shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Information Technology function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8c)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8bbb.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Information Technology function per Q.8bb) 
Please tell me the skill level of applicants required to 
meet your Information Technology skill shortages.  
Approximately what percentage of the shortages you 
are experiencing require high-skill applicants (those 
with a 4-year degree or higher); middle-skill applicants 
(training or education beyond high school, but less than 
a 4-year degree); and low-skill applicants (high school 
or less). 
What percent of positions require ... 
Answers MUST total 100% 
 

Refuse = 97 
Don't know/Not sure = 98 
 High-skill, requiring a 4-year degree or higher    ___ 
 Middle-skill, training or education beyond high 
  school, but less than a 4-year degree    ___ 
 Low-skill, requiring high school or less    ___ 
 
8bbbb.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Information Technology function per Q.8bb) 
On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 means "not at all 
important" and 5 means "very important," how 
important to your business is the shortage of applicants 
in the Information Technology function? 
 1 - Not at all important   01 
 2   02 
 3   03 
 4   04 
 5 - Very important   05 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8c.  Do you employ staff in the Customer Service 
function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8d)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8cc.  (If employ staff in Customer Service function per 
Q.8c) 
Are you seeing a shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Customer Service function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8d)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8ccc.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Customer Service function per Q.8cc) 
Please tell me the skill level of applicants required to 
meet your Customer Service skill shortages.  
Approximately what percentage of the shortages you 
are experiencing require high-skill applicants (those 
with a 4-year degree or higher); middle-skill applicants 
(training or education beyond high school, but less than 
a 4-year degree); and low-skill applicants (high school 
or less). 
What percent of positions require ... 
Answers MUST total 100% 
Refuse = 97 
Don't know/Not sure = 98 
 High-skill, requiring a 4-year degree or higher    ___ 
 Middle-skill, training or education beyond high 
  school, but less than a 4-year degree    ___ 
 Low-skill, requiring high school or less    ___ 
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8cccc.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Customer Service function per Q.8cc) 
On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 means "not at all 
important" and 5 means "very important," how 
important to your business is the shortage of applicants 
in the Customer Service function? 
 1 - Not at all important   01 
 2   02 
 3   03 
 4   04 
 5 - Very important   05 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8d.  Do you employ staff in the Business Management 
function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8e)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8dd.  (If employ staff in Business Management function 
per Q.8d) 
Are you seeing a shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Business Management function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8e)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8ddd.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Business Management function per Q.8dd) 
Please tell me the skill level of applicants required to 
meet your Business Management skill shortages.  
Approximately what percentage of the shortages you 
are experiencing require high-skill applicants (those 
with a 4-year degree or higher); middle-skill applicants 
(training or education beyond high school, but less than 
a 4-year degree); and low-skill applicants (high school 
or less). 
What percent of positions require ... 
Answers MUST total 100% 
Refuse = 97 
Don't know/Not sure = 98 
 High-skill, requiring a 4-year degree or higher    ___ 
 Middle-skill, training or education beyond high 
  school, but less than a 4-year degree    ___ 
 Low-skill, requiring high school or less    ___ 
 
8dddd.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Business Management function per Q.8dd) 
On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 means "not at all 
important" and 5 means "very important," how 
important to your business is the shortage of applicants 
in the Business Management function? 
 

 1 - Not at all important   01 
 2   02 
 3   03 
 4   04 
 5 - Very important   05 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8e.  Do you employ staff in the Skilled Trades function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8f)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8ee.  (If employ staff in Skilled Trades function per 
Q.8e) 
Are you seeing a shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Skilled Trades function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8f)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8eee.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Skilled Trades function per Q.8ee) 
Please tell me the skill level of applicants required to 
meet your Skilled Trades skill shortages.  
Approximately what percentage of the shortages you 
are experiencing require high-skill applicants (those 
with a 4-year degree or higher); middle-skill applicants 
(training or education beyond high school, but less than 
a 4-year degree); and low-skill applicants (high school 
or less). 
What percent of positions require ... 
Answers MUST total 100% 
Refuse = 97 
Don't know/Not sure = 98 
 High-skill, requiring a 4-year degree or higher    ___ 
 Middle-skill, training or education beyond high 
  school, but less than a 4-year degree    ___ 
 Low-skill, requiring high school or less    ___ 
 
8eeee.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Skilled Trades function per Q.8ee) 
On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 means "not at all 
important" and 5 means "very important," how 
important to your business is the shortage of applicants 
in the Skilled Trades function? 
 1 - Not at all important   01 
 2   02 
 3   03 
 4   04 
 5 - Very important   05 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
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8f.  Do you employ staff in the Manufacturing, 
Production & Maintenance function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8g)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8ff.  (If employ staff in Manufacturing, Production & 
Maintenance function per Q.8f) 
Are you seeing a shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Manufacturing, Production & Maintenance function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 8g)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8fff.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Manufacturing, Production & Maintenance function per 
Q.8ff) 
Please tell me the skill level of applicants required to 
meet your Manufacturing, Production & Maintenance 
skill shortages.  Approximately what percentage of the 
shortages you are experiencing require high-skill 
applicants (those with a 4-year degree or higher); 
middle-skill applicants (training or education beyond 
high school, but less than a 4-year degree); and low-
skill applicants (high school or less). 
What percent of positions require ... 
Answers MUST total 100% 
Refuse = 97 
Don't know/Not sure = 98 
 High-skill, requiring a 4-year degree or higher    ___ 
 Middle-skill, training or education beyond high 
  school, but less than a 4-year degree    ___ 
 Low-skill, requiring high school or less    ___ 
 
8ffff.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Manufacturing, Production & Maintenance function per 
Q.8ff) 
On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 means "not at all 
important" and 5 means "very important," how 
important to your business is the shortage applicants in 
the Manufacturing, Production & Maintenance 
function? 
 1 - Not at all important   01 
 2   02 
 3   03 
 4   04 
 5 - Very important   05 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8g.  Do you employ staff in the Patient Care function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 9)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 

 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8gg.  (If employ staff in Patient Care function per Q.8g) 
Are you seeing a shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Patient Care function? 
 Yes   01 
 No  (if “no” skip to question 9)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
8ggg.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Patient Care function per Q.8gg) 
Please tell me the skill level of applicants required to 
meet your Patient Care skill shortages.  Approximately 
what percentage of the shortages you are experiencing 
require high-skill applicants (those with a 4-year 
degree or higher); middle-skill applicants (training or 
education beyond high school, but less than a 4-year 
degree); and low-skill applicants (high school or less). 
What percent of positions require ... 
Answers MUST total 100% 
Refuse = 97 
Don't know/Not sure = 98 
 High-skill, requiring a 4-year degree or higher    ___ 
 Middle-skill, training or education beyond high 
  school, but less than a 4-year degree    ___ 
 Low-skill, requiring high school or less    ___ 
 
8gggg.  (If seeing shortage of skilled applicants in the 
Patient Care function per Q.8gg) 
On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 means "not at all 
important" and 5 means "very important," how 
important to your business is the shortage of applicants 
in the Patient Care function? 
 1 - Not at all important   01 
 2   02 
 3   03 
 4   04 
 5 - Very important   05 
 (Do not read) Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
9.  In your business, what percentage of your TOTAL 
positions requires each of the following levels of 
experience?  What percent of positions require ... 
Answers MUST total 100% 
Refuse = 97 
Don't know/Not sure = 98 
 A minimum of 4 or more years of experience    ___ 
 A minimum of 1 to 3 years of experience    ___ 
 Some experience, but less than 1 year    ___ 
 No experience    ___ 
 
10.  In your business, what percentage of your TOTAL 
employees requires each of the following levels of 



State of the St. Louis Workforce 2020      stlcc.edu/STLworkforce 69 

education as a minimum requirement?  What percent of 
positions require... 
Answers MUST total 100% 
Refuse = 97 
Don't know/Not sure = 98 
 High-skill, requiring a 4-year degree or higher    ___ 
 Middle-skill, training or education beyond high 
  school, but less than a 4-year degree    ___ 
 Low-skill, requiring high school or less    ___ 
 
11.  What percentage of jobs in your business are 
available for individuals with industry relevant short-
term training, meaning not more than 6 months past 
high school? 
 No jobs   01 
 1 to 49% of jobs  02 
 50 to 100% of jobs   03 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
12. What percentage of jobs in your firm requires each 
of the following types of drug screen prior to hire? 
 Marijuana, percentage ____ 
 Opioids, percentage ____ 
 Other stimulants, percentage ____ 
 
13. What percentage of jobs in your firm receives each 
of the following types of background checks prior to 
hire? 
 Criminal check, percentage ____ 
 Financial check, percentage ____ 
 eVerify check, percentage ____ 
 Social media check, percentage ____ 
 Professional license or certification check, 
  percentage ____ 
 Check by an outside service, percentage ____ 
 
14. Which statement best describes your company's 
position on hiring an applicant convicted of a felony 
offense who has completed their sentence and/or 
probation? 
(Read list; single response only) 
  Would not consider applicant for any position   01 
  Depends on the nature of the felony and the time 
  since the offense   02 
  Would consider for some jobs but not for others   03 
  Would consider the applicant for any job for  
  which they are qualified   04 
  (Do not read) Refuse   97 
  (Do not read) Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
15. On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 means "not at all" and 5 
means "very likely," how likely is your business, within 
the next 12 months, to incorporate new technologies to 
automate processes? 
 

 1 - Not at all   01 
 2   02 
 3   03 
 4   04 
 5 - Very likely   05 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
16.  Which of the following statements describe your 
business’ expectations as to the impacts of job and task 
automation? 
(Read list; enter all that apply.) 
 New automation will be added in existing parts 
  of the business  01 
 New automation will be used in new business 
  areas 02 
 Automation will require retraining of existing 
 employees  03 
 Automation will enable workforce reductions  04 
 Automation will not affect employment levels  05 
 Automation will require the hiring of new 
  employees  06 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable – No job or task 
  automation is planned  96 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
17.  Please tell us if your business has experienced any 
of the following impacts due to COVID? 
(Read list; enter all that apply.) 
 Supply chain disruptions  01 
 Increase in demand for certain products  02 
 Decrease in demand for certain products  03 
 Cancelled orders, slow sales or no sales  04 
 Concerns about workforce becoming ill  05 
 Employee absenteeism  06 
 Concerns about ability to retain skilled workers  07 
 Need to adjust work schedules and locations  08 
 Need for technology upgrades or changes  09 
 Anticipate canceling or postponing an expansion  10 
 Other impact (If "Yes" - Record)  11 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable - No direct impact  96 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
18.  Which of the following operational changes has 
your business made in response to COVID? 
(Read list; enter all that apply.) 
 Continued operations, but with changes in delivery 
  (such as curbside pickup/remote appointments)  01 
 Continued operations, but closed to the public  02 
 Closed business temporarily  03 
 Reduced hours or consolidated shifts  04 
 Enhanced workplace cleaning and disinfection  05 
 Changed the layout of public-facing facilities  06 
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 Modified products and services offered  07 
 Made changes to the business model  08 
 Have employees work remotely  09 
 Cross-trained employees to ensure continued 
  operations  10 
 Furloughed or laid off employees  11 
 Added new employees  12 
 Provided special arrangements for vulnerable 
  employees (those most susceptible to COVID)  13 
 Provided employee childcare allowances  14 
 Offered new employee mental health programs  15 
 New strategic planning initiatives  16 
 Acquired or applied new technology or  
  automation  17 
 Other operational changes (If "Yes" - Record)  18 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable - No operational 
  changes made  96 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
19.  Which of the following challenges to your 
employees working remotely are you experiencing? 
(Read list; enter all that apply.) 
 Company policies or culture  01 
 Broadband issues  02 
 Technology training or support  03 
 Lack of equipment for remote use  04 
 Systems capability for remote work  05 
 Employee retention or satisfaction  06 
 Team communication and collaboration issues   07 
 Tracking tasks or productivity   08 
 Building and maintaining trust   09 
 Changes in work processes are required  10 
 Jobs roles that are not suitable for remote work   11 
 Mental health issues due to social isolation   12 
 Other challenge (If "Yes" - Record)  13 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable - No challenges to 
  remote work encountered  95 
 (Do not read)  Not applicable - No employees 
  working remotely  96 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
20A.  Is your business currently looking for ways to 
reduce labor costs during the rest of 2020? 
 Yes   01 
 No (if “no” skip to Q21)  02 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
 
 

20B.  Which of the following labor cost reduction 
methods is your business using, or plans to use, to 
reduce labor costs for the rest of 2020? 
 
(Read list; enter all that apply.) 
 Reductions-in-force (permanent termination of 
  employees)  01 
 Furloughs (temporary separation of employees)  02 
 Changing employees from full-time to part-time 
  status  03 
 Reducing contingency or gig workers  04 
 Requesting voluntary furloughs or sabbaticals   05 
 Requiring mandatory vacation  06 
 Instituting a hiring freeze  07 
 Reducing employee pay  08 
 Reducing executive pay  09 
 Delaying or cancelling merit increases  10 
 Reducing or cancelling incentive bonuses  11 
 Reducing sales commissions  12 
 Offering early retirement packages  13 
 (Do not read)  Refuse   97 
 (Do not read)  Don't know/Not sure   98 
 
21.  Looking forward, please rate how great of a 
concern each of the following are to your business 
using a 1-to-5 scale where 1 is "not concerned," 3 is 
“somewhat concerned” and 5 is "very concerned."  You 
may also use any number between 1 and 5.  And, if an 
item is not applicable to your business, please tell me 
so. 
1 – Not concerned 
2 
3 – Somewhat concerned 
4 
5 - Very concerned 
96 - Not applicable 
97 - Refuse 
98 - Don't know/Not sure 
 Decreased consumer spending   __ 
 U.S. or global recession   __ 
 Supply chain disruptions   __ 
 Attracting or retaining talent   __ 
 Workforce reductions   __ 
 Lower productivity   __ 
 Employee mental health issues or stress   __ 
 Lack of information for decision making   __ 
 Financial impacts on operations   __ 
 Cash flow and finding capital   __ 
 Tax or trade uncertainties   __ 
 Consumer concerns about COVID   __ 
 Employee concerns about COVID   __ 
 Other concern (If "Yes" - Record)   __ 
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