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WorkForce Central on behalf of the Pierce County Workforce Development Council 
commissioned a comprehensive study of skilled employment across Pierce County. 
The purpose of the study is to guide strategies on how to address gaps and harness 
opportunities within this economic bracket, ultimately connecting more residents with 
meaningful work.
 

Key findings uncovered during the research include:
•   A job candidate is significantly more likely to find work once he or she attains 

any level of specialization beyond high school. Employability and wages jump 
when a job seeker completes a training program, no matter the type.

•   Skilled jobs face a retirement cliff. While demand for workers varies greatly 
among skilled job types, virtually every industry needs to plan ahead for a 
pipeline of skilled workers ready to hire when retirement vacancies occur, in 
addition to increased demand due to natural economic growth.

•   Disparities between men and women have two potentially correlated 
consequences within skilled employment.

 –  The average starting wage for women in skilled jobs is 49 cents per hour 
less than men, amounting to a disparity of more than $1,000 each year or 
$30,000 over the course of a 30-year career.

  –  Women are significantly less likely than men to complete apprenticeships or 
long-term training programs, and instead are more likely to be employed in 
skilled jobs that require only short-term or no specialized training. However, 
when women received financial and childcare assistance, they completed 
long-term training programs at far higher numbers.

The report outlined several recommendations to improve skilled employment 
opportunities in Pierce County, including:
•   Streamline the job-search process by establishing a centralized database for online 

job postings. 

•   Foster the development of essential (soft) skills by adding work-readiness 
components into all training programs and by encouraging young workers to seek 
customer-centric experience in industries such as retail or hospitality.

•   Build an outreach strategy and develop materials to promote skilled jobs to job 
seekers at all age levels.

•   Provide supportive services such as financial and childcare assistance to allow 
women to access more training opportunities.

Overview
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What Are Skilled Jobs?

Skilled jobs are known as “Middle Skill” jobs throughout 
much of the workforce development world because of their 
relationship to “High Skill Jobs” (such as physicians and 
architects) and “Low Skill Jobs” (such as retail and food service 
workers). 

In general, skilled jobs require less than a four-year college 
degree but some level of specialized  
training beyond high school.
•  Associate degree
•  Certificate
•  Short-term specialized training
•  Apprenticeship

Skilled jobs tend to pay well—more than minimum wage to start, and in some cases, 
six-figures once a candidate is established in the field. Many of these jobs face high 
demand, and training is often accessible in terms of duration and cost.

Skilled jobs exist beyond the traditional four-year college track. As a result, students 
and workers tend to learn about them in nontraditional ways—outside of the K-12 
system. When employers want to hire middle skill candidates, they frequently 
encounter labor shortages and skills gaps.

In general, both employability and wages increase when an individual seeks 
specialization of any kind beyond high school. Those without some college or an 
associate degree tend to experience higher unemployment, less employment stability 
or delayed economic recoveries after downturns.1

Skilled jobs cover a 
wide range of job 
types:

• Truck Drivers

• Registered Nurses

• Welders

• Security Guards

• Web Developers

Less than high school High school diploma Bachelor’s degree or higherSome college* or 
associate degree

PERCENT UNEMPLOYED OF PIERCE COUNTY EDUCATION LEVEL BY POPULATION, AGE 25–64

2012           2013          2014          2015          2016

LOW 
SKILL

MIDDLE SKILL

HIGH SKILL

*Regardless of whether a credential is obtained.
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The State of Skilled Jobs in Pierce County

As of summer 2017, there were 136,359 
skilled jobs in Pierce County, accounting 
for 38% of all jobs in the region. By 2021, 
nearly 9,500 new skilled jobs will be 
created—representing 37% of the total new 
jobs created.2 

Skilled jobs make up the largest portion of 
the labor market not just in Pierce County 
but in the nation as a whole. 
•  Nationwide in 2015, skilled jobs made up 

53% of all jobs, but only 43% of the labor 
force worked in skilled positions.3

• In Washington, 51% of 2007 jobs were 
categorized as skilled, but skilled workers 
made up 45% of the labor force. By 2015, 
skilled workers made up just 44% of the 
labor force while the percentage of skills 
jobs remained the same.4

Pierce County
Washington State 
U.S.

MONTHLY EMPLOYMENT REPORT, OCTOBER 2007–OCTOBER 20175

2007       2008        2009       2010       2011      2012       2013        2014       2015       2016      2017

4.9%
4.2%
4.4%

10.3%
9.7%
9.5%

4.7%
4.2%
3.9%

In late 2017, Pierce County’s unemployment rate dropped below 5.0% for the first 
time since the Recession, but Pierce County’s rate consistently lags behind Washington 
State’s overall rate and the rate for the nation. Training and certification for job seekers 
to find skilled jobs is one way to address the gap.

PIERCE COUNTY SKILLED JOBS BY  
OCCUPATIONAL CLUSTER, 2016

Office & Administrative Support

Installation, Maintenance & Repair

Healthcare Practicioners, Technical & Support

Transportation & Material Moving

Production

Personal Care & Service

Construction & Extraction

Sales & Related

Protective Service

Education, Training & Library

Other

30%

10%

10%

8%

8%

7%

6%

6%

6%

5%

3%
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The State of Skilled Jobs in Pierce County

ONLINE JOB POSTING 7

Just 30% of the online job 
postings in Pierce County are 
for skilled jobs even though 
they make up 38% of the local 
economy. Sectors such as 
construction may underutilize 
online hiring tools to reach 
potential job seekers, and 
this may compound the 
perceived worker shortage in 
these job types. Because the 
next generation of workers is 
most easily accessed online, 
construction employers may 
need help establishing an 
online recruitment presence to 
build its pipeline of talent.

COMMUTING PATTERNS8

A 2016 analysis of Pierce County’s 
sectors, commissioned by WorkForce 
Central, revealed that nearly 135,000 
Pierce County residents work outside the 
county, 105,100 of whom commute to 
King County.

In Pierce County, 
skilled jobs are 
commonly found 
in these sectors:
• Government
• Health Care
• Construction
• Manufacturing
• Retail
•  Transportation  

& Warehousing6

PIERCE COUNTY ANNUAL JOBS, 2012–2021

2012              2013               2014               2015              2016               2017               2018              2019              2020               2021

342,095

128,344 126,786 130,326 133,677 133,359 138,981 141,170 143,060 144,746 145,834

340,666 344,638 351,093 359,299 366,274 372,186 377,354 381,996 385,111

Skilled Jobs

Skilled Jobs

Total Jobs

Total Jobs

PIERCE COUNTY ANNUAL ONLINE JOB POSTING, 2012–2017

26,074
34,193 36,673

56,741
51,191

18,13815,62018,220
9,9919,2907,840

60,076

2012                              2013                               2014                             2015                              2016                              2017 
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Challenges

MATCHING SUPPLY WITH 
DEMAND9

The study highlights three skilled-
job positions for which Pierce 
County produces far more 
trainees than job availability 
here would warrant:

• Web Developers*
• Medical Assistants
•  Computer Network Support 

Specialists*

Meanwhile, occupations 
experiencing a labor shortage include Customer Service Representative and Office 
Clerk. Though traditional training programs don’t always exist for these specific 
positions, workforce demand suggests there may be a need to create short-term 
training programs to funnel qualified candidates to these in-demand positions.

*This study does not account for demand and placement beyond Pierce County’s borders. In fact, regional demand 
likely justifies the completions in this field.

ACCESS TO QUALITY INFORMATION11

When compared with other developed countries around the world, the U.S. produces less 
quality information on skilled jobs to employers, educators and job seekers. Often, job 
seekers don’t know about career paths at which they could succeed and end up selecting 
entry-level jobs with no advancement opportunities rather than comparable entry-level jobs 
with increased earning potential over time.

EDUCATIONAL 
ATTAINMENT10

The proportion of Pierce 
County residents aged 25 
and older with some college 
or associate degrees has 
remained virtually unchanged 
since 2011. The percentage 
is unlikely to budge without 
targeted strategies to 
increase specialized training 
attainment less than a four-
year degree after high school.

8% 29% 26% 28% 28% 26% 39% 24%39% 39% 25% 25%39% 38% 24% 26%10% 9% 8% 9%

Less than high school
(24,505 people in 2016)

High school diploma
(84,969 people in 2016)

Bachelor’s degree  
or higher

(101,263 people in 2016)

Some college* or 
associate degree

(127,979 people in 2016)

PIERCE COUNTY EDUCATION LEVEL BY PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION, AGE 25+

Office Clerks, General 1,003 18 (985)
Heavy & Tractor Trailer Truck Drivers 653 55 (598)
Secretaries & Administrative Assistants,  601 9 (592)
   except Legal, Medical & Executive
Customer Service Representatives 887 15  (872)
Teacher Assistants 439 13 (426)
Web Developers 39 703 664
Computer Network Support Specialists 21 450  429
Computer User Support Specialists 111 450 339
Phlebotomists 33 296 263
Tax Preparers 28 231 203

SURPLUS/
DEFICITOCCUPATION

ANNUAL 
OPENINGS

REGIONAL 
COMPLETIONS

*Regardless of whether a credential is obtained.

2012           2013          2014          2015          2016 Out of 338,716 total adults age 25+
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Challenges

RETIREMENT CLIFF12

Statewide, the number of workers aged 65 and older is expected to increase  
62% by 2032. In Pierce County, an estimated 24,212 workers will be  
eligible to retire within the next decade in addition to the nearly 7,000 workers who 
currently remain in the workforce in spite of their eligibility to retire. Nearly a quarter 
of the Pierce County skilled-job workforce is likely to retire over the next 10 years.

ESSENTIAL SKILLS13

Not unique to this study, essential 
(soft) skills are cited as a major 
hurdle to finding qualified 
workers. Specifically, this study lists 
communication, understanding 
workplace etiquette and time-
management as important deficits 
to address.

THE PAY GAP14

Women are far less 
represented in higher-paying 
skilled occupations and often 
enter more “traditionally 
female” jobs such as 
secretaries, childcare workers 
and nursing assistants. Even 
though women account for 
51 percent of the skilled-job 
workforce, their average 
entry-level wage is 49 cents 
less than the entry wage of 
men in skilled jobs. 

Longer-term, intensive training programs and apprenticeships tend to result in higher-paying positions, 
but women often find themselves without adequate childcare or the financial means necessary to invest 
in long-term training or any training at all. Notably, studies find that when women receive financial 
and childcare assistance, they complete training programs at far higher rates.15

857

4,026
6,491

28,297 29,444
31,423

24,212

6,897

14–18          19–21           22–24          25–34          35–44          45–54           55–64             65+

SKILLED WORKERS IN PIERCE COUNTY BY AGE, 2016

PIERCE COUNTY SKILLED JOBS BY REQUIRED 
TRAINING AND GENDER, 2016

Women       Men

18,982

32,020

16,944

966

180

4,818

24,367

19,687

10,784

7,003

None

Short-term  
training

Moderate  
training

Long-term  
training

Apprenticeship
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Take Action

ONLINE JOB POSTINGS

Create a centralized online digest of 
job postings specific to Pierce County to 
simplify the wide variety of online job 
search services available and connect 
more workers with opportunities close   
to home.

ESSENTIAL SKILLS

Address the essential (soft) skills gap by 
incorporating work-readiness topics into 
all training programs, including K-12 
curricula. Encourage young workers 
to develop and refine their essential 
skills by seeking paid or volunteer work 
experience—such as jobs in retail or 
hospitality—as these sectors provide an 
ideal training ground for developing 
skills such as communication, 
understanding of workplace etiquette 
and time management.

QUALITY INFORMATION

Develop targeted outreach strategies 
and high-quality informational tools 
to reach Pierce County residents who 
lack specialized training and education 
or who are un- or under-employed. 
These strategies and materials should 
target K-12 students as well, to highlight 
career paths that are less likely to be 
promoted in a school setting.

SUPPORT SERVICES FOR WOMEN

Provide financial and childcare 
assistance to women to foster their 
completion of long-term training 
programs and apprenticeships, 
thereby increasing the pool of qualified 
candidates from which employers can 
hire and decreasing the existing wage 
gap over time.
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