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In 2018, the W.E. Upjohn Institute for 
Employment Research launched a major research 
initiative to explore how communities can create 
broadly shared prosperity by helping residents 
get and keep good jobs. This initiative—known 
as “Promise: Investing in Community”—has 
two primary goals: 1) to produce high-quality 
research on place-based issues, and 2) to take 
the results of this rigorous research and translate 
them into practical advice for policymakers. We 
want the knowledge generated by this initiative 
to be applied in the “real world” to strengthen 
communities.

How to better bridge research and practice has 
driven our work this year. It was a central theme 
of our annual convening—where we brought 
together our research affiliates, policy advisors, 
and practitioners—and discussed how to best 
achieve collaboration and coordination among 
different stakeholders. This theme permeated 
many of our presentations and op-eds this 
year, as we focused on evidence-backed ways 
to improve place-based scholarships, business 
incentives, pre-K, and workforce supports, among 
others, to more effectively and more broadly 
benefit residents in all communities. It was also 
echoed in Tim’s congressional testimony and later 
in the passage of the pilot Recompete Act (part of 
the Chips and Science Act of 2022), which is based 
on his research and provides $1 billion to fund a 
trial program to assist 10 distressed communities. 
And the theme has driven the redesign of our 4th 
annual report, Bridging Research and Practice to 
Achieve Community Prosperity.

This edition of our annual report includes 
a series of articles on how both research and 
practice can inform policy. We first feature key 
takeaways from our convening, as well as the 
highlights of conversations we had with some 
of our policy advisors and research affiliates. We 
next focus on policy lessons that can be learned 
from both research and practice in the five key 

areas of interest to our initiative: 1) workforce 
development, 2) place-based scholarships, 
3) economic development, 4) housing, and 5) 
child care. In adopting this format, we hope 
to further demonstrate that drawing on ideas 
and research from a diverse array of people can 
yield practical policy advice. 

The past few years have highlighted the 
geographic divide in prosperity between 
different places. This inequity creates major 
social and political issues: many residents’ 
potential capabilities in struggling areas are 
underutilized, and many residents in these 
places feel disconnected from our national 
economic and political institutions.  This 
regional divergence creates additional 
inequality: where someone is born and where 
they live has an outsized impact on their 
economic future. Increasingly, politicians 
and policymakers are turning to place-based 
policies to help provide opportunities to people 
in lagging places. In the past few years, many 
state and local areas have responded to these 
place-based problems with creative policies.

 Research into place-based policies is not 
effective unless it can be used by those who 
participate in making local action happen. 
We hope our annual report provides you an 
opportunity to connect with our work. It is our 
wish that the policies and recommendations 
within our report help spur effective initiatives 
to strengthen communities. 

Sincerely, 

Tim Bartik, Brad Hershbein, and 
Michelle Miller-Adams

Co-directors of the Upjohn Institute’s “Promise: 
Investing in Community” Initiative

A Letter 
from Our 
Directors

“Research into 
place-based 
policies is not 
effective unless 
it can be used 
by those who 
participate in 
making local 
action happen.” 
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On June 6, 2022, the W.E. Upjohn Institute’s “Promise: Investing in Community” 
research initiative held its third in-person convening. Our research affiliates and 
policy advisors, spanning expertise from a variety of fields and specializations, 
discussed several innovative place-based strategies designed to improve equitable 
job opportunities around the country.   

Here are some of the most interesting takeaways from our convening:

Key Takeaways on 
Effective Place-Based Policies
from Our 2022 Affiliate Convening 6

There needs to  be buy- in  and knowledge of  the  l ocal 
community  to  convince people  that  p lace-based 
programs are worthwhi le .  I t  is  a lso important  t o  k n ow 
whom to br ing to  the table  (and then do it ) ,  as  wel l 
as  how to encourage col laborat ion among diffe rent 
inst itut ions.  Those leading projects need to  devel op 
pol it ical  c lout  within  the community,  and the p eop l e 
involved with  programs need to  be integrated i nto th e 
community ’s  var ious systems. 

Local  credibi l ity  matters for program 
success. 

T h ere i s  val u e i n  h avi n g  som eon e b e the c onvener a nd 
b r i n g  resou rces to  th e ent i re  com m unity.  A s  pa rt  of 
th i s ,  p rog ram s n eed to  b e i m m u n e to  loc a l  pol it ic s . 
T h i s  m ean s th ere n eeds to  b e som e fores ight  a bout 
wh i ch  p roj ects are  g oi n g  to  b e conte ntious  a nd  how 
to m edi ate th i s  contenti on .  D i f ferent  groups  have 
d i f ferent  i n centi ves,  so i t  i s  i m p orta nt  to  be honest 
ab ou t  wh at  th e p rocess i s  an d com munic ate w hy 
p roj ects are  b ei n g  i m p l em ented th e way they a re. 
Prog ram s sh ou l d  b e desi g n ed n ot  j u st  to  s olve the 
p rob l em s of  th e m om ent,  b u t  a l so the problems  of  the 
f u tu re.  C om m u n i t i es n eed to  b ecom e a gents  of  their 
l on g -term  su stai n ab i l i ty  an d resi l i enc y.    

Partnerships with communities should 
be for the long haul .

Try i n g  to  b u i l d  p rog ram s ent i re l y  f rom the ground  up 
i s  a  reci p e for  d i saster,  an d “re i nventing the w heel”  is 
a  waste of  resou rces.  Power-sh ar i n g a nd  rec ogniz ing 
th at  fo l ks on  th e recei v i n g  en d of  the project  need 
to  b e p art  of  th e conversat i on  are  b oth importa nt  for 
b u i l d i n g  su ccessf u l  p rog ram s.  Part i c ipat ion s hould 
b e b road,  an d d i verse p eop l e  n eed to  feel  va lued  a nd 
h eard.   

O n e i nterest i n g  deb ate th at  cam e out  of  s ma l l  group 
d i scu ssi on  was over th e l evel  of  p ower-s ha r ing that 
i s  desi rab l e  i n  th e devel op m ent of  n ew  projects . 
Sh ou l d  com m u n i ty  g rou p s th at  stan d to  ga in  from a 
n ew i n i t i at i ve b e g i ven  d i rect  control  over d es igning 
an d p erh ap s even  adm i n i ster i n g  p rogra ms  that 
wi l l  af fect  th em ? O r i s  i t  b etter for  progra ms  to be 
devel op ed th rou g h  a  g i ve-an d-take proc es s ,  w ith 
l ocal  g overn m ent of f i c i a l s  an d p ol i cy  ex perts  s eeking 
com m u n i ty  i n p u t  to  h el p  g u i de th em  in  c raft ing 
p ol i c i es th at  are  con si stent  wi th  b u d get c onstra ints 
an d l eg al  l i m i tat i on s?

Build  on existing systems when 
possible. 

Because resources are  often a  barr ier  for  proje cts,  i t 
is  important  to  design programs that  move the n eedl e 
on the overal l  s ituat ion rather than help  just  a  few 
people.  This  means understanding the broader l esson s 
learned and the techniques that  were successf u l . 
Scale  should  be thought  of  as  depth,  breadth,  an d 
sustainabi l i ty.  Not  a l l  projects wi l l  work  the sa m e way, 
and repl icat ion needs to  be adaptive to  f igure ou t  th e 
core mechanisms at  work. 

Scale and repl ication are cr it ical . 

1

2

3
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by Kathleen Bolter & Kyle Huisman

Photograph by Jimmy Conover via Unsplash 
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Practit ioners often seek to  understand what  speci f i c 
programs work and why.  Data are  an important 
way to  track and conf i rm whether projects are 
successful  but  gather ing data can be d iff icult . 
Processes for  col lect ing data for  program evalu at i on 
should  thus be incorporated into the program at  i ts 
inception.  Research and program evaluat ion shou l d 
be based on a  mutual ly  benefic ia l  re lat ionship 
and c lose communicat ion between researchers 
and pract it ioners.  Evaluat ions are  not  just  abou t 
outcomes but  about  the process or  procedure;  th e 
context  is  important .  I t  is  essentia l  for  research ers 
to  draw out  what  is  most useful  for  pract it ione rs to 
know.

Programs need to prove their  impact. 

A panel  of  pract it ioners who part ic ipated in  the 
convening made several  interest ing points abo u t  h ow 
they use research.  Pol icymakers prefer program s th at 
have a l ready been tr ied in  other c it ies and r igorou sl y 
studied.  They want  researchers to  g ive them co n crete 
recommendations on next  steps in  implementin g  a 
specif ic  program,  not  just  summaries of  the long -term 
impacts of  s imi lar  programs.  Panel ists  a lso d iscu ssed 
the need to  establ ish a  cr iter ion for  evaluat ing 
program success at  i ts  outset,  instead of  doing  so ad 
hoc. 

The research that  pol icymakers want 
to use is  not  always the type that 
academics produce. 

Overall, the convening produced many interesting insights related to place-
based policy research and implementation. Strong local leadership is essential 
for program success. Leaders must anticipate areas where programs might cause 
contention among certain interest groups and communicate openly with them 
at the outset. Programs should have a long-term vision and must be adapted and 
scaled to the needs of specific communities to replicate success. Researchers need 
to keep their audience in mind when communicating findings. 

Th anks to  everyone who attended and part ic ipate d!

5

6
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Q
+

A
Nicky Grist

How do you see parts of your work 
intersecting with our place-based initiative 
at Upjohn, with its focus on local college 
scholarship, and workforce development 
programs?

At the Cities for Financial Empowerment 
Fund, our primary constituents are local 
governments. They obviously have a very 
place-based perspective, but the services 
and strategies we help them with focus 
more on individuals and households. To 

Lisa-Nicol le  (Nicky)  Gr ist  has spent  her 
career as  a  researcher and administrator 
doing work to  strengthen local  communit ies. 
She current ly  serves as the chief  of  research, 
evaluat ion,  and f inance at  the Cit ies for 
F inancia l  Empowerment Fund.  She previously 
served as the senior  d i rector of  evaluat ion 
for  the National  Urban League.  Pr ior  to  that , 
she spent  14 years as a  nonprof it  executive 
d i rector at  both a  community-based housing 
counsel ing agency and a  nat ional  socia l 
pol icy  advocacy organizat ion.

me, the intersection is in the hypothesis 
that the financial stability of individuals 
and households is necessary for community 
stability. The hope is that increasing 
financial empowerment for individuals and 
households will increase a community’s 
resilience to economic shocks. We are 
also looking at ways in which financial 
empowerment can support college access. 
The place-based scholarships are an 
interesting topic to us. We are looking into 
whether students are savvy in the way they 
use scholarship money, and whether we 
can help students better understand how to 
make financial decisions around college-
going with the aid they are getting.

What is something interesting that you are 
working on right now?

Several years ago, our CEO coined the term 
“supervitamin effect” to describe the effect 
that financial empowerment can have 
on public programs. The idea behind the 
concept is that increasing financial stability 
for individuals can help them succeed in 
other aspects of their lives, and this helps 
public programs function more efficiently. 
We are trying to demonstrate how local 
financial counselling programs can have 
this effect. We have 30 different localities 
that offer free professional financial 
counseling as a public service, and we are 
working with them to study the effects 
of these programs. For example, we are 
looking at whether financial counseling can 
help workforce programs connect people 
with better jobs or encourage them to stay 
a little longer in their current jobs, so that 
they don’t accept a new job that does not 
earn enough for them to pay their bills. 

So, your organization works in conjunction 
with local government to administer these 
programs?

We provide grants to local governments to 
get these programs off the ground, as well 
as technical assistance to help cities either 
replicate a program model or create their 
own strategies. We don’t provide long-
term funding, it’s very much just a seed 
grant. We then help local governments 
create program sustainability plans to 
include in their budgets.

How did you become interested in place-
based issues personally?

My early interest was in affordable housing 
and community development. I think my 
interest came from a personal idea that 
having a home that feels like a good base 
is a foundation for the rest of your life. 
I really wanted to help people have that 
foundation. Having a community that feels 
like a solid base is an extension of the idea. 
My work in financial empowerment came 
out of work I previously did that focused 
on affordable housing in New York City. It 
was a natural transition. Rent or mortgage 
is somebody’s biggest expense, so the more 
you talk to people about housing, the more 
you end up talking to them about money. 

“Increasing financial stability 
for individuals can help them 
succeed in other aspects of 
their lives, and this helps 
public programs function more 
efficiently.”

by  Kyle Huisman
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Olugbenga Ajilore 
Dr.  Olugbenga Aj i lore  serves as the senior 
advisor for  the Off ice of  the Under Secretary 
for  Rural  Development at  the USDA.  He was 
formerly  a  professor of  economics at  the 
University  of  Toledo and a  senior  economist 
at  the Center for  American Progress.  Much 
of  h is  research has involved studying local 
pol ic ies that  affect  economic development. 
He is  an aff i l iate  with  the Upjohn Inst itute’s 
“Promise:  Investing in  Community.”

Tell us about something interesting you 
are working on right now at the Rural 
Development office of the USDA.   

  
That would be the Rural Partners Network, 
which connects communities to 13 
different government agencies, including 
the USDA. The federal government offers 
over 50 rural development programs 
of various types. But there are barriers 
to accessing these programs, and 
communities might not know which 
program is right for their needs. The 
ability to pay for the application process 

is another barrier—the process can be 
prohibitively expensive. Even if you get 
through that and apply successfully, can 
you even manage the grant? There are 
barriers at every part of the process of 
accessing programs, so we go to these 
communities and evaluate what their 
needs are and connect them to appropriate 
programs.   
 

What can researchers do to better 
communicate findings with policymakers, 
and to better work with policymakers in 
general?   

  
Understand what your results are 
saying and how they can be used. Part of 
understanding what your work is saying 
is understanding who you are serving. 
For example, the idea that “economic 
development policy is all about jobs” 
may make sense in a place where you 
have running water, but it’s narrow in 
scope versus thinking about economic 
development as place-making. When 
you talk about place-making, you want 
a community that’s livable, with quality 
housing, clean water, good schools, and 
roads. You need to think about economic 
development holistically.   
  

You also need to consider the history 
of communities you are researching to 
understand why they are disadvantaged. 

This is where acknowledgment of structural 
racism comes in. If you don’t acknowledge 
that history, you might just say that certain 
communities don’t want government 
help. Yeah, they don’t want it because 60 
years ago the federal government built a 
road right through their community and 
destroyed it. In cases like this, it’s not 
an access or knowledge issue that keeps 
communities from accessing programs, it’s 
a trust issue.  Other communities may not 
know about the help available to them. That 
might be a knowledge issue. Researchers 
need to understand the history of these 
communities so they can tailor their 
solutions properly.  
 

How did you become interested in rural 
issues? 

 
When I got to the Center for American 
Progress in August 2018, we were trying 
to figure out how to reach Trump voters, 
and trying also to understand why 
democrats lost the Midwest. We talk 
about rural America, but that’s kind of 
a misnomer, to the point that we don’t 
even know what it is. You can’t just say 
“rural America” because it doesn’t tell 
you about that place. So, first, you have to 
redefine rural America. You have the Black 
Belt, the colonias, the Great Plains, tribal 
communities with their own sovereign 
governments, and so on. There are certain 
similar patterns that cause problems across 
different rural communities. For example, 
the lack of public services, or companies 
that turn areas into monopsonies or 
“company towns” to lower costs. But if 
we can understand the diversity of these 
different communities, then we will be 
better able to target our solutions to their 
problems. 

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

Like most states, our college-going rate 
since COVID has gone down. In our case 
it dropped from 61 percent to about 52 
percent. We are using some county-level 
interventions to keep the FAFSA filing 
rate high and get the college-going rate 
back up. Advise Tennessee is a program 
modeled on the college-advising core. We 
have 30 advisors who work with one, two, 
or three high schools apiece. We have had 
that program since 2016, but we are trying 

Emily House 
Emi ly  House has p layed an important  ro le  at 
the Tennessee Promise from the beginning. 
She led the Tennessee Higher Education 
Commission (THEC)  and Tennessee Student 
Assistance Corporat ion’s  research and 
p lanning team dur ing the in it ia l  ro l louts 
of  the Tennessee Promise and Reconnect 
programs.  She then became the deputy 
executive d i rector of  THEC and is  now the 
executive d i rector.

“This is where acknowledgment 
of structural racism comes in. 
If you don’t acknowledge that 
history, you might just say that 
certain communities don’t want 
government help.”
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to double down on localized efforts that 
focus on interventions at the county or 
school level. This program has taken on a 
new importance in the context of COVID 
recovery because it gives students access 
to one-on-one or small group interactions 
with these college advisors. 

What can researchers do to better 
communicate findings to policymakers, 
and do you have any insights from your 
transition from a research role to an 
administrative position?

First and foremost, you need to make 
whatever data or research you are 
presenting accessible to your audience. 
The people in the legislature with whom I 
work are intelligent, but they are not PhD 
trained researchers. You have to meet your 
audience where they are and give them 
what they need to have the information to 
make a decision. 

When you interact with policymakers, 
you are the expert in the content, but 
they hold the purse strings and political 
power. You can’t march in there with your 
binder full of data and be like, “I know all 
of this, and you don’t,” because that is not 
going to get you anywhere. You need to 
meet people where they are by presenting 
research in a way that is accessible and 
free of jargon. You don’t need to be talking 
about statistical significance, for example. 

Also, don’t litigate the way policymakers 
talk to you about research. As quantitative 
researchers, we get bent out of shape 
about people misinterpreting things, 

like when people confuse correlation 
for causation. But I don’t think there is 
a need for that. We don’t need to be the 
causal language police for normal people. 
The crux of it is this: meet your audience 
where they are. It does not make you less 
of a researcher if you present things in an 
accessible way using normal language.

How did you become interested in place-
based issues?

I fell into place-based research to some 
extent through my work with THEC. I got 
my master’s at Vanderbilt and served as 
an intern at THEC while I was in school. I 
then went to the University of Michigan 
to do my doctoral work and ended up 
going back to Tennessee in 2013, when 
all this free college stuff was launching, 
and continued working for THEC while I 
wrote my dissertation. I worked hard to 
get where I am, but I feel lucky to have 
been in the right place at the right time 
to dive into the work on place-based 
college programs at the front end through 
my work with the Tennessee Promise 
programs. I am grateful to have become a 
part of the community of practitioners and 
scholars researching place-based issues.

Jeff Chapman 
Jeff  Chapman is  the d i rector of  Pew’s  state 
f iscal  health  in it iat ive,  which provides states 
with  technical  assistance to  help  them 
create effect ive and responsible  economic 
pol ic ies.  Chapman previously  served as 
Research Director for  the Washington State 
Budget & Pol icy  Center and sat  on the 
Governor ’s  Counci l  of  Economic Advisors in 
Washington.  Pr ior  to  th is  he worked as an 
economist  for  the Economic Pol icy  Inst itute. 

How do you see parts of your work 
intersecting with the Upjohn Institute’s 
“Promise: Investing in Community”?

Over the past 10 years, The Pew Charitable 
Trusts has worked with Upjohn to help states 
evaluate their largest economic development 
investments: tax incentives. As states have 
improved their evaluations, they have used 
the new evidence to reform programs, 
including those that are targeted at 
distressed places. In addition, policymakers 
are now actively looking for innovative 
alternatives to programs that have proven 

ineffective, and that’s a gap that I think 
Upjohn’s research is well poised to fill.

Tell us about something interesting you are 
working on at Pew.

One thing we are working on right now is 
developing a tax incentive evaluation toolkit 
for policymakers. We are aiming to bring 
together all our research over the last 10 
years into one place, creating a resource that 
will make the process of starting, executing, 
and improving evaluation processes much 
easier for states.

What can researchers do to better 
communicate findings to policymakers to 
promote evidence-based policymaking?

Based on our experience working with 
policymakers, most state and local 
leaders are interested in evidence-based 
policymaking, but they have several 
constraints on their time and attention that 
make it difficult to pursue even the most 
proven approaches. At Pew we provide in-
depth technical assistance to help states 
adopt innovative approaches. Even the best 
research can fail to have an impact without 
that work.

What interest does Pew take in place-based 
issues?

The founders of The Pew Charitable Trusts 
aimed to create an institution committed to 
serving the public interest through the power 
of knowledge—and to this day, we believe 
that research can help solve today’s most 
challenging problems. This is why Pew’s 
work is firmly rooted in  research-driven 
problem-solving in areas, including place-
based economic development. 

“The crux of it is this: meet 
your audience where they are. 
It does not make you less of a 
researcher if you present things 
in an accessible way using 
normal language.”
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State Governments 
Can Do More 
to Help Their 

Distressed Places
Even when the overall U.S. 

unemployment rate is low, many 
Americans live in economically 
distressed places with low employment 
rates. These low employment rates 
can lead to lower earnings and social 
problems such as substance abuse, 
crime, and family breakups.  

The distressed places problem exists 
on two levels, each of which requires 
different solutions. 

The first level consists of 
distressed local labor markets, where 
employment rates are low throughout 
a multicounty area with extensive 
commuting, such as a metropolitan 

area or a rural commuting zone. About 
1 in 10 Americans live in “severely 
distressed” local labor markets, 
where the employment rate is at least 
10 percentage points below “full 
employment”1    Another 30 percent 
of Americans live in “moderately 
distressed” local labor markets, 
those with employment rates at 
least 5 percentage points below full 
employment.

The second level of the distressed 
place problem consists of 
neighborhoods with low employment 
rates. If we define “neighborhood” 
as a census tract—government-
defined areas that average about 
4,000 people—then 1 in 10 Americans 

1  “Full employment” is defined here as the employment rate that is exceeded only by 
labor markets at the 90th percentile of the employment rate; that is, only 10 percent of the 
U.S. population lives in labor markets that exceed that rate, which appears to roughly define a 
maximum feasible employment rate.

live in “distressed neighborhoods,” 
those with employment rates at least 
10 percentage points below that of 
their local labor market. Distressed 
neighborhoods are prevalent in many 
older cities; for example, nearly half of 
Detroit’s population lives in a distressed 
neighborhood.

Low employment rates in distressed 
local labor markets generally have 
different causes and require different 
solutions than low employment rates 
in distressed neighborhoods. For 
distressed local labor markets, the 
problem is an overall lack of jobs. 
Creating additional jobs in the labor 
market as a whole can increase the local 
employment rate, and this can be done 

•  One of  the best  ways to  help  residents l iv ing in  low-

employment-rate labor markets is  to  encourage lo cal  jo b 

creat ion through customized business services.

•  This  job creat ion does not  have to  be in  the 

neighborhoods with  low employment rates;  rather,  he lp 

residents access jobs throughout  the local  labor mar ket.

•  States can accompl ish both these goals  by  provid ing 

f lex ib le  b lock grants t ied to  the number of  peopl e  in  an 

area needing jobs. 

Policy Recommendations

by Tim Bartik

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter; photographs by McGhiever via Wikimedia & Derek Jensen via Wikimedia 
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cost-effectively through job creation 
policies with high returns.

The most cost-effective local job 
creation policies provide customized 
business services. These types of 
services include

• focused job training programs 
in which community colleges 
provide free training to individual 
businesses;

• manufacturing extension services 
that work with small and medium-
sized manufacturers to help them 
target new markets and adopt new 
technologies;

• small business development 
centers that advise entrepreneurs 
on starting and expanding 
businesses;

• road and transit improvements to 
support new business investments; 
and

• business, industrial, and research 
parks, which provide real estate 
already zoned and ready for 
development.

These services can create local jobs at 
a cost of around $55,000 per job, less 
than one-third the cost of job creation 
through business tax incentives.

In contrast, residents of low-
employment-rate neighborhoods are 
not substantially helped by locating 
new jobs in the neighborhood, as most 
of a neighborhood’s jobs are not held 
by that neighborhood’s residents. What 
residents of distressed neighborhoods 
need is better access to jobs in the local 
labor market. Improving job access 
comes not only from expanding local 
transit or making it easier to purchase 
reliable used cars, but also through 
specialized employment services: 
better information on appropriate 
job openings, job training; child care, 
and success coaches to improve job 
retention. These services can help 
neighborhood residents get jobs at a 
cost of about $70,000 per extra job 
opportunity.

These costs of $55,000 or $70,000 
per job may seem high, but they are 

significantly less than the social 
benefits the extra job opportunities 
provide. Besides the increase in 
individual earnings exceeding these 
costs over time, there are broader 
benefits for the family and society. 
States could significantly increase 
employment in distressed places 
at reasonable costs. I estimate that 
over 10 years, states could shrink the 
employment rate gap between these 
distressed places and full employment 
by one-third, at an annual cost of about 
$30 billion, or less than 3 percent of 
state tax revenues.

The barrier to greater state help for 
distressed places is political: states 
find it difficult to persistently target 
distressed places at sufficient scale. 
States have historically provided 
larger tax subsidies per job created 
in distressed places than in booming 

Distressed local labor markets include much of the rural South 
and Appalachia, but they also reach upper New York State, 
older industrial cities such as Detroit and Flint, and much of 
the West outside booming coastal cities. 

“The barrier to 
greater state help for 
distressed places is 
political: states find it 
difficult to persistently 
target distressed 
places at sufficient 
scale.” 

Photograph by WeaponizingArchitecture via Wikimedia 

NOTE: See Bartik (2022) for a discussion of how 
local labor markets are defined. 
Source: Author’s calculations

https://www.nber.org/papers/w30373
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jep.34.3.99
https://research.upjohn.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1048&context=up_technicalreports
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places. However, because booming 
places create more total jobs than 
distressed places, it is not uncommon 
for more total subsidy dollars to go 
to booming places. Other states have 
tried to limit eligibility for assistance 
to distressed places. But every place 
believes it needs jobs, so political 
pressures often lead to expanding 
eligibility to most or even all of a state.

To effectively target assistance to 
distressed places, I recommend a block 
grant approach in which funding is 
based on the size of the employment 
rate gap in a particular place. That is, 
states would seek to close a fraction 
of the employment rate gap between 
each place and some state goal. Most 
places in the state would receive some 
funds, but higher amounts would 
flow to places with lower employment 
rates. If an area had an employment 
rate gap twice as large as another, it 
would receive twice as great a block 
grant per capita. This targeting is 
straightforward: if we need to create 
twice as many job opportunities per 
capita in the distressed place, it should 
logically receive twice the per capita 
funds. Consequently, all places get 
some funds, but distressed places are 
guaranteed to get more dollars per 
capita. 

This targeting approach already 
exists in other settings. For example, 
some states provide significant aid to 
K–12 students based on the number 
of students eligible for the National 
School Lunch Program. Nearly all 
school districts get something, but 
school districts with more low-income 
students get more. The targeting is thus 
transparent and fair. 

If states are committed to helping all 
their residents get and keep good jobs, 
targeting distressed places represents 
an important way to achieve that goal. 
Although other policies—such as better 
education and training—can also help, 
directly creating job opportunities and 
making them more accessible to those 
who need them most yields benefits 
beyond jobs for the nonemployed. 
When more residents have good jobs, 
substance abuse and crime tend to fall 
and educational achievement tends 
to rise. These shifts boost state tax 
revenues while lowering Medicaid and 
criminal justice costs. They also set the 
stage for greater economic mobility 
and well-being for the next generation. 
Targeting distressed places therefore 
can pay off for the entire state.

“If states are committed to helping all their 
residents get and keep good jobs, targeting 
distressed places represents an important way 
to achieve that goal.” 
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Neighborhood 
Employment 
Hubs Bringing Effective Job Assistance 

Directly to Residents

Distressed neighborhoods pose a 
vexing challenge for policymakers. 
Even when the broader area is 
doing well, residents of distressed 
neighborhoods can still find themselves 
unemployed or stuck in bad jobs. 
Fifty-five million Americans live in 
distressed neighborhoods, where the 
unemployment rate is much higher than 
in the rest of their local labor market.

While one controversial solution to 
this issue is to incentivize businesses to 
create jobs in distressed neighborhoods, 
it is difficult to guarantee that the jobs 
created will be good jobs—providing 

stable incomes and a high quality 
of life—or that the jobs themselves 
will even be filled by neighborhood 
residents. Another, more promising 
solution for helping the individuals 
living in distressed neighborhoods 
access good jobs in their wider 
community is to centralize the training 
and access to services needed to find 
good jobs directly in the neighborhoods 
where individuals live. This is the basic 
concept behind the Neighborhood 
Employment Hubs. 

Neighborhood Employment Hubs 
(or Hubs) began in 2018 in Battle 

Creek, Michigan, and aim to create 
more opportunity for residents 
in marginalized communities by 
creating stronger pathways to good 
jobs. Operated by Michigan Works! 
Southwest, the regional workforce 
development agency, Hubs are 
intentionally embedded in community 
organizations operating in distressed 
neighborhoods. A key goal is to 
reach potential workers who may 
be disconnected from traditional 
employment agencies and other 
community resources. 

The Hubs are open to the public 
Monday through Thursday from 9am to 
4:30pm, with all adult residents eligible 
to receive services. After filling out an 
application and completing a short 
orientation, clients are asked to describe 
both their barriers to employment and 
their training goals. 

Although the Hubs program is 
only four years old, practitioners 
have already learned several 
lessons for policymakers wanting to 
improve employment in distressed 
neighborhoods. 

The Neighborhood Employment Hubs are intentionally 
embedded in distressed neighborhoods within the city of 
Battle Creek.

by Kathleen Bolter
Source: Bartik (2022)

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter

https://research.upjohn.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1048&context=up_technicalreports
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Before beginning any training, 
focus on el iminating barr iers 
to  employment.   

Many residents face numerous b arr i ers 
to  f inding and keeping good job s, 
ranging from lack of  chi ld  care an d 
transportat ion to  being unable  to  af ford 
appropr iate equipment or  c lothin g  for  a 
job.  Understanding and help ing p eop l e 
overcome these and other barr i ers  to 
employment is  essentia l  to  successf u l  j ob 
tra in ing programs,  and Hubs tac k l e  th ese 
issues as pr ior ity. 

Coordination and al ignment among 
service providers is  essential 
for maximizing the impact of 
workforce development systems.

T h e H u b s op erate wi thin  the fra mework of 
a  work force con sort i um that  inc lud es  the 
l ocal  G oodwi l l  In du str ies  aff i l iate,  Kel logg 
C om m u n i ty  C ol l eg e,  Mic higa n Works !  S outhwest, 
an d Wom an ’s  C o-op .  To better s erve ta rget 
com m u n i t i es,  th i s  cons ort ium c oord inates 
an d a l i g n s resou rces,  red uc ing the need  for 
cu stom ers to  rep eat  inta ke forms ,  s pea k w ith 
m u l t i p l e  rep resentat i ves ,  or  otherw is e get 
l ost  i n  th e sh u f f l e .  T he greater eff ic ienc y from 
coordi n at i on  h as a l l owed  the c ons ort ium to 
exp an d j ob  p rep arat i o n,  tra in ing,  a nd  s upport 
servi ces to  cu stom ers .  Whi le  the Hubs ’  in it ia l 
g oal  i n  th e f i rst  th ree yea rs  wa s  to  prov id e 
servi ces to  7 0 0  p eople,  the progra m helped 
el i m i n ate b arr i ers  an d prov id e tra in ing for  1 ,400. 

A f lexible  funding model  al lows for important 
barr iers  to  be addressed. 

State and federal  government funding often comes with 
restr ict ions on how money can be spent  on program act iv it ies. 
Bec aus e the Hubs are  pr imar i ly  funded from a  pr ivate grant  from 
the W.K.  Kel logg Foundation,  funding has more f lexib i l i ty  to 
imp lement innovative approaches to  support  indiv iduals  seeking 
s ervic es .  For example,  someone may have a  car  but  cannot  legal ly 
dr ive it  because it  is  uninsured.  Rather than have the indiv idual 
fac e f ines and l icense suspension,  further reducing the chances 
of  the indiv idual  attain ing or  keeping a  job,  the Hubs can help 
their  c l ient  f ind and f inance insurance.  Assistance with  f inancing 
ins uranc e is  general ly  not  offered in  most publ ic ly  funded job 
tra in ing  programs.

Building long-term relationships 
creates trust  within  the community.

Tru st  b u i l t  on  devel op i n g  l on g -term  rel at i on sh i p s i s 
an oth er key  featu re of  H u b s.  C u stom ers ty p i cal l y 
work  wi th  H u b s staf f  for  over 1 2  m onth s,  i f  n ot 
l on g er,  h el p i n g  to  devel op  rap p ort .  Moreover,  H u b s 
staf f  p art i c i p ate i n  com m u n i ty  act i v i t i es wi th i n 
th e n ei g h b orh ood,  of ten  l i v i n g  n earby,  h el p i n g  to 
b u i l d  tru st  an d accessi b i l i ty  am on g  cu stom ers.  T h i s 
re l at i on sh i p  b u i l d i n g  m akes i t  easi er  for  H u b s staf f 
to  h el p  cu stom ers f i n d m atch es for  b oth  addi t i on al 
com m u n i ty  su p p ort  servi ces an d j ob s th at  wi l l  b e 
a  g ood f i t .  H u b s serve a  soci a l  cap i ta l  b u i l d i n g 
ap p roach .  Word-of -m ou th  i s  central  to  th i s  m odel ,  as 
H u b s targ et  p eop l e  wh o oth erwi se wou l d  n ot  b e aware 
of  avai l ab l e  servi ces or  readi l y  tru st  area servi ce 
p rovi ders.

https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/lkatz/files/krhs_sectoral_jole_final.pdf
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/lkatz/files/krhs_sectoral_jole_final.pdf
https://connectbattlecreek.com/
https://connectbattlecreek.com/
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Neighborhood Employment Hubs 
represent an innovative approach to help 
residents in distressed neighborhoods 
find—and keep—good jobs. By 
eliminating barriers, building long-
term relationships, and collaborating 
with other community partners, the 
Hubs offer a way to borrow some of the 
more successful elements from private 
training programs while leveraging 
the greater scale of public funding to 
redefine employment service delivery. 

(Thank you to the following people 
for their insights into the Neighborhood 
Employment Hubs: Jakki Bungart-Bibb, 
Director of Michigan Works! Southwest; 
Cherise Buchanan, Neighborhood 
Employment Hubs Project Manager; Barb 
Travis, Lead Career Coach, Neighborhood 
Employment Hubs; Heather Ignash, 
Business Services Coordinator-Calhoun 
County and Julie Klein, Career Coach/
Business Services Liaison, Neighborhood 
Employment Hubs.)

Business partners also need to be part  of  the program. 

While  a l ig nment between workforce partners has been successful ,  
e ng aging business partners has been a  more endur ing chal lenge.  Here,  too,  
re lat ions hips matter.  Hubs coaches p lay  a  large ro le  in  help ing customers 
f ind s p ec if ic  jobs and businesses where they wi l l  be  successful ,  using their  
own loc al  knowledge to  pair  customers with  employment opportunit ies that  
p rovide a  welcoming work environment capable  of  meeting indiv idual  needs.  
Hub s  staff  work  to  understand business needs and have been instrumental  
in  developing trusted partnerships with  businesses so that  culture and 
p roc es s  improvements such as HireReach have been adopted.  This  
app roac h broadens the pool  of  appl icants and can deepen the p ipel ine of  
employment opportunit ies.  In  turn,  th is  buy- in  rests on re lat ionships with  
Hubs  s taff  and demonstrated success of  assisted job seekers and 
bus ines s  partners,  both of  which take t ime to  bui ld .

https://philadelphiaskills.org/
https://hirereach.org/
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A Tale of  Twin Cities
Minneapolis& St. Paul

Forget what you may have previously 
believed: affordable housing is no 
longer just a coastal problem. As 
documented by the New York Times 
in the summer of 2022, the places no 
longer building enough housing to 
meet demand now stretch across many 
Western, Midwestern, and Southern 
metro areas, including cities like 
Grand Rapids, Denver, Austin, and 
Minneapolis-St. Paul. 

The Twin Cities in particular have 
been on a growth tear: between 2010 
and 2020, Minneapolis added 41,000 
residents (a 12.4 percent increase) and 
about 28,500 housing units. In contrast, 

St. Paul added 26,000 residents (a 
9.3 percent increase) but only 8,000 
housing units. Though faced with 
similar growth, policymakers in the 
two cities are taking starkly different 
approaches to resolving their housing 
shortfalls.

In October 2019, the Minneapolis City 
Council adopted a strategic plan called 
“Minneapolis 2040”; one of its stated 
aims was to have “…all Minneapolis 
residents [be able] to afford and access 
quality housing throughout the city.” 
The plan explicitly called for the city to 
“expand opportunities to increase the 
housing supply… [by] …allowing more 

•  Rent  control  is  a  mixed bag:  i ts  potentia l  to  tame  p r ice 

increases for  tenants  should  be weighed against  its 

potentia l  to  reduce property  values (and thus dr i ve  d own 

property  tax  col lect ion) . 

•  Increasing density  does not  have to  mean new larg e 

apartment complexes.  Encouraging development of 

duplexes and tr ip lexes can s ignif icant ly  ease housing 

shortages.

•  Reforming housing pol icy  includes many opt ions b e sid e s 

abol ishing s ingle-fami ly  zoning.  Removing minimum 

parking requirements for  new developments and a l lowing 

denser housing construct ion around commercia l  co r r id o rs 

can a lso help  a l leviate affordable  housing shortag e s. 

housing options.” Key reforms included 
ending minimum parking space 
requirements for new developments, 
allowing for greater housing density in 
major commercial corridors, and most 
(in)famously, the abolition of single-
family zoning. Effectively, this reform 
allowed developers to build multifamily 
housing on any open residentially zoned 
parcel in the city. 

St. Paul, by contrast, has mostly 
eschewed supply-side reforms in 
favor of a blunter tool: rent control. 
In November 2021, St. Paul voters 
narrowly passed a referendum enacting 
what is arguably the strictest rent 
control regime of any major U.S. city. 
St. Paul’s rent control system has 
two distinct features that set it apart 

from other cities’ systems. The first 
is that it tightly restricts the amount 
a landlord can ask for a newly vacant 
unit, called a “vacancy bonus,” to 
just 3 percent above what was asked 
of the vacating tenant. Only New York 
City’s limit of a zero-vacancy bonus is 
stricter; most other systems either do 
not regulate vacancy bonuses at all or 
allow them to be much more generous, 
like Washington D.C.’s 10 percent. The 
other distinct provision is that, unlike 
all other systems, new construction is 
not automatically exempt from rent 
controls. 

After the St. Paul referendum was 
passed last fall, I predicted that these 
provisions would likely cause both new 
developments and the existing rental 

Policy Recommendations
by  Brian AsquithIllustration by Kathleen Bolter; Photograph by Bobak Ha’Eri via Wikimedia

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/14/upshot/housing-shortage-us.html
https://www.upjohn.org/about/news-events/rent-control-comes-midwest-what-can-residents-expect
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housing stock to fall because many 
landlords would seek to switch their 
rental units to condominiums and 
cash out of the St. Paul market. That 
prediction was informed by several 
papers, largely using data from San 

Francisco, that had found that landlords 
subject to rent control often reduce 
the number of units for rent, even 
when rents increase (Asquith 2019; 
Diamond, McQuade, and Qian 2019). 
Recent research by Ahern and Giacoletti 

(2022) implies that the referendum also 
affected property values, which in the 
first three months after the referendum 
passed fell by 6–7 percent, a loss of $1.6 
billion.

While we are still waiting for research 
on other aspects of St. Paul’s new 
ordinance and Minneapolis’s new 
housing plan, housing permit data 
provide a few clues. Figure 1 shows 
changes in the number of multifamily 
housing unit permits issued for select 
cities between the first five months of 
2021 and of 2022.

The contrast between St. Paul and 
Minneapolis could not be clearer. 
Minneapolis is building a substantial 
pipeline of new, multifamily projects 
that will add hundreds of new units to 
its existing housing stock. St. Paul, by 
contrast, has seen a marked slowdown 
in units permitted despite sharing the 
same climate, geography, and local 
labor market. Even when compared to 
other cold weather cities with strong 
tech sectors, like Seattle, Denver, and 
Chicago, the drop in the number of 
permits in St. Paul clearly stands out.

A growing body of research, including 
Asquith, Mast, and Reed (forthcoming), 
Li (forthcoming), and Pennington 
(2021), has shown that expanding the 
housing supply eases rent pressures in 
the local housing market. While it is still 
uncertain whether market rate housing 
developments or rent control is more 
effective at alleviating price pressures, 

“The contrast between St. Paul 
and Minneapolis could not be 
clearer. Minneapolis is building 
a substantial pipeline of new, 
multifamily projects that will 
add hundreds of new units to its 
existing housing stock. St. Paul, 
by contrast, has seen a marked 
slowdown in units permitted 
despite sharing the same climate, 
geography, and local labor market.” 

Unlike Minneapolis and several other large cities, St. Paul 
issued fewer permits for new housing units in the beginning of 
2022 than in the beginning of 2021.

Hous ing Unit s  Per mitted for Select  U.S.  C it ies

Minnea pol is

St.  Pa ul

Chica go

Seattle

Denver

Jan.  to  May 

2022

% 

Change

J a n.  to  May 

2021

3,816 4,040

3,442 3,018

1,316 2,445

488 1,919

1,401 288

+ 5 .9 %

-1 4 .0 %

+8 5 .7 %

+29 3 .2 %

-7 9 .4 %

Housing Permits

Source: State of the Cities Data System, Department of Housing and Urban Development.

Photograph by Akerx019 via Wikimedia
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preliminary data from the Twin Cities 
seem to favor development. 

While it is still too early to draw a firm 
conclusion on which policy will best 
promote more affordable housing to 
city residents, the early evidence favors 
modest policy reforms that encourage 
density and housing development over 
more direct price interventions like rent 
control.
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As is true in many places throughout 
the country, communities across 
west Michigan have felt the impact 
of limited housing supply, coupled 
with increased demand spurred by the 
large millennial generation aging into 
homeownership. Extensive demolition 
of nearly worthless homes during 
the Great Recession, the prolonged 
recovery by home builders after the 
Great Recession, and construction 
slowdowns caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic all have caused supply to 
lag behind demand. This mismatch 
has led to dramatic price increases in 

many markets. Further, wage growth 
has lagged behind housing costs, which 
has resulted in widespread and growing 
housing insecurity.

Recognizing the severity of this 
problem, many community leaders 
have responded by developing 
comprehensive housing plans to 
examine their housing ecosystems. 
These plans typically work by 
cataloging existing conditions, 
documenting the current and future 
needs of the population, creating goals 
and objectives to meet those needs, 
and developing strategies that will 

Things We Learned about 
Housing from Talking to 
Communities in West Michigan5

accomplish those goals. The planning 
process also works to accomplish a 
crucial step in enacting meaningful 
improvements to the housing ecosystem: 
building alignment. Successful 
alignment requires multiple partners 
from diverse sectors working together 
in pursuit of common goals and holding 
each other accountable through shared 
data and ongoing communication. This 
planning process should also identify 
implementation strategies that help 
to address housing issues, including 
ones that use a minimal amount of 
community resources. For example, 
improving zoning ordinances to allow for 
more efficient housing developments is 
an example of a low-cost strategy. 

Local leaders have the opportunity 
to prime their communities for better 
development, and to do so with minimal 
costs. Creating a housing plan that 
incorporates the lessons described can 
give a community a sense of what is 
needed and what is accomplishable. 
Nonetheless, developers are primarily 
driven by their bottom line, and no 
amount of planning will compel them 
to build in areas that are not profitable. 
Infrastructure and zoning improvements 
will help make more projects feasible, 
but financial incentives are often 
needed to encourage developers to build 
housing in the areas where it is most 
needed, and those incentives often need 
to come from the broader community. 
Communities will need to employ a range 
of tactics to help improve their housing 
situation. Regardless, while none of these 
approaches is a panacea for all housing 
problems, together they will help address 
a significant portion of local housing 
challenges.

“Comprehensive housing 
plans typically work 
by cataloging existing 
conditions, documenting 
the current and future 
needs of the population, 
creating goals and 
objectives to meet those 
needs, and developing 
strategies that will 
accomplish those goals.“

by  Lee Adams

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter
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Many residents in  a  community  wi l l  need d ifferent  types of  housi n g 
throughout  their  l ives;  for  example,  the loss of  stable  income or a 
medical  issue might  force someone into a  temporary  residence,  wh i l e 
graduation from col lege or  a  promotion may a l low someone to  move i nto 
more stable,  market -rate housing.  These transit ions are  a  natura l  p art 
of  l i fe ,  and a  healthy housing ecosystem provides housing opt ions as 
these transit ions happen.

Ens ur ing  homes do not  fa l l  into  d isrepair 
a nd out  of  usable  condit ion can have 
the s ame net  impact  on housing supply 
a s  b ui ld ing  a  new house,  and at  far  less 
exp ens e.  R egardless of  these points, 
co mmunity  leaders tend to  focus on h ighly 
v is ib le  new construct ion rather than 
maintain ing  homes.  Communit ies should 
ce leb rate the maintenance of  homes as 
muc h as  the construct ion of  new homes 
to ens ure that  more eff ic ient  work  is 
u ndertaken.

1
A housing ecosystem should function as a 
complete system and provide a  continuum of 
housing options for residents.

2
Maintaining 
homes is  typical ly 
far more cost-
effective than 
bui lding new ones.

3 Housing 
planning 
requires a 
coordinated 
approach. 

In  most 
communit ies, 

d ifferent  stakeholders work in  var i ou s 
segments of  the housing ecosystem . 
Nonprof its  typical ly  support  the m ost 
housing insecure,  whi le  for-prof i t 
developers often focus on market-rate 
housing.  Successful  communit ies work 
to  coordinate housing stakeholders to 
ensure that  housing opt ions ex i st  at 
a l l  levels  of  the housing continuu m  an d 
to  effect ively  deploy resources  wh en 
there are  gaps. 

Local  g overn m ents can  a l l ow h i g h er 
l evel s  of  den si ty,  redu ce p erm i tt i n g  t i m e 
an d zon i n g  b arr i ers ,  an d i m p rove b u i l t 
i nf rastru ctu re l i ke  roads,  tran si t ,  sewer, 
an d oth er u t i l i t i es.  Am en di n g  zon i n g  codes 
to  a l l ow for  h i g h er l evel s  of  den si ty, 
for  i n stan ce,  can  h el p  redu ce th e cost 
p er u n i t  for  devel op ers an d m ake m ore 
p roj ects econ om i cal l y  feasi b l e .  W h en 
don e correct l y,  i n creases i n  den si ty  can 
occu r wi th ou t  ch an g i n g  th e ch aracter of 
a  n ei g h b orh ood;  accessory  dwel l i n g  u n i ts , 
for  exam p l e,  are  a  g reat  way  to  ach i eve 
h i g h er den si ty  wi th ou t  s i g n i f i cant l y 
a l ter i n g  th e l ook  an d feel  of  a  com m u n i ty. 
L i kewi se,  redu ci n g  th e p erm i tt i n g  t i m e 
an d s i m p l i f y i n g  th e p rocess can  decrease 
devel op m ent costs an d sp eed u p 
devel op m ent.  Exp an di n g  th e ty p es an d 
den si ty  of  h ou si n g  u n i ts  th at  devel op ers 
can  b u i l d  on  g i ven  p arcel s  of  l an d can 
a l so redu ce u n certai nty  an d devel op m ent 
t i m e.  F i n al l y,  m any  devel op ers c i te  th e 
l ack  of  su i tab l e  b u i l d i n g  s i tes as on e of 
th e b i g g est  h i n dran ces to  n ew h ou si n g 
devel op m ent.  H avi n g  to  i n stal l  water an d 
sewer i nf rastru ctu re i n creases th e cost 
of  devel op m ent,  esp eci a l l y  wh en  don e 
p i ecem eal  rath er th an  system ati cal l y,  an d 
th ese cost  i n creases are  ty p i cal l y  p assed 
on  to  h om e p u rch asers.  Fu rth erm ore, 
wel l s  an d septi c  system s are exp en si ve 
an d requ i re  l arg er l ots,  wh i ch  i n creases 
b oth  devel op m ent costs an d th e costs to 
h om e b u yers.  W h i l e  som e of  th ese p ol i cy 
recom m en dati on s requ i re  s i g n i f i cant 
b u dg et i nvestm ents,  oth er reform s are 
adm i n i strat i ve an d th erefore requ i re 
p ol i t i cal  wi l l  m ore th an  b u dg et resou rces.

C om m u n i ty  p a rtners  in  mult ip le 
cou nti es h ave  noted  the need  for 
u p dated su p p orts  a nd  inc entives  to 
en cou rag e h ous ing d evelopment.  In 
m any  p l aces,  hous ing d evelopments 
wi l l  n ot  tu rn  a  prof it  w ithout  f ina nc ia l 
contr i b u t i on s from state or  loc a l 
p artn ers;  th i s  is  es pec ia l ly  true in 
ru ra l  areas where rents  or  home pr ic es 
are  g en eral l y  lower a nd  s ometimes 
i n su f f i c i ent  to  c over the mater ia ls 
an d l ab or costs  of  new  c onstruct ion. 
L i kewi se,  ap p l ic at ions  for  Low -Inc ome 
H ou si n g  Tax Cred its ,  w hic h d evelopers 
can  u se to  of fs et  s ome of  their  c osts 
wh en  b u i l d i n g  units  intend ed  for  low -
i n com e resi de nts ,  a re  typic a l ly  les s 
com p eti t i ve i n  rura l  a rea s  bec a us e of 
th e way  scor i ng c r iter ia  a re  d es igned 
i n  Mi ch i g an .  Reforming thes e c r iter ia 
cou l d  h el p ,  as  c ould  the ex pa ns ion of 
tax  i n crem ent f ina nc ing,  w hic h would 
set  asi de some of  the inc rea s ed 
p rop erty  tax  revenue from new  ma rket 
h ou si n g  development to  prov id e 
th e requ i s i te  fund ing to  enc oura ge 
devel op ers to  bui ld  in  les s -prof ita ble 
areas.  A  p ool  of  fund ing to  d i rect ly 
i n centi v i ze h ous ing d evelopment 
m ore g en eral l y  is  a ls o need ed ,  a s  is 
i n di rect  f u n di ng through infra structure 
exp an si on  g rants .

4
Local 
governments 
have several 
tools  to 
support 
housing 
development.

5
State-
level  tools 
to  support 
housing need 
to reflect 
current 
condit ions 
and needs. 

Illustration by Gerrit Anderson



3332

State Tax Strategies to 
Reduce Care Costs

Child and elder care in the United 
States is notoriously expensive. For 
instance, in recent years, the average 
household with children in the bottom 
fourth of the income distribution spent 
nearly 20 percent of their income 
on child care alone (Herbst 2018). 
Researchers have found that these costs 
keep many caregivers from working, as 

they would easily eat up a good chunk 
of take-home pay (Averett, Peters, 
and Waldman 1997; Guner, Kaygusuz, 
and Ventura 2020; Michalopoulos, 
Robins, and Garfinkel 1992; Miller 
and Mumford 2015; Pepin 2020). 
Although many policymakers continue 
to recommend policies designed to 
promote employment opportunities, 

income support for child and elder 
care at the federal level remains quite 
limited. If states and localities wish to 
create shared prosperity and to help 
their residents get and keep good jobs, 
they should thus act independently to 
reduce care costs.

Some states already provide a road 
map: supplements to the federal  child 
and dependent care credit (CDCC). 
When states supplement the federal 
CDCC, residents get an additional tax 
credit based on their income and care 
expenses, effectively lowering their 
out-of-pocket costs. Because the credit 
is tied to work, it also encourages labor 
force participation. Moreover, my 
research suggests well-designed state 
CDCCs can increase work and earnings 
while transferring income toward 
parents and caregivers.

How Does the CDCC Work?

The federal CDCC is available to 
all working families with children 

younger than 13 or with a coresident 
spouse or dependent “physically or 
mentally incapable of self-care.” To 
qualify for benefits, all nondisabled 
taxpayers in the household must have 
positive annual earnings, including 
both spouses among taxpayers married 
filing jointly. Households meeting this 
work requirement may claim up to 
$3,000 in care expenses for each of up 
to two qualifying individuals, receiving 
a nonrefundable tax credit worth up to 
35 percent of those expenses, or $1,050. 
However, benefits begin to decrease 
once household adjusted gross income 
(AGI) reaches $15,000, plateauing at 
$600 per qualifying individual once AGI 
exceeds $43,000.

Expenses eligible under the 
credit include fees paid to child 
and adult daycare facilities, family 
child care homes, and attendants 
assisting dependents with activities 
of daily living. Claiming the credit 
requires filling out Form 2441 on the 
household’s tax return, reporting 
expenditures and the care provider’s tax 
identification number.

•  States wishing to  extend Chi ld  and Dependent Care  Cre d it 

(CDCC)  benefits  to  low- income fami l ies  should  offe r 

refundable  credits  that  are  a  function of  the “a l lowab le ” 

federal  CDCC.

•  A  promising strategy to  maintain  qual ity  standard s is  to 

condit ion CDCC benefits  on state-administered q ual ity 

rat ings of  chi ld  care providers.

Policy Recommendations

by Gabrielle Pepin

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter; photographs by cweyant via Wikimedia & Kathleen Bolter

https://works.bepress.com/gabrielle-pepin/
https://works.bepress.com/gabrielle-pepin/
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The federal CDCC is not as generous as 
it may seem, however. The federal credit 
is nonrefundable, which means that it 
can only offset income taxes owed—
low-income working households who 
owe no income taxes do not receive 
benefits. This stands in stark contrast 
to other refundable tax credits targeted 
at working families, such as the 
Earned Income Tax Credit, for which 
households may receive a tax refund. 

In practice, this limitation is a big deal. 
For instance, a one-parent household 
with two children and $15,000 in annual 
earnings has no federal income tax 
liability and therefore will not receive 
any federal CDCC benefits, regardless 
of how much they spend on child care. 
Meanwhile, a two-parent household 
with two children and $50,000 in 
annual earnings may receive up to a 

1 Additionally, Idaho, Maryland, Massachusetts, Montana, Virginia, and Wisconsin offer individual 
income tax deductions for child care expenses. (Deductions lower taxable income while credits offset taxes 
owed.) Colorado, Iowa, New Mexico, Oregon, and the District of Columbia offer child care credits that are not a 
percentage of the federal CDCC or the expenses used to calculate it.

$1,200 credit each year. In my research, 
I find that nearly one-quarter of one-
parent households who work and pay 
for child care have incomes too low to 
receive benefits. As these households 
are disproportionately Black and 
Hispanic, nonrefundability perpetuates 
both income and racial inequality.

How Can State CDCCs Reduce 
Care Costs?

Twenty-two states offer their own 
state child care credits that are directly 
tied to the federal CDCC.1  In most cases, 
these state benefits are just a fraction 
of the federal credit. However, unlike 
the federal CDCC, some states offer 
refundable credits, limit benefits to 
taxpayers with incomes below a certain 

“Conditioning the amount 
of the state CDCC on state-
administered quality 
ratings is appealing 
because it creates an 
incentive for high-quality 
care without requiring new 
bureaucracy.”

threshold, or provide larger benefits to 
low-income households. 

For example, Maine and Delaware 
each provide a state care credit equal 
to half of the federal credit, without 
refundability. Thus, the hypothetical 
one-parent household with two 
children and $15,000 in earnings 

receives no care credits in these states 
because its income was too low to 
get any federal credit. In contrast, 
California and Louisiana offer CDCCs 
worth up to $1,050, half of the $2,100 
in federal benefits the household 
would receive if the federal CDCC 
were refundable. California’s CDCC is 

Several states provide their own Child and Dependent Care 
Credits, but availability and generosity vary greatly by family 
type.

Two parents,  two chi ldren,  earnings of  $50,000

One parent,  two chi ldren,  earnings of  $15,000

Photograph by Guillaume de Germain via Unsplash

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/10911421221092053
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itself nonrefundable, though, so the 
hypothetical household with $15,000 
in earnings, which does not have state 
income tax liability, still receives no 
benefits. Only in Louisiana, which 
offers a refundable CDCC based on 
the allowable federal credit, may the 
household receive up to $1,050 in state 
CDCC benefits.

The effectiveness, or “take-home,” 
of state CDCC benefits can vary by place 
and income. For example, single-parent 
families with two children, $15,000 in 
earnings, and no additional income are 
unlikely to have access to state CDCC 
benefits. Among the five states that 
do offer benefits to these households, 
however, state benefits top out at over 
$1,000 per year. 

On the other hand, two-parent 
families with two children and $50,000 
in earnings are much more likely to 
have access to state CDCCs. Twenty 
states offer these households benefits, 
with maximum benefits ranging from 
$120 to $2,100 annually. 

How Can States Hel p  to 
Ensure Care Qual i ty?

One concern about the CDCC is that 
it may lead to reduced care quality if 
it encourages households to pay for 
low-quality care instead of providing 
higher-quality care themselves. This 
concern is valid: the quality of child 
care affects children’s development 
and long-term outcomes (Cornelissen 

Louisia na  C DC C  Benefits  by Provider Qual ity  Rating

Prov ider Qua l ity  Rating Max State CDCC Benefits

$5,250

Unrated or

$4,200

$3,150

$2,100

$1,050

NOTE: Maximum Louisiana CDCC benefits for a one-parent household with two children younger than six years 
old and $15,000 in earnings.

Single-parent, low-income family, maximum benefits in 
Louisiana increase with the rating of child care provider.

et al. 2018; Cunha and Heckman 2007; 
Havnes and Mogstad 2011). To help 
alleviate concerns about care quality, 
a few states tie their CDCCs to state-
administered ratings of provider 
quality. For example, for the single-
parent, low-income family, maximum 
benefits in Louisiana increase with 
the rating of child care provider, from 
$1,050 at any provider up to $5,250 at 
providers assigned the highest possible 
five-star rating.  

Conditioning the amount of the state 
CDCC on state-administered quality 
ratings is appealing because it creates 
an incentive for high-quality care 
without requiring new bureaucracy: 
40 states and the District of Columbia 
already administer Quality Rating and 
Improvement Systems to assess early 
care and education programs’ quality 
levels. Parents can access these ratings 
and other provider information online, 
allowing them to see how choosing 
different providers would affect the size 
of their CDCCs. Although these quality 
rankings tend to exist only for child care 
providers, states could extend the rating 
systems for care providers serving 
adults with disabilities.

Conclusion

States can supplement the federal 
CDCC with their own credits to lower 
residents’ out-of-pocket care costs 
while encouraging work. For state 
CDCCs to be effective labor market 
policies, however, they must reach their 
targeted beneficiaries. To reach low-

income families, states should thus 
offer refundable care credits tied to the 
federal CDCC. Making the size of these 
state credits more generous at higher-
rated care providers may help ensure 
care quality.
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Accessible Child Care 
Takes a Neighborhood

Access to child care is essential for 
parental employment, and high-
quality child care is important for child 
development. The child care industry 
faces particular challenges during and 
after recessions. In research conducted 
with Arizona State University’s Chris 
Herbst, I find that historically the 
child care market has been particularly 
sensitive to economic downturns and 
that it recovers more slowly than other 
industries. 

The child care market’s slower 
recovery after recessions has been 
evident during the current recovery 
as well. Although total employment 
surpassed pre-pandemic levels in July 
2022, employment in the child care 
industry that month was still about 5 
percent lower than it was before COVID 
hit. Due to the sector’s importance 
to parental employment and child 
development, it may be beneficial to 
support the sector during and after 
recessions.

One challenge with supporting the 
child care sector is that it is mostly 
made up of small businesses without 
the infrastructure to apply for and 
manage government support. As part 
of its initial response to the pandemic, 
Congress passed the CARES Act, which 
included the Paycheck Protection 
Program (PPP). The PPP provided low-
interest loans to eligible businesses, 
with the loans generally forgiven 
if the funds were used to maintain 
employment counts and wages. Many 
child care providers likely would have 
benefited from the program, but they 
were less than half as likely to receive 
loans as small businesses overall.  The 
underrepresentation of child care 
providers among PPP-loan recipients 
points to the need for organizations that 
can bridge the gap between child care 
providers and opportunities for support.

The Pulse Program

Founded in 2012 in Battle Creek, 
Michigan, initially in partnership 
with Michigan State University and 
now with the W.E. Upjohn Institute, 
Pulse has worked to bring together 
community partners focused on early 
childhood education (ECE). Pulse works 
to improve the ECE system and services 
for children, including increasing access 
to care, improving quality of care, and 
coordinating services across different 
groups and government agencies. 
Because they were already known 
and trusted in the ECE community, 
Pulse was in an ideal position to assist 
providers in the wake of the pandemic.

As the economy recovered, providers 
were faced with a new problem: 
difficulty filling open positions. In a 
survey of 7,500 providers throughout 

“One challenge 
with supporting the 
child care sector 
is that it is mostly 
made up of small 
businesses without 
the infrastructure to 
apply for and manage 
government support.”

by Jessica Brown

Photograph by Allison Shelley for EDUimages

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter
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the country in the summer of 2021, 
80 percent reported difficulty hiring.  
Because child care providers operate 
under strict child-staff ratios, unfilled 
positions mean providers must operate 
at reduced capacity or shut down. Child 
care workers earn wages lower than 98 
percent of workers, posing a problem 
for recruitment and retention.  Research 
shows that increasing compensation 
can benefit not only workers but 
children as well. A study of bonus 
payments to child care teachers, for 
example, found that teachers receiving 
the bonus were substantially less 
likely to leave their positions, and 
lower teacher turnover improves child 
development outcomes. 

When the American Rescue Plan 
Act passed in March 2021, it included 
appropriations to states for Child Care 
Stabilization Grants. Grants could be 
used by child care facilities for expenses 
like personnel costs and facility 
maintenance and improvements. The 
state of Michigan also added its own 

appropriations to support bonus pay 
for child care employees. But child 
care providers needed to apply for 
the funds and comply with reporting 
requirements documenting how 
the money was spent. This is where 
Pulse stepped in to provide technical 
assistance to providers in the Battle 
Creek area with the application and 
reporting processes associated with the 
grants, helping to ensure they received 
the money they needed and funds were 
not left on the table. The initial funding 
call was in fall 2021, with additional 
rounds in spring and summer 2022.

But the Child Care Stabilization Grants 
provide only temporary relief. As of 
fall 2022, Pulse is working with local 
businesses, child care providers, social 
service agencies, and potential funders 
to continue to strengthen the sector for 
the longer term. One such project seeks 
to make an additional benefit available 
to area child care professionals: rental 
and mortgage assistance. 

Concl usi on

By bringing together stakeholders 
throughout the region who touch the 
ECE sector, Pulse is able to build trust 
and make connections that would be 
unlikely to happen otherwise. They are 
able to connect child care providers to 
available resources while also working 
toward more systemic solutions.

(Thank you to Maria Ortiz Borden and 
Kathy Szenda Wilson for their insights into 
Pulse.)

“Pulse is working with 
local businesses, child 
care providers, social 
service agencies, and 
potential funders to 
continue to strengthen 
the sector for the 
longer term.” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/21/upshot/child-care.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/21/upshot/child-care.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/21/upshot/child-care.html
https://vecf.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/6de6fd54-e921-4c88-a452-ad7cabccc362.pdf
https://education.virginia.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/epw/70_Teacher_Turnover_in_Head_Start.pdf
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“Next Gen”
Promise Programs

Watching the Biden Administration’s 
free community college plan shrink 
and then disappear from congressional 
budget negotiations in the fall of 2021, 

one might have mistakenly concluded 
that the free-college movement in the 
United States had come to a halt. In 
fact, progress did not stop when federal 

action stalled. Instead, the spotlight 
shifted back to states and localities 
where innovation around tuition-free 
college had been occurring all along.

In the past year, several states, cities, 
and institutions have introduced 
tuition-free college (or “Promise”) 
programs of their own, while others 
have revised eligibility requirements to 
include more students. This continued 
momentum is represented in the many 
states (see map) and more than 200 
localities where broadly accessible 

tuition-free college programs are 
operating. 

Two free-tuition programs introduced 
recently bear a closer look. The New 
Mexico Opportunity Scholarship is 
the most flexible and generous of 
any statewide Promise initiative. The 
Columbus Promise is a lower-cost local 
endeavor that provides a new model 
for the Promise field. Both embody 
key lessons learned from more than 
a decade of state and local innovation 
around free college.

•  P lace-based tuit ion-free (or  “Promise”)  programs sho uld 

be designed with  the needs and assets of  a  g iven lo cal ity 

in  mind. 

•  Keep program rules s imple  to  broaden access;  be sure  to 

invest  in  communicat ion.

•  Bui ld  on best  pract ices in  navigat ion and support  se r vice s 

to  help  students access and complete degrees a nd 

credentia ls ;  effect ive support  is  cr it ical  for  prom oting 

economic and racia l  equity.

•  Br ing re levant  partners to  the table  ear ly  on;  Pro mise 

programs are inherently  col laborat ive enterpr ises. 

Policy Recommendations

by Michelle Miller-Adams

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter; 
Photographs by Daiga Ellaby via 
Unsplash; MD Duran via Unsplash; 
Emmanuel Ikwuegbu via Unsplash; 
Allison Shelley/The Verbatim Agency 
for EDUimages & The U.S. National 
Archives via Wikimedia

https://www.npr.org/2021/10/20/1047609415/white-house-drops-free-community-college-from-its-spending-bill
https://www.npr.org/2021/10/20/1047609415/white-house-drops-free-community-college-from-its-spending-bill
https://www.upjohn.org/promise/
https://www.upjohn.org/promise/
https://hed.nm.gov/financial-aid/scholarships/new-mexico-opportunity-scholarship
https://hed.nm.gov/financial-aid/scholarships/new-mexico-opportunity-scholarship
https://cbuspromise.com/about-2-2/
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What a re  th e se  lessons?

Simplicity in  program design and effective communication about 
program benefits  are essential  components of  a  successful 
Promise program.  Streaml in ing the process of  learning about 
postsecondary  opt ions and accessing f inancia l  a id  can be as 
important  for  broadening access to  h igher education as the fundin g 
offered by  Promise programs. 

Program design matters .  Choices about  key parameters,  especia l l y 
student  e l ig ib i l i ty  and where students can use their  funding,  wi l l 
shape both who benefits  from a  Promise program and its  u lt imate 
impact  on states and communit ies.  More f lexib le  and generous 
programs wi l l  y ie ld  stronger results,  but  even modest programs—if 
leveraged successful ly—can make a  posit ive d ifference. 

Scholarship money alone is  not  enough to ensure higher rates 
of  degree or credential  attainment.  Promise dol lars  can shift 
postsecondary  choices,  but  many students—especia l ly  those 
without  previous col lege knowledge or  strong networks—wil l  need 
addit ional  support  a long the way.  Support  is  especia l ly  important  at 
cr it ical  junctures,  such as the h igh school-to-col lege and col lege- to-
workforce transit ions.

Community al ignment is  a  crit ical  element in  the success of  any 
Promise program.  Promise programs can serve as catalysts for 
br inging new resources to  h igher-need student  populat ions,  wheth er 
through K–12 tutor ing,  provis ion of  basic  needs support  once in 
col lege,  outreach and reconnection for  people  who drop out  withou t 
complet ing a  degree or  credentia l ,  or  the creat ion of  new pathways 
from col lege into the workforce.  They can a lso catalyze change in 
the systems serving those students—for example,  by  st imulat ing 
the creat ion of  a  more robust  col lege-going culture in  K–12 schoo l 
d istr icts  or  streaml in ing postsecondary  admissions processes.

Almost half the states have introduced tuition-free college (or 
“Promise”) programs.
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Promise stakeholders, including the research community, have learned 
these lessons through program operations over time, engaging in continuous 
improvement to make their work more effective and equitable. Along the way, 
state and local initiatives have become important sources of innovation around 
messaging, student support, and community engagement strategies. Here are 
some examples: 

Two new programs, the Columbus 
Promise, announced in late 2021, 
and the New Mexico Opportunity 
Scholarship, finalized early in 2022, 
bring to the table new models with 
important implications for the Promise 
movement. 

Civic leaders in Columbus, Ohio, 
have long worried about a shortage of 
skilled workers in the local community. 
The college-going rate for high 
school graduates is low, and most jobs 
being created require workers with a 
degree or credential. To address this 
mismatch, the city, public school 
district, community college, and local 
college-access organization teamed 
up to launch the Columbus Promise—a 
tuition-free community college pilot 
for graduates of the city’s schools. This 
is a low-cost program that covers only 
a single community college and is paid 
out on a last-dollar basis, but it reflects 

important lessons from the Promise 
movement: these include keeping 
eligibility requirements to a minimum, 
investing in student support, providing 
additional stipends to Promise 
scholars, and seeking close alignment 
with the business community. If the 
Columbus Promise succeeds in meeting 
its stakeholders’ goals, it could set 
an important precedent for other 
communities as a low-cost, effective 
way of building the local workforce 
and creating greater social mobility for 
residents. 

The New Mexico Opportunity 
Scholarship was established in 2020 
and expanded in 2022 to include two-
year and four-year programs. Paid 
for by state resources, the program 
covers tuition and fees for an associate 
or bachelor’s degree or certificate at 
29 of New Mexico’s public colleges, 
universities, and technical schools. 

The Kalamazoo Promise increased the number of credits 
covered by the scholarship to meet the needs of certain 
student groups while redesigning its logo and communication 
toolkit to emphasize the range of postsecondary opportunities 
available to recipients. (These options had been available since 
the program’s launch, but the new messaging more strongly 
emphasized the multiple postsecondary pathways supported 
by the scholarship.)

The Tennessee Promise is supported by a large-scale 
mentorship program involving thousands of state residents; 
during the pandemic, mentoring and other student support 
programs pivoted from in-person to online delivery.

The Detroit Promise implemented an evidence-based 
student support component, the Detroit Promise Path, to 
better support first-generation and low-income college-
goers attending regional community colleges. 

The Pittsburgh Promise eliminated the sliding scale that 
had added complexity to its program and developed an 
Executive Scholars program to tighten connections between 
scholarship recipients and local employers. 

Oregon broadened eligibility for the Oregon Promise, while 
both Michigan and Tennessee expanded the age of students 
covered by their Reconnect programs for adults. And many 
programs adapted rapidly to pandemic-related constraints 
by, for example, easing full-time attendance or community 
service requirements.

“State and local 
initiatives have become 
important sources of 
innovation around 
messaging, student 
support, and community 
engagement strategies.”

Photograph by J. Jessee via Wikimedia

Photographs by Mxobe via Wikimedia; Larry Donald, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers via Wikimedia; Shawn Wilson via 
Wikimedia; Cbaile19 via Wikimedia; & Hux via Wikimedia

https://cbuspromise.com/about-2-2/
https://hed.nm.gov/financial-aid/scholarships/new-mexico-opportunity-scholarship
https://hed.nm.gov/financial-aid/scholarships/new-mexico-opportunity-scholarship
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Eligibility criteria are minimal; 
residents without degrees benefit 
regardless of age, and there is no 
separate application process. An 
important feature of the program is that 
it awards funds on a first-dollar basis—
that is, before other grants (primarily 
Pell grants) are applied. This is a 
uniquely equitable structure, bringing 
additional funding to low-income 
students while enabling New Mexicans 
of all ages to afford a college degree. 

These two programs are at opposite 
ends of the spectrum when it comes 
to generosity and cost, but both were 
created with clear goals in mind, 
program rules that create incentives to 
meet those goals, and the embedding of 
best practices learned from 15 years of 
Promise experimentation. 

While states and localities will 
continue to innovate around tuition-
free college, federal action is needed 

to create more generous programs 
that are available to more people. 
Financial constraints mean that 
most existing free-college programs 
(unlike New Mexico’s) are last-dollar. 
This structure, most often adopted 
because of funding constraints, brings 
fewer new resources to students, 
limits their ability to shift to higher-
value postsecondary pathways, and 
makes it especially difficult for low-
income students to afford college. An 
underappreciated aspect of the Biden 
administration’s free community 
college plan is that it would have 
allowed the creation of first-dollar 
scholarships in any state that signed 
onto the partnership. When the free-
college agenda resurfaces nationally, 
there will be new models and best 
practices to learn from, but it will take 
federal funding to ensure these are 
available to everyone.

“While states and localities 
will continue to innovate 
around tuition-free college, 
federal action is needed 
to create more generous 
programs that are available 
to more people.” 

Photograph by BrandonStephenson via Wikimedia
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Promise Programs 
Are Getting the 
Job Done

Promise programs began as strategies 
for reducing the financial burden of 
college attendance for an area’s young 
people. As the movement has matured, 
an additional focus has been providing 
students with the support needed 
to navigate key transitions, such as 
moving from higher education into a 
job or career. Promise programs are 
increasingly focused on the school-to-
workforce transition, innovating with 
new approaches and aligning their work 
with the needs of business partners 
seeking a trained and diverse workforce. 

This shift has taken place as 
programs increasingly realize that 
access to higher education itself may 

not be sufficient to ensure students 
obtain good jobs. Promise programs 
have been successful in boosting 
degree attainment, especially the 
Kalamazoo Promise. After 17 years, 
Kalamazoo Promise scholars have 
earned more than 260 certificates, 552 
associate degrees, 2,108 bachelor’s 
degrees, 341 master’s degrees, and 85 
doctoral degrees. Yet not all scholars 
have benefited equally, with gaps 
in degree attainment that run along 
socioeconomic and racial/ethnic 
lines. To address these issues, the 
Kalamazoo Promise recently enhanced 
its programming to better connect 
students, educational pathways, and the 

needs of local businesses. The goals are 
threefold:  

1. Ensuring promise scholars have 
relevant work experience.   

2. Retaining local talent within the 
community.  

3. Fostering the Kalamazoo 
Promise’s Higher Promise, a 
form of paid internship. (Other 
Promise programs have also 
adopted a paid internship model, 
including the Pittsburgh Promise 
Executive Scholars and the New 
Haven Promise Council internship 
program). In Kalamazoo, the 
effort emerged from a recognition 
that some students may lack 
effective networks needed to 
secure professional internships 
or employment after graduation. 
Additionally, regional businesses 
wanted to bring more diverse local 
talent into their hiring pool but 
were unsure how to do so. 

The Higher Promise fully launched 
in 2021, after COVID closures. The 
initiative began with a public challenge 
to the greater Kalamazoo business 
community—a direct question delivered 
through social media and targeted 
outreach—about the number of Promise 
interns they’d like to host for the 
summer. Meanwhile, Promise scholars 
attending one of the three local higher 
education institutions—Kalamazoo 
Valley Community College, Kalamazoo 
College (a private liberal arts college), or 
Western Michigan University—and who 
had roughly 45 credits were notified of 
paid summer internship opportunities 
opening in the community. In its first 
year, more than 40 businesses signed 
up to hire over 100 Promise scholars as 
interns. Once position descriptions were 
crafted for each internship, scholars 
were matched with business partner 
needs based on student majors and 
interests. Over 40 scholars successfully 
obtained internships in the summer 
of 2022, helping develop professional 
networks to support career success.  

“While regional businesses long desired a 
meaningful way to connect to the Kalamazoo 
Promise and sought a more diverse local talent, 
the effort also emerged from a recognition that 
some students may lack effective networks 
needed to secure professional internships or 
employment after graduation.”

by Bridget Timmeney

Illustration by Kathleen Bolter

http://jhr.uwpress.org/content/early/2019/05/01/jhr.56.1.0416-7824R4.abstract
http://jhr.uwpress.org/content/early/2019/05/01/jhr.56.1.0416-7824R4.abstract
https://www.upjohn.org/about/research-initiatives/promise-investing-community/kalamazoo-promise-data-collection
https://www.kalamazoopromise.com/higher-promise
https://pittsburghpromise.org/the-scholarship/about/opportunities-for-recipients/executive-scholars/
https://pittsburghpromise.org/the-scholarship/about/opportunities-for-recipients/executive-scholars/
https://nhpromisecouncil.com/promise-council/
https://nhpromisecouncil.com/promise-council/
https://www.kalamazoopromise.com/higher-promise
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Integral to the Higher Promise 
design was a structure that offered real 
career ladders. Internships required 
a minimum pay of $15 per hour and 
business partners committed to 
matching each intern to a mentor. 
Additionally, interns attended 
a Workplace Navigation course 
throughout the summer, culminating in 

a project that highlighted their summer 
work. In turn, business partners were 
invited to attend three workshops: 
Leading with Equity, Internship 
Program 101, and Mentorship/Coaching. 
Area human resource professionals 
and recently employed Promise 
scholars helped craft the content of 
these sessions, which included content 

Higher Promise
by the numbers

interns in  the 
2022 class

of  interns are
 people  of  color

have never held  a n 
internship  before

40+

70% 85%

minimum start ing 
wage for  interns

$15/hr

businesses 
part ic ipat ing

40+

about creating and supporting a 
diverse workplace, fostering workplace 
norms and expectations, and tips 
and networking around supportive 
mentoring and coaching strategies.   

Although all Promise scholars with 
sufficient college experience are 
eligible to participate, Higher Promise 
has especially focused on expanding 
opportunity and equity for populations 
with unequal access to high wage 
careers. Indeed, 70 percent of 2022 
interns are students of color and 85 
percent have never held an internship 
before. Existing evidence suggests 
that employers are more likely to hire 
candidates who had an internship 
while in college, so these efforts offer 
real potential to improve labor market 
success for underrepresented groups, 
which include Black, Hispanic, low-
income, and first-generation students. 
Business partners seem to think so, too: 
almost all have committed to Higher 
Promise for next year. 

Furthermore, there are already 
planned expansions for 2023, with goals 
to increase the number of interns and 
business partners. Some internships are 
targeted to extend beyond the summer, 
allowing for part-time employment 
while the student returns to school.  

If these innovations continue to bear 
fruit, place-based college scholarships 
will increasingly be more than just 
programs to improve access to higher 
education. They will also be about 
connecting and supporting young 
people’s entry into the workforce.

mentorship  for  eac h 
intern

1:1

“If these innovations 
continue to bear fruit, 
place-based college 
scholarships will 
increasingly be more 
than just programs to 
improve access to higher 
education. They will also 
be about connecting 
and supporting young 
people’s entry into the 
workforce.”

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.labeco.2015.11.002
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272775721000601
https://www.naceweb.org/talent-acquisition/candidate-selection/internship-experience-the-most-influential-factor-in-tough-hiring-decisions/
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Cheat Sheet
Some Key Takeaways from This Report

With well-designed targeted block grants, 
costing less than 3 percent of their tax revenue, 
state governments can significantly improve job 
opportunities for residents of their distressed 
places.

To improve housing affordability, cities may want 
to focus on making it easier to add housing units 
rather than implementing price controls.

State Governments Can Do More 
to Help Their Distressed Places

Minneapolis and St. Paul: A Tale 
of Twin Cities

States can implement their own Child and 
Dependent Care Credit (CDCC) programs to 
increase work and earnings while transferring 
income toward parents and caregivers. 

State Tax Strategies to Reduce 
Care Costs 

More than a decade of Promise practice and 
research has shown that, while money matters 
when it comes to college-going, the navigation, 
support, and alignment activities generated by 
Promise programs are at least as important.  

“Next Gen” Promise Programs

Neighborhood Employment Hubs aim to 
overcome the challenges faced by individuals 
living in distressed neighborhoods by bringing 
assistance directly to job seekers.  

Neighborhood Employment Hubs 
Bring Effective Job Assistance 
Directly to Residents 

Local leaders have the opportunity to prime their 
communities for better development, and to do 
so with minimal costs.

5 Things We Learned about 
Housing from Talking to 
Communities in West Michigan

Organizations that facilitate community 
partnerships can provide a key role in stabilizing 
early childhood education options, making it 
easier to find and keep employment. 

Accessible Child Care Takes a 
Neighborhood 

Promise programs are increasingly focused on 
the school-to-workforce transition, innovating 
with new approaches and aligning their work 
with the needs of business partners seeking a 
trained and diverse workforce.

Promise Programs Are Getting the 
Job Done

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.

The Institute is headquartered in Kalamazoo, 
Michigan. Institute research focuses on labor 
markets, addressing several core areas: the 
causes of unemployment and the effectiveness 
of social safety net programs in mitigating its 
effects; education and training systems to 
improve workers’employability and earnings; 
and the influence of state and local economic 
development policies on local labor markets. 
The Institute also assesses emerging trends 
affecting workers and labor markets in its core 
research areas.

In 2018, the Upjohn Institute launched an 
initiative to explore how communities can create 
broadly shared prosperity by helping residents 
get and keep good jobs. Our initiative brings 
together two areas of Institute expertise: place-
based scholarships that help local residents 
increase their education, and economic 
development policies, such as tax incentives 
and customized business services, that directly 
target local job creation. We link strategies 
that communities themselves can use both 
to support firms in creating good jobs and to 
give residents the skills and resources needed 
to work in those jobs. While we recognize the 
importance of federal and state support, we 
believe locally led efforts are vital in laying the 
groundwork necessary to create vibrant local 
economies that benefit everyone.

https://www.upjohn.org/major-
initiatives/promise-investing-
community

https://www.upjohn.org/

https://www.upjohn.org/major-initiatives/promise-investing-community
https://www.upjohn.org/major-initiatives/promise-investing-community
https://www.upjohn.org/major-initiatives/promise-investing-community
https://www.upjohn.org/
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