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Middle-skills workers help keep the 

American economy and society afloat. 

They provide essential medical care and 

public services, build and maintain our 

energy grid and information technology 

infrastructure, and run critical business 

operations—and, in exchange for these 

and other contributions, they can earn 

handsome rewards. In this data brief, 

we discuss high-paying middle-skills 

occupations and determine whether 

the current supply of middle-skills 

credentials (that is, certificates and 

associate’s degrees) leading to these 

occupations is likely to meet local labor-

market demand through 2032. Our six 

major findings highlight the areas in 

which we expect shortages and those in 

which we anticipate an oversupply of the 

types of credentials needed to fill these 

critical occupations.¹

High-paying middle-skills jobs are 

relatively rare: only one-quarter of early-

career middle-skills workers earn more 

than most young workers who have a 

bachelor’s degree.² At the same time, the 

demand for high-paying middle-skills jobs 

exceeds the supply of available workers 

in some sectors and local economies. For 

that reason, it’s important for individuals, 

regional planners, and education and 

training providers to know where to find 

high-paying middle-skills jobs. In what 

1. The analysis summarized in this data brief builds on and refines work described in Strohl et al., The Great Misalignment, 2024. 

2. One-quarter of early-career middle-skills workers (ages 18–35) are in high-paying middle-skills jobs, meaning that they earn more than $53,000 per 
year (in 2022 dollars). The median annual earnings of young workers (ages 21–30) with a bachelor’s degree are $52,200 (also in 2022 dollars). For the 
purposes of comparison, we use an age range that skews slightly older for early-career middle-skills workers since these workers often need more 
time in the workforce to earn as much as young workers with a bachelor’s degree, for two reasons: (1) returns to work experience typically accrue 
more gradually than returns to a bachelor’s degree, and (2) returns to work experience typically accrue faster for more-educated workers. Georgetown 
University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2010–22.

Introduction
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What is a high-paying 
middle-skills occupation?

In this analysis, we define high-paying middle-skills occupations 
as those in which more than half of early-career middle-skills 
workers have a job with annual earnings of more than $53,000 (in 
2022 dollars). Early-career middle-skills workers in these jobs not 
only outearn most young workers with a bachelor’s degree but also 
experience considerable earnings growth over time, with median 
annual earnings that rise to $80,000 by mid-career (ages 36–49).* 

We identified 107 occupations as high-paying for middle-skills 
workers. They include such positions as firefighters, facilities 
managers, information security analysts, power plant operators, and 
radiologic technicians. These high-paying occupations are found 
in five occupational groups: blue-collar; management; protective 
services; science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM); 
and healthcare. 

View a complete list of high-paying middle-skills occupations and 
aligned programs on our website.

* Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, 
American Community Survey (ACS), 2018, 2019, and 2021.

occupations are these jobs prevalent? 

What credentials do young workers need 

to enter these occupations? And are 

middle-skills providers—predominantly 

community colleges—currently conferring 

enough of these credentials to meet the 

future needs of local economies?

https://cewgeorgetown.github.io/lma/List%20of%20high-paying%20occupations%20and%20aligned%20programs.pdf
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To answer these questions, we examined the 

current number of certificates and associate’s 

degrees awarded that prepare workers 

for jobs in high-paying occupations and 

compared it to the projected number of job 

openings for workers with these credentials. 

Our goal was to identify

  � which credentials provide middle-skills 

workers with the greatest economic 

opportunity; and 

  � in which geographic locations middle-

skills providers would need to produce 

more of these credentials, and in which 

fields, to meet projected employment 

demand. 

For the areas that we anticipate will 

face local credential shortages, we also 

estimated each middle-skills education and 

training provider’s potential contribution to 

addressing the shortage (which we defined 

using a credentials-to-jobs ratio, discussed 

later in this data brief). We have compiled 

our results in a publicly available online 

data tool.

The results in the data tool can help 

inform individuals’ decisions about which 

credentials to pursue. These results can also 

enable regional planners and middle-skills 

providers to make crucial decisions about 

where to invest in new programs or expand 

existing ones that can increase the number 

of local economic opportunities. 

Our analysis focused on the 55 major 

metro areas in the United States that have 

populations greater than 1 million people. 

Missed Opportunities in 55 Metro 
Areas: Find Your City

Are credential providers in your metro area producing enough 
certificates and associate’s degrees aligned with high-paying 
middle-skills jobs to keep up with the projected local demand for 
workers with these credentials? Where are credential providers 
falling short, and by how much? How much is each provider 
currently contributing to credential production in your area? Visit 
our online data tool to find out.

https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills#datatool
https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills#datatool
https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills#datatool
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In each of these major metro areas, 

we assessed the current production of 

middle-skills credentials (certificates and 

associate’s degrees) linked to high-paying 

middle-skills occupations.³ We compared 

this credential production with the 

projected local demand for workers with 

these credentials through 2032. To provide 

additional context, we also conducted this 

analysis in the aggregate (1) at the national 

level, (2) for all major metro areas, and (3) 

for the rest of the country (including rural 

areas and metro areas with populations of 

less than 1 million).

Finally, we estimated the extent to which 

each geographic area will face a shortfall 

or surplus in the number of credentials 

aligned with high-paying middle-skills 

occupations using a credentials-to-

jobs ratio. We calculated this ratio by 

dividing (1) the area’s annual number 

of credentials produced that align with 

high-paying middle-skills occupations 

within the occupational group by (2) the 

projected annual number of job openings 

available in all occupations (both high-

paying and lower-paying) for workers with 

those credentials.⁴ Ratio values below 

one indicate a shortage in credential 

production, values above one indicate a 

surplus in credential production, and a 

value of one indicates perfect alignment 

between credential production and 

future occupational demand. Alongside 

the credentials-to-jobs ratio, we present 

the total annual number of credential 

shortages or surpluses in each area.

3. The sample sizes in the American Community Survey data we used for this analysis are too small to produce reliable results at the local level for 
smaller metro and non-metro areas.

4. The task of measuring credentials-to-jobs alignment relies on the program of study-to-occupation (CIP-SOC) crosswalk developed by the US 
Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics and the US Department of Education and involves a number of complications. Programs that prepare 
workers for high-paying middle-skills occupations also prepare them for some lower-paying middle-skills occupations; at the same time, several 
programs may prepare workers for any single occupation. Within each occupational group, our ratio accounts for this complexity by including (1) total 
credential production across all programs aligned with high-paying middle-skills occupations, and (2) the projected annual number of job openings 
available in all occupations (both high-paying and lower-paying) for workers with those credentials. The latter includes all of the job openings available 
in high-paying occupations but only some of the job openings available in lower-paying occupations, as other programs also prepare middle-skills 
workers for those jobs.
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1. Nearly all major metro 

areas will face a severe shortage of 

locally produced credentials aligned 

with high-paying middle-skills blue-

collar occupations, as will the nation 

at large.
2. Most major metro areas 

will experience moderate to severe 

shortages of credentials aligned with 

high-paying middle-skills management 

occupations, although some major metro 

areas are producing far more of these 

credentials than are needed locally.

Our analysis generated six 
major findings:

3. Protective services is the 

only occupational group in which most 

major metro areas will experience 

credential shortages but the rest of 

the country will not. 4. Most major metro areas are 

producing enough credentials aligned 

with high-paying middle-skills STEM 

occupations to fill projected local needs, 

although there is an expected shortage 

of these credentials nationwide.5. Healthcare is the only 

occupational group with a projected 

nationwide oversupply of credentials 

that lead to high-paying middle-skills 

jobs. 6. To avoid local shortages, 

many providers would need to more 

than double the number of credentials 

they award in programs aligned with 

high-paying middle-skills occupations.
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Finding 1: Nearly all major metro areas will 
face a severe shortage of locally produced 
credentials aligned with high-paying middle-
skills blue-collar occupations, as will the 
nation at large.

The greatest nationwide shortage of 

workers prepared for high-paying middle-

skills occupations will be in the blue-collar 

sector. Nationwide, if annual credential 

production in programs aligned with these 

occupations stays at current levels, the 

credential supply will meet only 13 percent 

of the projected annual demand through 

2032.⁵  As a result, the annual production 

of credentials aligned with high-paying 

blue-collar occupations will fall short of 

the annual labor-market demand by more 

than 360,000 credentials.

Fifty-two of the 55 largest metro areas 

in the country will face a shortage of 

these credentials, with a credentials-

to-jobs ratio of less than 0.35 in three-

quarters of major metro areas—meaning 

that current credential production in 

these metro areas meets less than 35 

percent of the projected annual demand. 

These findings indicate that middle-

skills providers need to produce more 

credentials aligned with high-paying blue-

collar occupations in nearly every major 

metro area, with the greatest shortages 

relative to projected labor demand (i.e., the 

smallest credentials-to-jobs ratio values) in 

Washington, DC; Dallas, Texas; and Boston, 

Massachusetts.

5. Despite the facts that (1) three of the top five most in-demand high-paying blue-collar occupations for middle-skills workers are in first-line supervisory 
positions and (2) those jobs may be filled most often through promotion, there is still a severe shortage of credentials aligned with non-supervisory 
high-paying blue-collar occupations. Nationwide, if annual credential production in programs aligned with non-supervisory high-paying middle-skills 
blue-collar occupations stays at current levels, the credential supply will meet only 21 percent of the projected annual demand through 2032, resulting 
in a shortage of 80,000 credentials per year through 2032.
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High-Paying Middle-Skills 
Occupations: Blue-Collar

The following high-paying blue-collar occupations will have the 
greatest demand for middle-skills workers through 2032:

1. First-line supervisors of construction trades and extraction workers

2. First-line supervisors of production and operating workers

3. First-line supervisors of mechanics, installers, and repairers

4. Industrial machinery mechanics

5. Operating engineers and other construction equipment operators

For a complete list of high-paying middle-skills blue-collar 
occupations, see our online data tool. 

6. In many cases highlighted in this data brief, large relative credential surpluses (as measured by the credentials-to-jobs ratio) correspond to low 
absolute surpluses (as measured by the number of excess credentials produced). In some cases, this phenomenon is due to very low projected 
demand. For instance, in Rochester, New York, employers are projected to create only six jobs annually through 2032 for workers trained in programs 
that align with high-paying blue-collar middle-skills occupations, while local providers annually produce 33 credentials that could qualify workers 
for these jobs. In this case, producing just 27 more credentials than needed represents 5.5 times more credentials supplied relative to local projected 
demand. Thus, credentials-to-jobs ratio values greatly exceeding one indicate very large credential surpluses in a relative sense but not necessarily in 
an absolute sense.

Three of the 55 largest metro areas in the 

country—Rochester, New York; Orlando, 

Florida; and San Jose, California—are 

expected to face a surplus of credentials 

aligned with high-paying blue-collar 

occupations.6 Credential surpluses 

aren’t always a problem, especially if 

local providers help address other areas’ 

education and training needs or graduates 

from oversupplied programs can use their 

knowledge and skills to find a high-paying 

local job in a different field. However, 

credential overproduction becomes 

problematic when graduates aim to work 

locally and acquire occupation-specific 

training that isn’t easily transferable to other 

professions (Figure 1).

https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills#datatool
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Middle-skills providers are producing far fewer credentials aligned with high-paying 

middle-skills blue-collar occupations than are needed in almost all major metro areas, 

with Washington, DC; Dallas, Texas; and Boston, Massachusetts, facing the most severe 

shortages relative to projected labor demand. 

Figure 1
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Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Department of Labor, Employment Projections, 
2023; the US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2010–22; and the US Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System (IPEDS), 2019–21.

Note: Credentials-to-jobs ratio values are reported in black. This ratio compares each area’s annual number of credentials produced that align with 
high-paying middle-skills occupations to the projected annual number of job openings available in all occupations for workers with those credentials 
through 2032. Ratio values below one indicate a shortage in credential production, values above one indicate a surplus in credential production, and 
values equal to one indicate perfect alignment between credential production and future occupational demand. The numbers in parentheses report the 
total annual number of credentials undersupplied (negative numbers) or oversupplied (positive numbers) in each area.
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Finding 2: Most major metro areas will 
experience moderate to severe shortages 
of credentials aligned with high-paying 
middle-skills management occupations, 
although some major metro areas are 
producing far more of these credentials 
than are needed locally.

Nationwide, if annual credential production 

in programs aligned with high-paying 

middle-skills management occupations 

stays at current levels, the credential 

supply will meet only 50 percent of the 

projected annual demand through 2032. 

This undersupply will result in an annual 

projected shortage of more than 250,000 

credentials. 

It’s tempting to think that this credential 

shortage may be overstated, since 

managers often rise to their roles through 

internal promotion rather than through 

immediate hiring from aligned programs. 

But while workers often need experience 

to land a management job, they also need 

field-specific knowledge and skills that 

they gain through formal education or 

training. The undersupply of credentials 

in programs aligned with management 

occupations may indicate that the pipeline 

from entry-level work into management 

roles is not large enough. Unless employers 

are willing to relax their education 

requirements and expand the pipeline, 

they will likely face a shortage of qualified 

managers.7 

7. In fact, evidence suggests that management occupations are experiencing among the greatest shortages of all occupations in the US economy. 
Our findings provide suggestive evidence that credential shortages in aligned programs are contributing to these occupational shortages. 
Milliken et al., Help Wanted, 2023.
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Among the 55 largest US metro areas, 39 

will face a credential shortage in high-paying 

middle-skills management occupations, with 

Nashville, Tennessee, expected to have the 

greatest local undersupply relative to project 

labor demand (Figure 2). In the remaining 

16 major metro areas, credential production 

is expected to exceed local demand. Thus, 

expanding credential production in these 16 

metro areas may not benefit local employers 

or the middle-skills workforce, but doing so 

could help address the nationwide shortage 

of credentials aligned with high-paying 

middle-skills management occupations. 

High-Paying Middle-Skills 
Occupations: Management

The following high-paying management occupations will have the 
greatest demand for middle-skills workers through 2032:

1. General and operations managers

2. Management analysts

3. Project management specialists

4. Computer and information systems managers

5. Sales managers

For a complete list of high-paying middle-skills management 
occupations, see our online data tool.  

https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills#datatool
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Nashville, Tennessee, will face the most severe local credential shortage in programs 

aligned with high-paying middle-skills management occupations relative to projected 

labor demand.  
Figure 2
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Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Department of Labor, Employment Projections, 2023; 
the US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2010–22; and the US Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS), 2019–21.

Note: Credentials-to-jobs ratio values are reported in black. This ratio compares each area’s annual number of credentials produced that align with high-
paying middle-skills occupations to the projected annual number of job openings available in all occupations for workers with those credentials through 
2032. Ratio values below one indicate a shortage in credential production, values above one indicate a surplus in credential production, and values equal 
to one indicate perfect alignment between credential production and future occupational demand. The numbers in parentheses report the total annual 
number of credentials undersupplied (negative numbers) or oversupplied (positive numbers) in each area.
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Finding 3: Protective services is the only 
occupational group for which most major 
metro areas will experience credential 
shortages but the rest of the country will not.

Nationwide, current credential 

production in programs aligned with 

high-paying middle-skills protective 

services occupations is expected to 

meet 86 percent of the demand for 

workers through 2032, and most major 

metro areas will experience a credential 

shortage. Thirty-nine of the 55 largest 

metro areas will face a shortage of 

credentials aligned with high-paying 

middle-skills protective services 

occupations, with Portland, Oregon; 

Seattle, Washington; and Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania, experiencing the most 

severe undersupply relative to projected 

labor demand (Figure 3). 

The protective services occupational 

group is the only group of high-paying 

middle-skills occupations for which 

we project an undersupply of middle-

skills workers only in major metro areas 

(resulting in a total annual projected 

shortage of nearly 15,000 credentials 



15

M
IS

S
E

D
 O

P
P

O
R

TU
N

ITIE
S

High-Paying Middle-Skills 
Occupations: Protective Services

The following high-paying protective services occupations will have the 
greatest demand for middle-skills workers through 2032:

1. Police and sheriff’s patrol officers

2. Firefighters

3. First-line supervisors of police and detectives

4. Detectives and criminal investigators

5. Transit and railroad police

For a complete list of high-paying middle-skills protective services 
occupations, see our online data tool.  

across all 55 metro areas). In all other 

areas of the country, we anticipate that 

credential production will roughly match 

the demand for workers with these 

credentials. The concentration of shortages 

in major metro areas suggests that it will 

be harder to fill protective services jobs in 

large urban areas than in smaller cities or 

rural areas, perhaps because these jobs have 

unique characteristics in urban areas and 

urban economies may offer more attractive 

alternatives for middle-skills workers. 

https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills#datatool
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Portland, Oregon, will experience the greatest undersupply of locally produced 

credentials aligned with high-paying middle-skills occupations in protective services 

relative to projected labor demand.
Figure 3
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Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Department of Labor, Employment Projections, 2023; 
the US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2010–22; and the US Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS), 2019–21.

Note: Credentials-to-jobs ratio values are reported in black. This ratio compares each area’s annual number of credentials produced that align with high-
paying middle-skills occupations to the projected annual number of job openings available in all occupations for workers with those credentials through 
2032. Ratio values below one indicate a shortage in credential production, values above one indicate a surplus in credential production, and values equal 
to one indicate perfect alignment between credential production and future occupational demand. The numbers in parentheses report the total annual 
number of credentials undersupplied (negative numbers) or oversupplied (positive numbers) in each area.
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Finding 4: Most major metro areas are producing 
enough credentials aligned with high-paying 
middle-skills STEM occupations to fill projected 
local needs, although there is an expected 
shortage of these credentials nationwide.

In 40 of the 55 major metro areas, the 

production of credentials aligned with high-

paying middle-skills science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 

occupations exceeds the projected number 

of job openings for workers with these 

credentials. However, such overproduction 

is not the norm nationwide: across the 

country, middle-skills providers are 

producing too few graduates prepared 

for these occupations, with the current 

supply of credentials nationwide meeting 

only 60 percent of the projected demand. 

Thus, annual credential production in 

programs aligned with high-paying middle-

skills STEM occupations is projected to fall 

short of annual demand by more than 87,000 

nationwide.

While the production of middle-skills 

credentials aligned with high-paying STEM 

occupations exceeds projected demand 

by 23 percent in major metro areas overall, 

some of the largest STEM hubs in the 

country—including Boston, Massachusetts; 

New York, New York; and Washington, DC—

will face credential shortages in programs 

aligned with high-paying middle-skills 
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High-Paying Middle-Skills 
Occupations: STEM

The following high-paying STEM occupations will have the greatest 
demand for middle-skills workers through 2032:

1. Software developers

2. Computer systems analysts

3. Industrial engineers

4. Civil engineers

5. Network and computer systems administrators

For a complete list of high-paying middle-skills STEM occupations, see 
our online data tool.  

STEM jobs. This underproduction in some 

of the largest STEM hubs, as well as the 

fact that smaller metro areas and rural 

areas will produce only 37 percent of the 

credentials needed locally, explains why 

there is a nationwide credential shortage 

(Figure 4). The extra credentials produced 

in many major metro areas may help fill 

jobs in smaller cities and rural areas, but 

more credential production is still needed—

especially in less populated areas—to meet 

the nationwide demand for workers trained 

in programs that provide a pathway to high-

paying middle-skills STEM occupations.

https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills#datatool


M
IS

S
E

D
 O

P
P

O
R

TU
N

IT
IE

S

20

Boston, MA

Philadelphia, PA

Grand Rapids, MI

Minneapolis, MN

Denver, CO

New York, NY

Washington, DC

San Jose, CA

Nashville, TN

Kansas City, MO

Riverside, CA

Dallas, TX

Detroit, MI

Providence, RI

Pittsburgh, PA

San Antonio, TX

Miami, FL

San Diego, CA

San Francisco, CA

Los Angeles, CA

Salt Lake City, UT

Cleveland, OH

St. Louis, MO

Charlotte, NC

Tucson, AZ

Buffalo, NY

Milwaukee, WI

Oklahoma City, OK

Fresno, CA

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0 4.5 5.0 5.5 6.0 6.5 7.0

0.22

      0.58

      0.58

      0.59

         0.74

         0.75

          0.78

          0.80

          0.82

            0.89

             0.93

             0.95

             0.96

             0.97

              0.99

              1.00

              1.01

               1.04

               1.04

               1.05

                1.11

                1.13

                1.14

                1.14

                 1.18

                  1.23

                  1.25

                  1.26

                   1.33

(-2,690)

      (-748)

      (-125)

      (-885)

        (-360)

        (-1,519)

         (-764)

         (-163)

         (-85)

           (-66)

            (-87)

            (-109)

            (-62)

            (-9)

             (-16)

            (+5)

            (+26)

             (+37)

             (+52)

             (+185)

             (+81)

             (+93)

             (+95)

             (+127)

              (+12)

                (+58)

                (+70)

                (+152)

                 (+78)

Atlanta, GA

Sacramento, CA

San Jose, CA

Jacksonville, FL

Baltimore, MD

Richmond, VA

Austin, TX

Houston, TX

Birmingham, AL

Phoenix, AZ

Portland, OR

Rochester, NY

Chicago, IL

Memphis, TN

Hartford, CT

Tampa, FL

Columbus, OH

Las Vegas, NV

Cincinnati, OH

Orlando, FL

Virginia Beach, VA

Raleigh, NC

New Orleans, LA

Louisville, KY

Indianapolis, IN

Tulsa, OK

Major metro areas

All other areas

 Nationwide

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0 4.5 5.0 5.5 6.0 6.5 7.0

1.34

1.35

 1.42

  1.49

  1.49

  1.51

    1.57

    1.59

     1.66

       1.78

        1.82

         1.89

          1.93

           1.96

           1.97

            2.04

                2.24

                   2.40

                     2.53

                                        3.58

                                               3.97

                                                       4.44

                                                                4.91

                                                                           5.55

                                                                           5.57

                                                                                                  6.83

          1.23  (+13,499)                                                 

0.37  (-100,952)                                                 

0.60  (-87,453)

(+532)

(+189)

 (+855)

  (+187)

  (+447)

 (+111)

   (+387)

   (+870)

    (+139)

      (+1,542)

       (+471)

        (+157)

         (+1,265)

          (+148)

          (+236)

           (+686)

               (+1,591)

                  (+594)

                    (+615)

                                     (+1,548)

                                           (+957)

                                                   (+2,632)

                                                          (+496)

                                                                     (+778)

                                                                     (+2,158)

                                                                                         (+525)

Undersupply
of credentials

Oversupply
of credentials

Undersupply
of credentials

Oversupply
of credentials

While most major metro areas have an oversupply of STEM credentials aligned with 

high-paying middle-skills occupations relative to the projected number of local job 

openings for workers with these credentials, this oversupply is not enough to offset the 

credential shortage nationwide.  

Figure 4

Continued on next page

Credentials-to-jobs ratio
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Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Department of Labor, Employment Projections, 2023; 
the US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2010–22; and the US Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS), 2019–21.

Note: Credentials-to-jobs ratio values are reported in black. This ratio compares each area’s annual number of credentials produced that align with high-
paying middle-skills occupations to the projected annual number of job openings available in all occupations for workers with those credentials through 
2032. Ratio values below one indicate a shortage in credential production, values above one indicate a surplus in credential production, and values equal 
to one indicate perfect alignment between credential production and future occupational demand. The numbers in parentheses report the total annual 
number of credentials undersupplied (negative numbers) or oversupplied (positive numbers) in each area.
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Finding 5: Healthcare is the only 
occupational group with a projected 
nationwide oversupply of credentials 
aligned with high-paying middle-skills jobs.

Nationwide, the annual supply of 

credentials aligned with high-paying 

middle-skills healthcare occupations 

exceeds the projected annual demand 

for workers with these credentials by 77 

percent, or more than 59,000 credentials 

annually. This surplus is, in part, a 

consequence of employers increasingly 

hiring applicants with a bachelor’s degree 

or higher for high-paying healthcare 

jobs that have historically been available 

to middle-skills workers: between 2010 

and 2022, the proportion of workers 

with middle-skills education in these 

healthcare jobs decreased from 46 

percent to 25 percent.8,9 If this trend 

continues, middle-skills workers will 

make up only 10 percent of the workforce 

in these occupations by 2032.10  We find 

that only one of the 55 largest metro 

areas—Philadelphia, Pennsylvania—

has an annual projected shortage that 

exceeds 50 credentials in programs 

aligned with high-paying middle-skills 

healthcare occupations (Figure 5).11 

8. Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 
(ACS), 2010–22.

9. Employment trends for registered nurses (RNs) are a major driver of this trend. Seventy-two percent of the RN workforce held a bachelor’s 
degree or higher in 2022, largely because most employers (72 percent) prefer to hire workers with a bachelor’s degree, even though a much 
smaller proportion of employers (28 percent) require new hires to have a bachelor’s degree. American Association of Colleges of Nursing, 
“Nursing Workforce Fact Sheet,” 2024.

10. However, if current hiring trends do not persist and middle-skills workers instead maintain their current representation in high-paying middle-
skills healthcare occupations (25 percent), then 12 metro areas would experience a credential shortage: Boston, Massachusetts; Detroit, 
Michigan; Grand Rapids, Michigan; Kansas City, Missouri; Minneapolis, Minnesota; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Portland, Oregon; Raleigh, North 
Carolina; Rochester, New York; Sacramento, California; San Jose, California; and Washington, DC.

11. In Philadelphia, the credentials-to-jobs ratio is 0.65 and the current annual number of credentials produced falls short of projected annual 
demand by 590 credentials.
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That being said, the projected surplus of 

middle-skills workers whose credentials align 

with high-paying healthcare occupations 

conceals overall projected labor shortages 

in the healthcare workforce over the next 

several years.12 For example, researchers 

have forecast “significant” shortages in the 

registered nursing workforce based on the 

anticipated needs of an aging population.13 

These shortages may prompt employers to 

suspend or reverse the trend toward hiring 

workers with bachelor’s degrees, thereby 

opening up more opportunities for middle-

skills workers. Middle-skills education 

and training providers can make the case 

that their graduates are prepared to help 

address these needs.   

12. US Department of Health and Human Services, “Workforce Projections.” 

13. Juraschek et al., “United States Registered Nurse Workforce,” 2019.

High-Paying Middle-Skills 
Occupations: Healthcare

The following high-paying healthcare occupations will have the 
greatest demand for middle-skills workers through 2032:

1. Registered nurses

2. Radiologic technologists and technicians

3. Respiratory therapists

4. Diagnostic medical sonographers

5. Paramedics

For a complete list of high-paying middle-skills healthcare occupations, 
see our online data tool. 

https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills#datatool
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Providers nationwide are producing enough (and often more than 
enough) credentials in programs aligned with high-paying middle-skills 
healthcare occupations. 

Figure 5

Continued on next page

Credentials-to-jobs ratio



25

M
IS

S
E

D
 O

P
P

O
R

TU
N

ITIE
S

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Department of Labor, Employment Projections, 2023; 
the US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2010–22; and the US Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS), 2019–21.

Note: Credentials-to-jobs ratio values are reported in black. This ratio compares each area’s annual number of credentials produced that align with high-
paying middle-skills occupations to the projected annual number of job openings available in all occupations for workers with those credentials through 
2032. Ratio values below one indicate a shortage in credential production, values above one indicate a surplus in credential production, and values equal 
to one indicate perfect alignment between credential production and future occupational demand. The numbers in parentheses report the total annual 
number of credentials undersupplied (negative numbers) or oversupplied (positive numbers) in each area.
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Finding 6: To avoid local shortages, many 
providers would need to more than double 
the number of credentials they award in 
programs aligned with high-paying middle-skills 
occupations.

Not all metro areas will face credential 

shortages in programs aligned with 

high-paying middle-skills occupations. 

However, where shortages exist, they 

tend to be substantial. Consequently, 

in metro areas that will experience 

shortages, most providers would need 

to dramatically expand their credential 

production to fill all of the job openings 

available to middle-skills workers with 

credentials aligned with those occupations. 

For example, 343 providers award 

credentials in programs aligned with 

high-paying middle-skills blue-collar 

occupations across the 52 major metro 

areas that will experience credential 

shortages in those programs.14 Among 

these 343 providers, 311 (91 percent) 

would need to more than double 

their credential production in those 

programs to avoid the shortage in the 

local labor market.15 Likewise, more than 

half of providers in metro areas that 

will experience credential shortages 

in programs aligned with high-paying 

middle-skills management and protective 

services occupations would need to more 

than double their credential production 

in those programs to fill the projected 

number of local job openings for workers 

with these credentials (Figure 6). 

14. In total, our analysis included 1,194 middle-skills providers across all 55 metro areas.

15. To estimate how much each provider would need to increase its annual credential production to collectively avoid the metro area’s credential shortage, 
we assumed each provider would expand production in proportion to its current production share of credentials aligned with high-paying middle-skills 
occupations in the metro area. 
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Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Department of Labor, Employment Projections, 2023; 
the US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2010–22; and the US Department of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS), 2019–21.

Note: STEM = science, technology, engineering, and mathematics.

Percentage of middle-skills providers in metro areas experiencing a credential shortage that 

would need to more than double credential production to meet projected local demand
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More than half of providers in major metro areas that will face credential shortages in 

programs aligned with high-paying middle-skills blue-collar, management, and protective 

services occupations would need to more than double their credential production in those 

programs to meet local demand.

Figure 6
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16. Baker et al., “The Effect of Labor Market Information,” 2018.

These findings underscore the need 

for many middle-skills providers to 

substantially expand their program 

capacity to prepare workers for jobs in 

high-paying fields. This expansion can 

occur in several ways, all of which should 

be pursued. First, middle-skills providers 

need to recruit more individuals without a 

college degree to attend their institutions. 

Second, high schools and institutions that 

grant middle-skills credentials need to 

offer better career counseling to future 

and current enrollees, as students are 

ultimately responsible for choosing their 

program of study and too often choose one 

without fully understanding the financial 

consequences.16 Third, employers need 

to work with institutions to provide more 

work-based learning opportunities in 

programs that lead to occupations facing 

anticipated shortages, especially those that 

require work-based learning as preparation 

for employment following program 

completion. Thus, expanding capacity in 

programs aligned with high-paying fields 

requires investments that simultaneously 

increase the overall number of middle-skills 

students, direct more students toward 

programs aligned with high-paying middle-

skills jobs, and ensure that students have the 

experiential learning they need to prepare 

for these jobs.

However, even with these investments, 

current providers will likely struggle to fully 

address credential shortages in many metro 

areas. Unmet demand far exceeds most 

providers’ existing credential production in 

undersupplied labor markets, and capacity 

constraints likely limit how much each 

provider can expand its program offerings. 

Ultimately, we believe that more providers 

will need to enter the market to eliminate 

credential shortages in many of the largest 

US metro areas. 

Visit our online data tool to investigate how 

much each middle-skills provider in the 55 

largest metro areas would need to increase 

credential production in programs aligned 

with high-paying middle-skills occupations 

to avoid labor shortages. 

Conclusion

https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills#datatool


29

M
IS

S
E

D
 O

P
P

O
R

TU
N

ITIE
S

References
American Association of Colleges of Nursing. “Nursing Workforce Fact Sheet.” Updated 

April 2024. 

Baker, Rachel, Eric Bettinger, Brian Jacob, and Ioana Marinescu. “The Effect of Labor 

Market Information on Community College Students’ Major Choice.” Economics of 

Education Review 65 (August 2018): 18–30.

Juraschek, Stephen P., Xiaoming Zhang, Vinoth Ranganathan, and Vernon W. Lin. “United 

States Registered Nurse Workforce Report Card and Shortage Forecast.” American 

Journal of Medical Quality 34, no. 5 (September/October 2019): 473–81.

Milliken, Lindsay, Jeremy Neufeld, and Greg Wright. Help Wanted: Modernizing the Schedule 

A Shortage Occupation List. Washington, DC: Institute for Progress, 2023.

Strohl, Jeff, Zachary Mabel, and Kathryn Peltier Campbell. The Great Misalignment: 

Addressing the Mismatch between the Supply of Certificates and Associate’s Degrees 

and the Future Demand for Workers in 565 US Labor Markets. Washington, DC: 

Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, 2024.

US Census Bureau. American Community Survey (ACS): 2010–22. Steven Ruggles, Sarah 

Flood, Matthew Sobek, Danika Brockman, Grace Cooper, Stephanie Richards, and 

Megan Schouweiler. IPUMS USA: Version 13.0 [data set]. Minneapolis, MN: IPUMS, 

2023. https://doi.org/10.18128/D010.V13.0.

US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). Washington, DC: US Department of 

Education, 2019–21.

US Department of Health and Human Services. “Workforce Projections” [online data tool]. 

Accessed March 6, 2024. 

US Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). Employment Projections: 

Employment by Detailed Occupation. Washington, DC: US Department of Labor, 2023. 

https://www.aacnnursing.org/news-data/fact-sheets/nursing-workforce-fact-sheet
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775718300566
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775718300566
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31479295/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31479295/
https://ifp.org/schedule-a/
https://ifp.org/schedule-a/
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/cew-the_great_misalignment-fr.pdf
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/cew-the_great_misalignment-fr.pdf
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/cew-the_great_misalignment-fr.pdf
https://www.ipums.org/projects/ipums-usa/d010.V13.0
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data
https://data.hrsa.gov/topics/health-workforce/workforce-projections
https://www.bls.gov/emp/tables/emp-by-detailed-occupation.htm






M
IS

S
E

D
 O

P
P

O
R

TU
N

IT
IE

S

32

Missed Opportunities: Credential Shortages in Programs Aligned 
with High-Paying Middle-Skills Jobs in 55 US Metro Areas

can be accessed online at
cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills

cew.georgetown.edu

Instagram: instagram.com/GeorgetownCEW
X: x.com/GeorgetownCEW
LinkedIn: linkedin.com/company/GeorgetownCEW

https://cew.georgetown.edu/high-paying-middle-skills
https://cew.georgetown.edu/
https://www.instagram.com/GeorgetownCEW/
https://x.com/GeorgetownCEW
https://www.linkedin.com/company/georgetowncew/

