
T  The national dialogue
surrounding the
Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity

Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWO-
RA) has increased awareness of the
role that local labor markets can
play in moving people out of pover-
ty. Welfare reform can only be suc-
cessful in its long-term goals when
local labor markets generate a suffi-
cient number of good jobs. The
implications of this heightened
awareness are particularly impor-
tant in nonmetro America, where
the share of workers in the low-
wage, low-skill labor market is well
above the national average, and
where past efforts to reduce pover-
ty often confronted deep-rooted
social and economic obstacles.

Recent nonmetro economic
trends suggest that solutions will
not be easy. Despite a decade of
steady economic expansion, non-
metro labor market outcomes-job
growth, earnings, and wage pro-
gression among them-typically fall
below the national average. Non-
metro and metro earnings, in par-
ticular, show no signs of conver-
gence. On average, it remains
slightly harder to get a job, and

harder to get a higher-wage job, in
a nonmetro community. For
instance, only 28 percent of non-
metro wage and salary workers
earn more than the national weekly
average, compared to 40 percent of
metro workers.

The challenge of welfare reform
is compounded in two ways. First,
the populations most likely to need
public assistance fare worse in non-
metro labor markets than does the
average worker. Second, labor mar-
ket conditions in nonmetro areas as
a whole fail to convey the localized
economic distress experienced in
subregions scattered across non-
metro America. High rates of
unemployment and a large share of
low wages continue to challenge
many nonmetro counties even in
this time of general prosperity.
Their geographic isolation and his-
torically underdeveloped capital
and human resources make them
distinct from pockets of metro dis-
tress and call for similarly distinc-
tive approaches to ensuring the
economic success of working 
families.

Nonmetro Areas Prospered in the
1990s, But Remain a Step Behind
Metro Areas

The steady expansion of the
U.S. economy in the 1990s created
highly favorable conditions for
moving recipients of Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) into the labor force.
Nonmetro employment grew
steadily each year since the end of
the 1990-91 recession, outpacing
metro growth for the first few
years, and showing an impressive
2.8 percent gain between 1993 
and 1994 (fig. 1). 

Although nonmetro employ-
ment growth slowed after 1995, it
remained robust enough at the end
of 2000 to maintain downward
pressure on unemployment.
Nonmetro unemployment rates
have closely tracked the national
decline since 1992, and in 2000
dipped to their lowest level in 30
years, at 4.4 percent (fig. 2). The
historical disparity with metro
unemployment rates persisted, but
by a half point. Nonmetro job seek-
ers overall have therefore found
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work more easily in the past few
years than in preceding decades.
Moreover, the metro-nonmetro gap
in job availability is small com-
pared with previous decades. 

But if jobs are relatively easy to
find in nonmetro areas, higher-
wage jobs are less so. Average
weekly earnings for wage and
salary nonmetro workers (those
who live in nonmetro areas) were
20 percent lower than earnings for
metro workers in 1999.  The dis-
parity has proven relatively imper-
vious to economic or demographic
change, remaining within a narrow
range for several decades despite
improvement in other indicators of
well-being.

Economists have noted the
generally moderate upswing in
earnings during the 1990s expan-
sion. Statistics drawn from the
Current Population Survey indicate
a 10-percent gain in average weekly
earnings between 1990 and 1999,
after adjusting for inflation, for
both nonmetro and metro workers.
While parity in metro-nonmetro
earnings growth is good news, it
also reinforces the inability of non-

metro workers to catch up with
metro workers. A portion of the gap
is probably explained by lower
costs of living in nonmetro areas. A
recent study, however, found that
cost-of-living differences should
account for no more than half of
the nominal earnings gap (Nord).

From the standpoint of welfare
recipients, the pay associated with
jobs at the lower end of the earn-
ings distribution, rather than aver-
age earnings, is the key measure of
an economy's ability to generate
sustainable employment. The distri-
bution of jobs in nonmetro labor
markets is weighted toward low-
wage employment-defined as work
that, if performed full-time full-
year, would yield earnings below
the weighted average poverty level
for a family of four ($16,655 in
1999).

In 1979, 24 percent of the non-
metro workforce held low-wage
jobs (fig. 3), and the proportion
climbed to nearly one-third by the
mid-1980s, largely reflecting wage
declines among less-educated
workers. Only in the last few years
has low-wage employment fallen
back to a level similar to its position
in the late1970s. Low-wage work in
metro labor markets experienced a
similar rise and fall over time, but
always at a lower share of total

12

Volume 16, Issue 3/Fall 2001RuralAmericaRuralAmerica

Note:  The value for each year represents the change from the previous year.
Source:  Local Area Unemployment Statistics, Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Figure 1
Annual employment change, 1991-2000
Nonmetro employment growth slowed after 1995
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Figure 2
Annual unemployment rates, 1990-2000
Nonmetro unemployment rates track national rates, but are slightly higher
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employment than in nonmetro
areas-the metro rate stood at just
under 18 percent in 2000. 

Nonmetro Labor Disadvantages
Rooted in Jobs Requiring Less
Education

The differences in nonmetro
and metro labor market outcomes
are rooted in inherent differences
in population density and econom-
ic base. Relatively sparse settlement
was an essential feature of econo-
mies dependent on resource extrac-
tion, especially farming and min-
ing. Although employment in these
industries often entailed mastering
a complex set of skills, it rarely
required much formal education.
The resulting gap in metro and
nonmetro education levels has 
narrowed in recent decades, but
remains a key difference in metro-
nonmetro labor force characteristics.

Extractive industries haven't
provided the majority of nonmetro
jobs for many decades now. Yet
they bequeathed pools of workers
with limited education to the man-

ufacturing and service industries
that followed. The manufacturing
firms that became the mainstay of
many local nonmetro economies in
the 20th century were, in fact, often
attracted, especially in the South,
by this very abundance of cheap
and plentiful labor. 

In the mid-1970s, manufactur-
ing employed about one-fifth of
both the nonmetro and metro labor
forces. In contrast to the precipitous
decline in metro manufacturing
employment since the recessions of
the early 1980s, nonmetro manu-
facturing has declined gradually. As
a result, 16 percent of the non-
metro labor force remained in
manufacturing by 1998, versus just
11 percent in metro areas. None-
theless, the service sector has
increasingly dominated nonmetro
employment. Services are now 
the source of slightly over half of
nonmetro jobs (and two-thirds of
metro jobs).

The transition to service indus-
tries coincided with some conver-
gence in nonmetro and metro edu-
cational attainment. In 1999, the
share of adults age 25 and older
without a high school diploma, for
example, was only a few percent-
age points higher in nonmetro than
in metro areas (fig. 4). College grad-
uates, however, remain highly con-
centrated in cities, a reflection, in
part, of nonmetro-metro differ-

13

Fall 2001/Volume 16, Issue 3 RuralAmericaRuralAmerica

Figure 3
Share of workers age 25 and older earning low wages, 1979-2000
The rate of nonmetro low-wage employment is consistently higher than metro
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Note:  Data for 1984, 1985, 1994, and 1995 are unavailable.
Source:  Current Population Survey, 1979-2000.

Figure 4
Educational attainment of adults age 25 and older, 1999
Nonmetro adults are less likely to have a college degree
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Source:  1999 Current Population Survey.
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ences in skill and education re-
quirements of jobs within indus-
tries. The continuing gap in non-
metro and metro education levels,
therefore, is not likely to be easily
closed by industrial change. Rather,
as new types of economic activity
replace old ones, firms continue to
base their location decisions largely
on the existing stock of human
resources, thereby reinforcing both
low nonmetro education levels and
a low-wage job market. 

Nonmetro Expansion Is Broad-
Based, But Large Differences
Among Workers Remain

Unlike the economic expansion
of the 1980s, the dividends of the
current expansion have been more
widely shared by workers across
the range of education and earn-
ings. Unemployment rates have fall-
en to 30-year lows for nearly all
major demographic groups,
whether defined by age, sex, race,
or education. Weekly earnings for
racial minorities, for women, and
for less-educated workers-the
groups most likely to encompass
those affected by PRWORA-have
risen as fast as, or faster than, the
average for all workers.

Even so, labor market dispari-
ties within the nonmetro workforce
have, for the most part, continued
rather than abated over the past
decade. Hence, job availability and
wage offers faced by nonmetro wel-
fare recipients cannot be evaluated
solely on the basis of average non-
metro conditions. Consider, for
example, how unemployment,
earnings, and career progression
differ from the average for groups
most likely to need public 
assistance.

Unemployment
Because unemployment rates in

nonmetro labor markets are only
marginally higher than in metro
areas, some conclude that non-
metro welfare recipients will have
about the same difficulty finding a
job as metro recipients, and per-
haps have less difficulty than those
in central cities where welfare use
is concentrated. In the context of
welfare reform, this measure of
nonmetro job availability is mis-
leading, because the likelihood of
being unemployed varies according
to a person's demographic charac-
teristics, such as race and educa-
tional attainment (table 1). 

Unemployment rates are higher
for the less educated and for racial
and ethnic minorities, but only
slightly higher for non-Hispanic
women. Unemployment rates for
nonmetro Black men and women
with at most a high school diploma
are at or near 10 percent, more

than twice the rate of similarly edu-
cated Whites. Aggregate unemploy-
ment rates, therefore, may not
reflect the difficulty many job seek-
ers on (or leaving) welfare are fac-
ing, since they are disproportion-
ately non-White and less educated
than average. 

Earnings
Within the past decade, earn-

ings for nonmetro and metro wage
and salary workers without a high
school diploma nearly converged in
nominal dollars, and probably have
converged in purchasing power.
This suggests that many nonmetro
welfare recipients without a diplo-
ma should expect to earn as much
as metro recipients. Again, this con-
clusion is only partly right, since
average weekly earnings for non-
metro women, especially minority
women, fall below both the overall
nonmetro average and the metro
averages for women and minorities,
with the exception of metro
Hispanic women (table 2).

More important, less educated
women can expect to earn less
than the four-person poverty
threshold ($16,655 in 1999).
Nonmetro women without high
school diplomas can expect to earn
$257 per week on average, or
$13,364 annually, 22 percent below
the four-person poverty threshold.
Nonmetro Black women earn  $241
per week, 26 percent below the
threshold. Even this measure over-
states likely earnings over time
because many women moving from
welfare to employment work part-
time and usually do not hold a job
52 weeks out of the year.
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Table 1 
Nonmetro unemployment rates by 
selected characteristics, 19991

Unemployment rates for minority 
women are at least twice the overall 
nonmetro rate

High
school

graduate
Group All or less

Percent

All 3.9 5.0
White 3.2 4.1
Black 8.6 9.7
Hispanic 5.9 6.4

Women 4.1 5.5
White 3.4 4.6
Black 9.0 10.0
Hispanic 7.3 8.0

1Age 20 and over.
Source:  Current Population Survey.



Career Progression

One of the aims of PRWORA
was to promote financial indepen-
dence among welfare recipients
through work. The need for auxil-
iary supports became clearer as
PRWORA was implemented by
States and localities in 1997.
Implicit in the provision of public
assistance for child care, transporta-
tion, and employment counseling,
for example, is the assumption that
recipients who go to work will gain
skills in entry-level jobs and eventu-
ally leverage these acquired skills
for better pay in other positions or
with other employers. Yet, how
likely is it that nonmetro workers
with limited education can move
into better-paying jobs?

To answer this question, it
should first be noted that the four-
person poverty threshold, which
translates into slightly more than
$8 an hour on a full-time basis in
1999, is not necessarily adequate
for full financial independence
even in low-cost areas. Social scien-
tists have devised a number of
alternative sustainability thresholds,
sometimes based on Federal pover-
ty levels, but often on price and
budget surveys that are used to esti-
mate directly the income required
to maintain a basic standard of liv-
ing in specific labor market areas.

Recent studies that employ the
latter method place sustainable
wages in the $9-$20 per hour range
depending on family size, with the

exception of very large cities
(Zimmerman and Garkovich,
Bernstein et al.). Kusmin and Gibbs
determined that about 20 percent
of all nonmetro workers without
college experience earned at least
$12 per hour in 1996, a figure that
falls within the sustainable wage
threshold in the nonmetro litera-
ture. However, only 14 percent of
the jobs held by similarly situated
women paid as well. 

These numbers may not indi-
cate the wage prospects of those
required to work under PRWORA,
many of whom will be entering the
labor force with minimal formal
work experience. An alternative
approach calculates the share of
low-skill jobs-those requiring limit-
ed formal education and most like-
ly to be held by new entrants-in
occupations that typically pay at
least $12 an hour (table 3). Nearly
two-thirds of all nonmetro jobs
were in low-skill occupations in
1996, compared with 56 percent of
metro jobs. The share of employ-
ment requiring limited skills among
predominantly women-held occu-
pations is lower, particularly in
nonmetro areas. Only a small share
of these low-skill jobs pay well. For
low-skill nonmetro occupations
held predominantly by women, the
share of jobs that pay well is just 2
percent, suggesting that wage pro-
gression and sustainable earnings
will be difficult to achieve for most
welfare recipients entering the
labor force. 

Nonmetro Areas With Large
Welfare Caseloads Often Marked
by High Unemployment

A second shortcoming of focus-
ing on the overall performance of
labor markets in nonmetro America
is that it is easy to overlook the
enormous range of economic activ-
ity and human resources within
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Table 2
Average weekly earnings by education and demographic group, 1999
Nonmetro women without a high school diploma typically earn less than the four-person
poverty threshold

Less than
High high school

school Less than as a percent of
Group All graduate high school poverty threshold

1999 dollars Percent
Nonmetro:
All 513 459 364 1.11

White 532 472 384 1.17
Black 390 374 295 0.90
Hispanic 405 417 338 1.03

Women 407 345 257 0.78
White 418 351 262 0.80
Black 338 303 241 0.74
Hispanic 327 320 254 0.78

Metro:
All 645 507 364 1.11
White 696 532 411 1.25
Black 519 441 330 1.01
Hispanic 467 448 333 1.02

Women 521 403 279 0.85
White 547 412 301 0.92
Black 473 383 278 0.85
Hispanic 398 370 256 0.78

Note:  "White" and "Black" categories exclude Hispanics.
Source:  Current Population Survey.



nonmetro areas. Descriptions of the
typically disadvantaged nonmetro
area often do not apply to the
many counties experiencing
spillover growth from nearby metro
areas, or to counties where popula-
tion and economic growth explod-
ed in the 1990s due to the lure of
natural amenities. These nonmetro
areas have their own sets of prob-
lems, but large caseloads of welfare
recipients seeking employment is
rarely one of them. 

Local concentrations of recipi-
ents are often found in areas with
chronic economic distress, a logical
association since poor economic
conditions can contribute to the
need for public assistance. Many
local areas characterized by chronic
distress show improvement during
periods of national economic
growth, as they have in the current
expansion, but the core pockets of
distress are remarkably persistent
over time. Not all measures of 
economic distress, however, are

geographically tied to public assis-
tance use.

Unemployment rates, which
vary widely across counties, are
closely associated with local need
for public assistance. In 1999, 325
U.S. counties, nearly all of them
nonmetro, had unemployment
rates over twice the national aver-
age of 4 percent. In fact, one-fourth
of all nonmetro counties had
unemployment rates above 6.5 per-
cent. These high-unemployment
nonmetro counties are marked by
little or no urbanization, remote-
ness from metro areas, very low
education levels, and a large share
of minority residents. Because
many of the same characteristics
are associated with persistent
poverty and consistently high use
of welfare programs, many counties
where the need for jobs is greatest
owing to welfare reform are also
counties with low job availability
(fig. 5). 

Although counties with a high
share of low-wage employment
have some of the same characteris-
tics as high-unemployment coun-
ties-remoteness and low popula-
tion-they do not significantly over-
lap counties with high welfare use.
The USDA's Economic Research
Service defined such a set of low-
wage counties based on the per-
centage of employment in indus-
tries with average earnings below
the four-person poverty threshold
in 1995. Low-wage counties and
high AFDC-use counties are most
likely to overlap in the lower
Mississippi Delta and in scattered
areas with large minority popula-
tions in Georgia, Texas, New
Mexico, and South Dakota (fig. 6).
Low-wage counties with the lowest
rates of welfare use are located in
the Great Plains, where low-wage
workers are less likely to be the
family's sole wage earner and
where outmigration is a more 
common alternative to economic
deprivation than in other regions
(Gibbs and Cromartie). 

Nonmetro Areas Often Place
Workers in "Double Jeopardy"

Nonmetro labor markets can
enable or impede the goals of wel-
fare reform through the interaction
of various economic, demographic,
and locational characteristics.
Nonmetro areas as a whole have a
slight disadvantage in job availabili-
ty, but a significant disadvantage in
well-paying jobs. However, non-
metro employment and earnings
prospects are generally lower for
the demographic groups most likely
to be making the welfare-to-work
transition. In addition, the non-
metro labor markets facing the
greatest challenges place job seek-
ers in "double jeopardy"-that is, a
relatively large pool of such work-
ers combined with a distressed
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Table 3  
Share of  employment in low-skill, limited-training, and "good" jobs among
workers without college experience by metro status, 1996
Few nonmetro jobs held mostly by women without college pay more than $12 per hour

Low-skill Limited- Good jobs Good jobs
jobs as training jobs as share of as share of

share of as share of all low- all limited-
Group all jobs all jobs skill jobs training jobs

Percent
Nonmetro:

All 65.5 36.6 23.2 13.4
Predominantly 

women 58.5 42.0 2.0 2.0

Metro:
All 55.8 33.0 23.2 11.9
Predominantly 

women 54.2 40.2 3.5 2.9

Notes: "Good" jobs are those in occupations with average earnings above $12/hour for workers
with no college. "Low-skill" jobs are those requiring on-the-job training only to become proficient.
"Limited-training" jobs are those requiring no more than 90 days of on-the-job training to become
proficient.

Source:  Bureau of Labor Statistics.



local economy, marked especially
by high unemployment rates. 

This double jeopardy can be
measured by comparing local labor
market conditions across varying
levels of welfare use (in this case,
Aid to Families with Dependent
Children). Data from 1996, the year
PRWORA was legislated, are used in
order to determine the net effects
of welfare reform on the size of
local caseloads. The patterns of
high unemployment and low-wage

employment with AFDC use are
also evident here (table 4). The first,
or top, quartile of nonmetro coun-
ties defined by the share of families
using AFDC (6.21 percent or more
of families in a county) experienced
the highest unemployment rates on
average. They also have the largest
share of "high unemployment"
counties (62.4 percent)-9 times the
share in the lowest AFDC-use quar-
tile (6.9 percent). In addition the
first quartile have a larger share of

less-educated adults than other
counties. 

However, high AFDC-use coun-
ties are no more likely to be low-
wage counties than those in lower
quartiles of AFDC use. From an
economist's point of view, the weak
association between wages and
welfare use confounds expecta-
tions, since higher wages should
both increase the opportunity costs
of not working and the chances
that a job pays a sustainable wage.
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Note:  "High" refers to the top 25 percent of counties ranked by unemployment rate and estimated share of families receiving AFDC in 1996.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the U.S. Department of Commerce.

Figure 5
High unemployment rates and AFDC use, 1996
Over 60 percent of nonmetro counties with high AFDC use in 1996 had high unemployment rates
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This apparent paradox emerges,
however, because the share of jobs
paying low wages, even in high-
wage counties, is typically much
larger than the share of families
using welfare. Since welfare recipi-
ents must often accept the least-
skilled, lowest-paying jobs, high-
wage counties are unlikely to offer
these families jobs with significant-
ly higher pay than do low-wage
counties. 

Nonmetro Labor Markets Still Face
Welfare Reform Challenges

Nonmetro America as a whole
in the 1990s saw employment and
earnings gains in line with national
trends. In fact, nonmetro labor
markets may be better positioned
for welfare reform than often
assumed for a number of reasons.
Metro and nonmetro industrial
compositions are becoming more
alike; aggregate nonmetro unem-
ployment rates have remained at or
slightly above metro rates; earnings

for nonmetro high school dropouts
are as high as those for metro
dropouts; and the share of good-
paying jobs among low-skill occu-
pations is not substantially different
in nonmetro and metro areas. 

However, nonmetro labor mar-
kets also face welfare reform chal-
lenges. Many nonmetro counties
still have high unemployment rates,
and a high proportion of those
entered the PRWORA era with large
welfare caseloads. Furthermore, the
nonmetro-metro earnings gap is a
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Note:  "High" refers to the top 25 percent of counties ranked by unemployment rate and estimated share of families receiving AFDC in 1996.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the U.S. Department of Commerce.

Figure 6
Low-wage employment and high AFDC use, 1996
Relatively few nonmetro counties with high AFDC use are among the lowest-paying
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conservative indicator of the chal-
lenge faced by nonmetro labor
markets to provide sustainable
earnings. The average earnings of
nonmetro women and minorities
fall well below the nonmetro aver-
age, and for those without a high
school diploma, annual earnings
from a full-time, full-year job are
usually below the four-person
poverty threshold. In addition,
although the rates of higher-wage
jobs ($12 per hour or more) among
low-skill occupations in nonmetro
and metro areas are similar, both
are extremely low for occupations
held predominantly by women.
Their limited opportunities to move
up the job ladder without addition-
al education is a critical stumbling
block for welfare reform efforts.

Thus, strategies that would help
ensure the success of families at
the lower end of the income distri-
bution are linked to strategies that
address the larger economic devel-
opment needs of nonmetro

America. Yet the historical course
of nonmetro development has left
many areas with a dwindling num-
ber of options. Nonmetro labor
markets continue to be distin-
guished from metro markets by
lower levels of human capital and a
larger share of employment in low-
wage industries. The small popula-
tions and low densities that typify
nonmetro labor markets reinforce
these characteristics and discourage
prospective employers or expan-
sions. Rapid spatial diffusion of
new information and communica-
tions technologies can mitigate, but
not negate, the need for a substan-
tial onsite pool of skilled labor. Nor
can it fully counter the lack of
physical infrastructure and services
in nonmetro areas and associated
higher per-unit provision costs.

Low-education, high-poverty
counties, in particular, have become
less attractive to prospective
employers. In the nonmetro South,
for instance, manufacturers are

now eschewing traditional low-
wage, low-skill areas in favor of
places with a better educated-and
presumably more trainable-work-
force (McGranahan, 2000). Without
substantial investments in human
capital development, low-wage,
low-skill workers in these counties
face one or more scenarios: the
lack of jobs will cause wages to fall
further; job seekers will search else-
where for better prospects, either
through commuting or migration;
or job seekers will retreat from the
formal labor market altogether.

With a few significant excep-
tions, Federal industrial and
employment policies assume the
primacy of market forces in deter-
mining the location of economic
activities. Although States more
actively encourage the location of
large plants within their borders,
they play a minor role in aggregate
employment changes over time. For
the foreseeable future, many non-
metro areas-especially those out-
side easy commuting distance to
metro centers and without abun-
dant natural amenities-will contin-
ue to face the challenge of a rural
economy no longer dependent on
extraction, armed with a very limit-
ed number of viable economic
strategies. 

What do these gradual changes,
particularly the transition from
manufacturing to services, mean
for disadvantaged workers? Often
the benefits of change are small, or
are countered by larger negative
forces. The slow decline in manu-
facturing employment is closing the
historical avenues that led to sus-
tained earnings and stable employ-
ment for many of these workers.
The poverty rate of full-time manu-
facturing workers without a high
school diploma is one-third that of
other less educated, full-time work-
ers. Employment declines have
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Table 4
Selected nonmetro county unemployment, low-wage, and education 
characteristics by AFDC use, 1996
High rates of AFDC use are linked to high unemployment and low education

Share of families using AFDC in 1996

First Second Third Fourth
Characteristic quartile quartile quartile quartile

Percent

Average unemployment rate 7.9 5.9 5.0 3.9
Counties with high unemployment 62.4 32.4 19.7 6.9
“Low-wage” counties 18.6 16.2 18.5 27.3

Adults 25 and older without a 
high school diploma 39.8 33.6 29.8 26.7

Adults 25 and older with less
than 1 year of college 71.9 68.7 66.1 63.2

Sources and notes: Unemployment rates are 1999 rates from the Local Area Unemployment
Statistics, Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). "High" unemployment exceeds 6.5 percent in 1999, or the
top quartile (25 percent) of counties. "Low-wage" counties are identified as the bottom quintile (20
percent) of nonmetro counties ranked by share of workers employed in industries paying average
wages below the four-person poverty threshold, according to 1995 county earnings data from BLS.
Education statistics are drawn from the 1990 Census of Population, U.S. Census Bureau.



accelerated since the mid-1990s,
with few prospects for reversal
despite the entry of a few, high-visi-
bility manufacturers into labor mar-
ket areas accessible to nonmetro
workers.

The growth of service and retail
trade, meanwhile, is often por-
trayed as leading to an inevitable
decline in living standards among
low-wage, low-skill workers.
Service-sector earnings in non-
metro areas have fallen further
behind manufacturing wages since
the early 1980s, increasing the
chance of a long-term deterioration
in wages for workers who might
formerly have become machine
operators, but are now sales clerks
or cashiers. Nevertheless, in some
areas, service employment is the
only alternative to unemployment.
For two-earner households, particu-
larly those with young children,
service employment may provide
the means for women (and some
men) to contribute to the house-
hold's income while juggling the
dual demands of home and work-

place. Single-earner households-
those most likely to be affected by
welfare reform-are more likely to
find themselves performing the
same juggling act but facing greater
economic hardship as a result of
the transformation of local econo-
mies from manufacturing- to 
service-based. 

The rise of the service sector is
a boon for women's labor force
participation because many ser-
vice-related jobs are more likely to
be part-time or seasonal and allow
women to integrate formal market
activity into the demands of main-
taining a household and rearing
children. Yet this flexibility is a
double-edged sword given that
part-time employment is often
involuntary and can include fewer
nonwage benefits than full-time
work. In nonmetro areas, women
are relatively concentrated in retail
trade, which has the lowest average
pay of any major industry.

For these workers, policies that
encourage job training and addi-
tional education are critical to 

reducing long-term supply-and-
demand mismatches in low-wage
labor markets. Because most of
these workers are women or
minorities, or both, it is equally
important to ensure that their tal-
ents and skills are fully used, and
that past occupational channeling
that locked workers into low-wage
jobs is avoided. 

Low-skill jobs will continue to
be a significant part of the econo-
my in almost all local labor market
areas, nonmetro and metro, for
many years. For the workers who
participate in these markets, a safe-
ty net of work supports, wage
floors, and assistance during
employment transitions-especially
during inevitable economic down-
turns-will remain a key component
of any set of policies aimed at
improving the well-being of the dis-
advantaged and the marginalized in
rural America.  
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