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In Northeast Ohio, we can be proud of the economic gains 
we have made over the last decade. Our overall economy is 
on an improved trajectory, with old industries and companies 
repositioning themselves, new industries being created, and 
entrepreneurship taking root. Yet, our region — like much of 
the country — has experienced economic “growth” without 
sufficient economic “opportunity.” Income inequality is increasing 
while economic mobility — the likelihood for people to move  
up the income ladder — remains stagnant.  This means it’s 

become increasingly difficult for low-income individuals and families to earn enough to reach the next  
rung. We are not fulfilling the American promise. 

The Fund for Our Economic Future, a collaboration of nearly 50 funders, including foundations, educational 
institutions, hospital systems, associations and others, has been focused on transforming the Northeast Ohio 
economy for the past decade through grantmaking, convening and research. With 10 years of collaborative 
work under our belt, we’ve learned that we cannot achieve a growing, opportunity-rich economy through job 
creation alone. Our research shows that metros that have created the most jobs have also tended to have 
higher poverty rates, higher inequality and crime.1 Indeed, real economic growth in the U.S. is systematically 
stronger and more sustainable in places where more people share in the opportunities being created.2 Thus, 
there exists not only an ethical imperative, but an economic imperative to support strategies that advance 
economic growth — job, income and output growth — and increased access to opportunity. 

Growth & Opportunity is the Fund for Our Economic Future’s approach to growing our region’s economy  
in ways that create more opportunities for all people of Northeast Ohio. We support strategies that create 
good jobs, prepare our workforce for the jobs of today and tomorrow, and promote better access to those 
jobs. To be successful, these strategies must be connected, and they must also connect local communities — 
particularly those that have been left behind — to the regional economy.  

We ask that you join us in this work.
Our goal is to work with partners in the public, private and civic sectors to transform the Northeast Ohio 
economy so that it benefits all, not just some. It’s imperative that traditional “growth” camps (those focused on 
economic development, business attraction and retention, entrepreneurship) and “opportunity” camps (those 
focused on workforce development, social services, transit) come together to ensure that job creation, job 
preparation and job access efforts more broadly reinforce each other.

The purpose of this Call to Action is to convey the criticality of taking a Growth & Opportunity approach to ad-
vance the Northeast Ohio economy, illustrate what it looks like in practice, and embolden others to adopt job 
creation, job preparation and job access strategies so that our efforts to improve the economy can be transfor-
mative. To help us, we enlisted our partner, the Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland, to provide a snapshot of our 
region’s economy, and three tireless Northeast Ohio advocates who live and breathe Growth & Opportunity 
every day to share insight from the field:

• April Miller Boise, vice president, general counsel and corporate secretary of  Veyance Technologies Inc., on job creation;  
• Jill Rizika, executive director of  Towards Employment, on job preparation; and  
• Jason Segedy, director of Akron Metropolitan Area Transportation Study (AMATS), on job access.

Ultimately, the keys to strengthening and scaling these efforts are: (1) an understanding that not all jobs are 
created equal, (2) a diversified approach to assessing and preparing job candidates, and (3) a renewed sense  
of place.

Through this Call to Action, we hope to catalyze even more long-term integrated thinking and work together 
across sectors to advance Growth & Opportunity. 

Read on, and join us!

WHY GROWTH &  
OPPORTUNITY MATTER

Brad Whitehead
President, Fund for Our Economic Future

Our goal is to work with 
partners in the public, 
private and civic sectors to 
transform the Northeast 
Ohio economy so that it 
benefits all, not just some.



A THREE-TIERED APPROACH  
TO GROWTH & OPPORTUNITY

 JOB CREATION 
Build on distinct regional assets in order to create and  
retain good jobs with long-term payoffs for people  
of all skill levels.

 JOB PREPARATION 
Prepare residents for current and future jobs through  
systems reform that promotes coordinated, employer- 
connected and sector-focused education and training.

 JOB ACCESS 
Strengthen connectivity between where people live and  
work through more efficient transit and social/spatial  
networks; promote sustainable growth patterns that 
enable improved access to jobs in the furture.
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This three-tiered approach to opportunity-rich economic 
growth was first introduced by our Fund in May 2014.3 
The purpose of this Call to Action is to situate Northeast 
Ohio against the national backdrop of rising inequality 
and stagnant mobility, and encourage others to adopt 
strategies that advance both economic growth and 
equitable access to opportunity through efforts that 
simultaneously address job creation, job preparation 
and job access.

JOB
CREATION

JOB
PREPARATION

JOB
ACCESS

Notes:
1 See Fund for Our Economic Future. (2013). What Matters to Metros™: 
Foundational indicators for economic competitiveness.  
www.thefundneo.org/what-matters/what-matters-metros.

2 See Fund for Our Economic Future. (2014). Growth and opportunity: 
A framework for stronger, moreequitable local and regional economies.  
www.thefundneo.org/growth-opportunity

3 See www.thefundneo.org/growth-opportunity.
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OVERVIEW
Five years after the end of the Great Recession, the United States 
has returned to peak employment levels, but Northeast Ohio is  
not there yet. Residual effects of the recession are still felt by much 
of the population nationally in the form of reduced wages and  
stagnant family income levels, so it is worthwhile to carefully  
examine how people are faring in Northeast Ohio. 

Collectively, Northeast Ohio accounts for just 14 percent of the 
state’s landmass, but 30 percent of the population and a third of 
business activity (gross state product, employment and number of 
establishments), which has wide implications for the daily lives of 
the roughly 4 million residents in the region.4 The following analysis 
provides an overview of Northeast Ohio’s economic performance 
over the course of the recovery. Much like in other parts of the 
country, the recovery is not reaching everyone in Northeast  
Ohio. We examine the income inequality and economic mobility 
implications of our progress to date. We conclude that the glass 
is (at least) half full but wage and income trends may continue  
to limit the reach of economic growth in bringing prosperity to  
all people of Northeast Ohio.  

By Mark Schweitzer Senior Vice President,  
Director of Research, and Kyle Fee, Senior Policy 

Analyst, Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland

WHERE WE STAND:  
THE STATE OF THE 

NORTHEAST OHIO 
ECONOMY

Mark Schweitzer Kyle Fee

“...wage and income trends may continue  
to limit the reach of economic growth in bringing 

prosperity to all people of Northeast Ohio.”

4 Fund for Our Economic Future

These are the authors’ views and do not 
necessarily represent the views of others 

within the Federal Reserve System.
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AN UNEVEN RECOVERY

Unemployment
The unemployment rate, while not a perfect indicator, is one of the best  
measures to compare the state of labor markets across time and geographies.5  
By this measure, Northeast Ohio has made considerable progress. After topping  
out at an unemployment rate of 10.3 percent in September 2009, the region’s  
unemployment rate is now approaching the pre-recession level of 6.0 percent.  
However, that’s still a good distance from the 4.0 percent unemployment rate last 
seen in 2000. As Figure1 shows, the region’s unemployment rate declines over the 
past three and a half years have mirrored the nation and the state, although both 
Northeast Ohio and the state exhibited particularly rapid progress from 2009 to 
2011. After relatively weak progress in 2012, unemployment has again declined in 
both the region and the state.

What the Numbers Mean
In general, the expansion of high-wage industries is indeed beneficial to the region; however, slower job  
growth in the other two-thirds of the regional employment base suggests that the benefits associated  
with growth may not be inclusive to all Northeast Ohio residents. 

Employment Growth
In terms of employment gains, the region’s current recovery is considerably  
stronger than the previous one in 2001 to 2007. But there is room for further 
progress. Employment growth is slower in the region than elsewhere in the country 
(these dynamics are discussed further in the Job Creation essay, beginning on page 7). 
Since 2010, Northeast Ohio employment grew 3.6 percent compared to 5.5 percent 
and 6.2 percent for Ohio and the U.S., respectively, as shown in Figure 2. 

Northeast Ohio is seeing mixed employment growth across high- and low-wage  
industries. Figure 3 shows that some high-wage industries6 are growing while others are 
declining. Since 2010, high-wage professional and business services and manufacturing 
industries have added nearly 20,000 and 14,000 jobs in Northeast Ohio, respectively. 

Conversely, the high-wage industries of financial activities and information have on 
net lost 4,000 jobs. Collectively, high-wage industries make up only a third of total 
employment in the region, but accounted for 50 percent of the job growth over 
the past three years. Mid-wage industries, which account for 45 percent of total  
employment in the region, have added 18,000 jobs, accounting for nearly a third  
of all job growth since 2010. Despite these gains, mid-wage job growth in Northeast 
Ohio is slower than the national rate. Low-wage industries meanwhile, have added 
13,000 jobs, accounting for 20 percent of jobs created in Northeast Ohio since 2010.

What the Numbers Mean
Northeast Ohio’s lower unemployment rate indicates that more of those who are looking for work 
are succeeding at finding jobs. However, some unemployed individuals are not included if they stop 
actively looking for work. 

Stagnant Wages
Another important labor market condition that can affect the economic health of 
a region is the average wage earned by its residents. Higher wages not only help to 
pull people out of poverty, they can also encourage people to relocate to an area 
in search of more lucrative opportunities. Wages essentially reflect the value  
employers place on the skills of their employees. 

The average weekly wage in Northeast Ohio, as Figure 4 shows, is similar to the  
statewide average, but much lower than the national average. The current average 
weekly wage in Northeast Ohio is $860, which equates to an annual salary of  
roughly $45,000, or 190 percent of the poverty line for a family of four. This is  
nearly 11 percent less than the national average weekly wage of $963.7 Over the past 
decade, this disparity has increased. However, real wage growth in Northeast Ohio 
(0.9 percent, annualized) has been on par with the country (1.1 percent, annualized) 
over the course of the recent recovery. 

Figure 1

Unemployment Rate

Figure 2

Employment since December 2007

Figure 3

Employment Growth by Industry, 2010-2013
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What the Numbers Mean
Slow wage growth suggests that the supply of available labor likely continues to exceed the demand 
for labor in the region (i.e., there are more workers than there are jobs, which tends to keep wages low). 
As such, income inequality and mobility concerns are heightened (these dynamics are further discussed in 
the Job Preparation essay, beginning on page 10). 

Increased Income Inequality 
This positive picture is tempered, however, by rising inequality of incomes.  
The divergence between what those at the top of the income ladder and those 
on the lower rungs make has grown considerably wider in Northeast Ohio, as it  
has across the country, since 1980. This is true even when we ignore the gains of  
the very wealthy, or the top 1 percent. In recent years, incomes of those in the 90th 
percentile are almost three times the median household’s income both nationally 
and in Northeast Ohio, up from a little more than two times the median house-
hold’s income in 1980.That may seem like a large gap, but the median household  
has an income that is more than four times the income of a household in the 
10th percentile, which is generally below national poverty guidelines.

Similar to individuals, low-income communities tend to have a hard time breaking  
out of their low-income status, especially in Northeast Ohio. Like social mobility,  
the persistence of low-income conditions in some neighborhoods helps to illustrate 
the challenges that lie ahead. Figure 6 shows that over the past 30 years, communities  
(defined as a Census tract) tend to remain in the same quartile of income distribution. 
In Northeast Ohio, if a community was in the lowest income quartile, 77 percent of 
the time that community stayed in the lowest income quartile; and less than 1 percent 
of those communities moved up to the top income quartile over the past 30 years. 
For the U.S., if a community was in the lowest income quartile, 67 percent of the 
time that community stayed in the lowest income quartile, and 4 percent of bottom 
quartile communities moved up to the top income quartile over the past 30 years. 

Rising Personal Income
A more complete measure of regional prosperity is real per capita personal income, 
which includes returns on investments and other categories of income (income of 
retirees and proprietors). Per capita income is a reasonable way to compare regions 
because it incorporates the returns on a full range of local assets.  

The latest Northeast Ohio estimate (2013) of per capita personal income is 
$40,061 versus $41,707 for the U.S. Per capita personal income in the region has 
grown faster during this recovery than it has nationally, and has also outperformed 
the previous recovery. From 2010 to 2013, Northeast Ohio’s per capita personal 
income increased 7.8 percent compared to 5.7 percent for the U.S. 

What the Numbers Mean
The stagnant mobility of entire communities follows decades of disinvestment and population loss in many 
urban neighborhoods, which is evident from the prevalence of vacant and abandoned properties in the 
region. Persistent concentrations of poverty add to the already difficult challenges of lowering income 
inequality and increasing residents’ economic mobility (these dynamics are further discussed in the  
Job Access essay, beginning on page 13). 

Summary
In many aspects, the performance of the Northeast Ohio economy has been on par  
with the national economy, specifically wage and income growth. And employment 
growth has been stronger than it was during the last recovery, but is still below  
national levels. As evidenced by the uneven recovery among low-, mid- and high-wage 
jobs, and the stark inequalities in income levels, economic benefits associated with the 
growth are not reaching all residents of Northeast Ohio.

Notes:
4This is based on a 16-county definition for Northeast Ohio; however, some of  
the data presented in this article is a population weighted average of the metros 
in Northeast Ohio due to data availability.
5 Advantages to using the unemployment rate is that it is widely understood, 
released with minimal delay and at smaller geographies is largely unaffected by 
demographic factors that influence other measures like the labor force participation 
rate and employment-to-population ratio. However, an unemployment rate measure 
will not differentiate between full-time and part-time employment, or account for 
individuals who have left the labor force altogether.
6 The authors designate high-wage industries as ones where the average weekly 
wage is greater than $1,000; mid-wage industries as ones where the average 
weekly wage is between $700 and $1,000; and low-wage as industries where 
the average weekly wage is below $700. Wage designations are relative and 
specific to Northeast Ohio.
7 The cost of living in Ohio is also about 11 percent less than the national average. 
See www.bea.gov/newsreleases/regional/rpp/rpp_newsrelease.htm.

Not surprisingly, wage growth slowed during the recession in both Northeast Ohio 
and across the country. What is surprising is that wage growth is weaker after the 
recession than it was before it. In Northeast Ohio, annual wage growth went from 
0.5 percent from 2001 to 2007, and has been at 0.2 percent since 2010. 

Figure 4

Real Average Weekly Wage since January 2001

Figure 5

Per Capita Personal Income

Figure 6

Transition Rates for Low-income Communities, 1980-2010



OVERVIEW
The job creation imperative in Northeast Oho has been understood 
for a long time. Initial work by the Fund for Our Economic Future  
(the Fund), Cleveland State University (CSU) and the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Cleveland in 2006 indicated that our region’s 
four metros — Akron, Cleveland-Lorain-Elyria, Canton-Massillon,  
and Youngstown-Warren — were largely underperforming other 
similarly-sized metros across the country in employment, income, 
output and productivity. 8

Since that time, community leaders have tackled this challenge with 
vigor; public officials, and business and philanthropic leaders have  
pursued job initiatives big and small at both the local and regional  
level. Many of these efforts will have a long-term payoff. Entrepre-
neurship is alive again in the region and we have a broad network  
of intermediaries to support fledgling businesses. Other efforts 
promise more immediate returns. Economic development entities —
whether private, public or some combination of the two — have 
 increased resources dedicated to business expansion, often times 
with significant state funding. And efforts like MAGNET’s PRISM  
program and America Makes have partnered with the region’s  
manufacturing firms to drive innovation in that bedrock sector  
of our economy. 

We now know we can compete in growing arenas, such as medical 
devices, health information technology, flexible electronic materials,  
advanced polymers and coatings, as well as instrumentation and  
control technologies. And we can point to entrepreneurs and  
companies as our proof points. 

By April Miller Boise
Vice President, General Counsel

Corporate Secretary, Veyance Technologies Inc..

“Underlying all of this is a worrisome mindset of agnosticism —  
that any job is a good job and it doesn’t matter what its wage is,  

who it goes to, or where it is located.”

April Miller Boise

JOB
CREATION

JOB
PREPARATION

JOB
ACCESS

CREATING ECONOMIC  
OPPORTUNITY THROUGH   

HIGH-QUALITY JOBS:

 A FOCUS ON  
CORE COMMUNITIES
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Moreover, the jobs created in these industries are often “good” 
jobs. For instance, the 3,520 jobs that the Fund’s grantees9 have 
helped create from the beginning of 2013 through the first half of 
2014 have an average wage of nearly $64,000 per job. That’s roughly 
a third more than the regional average and approximately 20 
percent more than the national average. And that number has been 
on a general upward trend since the Fund started its work in 2004.

Our region has made progress, but not enough. We still need  
more “good” jobs. A regional analysis by the Fund and Team NEO 
indicates that our region needs to create 155,000 jobs over the 
next 10 years to exceed national growth rates. Indeed, recent  
Fund-CSU research indicates that each of our four metro areas is 
still underperforming other similarly-sized metros on job growth.10

Here is more bad news: Employment growth in metro areas like 
Cleveland, Akron and Youngstown is happening farther and farther 
away from the central cities. The trend is national, but it has been 
more pronounced in Northeast Ohio (see Chart 1). Despite the 
valiant efforts of countless leaders, job growth in Northeast Ohio 
— like in many parts of the country — is largely concentrated in 
the suburbs.

Of course, exceptions exist. For instance, University Circle in 
Cleveland is one of the fastest growing job centers in the region, and is creating a  
promising spillover into the Health Tech Corridor due to the innovative efforts  
of public leaders over many years. We should be proud of and build upon such 
bright spots, but overall the results have been sobering and the consequences for 
our most vulnerable populations are enormous (see Job Access essay, page 13). 

Underlying all of this is a worrisome mindset of agnosticism — that any job  
is a good job and it doesn’t matter what its wage is, who it goes to, or where  
it is located.11

Are employees adequately prepared for these jobs? Are the jobs located in places 
that leverage existing infrastructure, or do they require significant additional public 
investment (that could otherwise be used for investments in education, innovation 
or other amenities)? Are the jobs in a core city or accessible by public  
transportation?

We need to fix the “rules of the game” so we make smarter investments across 
the region in our many existing job centers, whether they are urban or rural, and  
we need to encourage the creation of jobs in core communities, closest to the 
populations who will benefit the most. These core communities include Cleveland, 
Akron, Canton, Lorain, and Youngstown, but also Ashtabula, Medina, Elyria, and  
Mansfield. What might that look like? Opportunity Corridor in Cleveland is a  
case in point. 

THE POTENTIAL
On its face, Opportunity Corridor is a road project designed to improve regional 
transportation by connecting the I-77/I-490 interchange to the hub of economic 
activity that is University Circle. In the process, the road will course through some 
of the most economically distressed neighborhoods in Northeast Ohio.12 The road 
could be built using significant state funding, but with little to no benefit for those 
within the 300+ acres enveloped by the project. Key community institutions and 
economic development leaders are working to ensure that Opportunity Corridor 
becomes more than just a $330+ million road, and that the project revitalizes these 
distressed neighborhoods and our residents who live there. The potential for it to 
do so certainly exists, but it will take a lot of hard work, good policy and sound 
decision-making to get it right.

Chart 1

We need instead a mindset that while jobs are good, some jobs are better than others. 
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Within a mile of the Opportunity Cooridor project, approximately 9,000 
working-age people live in economically distressed areas (see sidebar). Based 
on Fund analysis, increasing the labor force participation rate from the current  
56 percent level to above the 65 percent economically distressed threshold would 
require about 850 non-working residents to start working or actively looking for 
work.15 Improving labor force participation to the regional average of 77 percent 
would take about 2,000 jobs. If nearby residents obtain a substantial portion of 
the estimated 3,000 jobs this project is expected to create, Opportunity Corridor  
has the potential to lift these areas out of economic distress.16

But just any job will not be good enough. The jobs created must pay a high enough 
wage to increase incomes for economic conditions within the project’s impact area 
to truly improve. To move the median household income above what the Fund  
considers distressed would take about 650 jobs that pay at least $15 per hour.17

With numbers like these, it’s hard to deny that Opportunity Corridor is a 
once-in-a-generation opportunity to transform Cleveland’s core and bring jobs to 
parts of the region where they are sorely needed, with the ripple effects likely to 
be felt far beyond the project’s scope. How do we get there? Below are a few ideas:

Encourage and Support Joint Ventures 
Many of our region’s largest employers — hospitals, universities, etc. —  
are located in urban cores. They purchase hundreds of millions of dollars in goods 
and services each year. What if we encouraged and supported established, proven 
entrepreneurs to form joint ventures with midsize and large companies already 
doing business in Northeast Ohio? Locate the new joint-venture businesses  
in the urban core and encourage the new joint ventures to provide co-ops 
to younger employees and students in exchange for college credit. This would  
provide a gateway to employment.  

These businesses could include captive or dedicated providers of back- 
office services (such as customer service, processing of accounts payable and 
receivables, IT help desk, data entry, general ledger, etc., but might also include 
a specific focus on health care services) that can be exported to businesses 
around the U.S. 

Provide Tax Credits 
Our cities could provide tax credits or incentives to businesses for hiring 
residents in the urban core, and re-evaluate economic empowerment zones 
for targeted industry clusters. This tool has been used effectively to attract 
capital and jobs in offshore markets, so why not here? 

Connect Professionals 
We could learn from others like the Initiative for a Competitive Inner City 
(ICIC), a national research and strategy nonprofit that provides urban businesses 
with access to executive education, networking, visibility, and capital. Or develop 
academic, hands-on opportunities for professional school (e.g., law, business,  
engineering) students to work with residents and businesses already in the 
urban core and help them grow. 

These ideas can’t come to fruition overnight. They require coordinated action, 
collaborative partnerships, investment of capital and resources, and, as illustrated 
above and in the pages that follow, they must align with job preparation and job 
access efforts.

Economically  
distressed areas:
The Fund for Our Economic Future defines economically  
distressed areas as those where less than 65 percent of 
working-age adults (25-64) are employed or looking for 
work, and where median household income falls in the 
bottom quartile (below $31,750). In 2012, this represented 
about 5 percent of the 4.4 million13 residents — 
or 1 in 20 people — living in Northeast Ohio. The  
city of Cleveland is home to almost half of the region’s 
economically distressed population. Some other communities 
might represent a smaller percentage of the overall region’s 
economically distressed population, but have a very high 
proportion of their own residents living in economic 
distress. Forty percent of East Cleveland residents, for 
example, live in economic distress, while 37 percent 
of Youngstown residents and 28 percent of Warren 
residents do.14

Notes:
8 See Eberts, R., Erickcek, G., and Kleinhenz, J. (2006).  
Dashboard indicators for the Northeast Ohio economy.
www.thefundneo.org/sites/default/files/content-media/ 
Dashboard%202006%20Report.pdff

9 See www.thefundneo.org/our-work/strategic-support

10 See Fund for Our Economic Future. (2013). What Matters to Metros™:  
Foundational indicators for economic competitiveness www.thefundneo.org/what-matters/what-matters-metros

11 See www.livingcities.org/blog/720-the-geography-of-growth

12 See www.thefundneo.org/our-views/opportunity-corridor-numbers;  
www.gcpartnership.com/See-What-We-Do/Infrastructure-and-Physical-Development/Opportunity-Corridor 

13 The Fund for Our Economic Future uses an 18-county region in its calculations 
on Northeast Ohio population. These counties are Cuyahoga, Summit, Stark, Huron, Mahoning, Lorain, Trumbull, Medina, Portage, 
Richland, Wayne,Columbiana, Ashtabula, Geauga, Tuscararwas, Erie, Lake, and Ashland.

14 Based on Fund for Our Economic Future and Team NEO analysis of Esri, Geospatial Analytics, U.S. Census, ACS 2008/2012. 
More analysis can be found at www.thefundneo.org/growth-opportunity/neighborhood-profiles

15 Based on ACS 2012 data and Fund for Our Economic Future calculations. 
See www.thefundneo.org/our-views/opportunity-corridor-numbers and 
www.thefundneo.org/our-views/opportunity-corridor-what-will-it-take for more analysis. 

16 See www.thefundneo.org/our-views/opportunity-corridor-what-will-it-take

17 See www.thefundneo.org/our-views/opportunity-corridor-what-will-it-take



OVERVIEW
Unemployment and low-wage work persists for many, even as the  
economy recovers. At the same time, employers in critical industries  
like manufacturing and health care struggle to find skilled employees.  
The problem is that many Northeast Ohioans are not adequately  
prepared to fill available jobs; 46 percent of Ohio adults (ages 18 to 64) 
have no education past high school.18And nearly half of Ohioans age 16  
and over are estimated to have poor literacy skills.19 Many of those who 
have jobs don’t make a high enough wage to support their families; more 
than 1 million, or roughly a fifth, of Ohio’s adult workers are in jobs with 
average wages below poverty level.20

By 2020, more than half of jobs in Ohio will require some post-secondary 
education.21 Our job creation efforts will not succeed unless our workforce 
is prepared for those jobs. Many of those who lack the education these 
jobs will require are concentrated in the region’s economically distressed 
neighborhoods. These communities are also hard hit by higher rates of 
foreclosure, crime and high school dropouts, and lack of transportation  
— all things that can impact employability and access to employment  
opportunities.    

This mismatch between employment supply and demand should be seen 
as an opportunity to take a targeted approach to move marginalized 
Northeast Ohio residents into the labor force. Realignment of services 
and collaboration between workforce systems and organizations can 
help more members of our community become productive workers 
who bring home family-sustaining wages and thus transform currently 
distressed neighborhoods. The right combination of effort can deliver on 
the Growth & Opportunity promise of both a pathway for individuals out 
of poverty and into a career, and a pipeline of talent for businesses with 
unfilled jobs.  

By Jill Rizika 
Executive Director,  Towards Employment

“...efforts should be demand-driven, industry-specific, and offer career 
pathways that accommodate multiple on-ramps for people entering  

the labor market at different stages of preparation.”

Jill Rizika

CREATING ECONOMIC  
OPPORTUNITY THROUGH  

COMPREHENSIVE  
CAREER PATHWAYS: 

BROADENING OUR 
UNDERSTANDING OF 

“PREPAREDNESS”
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JOB
PREPARATION

JOB
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A consensus is emerging around some basic principles for effective job preparation, 
as reinforced in the Workforce Opportunities and Innovations Act, federal legislation 
that provides workforce development funding. Job preparation efforts should be 
demand-driven, industry-specific, and offer career pathways that accommodate 
multiple on-ramps for people entering the labor market at different stages of  
preparation. Programs will need to cross traditional boundaries to align existing 
funding streams for greater efficiency and impact. 

In addition, communities that traditionally have been left behind need coordinated 
interventions to address the challenges that lead to low labor market participation  
in the first place. This may include addressing life stability issues, building academic  
and technical skills, and offering flexible scheduling options and contextualized 
curriculum targeted to the occupation, so that the training draws on real examples 
of what an employee would encounter in that workplace. This also includes offering 
opportunities to gain professional experience through job shadowing, internships, 
networking, and on-the-job training. In addition, ongoing industry-specific career 
coaching and the availability of support services after job placement are critical 
components of any strategy intending to help reinforce new behaviors, support 
adjustment to new expectations, and retain a focus on building a career. 

THE POTENTIAL
The Career Pathways Approach
An example of this industry-driven, career pathways approach is WorkAdvance, 
an initiative coordinated by Towards Employment. Supported by the national  
Social Innovation Fund with regional investment from the Fund for Our Economic 
Future, WorkAdvance targets those living at 200 percent of the poverty level or 
below. The program, in the fourth year of a five-year pilot in Cuyahoga County  
and the Mahoning Valley, delivers a continuum of aligned services to meet business 
needs and move low-income individuals onto career pathways in one of two of 
the region’s growth industries: manufacturing and health care. The model includes  
wrap-around supports, sector-specific expertise, technical skills training, job  
placement, and ongoing career coaching. 

The goal of WorkAdvance is to connect the dots for low-skilled workers who are 
starting out with multiple barriers to their progress. It helps them navigate the 
complex set of services they need to enter employment and then develop the  
competencies necessary for advancement. 

To move people along a pathway, collaboration across multiple systems is essential.  
These systems include social services, workforce readiness, education and training, and 
economic development. Each system is represented in WorkAdvance through specific 
partnerships.22 Towards Employment serves as the navigator, making connections 
among the project partners, and ensuring that training is focused on industry needs 
and that each job seeker gets the right combination of supports to move forward. 

WorkAdvance’s early results are promising. To date, 42 percent of those placed 
have advanced in some way (e.g., transitioning to permanent employment, getting 
additional hours, or obtaining a promotion). And 32 percent have earned an average 
wage increase of more than $2.50 an hour — or $5,200 a year. Further, two-thirds 
of WorkAdvance placements have access to benefits, and more than 75 percent 
start at 35 hours per week or more. These factors combine to ensure participants can 

Skills-based Hiring is a program that uses a skills-competency test 
as an employment screen. This test has been found to be five  
times more effective as a predictor of on-the-job performance than 
educational degrees alone, and to dramatically increase the 
pool of job applicants who can be considered for employment.
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move from poverty onto pathways with better wages and increased economic  
stability. For example, Kelly came to WorkAdvance with a limited work history 
earning less than $8 an hour, a criminal record and no technical credentials. With a 
scholarship to attend machining training, coaching to address questions regarding 
his work history and criminal background, and ongoing help to transition from an 
initial temporary assignment to permanent employment, Kelly now makes $12.50  
an hour with benefits, and is filling a small business’ need for a qualified machinist. 

Skills-based Hiring
Skills-based Hiring is another promising workforce initiative that builds on  
WorkAdvance’s best practices. First piloted in New Mexico by nonprofit  
Innovate+Educate, Skills-based Hiring is a program that uses a skills-competency  
test as an employment screen. Innovate+Educate has found this test to be five  
times more effective as a predictor of on-the-job performance than educational 
degrees alone, and to dramatically increase the pool of job applicants eligible  
for employment.

Employers who have incorporated Skills-based Hiring into their practices have  
seen a 70 percent reduction in cost-to-hire and a 50 percent reduction in time  
to train. In mid-2014, the Joyce Foundation identified Northeast Ohio as the next 
test market for this work, based on the success of the WorkAdvance program and 
the strong partnerships among community colleges, companies and workforce 
intermediaries. Several community partners, including funders, community colleges, 
business chambers, workforce investment boards, literacy groups, and social service 
agencies, have come together to bring Skills-based Hiring to Northeast Ohio. It will 
be piloted in at least three industries in Cuyahoga and Summit counties to start. 

Skills-based Hiring has the potential to connect many more of our residents to  
good jobs. But we still have a long way to go. Our next challenge is to take these  
demand-driven, industry-specific approaches and build an inclusive talent supply 
chain to meaningful scale. What is the right geography for this system to cover? 
What kind of organizational infrastructure is needed and in what type of  
organization should it be housed? 

Partnerships
These questions can be answered through industry-driven sector partnerships — 
or workforce intermediaries — that bring together employers, education and  
training providers, workforce boards, and community organizations. These kinds  
of collaborations have been shown to effectively address the skill needs of key 
industries, while creating supported pathways for lower-skilled workers. Furthermore, 
such partnerships establish a shared community vision, common metrics and key  
indicators of success, while also providing a forum for ongoing dialogue and feeder 
information about: 

• where the jobs are and what skills and credentials are required;

• what training and education programs are in place or need to be developed 
to deliver needed skill sets;

• what work readiness and pre-employment training partnerships can be  
created to build the pipeline of candidates from economically distressed 
neighborhoods and help them meet entrance requirements into demand- 
driven technical training programs;

• how to articulate/differentiate career ladders for those in low-wage positions 
as well as those entering employment with coordinated support and coaching; 

• how to work across existing programs and jurisdictional boundaries to align 
existing investments around shared goals; and most importantly

• how to monitor progress and evaluate performance, to remain responsive to 
industry needs and operate at the highest levels of efficiency. 

Coordinated, collaborative efforts that tackle these issues can meet our region’s 
current and future talent needs, while also addressing the rising inequality that  
threatens our economic health. Like Kelly, more Northeast Ohioans will not only  
secure a job, but advance on a career pathway. Employers provide the last word: 
“Those who have gone through WorkAdvance always seem to have the skill sets  
we need,” said Cheryl VanHorn, director of talent acquisition for MetroHealth.23 

Skills-based Hiring has the potential to connect many more of our 
residents to good jobs. But we still have a long way to go. Our next 
challenge is to take these demand-driven, industry-specific approaches 
and build an inclusive talent supply chain to meaningful scale. 

Notes:
18 See Working Poor Families Project, data generated by the Population Reference 
Bureau from 2007 American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau, as quoted in 
www.workingpoorfamilies.org/pdfs/OH_HelpWanted.pdf
19 See Community Research Partners. (2004). Average isn’t enough:  
Advancing working families to create an outstanding Ohio economy. 
www.workingpoorfamilies.org/small_states/assessment/ohio.pdf
20 See Community Research Partners. (2004). Average isn’t enough:  
Advancing working families to create an outstanding Ohio economy.  
www.workingpoorfamilies.org/small_states/assessment/ohio.pdf
21 See www.nationalskillscoalition.org/resources/publications/file/middle-skill-
fact-sheets-2014/NSC-Ohio-MiddleSkillFS-2014.pdf
22 WorkAdvance accesses support services from partners including the Centers  
for Families and Children; literacy services coordinated through the Greater 
Cleveland Literacy Cooperative; and employer engagement and job development 
through industry associations like WIRE-Net. Additional industry trends and feedback 
on training curricula is provided by the Manufacturing Advocacy and Growth Network 
(MAGNET) and Center for Health Affairs. Technical training is provided by community 
colleges and technical schools that businesses recommend. Compass Family and
Community Services implements the program in the Mahoning Valley.
23 See Kuzmik, G. (2014). “Mind the Gap.” Inside Business, p. 52-53.
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OVERVIEW
In the wake of the recession, evidence suggests that jobs have been 
created farther and farther away from where those who need them 
live. If we are to sustain our region’s recovery and restore vibrancy 
to our communities, we must consider the spatial aspects of growth.  
Creating any job anywhere isn’t necessarily a good strategy in the  
long term.24

From 1970 to 2010, Northeast Ohio lost 7 percent of its population, 
but increased its developed footprint by an estimated 21 percent 
between 1979 and 2006.25 Today, some areas of the region are growing 
rapidly, while others are shrinking; Cuyahoga and Mahoning counties 
are losing about 0.5 percent of their population per year, while Medina 
County is adding residents at an annual rate of 2.2 percent, making it 
the fastest growing county in Northeast Ohio.26 And the new residents 
are largely coming from other areas of the region; thus, the growth of 
some areas is the result of the decline in others as jobs and people 
move away from core cities.

As jobs move outward, urban residents are faced with essentially 
three prospects: dealing with challengingly long (if not impossible) 
commutes due to a lack of robust public transportation infrastructure; 
moving away from their homes to where the jobs are (if they can);  
or facing bleak job prospects closer to home. Indeed, a 2014 study 
by Harvard University and University of California at Berkeley 
economists found that areas with shorter commute times to work 
(i.e., less sprawl) have significantly higher rates of upward mobility. In 
essence, when entire neighborhoods are segregated from where the 
jobs are, residents have less of a chance of moving up the ladder.27

By Jason Segedy 
Director, Akron Metropolitan Area  

Transportation Study

“Our region is made up of many places – distinct communities 
that are interconnected by the economy yet have their  

own assets, cultures and governance structures.”

Jason Segedy

CREATING ECONOMIC  
OPPORTUNITY  

IN OUR PLACES:

 CONNECTING 
LOCAL ASSETS TO 

REGIONAL ECONOMIES
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So why hasn’t there been more urban redevelopment? The reasons, as outlined 
in a 2014 study led by the Northeast Ohio Sustainable Communities Consortium 
(NEOSCC), are myriad: high costs, complicated financing, ill perceptions of municipal 
service quality, infrastructure challenges, tax policy, differences in zoning and  
development review processes, the list goes on.28

The ongoing abandonment of our cities and inner-ring suburbs has incredibly 
important ramifications for the distribution of everyday amenities, the delivery of 
public services, and less tangible, but equally important assets like a community’s 
sense of place and sense of self. And it is not just city residents who are hurt by 
the decline. The health of the entire region suffers as a result. 

The shrinking tax and resource base of cities “A” and “B” are not simply  
counteracted by economic growth in nearby suburbs “C” and “D.” In a region 
anchored by several declining central cities surrounded by dozens of separate  
municipalities, the duplication and proliferation of public services (education,  
public safety, utilities, transportation, and social services) ends up costing all  
taxpayers more.29 

The worst-case scenario is the one we are currently experiencing in Northeast 
Ohio: shrinking central cities and a shrinking region coupled with continued central 
city abandonment and continued outward expansion. In Northeast Ohio, there is 
not only more costly “stuff” (redundant public services and physical infrastructure) 
than there needs to be, there is more “stuff” with ever fewer taxpayers to pay for it.  

The NEOSCC Vibrant NEO report referenced earlier highlights the perils of 
our current development path, forecasting not only lagging population and job 
growth, property abandonment, and jeopardized natural resources, but also  
significant financial troubles, where local governments across the region are  
forced to spend more than they take in in revenue.30  

Are regions important? Of course. But so are places. Like so many other things in 
the realm of public policy and economic development, this is not a binary, either/
or choice. Core cities benefit from regional growth, just as the region benefits from 
strong core cities. Our region is made up of many places—distinct communities  
that are interconnected by the economy yet have their own assets, cultures and 
governance structures. While we have one regional economy, Northeast Ohio is  
not one place. 

To strengthen the economic competitiveness of Northeast Ohio, we need to think, 
plan and act regionally, while strengthening local assets and their connections to  
the regional economy.

We must recognize the importance of having strong place-based economic efforts 
working in tandem with regional economic intermediaries. To increase economic 
opportunities for our region’s residents living in the most distressed neighborhoods, 
we must do more to connect them to the regional economy. And to build those 
connections, we must work to support place-based efforts.

To strengthen the economic competitiveness of Northeast Ohio,  
we need to think, plan and act regionally, while strengthening local 
assets and their connections to the regional economy. 
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THE POTENTIAL
Where and how do we start? The NEOSCC Vibrant NEO 2040 report offers 
a number of good recommendations on how to work toward place-based  
solutions, including:

• pursuing the remediation, assembly, marketing, and redevelopment of abadoned 
properties at both the local and regional levels; and

• enhancing walking and cycling as transportation options to increase regional 
mobility and improve public health.

Several efforts are afoot in Northeast Ohio, bringing these recommendations to life. 
A few are listed below. 

Thriving Communities Institute
Western Reserve Land Conservancy’s Thriving Communities Institute completed a 
comprehensive property survey of more than 90,000 parcels in Akron in the fall of 
2014. Maps and tools being developed using the survey data will be used by the city 
and others to identify redevelopment opportunities in the city, including areas that 
can be targeted for commercial and industrial growth. The property survey builds 
off of work Thriving Communities did earlier in the city of Lorain and on Cleveland’s 
east side. The tools and maps, as well as the strategies they inform, in Akron will be 
applicable to our core cities in Northeast Ohio.  

The Better Block Pilot
With support from the Knight Foundation and AMATS, the Better Block program 
will be tested in Akron (specifically, the Temple Square business district in the North 
Hill neighborhood) in the spring of 2015. Born in a Dallas neighborhood in 2010, 
Better Block is a national movement of sorts and is placemaking at its finest. The 
basic premise is to take one block at a time, start small and actually do something. 
Residents could create temporary new bike lanes, street art or furniture, a makeshift 
coffee shop, an art gallery, or a beer garden. The important thing is to do something 
new in a neighborhood, let people see it, let people experience it, and, most  
importantly — let them participate in creating it.

The process of working together across cultural and sectoral boundaries is just  
as important as what is physically built. Residents must not only work with bricks 
and mortar, but also build relationships and a sense of community. Once those 
relationships develop, collaborative networks of people working, learning and 
doing together begin to form. And once that happens, we will have built the capacity 
to transform our cities. Equally as important, revitalizing vacant spaces (especially 
commercial spaces) can encourage the creation of jobs in the neighborhoods  
where people need them. The Better Block concept isn’t a panacea. But that’s  
the point: There is no panacea. Instead, it acts as a very powerful tool in the  
community development toolbox.

To advance the place-based efforts underway in Northeast Ohio 
and additional efforts like them, we must support risk-taking,  
communicative leaders and strong networks. 
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Connecting Communities
Connecting Communities operates on much the same premise as Better Block — 
it uses community input to create better places that result in further investment 
and job creation. Connecting Communities is an initiative of AMATS that uses a 
regional planning process to explore strategies to increase transportation choices 
and accessibility, and help communities make collaborative, informed decisions to 
coordinate development, reduce environmental impacts, and improve regional 
connectivity. The ultimate intent of the initiative is to create more vibrant, livable 
communities in the greater Akron area offering a variety of transportation options 
that are not only affordable, but effective and convenient. 

AMATS has organized other, smaller efforts, like Bike-n-Brainstorm, an event 
designed to produce feedback on bike improvement efforts in the Akron area.  
The regular events are helping to create a bike infrastructure system throughout  
the city for both transportation and recreation. Efforts like these that encourage 
active community engagement lead to stronger networks of citizens, officials and 
investors. These networks are then better equipped to understand the unique needs 
of each neighborhood and better able to collaborate on the transportation, urban 
design and economic development decisions that would benefit that neighborhood. 
Stronger neighborhoods, in turn, become better places to live and work.

As we look to the future, we must focus on improvements that support and enhance 
a sense of place and community. To do this, we need to recognize that places:

• are about people; 

• represent values—tradition, identity, stability, and community; and

• are organic, rather than mechanistic (not just engines for economic growth).

We also need to recognize that transportation decisions do not occur in a vacuum; 
they have a profound effect on people and places and are not value-neutral. Starting 
small, taking risks, building trust and relationships—all can lead to successful place-
based improvements. To advance the place-based efforts underway in Northeast Ohio 
and support additional efforts like them, we must support risk-taking, communicative 
leaders and strong networks. But we must also be thoughtful and intentional about 
how we balance the need for strong community economic efforts with the need to 
think, plan and act regionally. Achieving the appropriate balance will require an  
ongoing collaborative process.

Notes:

24 See www.livingcities.org/blog/720-the-geography-of-growth
25 This is based on a 12-county definition of Northeast Ohio. 
See http://blog.cleveland.com/architecture/2013/02/neoscc_planning_project_could.html
http://thestile1972.tumblr.com/post/71691657173/today-is-yesterdays-tomorrow
26 See Northeast Ohio Sustainable Communities Consortium. (2014).  
Vibrant NEO 2040: A vision, framework, and actionproducts for our future.  
http://vibrantneo.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Vibrant-NEO-Final-Report_3-31-14_lowres_ALL.pdf
27 See Chetty, R., Hendren, N., Kline, P., and Saez, E. (2014). Where is the land of opportunity?  
The geography of intergenerational mobility in the United States. http://obs.rc.fas.harvard.edu/chetty/mobility_geo.pdf
28 Over the course of 2013, the Northeast Ohio Sustainable Communities Consortium (NEOSCC) engaged residents,
elected officials and other experts throughout a 12-county area to identify specific ways to make Northeast Ohio a more
vibrant, livable region. This effort resulted in the creation of a Vibrant NEO 2040 Regional Vision, which concluded that we 
must strengthen established communities; increase transportation choice; preserve and protect natural resources;  
and promote collaboration and efficiency. The plan made nine recommendations on how to fulfill these four objectives, 
which included a total of 41 specific ways to take action to achieve the desired outcomes.  
For more information, the full report can be accessed at  
http://vibrantneo.org
29 See http://www.cleveland.com/opinion/index.ssf/2014/06/what_population_loss_is_costin.html 
http://www.cleveland.com/opinion/index.ssf/2014/06/blight_and_home_abandonment_no.html 
http://thestile1972.tumblr.com/post/82706606733/a-tale-of-273-cities
30 See Northeast Ohio Sustainable Communities Consortium. (2014). 
Vibrant NEO guidebook for a more vibrant, resilient, and sustainable Northeast Ohio.



Thank you for allowing us to share a vision for an opportunity- 
rich Northeast Ohio economy. Together, we must work to create 
high-paying jobs with ample opportunity for advancement; adequately 
prepare our workforce and broaden our understanding of what a  
prepared workforce is; and improve the sustainability, livability and 
vibrancy of our local communities through responsible planning and 
improved access to a multitude of transportation options.

The examples of Growth & Opportunity in action in the preceding 
pages are just that, examples; we know there are many individuals, 
organizations and initiatives throughout Northeast Ohio working 
toward the goal of an improved economy in many different ways. 
What we are striving to build with others is: shared understanding 
that economic growth is more sustainable when all people can  
benefit from that growth; a common agenda to advance job  
creation, job preparation and job access; and aligned actions that 
achieve measurable and meaningful outcomes that are consistently 
tracked and reported so that we can adapt our efforts to advance 
growth and opportunity.

Are you ready to join us in our quest to transform the Northeast 
Ohio economy? We need partners willing to support and adopt 
collaborative approaches that advance job creation, job preparation 
and job access. This is a tall order; we can’t do it alone. 

Please heed our call!

If you have a reaction to what you’ve read here, an idea of how 
to advance Growth & Opportunity in your own community, or a 
desire to join one of the efforts described in these pages, please  
let us know. We are here to support you.

OUR FUND’S CALL  
FOR OPPORTUNITY-RICH  

ECONOMIC GROWTH

Deborah D. Hoover
President and CEO, Burton D. Morgan Foundation
Chair, Fund for Our Economic Future

Have a reaction to what 
you’ve read here, or want 
more information on 
Growth & Opportunity? 
Email us at  
info@thefundneo.org.
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Jill Rizika Towards Employment
Jill Rizika, executive director of Towards Employment, has more than 25 years of  
experience working on issues of poverty and opportunity in the U.S. and in developing 
countries. Ms. Rizika has been an advocate for workforce development policies that 
more effectively prepare and connect low-income job seekers with in-demand jobs,  
and on justice reform at the state level designed to reduce collateral sanctions of a 
criminal background. She has a B.A. from Dartmouth College and a Master in Public  
and International Affairs from the Woodrow Wilson School at Princeton University.  
Ms. Rizika is a 2014 White House Champion of Change for Reentry & Employment and  
will receive the 2014 Medical Mutual Pillar Award for nonprofit executive of the year.

April Miller Boise Veyance Technologies Inc.
April Miller Boise is the vice president, general counsel and corporate secretary of  
Veyance Technologies Inc. (formerly Goodyear Engineered Products), a $2 billion global  
industrial manufacturer headquartered in Fairlawn, Ohio. Ms. Miller Boise is the co-chair  
of the Inclusion Committee for the Regional Economic Competitiveness Strategy (RECS) 
and an advocate for inclusion efforts in our region and beyond. She is the former managing  
partner of Thompson Hine’s Cleveland office, where she also served on the executive  
committee, was chair of the Private Equity Practice, and cofounded the firm’s Women’s  
Initiative. She is a member of the boards of the Saint Luke’s Foundation, BioEnterprise, and 
Taylor-Oswald, and serves as chair of the Cleveland Marshall Law School Visiting Committee.

Kyle Fee Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland
Kyle Fee is a senior policy analyst in the Community Development Department of 
the Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland. His work focuses on economic development, 
regional economics and economic geography. Mr. Fee has a B.S. in economics and business 
administration from John Carroll University and a master’s in urban studies: economic  
development from Loyola University.

Mark Schweitzer Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland
Dr. Mark Schweitzer is a senior vice president and the director of research at 
the Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland. Dr. Schweitzer’s research has focused  
on the macroeconomic impact of labor market developments and the identification 
of factors contributing to regional economic growth. An economics graduate of  
the University of Chicago, Dr. Schweitzer holds both a master’s and a Ph.D.  
in economics from the University of California at Los Angeles.

Jason Segedy AMATS
Jason Segedy is the director of the Akron Metropolitan Area Transportation Study, 
the Metropolitan Planning Organization serving Akron, Ohio. As a native of Akron, 
and as an urban planner, he has a strong interest in the future of places throughout 
the Great Lakes region, and in the people who inhabit them.

CONTRIBUTORS



ABOUT US

www.thefundneo.org

The Fund for Our Economic Future is a collaboration of funders  
dedicated to advancing economic growth and equitable access  
to opportunity for the people of Northeast Ohio.

The Fund’s members include private, community and corporate founda-
tions, educational institutions, health care systems, corporations, individu-
als, public sector stakeholders, business associations, and community 
collectives. We work across the Northeast Ohio region, including  
the metropolitan areas of Akron, Canton, Cleveland, and Youngstown, 
and surrounding counties. Since its founding in 2004, the Fund has 
raised more than $100 million for improving regional economic  
competitiveness through pooled grantmaking , research and convening. 
The Fund’s efforts have helped attract and retain nearly 16,000 jobs, 
generate more than $600 million in payroll, and add more than  
$3 billion in capital to Northeast Ohio.
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