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BLACK BUSINESS MATTERS INITIATIVE

The Black Business Matters Initiative is a movement rooted in deep legacy of
entrepreneurship that acknowledges the ingenuity, creativity, persistence, and
contributions of black business locally, nationally, and globally. The initiative promotes
sustainable and generational economic empowerment that strengthens and expands
equity ownership in the black community.

Rocky Mount Renaissance serves as architect and engineer behind the Black Business
Matters Initiative, which is centered in Rocky Mount, North Carolina yet extends
influence into affinity communities impacted by the Transatlantic Slave Trade and its
residual repercussions. It is a group of seasoned entrepreneurs dedicated to a thriving,
revitalized Rocky Mount and particularly for black peoples descending from formerly
enslaved African Peoples of the Transatlantic Slave Trade. Rocky Mount Renaissance
consists of seven core team members bringing diverse experiences, knowledge, skill sets,
networks, and perspective.

The Seed Team for Rocky Mount Renaissance is responsible for generating, managing,
and sustaining momentum in addition to targeted actions for realizing the Homecoming
vision. The team has extensive experience across multiple sectors such as real estate,
banking, community development, capital development, media campaigns, community
benefit projects, client relations, and business development.

Carl Lewis Harris WalkerHarris Walker
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CORE MEMBERS

Brewery Owner & Brew Educator who is a master networker and oversees the Rocky Mount
Renaissance Extended Team Development.

Commercial Real Estate & Construction Developer who is leveraging finance and operating knowledge
and oversees the Black Business Matters Initiative Portfolio Budget and Fund Development.

Downtown Business Development Official who is a former commercial banker, community development
finance manager and oversees the Black Business Matters District Plan

Video Production Pro specializing in media promotion for Black Entrepreneurship who is a real estate
entrepreneur and oversees Media Assets and Development.

Celebrated Retired Surgeon who is a skilled tactician at ‘connecting the dots’ and oversees coordination
for Rocky Mount Renaissance and the Black Business Matters Initiative Portfolio.

Celeste Beatty

Nish Evans

Kevin Harris

Charles Roberson

Lisa Nelson
Robinson
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WE ARE HOMECOMING

WELCOME

We See You

OUR VISION is to create Homecoming for black people, and especially for descendants
of African people who were rendered homeless due to the inhumane Transatlantic
Slave Trade and the institution of slavery.

Homecoming is the revitalization and an acknowledgement of a people who have
persisted and are reversing and even transforming centuries of discriminatory and
inhumane practices through self-determination.

Visualize a place that welcomes blackness, fosters sustainable and generational economic
empowerment, and is a Mindshift that affirms seeing the power, possibility, and
greatness of black people. Homecoming is a multi-dimensional reality that is
simultaneously place, mindset, way of Being, and the ecosystem that powers it together.
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SO HOW DOWE ARRIVE AT HOMECOMING

We begin at the mission…To use business as a lever for social transformation of
the black community.

We acknowledge and give gratitude to our ancestors who used business to transform
reality for black people and were forced to pay for it with their lives. Business as a lever
is not standard business as usual. Business affects every facet of well-being for a
community whether its air quality, clean water, education, food availability,
transportation, or even who qualifies for a
mortgage. The well-being of people- not
just a select few- must thrive for a
community to thrive.

Consider the Black Business Matters
Initiative a new paradigm that recognizes
business as relationship and responsibility
to the people of a place.

It is an evolution of our Tulsa, Vinegar Hill,
or Wilmington to challenge the standard
economic hoarding built upon extractive,
exploitative, and competitive
commodification that upholds structural
racism, economic inequality, and poverty.

Doing business as usual is the continuation of Forbes 400 richest Americans owning
more wealth than all U.S. black households combined. As stated by Josh Hoxie of the
Institute for Policy Studies “Wealth is where the past shows up in the present. From
slavery to Jim Crow, to redlining, to mass incarceration, the division of assets on the
basis of race has been explicit public policy for centuries.” Business as a lever for social
transformation is regenerative and of the community. It functions as baseline and
catalyst for cooperative community-making and shared prosperity.

“Poverty is the
worst form of

violence”
-- attributed to Mohandas K. Gandhi
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Community entrepreneurship seeks and acts collaboratively upon interconnected
leverage points across facets such as workforce, housing, transportation, education,
technology, finance, agriculture, healthcare, or environment. It does not
compartmentalize in a mechanistic way these facets as separate and irrelevant from
business- it is quite the opposite.

ProsperityNow.org
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Black Business Matters Initiative as a new paradigm acknowledges that these facets are
business. These facets of business combined determine well-being. When business
becomes synergistic relationship held accountable as a system, black lives, dollars, and
well-being matter. We can thrive abundantly in an ecosystem generating shared
prosperity.

BUSINESS AS A LEVER…MEANS SHIFTING VALUES

Rocky Mount Renaissance and its Black Business Matters Initiative is rooted in
shared and practiced values, which guide the journey and how the work gets done.
The mission towards the new reality of Homecoming is activated through multi-

year goals. Currently there are two overarching goals:

Community-minded- centering the groups served by Rocky Mount Renaissance
through listening and intentional interconnections towards community well-being

Self-determination-making decisions based on the needs & desires of the community
without being compromised by external interference

Teamwork in Alignment- working collaboratively while maintaining inter-
independence towards the mission through sustained action and diligence

Collective Contribution, Opportunity & Benefit- fostering spaces and mindset that
catalyze a “WE” approach through interlinked contributions, which create access
to opportunities for benefit of the individual and the community

Belief in and care for Black Community- nurturing a long-term, unwavering
commitment to well-being and thriving of the entire spectrum of black
community

VALUES
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GOAL ONE

A catalyst of the Homecoming journey is establishing a Black Business Matters District
in Rocky Mount, North Carolina. The district serves as an epicenter of impact starting
with existing black businesses while recruiting and vetting new businesses. The action is
to merge existing legacy into future pathways that shift how business is seen and
experienced in the black community. This begins with a commitment to circular
economy principles within a cooperative economic framework and is further put into
practice through equitable development with succession planning. Future opportunities
include heritage tourism, green industry, FinTech, and apprentice-to-owner workforce
development. The district will also harness the reverse migration trend, and position
itself as a destination location. Ultimately, the district aims to send ripples of positive
impact through the black community and Greater Rocky Mount.

GOAL TWO

An activator of the Black Business Matters District and greater Rocky Mount is
establishing a Black Business Matters Initiative Trust. According to the 2020 Small
Business Profile for North Carolina by the US Small Business Administration, firms with
less than 20 employees added 40,060 new jobs to the economy. Establishment of a fund
to support business development and workforce growth is essential as access to capital
enables companies to stabilize their finances, provide the capacity to grow, develop
succession plans. In particular minority businesses who often face barriers as reported
by the Small Business Majority organization, warrant innovative approaches. The fund
will help address the capital disparity for existing and new black businesses.



AN EXTENDED OVERVIEW

8|page

BLACK BUSINESS MATTERS INITIATIVE

As reported by The New York Fed, nearly half of black small businesses were wiped out
by April of 2020 due to the pandemic. The coronavirus crisis exacerbated existing
disparities and continues to affect black communities disproportionately. Actions to
address these persistent and historically rooted realities begins with those most
impacted navigating the way forward through collaboration and partnerships.

In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, never has the timing been
more critical.
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To achieve its multi-year goals, Rocky Mount Renaissance has also identified key
objectives and outputs.

OBJECTIVES THAT ESTABLISH A SUSTAINABLE FOUNDATION FOR THE BLACK
BUSINESS MATTERS INITIATIVE

1. Redefining revitalization as a process, experience, and outcome that is
cooperative, equitable, just, and protects the bond of black people to place

2. Developing a resilient ecosystem for black business to thrive in the district and
beyond

3. Promoting synergy between businesses and ensuring they have access to
resources- especially capital- for stability and growth

KEY OUTPUTS FOR YEAR ONE INCLUDE

1. Black Business Matters Initiative Trust Nonprofit- an organizational and funding
structure that sustainably supports the Black Business Matters Initiative in
attracting and securing capital for distribution to black businesses

2. Black Business Matters District Plan- comprehensive plan to guide the physical
development and growth of the Black Business Matters District within the
downtown core, which is an asset to the overall Rocky Mount downtown plan

3. Black Business Directory- advertising guide that publicizes existing business
owners and attracts new businesses

4. Black Business Matters Community Forums- community engagement that builds
relationships, confronts disparities, fosters opportunities, and embraces
collaborative and inclusive development across seven focus audiences
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Engagement with Audiences of Focus is examined consistently for alignment with the
vision and mission. Engagement with any Audience of Focus means ensuring that each
participant understands the big picture along with details such as the ramifications and
benefits for the black community. This drives momentum within the identified goals,
objectives, and outputs that align across four overarching strategies of Mindset,
Economic Empowerment, Community-building, and Policy. These four strategies frame
the Homecoming Journey and its path of development.

Currently there are seven audiences of focus, which are further segmented by the
Private, Public, and Non-profit sectors. Rocky Mount Renaissance strategically positions
messaging, relevance, opportunity, and benefit to each audience according to their
segmentation.

Audiences

 Funders

 Beneficiaries

 Entrepreneurs

 Government

 Property Owners

 Community Organizers

 Media
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MINDSET disrupts the negative, Eurocentric narrative of black people propagated
through slavery, institutional racism, and discriminatory beliefs, attitudes, and practices.
Mindset is an individual and communal Mindshift that affirms seeing the power,
possibility, and greatness of black people by black people. This Mindshift is fostered
through relationship, education, restorative practices, communal belonging, celebration,
and adoption of new shared values defined by black people for black well-being.

BARRIERS (B) & RESPONSIVE ACTIONS (RA)

B: Belief that black people must adopt Eurocentric standards and approaches to succeed.

RA: Acknowledging, promoting, and celebrating the contributions black people have
contributed to the success of the USA through remembrance and celebratory practices
that spotlight local history, stories, legacies, and business.

B: Narrative that black people cannot work together and will pull one another down.

RA: development of social network that creates engagement nodes and shares practices
that produce experiences of reciprocal support and mutual benefit.

ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT addresses the stark and harsh economic realities
experienced in the United States of America for black people. Ta-Nehisi Coates in The
Atlantic writes Two hundred fifty years of slavery. Ninety years of Jim Crow. Sixty years
of separate but equal. Thirty-five years of racist housing policy. This is the economic
context sanctioned by public policy in which black people have persisted through
exploitative conditions. For perspective, it has only been roughly two lifetimes since
slavery if we look at an average lifespan of 78.6 years. Economic Empowerment is about
black communities being able to harness and develop assets in which they capture and
benefit from the value they have created while realizing sustainable economic
development.

BARRIERS (B) AND RESPONSIVE ACTION (RA):

B: Black businesses lack of access to capital.



AN EXTENDED OVERVIEW

12|page

BLACK BUSINESS MATTERS INITIATIVE

RA: Harnessing existing relationships and establishing new partnerships that solidify a
financial network for black businesses.

B: Identifying and pursuing funding opportunities to secure capital for distribution to
black businesses.

RA: Establishing a financial hub that provides regenerative products and services that
address and/or mitigate economic challenges facing black communities. Propagating
economic principles of cooperation, inclusion, and shared prosperity.

B: Ready, willing, and able workforce prevented from employment and
entrepreneurship opportunities due to former incarceration and particularly for those
with a felony.

RA: Partner with workforce developers to design apprentice-to-owner pathways with
training and development. Disseminate stories that challenge stereotypes and
preconceived beliefs.

COMMUNITY-BUILDING confronts the glossed-over history of displacing black people in
the United States, and its multi-generational effects. To be displaced is to be severed-
not by choice- from one’s communal ties such as land, home, history, social supports,
livelihood, and/or social networks including family and friends. By centering the process
and experience of building community, a restorative process can be integrated that
develops preventative measures to displacement and its detrimental effects. In addition,
the community is where belonging and identity take form within a protective incubator.
It is the space for which propagating social transformation infrastructure along with
building capacity for community governance takes place.

BARRIERS (B) AND RESPONSIVE ACTION (RA):

B: Historical black neighborhoods and areas become center for displacement due to
gentrification

RA: Develop mechanisms to limit and/or cease speculative investment. Partner and
collaborate with existing and new efforts to increase home and land ownership, cost-of-
living wage & salary employment, business succession planning. Foster conditions that
encourage worker-owner cooperatives and building community wealth. Support existing
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and new efforts to develop and/or expand multi-age and multi-generational local
leadership and citizen-led action. Promote usage of resources that allow increased
circulation within the community

POLICY challenges the often-championed myth that individual behavior will change
systemic outcomes that consistently impact black people. It puts forth that structural
systemic policy change is a must at local, state, and national levels to address exclusion,
segregation, and discrimination sanctioned through public policy. Consider the
devastating effects of redlining by the Homeowners’ Loan Corporation in the 1930s
which allowed banks to deny loans to specific neighborhoods based on the racial or
ethnic composition. It undermined black wealth, health, and community development
with lingering impact even now. Co-creating and partnering on institutional policy
development is a must to address systemic barriers.

BARRIERS & RESPONSIVE ACTIONS:

B: Institutional policies that undermine black constituency representation
disproportionate impact on black people

RA: Support existing and new efforts that promote participatory planning and decision-
making- especially by those most impacted by an issue and/or opportunity. Build a
broad advocacy base that can influence policy decisions. Ultimately, the four strategies
are linked paths that create an Arc of Transformation for black people into the new
reality of Homecoming.

We BEGIN this Journey in Rocky Mount, NC.

We begin the journey with YOU.
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Rocky Mount is a poster child of many black communities affected by the
repercussions of the Transatlantic Slave Trade. This reality is relevant particularly for
the black community situated in Rocky Mount of Edgecombe County, which tells the tale
of separate and unequal development based on race. Historically railroad tracks were
used as a symbolic and physical line of division for racial and economic segregation
often heard as “the other/wrong side of the tracks.” Rocky Mount is no exception. It is
divided by the Wilmington & Weldon railroad tracks with a majority black populace on
the Edgecombe County side that has experienced less development, decreased property

valuation, and lower school funding. Recently in 2018 an investigation from radio
program “Reveal” found Greensboro-High Point, Rocky Mount, and Greenville, N.C., to
be among the most discriminatory lending environments in the nation for people of color
seeking mortgage loans. This is a modern form of redlining, which creates conditions for
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community disinvestment as home ownership is linked to building wealth and its
property taxes to funding government services. The infographic by Data USA on the
Twin Counties of Edgecombe and Nash County depicts the stark reality of disparities
between the two counties. These disparities illustrate a disproportionate impact upon
black residents which affects Rocky Mount and the surrounding region.

Furthermore, it affects the future trajectory of Rocky Mount to not only survive, but to
thrive as a city and regional engine of prosperity. It is in the acknowledgement of this
unreckoned history that a new future can rise in Rocky Mount.

Rocky Mount is the principal city for the “Twin Counties” region with a population of
53,922 according to US Census data in 2018. It also designated an anchor city by the US
Census- for the Rocky Mount-Wilson-Roanoke Rapids Combined Statistical Area for
northeast North Carolina. The city is a transportation hub due to three major highways
[I-95, US 64, US 301]; three state highways [NC 43, 48, 97]; and operation as an
intermodal CSX rail hub. Recent accolades of Rocky Mount include the following:

 #6 on Forbes magazine Best Small Places for Business and Careers for Cost of Doing
Business in 2018

 Growth by 11.8% in manufacturing between 2014 and 2018 resulting in 108% more
manufacturing jobs than the national average according to Advisor Smith

 Selection by the NC Council of State as the new headquarters for the NC Department
of Motor Vehicles in 2019- an estimated 2.4 million annual lease deal

Congruent to this momentum is the revitalization of Rocky Mount’s downtown core.
This entrepreneurial story of 36 blocks adapting to the 21st century with digital
foresight ushers the future. An example that demonstrates public-private-community
partnership is the rehabilitation of the Douglas Block in the historic African American
business district of Rocky Mount. This venture affords products and services in close
proximity to foot traffic from the new state-of-the art 165,000 square foot event center
while positively impacting black business. It is a micro-story of investing in social,
economic, and cultural transformation that catalyzes a city to re-imagine itself and its
prosperity for an ecological age. Black entrepreneurs who have weathered storms of
downtown disinvestment have become the revitalization impact stories that attract
investment, business development, and new residents to Rocky Mount.
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Displacement does not have to be the outcome when reinvestment and revitalization
center and include existing residents in the development process as decision makers.

We can bring people along the journey instead of discarding or leaving them behind,
and even change the definition and experience of success. We can create inclusive
opportunity for existing, newcomer, and potential contributors that is equitable and
beneficial. Rocky Mount Renaissance seeks to build innovative partnerships that center
equity to address longstanding racial disparities between Edgecombe and Nash counties
so that ultimately a stronger, more resilient city is fostered for all.
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BE A LEGACY BUILDER

REBUILD HISTORY. REIMAGINE FUTURE.

CONTRIBUTE & BENEFIT.

 INVEST- Become an investor, philanthropist, and/or sponsor

 BUILD- Become an entrepreneur, property owner, or apprentice

 PROMOTE- Become a marketer, influencer, and/or advocate and Spread the Word

 SUPPORT- Become a visitor, customer, and/or resident



AN EXTENDED OVERVIEW

17|page

BLACK BUSINESS MATTERS INITIATIVE

EXHIBITS

1. Seed Team Full Biographies

2. Racial Wealth Gap

3. 2020 Small Business Profile NC

4. Small Business Majority: Access to Capital

5. Supply-Side Barriers To Employment in Edgecombe County: Survey Results

6. 1619 Project: American Capitalism Is Brutal. You Can Trace That to the Plantation. -
The New York Times



DR. LISA NELSON PROFESSIONAL FOUNDATION 

Lisa's service to the Rocky Mount
community spans over 27 years, as a
private practitioner and partner of
Boice-Willis Clinic, a physician owned
multi-specialty clinic formed in 1914.

Formerly Co-Director of Nash / UNC
Health Care Systems Breast Clinic

COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP

Lisa has actively been involved in
community engagement upon her
arrival to Rocky Mount in 1993. 

My Sisters House, Board Member
Board member for local women's
shelter.

Rocky Mount Preparatory Charter
School
Founding board member 

Westminster Medical Missions
5x Lead surgeon to North Uganda 

Saving Lives Initiative 
Taught specialized surgical technique to
surgeons and residents at University of
Sierra Leone College of Medicine; and
financially sponsored two Ugandan
surgeons specialty residency training.

Triangle Bike Works, Board of
Trustees 
Hosting youth of color on multi-day
cross country cycling tours visiting
historical African-American sites across
the country. And showcasing the power
of cooperative economics and a circular
economy within the black community.

THE JOURNEY

Lisa is a Native New Yorker and newly
retired  general,  oncologic and
vascular surgeon. 

She is the mother to three adult
daughters and grandmother of two.
In Lisa's spare time she enjoys long
distance cycling, scuba diving and
jumping out of planes anywhere on
the planet.

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENTS

Wesleyan University in Middletown
(Connecticut)
Undergraduate Degree 

Yale University 
Medical Degree  

UCLA
Surgical Internship 

Uniform Services Public Service Corp
3x General Surgical Officer 

Vanderbilt University
(Nashville Tennessee)
Surgical residency



 CHARLES ROBERSON

PROFESSIONAL FOUNDATION 

Charles Storied trajectory in video
production within the entertainment
capitals of New York City and Los
Angeles. Charles brings a wealth of
experience in assembling diverse teams
to meet critical television deadlines.
During his career, he interviewed and
connected with presidents, business
owners, movie stars, elite athletes and
thought leaders.

One of his first impact projects, The
Hype (Heighten Your Perception),
bridged social change, business, and
community. In addition to addressing
current social issues and providing a
platform for the community to
showcase their talent.

THE JOURNEY

Charles, a creativity magnet, plants a
passion for social change in every
project he has touched for over 25
years. 

NC called him home as he supported
his Mother during a health challenge,
and explored how he could give back
to his hometown of Rocky Mount.

REAL ESTATE PORTFOLIO 

With his return to Rocky Mount,
Charles has continued his mission of
uplifting the community. His company
Walk the Talk, LLC revitalizes homes,
to provide safe and affordable living
options; that transfer into residents
taking pride in their community.  Over
the span of three years, Charles has
acquired and stabalized over 50 units.



CELESTE BEATTY

PROFESSIONAL FOUNDATION 

Celeste launched Harlem Brewing
Company in 2000, inspired by her love
of the craft and the Harlem community.
She became the first African American
woman brewer to launch a commercially
distributed beer, and later went on to
sell her beers in Walmart,  the largest
food and beverage company in the
world.

The introduction of her Harlem “Sugar
Hill” Golden Ale, was a nod to its famous
neighborhood namesake, in 2001 and
has since launched several
Neighborhood Original recipes including
her award winning Harlem Renaissance
Wit, Harlem 125th Street IPA, and a hard
cider - Harlem Strawberry Hill. Today,
her beers are widely distributed
throughout NYC and along the east
coast as well as Japan and the UK.

SPEAKING +  PUBLICATION FEATURES

The Root
NBC
Fox News 
MSNBC
Forbes 
People Magazine

Celeste has garnered international media
coverage with features on:

THE JOURNEY

By following her truth - she calls it
Brewing it Forward, Celeste has
tapped into her passion for creating
beers that infuse flavor, passion and
pride. She has used her influence to
help open doors for a new generation
of brewers and indy beer distributors.  

ACHIEVEMENTS

2x Entrepreneur of the Year, Harlem
Beer Alliance
Best Brew NYC
Best Amber Ale, Beer and Bacon Fest
Emerging Entrepreeneur Award,
Clinton Foundation 
Local Hero Award, Assoication of
Resident Theaters 

Celeste and her beers have received
many awards, which include:



KEVIN HARRIS 
PROFESSIONAL FOUNDATION 

In his role as Downtown Development
manger, he is responsible for revitalizing
an aging downtown, assisting property
owners through developing and
delivering financial incentives for
development, and assisting and
recruiting businesses to the downtown
central city.  Kevin also oversees
strategy and direction, as well as
overseeing the city’s participation in NC
Main Street program.

Formerly, Kevin served in the following
community development roles:

President of the NC Community
Development Initiative Capital 

Lead a community development
financial institution engaged in lending
and investing for community and
economic development purposes, to
include small business growth and
expansion. He was responsible for all
aspects of CDFI operations, and
successfully grew the NC Community
Development Initiative Capital from a
$6MM to $17MM in assets and
sustainability within two years.

THE JOURNEY

Kevin brings over 30 years of banking
and finance experience, to his role as
the Downtown Development Manger
for the city of Rocky Mount. He duly
serves as the president and owner of
KGH Sustainability Solutions; a strategy
consulting, project management and
contracting service company for public
agencies and not-for-profit community
economic development organizations,
focusing on sustainable revenue
solutions.

ACADEMIC BACKGROUND

BS in Business Administration &
Accounting, Virginia State University
Graduate School of Banking, LSU,
Advanced Banking & Management

Director of CRA and Community
Development

During his 26 year tenure with RBC Bank
(USA), Kevin served in various
commercial credit and leadership roles.
While serving in this role as director, he
established and expanded the bank's
community development department
throughout its markets nationally.



NISH EVANS

SPEAKING + PUBLICATION FEATURES

Greater Durham Chamber of Commerce
Take No Bull Conference (March 2019)
MED Week (October 2019)

UNC-TV Public Media North Carolina
Forum: Black Wall Street (April 2019)
Black Experience in Business (April 2019)

Durham Magazine
Developer Spotlight (April and June 2019)

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
Kenan Flager, MBA Program (June 2019)

Partners for Youth Opportunity
ConnectEd Conference (June 2019)

Duke University
Fuqua LEAD Program (July 2019)
Capital Matters Conference (Oct 2019)

PROFESSIONAL FOUNDATION

North Carolina Real Estate Commission
Licensed Broker (2018)

North Carolina State University

North Carolina General Contractors 

Nish brings over 12 years of finance and
operations experience, to her role as
President and CEO. Over the past 18 months,
she has gained the following industry
credentials:

Construction Management (2018)

Licensing Candidate (2020)

CONSTRUCTION PORTFOLIO

Urban Ministries of Durham (2019)

North Carolina Museum of Natural
Science (2019)

Durham County Detention Center (2020)

Westminster Presbyterian Church (2020)

Antioch Baptist Church, (2020)

The Institute (2020)

Nish 's portfolio  includes over $4.6 million in
public and private renovations within the
Triangle. 

THE JOURNEY

In 2018, Nish Evans transitioned from
her role as a venture banking analyst
(with Square 1 Bank) to form
Lennox and Grae, Inc. ("LGI"), a
commercial real estate firm. She is duly
contracted with the C.T. Wilson
Construction Company and Evoke Studio
Architecture as a project manager,
gaining insight on the intricate
relationship between building owner(s),
architect and general contractor.

REAL ESTATE  AND 
PROPERTY MANAGMENT PORTFOLIO

Secured  $2.5 million in funding within

Fully-leased; with market rate tenants
that include a regional law group
(Morningstar), local dance studio
(Empower) and popular South American
restaurant (Luna).

Secured $1.39 million in funding to
acquire a historic landmark.
Redevelopment project will include full
interior renovation of nearly 16,000 SF.

Nish is the owner and managing partner of a
portfolio that includes two properties in
downtown Durham.

112 W Main (2019)

       ninety (90) days of executed contract.

310 E Main (2020)



2020 Small Business Profile
RESEARCH OUTREACHREGULATION

U.S. SMALL BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION

North Carolina 
934,604 Small Businesses 1.7 million Small Business Employees 
99.6% of North Carolina Businesses 45.3% of North Carolina Employees 

DIVERSITY TRADE EMPLOYMENT 120,268 9,60762,614 self–employed small business net new jobs minorities exporters 

A note on COVID–19: This report uses the most up-to-date government data to present a unique snapshot of small businesses. The BLS 
employment estimates capture the early stages of the pandemic. All other sources reflect data collected prior to the pandemic. 

Overall Economy 

• In the fourth quarter of 2019, North Carolina grew at an annual rate of 2.4%, which was faster than the overall US growth 
rate of 2.1%. North Carolina’s 2019 overall growth rate of 2.3% was down from the 2018 rate of 2.4%. (Source: BEA) 

• In April 2020, the unemployment rate was 12.2%, up from 4.1% in April 2019. This was below the April 2020 national 
unemployment rate of 14.7%. (Source: CPS) 

Employment 

Figure 1: North Carolina Employment by Business Size 
(Employees) 
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• North Carolina small businesses employed 1.7 million 
people, or 45.3% of the private workforce, in 2017. 
(Source: SUSB) 

• Firms with 20 to 99 employees have the largest share of 
small business employment. Figure 1 provides further 
details on firms with employees. (Source: SUSB) 

• Private-sector employment decreased 14.3% during the 
12-month period ending in April 2020. This was below 
the increase of 2.4% during the prior 12-month period. 
(Source: CES) 

• The number of proprietors increased in 2018 by 2.9% rel-
ative to the previous year. (Source: BEA) 

• Small businesses created 62,614 net jobs in 2019. Firms 
employing fewer than 20 employees experienced the 
largest gains, adding 40,060 net jobs. The smallest gains 
were in firms employing 100 to 499 employees, which 
added 9,443 net jobs. (Source: BDM) 

The Small Business Profiles are produced by the US Small Business Administration’s Office of Advocacy (http://advocacy.sba.gov). These 
profiles define small businesses as firms with fewer than 500 employees. Net small business job change, self–employed minorities, and 
exporter share statistics are based on 2019 Business Employment Dynamics (BDM), 2018 American Community Survey (ACS), and 2018 
International Trade Administration (ITA) data, respectively. 

SBA Office of Advocacy 137 North Carolina Small Business Profile, 2020 



Income and Finance 

• The median income for self–employed individuals at their own incorporated businesses was $50,074 in 2018. For self– 
employed individuals at their own unincorporated firms, median income was $22,024. (Source: ACS) 

• The total number of banks decreased by 2 between June 2018 and June 2019 to 48 banks. During the same period, the 
number of banks with assets under $1 billion decreased by 2 to 37 banks. (Source: FDIC) 

• In 2018, North Carolina lending institutions reporting under the Community Reinvestment Act issued 180,714 loans 
under $100,000, a total value of $2.9 billion. (Source: FFIEC) 

Median income represents earnings from all sources. Unincorporated self–employment income includes unpaid family workers, a very 
small percent of the unincorporated self-employed. 

Self–Employment Demographics 

Figure 2: North Carolina Self–Employment Rates by Gender & Demographic, 2018 
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Figure 2 shows the self–employment rate for each demographic group by gender according to the 2018 American Community Survey 
(ACS). Other Race includes those who selected Alaska Native, American Indian, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, or Some Other Race. 

Turnover among Establishments with Employees 

Figure 3: North Carolina Quarterly Startups and Exits 
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• In the fourth quarter of 2018, 5,956 establishments 
started up, generating 21,269 new jobs in North Carolina. 
Startups are counted when business establishments hire 
at least one employee for the first time. (Source: BDM) 

• In the same period, 6,191 establishments exited, resulting 
in 20,506 jobs lost. Exits occur when establishments go 
from having at least one employee to having none, and 
then remain closed for at least one year. (Source: BDM) 

• Figure 3 displays quarterly startups and exits from 1993 to 
2018. Each series is smoothed across multiple quarters to 
highlight long-run trends. (Source: BDM) 

The BDM data covers only business establishments with employees. 
BDM refers to startups as births and exits as deaths. These terms 
are distinct from the BDM openings and closings categories. Open-
ings include seasonal re-openings and closings include seasonal 
shutterings. Quarterly startup and exit values may not align with 
Figure 3 due to smoothing. 
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self-employment (%)
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International Trade 

• A total of 11,046 firms exported goods from North Carolina in 2018. Of these, 9,607, or 87.0%, were small firms, which 
generated 22.5% of North Carolina’s $29.2 billion in total exports. (Source: ITA) 

Small Business Employment by Industry and Self–Employment by County 

Table 1: North Carolina Employment by Industry, 2017 

Industry Small Business Total Private Small Business 
Employment Employment Employment Share 

Accommodation and Food Services 258,348 434,293 59.5 
Health Care and Social Assistance 255,237 598,661 42.6 
Construction 166,593 196,503 84.8 
Retail Trade 158,480 491,408 32.3 
Manufacturing 153,178 439,141 34.9 
Other Services (except Public Administration) 141,472 160,140 88.3 
Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 123,935 222,731 55.6 
Administrative, Support, and Waste Management 114,632 289,033 39.7 
Wholesale Trade 92,450 192,151 48.1 
Educational Services 45,987 103,634 44.4 
Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 41,946 66,617 63.0 
Finance and Insurance 38,523 184,794 20.8 
Transportation and Warehousing 37,616 125,854 29.9 
Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 36,900 54,841 67.3 
Information 23,001 89,137 25.8 
Management of Companies and Enterprises 12,588 95,670 13.2 
Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing and Hunting 4,548 5,053 90.0 
Utilities 3,750 21,327 17.6 
Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction 1,337 3,020 44.3 
Industries Not Classified 369 369 100.0 
Total 1,710,890 3,774,377 45.3 

Figure 4: North Carolina Self–Employment Rates by County, 2018 
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Small Businesses by Industry 

Table 2: North Carolina Small Businesses by Industry and Firm Size, 2017 

Industry 1–19 Employees 1–499 Nonemployer Total Small 
Employees Firms Firms 

Other Services (except Public Administration) 20,770 22,186 124,959 147,145 
Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 20,576 22,153 92,555 114,708 
Construction 20,766 22,663 87,757 110,420 
Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 8,590 9,026 81,182 90,208 
Administrative, Support, and Waste Management 9,509 10,831 77,662 88,493 
Retail Trade 17,890 19,732 65,455 85,187 
Health Care and Social Assistance 13,987 16,898 51,021 67,919 
Transportation and Warehousing 4,288 4,861 47,103 51,964 
Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 3,018 3,540 40,573 44,113 
Educational Services 2,167 2,705 23,320 26,025 
Accommodation and Food Services 11,054 15,140 10,808 25,948 
Finance and Insurance 5,763 6,229 19,684 25,913 
Wholesale Trade 6,770 8,365 11,043 19,408 
Manufacturing 5,149 7,145 10,360 17,505 
Information 1,484 1,788 8,696 10,484 
Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing and Hunting 769 808 7,886 8,694 
Utilities 91 138 395 533 
Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction 65 90 179 269 
Total 152,919 173,966 760,638 934,604 

Tables 1 and 2 display data from the 2017 Statisticsof U.S. Businesses (SUSB). Table 2 includes additional data from the 2017 Nonemployer 
Statistics (NES). Figure 4 provides estimates of the rate of self–employment among employed civilians, 16 years and over, including both 
incorporated and unincorporated businesses, from the 2018 American Community Survey (ACS). 
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            THE RACIAL WEALTH GAP

Only half of Americans realize that there is a wide gap in financial well-being 
between White households and households of color.1 However, even among 
those who do recognize racial economic inequality, there is a widespread 
misconception that the problem is only based on a difference in income. 
The problem is much deeper than that: when we consider wealth—which is 
the financial capital families need to expand their economic opportunity and 
agency—the disparity facing households of color grows even larger.

THE RACIAL INCOME GAP IS A BIG PROBLEM, BUT 
THE RACIAL WEALTH GAP IS AN EVEN BIGGER PROBLEM

*According to the Federal Reserve, the 'Other/Multiple Races' racial category listed throughout this document includes "those identifying as Asian, American Indian, Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, other race, and 
all respondents reporting more than one racial identification." The White racial category listed throughout this document refers to non-Hispanic Whites.

1 “On Views of Race and Inequality, Blacks and Whites Are Worlds Apart,” Pew Research Center (Washington, DC), June 27, 2016, www.pewsocialtrends.org/2016/06/27/on-views-of-race-and-inequality-blacks-and-
whites-are-worlds-apart/.
2 Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) (Washington, DC: Federal Reserve Board, 2017), see ‘Excel Based on Public Data’ , ‘Estimates inflation-adjusted to 2016 dollars’.

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME AND WEALTH, 20162
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Wealth = The sum of one’s assets minus their debtsIncome = The wages earned from a job or from capital gains

TO CREATE AN ECONOMY THAT WORKS FOR ALL OF US, 
WE NEED TO UNDERSTAND AND ADDRESS RACIAL WEALTH INEQUALITY

OTHER/
MULTIPLE RACES* OTHER/

MULTIPLE RACES*

42% 37%
17%

90% 88%
62%
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OVER THE PAST THREE DECADES, 
THE RACIAL WEALTH GAP HAS NOT SIGNIFICANTLY IMPROVED3  

WHITE VS OTHER/ MULTIPLE RACES

3 Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) (Washington, DC: Federal Reserve Board, 2017), see ‘Excel Based on Public Data’ , ‘Estimates inflation-ad-
justed to 2016 dollars’.
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Unfortunately, despite homeownership being critical to the wealth of communities of color, these 
households build less wealth, on average, through homeownership than White households do.

Wealth from Housing5

WHITE HISPANICBLACK OTHER/ MULTIPLE RACES

4 Lisa J. Dettling, Joanne W. Hsu, Lindsay Jacobs, Kevin B. Moore, and Jeffrey P. Thompson with assistance from Elizabeth Llanes, “Recent Trends in Wealth-Holding by Race and Ethnicity: Evidence from 
the Survey of Consumer Finances,” FEDS Notes, Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, September 27, 2017.
5 Ibid.

HOUSEHOLDS OF COLOR WERE HIT HARD BY THE RECESSION AND 
OVERLOOKED BY THE ECONOMIC RECOVERY4 

By striking at the core of the wealth owned by households of color—the home—the economic crisis 
disproportionately impacted these communities. Not only did families of color lose a larger share of their 
wealth during the downturn compared to White households, it also took them twice as long to recover 

from those losses.

While homeownership has long been the leading source of household wealth in the U.S., it is 
fundamentally important to the wealth of households of color, as the home tends to account for a larger 

share of their assets compared to White households. 
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TO BUILD THE ECONOMY OF TOMORROW, 
WE MUST CLOSE THE RACIAL WEALTH GAP

**Population projections: Because individuals may report more than one race, the sum of the population of the racial groups listed above may not add to 100. Wealth projections: figures were calculated 
using a simple compounding interest projection formula.

6 Projected Race and Hispanic Origin: Main Projections Series for the United States, 2017-2060. U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division: Washington, DC., Table 4,  www.census.gov/data/tables/2017/
demo/popproj/2017-summary-tables.html.
7 2016: Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF); 2045: Author’s calculations based on data from the 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF).

By 2045, it is estimated that households of color will represent a majority of the U.S. population.6
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If unaddressed, the racial wealth gap will continue to limit our ability to create an inclusive economy 
that works for all of us.7

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2017/demo/popproj/2017-summary-tables.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2017/demo/popproj/2017-summary-tables.html
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TO CLOSE THE RACIAL WEALTH GAP, WE MUST ADDRESS 
SEVERAL CHALLENGES FACING HOUSEHOLDS OF COLOR TODAY. 

EXPAND ON OPPORTUNITIES TO INCREASE INCOMES AND BUILD 
SHORT- AND LONG-TERM SAVINGS 

ENABLE GREATER WEALTH CREATION THROUGH ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
AND EMPLOYMENT EQUITY

1

2

Households of color are two times 
more likely to live below the 

federal poverty line.8 

Nearly three out of every five households of 
color do not have enough savings to replace 

income at the poverty level for three months in 
the event of a financial emergency.9 

In addition to lower median retirement account 
values, workers of color are less likely than White 

workers to have access to and participate in 
employer-sponsored retirement plans.10 

Workers of color are not only less likely to own businesses than White workers,11 but when 
they do, the average value of their businesses is significantly lower than the average 

value of White-owned businesses.12 

Workers of color are unemployed at much higher 
rates today than White workers13 —a reality that 

has held consistent since the 1970s.14 

8 “Income Poverty Rate by Race,” 2019 Prosperity Now Scorecard, February 2019, http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/data-by-issue#finance/outcome/income-poverty-rate. 
9 “Liquid Asset Poverty Rate by Race,” 2019 Prosperity Now Scorecard, February 2019, http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/data-by-issue#finance/outcome/liquid-asset-poverty-rate. 
10 Median Retirement Account Values: 2016 Survey of Consumer Finances; Employer-Sponsored Retirement Account Access/Participation: Nari Rhee, Race and Retirement Insecurity in the United States 
(Washington, DC: National Institute on Retirement Security, 2013), 3.
11 “Business Ownership by Race,” 2019 Prosperity Now Scorecard, February 2019, http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/data-by-issue#jobs/outcome/business-ownership-by-race; Data Year: 2012. 
12 “Business Value by Race,” 2019 Prosperity Now Scorecard, February 2019, http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/data-by-issue#jobs/outcome/business-value-by-race; Data Year: 2012.
13 “Race Detail - Unemployment Rate,” 2019 Prosperity Now Scorecard, February 2019, http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/data-by-issue#jobs/outcome/unemployment-rate; Data Year: Q4 2017 - Q3 2018.
14 Derek Thompson, “The Workforce Is Even More Divided by Race than You Think,” The Atlantic, November 6, 2013, www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/11/the-workforce-is-even-more-divided-by-
race-than-youthink/281175/.
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http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/data-by-issue#jobs/outcome/unemployment-rate
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Many households of color are unbanked (meaning they do not have a bank account at all) while many more 
are underbanked, meaning they have a bank account but also rely on alternative financial services16—such as 

payday lenders—to carry out everyday financial transactions.

In 2017, underserved consumers—including those unbanked and underbanked—spent $173 billion in fees 
and interest to use alternative financial services.17

PROVIDE ACCESS TO SAFE AND AFFORDABLE FINANCIAL PRODUCTS 
AND SERVICES15 3
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***According to the FDIC, transaction AFS includes money orders, check cashing, and international remittances, while Credit AFS includes payday loans, refund anticipation loans, rent-to-own 
services, pawn shop loans, and auto title loans.

15 “2017 FDIC National Survey of Unbanked and Underbanked Households,” Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), Appendix, Pg. 1.
16 Ibid. Pg. 81-86.
17 “Rebecca Loya, Chris Brown and Marisabel Torres, “The Future of Banking: Overcoming Barriers to Financial Inclusion for Communities of Color,” (Washington, DC; Oakland, CA: UnidosUS, 
PolicyLink, 2019).

Use of Alternative Financial Services (AFS) During the Prior 12 Months
ALTERNATIVE FINANCIAL SERVICES

https://www.fdic.gov/householdsurvey/


CLOSE THE EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, STUDENT DEBT AND EQUITY GAP 

IMPROVE ABILITY TO CREATE LONG-TERM WEALTH

18 “Race Detail - Four-Year College Degree,” 2019 Prosperity Now Scorecard, February 2019, http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/data-by-issue#education/outcome/four-year-college-degree. 
19 Prosperity Now’s calculation using 2016 Survey of Consumer Finance data.
20 Ibid.
21 “Homeownership Rate by Race,” 2019 Prosperity Now Scorecard, February 2019, http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/data-by-issue#housing/outcome/homeownership-rate. 
22 Lisa J. Dettling, Joanne W. Hsu, Lindsay Jacobs, Kevin B. Moore, and Jeffrey P. Thompson with assistance from Elizabeth Llanes, “Recent Trends in Wealth-Holding by Race and Ethnicity: Evidence 
from the Survey of Consumer Finances,” FEDS Notes, Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, September 27, 2017.
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HIGHER EDUCATION ATTAINMENT
Adults with at Least a 4-Year Degree (%)

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD STUDENT DEBT RETURNS ON EDUCATIONAL INVESTMENT
Median Household Wealth given 

College Graduation

White adults are 1.5 times more likely than adults of 
color to have a four-year college degree.18

At the median, households of color owe 20% 
more in student debt than White households.19 

White graduates with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher have a median net worth 4.25x that of 

graduates of color.20 
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Although homeownership plays a critical role in the wealth of households 
of color, communities of color face a large homeownership gap that 

further limits their ability to build long-term wealth.21 
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Building long-term wealth can also be greatly influenced by 
intergenerational wealth transfers, such as inheritances. Today, 

White households are about 2-5 times more likely than communities 
of color to receive an inheritance.22
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The mission of the Asset Building Policy Network (ABPN), a coalition of the preeminent civil rights and asset-building organizations, together with Citi Community 
Development, is to expand economic opportunities for low-income members of communities of color. We develop and promote research and program solutions 
aimed at generating savings and strengthening household financial resiliency within communities of color. We focus on systems and policy change across 
a range of areas—from financial services to entrepreneurship to immigration to the tax code—that impact wealth creation with the goal of not only creating 
equitable opportunities for communities of color to build wealth, but also addressing barriers and practices that strip wealth from the communities we serve.

[GRAPHIC]

UNDERSTAND THE PROBLEMS FACING
 LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS

PROTECT HOUSEHOLD 
WEALTH

INVEST IN LOW-INCOME 
HOUSEHOLDS

IMPROVE ACCESS INCREASE INCOMES

ENCOURAGE SAVINGS ENABLE WEALTH CREATION

through research in order to help policymakers 
and community advocates have access to vital 

data and tools to better understand and improve 
the financial security of households of color.

by defending consumers from unscrupulous 
and predatory financial products and services 

that strip wealth from communities of color.

by leveraging private and public resources, 
including by expanding the federal tax 

code’s effectiveness as a tool to build the 
asset base of households of color.

to life-long wealth building opportunities, including 
through homeownership, entrepreneurship, and 

higher education.

at the bottom of the wage spectrum to address 
the growing economic divide between White and 

households of color.

for emergencies and for the future among 
low-wealth communities of color.

by promoting policies and programs that expand 
access to affordable, responsible financial tools—

including saving and credit products—for all.

www.assetbuildingpolicynetwork.org @theabpn

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT HOW WE’RE INVESTING IN THE FUTURE OF THE AMERICAN ECONOMY, VISIT OUR WEBSITE AND FOLLOW US ONLINE 

FINANCIAL INCLUSION & 
ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY

ABPN
ABPN ABPN

ALTHOUGH THERE IS NO SINGLE SOLUTION TO BRIDGING 
AND CLOSING THE RACIAL WEALTH GAP...

...THE ASSET BUILDING POLICY NETWORK IS COMMITTED TO ADDRESSING 

THIS GAP THROUGH MULTIPLE APROACHES THAT AIM TO GENERATE 

SAVINGS AND STRENGTHEN HOUSEHOLD FINANCIAL RESILIENCY WITHIN 

COMMUNITIES OF COLOR.
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POLICY AGENDA: ACCESS TO CAPITAL

 The Agenda for America's Entrepreneurs: Access to capital

 Summary - The Agenda for America's Entrepreneurs: Access to capital

Despite the importance of entrepreneurship to our economy, small business owners—
particularly women, people of color and other underserved populations—face significant
hurdles accessing capital from banks and other traditional sources. According to the
Federal Reserve Bank’s 2016 report on minority firms, 40% of firms owned by people of
color received the full amount of capital sought, compared to 68% of nonminority-owned
firms. Similarly, U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA)loans to women-owned
business accounted for only 18% of the total number of SBA 7(a) and 504 loans
approved. 

While online and other alternative lending products have sprung up to fill this market
need, alternative financing operates in an almost entirely unregulated market-making
many small business owners vulnerable to predatory practices. To fully realize the
economic potential of small businesses, we must ensure greater access and more
options for entrepreneurs to obtain responsible capital by enacting the policy
recommendations below.

PROMOTE INNOVATION IN SMALL BUSINESS LENDING,
WHILE ENSURING TRANSPARENCY AND OTHER
RESPONSIBLE PRACTICES 

Pass legislation extending Truth in Lending Act disclosure requirements to small
business loans or credit products, similar to California's small business truth in
lending legislation enacted in late 2018.

Promote responsible lending practices by lenders and brokers as set forth in
the Small Business Borrowers' Bill of Rights. Specifically, promote laws governing
business lending that require: (1) transparency around rates and terms, including
APR; (2) non-abusive products, including curbs against the practice of “double
dripping,” in which borrowers are double-charged fees when they refinance; (3)
responsible underwriting; (4) fair treatment from brokers; (5) nondiscrimination; (6)
fair debt collection practices and (7) accurate credit reporting.

Prohibit "confession of judgment" clauses in small business lending agreements
whereby borrowers agree in advance to waive their right to contest any dispute
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with a lender, often costing them their entire savings. This prohibition has been
proposed in the bipartisan Small Business Lending Fairness Act.

Support a special charter for fintech companies as proposed by the Office of the
Comptroller of the Currency (OCC), but ensure that companies obtaining such a
special purpose charter are required to serve the needs of entrepreneurs,
especially those in underserved communities.

Support the legal requirement that the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau
(CFPB) collect small business lending data as mandated under section 1071 of the
Dodd-Frank Act. It is important that this requirement is enacted in a way that is not
burdensome on community banks.

Pass legislation that protects small business owners against predatory debt
collectors, especially women and minority-owned businesses who are particularly
vulnerable to abusive debt collection practices. Small business owners often use
their own capital to finance their business but do not have the same protections
consumers do against collectors. 

INCREASE ENTREPRENEURS' ACCESS TO
TRADITIONAL SOURCES OF CAPITAL, PARTICULARLY
IN UNDERSERVED COMMUNITIES

Strengthen responsible sources of capital by expanding SBA loan programs such
as the 7(a) Loan Guaranty Program, the 504 Loan Guaranty Program and the
Microloan Program.

Make the SBA’s 7(a) Community Advantage Pilot Program permanent. This
program, which is set to expire in 2022, must make a majority of its loans to
underserved markets, such as small firms owned by women, entrepreneurs of
color and veterans. Making the program permanent would support entrepreneurs
that face greater barriers to accessing business loans, ensuring more small
businesses have the opportunity to start and grow.

Ensure women and entrepreneurs of color get fair access to capital by increasing
both funding for and awareness of Women's Business Centers, Small Business
Development Centers (SBDCs) and the Minority Business Development Agency.
Research shows women and people of color struggle to access credit and gain
access to mentoring and networking opportunities. 

Maintain and expand lending programs for rural entrepreneurs. The 2018 Farm Bill
provided outreach and assistance to socially disadvantaged farmers and proposed
funding for such programs, including the Rural Microentrepreneur Assistance
Program, Rural Business Development Grants and the Intermediary Relending
Program. Lawmakers must work together to continue to pass bipartisan legislation
that will give rural entrepreneurs, their families and their communities opportunities
to succeed.

Establish policies that encourage venture capital investment for startup businesses
to include rural cities and towns instead of just metro areas. 

Dramatically expand the annual budget of the Community Development Financial
Institutions (CDFI) Fund from $250 million to $1 billion. CDFIs are fundamental in
breaking down barriers to capital access for small businesses. Expanding the Fund
will further increase investment in small firms, especially those in underserved
communities.

Small business needs
during and after the
coronavirus crisis: A
roadmap to recovery
Thu, 05/07/2020

more »
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Reaffirm the Community Reinvestment Act's (CRA) mission of stimulating lending
in low- and moderate-income areas to ensure business owners in these areas
maintain access to capital, and consider additional proposals to improve small
business lending. The CRA is an important tool for stimulating small business
lending, particularly in low- and moderate-income areas. According to a 2016 FDIC
report, 71% of all small business loans originate from a bank subject to CRA
reporting requirements. However, the Federal Reserve found that small business
lending by CRA respondents dropped by more than half between 2007 and 2010.

Establish state banks, such as the Bank of North Dakota, that make low-interest
loans for infrastructure, agriculture, affordable housing, student loans and small
businesses. These banks will spur economic growth and lead to thriving
community banks with higher lending totals. A feasibility study done in Vermont
found that a state bank would boost gross domestic product 0.64% and create
2,500 jobs. 

Quadruple SBA lending guarantees—for example, by raising the maximum
guaranteed annual loan amount from $25 billion to $100 billion—and thereby
increasing the volume of small business loans guaranteed by the SBA to $1 trillion
over the next decade. This provides small businesses, particularly minority- and
women-owned businesses and rural enterprises, with increased opportunities to
participate in SBA loan programs and SBDC programs.

PROMOTE EXPANDED USE OF EQUITY INVESTMENTS
FOR SMALL BUSINESSES

Facilitate access to equity financing to small businesses within new Opportunity
Zones investments. While investments in Opportunity Zones hold the potential to
benefit small businesses, especially those in underserved communities, they must
be implemented responsibly. This includes requiring reporting metrics that measure
program success based on the number of jobs created, where those jobs are
located, employee wages and the number of businesses created, particularly
businesses formed by women or people of color.

Support innovations like equity crowdfunding while ensuring safeguards that make
sense for both small business owners and investors. For example, we recommend
increasing investment limits for people making less than $150,000 per year. 

Allow crowdfunding investors to pool their money together into a fund advised by a
registered investment adviser, as proposed in the JOBS and Investor Confidence
Act of 2018. This will attract both businesses and prospective investors and boost
the crowdfunding market.

Engage and mobilize potential angel investors by creating more tax incentives.
According to the Securities and Exchange Commission, there are nine million
American households that meet the accredited investor criteria, in addition to the
already existing 300,000 angel investors. More than half of states offer tax
incentives for angel investors. Creating a 5% tax credit for angel investors that
invest in businesses with less than $2 million in gross receipts would increase
financing for qualifying small businesses, especially those that are traditionally
underrepresented.

●

●

●

●

●

●
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Founded in 2012, NCGrowth-SmartUp is an EDA University Center that helps 

businesses and communities create good jobs and equitable opportunities 

through applied research and technical assistance. Our work is focused in rural 

and economically distressed parts of North and South Carolina. 

  

With a passionate staff and a dynamic pool of graduate student analysts, we 

partner with businesses, local governments, other universities and colleges, and 

community organizations to tackle outcome- based economic development 

and entrepreneurship projects. Since 2012, NCGrowth-SmartUp has worked with 

over 100 businesses and 75 communities. 

www.ncgrowth.unc.edu  ncgrowth@unc.edu 

 

 

 

As the largest university-based local government training, advisory, and 

research organization in the United States, the UNC School of Government offers 

up to 200 courses, webinars, and specialized conferences for more than 12,000 

public officials each year. 

Faculty members respond to thousands of phone calls and e-mail messages 

each year on routine and urgent matters and also engage in long-term advising 

projects for local governing boards, legislative committees, and statewide 

commissions. 

In addition, faculty members annually publish approximately 50 books, manuals, 

reports, articles, bulletins, and other print and online content related to state 

and local government.  

sog.unc.edu 

People ● Business ● Community 

http://www.ncgrowth.unc.edu/
http://www.sog.unc.edu/courses/
http://www.sog.unc.edu/publications/
http://www.sog.unc.edu/publications/
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Executive Summary 

 

Purpose 

After reaching a peak unemployment rate of 17 percent following the Great Recession, 

Edgecombe County, North Carolina, still has a persistently high unemployment rate 

compared to the statewide figure. Its economy and workforce are lagging behind the 

state in other ways as well: Edgecombe County residents earn less, are more likely to be 

poor or struggling, and are more likely to be trapped in low-quality jobs. Workforce 

development policies at the federal, state, and local levels are largely focused on 

connecting job-seekers to jobs through education or training, but often fail to address 

other barriers to employment. Compounding this issue is the fact that most workforce 

development initiatives — especially for the broader population of job-seekers and not 

just the “hard to employ” — are designed based on data collected by third parties. 

Rarely are job-seekers asked what barriers they face.  

 

In an effort to improve employment outcomes in Edgecombe County, the county 

manager, in partnership with the Turning Point Workforce Development Board, and with 

a grant from the NC Department of Commerce, contracted with the UNC School of 

Government and NCGrowth to conduct a study of supply-side labor barriers. 

Specifically, the UNC research team was tasked with the following research questions: 

 

What are the barriers that job-seekers in Edgecombe County, North Carolina say 

they face when trying to obtain a quality job? What barriers should local officials 

and service providers in Edgecombe County focus their efforts on mitigating? 

What policies and strategies could be employed to do so? 

 

To collect data, we employed a survey of 119 job-seekers receiving services at the 

NCWorks Career Center located in Rocky Mount. Specifically, we asked about job-

seekers’ perceptions of the barriers they face trying to obtain or keep a job, in addition 

to information about their past employment and job search experiences.  The survey 

was administered in mid-February to mid-March of 2020, just before the lockdowns, 

stay-at-home orders, and closings of non-essential businesses that occurred due to the 

COVID-19 global pandemic.  We conducted follow-up interviews with a small number 

of survey respondents to probe more deeply their job search experiences and 

perceptions about employment barriers. 
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Key Findings 

The data reveal three major perceived barriers to employment in Edgecombe County: 

● A challenging market for good quality jobs 

● Gaps in education and experience 

● Gaps in personal networks 

 

Additionally, certain barriers to employment may not be widespread issues, but pose 

significant hardships for those affected: 

● Ongoing medical expenses and physical health issues 

● A lack of technology proficiency, especially as it relates to the job application 

process 

● Access to reliable transportation  

● A record of criminal convictions  

 

Finally, the following data insights, although not identified as major barriers by job-

seekers themselves, merit further exploration: 

● Some respondents are unsure about whether they experience depression, anxiety, 

or other mental health issues.  

● Many respondents are not accessing community resources, such as community-

based nonprofits or religious institutions, instead relying on family, friends, and 

institutional resources, such as the NCWorks Career Center. 

● Job-seekers in Edgecombe County are concentrated in the younger (under 25) 

and older (45 to 64) ends of the age spectrum. 

 

Survey respondents were likely to face multiple barriers: 71 percent of respondents cited 

at least two issues negatively affecting their job search. However, despite this, 

respondents valued financial self-sufficiency, and largely felt that they were personally 

responsible for the outcome of their job search. 
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Figure A: Percentages of respondents who cited different factors as barriers to employment 

 

Policy Implications 

An analysis of labor supply-side barriers suggests that public officials and service 

providers consider these focus areas as ways to enhance programs and policies to help 

job-seekers: 

● Better connections for job-seekers to help, including mental health services  

● Fostering networking opportunities  

● Continuing work to improve wages and job quality  

● Carving out a specific focus on older workers  

● Replicating the survey and expanding local data collection  

 

Finally, we suggest that this method of directly surveying job seekers be refined and 

replicated in other jurisdictions in order to better understand job seekers’ experiences 

and employment barriers from their vantage point.  
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Project Purpose 

 

In the summer of 2019, local officials in Edgecombe County, NC requested assistance 

from the UNC School of Government (SOG) with conducting an analysis of the barriers 

that may be contributing to persistently high levels of unemployment in the area.  With 

funding from the NC Department of Commerce, the SOG engaged NCGrowth at the 

Kenan Institute of Private Enterprise to form the UNC research team to undertake the 

project. The UNC research team consulted with the Turning Point Workforce 

Development Board in designing the survey and established a partnership with the 

Rocky Mount NCWorks Career Center to serve as the primary data collection site. 

Specifically, this research project sought to address the following questions: 

 

What are the barriers that job-seekers in Edgecombe County, North Carolina say they 

face when trying to obtain a quality job? What barriers should local officials and service 

providers in Edgecombe County focus their efforts on mitigating? What policies and 

strategies could be employed to do so? 

 

In addition to sharing insights with county leaders and service providers, the project has 

a dual purpose of contributing to generalizable knowledge in the fields of workforce 

and economic development. The research findings help fill an identified knowledge 

gap specifically with respect to the employment barriers job seekers encounter.   

Edgecombe County is a good location for such a survey due to its persistently high rate 

of unemployment compared to other counties in North Carolina.  
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Issue Framing 

 

A. Why might Edgecombe County consider a new approach to workforce 

development? 

Edgecombe County, North Carolina, is a region that experiences high levels of 

unemployment compared to other counties in North Carolina (Figure B). Despite a 

multitude of workforce and economic development initiatives to lower the 

unemployment rate, it persists. This project is meant to be a novel way in Edgecombe 

County to diagnose reasons for unemployment in the county; this way, local 

policymakers may be able to design policy interventions that work. 

 

Edgecombe County was greatly affected by the Great Recession starting in 2008: in 

February 2010, its unemployment rate ballooned to 17%.1 Despite some recovery, 

Edgecombe County had the third highest unemployment rate in the state at 6% in 

2017, with 44% of the 16 and over population not in the labor force. Comparatively, the 

state-wide unemployment rate was 4%, with 37% outside the labor force.2 Edgecombe 

County’s strained relationship with the labor market is reflected by the fact that 25% of 

residents live below the poverty line, compared to 16% of all North Carolina residents.3 

Of all Edgecombe County residents, 51 percent are considered to be “poor or 

struggling.” 

 
Figure 2A: Unemployment rates in Edgecombe County, 2006 - 20204 

 

                                                
1 Holder, Sarah, “Decentralize the Government? North Carolina May Try,” CityLab, March 20, 

2019,  https://www.citylab.com/life/2019/03/government-jobs-state-agencies-list-north-carolina-dmv/580129/, 

2 Unemployment Rate, 2018. Social Explorer, (based on data from U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey 5-

year, accessed March 25, 2020). 
3 Poverty Rate, 2018. Social Explorer, (based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey 5-year; 

accessed March 25, 2020). 
4 Social Explorer, Unemployment Rate. 

https://www.citylab.com/life/2019/03/government-jobs-state-agencies-list-north-carolina-dmv/580129/
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Edgecombe County’s high unemployment rate may correlate with its majority black 

population. Racial gaps in the labor force are well documented and pronounced, and 

low-wage work and unemployment disproportionately plague black workers.5 Prior to 

the COVID-19 economic downturn, black unemployment in North Carolina was nearly 7 

percent, while white unemployment was under 3 percent.6  The racial disparity in 

Edgecombe County is more acute: in 2018, 10 percent of black labor force participants 

were unemployed, versus 5 percent of white labor force participants.7  

 

The Turning Point Workforce Development Board and regional partners have employed 

several initiatives to help job-seekers find high-quality jobs, including: 

● The Regional Advanced Manufacturing Pipeline – (RAMP) East, which is meant to 

improve recruitment from the community colleges to the advanced 

manufacturing sector. 

● The development of State Certified Career Pathways in healthcare, advanced 

manufacturing, and business service support.  

● Increased efforts to engage employers in apprenticeships.8 

● The Area L AHEC, which provides ongoing training and development services to 

primary care providers.9 

● The Strategic Twin-Counties Education Partnership (STEP), which concentrates on 

workforce awareness and readiness for K-12 Nash and Edgecombe County 

students;10 

 

While these efforts are making a difference, the county’s high unemployment rate 

persists. We theorize that the current policies and interventions may not fully address the 

needs of job-seekers, particularly those who may be harder to employ for various 

reasons. Edgecombe County’s approach to reducing the unemployment rate has 

primarily focused on improving specific workplace skills and education, especially as it 

relates to high-growth industries, but may fail to fully address underlying issues that 

impact a person’s ability to work, such as transportation, health or childcare issues.  

 

                                                
5 Pitts, Steven C., PhD, Job Quality and Black Workers An Examination of the San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles, 

Chicago and New York, UC Berkeley Labor Center, May 2008, 

http://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/pdf/2007/blackworkers_07.pdf. 
6 Wilson, Valerie, Black unemployment is at least twice as high as white unemployment at the national level and in 14 

states and the District of Columbia, Economic Policy Institute, April 4, 2019, https://www.epi.org/publication/valerie-

figures-state-unemployment-by-race/.  
7 Social Explorer, Unemployment Rate. 
8  Annual Report for the Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy, Upper Coastal Plain Council of Governments, 

2019, 

 https://www.ucpcog.org/UCPCOG%202019%20Annual%20CEDS%20Report.pdf.  
9 “Our Mission and Vision,” Area L AHEC, accessed March 30, 2020, https://www.arealahec.org/about/about-us/.  
10 “Our Mission and Goals,” Strategic Twin-Counties Education Partnership, accessed March 31, 2020,  https://www.step-

partnership.org/our-mission-goals. 

http://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/pdf/2007/blackworkers_07.pdf
https://www.epi.org/publication/valerie-figures-state-unemployment-by-race/
https://www.epi.org/publication/valerie-figures-state-unemployment-by-race/
https://www.ucpcog.org/UCPCOG%202019%20Annual%20CEDS%20Report.pdf
https://www.arealahec.org/about/about-us/
https://www.step-partnership.org/our-mission-goals
https://www.step-partnership.org/our-mission-goals
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We observed that connections between the workforce development and social 

services system in the county can be fragmented. The NCWorks Career Centers are 

focused on job-related assistance; the services they offer include career-search and 

labor market information services, education services, workplace training, and job-

seeker services. While counselors can make referrals or provide information on services 

when prompted, it is not necessarily in their job purview to diagnose a reason why a 

client is unable to work. It is also difficult to find workforce transition or community 

assistance program information within the online NCWorks system.11 

 

B. Why consider self-identified barriers to employment? 

Many unemployed people face obstacles to obtaining or holding well-paying, high-

quality jobs. Commonly cited reasons include a lack of transportation; childcare or 

elder-care; physical or mental health issues; substance abuse issues;12 possession of 

criminal records; or a lack of necessary job skills or soft skills.13 These types of barriers are 

considered labor supply-side barriers. Labor supply-side barriers stand in contrast to 

demand-side barriers, or obstacles posed by greater economic trends such as 

declining industries or economic downturns that stymy labor force participation.14 An 

accumulation of supply-side barriers often plague the “hard-to-employ,” leaving this 

population trapped in low-wage jobs, chronically unemployed, or alienated from a 

society that values honest work and self-sufficiency.15  

 

State and local governments throughout the United States have employed numerous 

policy interventions to help job-seekers secure suitable jobs, ranging from establishing 

local career centers, to developing new education programs, to coordinating social 

services for job-seekers. These initiatives constitute a large part of the field of workforce 

development, which focuses on matching job-seekers to jobs, training or educating 

workers, and ensuring jobs are consistently available.16  

                                                
11 “Workforce Transition and Community Assistance,” NCWorks, accessed March 31, 2020, 

https://www.ncworks.gov/vosnet/gsipub/documentView.aspx?enc=k8KmPAIGNeNnk3L/IfKA5w==.  
12 Corinth, K.C., Barriers to Work and Social Enterprise: Estimating the Target Population,.American Enterprise Institute, July 

20, 2017, https://www.aei.org/*/barriers-to-work-and-social-enterprise-estimating-the-target-population/.  

13 Funk, Robert, Battle of the Barriers: Workers Want Jobs, but Seven Barriers are in Their Way, ExpressPros, January 24, 

2018, https://www.expresspros.com/Newsroom/America-Employed/New-White-Paper-from-Express-Barriers-Between-

People-and-Jobs.aspx.  

14 Parrot, James, and Lazar Treschan, Barriers to Entry: The Increasing Challenges Faced by Young Adults in the New York 

City Labor Market, The Fiscal Policy Institute, 2013,  http://fiscalpolicy.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/04/JFNYC_Barriers_to_Entry_5-2-13.pdf. 
15 Bloom, Dan, and David Butler, “Overcoming Employment Barriers: Strategies to Help the ‘Hard-to-Employ,’” in 

Reshaping the American Workforce in a Changing Economy, ed. Harry J. Holzer and Demetra Smith Nightingale 

(Washington D.C.: The Urban Institute Press, 2007), 155-180. 
16 Haralson, Lyn E., What Is Workforce Development?, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, April 1, 

2010,  https://www.stlouisfed.org/publications/bridges/spring-2010/what-is-workforce-development. 

https://www.ncworks.gov/vosnet/gsipub/documentView.aspx?enc=k8KmPAIGNeNnk3L/IfKA5w==
https://www.aei.org/*/barriers-to-work-and-social-enterprise-estimating-the-target-population/
https://www.expresspros.com/Newsroom/America-Employed/New-White-Paper-from-Express-Barriers-Between-People-and-Jobs.aspx
https://www.expresspros.com/Newsroom/America-Employed/New-White-Paper-from-Express-Barriers-Between-People-and-Jobs.aspx
http://fiscalpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/JFNYC_Barriers_to_Entry_5-2-13.pdf
http://fiscalpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/JFNYC_Barriers_to_Entry_5-2-13.pdf
https://www.stlouisfed.org/publications/bridges/spring-2010/what-is-workforce-development
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For workforce development initiatives to be effective, policymakers must have a 

thorough understanding of what factors prevent labor market participants from 

obtaining satisfactory work. From a practice-driven standpoint, workforce development 

programs are often successful at assessing eligibility for public services or work 

readiness, but sometimes fail to capture why individuals are unable to work.17 From a 

data-driven standpoint, research on employment barriers often uses data from 

employers or career centers, which abstracts identified reasons for being unable to 

work. Furthermore, studies that source data from job-seekers themselves often focus on 

specific sub-populations of the unemployed, including the “hard-to-employ.” Despite 

considerable literature on employment barriers, comparatively few studies directly ask 

a sample that attempts to be representative of the full population of job-seekers why 

they are unable to find a good quality job.  

 

Effective workforce development initiatives are more important than ever in an 

increasingly stratified labor market. As middle-wage jobs disappear — a trend which is 

often attributed to new technology, changing workforce demographics, climate 

change, shifting global demand, and shifts in established business models — it is more 

difficult for the hard-to-employ and individuals facing significant employment barriers to 

find well-paying, good-quality jobs.18 This phenomenon is even more acute in rural 

economies, where population and job growth has been stagnant or falling since the 

Great Recession, and real wages continue to decline.19 Moreover, while the short and 

long-term effects of the COVID-19 public health crisis on labor markets are largely 

unknown, they are likely to exacerbate these trends and structural challenges.   

 

Additionally, this project is an opportunity to give job seekers direct input into the 

conversation of crafting policies designed to help them. Although falling short of giving 

them a formal role in economic decision-making, it is a step towards empowering 

marginalized populations to voice directly what issues they face in the job search 

process, rather than relying solely on data reported by employers or collected by third 

parties. It may also help address underlying bias or racism in the workforce 

development policy-making process. Recent research in the healthcare field 

demonstrates negative health outcomes that can plague marginalized populations 

                                                
17 Bloom and Butler, “Overcoming Employment Barriers,” 155-180. 
18 Loprest, Pamela, Demetra Nightingale, Jenny R. Yang, and K. Steven Brown, What would it take to achieve quality jobs 

for all workers?, Urban Institute, May 2019,  https://next50.urban.org/sites/default/files/2019-

05/2019%2005%2009_Next50%20Job%20Quality_finalizedv2.pdf 
19 Lund, Susan,  James Manyika, Liz Hilton Segel, André Dua, Bryan Hancock, Scott Rutherford, and Brent Macon, The 

future of work in America: People and places, today and tomorrow, McKinsey Global Institute, July, 2019,  

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/the-future-of-work-in-america-people-and-places-today-

and-tomorrow. 

https://next50.urban.org/sites/default/files/2019-05/2019%2005%2009_Next50%20Job%20Quality_finalizedv2.pdf
https://next50.urban.org/sites/default/files/2019-05/2019%2005%2009_Next50%20Job%20Quality_finalizedv2.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/the-future-of-work-in-america-people-and-places-today-and-tomorrow
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/the-future-of-work-in-america-people-and-places-today-and-tomorrow
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when systemic bias or racism prevents doctors from fully listening to their patient.20 The 

same idea may be applicable here, when workforce development practitioners fail to 

seek input from an important segment of their constituents. Asking job-seekers what 

barriers they encounter can help shift power dynamics, show respect, and perhaps 

create greater buy-in for policy interventions. 

 

C. Why might Edgecombe County’s workforce development policies need 

to focus more on supply-side issues? 

The workforce development in Edgecombe County is a node of a broader and more 

complex system. Although programs and funding span across all sectors and levels of 

government, the overarching framework for workforce development programs is set by 

the federal government. Today, federal workforce policy is dictated by the Workforce 

Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) of 2014. Under the WIOA, national workforce 

policy is mostly demand-driven. The workforce system places a special focus on filling 

skills in demand by employers, tapping into the opportunity that 40 percent of 

American employers say they cannot find employees with the skills they need.21  

 

Federal workforce policy has also been highly fragmented; workforce development 

programs focus on connecting workers to jobs, and do not have an explicit motive to 

address underlying barriers. Thus, connections between workforce programs and 

welfare provision programs can be weak. The most explicit example of a workforce 

program integrated with welfare provision is the Temporary Assistance for Needy 

Families (TANF) program, which requires parents to work to receive welfare but is limited 

in scope. The WIOA attempts to address some of these criticisms, by: 

● Requiring more flexibility in service delivery, allowing different policy interventions 

for different populations. 

● Aligning workforce development with other systems, including employment 

services, adult education, economic development, and vocational 

rehabilitation. 

● Increasing some emphasis on services to individuals with barriers to 

employment.22  

                                                
20Anwar, Yasmin, “Why middle-class black women dread the doctor’s office,” UCBerkeley News, January 18, 2019, 

https://news.berkeley.edu/2019/01/18/invisiblevisits/.  
21 Laboissiere, Martha and Mona Mourshed, “Closing the skills gap: Creating workforce-development programs that work 

for everyone,” McKinsey & Company, February 2017, https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/social-sector/our-

insights/closing-the-skills-gap-creating-workforce-development-programs-that-work-for-everyone.  
22 Nightingale, Demetra Smith. “Statement of Demetra Smith Nightingale, PhD,; hearing on Preparing the Workforce,” 

statement to the Committee on Appropriations, Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services, Education and 

Related Agencies, United States House of Representatives, April 4, 2017, 

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/89426/nightingale_-_testimony.pdf. 

https://news.berkeley.edu/2019/01/18/invisiblevisits/
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/social-sector/our-insights/closing-the-skills-gap-creating-workforce-development-programs-that-work-for-everyone
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/social-sector/our-insights/closing-the-skills-gap-creating-workforce-development-programs-that-work-for-everyone
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/89426/nightingale_-_testimony.pdf
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However, the extent that the WIOA actually achieves any of these differences 

adequately is unclear, especially considering the persisting labor demand-driven 

policies in Edgecombe County and its workforce system’s lack of integration with public 

service providers other than the K-12 and community college systems. 

 

Edgecombe County may have also prioritized labor demand-driven policies based on 

local conditions. There are visible changes to the local economy as previously strong 

sectors of the economy continue to shed jobs and low-wage jobs are more common. 

Manufacturing, Edgecombe County’s largest industry by employment, has shrunk by 21 

percent since 2016; the top five occupations by number employed all had an average 

hourly entry wage of $8 to $10 an hour. As the local economy continues to shift, it is 

likely that policymakers are pressured to find ways to close the skills gap, or the 

mismatch between well-paying jobs available, and workers with skills for languishing 

occupations or industries. 

 

D. In what way is there a knowledge gap of self-identified barriers to 

employment? 

Academic studies that examine self-reported barriers to employment often use 

narrowly defined samples, such as social services recipients, job-seekers with children, 

job-seekers with a criminal record, job-seekers seeking health treatments, or participants 

in community organization programming. There is sizable research on the “hard-to-

employ,” a population that often requires special intervention to help them succeed in 

the labor market. The hard-to-employ population often suffers from chronic, 

overlapping barriers to working (Table 2B).  

 

CATEGORY BARRIERS 

Human Capital Deficits ● Lack of work skills and experience 

● Lack of knowledge of workplace norms 

● Lack of education or degrees 

● Lack of technology proficiency 

Health Problems ● Mental illness 

● Learning disabilities 

● Substance abuse and drug dependence 

● Physical health, including chronic health issues, disabilities and 

maternal health 
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Lack of Support ● Lack of information about jobs 

● Lack of support from social networks 

● Disengagement from support services 

Work Disruptions ● Recent homelessness and lack of stable housing 

● Child or elder care issues 

● Transportation issues 

Hiring Issues ● Involvement with the criminal justice system 

● Communication issues 

● Language barriers 

● Perceived discrimination 

Emotional Issues ● Lack of confidence and fear of rejection 

 

Table 2B: Common barriers to employment 

 

Examples of survey-based studies about supply-side barriers with narrow sample 

definitions include: 

● A 2018 study from Loyola University Chicago examined perceived employment 

barriers for low income populations in Chicago and South Korea, with both 

samples coming from social service agencies. Researchers defined the 

Perceived Employment Barrier Scale, finding human capital barriers to be the 

most significant.23 

● A 2002 study looking at urban women receiving welfare assistance cite 

transportation, lack of a high school diploma, or a major depressive episode as a 

major barrier to employment. 

● A study surveyed visitors to one of Nevada’s One-Stop career centers and 

students in vocational training programs. The study found there was no evidence 

to support age as a perceived barrier.24 

● A 2013 study by the Fiscal Policy Institute that examines barriers to working for 

young adults in the New York City labor market, including racial disparities in 

education levels.25 

 

                                                
23 Hong, Philip Young P, In Han Song, Sangmi Choi, and Jang Ho Park. “Comparison of Perceived Employment Barriers 

among Low-Income Jobseekers in the United States and South Korea.” International Social Work 61, no. 1 (January 2018): 

23–39. doi:10.1177/0020872815600509. 
24 Maddy, LM, “Perceived barriers to employment for older displaced workers,” Online Journal for Workforce Education 

and Development, 7(1): 2014,  https://opensiuc.lib.siu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1170&context=ojwed. 
25 Parrot, James, and Lazar Treschan, Barriers to Entry: The Increasing Challenges Faced by Young Adults in the New York 

City Labor Market, The Fiscal Policy Institute, 2013,  http://fiscalpolicy.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/04/JFNYC_Barriers_to_Entry_5-2-13.pdf. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0020872815600509
http://fiscalpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/JFNYC_Barriers_to_Entry_5-2-13.pdf
http://fiscalpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/JFNYC_Barriers_to_Entry_5-2-13.pdf
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Comparatively little literature is available for a broader population of job-seekers. 

Policy-makers often focus on the barriers the hard-to-employ face, generally for four 

reasons:  

● From a taxpayer’s perspective, it is costly to support individuals who, with 

assistance, could work. 

● There  may  be  benefits  for  society  when  hard-to-employ  people  are  able  

to  work  steadily  —  for  example,  beneficial  effects  on  public  safety,  family  

structure, and child well-being. 

● The retirement of the baby boom generation may produce tighter labor markets 

in the future, making it critical to take the best advantage possible of our 

nation’s human resources. 

● The belief that most people want to work, and the work-first ethos of American 

culture.26 

 

The intense focus on the hard-to-employ population is perhaps misguided. The 

conflation of workforce development policy with traditionally low-income or 

marginalized populations can serve to alienate a broader population of job-seekers 

facing a tight labor market or other extraneous circumstances, but do not personally 

identify as somebody needing government assistance.  

 

In comparison, academic studies that consider a broader population often feature 

data sourced from employers or third-parties, not workers themselves. For example, a 

study conducted at the Department of Defense to examine barriers underrepresented 

populations faced when applying to DoD jobs examined “relevant quantitative data, 

interviews with and a survey of hiring managers and supervisors, and interviews with 

other experts.”27 Similarly, a 2018 study sourced perceptions of employment barriers in 

rural versus urban settings from counselors, finding that workers from both settings face 

the same number of barriers.28  

 

From a workforce policy practitioner’s approach, surveying a broad sample of job-

seekers on the barriers they face to inform policy is not a novel approach. However, it is 

often underutilized in favor of readily available data sources, including data from the 

U.S. Census Bureau and the Bureau of Labor Statistics. In 2014, regional partners in 

                                                
26 Bloom, Dan, Cindy Redcross, JoAnn Hsueh, Sarah Rich, and Vanessa Martin, “Four Strategies to Overcome Barriers to 

Employment,” MDRC, October 2007, https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/full_375.pdf. 
27 Matthews, Miriam, David Schulker, Kimberly Curry Hall, Abigail Haddad, Nelson Lim, Bruce R. Orvis, Stefan Zavislan, 

“Unequal Opportunity 

Barriers to Employment in the Department of Defense Civilian Workforce,” Rand Corporation, 2018,  

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/RB10017.html 
28Courtney Evans, Caroline Booth & Simón Sánchez-Moral (Reviewing editor) (2019) Counselor perceived barriers and 

supports to employment, Cogent Social Sciences, 5:1, DOI: 10.1080/23311886.2019.1583049 

https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/full_375.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/RB10017.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2019.1583049
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Baltimore facilitated a study of job-seekers receiving services at their local career 

center, finding six major barriers to employment opportunity: industry and career 

barriers; transportation and housing barriers; workforce system limitations; structural 

racism; social barriers; and education, training, and skills barriers.29 

 

Administrators often tend to favor employer-focused surveys. In North Carolina, for 

example, the Department of Commerce facilitates a biannual Employer Needs survey 

to help shape workforce development plans from a labor demand approach. The last 

comprehensive job-seeker survey was conducted in 2013 by the North Carolina 

Association of Workforce Development Boards; over 5,000 job-seekers across North 

Carolina participated.30 Significantly, the survey found that 43 percent of respondents 

turned down job offers because of low pay, indicating a gap in the market between 

skills and wages. 

 

It is unclear why broad surveys of job-seekers are not well represented in academic 

literature or in policy-making settings. One theory is that it is difficult to obtain a 

representative, statistically significant sample of job-seekers. For example, a study that 

attempted to survey visitors to one of Nevada’s One-Stop career centers; a low 

response rate prompted augmenting sample with students in vocational training 

programs.31 Focusing on more narrowly-defined samples may yield stronger insights. 

Another theory is that workforce development policy has historically failed to 

appropriately incorporate residents’ voices; because the framework for workforce 

policies are often set at the state or national level, it can be difficult to weave in citizen 

input.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
29 RDA Global, Inc., Barriers to Employment in the Baltimore Region, Opportunity Collaborative, June 2014, 

https://www.baltometro.org/sites/default/files/bmc_documents/general/community/opportunity-

collaborative/toc_wf_barriers-to-employment-opp_2014.pdf. 
30 “Job Seeker Survey Reveals Significant Challenges Ahead,” Region Q Workforce Development Board, May 2, 2013, 

https://www.24-7pressrelease.com/press-release/342184/job-seeker-survey-reveals-significant-challenges-ahead 
31 Maddy, LM, “Perceived barriers to employment for older displaced workers,” Online Journal for Workforce Education 

and Development, 7(1): 2014, https://opensiuc.lib.siu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1170&context=ojwed. 

https://www.baltometro.org/sites/default/files/bmc_documents/general/community/opportunity-collaborative/toc_wf_barriers-to-employment-opp_2014.pdf
https://www.baltometro.org/sites/default/files/bmc_documents/general/community/opportunity-collaborative/toc_wf_barriers-to-employment-opp_2014.pdf
https://www.24-7pressrelease.com/press-release/342184/job-seeker-survey-reveals-significant-challenges-ahead
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Survey Methodology 

 

The data analyzed come from a survey offered to all clients of the Rocky Mount 

NCWorks Career Center. The survey was offered both on paper and online via 

Qualtrics, although an overwhelming majority of survey-takers completed the paper 

survey. The survey was offered throughout February and early March 2020, and 

naturally concluded with the onset of the COVID-19 crisis and restriction of visitors to the 

Rocky Mount NCWorks Career Center.  

 

A. Survey content 

In the survey, we sought to glean insights about what respondents perceive as reasons 

that impede them from seeking, securing, or retaining employment. Specifically, 

respondents were specifically asked: “How much do you think the following things have 

HURT your chances of finding or keeping a job?” Respondents were given five options: 

“A Lot,” “A Little,” “Neutral,” “Not Really,” and “Not at All.” In this report, something is 

considered a “barrier” when a respondent indicates “A Lot” or “A Little.” Conversely, 

something is not considered a “barrier” when a respondent indicates “Not Really” or 

“Not at All.” 

 

Additionally, the survey posed questions about respondents’ demographics, economic 

situations, previous employment, and job search processes. All answers were self-

reported. See Appendix A for the full survey.  

 

B. Sample population 

To distribute the survey, NCGrowth worked with the Rocky Mount NCWorks Career 

Center. The Rocky Mount NCWorks Career Center provides services to job-seekers to 

improve their skills and find work, such as assistance searching for jobs, computer 

access, application reviews, and facilitating job fairs; it is one of 94 in the state.32 The 

center is a component of the broader NCWorks system, the state’s workforce 

development system administered by the North Carolina Department of Commerce 

with local oversight by the Turning Point Workforce Development Board.  

 

                                                
32 “Main Page,” NCWorks, North Carolina Department of Commerce, accessed April 10, 2020,   

https://www.ncworks.gov/vosnet/Default.aspx. 

https://www.ncworks.gov/vosnet/Default.aspx
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The sample population was selected because it is a mostly representative sample of 

job-seekers in an attempt to capture data beyond the hard-to-employ. To be eligible 

for unemployment insurance in North Carolina, dislocated workers are required to 

participate in state reemployment programs and must register with NCWorks. In North 

Carolina, unemployment benefits seekers are required to participate in the 

Reemployment Services and Eligibility Assessment (RESEA) or the Employability 

Assessment Interview. Both of these assessments generally mandate a visit to the 

individual’s local NCWorks Career Center. Diane Thomas, the Rocky Mount NCWorks 

Career Center’s manager, estimates that an average of fifty people visit the center 

each day to receive services.33 

 

We observe two major flaws with this sample population:  

● This sample may exclude job-seekers not seeking unemployment insurance; 

which could include individuals not expecting to be unemployed for long or 

individuals ineligible for unemployment insurance, such as undocumented 

workers or workers in the gig-economy.  

● Because the survey was offered to all clients of the Rocky Mount NCWorks 

Career Center, only 40 percent of survey takers live in Edgecombe County, with 

50 percent living in Nash County and 10 percent living in neighboring counties. 

The following results will consider both the overall sample (“Total Sample”) and 

data collected from Edgecombe County residents (“Edgecombe Sample”).  

 

C. Response  

Respondents were offered the chance to take the survey while waiting for their 

appointment with a career counselor. A total of 119 surveys were returned with varying 

degrees of completion; it is unclear what the actual response rate is because the 

NCWorks Career Center does not track the exact number of daily visitors. Where 

responses do not total 100 percent is indicative of non-response to those questions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
33 Diane Thomas, Rocky Mount NCWorks Career Center, Phone correspondence, February 2020. 
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Survey Results 
 

The data reveal three major perceived barriers to employment in Edgecombe County: 

● A challenging market for good quality jobs 

● Gaps in education and experience 

● Gaps in personal networks 

 

Additionally, certain barriers to employment may not be widespread issues, but pose 

significant hardships for those affected: 

● Ongoing medical expenses and physical health issues 

● A lack of technology proficiency, especially as it relates to the job application 

process 

● Access to reliable transportation methods 

● Criminal convictions 

 

Finally, the following data insights, although not identified as major barriers by job-

seekers themselves, merit further exploration: 

● Some respondents are unsure about whether they experience depression, 

anxiety, or other mental health issues.  

● Many respondents are not accessing community resources, such as community-

based nonprofits or religious institutions, instead relying on family, friends, and 

institutional resources, such as the NCWorks Career Center. 

● Edgecombe County job-seekers are comparatively younger (under 25) and 

older (45 to 64) than the total sample of job-seekers. 

 

Respondents were likely to face multiple barriers: 71 percent of respondents cited at 

least two issues negatively affecting their job search. However, despite this, respondents 

took pride in financial self-sufficiency, and largely felt that they were personally 

responsible for the outcome of their job search. 

 

A. Summary data 

Key Insights:  

● Respondents, especially Edgecombe County respondents, perceived issues 

with the labor market, including a lack of well-paying jobs and a lack of jobs in 

their industry, as major barriers to employment. 
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● Respondents also perceived gaps in education, experience, and personal 

networks as major barriers to employment. 

● Most respondents did not perceive substance abuse issues, veteran status, 

disabled or elder care, mental health, and medical expenses to be barriers to 

employment. 

● Respondents often face multiple barriers to employment.  

 

In the total sample, respondents indicated a lack of well-paying jobs as the most 

common barrier to employment (Figure 4A). This particular concern about the local job 

market prevailed among survey respondents during the pre-COVID-19 period of 

economic expansion.  In the subset of Edgecombe County survey responses, the most 

respondents indicated a lack of well-paying jobs (52 percent) and a lack of 

connections (44 percent) as barriers to employment. Overall, respondents often felt 

that a challenging job market was a major barrier to employment, followed by 

somewhat controllable factors like levels of education, experience, and a personal 

network. 

 

 
Figure 4A: Highest percentages of respondents indicating a factor is a barrier to employment 

 

In addition to the most ubiquitous barriers to employment, lack of technology and lack 

of wealth also had a greater share of respondents indicating these barriers hurt their 

chances “A Lot” when trying to secure employment (Figure 4B). Fewer respondents, 

overall, cite these as barriers, but those who do find these barriers to be significantly 

burdensome. 
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Figure 4B: Highest percentages of respondents indicating a factor is VERY burdensome 

 

Similarly, most respondents in both the total sample and Edgecombe County indicated 

that substance abuse issues, veteran status, disabled or elder care, mental health, or 

medical expenses were not barriers to employment. Profile data collected elsewhere 

on the survey supports the fact that these factors are not common issues for 

respondents. 

 

 
Figure 4C: Lowest percentages of respondents indicating a factor is a barrier to employment 

 

Additionally, respondents cited having multiple barriers to employment; 71 percent 

indicated at least two barriers affecting their job search at least a little bit, with 32 

percent citing at least 6 barriers and 61 percent having at least one major barrier. 

Conversely, 29 percent cited having no barriers to employment.  
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It is difficult to sort out a “hard-to-employ” population from this sample. As a whole, 

most respondents are early into their job search process: 58 percent have only been 

looking for work for less than a month, although 8 percent have been looking for over a 

year. Similarly, only 21 percent of total respondents have had 3 or more interviews, 

although 31 percent of respondents had already filled out at least 15 applications.  

 

B. Demographic factors 

Key Insights:  

● Most respondents across the board largely did not see demographic factors as 

an employment barrier. 

● Among those who cited demographic factors, respondents indicated that 

race and age may play a bigger role in hindering the job search than gender 

and/or sexuality and veteran status. 

● Edgecombe County respondents were more likely than those from the total 

sample to cite race and/or age as a barrier.   

 

The data in Table 4D provide a snapshot of the sample’s demographic characteristics: 

gender identity, race, age, and veteran status. The sample reflects a higher 

concentration of Black/African American job-seekers than represented in county-wide 

demographics. The sample also reflects different age characteristics between the 

overall sample and the subset of Edgecombe County respondents; Edgecombe 

County respondents were both younger and older than respondents in Nash and 

neighboring counties. 

  
Table 4D: Sample demographic characteristics 
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The data in Table 4E reflect perceptions of these demographic factors as being 

burdensome in the job search process. Of these factors, Edgecombe County 

respondents indicate that race and age may play a bigger role in hindering the job 

search (25 percent and 27 percent, respectively, indicated these factors being a 

barrier) than gender and/or sexuality and veteran status (15 percent and 2 percent, 

respectively). Edgecombe County respondents also were more likely to cite race and 

age as barriers than the sample as a whole (25 percent and 27 percent, respectively 

versus 18 percent and 22 percent). However, most respondents across the board do 

not consider demographic factors to be a barrier. 

 

 
Table 4E: Perceptions of demographic barriers to employment  

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 

 

C. Human capital 

Key Insights:  

● Roughly a third of respondents indicate that lack of education, experience, or 

technology proficiency are barriers to securing employment. 

● However, respondents are less likely to indicate that a lack of prior job 

experience is not a barrier to securing employment. Edgecombe County 

respondents are even less likely than the total sample to assert that lack of 

experience is not at all a barrier. 

● Older respondents are more likely to perceive a lack of technology proficiency 

to be a barrier. 

● Younger respondents cite education levels as not a major employment barrier; 

older respondents do. 
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The data in Table 4F show respondents’ perceptions of their levels of education, 

experience, and technology proficiency as barriers to securing a job. The data is shown 

in total, as well as segmented by residence, gender, and age.  

 

 
Table 4F: Perceptions of education or experience barriers to employment 

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 

 

The sample as a whole reflects that 37 percent of all respondents perceive education 

level to be a barrier to securing a job, 34 percent perceive a lack of experience to be a 

barrier, and 29 percent perceive a lack of technology proficiency to be a barrier. 

Fewer Edgecombe County respondents consider technology proficiency to be a 

barrier.  

 

Table 4G provides data on reported education levels in respondents, and shows that 

most respondents only possess a high school degree. Edgecombe County has a higher 

percentage of respondents that finished high school, although a slightly lower 

percentage of respondents that obtained a post-secondary degree (10 percent for the 

total sample versus 8 percent for Edgecombe County).  

 

 
Table 4G: Sample education levels 
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Female respondents are slightly more likely to report that education levels are not a 

barrier to securing employment (44 percent versus 41 percent for the total sample). This 

may be a reflection of slightly higher education levels in female respondents; only 6 

percent failed to obtain a high school degree, versus 10 percent in the population.  

 

Perceptions in education levels are also reflective of age; although roughly the same 

percentage of respondents over 45 and under 25 reported education levels to be at 

least somewhat a barrier, significantly more respondents under 25 thought education 

was not a barrier than respondents over 45. This may be reflective of job expectation 

differences in these age groups, especially considering that 87 percent of respondents 

under 25 have a high school degree or less. Younger job-seekers are likely more content 

with jobs that do not require a post-secondary degree. However, younger job-seekers 

are likely cognizant of their age in the labor market: fewer respondents under 25 report 

that lack of experience is ‘Not at All’ a barrier to securing work compared to education 

level. 

 

Survey respondents are not more likely to view a lack of job experience as a barrier to 

employment than education or technology proficiency levels. However, survey 

respondents are also less likely to indicate a lack of experience is not a burden: 38 

percent report lack of job experience as not a barrier, versus 41 percent reporting 

education level and 48 percent reporting technology proficiency as not being a 

barrier. This observation could be attributed to the changing dynamics of the labor 

market; in the limited interviews conducted, interviewees shared a history or willingness 

to switch industries or occupations to obtain a good job, where they may not have 

extensive experience. Data from the New York Federal Reserve’s SCE Labor Market 

Survey supports this hypothesis: low-wage workers are switching jobs more often. In 

2019, 12 percent of low-wage workers changed jobs, up from 8 percent in 2018.34  

 

38 percent of respondents over the age of 45 perceive a lack of technology proficiency 

to be a barrier, versus 29 percent of the total sample. This finding is not surprising: the 

difficulties of older workers in using technology to obtain a job, as well as their lack of 

technological proficiency to perform certain jobs, are well documented in the 

literature.35 Our interviews reflected this sentiment; one older job-seeker discussed the 

pressure to exclusively use email and online applications, and the process did not come 

                                                
34 “SCE Labor Market Survey,” Center for Microeconomic Data, Federal Reserve Bank of New York, accessed April 8, 

2020, https://www.newyorkfed.org/microeconomics/sce/labor#/experiences-transitions1. 
35 Lee, Chin Chin, Sara J. Czaja, Joseph Sharit, “Training Older Workers for Technology Based Employment,” Educational 

Gerontology 35, no.1 (January 2009): 15-31, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/42639649_Training_Older_Workers_for_Technology-Based_Employment.  

https://www.newyorkfed.org/microeconomics/sce/labor#/experiences-transitions1
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/42639649_Training_Older_Workers_for_Technology-Based_Employment
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naturally to them. A lack of technology proficiency is not entirely limited to older job-

seekers; 23 percent of respondents under 45 thought this was a barrier. Again, our 

interviews supported a wariness of the online application process; one younger 

interviewee lamented its impersonality, as well as the difficulty to prove their work ethic 

online versus in-person. 

 

D. Dependent care 

Key Insights:  

● Most respondents did not perceive caring responsibilities as major barriers to 

employment, although childcare is more of a burden than elder or disabled 

adult care.  

● Female respondents are more likely to cite childcare as a barrier to 

employment.  

● Just over half of total and Edgecombe County respondents cite that they are 

"able to access childcare," although female respondents are more likely to cite 

that they are not able to access childcare.  

 

The data in Table 4H show respondents’ perceptions of childcare and elder or disabled 

adult care responsibilities as barriers to securing a job. The data is shown in total, as well 

as segmented by county and gender. 

 

 
Table 4H: Perceptions of dependent care responsibilities as barriers to employment 

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 

 

By and large, most respondents did not perceive caring responsibilities as major barriers 

to employment, although childcare is more of a burden than elder or disabled adult 

care. However, respondents in Edgecombe County are more likely than respondents in 

the total sample to cite childcare responsibilities as a barrier (17 percent). Female 

respondents in the total sample are also more likely to cite childcare responsibilities as a 

(20 percent). Considering that roughly two-thirds of respondents have dependents, it 
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would appear that most respondents are able to manage caring responsibilities with 

their employment requirements.  

 

However, only 54 percent of total respondents with children and 43 percent of female 

respondents with children cite that they are able access childcare. The reason for this 

incongruity in the data is unclear; we would expect childcare to be more commonly 

cited as a barrier given that a near-majority of respondents with dependents cannot 

access childcare. This could suggest that childcare may not be a major barrier, despite 

inability to access it; respondents could have children that are older, or are able to rely 

on family or friends to watch their children. This could also be survey error; the phrase 

"access to childcare" was left to the respondent to interpret. More research is 

necessary. 

 

 
Chart 4I-A: Number of respondents with dependents 

 

  
Chart 4I-B: Ability of those with dependents to access childcare 

Chart 4I-C: Respondents with non-child dependents, including elderly or disabled adults 
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E. Health issues 

Key Insights:  

● Respondents largely do not consider mental health issues to be a barrier to 

employment, despite nearly a quarter of respondents reporting they have or 

may have mental health issues. 

● Respondents are more likely to cite physical health as a barrier to employment. 

● Respondents have a very low prevalence of substance abuse issues, and 

accordingly do not cite it as a barrier. 

● Medical expenses are not a major barrier to employment for most respondents 

despite less than half the sample having health insurance. However, when 

medical expenses are cited as a barrier, they are considered to be a 

significant barrier.  

 

The data in Table 4J show respondents’ perceptions of mental and physical health 

issues, as well as substance abuse issues, as barriers to securing a job. The data reflect 

the fact that respondents in total and in Edgecombe County largely do not consider 

mental health or substance abuse issues to be a barrier to employment. Respondents 

are more likely to consider physical health issues as a barrier to employment. 

 

 
Table 4J: Perceptions of health issues as barriers to employment 

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 

 

The perception of substance abuse issues not being a major barrier to employment is 

well founded: 95 percent of total respondents report not having substance abuse issues 

that affect their daily life (Chart 4K). The story is less clear for mental health issues; only 

71 percent of total respondents report not having a mental health issue that affects 

their daily life. The fact that while 27 percent or respondents report having or possibly 

having mental health issues, yet only 6 percent cite it as a barrier, suggests that 

respondents are able to manage mental health issues so they do not affect their job 
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search or employment. It could also suggest that respondents may not -- or are not 

willing to -- recognize the effect depression, anxiety, or other issues may have on the job 

search or continued employment.  

 

An important finding is the fact that 10 percent of respondents are unsure of whether 

they have mental health issues that affect their daily life. This could suggest 

undiagnosed anxiety, depression, or other mental health issues that respondents may 

not be receiving care for. 

 

   
Charts 4K and 4L: Health issues characteristics 

 

Medical expenses are not considered an employment barrier for most respondents 

(Table 4M), despite the fact that only 44 percent report having health insurance. 

However, for respondents who do perceive medical expenses to be a barrier to 

employment, it is a significant barrier: virtually no respondents indicated medical 

expenses to have hurt their job search just "A Little."  

 

 
Table 4M: Perceptions of medical expenses as barriers to employment 

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 

 

F. Records of criminal conviction 
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barrier to employment; 29 percent cited it as “Not at All” a barrier.                                                                                                                                                                                                    

● A substantial percentage of survey respondents in Edgecombe County have 

criminal convictions that may affect their job search. 

 

Just under half — 46 percent — of Edgecombe County residents have a criminal 

conviction, higher than the total sample’s 35 percent (Table 4N).  

 

 
Table 4N: Criminal conviction characteristics 

 

A majority of respondents do not consider having a record of a criminal conviction to 

be a major barrier (Chart 4O). However, of respondents in both the entire sample and 

in Edgecombe County with a criminal conviction, 39 and 38 percent respectively cite it 

as a barrier. This suggests that while having a criminal record may not be a barrier for 

most job-seekers, having a criminal record is still a substantial hindrance to gaining 

employment.    

 

 
Chart 4O: Perceptions of criminal convictions as barriers to employment 

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 
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G. Transportation 

Key Insights:  

● Edgecombe County respondents are more likely to view transportation access 

as a barrier to employment. 

● Fewer Edgecombe County residents have regular access to a vehicle, and 

must rely on alternative methods such as ride from family and friends, public 

transportation, or biking. 

● Only 58 percent of Edgecombe County respondents have a driver’s license. 

● 73 percent of Edgecombe County respondents live within 30 minutes of their 

last job, versus 63 of the total sample. 

 

Edgecombe County residents are slightly more likely than all survey respondents to 

indicate that transportation is a barrier to employment, and definitely more likely to rely 

on methods of transportation other than personally owned vehicles. Most respondents 

did not view transportation as a barrier; however, 18 percent of the total sample and 23 

percent of the Edgecombe County sub-sample did (Table 4P). 

 

 
Table 4P: Perceptions of transportation as a barrier to employment 

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 

 

More Edgecombe County residents report shorter commutes than in the total sample, 

suggesting that many job-seekers were previously able to find work close to home and 

that commute times are not burdensome (Figure 4R).  
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Figure 4R: Commute times of last job held 

 

Edgecombe County residents are less likely to have regular access to a vehicle; only 81 

percent of Edgecombe County respondents indicated they have regular access to a 

vehicle, versus 87 percent of the total sample. Fewer respondents in Edgecombe 

County rely on a personal vehicle they own, and instead rely on other methods of 

transportation to commute to work (Figure 4S).  

 

 
Figure 4S: Share of respondent who often use each method of transportation 

 

Additionally, only 58 percent of Edgecombe County respondents indicated having a 

driver’s license, versus 70 percent of the total sample. The reason for this discrepancy is 

unclear; perhaps Edgecombe County respondents have more difficulties obtaining 

licenses, or have a greater proportion of undocumented job-seeker. Targeted research 

may be needed. 
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H. Housing 

Key Insights:  

● Inadequate housing is not perceived to be a barrier, but less likely to not at all 

be considered a barrier. 

● Most respondents are renters — 58 percent, versus 22 percent of homeowners 

in the total sample. 

● A greater share of Edgecombe County respondents live elsewhere than a 

rented or owned home; this includes living with parents, being homeless, or 

living in government-assisted housing. 

 

Only 10 percent of the sample view housing to be a barrier to employment (Table 4T).  

 

 
Table 4T: Perceptions of housing as a barrier to employment 

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 

 

Renting versus owning does not seem to play a role in perception of inadequate 

housing as a barrier to employment. Edgecombe County respondents are just as likely 

to be renters as respondents in the total sample, but more likely to rely on alternative 

methods of housing, including living with parents or being homeless (Table 4U). 

Edgecombe County residents are more likely to receive government assistance for 

housing; 17 percent in the Edgecombe County sample versus 10 percent in the total 

sample. 

 

 
Figure 4U: Sample housing characteristics  
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I. Income and wealth 

Key Insights:  

● Most respondents are considered lower-income, and have self-reported 

incomes of under $30,000 per year. 

● Respondents in Edgecombe County are more likely to cite a lack of wealth or 

money as a barrier to employment: 31 percent versus 25 percent of the total 

sample. 

 

 
Figure 4V: Household incomes 

 

The data in Figure 4V reflect low household incomes among respondents. Respondents 

were not given specific details about how to consider yearly household income — 

income before or after unemployment, for example. This question had a higher 

proportion of non-response; 12 percent of the overall sample declined to answer. 

Edgecombe County respondents reported having even lower incomes than the total 

sample; 78 percent of Edgecombe County respondents reported household income less 

than $30,000, compared to 73 percent of total respondents. Overall, the survey sample 

reflects lower household incomes than of the average for Edgecombe County, which 

had a median household income of $35,516 in 2018.36  

 

                                                
36 Income, Edgecombe County and North Carolina, 2018. Social Explorer. 
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Table 4W: Perceptions of housing as a barrier to employment 

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 

 

Respondents in Edgecombe County are more likely to consider a lack of money or 

wealth as a barrier to employment: 31 percent versus 25 percent in the total sample. 

Some sort of accumulated wealth is important in the job-search; it allows the job-seeker 

to have more flexibility in waiting until they land the right position, as well as the ability to 

reinvest in themselves through education. A lack of wealth may make a job-seeker more 

likely to take a low-quality job to be able to survive. 

 

J. Job quality 

Key Insights:  

● A lack of jobs that pay well is cited as a major barrier; a lack of jobs with 

benefits is also a considerable barrier compared to other factors, but not as 

much as well-paying jobs. 

● Edgecombe County job-seekers are more likely than survey respondents from 

the full sample to be in unstable, low-wage positions. 

 

Survey respondents are most likely to cite issues with the labor market as a major barrier 

to finding employment. A lack of well-paying jobs is the most common barrier cited 

among respondents; 45 percent of total respondents, and 52 percent of Edgecombe 

County respondents cite it as a barrier. Only 17 percent of Edgecombe County 

respondents believe a lack of well-paying jobs is not an issue at all. However, fewer 

respondents are concerned by a lack of jobs that offer benefits; only 28 percent of the 

total sample cite a lack of jobs with benefits as a barrier to employment, and 23 

percent of Edgecombe County respondents. 
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Table 4X: Perceptions of a lack of jobs with benefits and good pay as a barrier to employment 

(Totals do not equal 100 percent; the remaining responses include non-response or neutral opinion) 

 

The fact that a high percentage of respondents think job quality is an issue is reflected 

in the data collected about previous or current positions: 

● Respondents worked multiple jobs; 65 percent of respondents in Edgecombe 

County worked in two or more jobs in the last year (compared to 47 percent of 

total sample). 

● Respondents do not have steady work; half of respondents in Edgecombe 

County previously held full time jobs, the other half held part-time, temporary, or 

seasonal jobs. 

● Respondents are still likely to be working a full schedule. Despite how jobs are 

classified, 76 percent of respondents are likely to have worked jobs with hours just 

short of full time or full time; 44 percent worked 30-40 hours; 27 percent worked 

over 40 hours. 

● Respondents are likely to have previously held positions that are considered low-

skill or low-education; occupations with more than one respondent in 

Edgecombe County include cook, maintenance worker, customer service 

representative, machine operator, returns processor, production worker, and 

substitute teacher (See Appendix D for a full list of jobs cited). 

● Respondents are in low wage jobs; 44 percent earned $10 to 15 an hour at their 

last or current job, 31 percent earned under $10 an hour. 

● Respondents are in jobs that do not provide benefits; roughly three-fourths of 

respondents did not receive benefits at their last job, and only 19 percent cited 

receiving health care insurance. 

● Respondents are actively seeking better jobs; 18 percent of the total sample are 

looking for a new job because they are under-employed or looking for a new 

career; 12 percent of job seekers are currently employed.  

 

Considering county level data, job-seekers in Edgecombe County may face a tough 

occupational landscape when looking for jobs. Occupations with the most number of 
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employees in Edgecombe County and the greater Rocky Mount-Wilson region37 are 

skewed towards low-education, low-paying positions. Edgecombe County residents are 

particularly affected by stagnant wage growth rate of 1.2 percent annually.38 The 

occupations with the most number of annual openings — food preparation and serving 

workers; retail salespersons; cashiers; waiters and waitresses; and laborers and freight, 

stock, and material movers — all have median entry wages of $8 to $10 per hour (Table 

4Y).39 

 

 
Figure 4Y: Jobs employing the most people in the Rocky Mount-Wilson Region, sorted by employed in 2017 40 

 

Even prior to the COVID-19, it appears that respondents consider the labor market 

somewhat broken. This introduces an interesting and unresolved dynamic of systemic 

barriers versus personal barriers for which respondents may be responsible. To illustrate, 

both interviewees viewed the job search as their personal responsibility, and felt in 

control of their own outcomes. This dynamic seems to be played out elsewhere in the 

data, especially as demographic factors like race and gender are not really 

considered major barriers, despite being well documented in the literature as such.  

 

                                                
37 The Rocky Mount-Wilson region is chosen as the geographical frame of reference here because many Edgecombe 

County residents work outside of the county. 
38 US Cluster Mapping, “Cluster Portfolio: Edgecombe County, NC.” 
39 “North Carolina Star Jobs,” North Carolina Department of Commerce, accessed April 12, 2020, 

https://nccareers.org/starjobs/index.html.  
40 “North Carolina Star Jobs,” North Carolina Department of Commerce. 

https://nccareers.org/starjobs/index.html
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K. Economic landscape 

Key Insights:  

● 39 percent of Edgecombe County respondents perceive a lack of jobs in their 

industry to be an employment barrier. 

● Respondents are more likely to be neutral about the state of the economy as a 

barrier to employment 

● Most respondents previously worked in industries that are shrinking in 

Edgecombe County, including manufacturing, construction, and retail trade.  

 

Respondents are more likely to cite issues with their industry, and to a lesser extent the 

economy overall, as a barrier to employment. 39 percent of Edgecombe County 

residents consider a lack of jobs in their industry to be a barrier; only 25 percent 

perceived the overall state of the economy, pre-COVID-19, is an issue in their job 

search.  

 

 
Table 4Z: Perceptions of a lack of available jobs in the respondent’s industry and the overall state of the economy as a 

barrier to employment 

 

Concerns about lack of jobs available in certain industries are well-founded. 

Edgecombe County’s largest industries by employment are shrinking, including 

manufacturing, retail trade, health care, food services, and construction (Table 4AA). 

This county-wide trend is reflected in our survey data: nearly a third of respondents 

worked in manufacturing (28 percent), followed by food service (8 percent), health 

care (7 percent), construction (7 percent), and retail (6 percent). Growing industries — 

including transportation and warehousing, administrative and support and waste 

management and remediation services, and wholesale trade — each only employ a 

fifth of the number of employees in manufacturing. 
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Table 4AA: Largest Industries in Edgecombe County, Q3 201941 

 

Despite numerous barriers respondents say they face in the job market, they are mostly 

hopeful that the job search process will result in a steady job; Edgecombe County 

residents even more so than the total sample.  

 

  
Table 4AB: Percentage of respondents who cite they are not worried about being unemployed again next year 

 

                                                
41 Employment Counts by Industry, Q3 2016 - Q3 2019. Demand Driven Data Delivery System, North Carolina Department 

of Commerce, (based on data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census Employment and Wages; 

accessed March 25, 2020). 
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From a labor demand perspective, Rocky Mount is poised to experience economic 

growth, which may be comforting to job-seekers.42 Ongoing transportation 

infrastructure construction, increased retail development, and the attraction of a few 

key companies have created more jobs in the metro area. Edgecombe County 

recently announced that Triangle Tire, a Chinese tire manufacturing company, will build 

two factories in Rocky Mount and Tarboro. The largest manufacturing investment ever in 

rural North Carolina, Triangle Tire is poised to create 800 jobs by 2022.43 Other future 

developments include a planned Corning distribution site, which will create over 100 

jobs, and the future NC DMV headquarters, which will bring over 300 jobs.44  

Furthermore, CSX recently broke ground on a future intermodal rail facility to facilitate 

freight distribution near the Triangle area, and will affect at least 1,300 jobs.45 How this 

sense of hope and optimism about future economic prosperity in the region will be 

affected by the COVID-19 disruption remains to be seen. 

 

L. Networks and support systems 

Key Insights:  

● Nearly half of Edgecombe County respondents felt that a lack of connections 

was a barrier to employment.  

● Most respondents felt that their expanded networks, including colleagues, 

friends, and community organizations were less helpful in the job search than 

the NCWorks Career Center or family members. 

● Most respondents rarely rely on financial assistance; when they do need it, they 

generally turn to friends and family first.   

 

The data in Table 4AC describe the degree to which respondents felt a lack of 

connections was a barrier to employment: at least 44 percent of Edgecombe County 

residents felt so, versus just 34 percent in the total sample. This is the second most 

commonly cited barrier in Edgecombe County, after a lack of well-paying jobs. 

 

                                                
42“Area Economy Poised for Growth in Future,” Rocky Mount Telegram, accessed October 28, 2019, 

http://www.rockymounttelegram.com/News/2018/01/14/Area-economy-poised-for-growth-in-future.html. 

43 Ibid. 

44 “DMV Relocation Approved,” Rocky Mount Telegram, accessed October 28, 2019, 

http://www.rockymounttelegram.com/News/2019/03/05/DMV-relocation-approved.html. 

45 “CSX to Break Ground for Rail Hub in April,” Rocky Mount Telegram, accessed October 28, 2019, 

http://www.rockymounttelegram.com/News/2019/03/16/CSX-to-break-ground-for-rail-hub-in-April.html. 

http://www.rockymounttelegram.com/News/2018/01/14/Area-economy-poised-for-growth-in-future.html
http://www.rockymounttelegram.com/News/2019/03/05/DMV-relocation-approved.html
http://www.rockymounttelegram.com/News/2019/03/16/CSX-to-break-ground-for-rail-hub-in-April.html
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Table 4AC: Perceptions of a lack of connections as a barrier to employment 

 

This insight may be reflected in data also collected on the most helpful resources in the 

job search process (Figure 4AD). The top three resources for Edgecombe County 

respondents are mostly ‘built-in’ personal networks: the NCWorks Career Center, family, 

and spouses/partners. The NCWorks Center appears to be a great resource for job-

seekers; however, it is unclear if it is helpful for the professional connections it fosters in 

addition to the direct services offered. 

 

Resources that help make up a more traditional professional network — colleagues and 

community-based groups — are less helpful. Friends, however, are considered more 

helpful. This could imply that there are fewer opportunities to hear about jobs, connect 

with local employers, and less opportunities for applicants to distinguish themselves from 

the candidate pool. This observation could be especially acute for job-seekers not 

comfortable with online applications. Research supports the fact that while people are 

more connected than ever, there may be less opportunities to diversify networks and 

become socially engaged locally, especially for those who are not technologically 

proficient. For example, the decline of church attendance in many communities has 

been cited as a potential loss of a valuable civic space.46 

 

 
Figure 4AD: Percentage of resources that have been ‘very helpful’ in the job search process 

                                                
46 Polimedio, Chayanne, ‘Church attendance and the decline of civic spaces,’ Pacific Standard, November 7, 2017, 

https://psmag.com/social-justice/losing-our-religion-and-its-spaces.  

https://psmag.com/social-justice/losing-our-religion-and-its-spaces
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Respondents are also not likely to regularly or sometimes rely on others — family, friends, 

government, or community organizations — for financial help. That being said, roughly 

half of respondents cite the rare need for assistance (Figure 4AE).  

 

 
Figure 4AE: Frequency respondents cite relying on others for financial assistance 

 

Respondents are most likely to turn to family or friends for financial assistance, and to a 

lesser degree the bank, church, or government entities. Respondents rarely rely on 

community nonprofits (Figure 4AF). This could reflect a general ethos of self-reliance, 

and may indicate that the sample does not have an overrepresentation of welfare 

recipients.  

 

 
Figure 4AF: Resources respondents have ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ turned to for financial assistance 
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This survey did not directly ask respondents if they received welfare benefits – only if 

they rely on the government for financial assistance, or if they receive government 

assistance for housing. Therefore, it is unclear if survey respondents are more or less likely 

to receive welfare benefits than the residents county-wide.  
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Policy Implications 
 

Although survey respondents cite a wide variety of barriers that impede their job 

search, the findings point to four key focus areas around which Edgecombe County 

public officials and service providers can enhance supply-side supports: 

● Access to mental health services  

● Personal networks 

● Accessing help for very burdensome barriers 

● Job-quality and wages for job-seekers 

 

While Edgecombe County might not be able to fully combat greater labor market 

forces like the stagnation of wages, or greatly alter the focus of the area’s workforce 

development strategy, policymakers may be able to address gaps in services offered. 

Additionally, we offer ideas on how this survey can be replicated, scaled, and 

improved for future use in Edgecombe County and beyond.  

 

A. Better connecting job-seekers to help, including mental health services 

Although lower percentages of job seekers identified barriers that can be addressed by 

social services elsewhere in the county, those barriers proved to be more burdensome 

for that smaller sub-set of respondents. Modifying workforce development offerings to 

be more comprehensive for all job-seekers, not just the “hard-to-employ,” may provide 

much needed help for job-seekers who are mostly self-sufficient but still struggling. 

 

Edgecombe County has a robust social safety net through its Department of Social 

Services, which coordinates and administers programs like Medicaid, SNAP, and North 

Carolina’s Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program. Additionally, 

Edgecombe County offers services to assist with childcare, including finding childcare 

providers, and providing limited financial assistance.47 However, these service offerings 

can be disconnected from workforce development initiatives, especially if the job-

seeker does not indicate finding childcare as a problem to their NCWorks Career 

Center counselor. 

 

                                                
47 “Economic Services, Social Services,” Edgecombe County, North Carolina, accessed March 31, 2020,  

http://cms5.revize.com/revize/edgecombecounty/departments/dss/economic_services.php. 

http://cms5.revize.com/revize/edgecombecounty/departments/dss/economic_services.php


 

Edgecombe County | 48 of 72 

 

 

Furthermore, our data suggested the sample population may be self-reliant, as a 

majority of respondents report that they do not rely on government assistance. 

Presenting information on social resources in the same arena as career-specific 

resources, like information on community college or training programs, may help clarify 

what resources are available or destigmatize the idea of asking for assistance. 

Furthermore, linking job-seekers to affordable resources beyond government assistance 

may make it easier to access temporary assistance.  

 

 

Case Study: The Layoff-to-Employment Action Planner 

 

A promising approach is a supplement to the Reemployment Services and 

Eligibility Assessment (RESEA) or the Employability Assessment Interview to include 

referrals to community or government services. A tool designed by a third party 

provider is seemingly proven effective in Nevada: the Layoff-to-Employment 

Action Planner (LEAP). LEAP assesses individuals in 8 areas: finances; emotional 

issues; social, family, and health issues; use of time; next career; more education 

and training; job search; and use of services and resources. RESEA interviewers are 

able to assess additional barriers to employment, and help connect job-seekers to 

services throughout the interview.1 

 

Case Study: Orange County, NC Department of Social Services 

 

In Orange County, North Carolina, government leaders have effectively 

integrated employment and training services with social services. “Employment 

Services” is a division of the Orange County Department of Social Services (DSS). In 

addition to providing traditional career services, this division’s purpose includes 

providing “supportive services that contribute to stable, living wage careers.” 

Orange County has established greater flexibility in responding to constituents’ 

career search and readiness needs by creating the Orange Works Employment 

and Training Center, which is in addition to the service offerings of the Orange 

County NCWorks Career Center.   
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Finally, Edgecombe County should consider a long term goal of better integrating 

workforce development with related departments, including economic development, 

social services, and education. A McKinsey brief suggests creating a holistic strategy 

with measurable goals is the first step towards breaking down hampering silos.48 

Although workforce development programs and policies are under the purview of the 

Turning Point Workforce Development Board, Edgecombe County government can 

take the lead in establishing a strategy for coordination of its own services. 

 

B. Fostering networking opportunities 

Respondents indicated a lack of connections as being a major barrier to employment. 

The regional workforce development partners could foster greater opportunities for job-

seekers to connect with other community members, and not just for the singular 

purpose of acquiring a job. Broader networks, while not always initially fruitful, can help 

create connections vital for landing a job. It can also help job-seekers plug into a 

professional community, especially, as they may be lacking one while unemployed. The 

NCWorks Career Center already holds regular job fairs, which is a great way to connect 

employers to job-seekers. County partners can assist these efforts, and augment them 

with general networking opportunities: 

● Compiling and advertising community events and socially-oriented volunteer 

opportunities 

● Facilitating job clubs 

                                                
48 Cheng, Wan-Lae, Thomas Dohrmann, Mike Kerlin, Jonathan Law, and Sree Ramaswamy, “Creating an effective 

workforce system for the new economy,” McKinsey & Company, July 2018,  https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-

sector/our-insights/creating-an-effective-workforce-system-for-the-new-economy.  

 

The Orange County NCWorks Career Center is branded as the Orange County 

Skills Development Center, and under the purview of DSS. In addition to services to 

obtain employment, education, or training, the Center very clearly offers referrals 

to community-based agencies for assistance. This service is listed on its website, as 

well as a list of community-based partners.  

 

Most relevantly, Orange County’s career-assistance programs are structurally 

linked with economic services, such as Work First Family Assistance, Food and 

Nutrition Services, Medicaid, and other programs by virtue of the fact they are all 

in the same county department. Information about these services are located in 

the same place online, and in-person assistance for either employment or 

economic services is offered at the same DSS office locations.  

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/creating-an-effective-workforce-system-for-the-new-economy
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/creating-an-effective-workforce-system-for-the-new-economy
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● Helping job-seekers understand online networking tools, like LinkedIn or 

Facebook 

 

 

 

 

Case Study: Job Clubs 

 

Job clubs are a great way to help job-seekers connect with peers and broaden 

their networks. A job club is a small group of people coming together to provide a 

supportive network for each other throughout the job search process. Although 

each job club can look different, they are generally structured as regular meetings 

in which a facilitator leads activities to network, share contacts and job leads, or 

facilitate peer feedback on application materials. Several career centers 

throughout the country facilitate job clubs. In North Carolina, the NCWorks Career 

Centers in Guilford and Wake Counties previously offered job clubs, although they 

are seemingly no longer active. In Orange County, the Orange Works Employment 

and Training Center offers a “Job-Seeking Skills Workshop” to assist with networking; 

although similar to a job club, the workshop is structured as open-entry and open-

exit class.  

 

At the workNet DuPage Career Center in DuPage County, Illinois, its Friday Job 

Club is a central resource offering. The club is open to everybody, and features an 

expert guest speaker each week. Recent topics have included "Staying Motivated 

During the Job Search" and "How to Effectively Network in the Time of COVID-19." 

Additionally, the club offers unstructured time to network and share information, as 

well as to get advice from Career Center staff. Although normally an in-person 

meeting, the club pivoted to online webinars In the COVID-19 crisis. For more 

information, see: worknetdupage.org/job-seekers/workshops/jobclub 

 

 
Source: workNet DuPage County 

file:///C:/Users/Hannah%20Concetta/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/worknetdupage.org/job-seekers/workshops/jobclub
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C. Carving out a specific focus on older workers 

Given the high percentage of job-seekers over the age of 45 in the sample, 

Edgecombe County leaders should remain mindful of the unique concerns of this 

population. Education, apprenticeships, and other reskilling opportunities may not be 

feasible workforce development for older populations, depending on the opportunity 

cost and other financial responsibilities they have. Older workers have unique 

advantages for employers, including dependability and higher quality work; however, 

finding well-paying jobs is often a challenge for this population due to technological 

barriers or negative perceptions.49  

 

The North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services’ Division on Aging and 

Adult Services administers the Senior Community Service Employment Program (SCSEP) 

in Edgecombe County, which places unemployed, low income individuals over 55 in 

community service roles to provide new skills for the marketplace.50 Although the SCSEP 

works closely with NCWorks Career Centers, its service offerings are separate and 

targeted. The SCSEP may not be an option for older workers that do not meet eligibility 

criteria, or may not be interested in such a time-intensive program. 

 

The Upjohn Institute suggests these policy strategies to improve workforce programs for 

older workers, which may be applicable here: 

● Offering all job assistance resources in-person or on paper in addition to being 

online 

● Dedicating a counselor to focus on older workers 

● Facilitating job clubs for job-seekers over the age of 50 

● Targeted and on-the-job skills training for in-demand jobs51 

                                                
49 Schwartz, Jeff, Kelly Monahan, Steve Hatfield, and Siri Anderson, “No time to retire,” Deloitte, December 7, 2018, 

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/technology-and-the-future-of-work/redesigning-work-for-our-aging-

workforce.html. 
50 “Senior Community Service Employment Program Brochure,” Area Agency on Aging, Upper Coastal Plain Council of 

Governments, accessed June 11, 2020, 

https://www.ucpcog.org/Area%20Agency%20on%20Aging/AAA%20Programs/Title%20V%20Brochure%202016%20update

d%202-26-19.pdf  
51 O’Leary, Christopher, “Improving workforce programs for older workers,” The Upjohn Institute, accessed April 24, 2020, 

https://www.upjohn.org/research-highlights/improving-workforce-programs-older-workers. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/technology-and-the-future-of-work/redesigning-work-for-our-aging-workforce.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/technology-and-the-future-of-work/redesigning-work-for-our-aging-workforce.html
https://www.ucpcog.org/Area%20Agency%20on%20Aging/AAA%20Programs/Title%20V%20Brochure%202016%20updated%202-26-19.pdf
https://www.ucpcog.org/Area%20Agency%20on%20Aging/AAA%20Programs/Title%20V%20Brochure%202016%20updated%202-26-19.pdf
https://www.upjohn.org/research-highlights/improving-workforce-programs-older-workers
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Case Study: The Aging Worker Initiative 

 

The Aging Worker Initiative (AWI) was a federally funded grant program through 

the Department of Labor to evaluate strategies to improve the workforce system’s 

models of service delivery to older workers. In the summer of 2009, the AWI funded 

ten awards of roughly $1 million each to workforce development boards and 

related organizations throughout the United States. 
 

 
Award grantees 

 

Grantees were given freedom to tailor their programs for older workers, resulting in 

a myriad of different service delivery approaches. Evaluation of the program 

resulted in several relevant recommendations: 

 Hire knowledgeable and dedicated staff. Several grantees found success in 

having dedicated case managers for older workers, as well as staff with 

experience working with older job-seekers. Grantees found that older 

workers needed and valued ongoing, personalized assistance. 

 Offer career counseling and labor market information. Grantees found that 

older workers were often uninformed about their options in the labor 

market, as well as the training and skills needed to attain certain positions. 

 Screen participants to ensure that they are receiving services to address 

other employment barriers, especially for older workers that participate in 

long-term trainings (such as the SCSEP). For programs or trainings, screen 

participants to ensure that they want to work, and have appropriate and 

attainable job goals. 

 Ensure that the targeted occupations are of interest to older workers and 

appropriate to their skills. Grantees found that staff with a thorough 

understanding of the skills gaps between older job-seekers and their 

targeted occupations were more effective than steering job-seekers 

towards “high growth” occupations. Grantees also found that involving 

employers and other industry representatives in designing trainings for older 

workers helped to eliminate skill mismatches and ascertain job availability. 
 

Kogan, Deborah, Denna Khemani, Tyler Moazed, Jill Leufgen, Elizabeth Laird, Michelle Derr, and Kathleen Keefe,  

2013. Evaluation of the Aging Worker Initiative. Mathematica Policy Research. ETA Occasional Paper No. 2013-19. 

Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor, March 29. 
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D. Continuing work to improve wages and job quality 

Clearly, there are structural deficiencies in the labor market that are depressing wages 

and trapping a sizable number of Edgecombe County residents in low-wage, low-

quality jobs. Wage stagnation is an issue that is plaguing labor markets nationally and 

statewide; Edgecombe County and its workforce partners already recognize this issue 

locally. A number of workforce development initiatives, especially connected to 

education, training, and the idea of skilling or reskilling workers for better paying jobs, 

are underway in the county and greater Turning Point Workforce Development Board 

service area.  

 

Although connecting job-seekers to higher-skill, higher-paying jobs is one promising 

method to help improve overall worker satisfaction, there may be room for alternative 

policy strategies to improve wages. The Urban Institute, for example, recommends 

publicly subsidizing jobs.52 Most importantly, the Urban Institute recommends collecting 

data that can inform future initiatives, and monitoring existing standards and 

compliance to guarantee worker prosperity. 

 

E. Replicating survey and expanding local data collection 

Edgecombe County and the Rocky Mount NCWorks Career Center should consider 

administering a survey to its constituents on a regular basis. Conversations with the 

NCWorks Career Center staff revealed that this was the first time in recent memory a 

survey had been distributed; a regular survey could not only help shape policy, but 

quantitatively identify areas to improve local service delivery. A periodic survey of job 

seekers would also allow the county and workforce development partners to set and 

track progress toward barrier mitigation goals.53 

 

Expanding local data collection could prove useful for Edgecombe County. Additional 

data collection could include a targeted, follow-up survey or additional interviews, and 

will help augment this initial survey effort. For example, additional data collection could 

evaluate the awareness or effectiveness of existing workforce development initiatives in 

relationship to perceived barriers to hone in on specific policy interventions. Reliable 

and reasonably unbiased data are integral to informing policy interventions, and 

targeted data would help refine current or future initiatives. Additionally, soliciting 

                                                
52Loprest, Pamela, Demetra Nightingale, Jenny R. Yang K., and Steven Brown, “What would it take to achieve quality 

jobs for all workers,” The Urban Institute, May 2019, https://next50.urban.org/sites/default/files/2019-

05/2019%2005%2009_Next50%20Job%20Quality_finalizedv2.pdf 
53 Cheng, “Creating an effective workforce system for the new economy.”  

https://next50.urban.org/sites/default/files/2019-05/2019%2005%2009_Next50%20Job%20Quality_finalizedv2.pdf
https://next50.urban.org/sites/default/files/2019-05/2019%2005%2009_Next50%20Job%20Quality_finalizedv2.pdf
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resident input to improve public services is a way to bring ‘deliberative democracy’ into 

the workforce system, and can elucidate different perspectives and make constituent 

voices heard.54 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
54 Farrell, Diana and Andrew Goodman, “Government by design; Four principles for a better public sector,” McKinsey & 

Company, December 2013, https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/government-by-design-four-

principles-for-a-better-public-sector.  

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/government-by-design-four-principles-for-a-better-public-sector
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-sector/our-insights/government-by-design-four-principles-for-a-better-public-sector
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Conclusion 
 

This survey is a new approach for Edgecombe County to determining approaches to 

improve workforce development service delivery with the end goal of improving the 

unemployment rate. Asking job-seekers the barriers they face when seeking a job 

revealed some known insights, such as a difficult job market for well-paying jobs in their 

current industry, as well as new insights, such as the importance of connections and 

networks and the potential burden of undiagnosed mental health issues. 

 

Ultimately, we hope this survey will serve as a template for future surveys in Edgecombe 

County. We also hope this serves as a template for workforce development boards 

beyond Edgecombe County to collect local data. Although surveying job-seekers on 

the barriers they face to inform policy is not a novel approach in the field of 

government administration — for example, a similar study was conducted by Baltimore 

regional partners in 2014 — it is an underutilized approach in local workforce 

development settings.55 Although being based on a convenience sample of local job-

seekers in a single service area may limit the generalizability of the findings, the survey 

data provide meaningful insights that can inform workforce development policy and 

programming. 

 

  

                                                
55 RDA Global, Inc., Barriers to Employment in the Baltimore Region, Opportunity Collaborative, June 2014, 

https://www.baltometro.org/sites/default/files/bmc_documents/general/community/opportunity-

collaborative/toc_wf_barriers-to-employment-opp_2014.pdf. 

https://www.baltometro.org/sites/default/files/bmc_documents/general/community/opportunity-collaborative/toc_wf_barriers-to-employment-opp_2014.pdf
https://www.baltometro.org/sites/default/files/bmc_documents/general/community/opportunity-collaborative/toc_wf_barriers-to-employment-opp_2014.pdf
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Appendix 
 

A. Survey questionnaire 
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B. Survey respondent industries 

Below is a list of the industries respondents reported being in. The data feature some 

light summarization of corresponding traits. Some respondents reported being in more 

than one industry. 

 

Industry Total Edgecombe Freq. 

Wage 

% Full Time % With 

Benefits 

% Laid Off or 

Temporary 

Agriculture 1 0 * * * * 

Computer & Electronics 4 0 $25+ 50% 50% 75% 

Construction 11 5 $10-$15 64% 36% 73% 

Education 3 2 $10-$15 66% 33% 100% 

Emergency Services 1 0 * * * * 

Entertainment 1 1 * * * * 

Government 1 1 * * * * 

Health Care 15 6 $10-$15 47% 80% 20% 

Hospitality Services 4 2 < $10 25% 25% 0% 

Manufacturing 40 20 $10-$15 48% 39% 57% 

Other 21 4 $10-$15 85% 70% 45% 

Retail - Food Service 13 5 $10-$15 62% 42% 15% 

Retail - Other 10 5 < $10 40% 40% 20% 

 

Self-reported industries represented in the “Other” category include: 

● Banking (2) 

● Call Center (6) 

● Child Care (1) 

● Delivery (2)  

● Factory (1) 

● Private Business (1) 

● Sanitation (1) 

● Security (2) 

● Solar (1) 

● Tobacco (2) 

● Warehousing (4) 
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C. Survey respondent occupations 

Below is a list of the industries respondents reported being in. The data feature some 

light summarization of corresponding traits. Because this question asked respondents to 

write in their occupation, occupations are lightly edited. 

 

Industry Position  Industry Position 

Agriculture Tractor Operator  Hospitality 

Services 

Housekeeping 

Computer & 

Electronics 

Database Developer/Support  Manufacturing Assembler (2) 

Lister  Battery Specialist 

Maintenance 

Marketing Sales Associate  Distribution Machine Operator 

(3) 

Technical Account Manager  Fabricator 

Construction Contractor  FC Associate 

Door Builder  Forklift Driver (2) 

Electric Helper and Spotter  Installer helper 

Electrical Apprentice  Lister 

Electrician  Machine Operator (5) 

Highway Construction Laborer  Maintenance (2) 

Maintenance (3)  Material Handler 

Operator Technician  Material Recovery 

Education Teacher Assistant  Operations Technician 

Bus Driver  Packer (2) 

Substitute Teacher (2)  Picker 

Government Armed Private Security  Production Operator 

Health Care Dietary Cook  Production Worker (5) 

Ophthalmic Technician  Quality Control Manager 

Medical Assistant  Quality Inspector (3) 

Personal Care Assistant (2)  Returns Processor (2) 

Patient Service Attendant  Sanitation (3) 
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Industry Position  Industry Position 

Manufacturing Shipping/Receiving Clerk  Retail - Other Cashier (2) 

Sweeper  Delivery Driver 

Warehouse Associate  Early Morning Stacker 

Welder  Office Assistant 

Other Banker  Reset Lead 

Child Care Provider  Service Writer 

Customer Service 

Representative (5) 

 Warehousing Stocker 

Delivery Driver  Telemarketer 

Fraud Detection Specialist  Expeditor 

Line Trimmer  Quality Inspector 

Marketing Sales Associate  Warehouse Worker 

Security (2)    

Truck Driver    

Valet Parking Attendant    

Retail - Food 

Service 

Cake Decorator    

Cashier    

Cook    

Crew Member    

Meat Department Worker    

Packer (2)    

Server    

Shift Lead    
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A couple of years before he was convicted of securities fraud, Martin Shkreli
was the chief executive of a pharmaceutical company that acquired the
rights to Daraprim, a lifesaving antiparasitic drug. Previously the drug
cost $13.50 a pill, but in Shkreli’s hands, the price quickly increased by a
factor of 56, to $750 a pill. At a health care conference, Shkreli told the
audience that he should have raised the price even higher. “No one wants
to say it, no one’s proud of it,” he explained. “But this is a capitalist society,
a capitalist system and capitalist rules.”

This is a capitalist society. It’s a fatalistic mantra that seems to get
repeated to anyone who questions why America can’t be more fair or
equal. But around the world, there are many types of capitalist societies,
ranging from liberating to exploitative, protective to abusive, democratic
to unregulated. When Americans declare that “we live in a capitalist
society” — as a real estate mogul when
explaining his feelings about small-business owners being evicted from
their Little Haiti storefronts — what they’re often defending is our nation’s
peculiarly brutal economy. “Low-road capitalism,” the University of
Wisconsin-Madison sociologist Joel Rogers has called it. In a capitalist
society that goes low, wages are depressed as businesses compete over the
price, not the quality, of goods; so-called unskilled workers are typically

The 1619 Project examines the legacy of slavery in America. Read all the stories.

told The Miami Herald last year told The Miami Herald last year told The Miami Herald last year told The Miami Herald last year 

n order to understand the
brutality of merican capitalism,
you have to start on the plantation.

By Matthew Desmond
AUG. 14, 2019

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/1619-america-slavery.html
https://www.miamiherald.com/news/business/real-estate-news/article215913130.html
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incentivized through punishments, not promotions; inequality reigns and
poverty spreads. In the United States, the richest 1 percent of Americans
own 40 percent of the country’s wealth, while a larger share of working-
age people (18-65)  than in any other nation belonging to the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (O.E.C.D.).

Or consider worker rights in different capitalist nations. In Iceland, 90
percent of wage and salaried workers belong to trade unions authorized to
fight for living wages and fair working conditions. Thirty-four percent of
Italian workers are unionized, as are 26 percent of Canadian workers. Only
10 percent of American wage and salaried workers carry union cards. The
O.E.C.D.  along a number of indicators, such as how
countries regulate temporary work arrangements. Scores run from 5
(“very strict”) to 1 (“very loose”). Brazil scores 4.1 and Thailand, 3.7,
signaling toothy regulations on temp work. Further down the list are
Norway (3.4), India (2.5) and Japan (1.3). The United States scored 0.3,
tied for second to last place with Malaysia. How easy is it to fire workers?
Countries like Indonesia (4.1) and Portugal (3) have strong rules about
severance pay and reasons for dismissal. Those rules relax somewhat in
places like Denmark (2.1) and Mexico (1.9). They virtually disappear in
the United States, ranked dead last out of 71 nations with a score of 0.5.

The 1619 Project is an ongoing initiative from The New York Times Magazine that began in August 2019, the

400th anniversary of the beginning of American slavery. It aims to reframe the country’s history by placing

the consequences of slavery and the contributions of black Americans at the very center of our national

narrative. Read all the stories.

Those searching for reasons the American economy is uniquely severe
and unbridled have found answers in many places (religion, politics,
culture). But recently, historians have pointed persuasively to the gnatty
fields of Georgia and Alabama, to the cotton houses and slave auction
blocks, as the birthplace of America’s low-road approach to capitalism.

Slavery was undeniably a font of phenomenal wealth. By the eve of the
Civil War, the Mississippi Valley was home to more millionaires per capita

live in povertylive in povertylive in povertylive in poverty

scores nationsscores nationsscores nationsscores nations

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/1619-america-slavery.html
https://data.oecd.org/inequality/poverty-rate.htm
https://www1.compareyourcountry.org/collective-bargaining/en/0/ranking/
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than anywhere else in the United States. Cotton grown and picked by
enslaved workers was the nation’s most valuable export. The combined
value of enslaved people exceeded that of all the railroads and factories in
the nation. New Orleans boasted a denser concentration of banking capital
than New York City. What made the cotton economy boom in the United
States, and not in all the other far-flung parts of the world with climates
and soil suitable to the crop, was our nation’s unflinching willingness to
use violence on nonwhite people and to exert its will on seemingly endless
supplies of land and labor. Given the choice between modernity and
barbarism, prosperity and poverty, lawfulness and cruelty, democracy and
totalitarianism, America chose all of the above.

Nearly two average American lifetimes (79 years) have passed since the
end of slavery, only two. It is not surprising that we can still feel the
looming presence of this institution, which helped turn a poor, fledgling
nation into a financial colossus. The surprising bit has to do with the many
eerily specific ways slavery can still be felt in our economic life. “American
slavery is necessarily imprinted on the DNA of American capitalism,”
write the historians Sven Beckert and Seth Rockman. The task now, they
argue, is “cataloging the dominant and recessive traits” that have been
passed down to us, tracing the unsettling and often unrecognized lines of
descent by which America’s national sin is now being visited upon the
third and fourth generations.

They picked in long rows, bent bodies shuffling through cotton fields white
in bloom. Men, women and children picked, using both hands to hurry the
work. Some picked in Negro cloth, their raw product returning to them by
way of New England mills. Some picked completely naked. Young children
ran water across the humped rows, while overseers peered down from
horses. Enslaved workers placed each cotton boll into a sack slung around
their necks. Their haul would be weighed after the sunlight stalked away
from the fields and, as the freedman Charles Ball recalled, you couldn’t
“distinguish the weeds from the cotton plants.” If the haul came up light,
enslaved workers were often whipped. “A short day’s work was always
punished,” Ball wrote.

[Listen to an episode of the “1619” podcast with Matthew Desmond and[Listen to an episode of the “1619” podcast with Matthew Desmond and[Listen to an episode of the “1619” podcast with Matthew Desmond and[Listen to an episode of the “1619” podcast with Matthew Desmond and
Nikole Hannah-Jones about the economy that slavery built.]Nikole Hannah-Jones about the economy that slavery built.]Nikole Hannah-Jones about the economy that slavery built.]Nikole Hannah-Jones about the economy that slavery built.]
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Cotton was to the 19th century what oil was to the 20th: among the world’s
most widely traded commodities. Cotton is everywhere, in our clothes,
hospitals, soap. Before the industrialization of cotton, people wore
expensive clothes made of wool or linen and dressed their beds in furs or
straw. Whoever mastered cotton could make a killing. But cotton needed
land. A field could only tolerate a few straight years of the crop before its
soil became depleted. Planters watched as acres that had initially
produced 1,000 pounds of cotton yielded only 400 a few seasons later. The
thirst for new farmland grew even more intense after the invention of the
cotton gin in the early 1790s. Before the gin, enslaved workers grew more
cotton than they could clean. The gin broke the bottleneck, making it
possible to clean as much cotton as you could grow.

[To get updates on The 1619 Project, and for more on race from The New
York Times, .]

THE LIMITS OF BANKING
REGULATION
By Mehrsa Baradaran

At the start of the Civil War, only states could charter banks. It wasn’t

until the National Currency Act of 1863 and the National Bank Act of

1864 passed at the height of the Civil War that banks operated in this

country on a national scale, with federal oversight. And even then, it

was only law in the North. The Union passed the bills so it could

establish a national currency in order to finance the war. The

legislation also created the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency

Read More

sign up fsign up fsign up fsign up forororor our weekly Race/Related newsletter our weekly Race/Related newsletter our weekly Race/Related newsletter our weekly Race/Related newsletter

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
https://www.nytimes.com/newsletters/race-related?module=inline
https://www.nytimes.com/newsletters/race-related?module=inline


8/10/2020 American Capitalism Is Brutal. You Can Trace That to the Plantation. - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/slavery-capitalism.html 5/18

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
The United States solved its land shortage by expropriating millions of
acres from Native Americans, often with military force, acquiring Georgia,
Alabama, Tennessee and Florida. It then sold that land on the cheap — just
$1.25 an acre in the early 1830s ($38 in today’s dollars) — to white settlers.
Naturally, the first to cash in were the land speculators. Companies
operating in Mississippi flipped land, selling it soon after purchase,
commonly for double the price.

Enslaved workers felled trees by ax, burned the underbrush and leveled
the earth for planting. “Whole forests were literally dragged out by the
roots,” John Parker, an enslaved worker, remembered. A lush, twisted
mass of vegetation was replaced by a single crop. An origin of American
money exerting its will on the earth, spoiling the environment for profit, is
found in the cotton plantation. Floods became bigger and more common.
The lack of biodiversity exhausted the soil and, to quote the historian
Walter Johnson, “rendered one of the richest agricultural regions of the
earth dependent on upriver trade for food.”

As slave labor camps spread throughout the South, production surged. By
1831, the country was delivering nearly half the world’s raw cotton crop,
with 350 million pounds picked that year. Just four years later, it harvested
500 million pounds. Southern white elites grew rich, as did their
counterparts in the North, who erected textile mills to form, in the words
of the Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner, an “unhallowed alliance
between the lords of the lash and the lords of the loom.” The large-scale
cultivation of cotton hastened the invention of the factory, an institution
that propelled the Industrial Revolution and changed the course of history.
In 1810, there were 87,000 cotton spindles in America. Fifty years later,
there were five million. Slavery, wrote one of its defenders in De Bow’s
Review, a widely read agricultural magazine, was the “nursing mother of
the prosperity of the North.” Cotton planters, millers and consumers were
fashioning a new economy, one that was global in scope and required the
movement of capital, labor and products across long distances. In other
words, they were fashioning a capitalist economy. “The beating heart of
this new system,” Beckert writes, “was slavery.”

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
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Perhaps you’re reading this at work, maybe at a multinational corporation
that runs like a soft-purring engine. You report to someone, and someone
reports to you. Everything is tracked, recorded and analyzed, via vertical
reporting systems, double-entry record-keeping and precise
quantification. Data seems to hold sway over every operation. It feels like
a cutting-edge approach to management, but many of these techniques
that we now take for granted were developed by and for large plantations.

When an accountant depreciates an asset to save on taxes or when a
midlevel manager spends an afternoon filling in rows and columns on an
Excel spreadsheet, they are repeating business procedures whose roots
twist back to slave-labor camps. And yet, despite this, “slavery plays
almost no role in histories of management,” notes the historian Caitlin
Rosenthal in her book “Accounting for Slavery.” Since the 1977 publication
of Alfred Chandler’s classic study, “The Visible Hand,” historians have
tended to connect the development of modern business practices to the
19th-century railroad industry, viewing plantation slavery as
precapitalistic, even primitive. It’s a more comforting origin story, one that
protects the idea that America’s economic ascendancy developed not
because of, but in spite of, millions of black people toiling on plantations.
But management techniques used by 19th-century corporations were
implemented during the previous century by plantation owners.

Planters aggressively expanded their operations to capitalize on
economies of scale inherent to cotton growing, buying more enslaved
workers, investing in large gins and presses and experimenting with
different seed varieties. To do so, they developed complicated workplace
hierarchies that combined a central office, made up of owners and lawyers
in charge of capital allocation and long-term strategy, with several
divisional units, responsible for different operations. Rosenthal writes of
one plantation where the owner supervised a top lawyer, who supervised
another lawyer, who supervised an overseer, who supervised three
bookkeepers, who supervised 16 enslaved head drivers and specialists
(like bricklayers), who supervised hundreds of enslaved workers.
Everyone was accountable to someone else, and plantations pumped out
not just cotton bales but volumes of data about how each bale was
produced. This organizational form was very advanced for its time,
displaying a level of hierarchal complexity equaled only by large
government structures, like that of the British Royal Navy.

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
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Like today’s titans of industry, planters understood that their profits
climbed when they extracted maximum effort out of each worker. So they
paid close attention to inputs and outputs by developing precise systems of
record-keeping. Meticulous bookkeepers and overseers were just as
important to the productivity of a slave-labor camp as field hands.
Plantation entrepreneurs developed spreadsheets, like Thomas Affleck’s
“Plantation Record and Account Book,” which ran into eight editions
circulated until the Civil War. Affleck’s book was a one-stop-shop
accounting manual, complete with rows and columns that tracked per-
worker productivity. This book “was really at the cutting edge of the
informational technologies available to businesses during this period,”
Rosenthal told me. “I have never found anything remotely as complex as
Affleck’s book for free labor.” Enslavers used the book to determine end-of-
the-year balances, tallying expenses and revenues and noting the causes
of their biggest gains and losses. They quantified capital costs on their
land, tools and enslaved workforces, applying Affleck’s recommended
interest rate. Perhaps most remarkable, they also developed ways to
calculate depreciation, a breakthrough in modern management
procedures, by assessing the market value of enslaved workers over their
life spans. Values generally peaked between the prime ages of 20 and 40
but were individually adjusted up or down based on sex, strength and
temperament: people reduced to data points.

This level of data analysis also allowed planters to anticipate rebellion.
Tools were accounted for on a regular basis to make sure a large number
of axes or other potential weapons didn’t suddenly go missing. “Never
allow any slave to lock or unlock any door,” advised a Virginia enslaver in
1847. In this way, new bookkeeping techniques developed to maximize
returns also helped to ensure that violence flowed in one direction,
allowing a minority of whites to control a much larger group of enslaved
black people. American planters never forgot what happened in Saint-
Domingue (now Haiti) in 1791, when enslaved workers took up arms and
revolted. In fact, many white enslavers overthrown during the Haitian
Revolution relocated to the United States and started over.

Overseers recorded each enslaved worker’s yield. Accountings took place
not only after nightfall, when cotton baskets were weighed, but throughout
the workday. In the words of a North Carolina planter, enslaved workers
were to be “followed up from day break until dark.” Having hands line-pick

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
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in rows sometimes longer than five football fields allowed overseers to
spot anyone lagging behind. The uniform layout of the land had a logic; a
logic designed to dominate. Faster workers were placed at the head of the
line, which encouraged those who followed to match the captain’s pace.
When enslaved workers grew ill or old, or became pregnant, they were
assigned to lighter tasks. One enslaver established a “sucklers gang” for
nursing mothers, as well as a “measles gang,” which at once quarantined
those struck by the virus and ensured that they did their part to contribute
to the productivity machine. Bodies and tasks were aligned with rigorous
exactitude. In trade magazines, owners swapped advice about the
minutiae of planting, including slave diets and clothing as well as the kind
of tone a master should use. In 1846, one Alabama planter advised his
fellow enslavers to always give orders “in a mild tone, and try to leave the
impression on the mind of the negro that what you say is the result of
reflection.” The devil (and his profits) were in the details.

FIAT CURRENCY AND
THE CIVIL WAR
By Mehrsa Baradaran

The Constitution is riddled with compromises made between the

North and South over the issue of slavery — the Electoral College, the

three-fifths clause — but paper currency was too contentious an issue

for the framers, so it was left out entirely. Thomas Jefferson, like many

Southerners, believed that a national currency would make the federal

government too powerful and would also favor the Northern trade-

based economy over the plantation economy. So, for much of its first

Read More
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displayed in slave plantations predates industrialism. Northern factories
would not begin adopting these techniques until decades after the
Emancipation Proclamation. As the large slave-labor camps grew
increasingly efficient, enslaved black people became America’s first
modern workers, their productivity increasing at an astonishing pace.
During the 60 years leading up to the Civil War, the daily amount of cotton
picked per enslaved worker increased 2.3 percent a year. That means that
in 1862, the average enslaved fieldworker picked not 25 percent or 50
percent as much but 400 percent as much cotton than his or her
counterpart did in 1801.

Today modern technology has facilitated unremitting workplace
supervision, particularly in the service sector. Companies have developed
software that records workers’ keystrokes and mouse clicks, along with
randomly capturing screenshots multiple times a day. Modern-day
workers are subjected to a wide variety of surveillance strategies, from
drug tests and closed-circuit video monitoring to tracking apps and even
devices that sense heat and motion. A 2006 survey found that more than a
third of companies with work forces of 1,000 or more had staff members
who read through employees’ outbound emails. The technology that
accompanies this workplace supervision can make it feel futuristic. But it’s
only the technology that’s new. The core impulse behind that technology

, which sought innermost control over the bodies of
their enslaved work force.

The cotton plantation was America’s first big business, and the nation’s
first corporate Big Brother was the overseer. And behind every cold
calculation, every rational fine-tuning of the system, violence lurked.
Plantation owners used a combination of incentives and punishments to
squeeze as much as possible out of enslaved workers. Some beaten
workers passed out from the pain and woke up vomiting. Some “danced”
or “trembled” with every hit. An 1829 first-person account from Alabama
recorded an overseer’s shoving the faces of women he thought had picked
too slow into their cotton baskets and opening up their backs. To the

pervaded plantationspervaded plantationspervaded plantationspervaded plantations
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historian Edward Baptist, before the Civil War, Americans “lived in an
economy whose bottom gear was torture.”

There is some comfort, I think, in attributing the sheer brutality of slavery
to dumb racism. We imagine pain being inflicted somewhat at random,
doled out by the stereotypical white overseer, free but poor. But a good
many overseers weren’t allowed to whip at will. Punishments were
authorized by the higher-ups. It was not so much the rage of the poor
white Southerner but the greed of the rich white planter that drove the
lash. The violence was neither arbitrary nor gratuitous. It was rational,
capitalistic, all part of the plantation’s design. “Each individual having a
stated number of pounds of cotton to pick,” a formerly enslaved worker,
Henry Watson, wrote in 1848, “the deficit of which was made up by as
many lashes being applied to the poor slave’s back.” Because overseers
closely monitored enslaved workers’ picking abilities, they assigned each
worker a unique quota. Falling short of that quota could get you beaten,
but overshooting your target could bring misery the next day, because the
master might respond by raising your picking rate.

Profits from heightened productivity were harnessed through the anguish
of the enslaved. This was why the fastest cotton pickers were often
whipped the most. It was why punishments rose and fell with global
market fluctuations. Speaking of cotton in 1854, the fugitive slave John
Brown remembered, “When the price rises in the English market, the poor
slaves immediately feel the effects, for they are harder driven, and the
whip is kept more constantly going.” Unrestrained capitalism holds no
monopoly on violence, but in making possible the pursuit of near limitless
personal fortunes, often at someone else’s expense, it does put a cash
value on our moral commitments.

Slavery did supplement white workers with what W.E.B. Du Bois called a
“public and psychological wage,” which allowed them to roam freely and
feel a sense of entitlement. But this, too, served the interests of money.
Slavery pulled down all workers’ wages. Both in the cities and
countryside, employers had access to a large and flexible labor pool made
up of enslaved and free people. Just as in today’s gig economy, day
laborers during slavery’s reign often lived under conditions of scarcity and
uncertainty, and jobs meant to be worked for a few months were worked
for lifetimes. Labor power had little chance when the bosses could choose

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
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between buying people, renting them, contracting indentured servants,
taking on apprentices or hiring children and prisoners.

This not only created a starkly uneven playing field, dividing workers from
themselves; it also made “all nonslavery appear as freedom,” as the
economic historian Stanley Engerman has written. Witnessing the horrors
of slavery drilled into poor white workers that things could be worse. So
they generally accepted their lot, and American freedom became broadly
defined as the opposite of bondage. It was a freedom that understood what
it was against but not what it was for; a malnourished and mean kind of
freedom that kept you out of chains but did not provide bread or shelter. It
was a freedom far too easily pleased.

In recent decades, America has experienced the financialization of its
economy. In 1980, Congress repealed regulations that had been in place
since the 1933 Glass-Steagall Act, allowing banks to merge and charge
their customers higher interest rates. Since then, increasingly profits have
accrued not by trading and producing goods and services but through
financial instruments. Between 1980 and 2008, more than $6.6 trillion was
transferred to financial firms. After witnessing the successes and excesses
of Wall Street, even nonfinancial companies began finding ways to make
money from financial products and activities. Ever wonder why every
major retail store, hotel chain and airline wants to sell you a credit card?
This financial turn has trickled down into our everyday lives: It’s there in
our pensions, home mortgages, lines of credit and college-savings
portfolios. Americans with some means now act like “enterprising
subjects,” in the words of the political scientist Robert Aitken.

As it’s usually narrated, the story of the ascendancy of American finance
tends to begin in 1980, with the gutting of Glass-Steagall, or in 1944 with
Bretton Woods, or perhaps in the reckless speculation of the 1920s. But in
reality, the story begins during slavery.

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr


8/10/2020 American Capitalism Is Brutal. You Can Trace That to the Plantation. - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/slavery-capitalism.html 12/18

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr

COTTON AND THE
GLOBAL MARKET
By Mehrsa Baradaran

Cotton produced under slavery created a worldwide market that

brought together the Old World and the New: the industrial textile

mills of the Northern states and England, on the one hand, and the

cotton plantations of the American South on the other. Textile mills in

industrial centers like Lancashire, England, purchased a majority of

cotton exports, which created worldwide trade hubs in London and

New York where merchants could trade in, invest in, insure and

Read More

Consider, for example, one of the most popular mainstream financial
instruments: the mortgage. Enslaved people were used as collateral for
mortgages centuries before the home mortgage became the defining
characteristic of middle America. In colonial times, when land was not
worth much and banks didn’t exist, most lending was based on human
property. In the early 1700s, slaves were the dominant collateral in South
Carolina. Many Americans were first exposed to the concept of a mortgage
by trafficking in enslaved people, not real estate, and “the extension of
mortgages to slave property helped fuel the development of American
(and global) capitalism,” the historian Joshua Rothman told me.

Or consider a Wall Street financial instrument as modern-sounding as
collateralized debt obligations (C.D.O.s), those ticking time bombs backed
by inflated home prices in the 2000s. C.D.O.s were the grandchildren of
mortgage-backed securities based on the inflated value of enslaved people
sold in the 1820s and 1830s. Each product created massive fortunes for the
few before blowing up the economy.

Enslavers were not the first ones to securitize assets and debts in America.
The land companies that thrived during the late 1700s relied on this

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
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technique, for instance. But enslavers did make use of securities to such an
enormous degree for their time, exposing stakeholders throughout the
Western world to enough risk to compromise the world economy, that the
historian Edward Baptist told me that this can be viewed as “a new
moment in international capitalism, where you are seeing the
development of a globalized financial market.” The novel thing about the
2008 foreclosure crisis was not the concept of foreclosing on a homeowner
but foreclosing on millions of them. Similarly, what was new about
securitizing enslaved people in the first half of the 19th century was not the
concept of securitization itself but the crazed level of rash speculation on
cotton that selling slave debt promoted.

As America’s cotton sector expanded, the value of enslaved workers
soared. Between 1804 and 1860, the average price of men ages 21 to 38 sold
in New Orleans grew to $1,200 from roughly $450. Because they couldn’t
expand their cotton empires without more enslaved workers, ambitious
planters needed to find a way to raise enough capital to purchase more
hands. Enter the banks. The Second Bank of the United States, chartered
in 1816, began investing heavily in cotton. In the early 1830s, the
slaveholding Southwestern states took almost half the bank’s business.
Around the same time, state-chartered banks began multiplying to such a
degree that one historian called it an “orgy of bank-creation.”

When seeking loans, planters used enslaved people as collateral. Thomas
Jefferson mortgaged 150 of his enslaved workers to build Monticello.
People could be sold much more easily than land, and in multiple Southern
states, more than eight in 10 mortgage-secured loans used enslaved people
as full or partial collateral. As the historian Bonnie Martin has written,
“slave owners worked their slaves financially, as well as physically from
colonial days until emancipation” by mortgaging people to buy more
people. Access to credit grew faster than Mississippi kudzu, leading one
1836 observer to remark that in cotton country “money, or what passed for
money, was the only cheap thing to be had.”

Planters took on immense amounts of debt to finance their operations.
Why wouldn’t they? The math worked out. A cotton plantation in the first
decade of the 19th century could leverage their enslaved workers at 8
percent interest and record a return three times that. So leverage they did,
sometimes volunteering the same enslaved workers for multiple
mortgages. Banks lent with little restraint. By 1833, Mississippi banks had

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
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issued 20 times as much paper money as they had gold in their coffers. In
several Southern counties, slave mortgages injected more capital into the
economy than sales from the crops harvested by enslaved workers.

Global financial markets got in on the action. When Thomas Jefferson
mortgaged his enslaved workers, it was a Dutch firm that put up the
money. The Louisiana Purchase, which opened millions of acres to cotton
production, was financed by Baring Brothers, the well-heeled British
commercial bank. A majority of credit powering the American slave
economy came from the London money market. Years after abolishing the
African slave trade in 1807, Britain, and much of Europe along with it, was
bankrolling slavery in the United States. To raise capital, state-chartered
banks pooled debt generated by slave mortgages and repackaged it as
bonds promising investors annual interest. During slavery’s boom time,
banks did swift business in bonds, finding buyers in Hamburg and
Amsterdam, in Boston and Philadelphia.

Some historians have claimed that the British abolition of the slave trade
was a turning point in modernity, marked by the development of a new
kind of moral consciousness when people began considering the suffering
of others thousands of miles away. But perhaps all that changed was a
growing need to scrub the blood of enslaved workers off American dollars,
British pounds and French francs, a need that Western financial markets
fast found a way to satisfy through the global trade in bank bonds. Here
was a means to profit from slavery without getting your hands dirty. In
fact, many investors may not have realized that their money was being
used to buy and exploit people, just as many of us who are vested in
multinational textile companies today are unaware that our money
subsidizes a business that continues to rely on forced labor in countries
like Uzbekistan and China and child workers in countries like India and
Brazil. Call it irony, coincidence or maybe cause — historians haven’t
settled the matter — but avenues to profit indirectly from slavery grew in
popularity as the institution of slavery itself grew more unpopular. “I think
they go together,” the historian Calvin Schermerhorn told me. “We care
about fellow members of humanity, but what do we do when we want
returns on an investment that depends on their bound labor?” he said.
“Yes, there is a higher consciousness. But then it comes down to: Where
do you get your cotton from?”

https://nyti.ms/2OQYjYr
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Banks issued tens of millions of dollars in loans on the assumption that
rising cotton prices would go on forever. Speculation reached a fever pitch
in the 1830s, as businessmen, planters and lawyers convinced themselves
that they could amass real treasure by joining in a risky game that
everyone seemed to be playing. If planters thought themselves invincible,
able to bend the laws of finance to their will, it was most likely because
they had been granted authority to bend the laws of nature to their will, to
do with the land and the people who worked it as they pleased. Du Bois
wrote: “The mere fact that a man could be, under the law, the actual
master of the mind and body of human beings had to have disastrous
effects. It tended to inflate the ego of most planters beyond all reason;
they became arrogant, strutting, quarrelsome kinglets.” What are the laws
of economics to those exercising godlike power over an entire people?

HOW SLAVERY MADE
WALL STREET
By Tiya Miles

While “Main Street” might be anywhere and everywhere, as the

historian Joshua Freeman points out, “Wall Street” has only ever been

one specific place on the map. New York has been a principal center

of American commerce dating back to the colonial period — a

centrality founded on the labor extracted from thousands of

indigenous American and African slaves.

D t f h d t b ild t k h t d f d
Read More
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We know how these stories end. The American South rashly overproduced
cotton thanks to an abundance of cheap land, labor and credit, consumer
demand couldn’t keep up with supply, and prices fell. The value of cotton
started to drop as early as 1834 before plunging like a bird winged in
midflight, setting off the Panic of 1837. Investors and creditors called in
their debts, but plantation owners were underwater. Mississippi planters
owed the banks in New Orleans $33 million in a year their crops yielded
only $10 million in revenue. They couldn’t simply liquidate their assets to
raise the money. When the price of cotton tumbled, it pulled down the
value of enslaved workers and land along with it. People bought for $2,000
were now selling for $60. Today, we would say the planters’ debt was
“toxic.”

Because enslavers couldn’t repay their loans, the banks couldn’t make
interest payments on their bonds. Shouts went up around the Western
world, as investors began demanding that states raise taxes to keep their
promises. After all, the bonds were backed by taxpayers. But after a swell
of populist outrage, states decided not to squeeze the money out of every
Southern family, coin by coin. But neither did they foreclose on defaulting
plantation owners. If they tried, planters absconded to Texas (an
independent republic at the time) with their treasure and enslaved work
force. Furious bondholders mounted lawsuits and cashiers committed
suicide, but the bankrupt states refused to pay their debts. Cotton slavery
was too big to fail. The South chose to cut itself out of the global credit
market, the hand that had fed cotton expansion, rather than hold planters
and their banks accountable for their negligence and avarice.

Even academic historians, who from their very first graduate course are
taught to shun presentism and accept history on its own terms, haven’t
been able to resist drawing parallels between the Panic of 1837 and the
2008 financial crisis. All the ingredients are there: mystifying financial
instruments that hide risk while connecting bankers, investors and
families around the globe; fantastic profits amassed overnight; the
normalization of speculation and breathless risk-taking; stacks of paper
money printed on the myth that some institution (cotton, housing) is
unshakable; considered and intentional exploitation of black people; and
impunity for the profiteers when it all falls apart — the borrowers were
bailed out after 1837, the banks after 2008.
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During slavery, “Americans built a culture of speculation unique in its
abandon,” writes the historian Joshua Rothman in his 2012 book, “Flush
Times and Fever Dreams.” That culture would drive cotton production up
to the Civil War, and it has been a defining characteristic of American
capitalism ever since. It is the culture of acquiring wealth without work,
growing at all costs and abusing the powerless. It is the culture that
brought us the Panic of 1837, the stock-market crash of 1929 and the
recession of 2008. It is the culture that has produced staggering inequality
and undignified working conditions. If today America promotes a
particular kind of low-road capitalism — a union-busting capitalism of
poverty wages, gig jobs and normalized insecurity; a winner-take-all
capitalism of stunning disparities not only permitting but awarding
financial rule-bending; a racist capitalism that ignores the fact that slavery
didn’t just deny black freedom but built white fortunes, originating the

 — one reason is that
American capitalism was founded on the lowest road there is.

Matthew Desmond is a professor of sociology at Princeton University and a contributing

writer for the magazine. He last wrote a feature about the benefits of a living wage. Lyle

Ashton Harris is an artist who works in photography, collage and performance. He currently

has works in two group exhibitions at the Guggenheim in New York. Mehrsa Baradaran is a

professor at U.C. Irvine School of Law and author of “The Color of Money” and “How the

Other Half Banks.” Tiya Miles is a professor in the history department at Harvard and the

author, most recently, of “The Dawn of Detroit: A Chronicle of Slavery and Freedom in the

City of the Straits.”

The 1619 Project is an ongoing initiative from The New York Times Magazine that began in

August 2019, the 400th anniversary of the beginning of American slavery. It aims to reframe

the country’s history by placing the consequences of slavery and the contributions of black

Americans at the very center of our national narrative.
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