
The Big Squeeze

2021  
Community Needs Evaluation 
The State of Economic and Social Wellbeing

Metropolitan Social Services 
Strategic Planning & Research



2021  
Community Needs Evaluation 
The State of Economic and Social Wellbeing



 
 

METROPOLITAN GOVERNMENT OF NASHVILLE AND DAVIDSON COUNTY 
 
 
 

JOHN COOPER 
MAYOR 

OFFICE OF THE MAYOR 
METROPOLITAN COURTHOUSE 
NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE 37201 

PHONE: (615) 862-6000 
EMAIL: mayor@nashville.gov  

 
June 28, 2022   
 
Dear Friends,   
 
It is a pleasure for me to present the 2022 Community Needs Evaluation.   
 
We’ve faced a couple of challenging years. Already on shaky financial footing thanks to years of spending 
down reserves, the pandemic threatened to bring Nashville to its knees. We were facing the greatest set of 
challenges in Nashville’s history. We believed we would get through them and be a stronger city on the other 
side. We did. And we are.  
 
Davidson County’s unemployment rate has fallen from 16.9% two years ago to 3% today. We have the fourth 
lowest unemployment rate in the country among all major metros.  
 
However, we have socio-economic gaps we must address. This report offers context on the major patterns 
and trends of 2021 that arose out of a serious pandemic and unstable global economic forces that 
contributed to disruptions in the local labor market. 
 
From the beginning I have said our vision is of a Nashville that works for everyone. A Nashville that grows and 
meets the needs of every neighborhood and every family. As this report highlights, in the past 12 months, 
area housing costs are up 20%, gasoline costs are up 60%, childcare costs are up 40%, and Nashville is the 
16th most overpriced housing market in the U.S.  
 
We are facing our challenges head on, and I’m grateful that the Metro Council has recently voted to fully 
fund my Agenda for Neighborhoods and Families, which includes a number of key initiatives that I believe will 
help address some of these long-standing and persistent socio-economic issues. New priorities that invest in 
our children’s future through education, build and preserve affordable housing, address homelessness with a 
bold new $50 million plan and improve our city’s fundamental services will begin to make a meaningful 
impact on the challenges outlined in this report. We must address workforce training when 211,789 workers 
in Davidson County earn less than $39,000 a year. 
 
We certainly have a long way to go, but I’m optimistic we have the right plan and resources in place to be 
effective. As we grow, we must do so in a way that works for every neighborhood, and make sure no one gets 
left behind. That requires investing alongside our growth and innovating to keep pace with the challenges 
presented by our growth.  
 
I appreciate the work that Metropolitan Social Services has done to make this report possible. Even more 
important is the work that we will do together in the years ahead. 
 
Sincerely,      

 
 

 
John Cooper  
Mayor 
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Metropolitan Social Services is pleased to present the 13th annual Community Needs 
Evaluation: The State of Economic and Social Wellbeing. 

This report provides a focused exploration of those issues and trends which are most serious and 
pressing throughout the community. The causes and outcomes of gaps in economic and social well-
being are shown to be highly interconnected. The report offers context on the major patterns and 
trends of 2021 that arose out of a serious pandemic, unstable global economic forces, rising levels 
of inflation, and uneven economic recovery in many sectors. Throughout the year, city leadership 
responded with actions that mobilized public and private resources to keep focus on the social and 
economic needs of vulnerable populations and communities.

Amid record levels of economic growth in Nashville, challenges for many households remain and 
grew in meeting accessible and affordable education, childcare, housing, and transportation. The 
resulting economic squeeze affected large numbers of the city’s residents. Many Nashvillians find it 
increasingly difficult to build savings, buy homes, or pay rent as inflation erodes buying power while 
the cost of living rises. Meanwhile, despite long-term and well-intended efforts to address poverty, 
2021 demonstrated a time where financial struggle and social inequities were a part of daily life for 
even more Nashvillians. 

With an economic squeeze impacting more and more residents, understanding the role of intercon-
nected, systemic issues is critical. Providing a synthesis of the many factors that hinder households 
from experiencing favorable economic and social wellbeing, this report offers insights and directions 
that point to new and different understanding of those factors. Systemic solutions in land use policy, 
business recruitment, and jobs that provide adequate benefits and pay are key components to trans-
forming economic hardship into pathways for sustainable economic mobility. This report highlights the 
economic squeeze impacting many Nashvillians and the importance of recalibrating local decisions 
that have an enormous influence on wellbeing. Metropolitan Social Services invites community lead-
ers, elected officials, funders, service providers, and others to engage in these important conversa-
tions. 
 
Sincerely,
 

Renee Pratt 
Executive Director 
Metro Social Services
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As Chair of the Metropolitan Social Service Commission, it gives me great pleasure to present the 
2021 Community Needs Evaluation and to maintain the tradition of serving the community with key 
research on emerging issues and trends impacting the economic life of Nashville residents. In contin-
uously fulfilling an important aspect of its charter mission, Metropolitan Social Services develops this 
important report as a tool to be used to better the lives of Nashvillians and to advance their economic 
and social wellbeing. 

This report continues to offer insightful data on population change, income and earnings, occupations 
and industries, education, housing, health, hunger, and other topics related to the state of wellbe-
ing. The year 2021 brought many challenges as global, national, and local economic conditions saw 
households and workers experience significant financial hardship. These patterns, often intensified 
within minority and other vulnerable populations, call for continued exploration in the context of equity 
lenses that involve legacies of historical economic exclusion policies. The economic hardships that 
many households encounter persist and grow as powerful barriers to building household wealth, over-
coming multi-generational poverty, and creating paths for greater economic mobility.

Through this analysis and report, Metropolitan Social Services welcomes the community to engage 
with these findings, observations, insights, and recommendations, as well as to offer input and sug-
gestion for additional topics that shed light on the issue of wellbeing in Nashville.

Charlotte Peacock 
Chair, Social Services Commission



              The Big Squeeze  
 

Nashvillians are economically 
 squeezed in unprecedented ways 

 Housing costs up 20 percent in past 12 months

          Gasoline costs up 68 percent in past 12 months

          Child care costs up 41 percent in past 12 months 

              Wages ONLY up 3 percent in past 12 months  

Average Nashvillians are effectively  
10 to 20 percent worse off  

in 2022 than in 2021

Source: Greater Nashville Realtors; AAA; US Census Quarterly Workforce Indicators.
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Misunderstood Economic Growth
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Male Female

Average Annual Earnings All Workers 
Davidson County 

Adjusted for Inflation (1998 dollars)

In two decades-
male earnings  

increased in real 
terms by only 

12%

In past two years,  
Nashville rents 

went up by 25%

Female earnings 
remain at only 

71% that of males

In a Wellbeing Economy 

•	 Policy is framed in terms of human and ecological  
wellbeing, not simply economic growth

•	 Businesses provide dignified lives for their employees 
and exist to meet social needs and contribute to the  
regeneration of nature

•	 The rules of the economy are shaped by collaboration 
between government, business, and civil society. 
 
                                       - Wellbeing Economy Alliance

Source: US Census, Greater Nashville Apartment Association
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211,789 workers 
in Davidson County 
earn less than $39,000 a year

Projections show  
net growth of nearly 8,500 
of the same poverty wage jobs by 2032	

The Misunderstood Nashville Labor Market

DATA SHOW 
More and better education of local students will not eliminate or 
reduce poverty wage occupations in Nashville

DATA SHOW 
Workers from California, New York and elsewhere do not migrate to 
Nashville for poverty wage jobs

DATA SHOW 
Nashville industries are highly dependent on poverty wage occupations 
- directly and indirectly 

DATA SHOW 
All Nashvillians pay the price for poverty wage jobs, whose earners  
lack health care, savings, short work commutes, child care, and proper 
housing

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 1 year estimate, 2019; EMSI
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Misaligned  
Labor Force Dynamics

46.5% of current Nashville area jobs 
are at above average risk of loss
due to automation

Numerous sectors at risk 
 disproportionately 

impact minority populations

Source: Brookings Institution

      Industry Sectors at Risk through Automation
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Imbalance of  
Nashville’s economy 
 
Nashville has seen acceleration of unequal changes in income. Certain in-
dustries and their workers have been “winners” while others were 
comparative “losers” in income gains. Twenty years ago, most industries in 
Nashville saw average monthly earnings between $2,000 and $4,000. 
 
By 2020, some sectors remained in that low wage range while others
saw average monthly earnings more than double.

Source: US Census, Quarterly Workforce Indicators
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Adverse Results of Migration on Nashville

Rise in housing cost and cost of living in Nashville does not occur in a vacuum. Influx of 
affluent newcomers, often recruited for high-salary jobs by Nashville businesses, makes 
housing prices unaffordable for current Nashville residents. More working class 
Nashvillians relocate to surrounding and distant counties due to the Big Squeeze.
 
The result: 
•     Extreme rise in apartment rent & home prices
•   Construction that destroys fabric of neighborhoods
•   Creation of many ‘down-stream’ poverty wage jobs for locals 
These are natural outgrowths of recruiting workforce for new jobs over developing  
opportunities matched to needs and skills of current residents.

In-migration from the 
40 most numerous 
‘sending’ counties in 
the U.S. to Davidson 
County in recent years 
reveals relocation to 
Nashville from  
residents of California, 
New York, Illinois and 
other high-cost areas.

-1.6%
annual population loss 
Davidson County in 2021
highest negative rate in  
95 Tennessee counties 
 
SINCE 2017, 
MORE PEOPLE HAVE MOVED OUT
EACH YEAR
FROM DAVIDSON COUNTY 
THAN HAVE MOVED IN

POPULATION GROWTH IS  
NOT  
THE CAUSE OF RISING HOUSING COSTS

Source: US Census, 2021
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Misunderstood Migration

An average 

40
more persons  

move out of Nashville 
every day than 

 move in
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Net Migration - Davidson County

The Big Squeeze

69% of U.S.  
homeowners feel 

“house poor.”

3 in 5  
U.S. homeowners  

are sacrificing home- 
related essentials in  
order to afford their 

housing costs.

Consumer Affairs, 2022
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Misunderstood Wage Equity

Minimum wage 
worth 

21%
 less than 12 
year ago

After the longest period in history without an increase, the 
federal minimum wage in 2021 was worth 21% less than 

12 years ago - and 34% less than in 1968

Source: Economic Policy Institute; Fair Labor Standards Act and amendments

Note: All values are in June 2021 dollars, adjusted using the CPI-U-RS
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Source: Economic Policy Institute

Misunderstood Wage Equity

Top 1.0% of earners’ wages up 179% 
since 1979

 
Bottom 90% earners’ share of wages  

hits new low

The U.S. in 2020

The Big Squeeze
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Misunderstood Poverty

Percent of 
Workers 
earning 

less than 
$15/ hour

CEO Pay

Aldi 36%                      N/A
Burger King 83% $4.70 million

Big Lots 80% $5.27 million

Fed Ex 14% $39.74 million

Applebee’s 42% $1.69 million

Bath & Body Works 80% $5.32 million

Chick-fil-A 72% N/A

Publix 60% N/A

Cracker Barrel 61% $5.46 million

CVS 32% $15.07 million

Dunkin’ Donuts 68% N/A

Dollar General 92% $58.54 million

Domino’s 53% $17.06 million

McDonald’s 89% $3.16 million

Home Depot 42% $39.23 million

Jimmy John’s 69% N/A

Lowe’s 51% $7.25 million

Kohl’s 78% $12.65 million

Arby’s 84% N/A

Kroger 48% $18.02 million

Marshall’s 85% $14.56 million

U.S. Company Wage Tracker
Percent of 
Workers 
earning 

less than 
$15/ hour

CEO Pay

Walgreen’s 51% $5.14 million

Sonic 85% N/A
Panera 62% N/A
Starbucks 63% $5.06 million

Walmart 51% $34.30 million

Marriott 55% $9.91 million
Tractor Supply 74% $12.00 million

Taco Bell 81% $8.65 million

Wendy’s 87% $13.08 million
Rite Aid 68% $3.57 million

Michael’s 69% $8.90 million

Wyndham 87% $2.8 million
Olive Garden 38% $19.46 million

Gap 72% $3.56 million
Papa John’s 70% $2.88 million

Subway 78% N/A

Red Lobster 34% $19.46 million
Game Stop 61% $2.04 million

ACE Hardware 71% N/A

Ross 86% $15.53 million
Chipotle 54% $60.68 million

Source: Economic Policy Institute; The Shift Project
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Workers’ Share of  
Corporate Income 

 Falling

Misunderstood Wage Equity

Source: Economic Policy Institute; US Bureau of Economic Analysis

Workers’ share of corporate income has not recovered 

Share of U.S. corporate-sector income received by workers 
 over recent business cycles 1979-2020 
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Misunderstood Gender Equity

Women in Davidson County

Earn less than male workers

Are more likely to be unemployed

Are more likely to rely on SNAP benefits

Are less likely to have health insurance

No country 
can ever  

truly flourish 
if it stifles  

the potential 
of its women 
and deprives 

itself of the 
contribution 

of half
 its citizens.

Michelle Obama

2057
The year that 

 Tennessee women 
achieve pay equity 

with men

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 1-year estimate, 2019

Source: Institute for Women’s Policy Research
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There are numerous flawed aspects of the way poverty is calculated 

Measures of 
Household 
Expenses

$17,622

Nationwide 
Poverty 

Threshold

Income only 
Measured in 

Cash

Does not account for full 
range of modern  

household expenses

Does not provide 
geographical  
variance or  

adjustments

Does not account for 
additional support such 

as federal benefits

Published in 2011, the Supplemental Poverty Measure was 
developed to correct for some of the gaps in the original formula

Uses today’s costs 
for basic needs: food, 
clothing, shelter, and 

utilities

Geographical  
diversity for poverty 

thresholds
Accounts for the value of  

government programs and  
subtracts necessary  

expenses

Misunderstood Poverty

But this poverty measure still leaves many out that are 
experiencing real economic hardship
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Misunderstood Affordability

What is
a 

Living Wage?
Families and individuals working in low-wage jobs make insuffi-
cient income to meet minimum standards given the local cost 
of living. The MIT Living Wage Calculator estimates the specif-
ic cost of living for every U.S. community based on its typical 
expenses. The tool helps to determine a local wage rate that 
allows residents to meet minimum standards of living.

 Living Wage Incomes for Davidson County

Source: MIT Living Wage Calculator, May 2022
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HALF
of Nashvillians

are in
Living Wage Poverty

Based on household composition and the calculations in the MIT 
Living Wage Calculator for Davidson County, at least half of all 
workers and households in Nashville live below the living wage 
income needed for basic household requirements, exacerbating the 
Big Squeeze.

Poverty 
 is the 
worst 

form of 
violence

Mahatma Gandhi

Misunderstood Poverty
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Misunderstood Poverty

Who Experiences Poverty in Nashville?

   21.8% 
of  

Hispanic 
population

  19.5%
of

Part-time 
Workers

  43.8%
of Single  

Women with Less 
than High School

  49.4%
of

Black Single 
Mothers  

  9.4%
of  

Married Couples
with 

Only One Worker

  22.2%
of 

All Families
with 

3 or 4 Children

  18.0%
of 

Children
Age 5-17

  16.0%
of
All

African Americans

  36.2%
of 

All Women 
Looking for Work

  20.8%
of  

All Persons
With a Disability

  27.7%
of

Single Female
Renters

  24.0%
of  

Persons with No 
Health Insurance

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019
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Misunderstood  
Household Patterns

Alone, 
we can do

 so little;
 together, 
we can do
 so much.

Helen Keller

The largest share of Nashville households 
are headed by single women (34.7%)

Nearly 5,000 children in Nashville  
are being raised by grandparents

Fewer than 1 in 8 Nashville households
 are married couples with children

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019
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Misunderstood  
Household Patterns

Over the past 50 years, major shifts in household patterns have oc-
curred. Increasing numbers of children are living in single parent 
households. The financial difficulties in these situations are compli-
cated by added challenges of household members meeting the child-
care, education, transportation and other needs of children, adding to 
the Big Squeeze for many households.

In 1968, 85.4% of children lived in two-parent households
In 2020, 70.4% of children lived in two-parent households

Source: US Census; Brookings Institution 18



Misunderstood  
Household Patterns

Labor force participation 
of women 

in the U.S. is now 
lower than that in many 

developed countries.  
Once upon a time, 

we were the leader. 
Now, we've fallen behind. 

And a major difference 
between the 

United States and other 
developed countries is our 
support for child care, paid 

leave, things that enable 
women to 

participate in the 
labor market.

 Janet Yellen, 
Nov 30, 2021 

Senate Banking Hearing

Source: National Partnership for Women & Families

The COVID pandemic exposed many of the stark 
realities of the US economy in which women’s 
roles are compromised to work and earn a living  

•	 3 million women left the labor force in 
the U.S. after the start of 2020

•	 1.2 million more persons were not 
working in 2021 because they are sick or  
disabled, or providing family care

•	 12.6 million individuals were not  
working in late 2021 because they are  
disabled or caring for an aging person, equal to 
nearly 8 percent of the total U.S. labor force

Women’s participation in the 
labor force remains higher in 
states with implemented paid 

family and medical leave

57.3%

58.2%

States without Paid Leave

States with Paid Leave

Women's Labor Force Participation Rate
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Misunderstood  
Hunger Patterns

More than 1 in 10 Nashvillians
is hungry and lacks food (11.5%)

Nearly 1 in 7 children in Nashville 
is hungry and lacks food (14.2%)

About a third of Nashville’s hungry 
children do not qualify for federal 

nutrition programs

Hunger is 
not an issue 
of charity. 
It is an issue 
of justice. 

Jacques Diouf 
 United Nations  
Food and Agriculture 
Organization

Source: Feeding America, 2021
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Misrepresented  
Older Population

Percentage of U.S. Adults Experiencing Hardship  
After Age 65, After Accounting for Health Care 

 and Longterm Services and Supports

Nashville - Davidson County
Households with  

Social Security Income 22.8%
Mean Social Security 

Income $19,821
Households with  

Retirement Income 14.2%
Mean Retirement  

Income $24,735

More than 

 1 in 10 
 senior adults in 
Nashville lives 

 in poverty

The Big Squeeze

69%

53%

42%

At least 1 year At least 3 years At least 5 years

Chart Title

Source: US Department of Health and Human Services

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 1 year estimate, 2019
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Misunderstood  
Tax System

Tennessee has the  
6th most regressive tax system  

in the nation

Tennessee’s working class and poor 
pay disproportionately high taxes

Tennessee’s wealthy  
disproportionately benefit  

from the tax system

Data show the working poor of Tennessee 
 receive comparatively little in return 

 for their high taxes

Businesses recruiting workers 
 tout a tax system that 

 increases Big Squeeze burden 
 on the working class  

Source: Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy 22



Misaligned  
Educational Patterns

Fewer than 1 in 5 students in MNPS 
scored on track in annual state test scores

79.1%

62.6%

64.0%

39.0%

66.4%

Economically Disadvantaged

English Language Learners

Students with Disabilities

Foster Care

Homeless

Four Year Graduation Rate

More than 1 in 5 among many MNPS 
students fail to graduate in 4 years

Educational preparation and outcomes 
must match focus on economic develop-
ment and job creation for the resident 
population to move from poverty to  

economic wellbeing.  
 

Lack of skills in the resident population  
exacerbates the Big Squeeze on those not 

participating in high wage prosperity.

Not On Track, 84.1 %

On Track, 15.9 %

1

Source: Tennessee Department of Education, 2021 23



Misplaced  
Housing Patterns

$461,620

March 2022

$330,000

March 2020

$297,915

March 2018

MEDIAN NASHVILLE HOME 
SALES PRICE

+55%

AVERAGE NASHVILLE 
APARTMENT RENT $1580

$970$936

Q4 2019 Q4 2020 Q4 2021

+63%

The Big Squeeze

+12% cumulative Nashville wage increase  
2018 to 2022

Source: Greater Nashville Realtors; Greater Nashville Apartment Association; US Census 24



Misunderstood  
Disabilities

28%  
of Nashvillians  
with a disability 

 live below  

150% 
 of poverty  
threshold

People with 
disabilities 

deserve the 
chance to 

build a life for  
themselves 

 in the  
communities 

where they 
choose to live  

Barack Obama

30,000 Nashvillians over age 65 
have a least one disability

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 1 year estimate, 2019

5.5%
4.6%

4.1%

2.6% 2.5%
1.7%

Mobility Cognition Independent
living

Hearing Vision Self-care

Percent of Population  
with Functional Disability Types

2 in 5

1 in 3 
adults with disabilities 18-44 years

1 in 4

1 in 3
adults with disabilities 18-44 years

1 in 4 
adults with disabilities 45-64 years

25



Misvalued 
Childcare Resources

40% of parents 
in the U.S. have 
gone into debt 
to pay for child care.

Since 1990, child care costs have risen 214% — 
twice as fast as other major expenses for 
consumers, like housing and groceries.

Average annual price of child care in 2020 = $10,000.  
Two income families spend an average of 15% of  

their income on child care and  
single-parent households spend 36%  

83% of parents with children under age 5 say finding
affordable care is a challenge. 63% of full-time working 

parents have a hard time paying for market-price 
full-time care, rising to 95% for low-income parents. 

The Big Squeeze

Source: Child Care Aware of America, 2019.
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Misallocated  
Climate Attention

The urban poor live in neighborhoods 
with highest exposure to climate 

and extreme weather events  

Poor families often live near pollution 
sites and in housing developments  

without sufficient insulation  
or air conditioning. 

Disruptions to infrastructure  
during natural disasters have  

outsized impact on residents  
who rely on public transportation. 

Infrastructure improvements 
to  protect against  

climate change  can lead to  
“green gentrification”  

where property values rise and  
low-income residents

 are pushed out.

Low-income communities experience higher rates of many adverse health condi-
tions, are more exposed to environmental hazards and take longer to bounce back 
from natural disasters. These existing inequalities will only be exacerbated due to 
climate change, according to the Fourth National Climate Assessment report (2018). 
The report emphasizes the need for government to involve low-income residents 
when developing solutions to climate change.

80%  
of greenhouse 
gas emissions 

occur in
 urban areas

27



Addressing 
Wellbeing

Wellbeing
is a social and economic concept

It encompasses holistic dimensions of a well-lived 
life. Gallup identifies five elements of wellbeing  
up to a thriving life:
Career wellbeing:  
      You like what you do every day.
Social wellbeing:  
      Meaningful friendships in life.
Financial wellbeing:  
      Ability to manage money well.
Physical wellbeing: 
       Energy to get things done.
Community wellbeing:  
      You like where you live.

28



Addressing 
Wellbeing

Consistency
Equity

Intentionality 
Coherence 
Legitimacy 

Responsibility 

Transparency 
Relevance 
Openness 
Fairness 

Aspiration 
Commitment

Values that Support Wellbeing

There is no power for change greater than a community 
discovering what it cares about.
                                                                                                                   Margaret Wheatley

Ten Priority Principles that Guide Wellbeing 

The community prioritizes...... 

1. Wellbeing of the resident population in all times, places, and manner.
2. Education that results in demonstrable opportunity for residents
3. Land use policies and practice that benefit residents and their property.
4. High quality and quantity of care for indigent residents.
5. Empirical research on wellbeing that is embraced and operationalized
6. Business development tied to needs, interest and benefits for residents
7. Financial and lending services that meet all residents’ needs equitably
8. Mobility systems that genuinely meet all the needs of all residents
9. Workforce plans and systems that deliver real, equitable results for residents
10. Commitment to actions that expand women’s work and life opportunities.

Metropolitan Social Services
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Nashville 
Patterns

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 5 year estimates, 2016-2020 30



Nashville 
Patterns
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Nashville 
Patterns

ECONOMIC PROFILE
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Nashville 
Patterns
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Nashville 
Patterns

HOUSING PROFILE
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The greatest country, the richest country, is not that which has the most capitalists, 
monopolists, immense grabbings, vast fortunes, with its sad, sad soil of extreme, 

degrading, damning poverty, but the land in which there are the most homesteads, 
freeholds -- where wealth does not show such contrasts high and low, where all men 

have enough -- a modest living -- and no man is possessor beyond the sane and 
beautiful necessities.

                                                                                                       
                                                                                                           Walt Whitman
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