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About Policies For Place 
The Policies for Place initiative at the Upjohn Institute brings together experts from around 
the country to study community-based strategies to create good jobs—and how to help 
people get and keep those good jobs. 

This initiative represents a unique approach to helping people in distressed places. 

• We focus on good jobs because research shows that helping residents get and keep
good jobs is the key to broadly shared local prosperity.

• We recognize that effective policies are attuned to local conditions. While federal or
state support is important, local leadership and cooperation are key.

• We provide recommendations for evidence-based, place-based policies that are
tailored to the needs of individual communities.
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Policies for Place: How to Make  
Sustainable Investments in Communities
Place matters. In the US, some cities and states are thriving, while others have been left behind. 
State and local policymakers have taken a leading role in designing policies and programs that 
aim to build resilient communities, develop skilled workforces, and create good jobs. But because 
resources are limited, it is crucial for policymakers to identify effective programs and put them on 
a sustainable financial footing. Which policies can state and local governments enact to maximize 
their impact within constrained budgets? And once implemented, how can these programs be 
sustained to create broadly shared prosperity – for today and far into the future? 

How to Attract  and Retain Talent  in  a  Highly  Mobi le  World

Brain Drain or Brain Gain: Where College Graduates Locate
by Brad Hershbein 

Spending more on regional public universities with high graduation rates yields a 
high return on investment for states wishing to retain their college graduates. 

Remote Work’s Quiet Impact on Rural Communities
by Brian Asquith 

Drawn by amenities and recreation opportunities, remote workers, who tend to 
be college-educated, moved to rural areas during the Covid pandemic. This shift 
could have long lasting implications for these communities. 

Boosting Communities that  Have Been Left  Behind

Reimagining Business Incentives to Do More with Less
by Tim Bartik 

Rather than focusing economic development policy on tax incentive “megadeals” 
which cost hundreds of thousands of dollars per job created, states should expand 
customized business and job access services to residents of distressed places.

ARPA’s Small Community Quandary
by Kyle Huisman, Kathleen Bolter, and Lee Adams 

The American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) aimed to aid small communities, but the 
Treasury’s formula missed the mark dishing out similar funds per capita to less 
populated areas, regardless of wealth. This left some needy areas shortchanged.
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Investing in  Human Infrastructure

Sandwich Generation: Caring for Children and Older Adults             
by Gabrielle Pepin and Yulya Truskinovsky 

Many families faced with securing care for children and older adults are struggling 
to afford basic needs. How can states and localities foster growth and inclusivity by 
expanding caregiving support? Here are some ways to make it happen. 

Tuition-Free College: Promise Program Sustainability
by Michelle Miller-Adams 

Free college programs expand access to higher education. To sustain these Promise 
programs for the future, public-private partnerships, tax-capture mechanisms, and 
long-term public funding are key. 

Innovations in  Education and Training

The Evolution of Promise Scholarship Programs
by Bridget Timmeney and Alfonso Hernandez 

Tuition-free college programs succeed when they move beyond scholarships to 
guide students past common college roadblocks, link students with employers, 
and meet the needs of adult learners.

Three Exciting Support Models to Supercharge Community 
College Outcomes
by Kathleen Bolter 

Can programs boost community college completion and ROI? These three say: Yes!

Responsive Training: Driving Innovation Economies
by Iryna Lendel

Forward-thinking regions prioritize diverse skill sets, tailoring local training 
programs to meet employer and employee needs.

Q+A - Insights from four members of the Policies for Place Advisory Network by Kyle Huisman

Promoting Place-Based Prosperity:  How Should States and 
Local it ies Spend Their  Money?

27
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Brain Drain or Brain Gain?
Where University Alumni Locate

The stakes for understanding the 
social returns to funding of colleges 
have never been higher. Public funding 
of colleges has not recovered to its level 
from 20 years ago, and some states are 
currently trying to cut programs that 
leaders doubt will lead to high-paying 
in-state jobs. Unfortunately, policy 
discussions around the funding of public 

higher education often happen without 
policymakers knowing how colleges 
help students move up economically or 
where those college graduates end up 
working and living. Even though the 
government collects data on which states 
undergraduates at each college come 
from, there are no publicly available data 
for where graduates of specific colleges 

by Brad Hershbein

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter; photograph by Jiaqian AirplaneFan via Wikimedia.

https://shef.sheeo.org/report/?report_page=distribution-of-revenue
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/03/us/liberal-arts-college-degree-humanities.html


2

Policies for Place: How to Make Sustainable Investments in Communities

end up after graduation. This information 
is vital for local economic and workforce 
development and for estimating the state 
and local return on public funding of 
higher education. For example, should 
a county spend more on its community 
college if graduates often leave the area 

for places with more job opportunities? 
Or could that money be better used 
to create jobs? Similarly, if a state 
wants more residents to attain higher 
education, should it give more money to 
its top research university or to a regional 
university more focused on teaching?

N ew Data  to Understa nd the Mobi l ity  of  Col lege Graduates

My colleagues and I developed a new data set tracking the destinations of 
graduates for most colleges and universities in the United States. We draw upon 
information from the business networking site LinkedIn, which contains school-
specific pages for almost every U.S. college. The social profiles created by LinkedIn 
users automatically sync alma maters and geographic locations to these college-
specific pages, so there is no need to examine individual user pages. By scraping 
these data, we can identify the top 15–20 labor markets—akin to metropolitan 
areas—where alumni from each college are living, as well as the share residing in 
the same state as the college.

Of course, the data are not perfect. Not every college graduate creates a 
LinkedIn profile, and graduates occasionally stray from the truth when reporting 
the college(s) they attended. Thus, we check the quality of the data in several 
ways. For instance, we compare the school-specific alumni counts from LinkedIn 
with official graduate counts from the Department of Education’s Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). The comparison shows a very high 
correlation between the two measures and implies that LinkedIn captures about 
two-thirds of all graduates. We also vet the data against an experimental Census 
Bureau data product, the Post-Secondary Employment Outcomes, which provides 
state location and earnings data for graduates from a limited number of colleges 
in certain states. Again, our data match up quite closely with the government data 
source. We can even show that overrepresentation of graduates from certain 
majors, such as business, in the LinkedIn data does not significantly alter the 
location patterns we calculate. Our paper provides many more details on the 
construction of the data.

Interested users can freely access the data on college graduate labor markets at 
OpenICPSR. 

https://research.upjohn.org/up_workingpapers/393/
https://doi.org/10.3368/jhr.0119-9979R2
https://lehd.ces.census.gov/data/pseo_experimental.html
https://research.upjohn.org/up_workingpapers/393/
https://www.openicpsr.org/openicpsr/project/170381/version/V3/view


Policies for Place: How to Make Sustainable Investments in Communities

3

The Type  of  C o l le g e  Mat ters

From the data, we can learn many 
things that were previously unknown. 
For instance, the average recent college 
graduate moves approximately 200 miles 
away from his or her college. However, 

these distances vary considerably across 
different types of colleges, and not 
always in expected ways. Over a quarter 
of community colleges see their alumni 
spread out over wider geographic areas 
than the typical public university.

Who’s more likely to stay after graduation? 

• Alumni of 2-year public colleges

• Alumni of less selective schools

• Alumni of schools in the West

NOTE: “Less selective” includes all categories below “Very selective,” with special-purpose institutions (e.g., 
art and music schools) excluded. Institutions not located in a metro area are assigned the nearest one 
based on driving distance to the metro area’s geographic center.
SOURCE: Authors’ calculations; Conzelmann, Johnathan G. et al. “Grads on the go: Measuring college-
specific labor markets for graduates.” (2023).

Alumni  Staying in  Same M et ro Alum ni  St ay ing in  Sa m e St ate

Institution Sector

Region (Al l  Institutions)

S electiv ity  (4-year Institutions Only)

Private
4-year

72%

47% 43%

Less 
Selective

Very
Selective

Highly 
Selective

Most 
Selective

64%
46% 40% 36%

West South Midwest Northea st

58% 51% 47% 47%

83%
68%

55%

Less 
S elective

Very
S elective

H ighly 
S elective

M ost 
S elective

78%
65% 60%

43%

West S outh M idwest N ortheast

74% 66% 65% 63%

Public
4-year

Publ ic
2-year

Privat e
4 -year

Publ ic
4 -yea r

Publ ic
2 -yea r

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22553
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22553
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The share of alumni staying within 
the same metro area, or within the same 
state, varies across college sector, region 
of the country, and college selectivity. 
Although some of the patterns may 
not be surprising, we can measure 
them precisely for specific schools. For 
example, the University of Michigan (U-
M), Eastern Michigan University (EMU), 
and Washtenaw Community College 
(WCC) are all located in the same county, 
but only 40 percent of U-M’s graduates 
stay within Michigan, while 76 percent 
of EMU’s alumni do, as do 80 percent of 
WCC’s alumni.

Moreover, 71 percent of EMU’s 
graduates locate in greater Detroit, as 
do 75 percent of WCC alumni. For U-M 
graduates, only 35 percent remain in 
the greater Detroit area, with large 
contingents heading to New York City (10 
percent), Chicago (7 percent), and the 
California Bay Area (6 percent).

Where college graduates decide to live 
after graduating has large implications 
for their economic mobility, particularly 
those from lower-income backgrounds. 
Our data reveal that a college student 
starting from the lowest income bracket 
has a higher chance of moving to the 
top income bracket in that student’s 
early career when the student’s college 
sends more of its graduates to places 
with strong labor markets and high 
wages. This connection between alumni 
locations and economic mobility persists 
even when accounting for detailed 
characteristics of the college (including 
its location) and its student body.

The Return on I nvestm ent for 
Retaining Col lege Graduates 

The labor markets that offer the 
greatest economic opportunity to 
graduates may be outside the local area 
or state that partly funds that college 
education. Consequently, some states 
may end up exporting many of their 
college graduates—resulting in a brain 
drain—while others import graduates 
educated in other states. Rural states are 
more likely to be net exporters, with more 
of their own college graduates leaving 
than students from outside the state 
flowing in. In contrast, states containing 
the bustling cities of Atlanta, Boston, 
Chicago, Denver, and Seattle import more 
graduates than their colleges produce.

“A college student 
starting from the 
lowest income bracket 
has a higher chance 
of moving to the top 
income bracket when 
the student’s college 
sends more of its 
graduates to places 
with strong labor 
markets and high 
wages.” 
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DC, Colorado, New York, Washington, and California experience 
high levels of “brain gain” — importing far more college 
graduates than they export.  

NOTE: The graph focuses on alumni from bachelor’s degree–granting institutions.
SOURCE: Conzelmann, Johnathan G. et al. “Grads on the Go: Measuring College-specific Labor Markets for 
Graduates.” (2023). 

We can combine the college-specific 
data on locations with government 
data on each college’s expenditures 
to calculate a crude estimate of the 
return on state funds for each public 
bachelor’s degree–granting college as 
the number of graduates retained in-
state per $100,000 of state spending in 
appropriations and grants. On average, 
this return is 1.49, implying that about 
three graduates from the average college 
are produced and retained in-state for 

every $200,000 in state funds. The range, 
however, is considerable, with some 
colleges having a return of less than 1.00, 
while others have a return greater than 
4.00. Interestingly, the return for state 
flagships, at 1.14, is substantially less 
than the return for moderately selective 
regional universities. Although the 
former have slightly higher graduation 
rates, they tend to cost more to educate 
graduates, who are also more likely to 
leave the state for farther-flung labor 

Net import rate of college graduates

Washington, DC 
imports 303% 
more graduates 
than it exports.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22553
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22553
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markets. Alumni of regional publics, 
especially those that have relatively high 
graduation rates, are more likely to stay 
and work close by, yielding a higher 
return on state funds. Considering that 
economic developers often view a job 
creation cost of $100,000 as reasonable, 
a public cost of roughly half that for 
an additional college-graduate worker 
seems like a steal. 

Understanding where alumni of specific 
colleges work and live is critical for 
policymaking and economic development 
decisions. Our new dataset provides 
information on where each college’s 
graduates end up living and working after 
graduation, a hurdle many analysts have 
struggled to surmount, but which can 
now be used to answer questions from 
educators, policymakers, researchers, 
and students.

Graduates retained in-state per $100,000 in state expenditures

Alumni of regional selective universities are more likely to stay 
and work close by, yielding a higher return on state funds. 

1.14 GraduatesF la gship Universit ies

NOTE: The chart  is based on U.S. public four-year institutions. “Flagships” are the most selective, 
research-intensive institutions in each state. “Regional selective publics” are doctoral and master’s 
institutions within the top three selectivity categories, excluding the “very high research activity” (R1) 
Carnegie classification. State expenditures include state appropriations and state grants from IPEDS.
SOURCE: Conzelmann, Johnathan G. et al. “Grads on the Go: Measuring College-specific Labor Markets for 
Graduates.” (2023).

Avera ge Publ ic  Ba chelor’s 

Deg ree Gra nting University

Regiona l  Selective 

Universit ies

1.49 Graduates

1.94 Graduates

• States should spend more money on regional public universities with
high graduation rates. Doing so will yield a greater return on investment
than most other job creation schemes, especially tax breaks for large
employers.

Policy Recommendation

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2022/08/09/states-can-improve-efforts-to-assist-their-most-distressed-regions-and-neighborhoods
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22553
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22553
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Remote Work’s Quiet Impact 
on Rural Communities

Since COVID forced millions to work 
from home, it’s evident that remote 
work, at least part-time, has become 
firmly established. The declining demand 
for office space in central cities such as 
New York and San Francisco has drawn 

both scholarly and popular attention. 
However, more quietly, the trend of 
working from home has given many rural 
communities in the Midwest their first 
population boost in years. 

by Brian AsquithIllustration by Kathleen Bolter; Photographs by Cottonbro Studio via Pexels.

https://www.nber.org/papers/w30526
https://sfstandard.com/2023/06/29/the-grim-state-of-downtown-san-francisco-by-the-numbers/
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Populatio n Chang e  B efo re and 
After th e  Pand e mic

Between July 2010 and July 2019 (a 
period ending a few months before 
the pandemic), the population of most 
counties in the Midwest shrank. The few 
exceptions were in metro areas such as 

Columbus, Grand Rapids, Indianapolis, 
Des Moines, and Minneapolis–St. 
Paul. During this nine-year period, 
rural areas generally saw sustained 
population decline, as did many 
traditional manufacturing centers, such 
as Youngstown’s Mahoning County and 
Flint’s Genesee County.

Between July 2010 and July 2019 , the population of most 
counties in the Midwest shrank.  However, from July 2019 to 
July 2022, some rural areas—particularly those near outdoor 
attractions—experienced a resurgence of population.  
Percentage change in population

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau (2023).

From July 2010 to July 2019 From July 2019 to July 2022
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However, from July 2019 to July 
2022, the three-year period that spans 
the COVID-19 pandemic, some rural 
areas—particularly those near outdoor 
attractions—experienced a resurgence 
of population.  For example, those areas 
close to the Great Lakes in northern 
Wisconsin, Michigan’s Upper Peninsula 
and northern Lower Peninsula, and 
Minnesota’s Iron Range have grown in 
population during this recent period. 
Meanwhile, rural areas in the farm belt 
of Indiana, Illinois, and Iowa, as well 
as Ohio’s Appalachian counties, have 
continued to decline.  

The Role  of  R e mot e  Wo r k

A key question for policymakers is, 
“How much of this change in growth can 
be attributed to remote workers?” For 
an answer, I look at the difference in the 
share of people working from home in 
2019 compared to 2021 (the most recent 
year that has available data) in rural areas 
in the Midwest, and then compare this 
change in the work-from-home rate with 
the growth in population of these areas 
from 2019 to 2021.

There is a clear connection between 
a rise in the number of people working 
from home for every 1,000 residents and 
the growth in population. For every new 
person working from home per 1,000 
residents, local population growth was 
0.09 percentage points higher. 

Even when we look only at rural areas 
that shrank in population between 2010 
and 2019, 59 percent of these areas 

saw their populations subsequently 
increase between 2019 and 2021. In these 
communities, the relationship between 
more people working from home and 
population growth remains the same: for 
every new person working from home 
per 1,000 residents, local population was 
0.085 percentage points higher.

During the pandemic, 
many remote workers 
probably moved to 
areas with natural 
attractions that were 
already popular 
among 
vacationers.

Among the factors that may be driving 
this growth are preexisting amenities 
that draw in outsiders. I look at how 
much housing in a county is used for 
seasonal or recreational purposes and 
the increase in people working from 
home in that county as a connected 
measure of how interested people were 
in spending time in a given county before 
the pandemic. Between 2019 and 2021, as 
the share of a county’s housing set aside 
for seasonal or recreational use rises by 1 
percentage point, there’s an addition of 
0.07 workers working from home for 
every 1,000 residents in that county. 

These findings suggest that during the 
pandemic, many remote workers 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/06/17/upshot/17migration-patterns-movers.html
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Work-from-home and population growth tend to go together. 

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau (2023).

Relationship between work from home and population change in Midwestern 

non-metro counties (2019 to 2021)

Vacation spots saw greater growth in work-from-home.
Relationship between seasonal housing share and work from home in 

Midwestern non-metro counties (2019 to 2021)
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probably moved to areas with natural 
attractions that were already popular 
among vacationers. Interestingly, this 
movement was not accompanied by a 
widespread shift of workers looking for 
cheaper housing throughout the entire 
region.

This relationship between working 
from home and population growth 
in nonmetro areas is something of a 
surprise.  Research has shown that 
urban areas saw the greatest increases 
in working from home during the 
pandemic period. However, because 
more people with college degrees started 
working from home, and these educated 
individuals usually preferred to live in 
areas with lots of amenities even before 
the pandemic, it’s not unexpected that 
the increase in working from home 
helped some rural areas with preexisting 
amenities attractive to nonresidents grow 
again instead of losing population.

Making Rem ote Workers a 
Com m unity  Asset

This type of surge in population growth 
is both an opportunity and a challenge 
for many smaller communities. Even 
before the pandemic, many rural and 
small-town communities struggled 
with housing shortages, particularly for 
seasonal workforce staff in resort areas. 
Traverse City, Michigan, for example, has 
seen both growth in start-up companies 
from the influx of new workers as well 
as strains on its local housing stock, 
particularly for lower-income workers. 
Traverse City has responded to the 
challenge by pioneering a new program 
aimed at creating “workforce” housing. 
This is specifically intended to provide 
affordable housing for people making 
between 80 and 120 percent of the area’s 
median income. For a single person, in 
the case of Traverse City, that would be 

“One of  the best ways to 
attract  location-f lexible 
workers is  by having a  strong 
mix of  local  amenities.”  

Photograph by Public Domain at Wikimedia

https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jep.37.4.23
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/eeepubeco/v_3a189_3ay_3a2020_3ai_3ac_3as0047272720300992.htm
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20131706
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/crains-michigan-business/why-these-startups-chose-traverse-city-tech-growth
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between $50,400 and $75,600 a year. 
Traverse City has agreed to accept two 
housing developments into its payment-
in-lieu-of-taxes (PILOT) program, 
whereby these developments pay 10 
percent of their net rental income to the 
city in place of paying property taxes, 
resulting in substantial savings to the 
developers and an increase in badly 
needed workforce housing for the area.

The example of Traverse City and other 
newly growing nonurban places offers 
tentative lessons for how rural and small-
town areas can adapt to the new reality 
of a more mobile workforce. This is likely 
to capture policymakers’ attention not 
just because many who work from home 
make above-median incomes, but also 
because many Midwestern states have 

seen lackluster population growth for 
some time and are in danger of shrinking. 
Michigan, for example, recently launched 
the Growing Michigan Together Council, 
composed of 28 civic, governmental, 
educational, and corporate leaders, 
whose goal is to develop strategies 
to grow the state’s population. While 
incentives like relocation bonuses or tax 
credits for student debt payments may 
work, the experience of the pandemic 
also makes clear that one of the best ways 
to attract location-flexible workers is by 
having a strong mix of local amenities. 
State and local governments should thus 
work to ensure that their communities 
are nice places to live for all, which will 
pay dividends for new and old residents 
alike. 

• Address housing shortages by pioneering programs aimed at providing
affordable housing.

• Explore strategies like incentives for relocation, tax credits for student
debt payments, and other measures to attract location-flexible
workers.

• Focus on developing a robust mix of local amenities to make
communities attractive places to live for all residents.

Policy Recommendations
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to DO MORE
with LESS

Reimagining Business Incentives 

Current business-incentive policy 
trends are unsustainable and should be 
reformed. Over the past 30 years, states 
have expanded business incentives—
policies that seek to encourage local 
job creation by providing individual 
businesses with either cash assistance, 
such as business tax breaks, or 
customized business services. In 
recent years, incentive policies have 
increasingly emphasized “industrial 
policies”: in select industries, expensive 
cash incentives, sometimes exceeding 

$1 billion per deal, have been awarded to 
large firms. But future budget realities 
suggest incentives may need to be cut 
back. However, job creation continues 
to be valuable. Thus, states will need 
to reform incentives to achieve more 
benefits with less money. Higher benefit-
cost ratios for incentives can be achieved 
by greater targeting of distressed areas 
and unemployed persons who need jobs 
the most, and by greater emphasis on 
“noncash” incentives that have lower 
costs per job created.      

by Tim BartikIllustration by Kathleen Bolter; 
photographs by Cottonbro Studio via 
Pexels; and Olivia Hutcherson via 
Unsplash.
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The Rise  of  t he  Me g ad e al
Past research has shown that business 

incentives tripled in size as a proportion 
of business output from 1990 to 2015. 
However, from 2002 to 2015, state 
incentive trends were more mixed, with 
some states expanding incentives and 
other states cutting back. 

Recently, state and local business 
incentives have again risen relative to the 
economy. From 2015 to 2023, incentives 
grew as a share of the economy by about 
8 percent. Because the U.S. economy has 
also grown, total business incentives 
during this same period increased by 

about 30 percent after adjusting for 
inflation—from $58 billion in 2014–2015 
to $77 billion in 2023–2024.

More and more, incentives are being 
used to offer big rewards per job for large 
projects in specific industries. These 
state and local “industrial policies” are 
influenced by the Biden administration’s 
push to support clean energy and the 
semiconductor industry.

Megadeals have clearly increased—to 
an estimated $19 billion in 2022. At least 
eight of these deals had a total incentive 
offer exceeding $1 billion. 

From 2014–2015 to 2023–2024, business incentives increased 
by about 30 percent after adjusting for inflation. 

$58 Billion
$77 Billion

2014–2015 2023–2024

SOURCE: Incentive figures for 2015 use information from the Upjohn Institute’s Panel Database on 
Incentives and Taxes for 2023–2024 are based on changes in real tax expenditures for economic 
development in the 10 largest states from 2014–2015 to the latest available fiscal year, which in most 
cases is 2023–2024. 

https://research.upjohn.org/reports/225/
https://goodjobsfirst.org/2022-a-mega-year-for-megadeals/
https://goodjobsfirst.org/2022-a-mega-year-for-megadeals/
https://www.upjohn.org/bied/database.php
https://www.upjohn.org/bied/database.php


Policies for Place: How to Make Sustainable Investments in Communities

15

The amount that this works out 
to per job in some of these deals is 
unprecedented. In 2015, the median 
incentive deal was equivalent to about 
$50,000 per job in today’s dollars. In 
2017, the Foxconn incentive offer was 
considered extraordinarily high per 
job, at an estimated $277,000 per job 
in today’s dollars. But in 2022, New 
York State struck a deal with Micron for 
a “megafab” plant, at $5.8 billion for 
9,000 Micro jobs, or $644,000 per job. 
In Michigan, a 2019 megadeal for a Ford 
battery plant in Marshall provided over 
$1.7 billion in incentives for 2,500 Ford 
jobs, or almost $700,000 per job.

Among the industries targeted by these 
megadeals are the federally subsidized 
industries of semiconductors and clean 
energy (including electric vehicles). 
Since the CHIPS Act (Creating Helpful 
Incentives to Produce Semiconductors 

for America Fund), semiconductor 
manufacturers have announced planned 
domestic investments of over $166 
billion. In electric vehicles, there have 
been at least 23 announced projects in the 
past three years, amounting to over $66 
billion in investment and over $12 billion 
in planned state incentives. 

States have also targeted the film and 
entertainment industries. For example, 
in Georgia, film credits will have an 
estimated cost of $944 million in fiscal 
year 2024, up over sixfold in real terms 
since 2015. Georgia’s subsidy can be as 
large as 30 percent of production costs. 
In 2023, New York State increased the 
annual budget cap on its film tax credit 
from $430 million annually to $700 
million. A New York State incentive 
program for musical and theatrical 
programs, started in 2021, was recently 
expanded to $300 million per year. 

One trend in some of these megadeals 
is to offer various types of infrastructure 
support or training support services, 
not just cash. This trend is consistent 
with research suggesting that providing 
infrastructure and other services is more 
cost effective in creating jobs than simply 
providing cash. However, the majority 
of these deals still largely consist of tax 
breaks and other cash incentives. For 
example, the New York State Micron 
deal was 95 percent cash, 5 percent 
infrastructure and other community 
supports. The Michigan Ford deal was 57 
percent cash, 43 percent infrastructure 
and site improvements. 

“In Michigan, a 
2019 megadeal for a 
Ford battery plant in 
Marshall provided 
over $1.7 billion in 
incentives for 2,500 
Ford jobs, or almost 
$700,000 per job.”   

https://www.upjohn.org/bied/home.php#:~:text=This%20unique%20database%20was%20developed,governments%20in%20the%20United%20States.
https://research.upjohn.org/reports/240/
https://research.upjohn.org/reports/240/
https://stateline.org/2023/09/18/states-sweeten-their-offers-to-chipmakers-to-outdo-one-other/
https://stateline.org/2023/09/18/states-sweeten-their-offers-to-chipmakers-to-outdo-one-other/
https://www.crainsgrandrapids.com/news/economic-development/ford-factory-subsidies-at-690000-per-job-tally-up-to-much-more-than-other-deals/
https://www.crainsgrandrapids.com/news/economic-development/ford-factory-subsidies-at-690000-per-job-tally-up-to-much-more-than-other-deals/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/08/09/fact-sheet-one-year-after-the-chips-and-science-act-biden-harris-administration-marks-historic-progress-in-bringing-semiconductor-supply-chains-home-supporting-innovation-and-protecting-national-s/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/08/09/fact-sheet-one-year-after-the-chips-and-science-act-biden-harris-administration-marks-historic-progress-in-bringing-semiconductor-supply-chains-home-supporting-innovation-and-protecting-national-s/
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/crains-forum-electric-vehicles/midwests-fight-build-electric-vehicles-sparks-bidding-war
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/crains-forum-electric-vehicles/midwests-fight-build-electric-vehicles-sparks-bidding-war
https://opb.georgia.gov/budget-information/budget-documents/tax-expenditure-reports
https://opb.georgia.gov/budget-information/budget-documents/tax-expenditure-reports
https://opb.georgia.gov/ter-documents
https://variety.com/2023/tv/news/georgia-film-credit-hits-record-1235488240/
https://cbcny.org/research/shrink-dont-expand-new-york-state-film-tax-credit
https://esd.ny.gov/new-york-state-film-tax-credit-program-production
https://esd.ny.gov/new-york-state-film-tax-credit-program-production
https://cbcny.org/research/11-billion-reasons-rethink
https://esd.ny.gov/new-york-city-musical-and-theatrical-production-tax-credit
https://www.upjohn.org/research-highlights/making-sense-incentives-taming-business-incentives-promote-prosperity
https://stateline.org/2023/09/18/states-sweeten-their-offers-to-chipmakers-to-outdo-one-other/
https://stateline.org/2023/09/18/states-sweeten-their-offers-to-chipmakers-to-outdo-one-other/
https://stateline.org/2023/09/18/states-sweeten-their-offers-to-chipmakers-to-outdo-one-other/
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/politics-policy/ford-factory-subsidies-are-much-higher-other-deals
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/politics-policy/ford-factory-subsidies-are-much-higher-other-deals
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/politics-policy/ford-factory-subsidies-are-much-higher-other-deals
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Do These  Me g ad e als  Make 
Sense? 

In analyzing the megadeal for the Ford 
plant in Marshall (Michigan), I found 
that this megadeal had a benefit-cost 
ratio of 1.8, but that was only due to three 
features of this project that increased its 
benefits. These three features are: 

1) A very high multiplier, which
increases job creation effects 

2) A location in a moderately
distressed county, which increases the 
impact of the job creation on the local 
employment rate and earnings per capita 

3) A funding structure that reduces the
likelihood of significant adverse effects 
on K–12 education spending, and thereby 
future earnings. 

Therefore, for megadeals to make 
sense, they must be targeted at high-
multiplier industries and distressed 
places, and their funding must not 
sacrifice important public services. For 
example, megadeals could be paid for by 
business tax revenues. 

Expanding or even maintaining this 
current megadeal industrial policy will 
become increasingly difficult. Most 
states for the next few years are likely to 
have limited revenue growth. This tight 
budget situation makes it more difficult 
to afford current incentives policies 
without potentially harming valuable 
public services. States may need to make 
cutbacks. As they do so, states should  
reform incentives to increase their 
benefits relative to costs. 

In a climate of state austerity, three 
incentive reforms should be considered. 

This Ford project is estimated to have an unusually high multiplier: 4.38. This 
means for every 1 direct job created by Ford, another 3.38 jobs will be created 
indirectly in Michigan.

This project’s business incentives are unlikely to significantly undermine 
investments in public education.

INDUSTRY

Calhoun County, where the Ford project is located, is moderately economically 
distressed. As a result, the new jobs at Ford and the resulting multiplier jobs will 
raise local employment rates and increase local per capita earnings.

LOCATION

FUNDING

SOURCE: Bartik, Timothy J. “Scoring SOAR.” (2023).

Three features increase the benefits  of  the megadeal 

for the Ford plant  in  Marshal l ,  Michigan. 

$

https://www.upjohn.org/research-highlights/analysis-state-incentives-ford-battery-plant-michigan-should-yield-solid-returns
https://www.upjohn.org/research-highlights/analysis-state-incentives-ford-battery-plant-michigan-should-yield-solid-returns
https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/taxvox/navigating-fiscal-uncertainty-weak-state-revenue-forecasts-fiscal-year-2024
https://research.upjohn.org/up_policypapers/31/
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First, states should reform incentives to 
emphasize customized business services 
over merely handing out cash. Relative 
to cash incentives, customized business 
services can cost less than half as much 
per job created. 

Second, states should target a 
much greater share of incentives on 
distressed local labor markets. Currently, 
the percentage of state economic 
development funding that is targeted at 
distressed places is typically less than 
15 percent. But job creation provides 
greater benefits in a distressed local 
labor market. Because distressed places 
have higher unemployment, job creation 
boosts employment per capita three 
times as much in a distressed place 
compared to an average place. 

Third, states should complement job 
creation policies with efforts to target 
the created jobs on the unemployed 
and underemployed. In a typical local 
labor market, only one-fifth of created 
jobs go to increase employment of the 
nonemployed; the remaining four-fifths 
increase in-migration. 

One way to implement these three 
reforms: states could reallocate some 
of their incentive budgets to support 
block grants to local labor markets 
and neighborhoods that would target 
distressed areas or neighborhoods, 
as proposed in my 2022 report. Such 
block grants would provide customized 
business services in distressed local 
labor markets to create jobs through 
improving infrastructure, business 
real estate availability, customized job 
training, and business advice programs. 

How could block grants work for distressed places?

Reformi ng  Ince nt ive s

Local Job Creation (LJC) Block Grant: focuses on providing public services to 
businesses to encourage job creation. This includes infrastructure development, 
customized job training, business advice programs, and land development to support 
business growth. The program prioritizes distressed local labor markets, providing 
more funds per capita to areas further below full prime-age employment. It also 
concentrates on services that enhance the competitiveness of export-based 
businesses and includes provisions to increase the proportion of new jobs going to 
nonemployed local residents, such as community benefit agreements, first-source 
hiring agreements, and customized job training programs.

Neighborhood Employment Opportunity (NEO) Block Grant: targets highly distressed 
neighborhoods. It provides services to improve residents’ employability, including 
information on job openings, training funds, help with childcare, transportation 
assistance, and success coaches. The NEO program does not create jobs but 
increases residents’ access to existing job opportunities.

SOURCE: Bartik, Timothy J. “How State Governments Can Target Job Opportunities to Distressed Places.” 
(2022).

https://www.upjohn.org/research-highlights/making-sense-incentives-taming-business-incentives-promote-prosperity
https://www.upjohn.org/research-highlights/making-sense-incentives-taming-business-incentives-promote-prosperity
https://research.upjohn.org/up_technicalreports/44/
https://research.upjohn.org/up_technicalreports/44/
https://research.upjohn.org/up_workingpapers/339/
https://research.upjohn.org/up_workingpapers/339/
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jep.34.3.99
https://research.upjohn.org/up_technicalreports/44/
https://research.upjohn.org/up_technicalreports/44/
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For the unemployed and underemployed 
in distressed neighborhoods, such block 
grants would help improve job access—
broadly defined to include not only 
reliable used cars and job training, but 
also support services such as child care 
and job retention coaches. 

In my 2022 report, I estimated that a 
block grant program for job creation and 
job access services in distressed places 
of about $30 billion per year, maintained 
over 10 years, would significantly reduce 
disparities in access to good jobs. This 
$30 billion per year is less than half of 

the $77 billion in resources we currently 
devote to (mostly) cash economic 
development incentives that are (mostly) 
untargeted. Such a reallocation would 
substantially amplify the overall impact 
of economic development policies 
on earnings per capita, specifically 
benefiting low- and middle-income 
groups that critically require enhanced 
access to good-quality jobs. This 
strategic reorientation of resources could 
significantly alleviate disparities and 
foster more inclusive economic growth 
across the nation. 

• Expand customized business services in distressed local labor markets
to create jobs by improving infrastructure, ensuring the availability of
business real estate, customizing job training, and providing business
advice programs.

• Expand job access services to the residents of distressed
neighborhoods by providing support for reliable transportation, job
training, child care, and job retention coaches.

• Complement job creation policies with efforts to target jobs for the
unemployed and underemployed.

Policy Recommendations

https://research.upjohn.org/up_technicalreports/44/
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ARPA’sARPA’s  
Small Small 
Community Community 
QuandaryQuandary  

On March 11, 2021, President Joe 
Biden signed a $1.9 trillion federal 
stimulus bill, the American Rescue Plan 
Act (ARPA). Within that legislation, 
the Coronavirus State and Local Fiscal 
Recovery Funds (SLFRF) allocated $350 
billion to help state, local, and tribal 
governments handle the economic and 
public health impacts of the pandemic. 
The goal of the legislation was to 
allow local governments to continue 
providing public services by replacing 
lost revenue, and to enable communities 

to make investments that would promote 
sustained growth. This funding was 
intentionally flexible, so as to allow 
each community to respond to its own 
particular needs. 

While the inclusion of small 
communities (those with a population 
below 50,000) to receive funding was 
laudable, the state-by-state formula-
based funding model used by the U.S. 
Department of the Treasury (Treasury) 
for nonmetropolitan cities did little to 
address differences in local need for 

by Kyle Huisman, 
Kathleen Bolter, 
& Lee Adams

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter; photographs by 
Library of Congress; and Karolina Grabowska via 
Pexels. 

https://www.naco.org/sites/default/files/migrations/inline/NACo%2520Legislative%2520Analysis%2520for%2520Counties_American%2520Rescue%2520Plan%2520Act%2520of%25202021_Final.pdf
https://www.naco.org/sites/default/files/migrations/inline/NACo%2520Legislative%2520Analysis%2520for%2520Counties_American%2520Rescue%2520Plan%2520Act%2520of%25202021_Final.pdf
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less populated areas. Because economic 
conditions in small communities were 
not considered when allocating SLFRF 
funds, in many states impoverished 
small communities received the same 
funding per capita as wealthier small 
communities. Additionally, because 
aid was distributed based on a state’s 
nonmetro population, communities with 
similar levels of need received vastly 
different levels of funding depending on 
which state they were located in. Some 
states used their own ARPA money to 
develop programs to help close these 
divides, providing examples for how 
this issue could be addressed, absent 
federal intervention. This disparity in 
funding underscores the importance of 
considering local economic conditions 
when designing and allocating resources, 
to ensure that support is effectively 
targeted where it is needed most. 

Aid for S m al l  Com m unit ies

One noteworthy aspect of SLFRF is 
that it included small communities at 
all. In contrast, the previous CARES Act 
(Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security) provided direct funding only 
to local governments with populations 
of over 500,000. And while states 
were authorized to share their CARES 
allocations with smaller governments, 
a survey by the National League of 
Cities found that 29 percent of cities, 
towns, and villages—roughly 6,000 
communities total—did not receive 
any funding from the CARES Act. Thus, 
ensuring that smaller communities had 
access to funding was an important part 
of the implementation of ARPA. After 
all, of the approximately 250 million 
Americans living in an incorporated 
town or county subdivision eligible to 
receive SLFRF funding, 81 percent live in 
communities with a population of under 
500,000 people. 

I nequit ies Caused by  Form ula 
Funding by S tate

The Treasury applied distinct formulas 
to allocate funds to the various levels of 
government eligible to receive SLFRF: 
state governments, county governments, 
metropolitan local governments, 
and smaller governments known as 
nonentitlement units (NEUs). NEUs 
consist of incorporated places, and in 
some states, minor civil divisions (such 
as townships), with a population under 
50,000. While the Treasury classified 

“Because economic 
conditions in small 
communities were 
not considered when 
allocating SLFRF 
funds, in many states 
impoverished small 
communities received 
the same funding per 
capita as wealthier 
small communities.”

https://narc.org/2020/04/16/small-and-mid-sized-communities-left-out-of-the-coronavirus-relief-fund/
https://www.nlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/NLC_Survey_November_2020_Infographic_Web.pdf
https://www.nlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/NLC_Survey_November_2020_Infographic_Web.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Allocation-Methodology-for-MetropolitanCities-508A.pdf
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some local governments with populations 
below 50,000 as metropolitan cities 
based on criteria from the Housing and 
Community Development Act of 1974, 
this represents a small proportion of 
cities (these small cities make up less 
than 10 percent of all “metropolitan 
cities”).  

The allocation of SLFRF funds to NEUs 
followed a formulaic approach. The 
Treasury calculated distribution state 
by state, providing each NEU within 
a state with an equal per capita share 
relative to its 2019 population, but with 
the exception that the allocation could 
not exceed 75 percent of an NEU’s early 
2020 budget. (Exceeding 75 percent 
was relatively uncommon.) This 
formula led to wealthier NEUs and more 
impoverished NEUs receiving almost 
equivalent levels of funding in most 
states. Additionally, the distribution 
of funding to nonurban counties was 
similarly based on population and not 
local need, meaning impoverished small 
communities in impoverished counties 
were deprived of resources at multiple 
levels.

In 30 states, impoverished NEUs 
received the same amount of funding per 

capita as wealthier NEUs. In six states, 
they received even less than wealthier 
NEUs. In only 13 states did the highest-
poverty small communities receive more 
per capita funding than the lowest-
poverty communities. This variation in 
per capita funding between NEUs was 
primarily the result of the 75 percent 
budget cap. In the absence of this cap and 
other special circumstances, per capita 
allocations to NEUs within each state 
would always be the same—and in most 
cases, they are.

Additionally, as highlighted by 
Civilytics, the final legislation directed 
SLFRF funds based on the entire 
nonmetropolitan population of each 
state. This led to significant variations 
in funding per capita for NEUs, based 
on how local governments were 
organized within a state: namely, it 
favored states with a higher percentage 
of nonmetropolitan population in 
unincorporated areas.  As a result, small 
communities with similar levels of need 
received widely different levels of per 
capita funding based on which state 
they were located in. Some might argue 
that this formula ensures that states 
with large unincorporated populations 

None nt it le me nt  u n its ( NEUs) .  NEUs c onsist  of 
inco r p o rat e d  p lace s,  and in  som e states,  m inor c iv i l 
d iv i s io ns  ( such as t ownships) ,  with a  populat ion under 
50,0 0 0 . 

https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/NEU_Guidance.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Allocation-Methodology-for-NEUs-508A.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Allocation-Methodology-for-NEUs-508A.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Allocation-Methodology-for-Counties-508A.pdf
https://www.civilytics.com/posts/2021/arpa-data-methods/
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Because of the formulaic approach to providing aid, in 30 states, 
impoverished areas received the same amount of funding per 
capita as wealthier areas.

SOURCE: Author’s calculations of U.S. Department of Treasury SLFRF funding data and 2019 ACS 5-year 
estimates. 
NOTE: NEUs stand for nonentitlement units.

Funding difference between low poverty and high poverty NEUS

are not disadvantaged, but residents of 
unincorporated places may not always 
equally benefit from stimulus funds sent 
to governments in which they do not 
reside. 

Our analysis shows the range in per 
capita funding between states to be quite 
wide. For example, because Nevada has a 
larger unincorporated population relative 
to its total nonmetropolitan population, 

impoverished NEUs, on average, received 
$1,200 per capita in funding from ARPA. 
Comparatively, an NEU with a similar 
level of need in Michigan received only 
$105 per capita in funding, simply 
because the state of Michigan has a 
larger population living in incorporated 
areas and county subdivisions eligible to 
receive SLFRF.  
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National Average ($251)

In states with a greater amount of unincorporated area, 
high-poverty NEUs received more funding per capita. 

Average per capita aid received by highest poverty NEUs by state

SOURCE: Author’s calculations of U.S. Department of Treasury SLFRF funding data and 2019 ACS 5-year 
estimates. 
NOTE: NEUs stand for nonentitlement units.
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A Need- B as e d  F und ing  Model

A better model for distributing 
funding is one that takes local need 
into consideration. Interestingly, the 
Treasury did have a method for taking 
need into account, but applied it only 
to metropolitan cities and, in some 
cases, urban counties. Unlike with NEUs, 
funding to metropolitan cities was not 
allocated based entirely on population 
size. Instead, funding for metropolitan 
cities was based on a modified version 
of the Housing and Urban Development 
Department’s Community Development 
Block Grant (CDBG) formula, which 
prioritizes higher levels of funding 
to areas with more need. As a result, 
metropolitan cities with high levels 
of poverty received over three times 
more funding per capita than wealthier 
metropolitan cities. Additionally, while 
there were still state-level differences in 
funding between metro areas of similar 
poverty levels, the gaps were only half as 
large as they were for NEUs. 

Addressing issues of inequity in 
funding distribution is important in 
ensuring that all communities can 
thrive. Inequitable funding contributes 

to widening social and economic gaps 
between communities. When areas with 
greater need do not receive adequate 
resources, it makes it harder for such 
places to make investments in addressing 
challenges such as poverty, inadequate 
infrastructure, and limited access to 
essential services.

S tates Can Help  Close the Gap

While the funding model used 
by the Treasury did not equitably 
distribute ARPA money, some states 
did step in to provide robust technical 
assistance to less-resourced, smaller 
local governments to enable them 
to  utilize the funding available for 
local investment. For example, the 
Vermont legislature, realizing that a 
large percentage of ARPA allocations 
were going to wealthy areas of the 
state, created the Municipal Technical 
Assistance Program (MTAP) to help 
small towns access the $370 million in 
ARPA funds available to the state, which 
had to be spent by 2024. Many small 
towns in Vermont do not even have a city 
manager or administrator, and these 
areas have had a difficult time accessing 
federal stimulus funds. To address 
this, the MTAP distributed funds to 11 
regional planning commissions scattered 
across the state. Staff at the regional 
commissions worked with local town 
officials to identify uses for the funds and 
assist with administrative work. 

Additionally, the state of North 
Carolina used $50 million in state 

“A better model 
for distributing 
funding is one that 
takes local need into 
consideration.”

https://www.liberalpatriot.com/p/targeting-distressed-places
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/Allocation-Methodology-for-MetropolitanCities-508A.pdf
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SLFRF allocations to establish the 
Rural Transformation Grant Fund. 
The program distributes grants to 
communities to support projects aimed 
at attracting investment, improving 
amenities, and retaining businesses. 
Through the program, communities can 
also receive technical assistance and 
training provided by the North Carolina 
Department of Commerce to increase 
local government capacity. These 
initiatives underscore the importance of 
state-level interventions in ensuring that 
funding reaches communities with the 
greatest needs.       

While ARPA was important because it 
included funding for small cities, some 
issues have arisen pertaining to how 
funding was dispersed. Policymakers 
should address these issues in future 
stimulus packages aimed at local 
governments. The Department of the 

Treasury’s formula system for NEUs 
led to high-poverty small communities 
receiving the same funding as wealthier 
small communities. This system also 
resulted in disproportionately high 
per capita funding for NEUs in certain 
states where a significant portion of the 
nonmetropolitan population resides in 
unincorporated areas ineligible for SLFRF 
funds.

In future stimulus endeavors, 
policymakers could chart a more 
equitable course by addressing issues 
observed in ARPA’s funding dispersion, 
ensuring that local need is a central 
consideration. State governments, 
recognizing their pivotal role, could 
intervene to provide essential technical 
assistance to the areas that need it 
most, fostering a more inclusive and 
effective approach to supporting local 
communities.

• Develop a more nuanced allocation model for future stimulus funds,
one that accounts for the specific needs of small communities, beyond
just population size. For example, this might entail applying the CDBG
formula, or something like it, to NEUs.

• Establish comprehensive technical assistance programs at the state
level to aid smaller municipalities with limited administrative capacity.

Policy Recommendations
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To analyze the allocation of SLFRF funds, we used quarterly and annual SLFRF project 
spending data reported by the U.S. Department of the Treasury up to March 2023. The 
data encompass over 26,000 ARPA fund recipients, ranging from small villages and 
towns to large cities, counties, and states. While more than 29,000 local subcounty 
governments are theoretically eligible for SLFRF, only around 23,000 appear in the 
Spring 2023 annual reporting data. For our per capita expenditure analysis, we focused 
on the nearly 21,400 town and city governments (including consolidated city-county 
governments) for which we were able to merge Census Federal Information Processing 
System codes, thus enabling us to merge population and other demographics to the 
SLFRF data. 

Next, we divided the communities in our sample into categories based on their 
populations and which Treasury formula they received funding under:

• NEUs

• Metropolitan government or consolidated city-county government with a population
of less than 250,000

• Metropolitan government or consolidated city-county government with a population
greater than 250,000

For our per capita analysis, we use the same 2019 census city and town population 
estimates that states used to allocate SLFRF funds to NEUs based on  reference files. 
Additionally, we incorporate demographic data from the 2019 American Community 
Survey five-year estimates.

To create the poverty quartiles used in the analysis, we relied on a comparison data set 
of all incorporated places and county subdivisions theoretically eligible to receive SLFRF 
funding (of which there are over 29,000, compared to a little under 21,400 recipients 
in our data set). This data set was created using the same 2019 census city and town 
population files used by the Treasury to estimate local populations of SLFRF-eligible 
cities and towns. We used local household poverty estimates derived from the 2019 
ACS five-year sample to divide the areas into four quantiles containing approximately 
25 percent of the total population of the data set each. We then applied these cutoffs 
to the SLFRF recipient data. Each quantile contains roughly 25 percent of the data set 
population of both NEUs and metropolitan cities combined.

An aly zing ARPA Data
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Child and adult care in the United 
States is notoriously expensive. In 
recent years, the average household 
with children spent 9 percent of its 
income on child care, with lower-income 

households spending over 20 percent of 
their income on care. At the same time, 
estimated lifetime out-of-pocket costs 
for adult long-term care services average 
$140,000. Thus, it is unsurprising that 

Generation
Caring for Children AND Older Adults

by Gabrielle Pepin & 
Yulya Truskinovsky

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter; photographs by Pixabay and Nataliya Vaitkevich via Pexels; Gabriel Almanzar via 
Unsplash; and the Met Collection. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/pam.22436
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/pam.22436
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/long-term-services-supports-older-americans-risks-financing-research-brief-0
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/long-term-services-supports-older-americans-risks-financing-research-brief-0
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almost half of the 4 percent of “sandwich 
generation” adults—those caring 
for both adult parents and their own 
children—struggle to afford basic needs. 

With little federal government action 
to address these costs, some states have 
responded to families’ needs for help 
with caregiving. New Mexico made child 
care free for most families during 2023, 
and its residents voted to make universal 
prekindergarten a constitutional right. 
In Oklahoma, the Caring for Caregivers 
Tax Credit will provide family caregivers 
with up to $3,000 for out-of-pocket 
caregiving expenses beginning in 2024.

States and localities wishing to attract 
residents and foster inclusive growth 
should consider providing or expanding 
caregiving supports for both children 
and adults. There are several existing 
programs and opportunities for state and 
local governments to provide additional 
assistance. Policymakers who fail to seize 
the moment and extend resources to 
families with caregiving responsibilities 

risk losing workers and residents to more 
care-friendly areas.

Existing policies to support families 
with child and adult caregiving 
responsibilities are piecemeal and limited 
in scope. 

The Landscape for Chi ld  and
Adult  Caregiving S upports

Tax Benefits

The Child and Dependent Care Credit 
(CDCC) allows households to receive tax
benefits for care expenses for a child
under 13 or for a coresident spouse or
dependent who is incapable of self-
care. Claimants must work to qualify
for annual benefits, which, for most
taxpayers, max out at $600 each for up
to two qualifying individuals. The CDCC
has some drawbacks. First, low-income
caregivers who do not owe taxes after
deductions are ineligible for the credit.
Second, taxpayers receive the credit only
after they have filed their taxes, which
might be long after they have spent
money on care. Finally, the credit does
not take into account the quality of care
provided.

Despite these downsides, about half 
of states and New York City provide 
supplements to the federal credit, some 
of which are refundable, limited to low-
income taxpayers, or more generous for 
child-care providers with higher quality 
ratings. These caveats have bite: only 
12 percent of taxpayers with children 
claimed the federal CDCC during 2021; 

“States and localities 
wishing to attract 
residents and foster 
inclusive growth 
should consider 
providing or expanding 
caregiving supports 
for both children and 
adults.”

https://www.newyorklife.com/newsroom/2023/wealth-watch-survey-sandwich-generation-unable-to-meet-expenses-due-to-caregiving#:~:text=Almost%20half%20(47%25)%20of,decision%20because%20of%20caregiving%20responsibilities.
https://earlylearningnation.com/2022/05/new-mexico-just-became-the-first-state-to-make-child-care-free-for-nearly-all-families/
https://earlylearningnation.com/2022/05/new-mexico-just-became-the-first-state-to-make-child-care-free-for-nearly-all-families/
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2022/10/18/23404090/new-mexico-election-result-child-care-early-childhood-prek
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2022/10/18/23404090/new-mexico-election-result-child-care-early-childhood-prek
https://states.aarp.org/oklahoma/oklahoma-passes-family-caregiver-tax-credit
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44993
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44993
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claims rates were very low among 
taxpayers without children. 

Dependent-care FSAs are another tax 
benefit for families with children under 
13 or with a disabled coresident spouse 
or dependent. Employees who receive 
FSAs from their employers may set aside 
up to $5,000 of earnings before taxes for 
caregiving expenditures. The employer 
deducts this income from employees’ 
paychecks, but employees are reimbursed 
for qualified spending. Unlike with the 
CDCC, the decision to set aside funds 
occurs before expenses are realized. 
Some 41 percent of civilian workers 
had access to dependent care FSAs as 
of 2023, although access was more 
common among employees working in 
large establishments and earning higher 
wages. 

In-Kind Benefits and Additional Benefits 
for Adult Caregivers

Apart from tax-related advantages, 
numerous employees can also take 
advantage of family and sick leave. While 
the United States mandates unpaid family 
leave for employees who meet tenure and 
work-hour requirements at firms with at 
least 50 employees, it does not mandate 
paid family leave or paid or unpaid sick 
leave. In recent years, 13 states and 
several municipalities have introduced 
their own paid leave mandates, providing 
eligible workers with partial wage 
replacement up to a maximum weekly 
benefit. Some of these programs include 
job protection, although not all do. In 
2023, 80 percent of civilian workers had 
access to paid sick leave, and 27 percent 
had access to paid family leave. Similar 
to dependent care FSAs, paid leave access 

Child and Dependent Care Credit: Nonrefundable federal tax credit based on income and 
out-of-pocket care expenses. Available to working households with a child younger than 
13 years or a coresident spouse or dependent incapable of self-care. Worth up to $600 
per qualifying individual for up to two qualifying individuals for most households. Some 
states supplement the federal credit with their own state care credits.

Dependent-care flexible spending account: Tax-preferred account that some 
employers offer. Employees may set aside up to $5,000 of earnings before taxes for care 
expenses. The employer deducts this income from employees’ paychecks, but employees 
are reimbursed for care expenses. Available to working households with a child younger 
than 13 years or a coresident spouse or dependent incapable of self-care.

Key Tax Benefit  Programs

https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
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is more common among employees who 
work in large establishments and earn 
higher wages.

Supports for families providing care 
to somebody because of aging, chronic 
illness, or disability are targeted and 
not broadly available. For example, in 
addition to free medical care, the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs provides 
nursing home services to veterans based 
on eligibility criteria (such as level of 
disability) and available resources. 
Eligible caregivers of veterans can 
access income support, training, and 
mental health services, among other 
supports. In many states, Medicaid 
home- and community-based services 
can be directed toward compensating 

family caregivers, but eligibility for this 
benefit is restricted to adults with limited 
financial resources and significant 
functional impairment. Demand for these 
services often exceeds availability of 
funds, resulting in significant wait-lists.  

Additional Benefits for Families with 
Children

Turning to benefits targeted at 
families with children, Head Start 
is a means-tested federal preschool 
program aimed at kids aged three and 
four whose families have incomes at 
or below the federal poverty line. Its 
counterpart, Early Head Start, provides 

Family and sick leave: Under the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, firms with at 
least 50 employees must offer eligible employees 12 weeks of job-protected unpaid 
leave for childbirth, adoption, or care of a child, spouse, or parent who has a serious health 
condition. In recent years, 13 states and several municipalities have implemented paid 
family and sick-leave mandates.

VA benefits: The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs provides nursing home services 
to veterans based on eligibility criteria and available resources. Eligible caregivers of 
veterans also have access to income support, training, and mental-health services, 
among other supports.

Medicaid home and community-based services: Some states allow family caregivers to 
be compensated through Medicaid funds.

Key Pro g rams for Adult  Caregivers
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home visits and child care for pregnant 
women and children younger than age 
three who meet Head Start’s income-
eligibility criteria. Since the 1960s, both 
programs have assisted more than 38 
million children. However, due to recent 
workforce shortages, eligible families 
now have limited access to these services. 

Another source of child-care support 
for low-income working families 

comes from the federal Child Care and 
Development Fund Block Grant (CCDBG), 
which provides funding to states to 
administer child-care subsidy programs.  
As of Fiscal Year 2020, about 900,000 
families received CCDBG subsidies each 
month. The rules for who qualifies and 
how people can get these benefits are 
quite different from state to state. Each 
state determines its own eligibility 

Only 13 states provided the federally recommended level of 
funding for child care subsidy programs 

SOURCE: National Women’s Law Center. Precarious Progress: State Childcare Assistance Policies 2022. 
(2023)

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/occ/data/fy-2020-preliminary-data-table-1
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/occ/data/fy-2020-preliminary-data-table-1
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/occ/data/fy-2020-preliminary-data-table-1
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/State-of-Child-Care-2023-FINAL.pdf
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limits, work requirements, provider 
payment rates, and family copayment 
requirements, and these may change 
based on the quality ratings set by each 
state. Despite large funding increases due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic, low provider 
payment rates continued to result in 
few child-care slots during 2022: only 
13 states met or exceeded the federally 
recommended provider payment level, 

and 11 states had waiting lists or froze 
intake of new children. 

In addition to the federal subsidy 
program, some states run their own 
programs to reach more families. For 
instance, Minnesota offers child-care 
scholarships to high-need children 
attending providers that meet certain 
quality standards. Michigan’s MI Tri-
Share Child Care program targets 

11 states had waiting lists or froze intake of new children for 
child-care subsidy programs in 2022. 

SOURCE: SOURCE: National Women’s Law Center. Precarious Progress: State Childcare Assistance Policies 
2022. (2023)

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/State-of-Child-Care-2023-FINAL.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/State-of-Child-Care-2023-FINAL.pdf
https://education.mn.gov/mde/fam/elsprog/elschol/
https://education.mn.gov/mde/fam/elsprog/elschol/
https://www.michigan.gov/mwc/initiatives/mi-tri-share-child-care
https://www.michigan.gov/mwc/initiatives/mi-tri-share-child-care
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/State-of-Child-Care-2023-FINAL.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/State-of-Child-Care-2023-FINAL.pdf
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moderate-income families who do not 
qualify for federal subsidies and splits 
child-care costs equally among the 
employee, his or her employer, and 
the state. Most states fund preschool 
programs for four- and, in some cases, 
three-year-old children. Preschool 
programs expanded dramatically over 
the past several decades but contracted 
during the pandemic and have not yet 
fully recovered, in part due to difficulties 
with hiring and retaining teachers. 
While program expansions mean that 
more children have access to preschool, 
average spending per student, which is 
tied to program quality, has remained 
flat for the past 20 years. Universal 
schooling is available for all children 
beginning at age five, though school-
aged children still typically require care 
in the afternoons and during the summer 

months.

How S tates and Local it ies Can
Bridge the Gaps 

As pandemic-related emergency 
relief funds for child-care providers 
dried up in late 2023, the Biden-Harris 
administration recently requested  
$16 billion from Congress to stabilize the 
child-care sector and make care more 
affordable for families. Nonetheless, 
support for child-care expenses is much 
broader than support for adult caregiving 
expenses. Hence, there is scope for states 
and localities to impact families’ access 
to care and financial resources. Policy 
options available to states and localities 
include the following. (In deciding which 
policies to implement with limited funds, 
state and local policymakers should 
consider population demographics 
and existing supports available to their 
constituents, as well as unique challenges 
facing those constituents.)

Head Start/Early Head Start: Head Start is a means-tested federal preschool program 
for children aged three and four in families with incomes at or below the federal poverty 
level. Early Head Start is a means-tested child-care and home-visiting program for 
pregnant women and children younger than age three. 

Subsidized child care: The Child Care and Development Block Grant provides funding to 
states to administer child-care subsidy programs for low-income working families. Some 
states also use their own funding to provide child-care scholarships to certain families or 
to share child-care costs with workers and employers.

Universal schooling: Available for children beginning at age five. Several states operate 
their own universal prekindergarten programs for four- and, in some cases, three-year-old 
children.

Key Pro g rams for Famil ies with Children

https://nieer.org/the-state-of-preschool-yearbook-2022
https://nieer.org/the-state-of-preschool-yearbook-2022
https://tcf.org/content/report/child-care-cliff/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/briefing-room/2023/11/02/state-breakdown-the-biden-harris-administrations-funding-request-would-help-prevent-families-across-the-country-from-losing-child-care/
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Given limited assistance for caregiving 
at the federal level, state and local 
governments wishing to attract and 
support families with caregiving 
responsibilities have a number of policy 

options at their disposal. Extending 
assistance to caregivers is a win-win for 
localities that wish to increase growth 
while improving caregivers’ well-being.

• Expand CCDBG subsidies to reach more families while offering provider
payment rates that are sufficient to cover costs. Alternatively, offer
state- or local-level child-care scholarships or subsidy programs
targeting moderate-income families who do not qualify for federal
subsidies. Tying subsidy amounts and provider payment rates to quality
ratings would promote high-quality care.

• Offer state-funded universal full-day preschool with high-quality
standards.

• Mandate paid family and sick leave with job protection. Extending
eligibility to part-time workers would increase access among low-wage
workers, who currently are the least likely to have access to paid leave.

• Increase funding for direct-care workers. For example, Michigan
recently increased wages for Medicaid-funded home-care workers by
$2 per hour.

• Offer state- or local-level refundable Child and Dependent Care Credits.
If funds are limited, restrict eligibility to low- and moderate-income
taxpayers who are most likely to benefit. Tying credit generosity to
provider quality ratings would promote high-quality care.

• State and local governments can provide tax credits designed
specifically for adult caregivers. These tax credits may not demand
working or living together, because adult caregivers often depend on
institutional care and typically have lower potential earnings in the
future.

Policy Recommendations

https://www.phinational.org/news/how-michigan-permanently-increased-wages-for-direct-care-workers/


Policies for Place: How to Make Sustainable Investments in Communities

35

Tuition-Free Colleg
e?

Tuition-Free Colleg
e?

Promise Program Sustainability

In September 2023, Pittsburgh Public 
Schools (PPS) students received a 
letter confirming that the Pittsburgh 
Promise—a place-based scholarship 
launched in 2008—would conclude 
in 2028. Even though the program’s 
end had been signaled for years, the 
announcement was still met with shock 

and a fair amount of confusion. Why 
would PPS stop granting scholarships? 
It didn’t: The Pittsburgh Promise is 
a private initiative not operated by 
the school district. Had it “worked”? 
It depends; the metrics by which the 
success of any Promise program can be 
judged are complex and multifaceted. 

by Michelle Miller-AdamsIllustration by Kathleen Bolter; Photographs by Karolina Grabowska via Pexels; 
Roman Kraft and Donald Teel via Unsplash; and Schindlerdigital via Wikimedia.

https://www.wesa.fm/education/2015-10-27/pittsburgh-promise-ensures-scholarships-through-at-least-2028
https://pittsburgh.citycast.fm/podcasts/what-broke-the-pittsburgh-promise
https://pittsburghpromise.org/
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Most pressing, why would Pittsburgh’s 
large business and foundation sector 
suddenly end its support for such a 
worthwhile endeavor? As it turns out, 
fundraising had been challenging for 
years, and the program is expensive to 
run.

The formal announcement of the end 
of the Pittsburgh Promise sent a shudder 
of unease through the College Promise 
community. Here was one of the nation’s 
most mature Promise programs, in one 
of its biggest cities, calling it quits. What 
does this foretell for the more than 250 
states, cities, and community colleges 
that have embraced place-based, tuition-
free college?

Phi lanth ro py’s  R o le  in  Prom ise 
Programs

Like most other tuition-free college 
programs, the Pittsburgh Promise is 
funded by foundation, corporate, and 
individual contributions. It began with 
a $100 million “challenge grant” from 
UPMC, the University of Pittsburgh 
Medical Center, the area’s largest 
employer, that asked the Pittsburgh 
Promise to raise $15 million a year over 
10 years to unlock a $10 million annual 
UPMC contribution. Fund development 
was thus a priority from the beginning, 
and funds were spent as they were being 
raised. The amount and structure of the 
scholarship were revised periodically to 
accommodate financial projections, but 
as time went by, costs rose faster than 
its funders’ ability and willingness to 

give. Beginning in 2015, program leaders 
began discussing its “sunset,” possibly as 
early as 2022. 

Pittsburgh Promise executive director 
Saleem Ghubril, who has served in the 
role since the program’s launch, says the 
program “never was a perpetual fund. It 
was always a fundraising campaign that 
will raise and spend and raise and spend.” 

Still, the Pittsburgh Promise had 
longevity and scale: by the time it ends, 
21 classes of high school graduates will 
have been served, with more than $250 
million raised toward scholarships for 
11,600 students. Its apparent conclusion 
nonetheless has upended many people’s 
expectations.

“Philanthropy has 
been critical to the 
emergence and 
diffusion of the place-
based scholarship or 
Promise model. With 
philanthropic dollars 
have come the freedom 
to take risks and invest 
in ideas that sound 
promising but haven’t 
yet been tested.” 

https://www.upjohn.org/promise/
https://www.upjohn.org/promise/
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2023/10/05/pittsburgh-promise-student-college-scholarships/stories/202310030120
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The role of philanthropy in Promise programs is as unique as the communities served.

The Kalamazoo Promise

For the Kalamazoo Promise, fund development came even before the program was 
announced, with a group of deep-pocketed anonymous donors creating the initiative and 
committing to funding it in perpetuity. There is no endowment; rather, the donors provide 
resources to the organization annually. As the Kalamazoo Promise has evolved, the 
nature of the philanthropic commitment has also changed, from paying for scholarships 
to investing in new approaches to connect Promise scholars to employment and deepen 
support for students at local institutions. 

The El Dorado Promise

In Arkansas, the El Dorado Promise, one of the first programs to emulate the Kalamazoo 
Promise, was funded with a $50 million gift from Murphy Oil Corporation, the community’s 
largest employer. Although the company’s headquarters has moved out of state, it 
continues to support the program. 

The Bearcat Advantage

Foundation funding is at the heart of many Promise programs. Local and community 
foundations have been deeply involved as partners in tuition-free college in many places. 
One of the most recent examples is the Bearcat Advantage, a generous scholarship for 
Battle Creek Public Schools’ students funded by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation through its 
hometown programming.

Th e  Role of  Phi lanthropies

New philanthropic efforts mean the 
number of communities guaranteeing 
tuition for their graduates continues 
to increase. In one recent example, 
a pair of wealthy Chicago residents 
brought together education leaders and 

philanthropists to launch the ambitious 
Hope Chicago program in 2022 at five 
public high schools. They are seeking 
to raise $1 billion over the next decade 
to cover the full cost of college for 
participating students.

https://www.kalamazoopromise.com/
https://www.kalamazoopromise.com/business-collaboration
https://www.kalamazoopromise.com/credential-completion
https://www.kalamazoopromise.com/credential-completion
https://eldoradopromise.com/
https://www.battlecreekpublicschools.org/bearcatadvantage
https://www.hopechicago.org/
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New Mo d e ls  fo r Pro mis e 
Program F und ing

While the Pittsburgh Promise was 
struggling to make its financial models 
work, a different approach was yielding a 
growing pool of resources. The Michigan 
Promise Zones, created by Governor 
Jennifer Granholm in 2009 and expanded 
by Governor Rick Snyder in 2017, use an 
innovative funding approach that blends 
local philanthropic resources with a tax-
capture mechanism generally used for 
economic development purposes. Tax-
increment financing (TIF) arrangements 
are based on property taxes: as property 
values rise, so do the tax revenues 
available for school funding, with a 
fraction of that increase dedicated to the 
Zones. Under this system, there is built-
in potential for expansion without the 
need to continually fundraise.  

Even as public funding models, 
especially for statewide Promise 

programs, expand, there will always 
be a role for philanthropy. Untested 
innovations are unlikely to attract public 
funding—and it has been difficult to 
leverage public funds for the support 
services that are essential to student 
success. Michigan Reconnect, a state-
funded initiative providing tuition-free 
community college to any adult without a 
college degree, enjoys bipartisan support; 
however, public funding provides for only 
a tiny number of “navigators,” whose job 
it is to help students select an appropriate 
postsecondary pathway. The Tennessee 
Promise is nearing its second decade 
of operation and, while it is publicly 
funded, ongoing innovation around 
student support depends on businesses 
and foundations. A key part of the early 
impact of the Columbus Promise has 
come from the involvement of an existing 
philanthropically funded nonprofit 
organization, I Know I Can, that helps 
students learn about and apply for the 
scholarship.

“There wi l l  a lways be a  role  for phi lanthropy 
as untested innovations are unl ikely  to 
attract  publ ic  funding.” 

Photograph by Federated Art for Pexels

https://promisezonesmi.com/history-2/
https://promisezonesmi.com/history-2/
https://www.michigan.gov/reconnect
https://www.michigan.gov/reconnect/community-college/navigators
https://www.tn.gov/tnpromise.html
https://www.tn.gov/tnpromise.html
https://www.tennessean.com/story/opinion/contributors/2023/04/24/nashville-grad-and-flex-prepare-community-college-students-for-success/70140578007/
https://www.tennessean.com/story/opinion/contributors/2023/04/24/nashville-grad-and-flex-prepare-community-college-students-for-success/70140578007/
https://cbuspromise.com/
https://iknowican.org/
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Bui lding  P hi lant hro p ic  an d 
Publ ic-Se ct o r Par t ne rs hips 

Philanthropy has well-known 
limitations and drawbacks, and these 
apply to Promise programs as much as to 
any philanthropically funded initiative. 
The priorities of foundations and donors 
change over time, “solutions” can 
be mere Band-Aids masking deeper 
problems, measuring impact can be 
difficult, and unintended consequences 

abound. When it comes to the expense 
involved in higher education, even 
the largest foundations can’t compete 
with the potential size and longevity of 
government programs. 

There is a deeper reason for public 
support. Investments in higher 
education, including Promise programs 
that increase earnings and the vitality of 
low-income communities, have benefits 
that far exceed their costs. However, even 
with high social and economic returns, 
these programs are unlikely to pay for 

Almost half the states have introduced tuition-free college 
(or “Promise”) programs.

SOURCE: W.E. Upjohn Institute Promise Programs Database

https://johnsoncenter.org/blog/types-of-philanthropic-harm-a-working-list/
https://research.upjohn.org/reports/267/
https://research.upjohn.org/reports/267/
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themselves, and certainly not in the short 
term. In addition, the provision of higher 
education is expensive, with costs certain 
to rise over time. Making a permanent 
commitment to a sizable investment that 
will generate benefits over the long term 
is beyond the scope of philanthropy and 
an appropriate arena for government 
funding. 

That’s why philanthropists should 
look for ways to share key lessons not 
just with other private donors, but 
also with state and local governments. 
Philanthropy can help build the Promise 
evidence base through investments 
in research and evaluation, which 
are relatively rare. If a philanthropic 
effort comes with a rigorous evaluation 
that demonstrates effectiveness, 
public-sector leaders will have greater 
confidence in scaling programs up. 

Philanthropy can catalyze the work, 
seed new ideas, and help disseminate best 
practices. But if the benefits of tuition-
free college—more equitable access to 
higher education, a better-prepared 
workforce, and stronger state, regional, 
and local economies—are to reach more 
places and people, the public sector must 
take up the baton from the philanthropies 
that helped pioneer this movement. 

As Saleem Ghubril noted in the days 
following the September announcement, 
“The private sector cannot do this alone.” 
Pittsburgh Public Schools officials 
concur; they say they will continue 
working with the Pittsburgh Promise 
until and beyond the 2028 end date, but 
they’re looking to the public sector to 
“commit to a sustainable policy solution 
for funding postsecondary education in 
Pennsylvania.”

• Diversify funding sources, including exploring public-private
partnerships, tax-capture mechanisms, and long-term public funding to
create a more sustainable financial model for Promise programs.

• Encourage philanthropic organizations to continue to play a role in
Promise programs by piloting innovations and disseminating best
practices.

• Invest in research and evaluation of Promise programs to understand
their impact, share successful practices, and guide effective policies
for both public and private sectors.

Policy Recommendations

https://kresge.org/initiative/copro2-0/
https://kresge.org/initiative/copro2-0/
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/saleem-ghubril-3442721b_pittsburgh-promise-scholarship-set-to-end-activity-7125133482288193537-leoM/?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop
https://pittsburgh.citycast.fm/podcasts/what-broke-the-pittsburgh-promise
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The
Evolution of
Promise Scholarship
Programs
by Bridget Timmeney & 
Alfonso Hernandez

A wave of place-based, tuition-free 
scholarship programs were launched 
following the announcement of the 
Kalamazoo Promise in 2005. More 
than 220 place-based scholarships 
(or “Promise” programs) have since 
been created to support students on 

their postsecondary pathways. Over the 
past two decades, Promise programs’ 
significant growth is reflected not 
just in their numbers, but also in their 
scope and purpose of programming. 
What was once a movement to equalize 
financial access to postsecondary 

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter; photographs by Andrea Piacquadio, Evg Kowalievska,  Photolover Riga, and Dmitry Limonov 
via Pexels. 

https://www.kalamazoopromise.com/
http://www.upjohn.org/promise/
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training and education is now expanding 
to ensure student progression and 
completion. Additionally, program 
goals for recent high school graduates 
increasingly extend beyond degree and 
certificate attainment to also provide 
workforce connections and work-
based experiences, with adult programs 
becoming an integral part of the mix.  

Beyond F inancial  As sist a nc e

Providing students with new financial 
resources is not always enough to change 
their paths after high school. Designers 
and administrators of Promise programs 
have learned that the greatest impact 
occurs when they combine new financial 
resources with proven forms of student 
support such as intrusive coaching, 
cohort-based first-year courses, 
integrated developmental coursework 
tutoring, priority registration, and career 
awareness and readiness coaching. 

Some programs accomplish this through 
intense collaboration with community 
partners, including higher education and 
business. Examples of this model include 
the Say Yes to Buffalo program, which 
partners deeply across many sectors, and 
the Columbus Promise, which partners 
with the local I Know I Can organization, 
an organization that works in partnership 
with the local public schools. Other 
programs, such as the Kalamazoo 
Promise, embed this type of support 
with internal staffing.  Sometimes, such 
as in the case of the Richmond Promise, 
programs mix both approaches to reduce 
barriers and meet students’ broader 
needs for success. 

Students, especially first-generation 
or low-income college goers, need 
support in navigating both the academic 
and nonacademic challenges of college. 
Promise programs have drawn on 
evidence-based strategies for supporting 
students, such as academic and personal 

Promise programs vary widely by purpose and design, but a reasonable definition 
is that they are geographically bounded and often include an enrollment or residency 
requirement within a school district, city, or county. These requirements instill 
early awareness: families and youth know upon entering a Promise community 
that scholarships will be available to them in the future. Promise programs seek to 
transform places and individuals, and, as such, require community support across 
K–12 organizations, youth development, faith-based organizations, local philanthropy, 
governments, businesses, and higher education institutions. The efforts serve as a 
collective approach to individual and community development.

W h at  are  Pro m ise Sc holarship Programs?

https://sayyesbuffalo.org/
https://cbuspromise.com/
https://iknowican.org/
https://richmondpromise.org/our-strategy/
https://www.freecollegehandbook.com/22-success-factors-what-are-the-most-effective-approaches-to-student-support
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coaching, case management, and the 
use of predictive analytics to improve 
retention and completion. These 
strategies seek to reduce or eliminate 
hurdles students must overcome to 
enroll, persist, and complete college. 
One such model is the Accelerated 
Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) 
model, based at the City University of 
New York (CUNY), which has served as 
a model for some Promise programs’ 
support components. CUNY ASAP offers 
personalized academic and career 
advising, a summer institute, cohort-
style courses with convenient scheduling, 
and financial support (e.g., tuition/
fee waivers, textbook assistance, and 
transportation). The program has nearly 
doubled three-year associate degree 
completion rates. The ASAP model 
has been replicated successfully (with 
modifications) in other locations, as well 
as with the Detroit Promise, where the 
replication generated mixed results.

As Promise programs expanded, 
stakeholders increasingly acknowledged 
the importance of comprehensive 
program design with these supports 
included in the funding structure. 
Without these more comprehensive 
components, programs were 
experiencing a growing population of 
Promise “stop outs”—students who 
start a postsecondary pathway but don’t 
finish because of a variety of possible 
reasons: the need to work more hours 
interfering with school, child and family 
care needs, lack of academic and/or 
college knowledge preparedness, and lack 
of peer and/or institutional supports for 
navigation. 

Bui lding Workforce and 
Educ ation Connections 

Over time, Promise programs 
expanded their objectives beyond 
degree completion, prioritizing career 
development, internships, and job search 
assistance to promote economic mobility. 
Securing gainful employment remains 
a challenge for some Promise students, 
particularly for first-generation students 
and students of color; the absence of 
preexisting social networks and work 
experience can limit employment 
options, even for graduates with skills 
and credentials. Meanwhile, many 
businesses have expressed a genuine 
desire to diversify their workforce 
and consider Promise programs as 
representing a potential avenue, but they 
have faced difficulties in meaningfully 
engaging through conventional channels. 
Successful strategies to build workforce 
and education connections must address 
both the student needs and a diverse set 
of businesses.

The Kalamazoo Promise, for example, 
was originally launched in 2006, but its 
internship component, Higher Promise, 
did not start until 2022. The initiative 
connects students to high-quality, 
paid summer internships at regional 
businesses by matching student interest 
(and major) with businesses’ needs. For 
the Higher Promise, it is about culture 
building. Higher Promise programming 
includes work readiness supports for 
students prior to and throughout the 
internship. Higher Promise scholars 
receive support in resume development 

https://www1.cuny.edu/sites/asap/about/
https://www1.cuny.edu/sites/asap/about/
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170430
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170430
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/01623737211036726
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/01623737211036726
https://www.kalamazoopromise.com/higher-promise
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and interview preparation at the outset. 
Then, as interns, they participate in 
a professional development course 
led by Kalamazoo Promise staff and 

community partners throughout the 
internship. This results in a project 
report and presentation at the end of the 
internship. Peer networking, summer 

In response to an increasing demand for a skilled workforce, 
45 states have set targets to boost the number of individuals 
statewide who have a post-secondary credential.

NOTE: States have different populations defined for credential attainment goals. For the majority of states 
the population defined is either “working age” or age 25-64. 
SOURCE: Author’s Calculations based on Lumina Foundation Strategy Lab’s “States with Higher Education 
Attainment Goals” (2024). 

State defined baseline goals for the percent of a defined adult population* 

with a post-secondary credential

https://www.luminafoundation.org/stronger-nation/report/static/States_with_Higher_Education_Attainment_Goals.pdf
https://www.luminafoundation.org/stronger-nation/report/static/States_with_Higher_Education_Attainment_Goals.pdf
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social mixers, and being paired with a 
mentor are intended to help scholars 
grow professionally and to facilitate 
the development of a professional 
network.  Meanwhile, business partners 
engage to grow talent locally with the 
aim of diversifying their workforce, and 
Kalamazoo Promise staff host business-
focused workshops to share best practices 
in internships, diversity, and inclusion, 
with the goal of integrating interns most 
effectively in the work culture.

Adult  Le ar ne rs and  Pro mi se 
Programs  

In response to an increasing demand 
for a skilled workforce, 45 states have set 
targets to boost the number of individuals 
statewide who have a credential.  For 
example, Michigan’s Department 
of Labor and Economic Opportunity 
established the “Sixty by 30” program, 
with the goal of boosting the percentage 
of working-age adults with a credential 
from 51.1 percent to 60 percent by 2030.

Promise programs are in a unique 
position to partner with these statewide 
initiatives by offering pathways for 
adults to enhance their skills and 
competitiveness in the job market. One 
example of such a collaboration is found 
in Tennessee, where TN Promise and 
TN Reconnect both provide financial 
resources toward degree attainment 
and a workforce network of community/
industry partners that mentor students. 
While TN Promise focuses on guiding 
high school students through college and 

career exploration and placement, TN 
Reconnect—started four years after TN 
Promise—caters to adult learners who 
have not yet received a degree, offering 
tuition-free access to community or 
technical college and career guidance. 
According to a study published by the 
Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury, 
compared to non-Reconnect students, 
Reconnect students are more likely to 
earn workforce-ready credentials for 
state-designated high-demand jobs. 
This suggests that combining financial 
assistance with career guidance may be a 
worthwhile strategy. Both programs are 
bolstered by Tennessee’s “Drive to 55 
Alliance,” which includes partners from 
the private sector, community leaders, 
and nonprofits, who support both 
traditional and adult learners through 
mentorship, career exploration, and 
placement efforts.

“The evolution of 
Promise program 
design highlights the 
importance of adapting 
college success 
initiatives to meet the 
needs of students, 
employers, and local 
communities.” 

https://www.luminafoundation.org/stronger-nation/report/static/States_with_Higher_Education_Attainment_Goals.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/mileap/higher-education/sixty-by-30
https://www.luminafoundation.org/stronger-nation/report/#/progress/state/MI
https://www.tn.gov/tnpromise.html
https://tnreconnect.gov/
https://comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/orea/advanced-search/2022/ReconnectExecSumm.pdf
https://comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/orea/advanced-search/2022/ReconnectExecSumm.pdf
https://driveto55.org/
https://driveto55.org/
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• Promise programs can combine scholarships with other guidance and
assistance to bolster student success. This can include academic and
personal coaching, case management, and comprehensive assistance
in addressing both academic and nonacademic challenges students
face in college. However, these navigation supports come with a cost,
which funders need to provide for as integral components of Promise
programs.

• Promise programming has highlighted a broader need for tighter
alignment between higher education and business and industry. A
tighter connection which supports student learning, ties learning to
industry standards and content and facilitates work-based learning
is mutually beneficial. Promise programs increasingly recognize this
need to provide career guidance and facilitate work experience and
internship opportunities and increasingly serve as an important link
between business, education and student needs.

• States are increasingly emphasizing the importance of credential
attainment among adult learners. Some have developed Promise
programs for adult learners that waive tuition and fees. States also are
trying to redesign admission and support services to remove some of
the barriers adults face in completing career-readiness programs.

Policy Recommendations

The evolution of Promise program 
design highlights the importance of 
adapting college success initiatives to 
meet the needs of students, employers, 
and local communities. Although lack of 
money is a key challenge, it is hardly the 
only difficulty in connecting students—
both students of traditional college age 

and adult learners—to greater economic 
opportunity through better jobs. As 
programs have grown to appreciate the 
importance of college navigation, career 
networks, work experiences, and local 
employer demand, they have pivoted to 
trying to build the partnerships needed to 
achieve these broader goals.
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3 Exciting Support Models to 

Supercharge 
Community College Outcomes

The persistent issue of low completion 
rates in community colleges, particularly 
when compared to their four-year 
university counterparts, underscores the 
need for innovative and effective ways to 
raise these rates. Community colleges are 
tasked with serving all kinds of students, 
from dual-enrolled high-schoolers to 
recent high school graduates, to displaced 

workers needing to reskill, to senior 
citizens pursuing personal enrichment. 
The needs of these diverse types of 
students are different, and community 
colleges have limited resources with 
which to meet them, as they receive much 
less public funding per student than 
four-year institutions. Yet the returns 
to completing credentials at community 

by Kathleen Bolter

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter; photographs by Christina Morillo, Armin Rimoldi, Stanley Morales, and Pixabay via 
Pexels; and Kenny Eliason via Unsplash.

https://nscresearchcenter.org/completing-college/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/completing-college/
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/public-funding-community-colleges.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/public-funding-community-colleges.html
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college can be quite high, particularly 
in certain programs and for individuals 
from low-income backgrounds.  Having 
more educated residents in an area can 
boost earnings not just for the educated 
individuals but other workers in the area 
as well.

But improving completion rates is 
a difficult challenge for community 
colleges to tackle on their own. For 
many students, it is not the academics 
that serve as barriers to completion, 
but rather life circumstances and 

understanding how to navigate the 
college bureaucracy. 

Fortunately, several experiments 
over the past few years have validated a 
promising approach—that of providing 
wraparound services targeted to specific 
groups of community college students. 
The models highlighted below show 
different ways for structuring such 
programs, with an emphasis on programs 
with multiple funding streams to help 
balance program costs.

CU N Y ASAP 
Wraparound services for qual if ied ful l -t ime students

The City University of New York’s (CUNY) Accelerated Study in Associate 
Programs (ASAP) is a comprehensive program designed to assist students 
pursuing associate degrees at various CUNY institutions, including 
community colleges. 

CUNY ASAP offers a range of support, including the following:

• Financial resources such as tuition waivers for financially needy students,
textbook assistance, and transit cards

• Structured academic pathways, including full-time enrollment with block-
scheduled first-year courses and continuous enrollment in developmental
education

• Direct support services like personalized advising, tutoring, and career
development

• Early engagement opportunities to build a sense of community

The program’s primary goal is to help students overcome barriers to graduation. A 
recent  evaluation of the program showed that students participating in the program 
had a graduation rate of 53 percent within three years, compared to a graduation rate 
of only 25 percent for students of similar backgrounds not in the program. The program 
is relatively expensive, costing $3,990 more per student per year to operate, or about 
60 percent higher than the cost of providing traditional college support services. It is 
funded jointly by the State of New York and City of New York.   

1

https://doi.org/10.3368/jhr.54.4.1015.7449R2
https://bfi.uchicago.edu/insight/research-summary/community-colleges-and-upward-mobility/
https://www.nber.org/reporter/spring-2005/social-returns-human-capital
https://www1.cuny.edu/sites/asap/about/#1676587652064-50671a71-e39b
https://www1.cuny.edu/sites/asap/evaluation/#1485896758384-38213ace-5ac5
https://www.mdrc.org/work/publications/frequently-asked-questions-about-cunys-accelerated-study-associate-programs-asap
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St ay t h e  Course
Case management  for students with f inancial  hardships

Launched at Tarrant County College’s (TCC) Trinity River campus, Stay 
the Course was developed in a collaboration between Catholic Charities 
Fort Worth and the Wilson Sheehan Lab for Economic Opportunities at 
the University of Notre Dame. The program focuses on intensive case 
management with emergency financial assistance.

Stay the Course offers several supports:

• Tarrant County College students are paired with a social worker or “navigator,” who
provides comprehensive case management.

• Case management includes referrals to resources:  access to tutors, child-care
services, health services, and government programs and benefits such as SNAP
(the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program), mentoring to build trust, and
coaching to address unforeseen problems.

• Students can access emergency financial assistance for nonacademic expenses
of up to $500 per semester, with a maximum of $1,500 over a three-year period.

A randomized control study of the program showed that the comprehensive case 
management program, combined with emergency financial aid, significantly increased 
persistence and degree completion, especially for women. Overall, the program tripled 
the likelihood that female students would earn an associate degree in three years. The 
program was estimated to cost $5,640 per student over three years of enrollment, and 
is funded by TCC in partnership with Catholic Charities Forth Worth.

2

https://www.tccd.edu/services/support-services/stay-the-course/
https://www.tccd.edu/services/support-services/stay-the-course/
https://leo.nd.edu/news/lessons-learned-stay-the-coursetm/
https://fortworthbusiness.com/education/catholic-charities-fort-worth-and-tarrant-county-college-partner-to-help-students-thrive/
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O n e  Mil l io n  Degrees
Support ive services for low-income students

One Million Degrees is a Chicago-area nonprofit that offers 
comprehensive support to overcome financial, personal, academic, and 
professional barriers that may hinder students from graduating. 

One Million Degrees offers support for students in the following ways:

• Students receive annual performance-based stipends—based on meeting
program participation goals—of up to $1,000 to address financial needs and
promote financial security. Monthly workshops include financial literacy training to
assist students in managing their budgets.

• They also meet regularly with program coordinators, who offer academic guidance
and support in addressing personal issues affecting school engagement.

• The program provides tutoring services and support for critical academic tasks,
including course registration, financial aid documentation, and academic planning.

• Each student is matched with a mentor in their field of interest and attends
professional development events and workshops.

• Coaches offer personalized support, job shadowing, and networking opportunities
to help students achieve their career and personal goals.

According to a recent randomized control study of the program, One Million Degrees 
boosted associate degree attainment by 18 percent, from 39 percent in the control 
group to 46 percent for program participants. Chicago City Colleges recently announced 
it will invest $5 million from 2023 to 2026, supplemented by more than $10 million 
in philanthropic support, to expand the program to the rest of the city’s community 
colleges. 

3

https://onemilliondegrees.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Tribune-Op-Ed-May-2023.pdf
https://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/ee626ee3dc0e30bc367bae2029d6a1306e6ef7a3/store/4673715a5ce0fecf5b0f5645bc6316c0058e7569e40ace9957848c5a94d3/IEL+OMD+One-Sheet+FINAL.pdf
https://onemilliondegrees.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Tribune-Op-Ed-May-2023.pdf
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Expensive  b ut  Imp act ful

These models offer strategies for 
community colleges seeking to boost 
completion rates and provide their 
students with the resources and support 
they need to succeed. By emphasizing 
comprehensive services, personal 
mentoring, emergency aid, and academic 
guidance, these programs exemplify 
the potential for transformative change 
in the community college landscape, 
offering students a clearer path to 
academic success and meaningful 
credentials. 

The implementation of such programs 
is not without financial challenges, as 
the initial costs can lead to “sticker 
shock” for communities considering 
their adoption. For example, replicating 
the CUNY ASAP program in Ohio 
demonstrated impressive results, 
including a 16 percentage point increase 

in associate degree attainment among 
program participants. Yet, despite the 
success, concerns over program costs 
led to only one of three pilot schools 
continuing its implementation. 

Nevertheless, focusing solely on short-
term costs may undercut the long-term 
benefits of these programs, as they 
begin to pay for themselves relatively 
quickly, driven by increased course 
enrollment, improved retention, and 
higher graduation rates. Compared to 
other initiatives, these programs have a 
high return on investment. Furthermore, 
having a growing pool of college 
graduates contributes to increased 
tax revenues, reduced public benefits 
spending, and greater civic engagement. 
All of this generates extended benefits 
for the entire community. In a 
landscape where education accessibility 
and opportunity are of paramount 
importance, these models represent 
potential avenues to enhance community 

https://www.mdrc.org/news/press-release/ohio-programs-based-cuny-s-accelerated-study-associate-programs-asap-nearly
https://www.mdrc.org/news/press-release/ohio-programs-based-cuny-s-accelerated-study-associate-programs-asap-nearly
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• Community colleges should adopt and adapt successful models from
other institutions. Sharing best practices and providing resources for
replication can help improve community college outcomes nationwide.

• Postsecondary leaders should allocate available funds to develop
and sustain comprehensive support programs for community college
students.

• They should also encourage public-private partnerships to supplement
funding for these programs, particularly with philanthropic and
business support.

• Leaders need to engage in a longer-term view of the costs and benefits
of comprehensive support programs, recognizing that the initial
investment may yield significant long-term savings through increased
tax revenues and reduced public-benefits expenditures.

Policy Recommendations



Policies for Place: How to Make Sustainable Investments in Communities

53

Responsive Training
Driving Innovation Economies

by Iryna V. Lendel

The workforce has always been a crucial 
factor in driving innovation: people are 
a fundamental resource responsible for 
creating knowledge that can ultimately 
lead to breakthroughs. When we think of 
the workforce’s role in innovation, we 
picture engineers, inventors, and highly 
skilled technicians in university labs 
and private research facilities. Inventive 
companies and industries, however, 

need many different skills and jobs, from 
skilled equipment operators to chief 
scientists. Forward-thinking regions 
realize the need for such breadth and 
focus on cultivating the essential skills, 
knowledge, and attitudes necessary for 
an innovative economy. Their goal is 
to make workforce training programs 
responsive to demand and aligned with 
the community’s needs.

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter; photographs by Anamul Rezwan, Andrea Piacquadio, Mikhail Nilov, and Pixabay via Pexels
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How Com p anie s  C an H e lp
Bui ld  the  Innovat io n 
Workforce

Ensuring communities are innovation-
ready means getting companies more 
involved in workforce training through 
contributing to the design, monitoring 
quality, and even offering instruction. 
Companies need to invest resources in 
these training programs if they want 
skilled workers. As described below, 
several communities have adopted place-
based models of comprehensive training 
efforts in partnership with employers. 

Examples of these programs include the 
following:

Th e  Wo r kAd van ce  Mo d e l

The WorkAdvance model was launched 
in 2011 by four organizations in multiple 
locations: Madison Strategies Group/
Tulsa Community WorkAdvance (New 
York City/Tulsa), Per Scholas (New York 
City), St. Nicks Alliance (New York City), 
and Towards Employment (Northeast 
Ohio). Each organization provides 
focused training in a specific sector, 
such as IT, manufacturing, professional 
services, or health care, and tries to 
meet the needs of both job seekers 
and employers. They receive funding 
through a combination of federal, state, 
and local government sources, as well 
as from private philanthropy. Many 
community-based workforce programs 

The Work Advance Model

Recruitment 
and Screening 

of Potential 
Trainees

Technical and 
Soft Skills 

Training at No 
Cost

Job 
Placement 

with 
Employers

Up to Two-
Years of Free 
Personalized 

Career 
Coaching

https://www.mdrc.org/work/publications/meeting-needs-job-seekers-and-employers
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highlight program logistics and details 
to encourage signing up for training 
among unemployed and low-wage 
working adults. Some providers offer free 
information sessions or open houses for 
applicants and their families, with the 
aim of gaining their trust and convincing 
them that the opportunity is not a scam 
and really is offered at no cost to the 
participants.

While each WorkAdvance program 
focuses on training in transferable and 
certifiable skills for different industries, 
the basic structure follows several core 
elements. First, the organization screens 
potential trainees before enrollment, 
ensuring they have the right work ethic 
and personality for the client businesses. 
The organizations next provide technical 
and soft-skills training at no cost to 
the trainee. They then facilitate specific 
matches between the trainees and 
employers. Finally, to increase employee 
retention, graduates receive one to 
two years of free, personalized career 
coaching. Depending on the strength 
of the program’s implementation, the 
WorkAdvance model has been shown to 
increase earnings for participants both in 
the short and long term.

This model has thus emerged as 
a promising approach to workforce 
development for workers without college 
degrees, although many programs 
remain relatively small and can be 
difficult to scale up, as funding is an 
issue. The preemptive screening also 
means that some of the most vulnerable 
workers may not benefit from this 
approach. 

Pro j e ct  Q UES T

Project QUEST provides unemployed 
and working-poor residents of San 
Antonio with employment training and 
job placement services. Enrollees must 
demonstrate economic need by earning 
less than half of the median family 
income for the city. The program’s 
funding comes primarily from San 
Antonio’s general fund, with some 
support from private philanthropy. 
Through the utilization of its in-house 
Applicant Information Management 
system, QUEST tries to demonstrate its 
cost-effectiveness, documenting return 
on investment in employment training 
through increased tax revenue and 
reduced dependence on other city-funded 
social services.

The program provides tuition subsidies 
to participants while they are enrolled in 
associate degree or certificate programs 
at local community colleges. The 
supported programs are occupation-
specific, selected by QUEST staff based 
on occupations that are in high demand 
in the San Antonio labor market and 
occupations that lead to family-
supporting wages. QUEST also provides 
concomitant wraparound services, 
including rental assistance, scholarships, 
job interview preparation, money for 
books, and more. 

Project QUEST has been adopted in 
other locations in Texas and Arizona 
under different names, including VIDA 
(Valley Initiative for Development and 
Advancement) in the Rio Grande Valley 
of Texas, Capital IDEA in Austin and 

https://www.mdrc.org/work/publications/encouraging-evidence-sector-focused-advancement-strategy-0
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/WorkAdvance_7-Year_Report.pdf
https://questsa.org/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1946


56

Policies for Place: How to Make Sustainable Investments in Communities

Houston, Project ARRIBA (Advanced 
Retraining and Redevelopment Initiative 
in Border Areas) in El Paso, and JobPath 
in Tucson, Arizona.  

Since its inception, Project Quest 
has assisted San Antonians to pursue 
emerging careers in health care, 
manufacturing and trades, and 
information technology. Right now, the 
wraparound services of the project can 
include rental assistance, scholarships, 
job interview prep, funds for tuition and 
books, and more. 

The core challenge that programs 
such as Project QUEST in San Antonio 
face is how to diffuse these models at 
scale. According to MIT Professor Paul 
Osterman, too many community college 
enrollees fail to complete their programs, 

and the job-training programs are 
small relative to the size of their labor 
markets. In addition, not all employers 
partnering in training take high-quality 
training programs seriously as a source 
of employees. Overall, he argues that 
the problem is threefold: 1) resources 
to support community colleges and 
training programs have been falling, 2) 
there are challenges in organizational 
reform in terms of adopting best 
practices and weeding out weak ones, 
and 3) stakeholders must learn how to 
build regional compacts of employers, 
governments, community colleges, and 
community groups that come together 
with a shared commitment to assemble 
a real skill development system in their 
region. 

The Project QUEST Model

Tuition Subsidies 
to Students 

Demonstrating 
Economic Need

Wrap-around Services 
including Financial 
Support, Success 

Coaching, Job Readiness 
Training and More. 

Training in 
Careers Only 

for In-demand 
Industries and 
Occupations

$$$

https://news.mit.edu/2020/3-questions-skills-education-and-workforce-training-1029
https://news.mit.edu/2020/3-questions-skills-education-and-workforce-training-1029


Policies for Place: How to Make Sustainable Investments in Communities

57

Employer R e s o urce  N et works 

Employer Resource Networks (ERNs) 
are private-public associations whose 
purpose is to improve workforce 
retention through employee support 
and training. Each network consists 
of a consortium of small to midsize 
businesses that pool resources to provide 
various forms of assistance to entry-level 
(often lower-wage) employees. As of the 
end of 2022, there were 29 active ERNs 
in the following eight states: Indiana, 
Kentucky, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, 
New York, Pennsylvania, and Tennessee. 
Another six states had ERNs under 
development. Participation of businesses 
in ERNs has led to improved employee 
retention and lower hiring costs.

ERN design varies based on the specific 
needs identified by businesses and 
the workforce they aim to assist. This 
may involve having career coaches 
on-site at business locations, at easily 
accessible supported sites (such as in 
the midst of an office park or industrial 
park), or rotating across participating 
companies. Employees benefit from 
easy access to career coaches who help 
address attendance, transportation, 
child care, and health-related needs, 
often by connecting workers to other 
sources of assistance they may not have 
known about. Coaches also organize 
free tax-filing aid, financial literacy 
sessions, homeownership counseling, 
and additional training opportunities. 
This semipersonalized social casework 

The  Employer Resource Network (ERN) Model

ERNsERNs

Consortium of 
Small to Midsize   

Businesses

Employees 
Facing 

Barriers to 
Work

Community 
Partners

ERNs provide success coaches 
who work with employees and 
direct them to resources that then 
help them to:

• Improve employment skills
• Overcome personal barriers
• Prepare for advancement

opportunities

The issues addressed by the ERN 
are tailored to the specific needs 
identified by the businesses. 

https://ern-usa.com/application/files/8917/0167/7758/2022_annual_report.pdf
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approach fosters greater attachment 
between workers and employers, aiming 
to reduce turnover and promote a 
stronger career ladder.

A diverse and adaptable workforce is 
essential for driving innovation within 
companies and industries. As businesses 
evolve and innovation reshapes 
industries, it’s crucial to recognize the 
important role of the entire workforce, 
not just the most highly skilled 
individuals. Addressing labor shortages 
and fostering innovation demands a 
responsive training system aligned 
with the evolving needs of industries. 
Companies playing an active role in 
workforce training produce benefits not 

just for themselves but also contribute 
toward regional growth more broadly as 
workers gain versatile transferable skills 
and qualifications essential for thriving in 
an innovative economy. The place-based 
models of training get better traction 
with employers if they respond to specific 
shortages in regional sectors (i.e., 
demand-driven) and offer more than 
just pure training. A few aforementioned 
examples offer customized wraparound 
support services, such as soft-skills 
mentoring, transportation and day-care 
support, and other nontraining supports 
that can help job seekers overcome their 
challenges in finding and maintaining 
employment. 

• Encourage the development and implementation of local, demand-
driven workforce training programs that involve collaboration between
educational institutions, local governments, businesses, and
community organizations.

• Make sure workforce training is effective. Effective workforce training
is not just about classroom instruction; it often requires resources
to facilitate ongoing conversations between training providers and
employers to ensure the full set of needed skills are being taught.
Resources that address worker challenges can pay for themselves in
greater retention.

• Ensure that training programs focus not only on immediate skill
acquisition but also on developing transferable credentials and skills
that enhance workforce flexibility, allowing individuals to adapt to
changing industry needs and secure employment opportunities.

Policy Recommendations



Policies for Place: How to Make Sustainable Investments in Communities

59

Q
+

A
Monique Stanton

Tell us about something interesting you 
are working on right now at the Michigan 
League for Public Policy.

The Michigan League for Public Policy 
(MLPP), in partnership with Michigan 
United, is currently developing a proactive 
policy agenda specifically aimed at aiding 
individuals with very-low-to-no income 
and integrating them into local community 
discussions, especially concerning place-
making strategies. This initiative focuses 
on both urban and rural areas, recognizing 
the often-overlooked population 
experiencing deep levels of poverty.

President  and CEO 

Michigan League for  Publ ic  Pol icy

by  Kyle Huisman

“GoFundMe should not 
be functioning as our 
national safety net.” 

Interviews with 
members of our 
Policies for Place 
Advisory Network

https://www.upjohn.org/major-initiatives/promise-investing-community/about-initiative/research-affiliates
https://www.upjohn.org/major-initiatives/promise-investing-community/about-initiative/research-affiliates
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The League is also actively collaborating 
with a coalition led by Mothering 
Justice to advocate for paid family 
leave. Having access to paid family 
leave during one of the most vulnerable 
times in an individual’s life is crucial, 
particularly for hourly workers with low 
incomes and for women of color, who 
often serve as primary caretakers and 
lack access to such benefits.

Additionally, MLPP is exploring ways 
to improve the social safety net. 
GoFundMe should not be functioning 
as our national safety net. The League 
is considering recommendations to 
reform TANF and the cash assistance 
program, with the aim of helping people 
in crisis transition to more sustainable 
resources and opportunities, such as 
education and career pathways.
Some of our other recent areas of focus 
include advocating for the expansion 
of the Child Tax Credit and exploring 
Guaranteed Basic Income Pilots, like the 
Rx Kids program in Flint and the GBI 
project in Ann Arbor. 

How did you become interested in place-
based issues?

We can’t do policy work without 
being interconnected to community. 
Thinking about place is essential. A 
big part of what we do at the League 
revolves around tax and budget, and 
we understand that the impact of 
policy decisions in these areas made at 
the state and federal level eventually 
flows down to local communities. It’s 
also important to understand that 

many important decisions that affect 
community life, such as decisions made 
about libraries, downtowns, and local 
parks, are made at the local level. We 
want to make sure that we can help 
interconnect people and that people 
have a voice in those decisions.

How should states and localities be 
spending their money to promote place-
based prosperity? 

States and localities should prioritize 
equity, both economic and racial, in 
their spending to promote place-based 
prosperity. For example, an equitable 
school-funding formula is key to 
investing in communities. MLPP has 
been an advocate for policies reflected 
in some of the recent reforms to 
Michigan’s school-funding formula, 
which increased state funding for high-
poverty districts, districts with many 
English Learners, and districts having 
students with disabilities.

At the League, we have said for a long 
time that our state budget is a moral 
document, and what we choose to 
spend is a description of what our 
values are. So, are we valuing things 
like high-quality education? Are we 
using our resources to address equity? 
Are we making sure that children are 
truly getting the care that they need? 
These are the questions state and 
local policymakers need to consider in 
deciding how to allocate their resources.

https://www.motheringjustice.org/?
https://www.motheringjustice.org/?
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Mary Donegan
As s oc i ate Profess or I n  Residence

U ni versi ty  of  Connecti cut

Tell us about some of the interesting 
sustainability-focused place-based 
policies the Connecticut Roundtable on 
Climate and Jobs has been working on.

The Connecticut Roundtable on Climate 
and Jobs is a coalition comprising 
individuals from environmental 
conservation groups, social justice 
organizations, religious institutions, 
and labor unions. Our aim is to facilitate 
a just and equitable transition to 
renewable energy.

In Connecticut, we’ve already had 
success in passing legislation to help 
secure a just transition to sustainable 
energy. The Roundtable wrote and 
helped enact State Senate Bill 999 in 
2021. Previously, only natural gas plants 
in Connecticut were mandated to pay 
prevailing wages, run apprenticeship 

programs, and provide certain 
worker benefits. This bill extended 
these requirements to many types of 
renewable energy operations, including 
large-scale solar plants, thereby aiding 
workers in carbon-reliant industries 
in transitioning to sustainable-energy 
jobs.

Connecticut has many deindustrialized 
cities dotting its shoreline, but it also 
has excellent ports and is an ideal 
location for offshore wind. We are 
currently involved in efforts to ensure 
that as much of the manufacturing work 
for these projects as possible is done 
in Connecticut. We also want to ensure 
that the jobs created are union jobs, and 
that robust apprenticeship programs 

“We need to figure out 
ahead of time how to 
balance the tensions 
between economic 
growth, equity, and 
the environment 
to ensure that 
the transition to 
sustainable energy 
benefits workers 
and promotes local 
prosperity.”



62

Policies for Place: How to Make Sustainable Investments in Communities

are set up in local communities to 
ensure that local people, particularly 
those who have historically been locked 
out of these types of jobs, benefit from 
the transition to renewables.

The Roundtable is also participating 
in projects to renovate Connecticut 
schools, focusing on cities with 
predominantly underrepresented and 
low-income populations. The objective 
is to create “carbon-free healthy 
schools,” addressing air quality and 
energy efficiency issues highlighted 
during the pandemic. In this endeavor, 
the Roundtable supports community 
organizations leading these retrofitting 
projects. Additionally, we want to 
create apprenticeship programs to 
ensure that jobs created by the projects 
go to locals. The idea is to create an 
education-to-workforce pathway 
designed to promote opportunities for 
disadvantaged Connecticut residents.

How did you become interested in 
sustainability-focused place-based 
issues? 

I came to work on place-based 
sustainability issues through my 
teaching career. As a teaching-track 
faculty member at the University 
of Connecticut, I sometimes teach 
classes beyond my comfort zone. 
This allows me to see links between 
research and policy that I may not 
have otherwise. One such class is 
called Sustainable Cities, in which I 
frequently encountered “straw-man 
tradeoffs” between labor interests 
and environmental goals. I wanted to 

demonstrate that advancing equity, 
labor, and environmental protection 
doesn’t have to involve such trade-
offs. Once my teaching headed in this 
direction, taking on an advocacy role 
quickly followed.

As a board member at the Roundtable, 
I leverage my research background to 
help dissect complex issues. Currently, 
we’re addressing the challenge of 
multiple manufacturing companies 
looking for similar types of labor, yet 
reluctant to invest in training. I’ve 
drawn on older work I did with Nichola 
Lowe to figure out how we can apply 
lessons from the biotech industry in 
North Carolina to offshore wind power 
projects in Connecticut. I’m also able to 
use my writing skills to craft op-eds for 
the Roundtable.

How should states and localities be 
spending their money to promote 
sustainable, place-based prosperity? 

It’s hard to predict when the big pots of 
federal money will come, and the rules 
they will come with. When those pots 
do appear, states often must scramble 
to get the money. What I would like 
to see states do is set up rules for 
transitioning to sustainable energy 
before the money is there, under the 
assumption that federal funding will 
eventually be provided. We need to 
figure out ahead of time how to balance 
the tensions between economic growth, 
equity, and the environment to ensure 
that the transition to sustainable energy 
benefits workers and promotes local 
prosperity.
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Edward Smith
Seni or  Pol i c y  Advi s or

Educ ati onCouns el  LLC

Tell us about something interesting 
you are working on right now at 
EducationCounsel.

EducationCounsel is currently working 
with the D.C. Office of the Deputy Mayor 
to address the issue of absenteeism 
in the D.C. School District. We are 
analyzing the effectiveness of various 
strategies and interventions in the K–12 
setting to reduce absenteeism. Part of 
our analysis includes reviewing each 
agency’s unique approach to this issue. 
Our goal is to foster better collaboration 
and facilitate cross-agency learning. To 
this end, we support a task force led by 
the Office of the Deputy Mayor called 
“Every Day Counts.” This task force 
unites representatives from relevant 
government agencies and external 
partners, including nonprofits and 

industry representatives. The aim is to 
advance a more unified approach to this 
challenge. Participating government 
agencies include the Child and Family 
Services Agency, Court Social Services 
Division, D.C. Public Charter School 
Board, D.C. Public Schools, and the 
Department of Behavioral Health. 

One example of an intervention being 
tried by the city, as part of a broader 
category of family engagement 
strategies pursued by local leaders, 
is a “nudging” intervention. This 
involves [the schools] sending text 
alerts to parents when their student 
has an unexcused absence. Parents of 
frequently absent students also receive 
a letter detailing what their child has 
missed and offering resources to help 
get them back on track.

“During the pandemic 
and recovery period 
there were a range 
of publicly—as 
well as privately—
funded targeted local 
programs to promote 
prosperity. . . These 
programs can be 
foundational to human 
thriving.”
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How did you become interested in place-
based issues?

My interest in place-based issues 
stemmed from my experiences in 
teaching and mentoring. Much of my 
policy analysis and evaluation work 
was at the national or state level, but I 
noticed there was space between those 
policies and the real-life conditions 
people face on the ground. Education, 
in particular, appeared highly relational 
and context-specific. I realized that 
community and environmental factors 
significantly affect teaching, learning, 
student success, and degree completion. 
Increasingly, I focused on how local 
actors could facilitate educational 
success and unite to overcome barriers 
students face. This has become a focal 
point of my career, and I’m grateful to 
continue this work at EducationCounsel.

How should states and localities be 
spending their money to promote place-
based prosperity? 

Two main points come to mind.

1. Data exchanges and data sharing 
are crucial. There’s a need for 
ongoing investment in enhancing 
the robustness and impact of 
data-sharing agreements across 
sectors, particularly for underserved 

and marginalized communities. 
For example, systems that help 
stakeholders understand education 
trends, experiences, and outcomes 
across sectors, locales, and states, 
such as the Western Interstate 
Commission for Higher Education’s 
Multistate Longitudinal Data 
Exchange, can help decision makers 
tackle some of our nation’s most 
pressing developmental challenges. 

2. During the pandemic and recovery 
period there were a range of 
publicly—as well as privately—
funded targeted local programs to 
promote prosperity. I would like 
to see the most promising of these 
programs brought to scale and made 
permanent by state and federal 
leaders. These programs can be 
foundational to human thriving.

One such program I was involved with 
[when I was at the Kresge Foundation] 
eliminated metro transit fees for 
students living in the Los Angeles 
Community College district region. This 
program positively impacted student 
progression and degree completion and 
evolved into a two-year pilot funded by 
the city of L.A. using pandemic recovery 
funds. The program was expanded 
to include all students attending 
community college in the district and 
is still ongoing. I hope we will see more 
permanent efforts along these lines 

https://www.wiche.edu/key-initiatives/multistate-longitudinal-data-exchange/
https://www.wiche.edu/key-initiatives/multistate-longitudinal-data-exchange/
https://www.metro-magazine.com/10197695/l-a-metro-extends-popular-gopass-pilot
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Jennifer Iriti
Ass istant  Vi ce Chanc el l or  for 

Res earc h I nc l usi on and O utreach 

U ni versi ty  of  P i ttsburgh

Tell us about something interesting you 
are working on right now as a research 
scientist at the University of Pittsburgh.

My colleagues and I are continuing 
our ongoing work with the Pittsburgh 
Promise. We are currently in the 
third year of evaluating an embedded 
coaching program in which coaches 
paid by the Promise, not Pittsburgh 
Public Schools, are embedded in 
specific high schools where significant 
shares of students do not reach the 
eligibility threshold for the Pittsburgh 
Promise. Coaches conduct one-on-one 
meetings with students and try to build 
relationships with them. These coaches 
not only help students with things 
like college applications, but they also 
connect students to financial and social 
support services, help them think 

through their postsecondary plans, and 
connect struggling students with tutors
As evaluators, our goal is to determine 
whether the coaching program is 
providing the necessary actions and 
support systems to help these students 
fulfill eligibility requirements. We 
are also documenting outcomes and 
analyzing patterns in the data to 
understand the program’s overall 
effectiveness. We are researchers, 
but we try to come at our work from a 
utility mindset by using data to help 
guide program improvements. For 
example, our data indicate that early on 
in the coaching program, the students 
receiving the most coaching time are 
often those who need it the least, as 

“While policymakers 
often focus on short-
term issues with 
immediate solutions, a 
shift toward the “long 
game” is crucial. This 
involves investing 
in an education 
system that is both 
robust and attuned 
to future workforce 
requirements.”
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they are already on track to qualify for 
the Pittsburgh Promise. To address this, 
we used our data to assist coaches in 
identifying and focusing on the student 
groups who have the greatest need for 
support and targeting their time to 
those groups.

How did you become interested in place-
based issues?

I became interested in the study 
of place-based issues after the 
establishment of the Pittsburgh 
Promise. Initially, the Heinz 
Endowments, an early investor and 
supporter of the program, recruited my 
colleagues and me to assess its impact 
on the behaviors and decisions of 
students, parents, and teachers. Later, 
the Pittsburgh Promise administrative 
leadership team decided they wanted 
continuous evaluation of the program, 
reflecting their dedication to data-
driven decision making and program 
adaptations. Thus, my longstanding 
role as an evaluator for the Pittsburgh 
Promise is at the root of my focus on 
place-based policy issues.

How should states and localities be 
spending their money to promote place-
based prosperity? 

The costs of higher education have 
outpaced income increases in many 
places, making it increasingly 
difficult for young people to pursue 
postsecondary education. Leaders at 
the state and local level need to be 
proactive in addressing this. They need 
to consider the kinds of jobs that will 
emerge in their state over the next 
decade and the driving forces behind 
their economy. While policymakers 
often focus on short-term issues with 
immediate solutions, a shift toward the 
“long game” is crucial. This involves 
investing in an education system 
that is both robust and attuned to 
future workforce requirements. Such 
investment, though its benefits may 
not be apparent for years, is essential. If 
communities fail to proactively develop 
strong, sustainable, and accessible 
avenues for young people and others in 
the labor market to enhance their skills, 
they risk falling behind other regions 
that prioritize a long-term vision.

The Policies for Place Advisory Network is an interdisciplinary group of 
experts in place-based policy. This network plays a pivotal role in ensuring 
that our research addresses key issues and generates meaningful 
outcomes. Additionally, advisors promote collaboration and facilitate 
connections with stakeholders, thereby enhancing the relevance and 
impact of our work. Members of the network help advance knowledge and 
drive positive change within the world of place-based policies.

Ab o u t  t h e  Po licies for Plac e  Advisory  Network
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The W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment 
Research is a private, not-for-profit, 
nonpartisan, independent research 
organization that has studied policy-related 
issues of employment and unemployment 
since its founding in 1945. 

https://www.upjohn.org/
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