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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The greatest obstacle to Northern Virginia’s COVID-19 pandemic economic
recovery is the labor shortage. The labor market was tight pre-pandemic
and remains tight, which is causing many businesses to struggle to fill jobs.
This is evidenced by the region’s labor force being significantly down from
February 2020, a high number of job postings, and a low unemployment
rate that the region is currently experiencing. The region’s labor market is
tighter than the nation and the Commonwealth of Virginia and has been
since at least 2018. Understanding why the Northern Virginia region’s labor
force has declined, why those people in Northern Virginia who left the labor
force during the pandemic are not returning in full, and how to overcome a
shortage of labor is critical to fostering an economy and community where
residents and businesses can thrive.
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2020 and to-date remains significantly below
pre-pandemic levels. The Northern Virginia
labor force was at its lowest in January 2021,
representing a loss of 85,000 individuals
compared to February 2020. It remains down
by 45,200 as of May 2022, reflecting nearly
• The first section covers trends of the
double the population of the Town of Herndon.
region’s labor force and indicators of the
As society eases back to normalcy, people have
tight labor market.
been returning to the labor force, but – despite
many people returning to the labor force and
• The second section assesses the societal
new entrants to the Northern Virginia labor
shifts impacting the labor market.
force – there are currently not enough workers
to meet the labor force
demands across various
The economic effect of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
industries in the region.
This report assesses these factors with an
examination of the Northern Virginia labor
force, market forces driving the labor force,
and the transformations at play in the region’s
economy and is organized as follows:

economic recovery has been uneven across industries and
demographic groups in Northern Virginia.
•

The third section examines demographics
of the region and how its workers are
impacting the labor market.

•

Lastly, the fourth section examines local
actions being taken and recommendations
for making progress toward overcoming the
region’s labor shortage in a tight
labor market.

Findings indicate that the Northern Virginia
labor force significantly declined following the
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in March

4

The economic effect of
the COVID-19 pandemic
and the economic
recovery has been uneven across industries and
demographic groups in Northern Virginia. Three
of 17 industries – accommodations, education
services, and other services* – have yet to reach
employment levels at or above pre-pandemic
levels at any point since the pandemic began.
The food industry has had the next slowest
recovery, not reaching pre-pandemic levels until
April 2022.
(* “Other services” includes automotive repair,
computer and electronic repair, personal care (e.g.,
barber shops, nail salons), and dry cleaning.)
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Looking more closely at these affected industries,
key observations are:

the pandemic, followed by the 65 and over
age group. These two age groups have had the
fastest rate of recovery in Northern Virginia,
with under age 24 years recovering 89% of lost
employment and the 65 and over recovering
to levels beyond pre-pandemic employment
levels. As the pandemic has continued, the

•

The accommodations industry has had
the slowest recovery, with May 2022
employment down 29% from February 2020.

•

Food services gradually improved over time,
finally reaching pre-pandemic
levels in April 2022. Food
Workers ages 24 years and under were the hardest
services that cater to a large
business-centric population
hit at the beginning and peak of the pandemic,
have been the most negatively
followed by the 65 and over age group.
affected businesses in this
industry. (Business-centric retail
prime working age group - 25 to 54 years – has
is similarly experiencing a negative effect.)
recovered the slowest, with a recovery of 52% of
“Other services” employment, as of May
lost employment. The pandemic has also slowed
2022, is down by 6% from February 2020.
the growth of immigrant workers, who for many
years drove a large share of the growth of the
Education services employment, as of May
region’s labor force and are critical to the long2022, is down by 7% from February 2020.
term growth of the region’s economy
going forward.
The education industry has been particularly

•
•
•

impacted by a worker shortage due to the
childcare occupation being vulnerable to
low wages, face-to-face contact, as well as a
majority women workforce.
•

The education industry also has had large
turnover due to teacher burnout and
pandemic safety concerns.

Industry impacts have also been unevenly
distributed across demographic groups. Lowwage earners and women workers in Northern
Virginia were negatively and disproportionately
impacted by the pandemic – much more so
than other demographic groups – which mirrors
national pandemic impacts as found in many
studies. Workers ages 24 years and under were
the hardest hit at the beginning and peak of

While some trends were already present before
the pandemic, many accelerated during the
pandemic, and analysts and economists project
that the economic and societal shifts from the
pandemic will have long-term effects on the
economy and labor force. Societal shifts that
have impacted Northern Virginia’s economy and
labor market the most include:
•

Remote work (telework) was increasing prior
to the pandemic and greatly accelerated
during the pandemic.

•

Virtual meetings for business activities
increased considerably.

•

The acceleration of remote work and virtual
meetings has changed the dynamics of

ST A T E O F T H E R E G I O N : E C O N O MI C RE C OVERY AND T RANS FORMAT ION FROM C OVID -19 PANDEM IC

5

•

•

•

•

businesses, travel patterns, and demands for
various occupations for the long-term and has
led to a loss of labor force in the region from
domestic out-migration.

The challenge for both workers and business
owners will now be how to adapt to today’s
realities. Some important strategies to
consider include:

Businesses reliant on commuters and business
travelers, such as auto repair, food services,
accommodations, and retail have been
impacted significantly by lower demand for
their services. The opposite effect is true for
professional and business services, as well
as for information services, which have seen
increased demand due to the previously
unforeseen impact on business operations,
such as enhanced and secure technology to
enable remote work.

•

Embracing the market transformations that the
COVID-19 pandemic brought on, rather than
expecting people who left the Northern Virginia
labor force to return on their own accord in
large numbers.

•

Helping displaced workers in vulnerable
industries upskill and transition to lessvulnerable career paths via local government
and non-profit programs.

•

A fair number of workers were displaced and
chose to leave the labor force to take time
to upskill and work toward transitioning to
a career that is less vulnerable and more in
demand over the long-term.

Expanding childcare support programs and
benefits to lure people back to the labor force
and to lower-wage industries.

•

A rise in e-commerce and automation has been
causing a decline in retail trade in Northern
Virginia and was exacerbated by the pandemic.

Evolving and transforming to meet the longterm societal demands that were unleashed
during the pandemic, particularly by businesses
in vulnerable industries.

•

Enticing workers back through increased
wages, benefits, flexibility, workplace safety,
and other actions that make workers feel
valued for their work.

The acceleration of freelance and gig workers
has reduced the number of workers available
for traditional jobs.

All of these societal shifts will
transform the region’s economy
and labor force for the long-term.
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The challenge for both workers and business
owners will now be how to adapt to today’s realities.
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STATE OF THE LABOR MARKET
LABOR FORCE
The labor force consists of working-age persons who are employed or
those unemployed who are available for work and made efforts to find
employment sometime during a four-week period ending with the week
of surveying. The labor force also includes working-age persons who have
been temporarily separated from a job (people on layoff).2
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The Northern Virginia
FIGURE 1: Monthly Labor Force in Northern Virginia
labor force was at
its lowest in January
Labor Force
Moving Average
Linear Trend
2021, following
(12 Month)
the onset of the
1,500,000
1,447,195
pandemic. This was
Feb. 2020
1,450,000
a loss of 85,000 from
February 2020. It
1,401,953
1,400,000
May 2022
remained down by
45,200 as of May
1,350,000
2022, compared to
1,300,000
February 2020 (see
Figure 1), reflecting
1,250,000
nearly double the
population of the
1,200,000
Town of Herndon.
1,150,000
Quarterly data
indicates that the
1,100,000
2022 Q1 average
1/08 1/09 1/10 1/11 1/12 1/13 1/14 1/15 1/16 1/17 1/18 1/19 1/20 1/21 1/22
labor force was 1.40
million. Starting in
Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Local Area UnemploymentStatistics, released June 1, 2022.
2022 Q1, the region’s
labor force returned
has dropped by 1.0 percentage points nationally
to normal levels
as of April 2022. (Regional labor force participation
of growth on a quarterly and annual basis when
data is available through 2019 from the U.S.
compared to the same periods of the three years
Census Bureau, while 2022 is not yet available
prior to COVID-19. The labor force of 2022 Q1 was
from the U.S. Census Bureau or the Bureau of
an increase of 14,500 from the prior quarter and
Labor Statistic. However, the region experienced
an annual change of 25,000 from 2021 Q1. With
a similar market impact as the country, spurred
COVID-19 restrictions having eased throughout
by a number of retirements, including early
2021 and in early 2022, most people who wanted
retirements, and teenagers and college age
to return to the labor force have returned.
students leaving the labor force. Hence, it is
Therefore, going forward, a much faster pace of
3
estimated that the region experienced the same
growth is unrealistic to assume.
labor participation changes as the nation.) Further
The labor force has not reached pre-pandemic
details on market trends of the age of the labor
levels in Northern Virginia and the country overall,
force are found in the “Demographics Driving
partly because the labor force participation rate
Labor Force” section of this report. (See Table 1.)
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working-age people
not in the labor
LABOR FORCE
force who wanted
LABOR FORCE
PARTICIPATION
PLACE
a job was 4,973,000
FEB. 2020
MAY 2022
FEB. 2020
MAY 2022
according to the
Bureau of Labor
Northern Virginia
1,447,195
1,401,953
73.6%
72.6%
Statistics. This has
been pronounced
USA
164,235,000
164,157,000
63.3%
62.3%
by the pandemic
peaking at 9,761,000
Source USA: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey, retrieved June 30, 2022.
in April 2020, which
Sources Northern Virginia: Labor Force: Virginia Employment Commission, Local Area
was nearly double
Unemployment Statistics (LAUS), released June 29, 2022.
February 2020. It
Labor Force Participation: Northern Virginia Regional Commission analysis of national level
has since declined
Bureau of Labor Statistics data, and national and county level U.S. Census Bureau, 2017 to 2019
to a monthly range
American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates, Table S2301.
between 5,299,000
and 6,180,000
million from August
2021 to May 2022 – higher than pre-pandemic
Working-age persons not in the labor force who
times by 326,000 (6.6%) to 1,207,000 (24.3%)
want a job but are not actively looking are not
persons. The share of persons not in the labor
included in the official measure of unemployment.
force (non-seasonally adjusted) who want a job
The percentage of people not in the labor
remained elevated in May 2022 at 6.2% compared
force who want a job has increased during the
to the February 2020 share of 5.2%.4
pandemic, possibly due to reasons such as more
people needing to
remain at home to
TABLE 2: Not in Labor Force
perform childcare,
focusing on upskilling
NOT IN LABOR FORCE
NOT IN LABOR FORCE
rather than working,
AND WANT A JOB
PLACE
or not being able to
FEB. 2020
MAY 2022
FEB. 2020
MAY 2022
obtain a job within
Low Estimate: 63,204
their desired career
Northern Virginia
1,065,136
1,017,818
55,784
High
Estimate: 69,004
or skillset.
TABLE 1: Labor Force Change from Pre-Pandemic to Present

N OT I N L A B O R F O R C E

Nationally: In
February 2020, the
non-seasonally
adjusted number of

USA

95,393,000

99,521,000

4,996,000

6,180,000

Source USA: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey, retrieved June 30, 2022.
Source Northern Virginia: Northern Virginia Regional Commission analysis utilizing Bureau of
Labor Statistics, Virginia Employment Commission, and U.S. Census Bureau, American Community
Survey data.
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Northern Virginia: The number of working-age
people not in the labor force who want a job is not
available at the county and regional level from the
Bureau of Labor Statistics. Therefore, a May 2022
low and high estimate was produced by Northern
Virginia Regional Commission using a combination
of regional and national data on the labor force
and labor force participation, as well as national
data on those persons not in the labor force
and not in the labor force who want a job.5 The
estimated change from February 2020 to May 2022
ranges from 7,700 to 13,500 persons (see Table
2). Out of the 45,200 persons who were in the
labor force pre-pandemic and are no longer in the
region’s labor force, there are an estimated 31,700
to 37,500 who do not currently plan to reenter the
region’s labor force or who have left the region,

which is equivalent to the population of the City
of Manassas. Given these estimates, relying solely
on large numbers of people who left the Northern
Virginia labor force to return on their own accord is
therefore unrealistic; instead, focusing on solutions
to help overcome the labor shortage and draw
people back are critical.

U N E M P LOY M E N T
The number of unemployed in Northern Virginia
was 35,800 in May 2022, 6,800 persons more than
pre-pandemic (see Figure 2).

The unemployment rate is calculated by dividing
the unemployed persons by the labor force.
Northern Virginia has yet to reach its February
2020 pre-pandemic unemployment rate of 2.0%.
The May 2022
unemployment
FI GURE 2: Monthly Unemployed Persons in Northern Virginia
rate was 2.6%, 0.6
(Not Seasonally Adjusted)
percentage points
above February
160,000
2020 (see Figure
139,865
Apr. 2020
3), and an increase
140,000
from the lowest
unemployment rate
120,000
75,387
since February 2020
February 2010
100,000
achieved in April 2022
Great Recession
Peak
at a rate of 2.2%.
80,000
The unemployment
60,000
trend indicates that
working-age persons
40,000
35,815
are finding jobs.
29,058
May 2022
However, when labor
Feb. 2020
20,000
force is factored
0
in, a different story
1/08 1/09 1/10 1/11 1/12 1/13 1/14 1/15 1/16 1/17 1/18 1/19 1/20 1/21 1/22
becomes apparent:
The true number of

Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Local Area Unemployment Statistics,
released June 29, 2022.
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unemployed can
FIGURE 3: Monthly Unemployment Rate in Northern Virginia
be significantly
(Not Seasonally Adjusted)
under-counted
because of
12%
9.9%
people dropping
Apr. 2020
out of the labor
10%
force who
6.0%
cannot find
February 2010
8%
Great Recession
work; are not
Peak
able to hold
6%
traditional jobs
for personal
4%
reasons; are
reevaluating
2.6%
their career
2%
2.0%
May 2022
Feb. 2020
path; or are
switching to gig
0%
economy and
1/08 1/09 1/10 1/11 1/12 1/13 1/14 1/15 1/16 1/17 1/18 1/19 1/20 1/21 1/22
freelancing jobs,
some of which
Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Local Area Unemployment Statistics, released June 29, 2022.
are not captured
in the labor force
numbers.6 The
By May 2022 employment was at 1.37 million, a
decrease in Northern Virginia’s labor force suggests
recovery of two-thirds of the total loss at the peak
that the official unemployment rate is understated.
of the pandemic, but still 52,000 less than February
2020. Prior to the pandemic, the last time the
region enjoyed a May employment level this low
was May 2017. Clearly, the pandemic wiped out
The region reached peak unemployment from the
years of growth.
Great Recession in February 2010. Since then, the
region’s employment had been increasing annually
from February 2010 to February 2020, growing
from 1.19 million to 1.42 million, respectively.

E M P LOY M E N T

JOB OPENINGS AND
POSTINGS

Employment was at its lowest point during the
pandemic in May 2020, when it was at 1.26 million,
which was a decline of 156,300 employed persons
from February 2020. This decline represents more
than the population of the City of Alexandria.

Prior to the pandemic, there were already
indications of a shortage of workers nationally and
regionally based on job openings per unemployed
persons and job postings per unemployed persons.
Job openings and postings, along with unemployed
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persons, are used to determine imbalances
between the supply and demand for labor and
tightness of the labor market.

a collaborative effort with Northern Virginia
Community College (NVCC). NVCC obtains job
postings data from Burning Glass Technologies,
which does not provide job openings at the
county level but does provide job postings.
Nationally and in the Commonwealth of Virginia,
job postings represent a third to a half of all job
openings according to analysis of Burning Glass
Technologies data. For purposes of having a
comparable dataset to compare the region to the
nation and Commonwealth of Virginia, Burning
Glass Technologies is used in the following
comparative analysis (see Figure 4). This analysis
indicates that Northern Virginia’s labor market

Nationally: Nationally, the seasonally adjusted
number of unemployed persons had never been
lower for job openings until March 2018, according
to the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Job Opening
and Labor Turnover Survey (JOLTS). From March
2018 to February 2020, there had been fewer
unemployed persons than jobs available, with
the lowest ratio being 0.8. Since July 2021, after
the greatest economic impact of the pandemic
had waned and people began returning to work
in large numbers, the ratio has been below one,
indicating fewer
unemployed persons
FIGURE 4: Unemployed Persons Per Job Posting
available than job
openings. In March
and April 2022, the
United States
Virginia
NOVA Region
ratio was at 0.5, the
11
tightest the labor
10
market has ever been
since record keeping
9
began in 2000.7
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Northern Virginia:
Regional data on job
postings is available
from private entities,
as County and
regional data is not
available from the
JOLTS federal data
source. Regional
job posting data is
obtained by Northern
Virginia Regional
Commission through

Source: Burning Glass Technologies through Northern Virginia Community College, retrieved
May 2022.
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is currently tighter than the United States and
the Commonwealth of Virginia. This analysis also
indicates that the ratio of unemployed persons per
job posting has historically been lower than the
country and the commonwealth.

low-wage industries that were among the hardest
hit by the pandemic, as detailed in the Wages
by Industry section that follows. The fact that by
2021 Q4, almost two years into the pandemic,
these industries continued to have job posting
amounts well above pre-pandemic days is an
An assessment of job postings by industry shows
indication that these industries are likely struggling
that those industries that have an increase in job
with a shortage of workers due to many people
postings from the pre-pandemic days are retail
transitioning to new, higher-wage careers in the
trade, educational services, accommodations
pandemic and societal shifts transforming these
and food services, and health care and social
industries during the pandemic. More details on
assistance (see Table 3). These industries are
these indicators are found in the Societal Shifts
Driving Labor Market
section later in
TABLE 3: Job Postings by Industry in Northern Virginia
this report.
INDUSTRY

2019 Q4

2021 Q4

# CHANGE % CHANGE

Retail Trade

7,168

9,101

1,933

27%

Educational Services

2,884

3,442

558

19%

Accommodation & Food
Services

5,598

6,633

1,035

18%

10,118

10,784

666

7%

Finance & Insurance

7,430

6,363

-1,067

-14%

Information

3,750

3,028

-722

-19%

27,226

20,299

-6,927

-25%

Manufacturing

8,567

5,695

-2,872

-34%

Public Administration

7,802

4,064

-3,738

-48%

n/a

2,766

n/a

n/a

5,479

n/a

n/a

n/a

Health Care and Social
Assistance

Professional, Scientific, and
Technical Services

Other Services
Administrative and Support
and Waste Management

WAG E S B Y
INDUSTRY
The economic effect
of the COVID-19
pandemic and the
economic recovery
from it have been
uneven across
industries nationally
and in Northern
Virginia. Northern
Virginia’s hardesthit industries in
the pandemic, for
those industries
employing more than
1,000 workers, were
identified in a report
published in June
2021 that Northern
Virginia Regional

Source: Northern Virginia Community College, State of the Workforce, 2019 Q4 and 2021 Q4, as
sourced from Burning Glass Technologies.
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Commission contributed to. Seven industries were
found to be at elevated risk of negative COVID-19
impact as indicated in the following figure,
excerpted from the report (see Figure 5).

and warehousing was the only lower-wage industry
not identified as an elevated risk, hard-hit industry
in Northern Virginia, but of the non-elevated risk
industries, this industry had the greatest impact
from the pandemic.

Nationally, the hardest-hit jobs in the pandemic
are low-wage jobs8 and jobs held by persons with
less than a bachelor’s degree9. The hardest-hit
industries in Northern Virginia are also the lowestwage industries of the region (see Table 4). The
average weekly wage in Northern Virginia was
$1,943 in 2021 Q4, while the hard-hit industry
wages ranged from $598 to $1,435. Transportation

Three of 17 industries that are monitored monthly
by the Northern Virginia Regional Commission in
a tracking of the economic impact and recovery
report had yet to reach employment levels at
or above pre-pandemic levels at any point since
the pandemic began as of May 2022. Those
three industries are accommodations, education

FI GURE 5: Hardest Hit Industries Due to COVID-19 in Northern Virginia
Pandemic Initial Claims / Pre-Pandemic Workforce
Accommodation & Food

71%

Hardest Hit

1.6%
3.0%

47%

Other Services
Retail

13.7%

52%

Arts, Entertainment, Recreation
Elevated-Risk
Industries

% Pandemic Initial Claims minus
% Pre-Pandemic Workforce

6.2%

45%

High risk

45%

Education
Health Care & Social Assistance

34%

Administrative & Waste

33%

1.9%
2.0%
1.1%

32%

Transportation & Warehousing

0.5%

26%

Manufacturing

-0.1%

Wholesale Trade

23%

-0.3%

Real Estate & Rentals/Leasing

22%

-0.3%

Information

10%

Professional & Technical

10%

Utilities
Public Administration

-1.6%

14%

Finance & Insurance
Management Of Companies

-2.0%

18%

Construction

7%

-2.3%
-14.6%
-1.8%

4%

-0.2%

3%

-6.8%

Source: Northern Virginia Minority Owned-Businesses Working Group, Minority-Owned Businesses, June 2021,
https://www.novaregion.org/DocumentCenter/View/13064/Minority-Owned-Businesses-Report.
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services, and other services, which also are
hardest-hit and low-wage industries.10 The food
industry has had the next slowest recovery, not
reaching pre-pandemic levels until April 2022, and
it also was one of the hardest-hit and low-wage
industries. Looking more closely at these affected
industries, key observations are:
•

The accommodations industry has had the
slowest recovery, with May 2022 employment
down 29% from February 2020.

•

Food services gradually improved over time,
finally reaching pre-pandemic levels in April
2022. Food services that cater to a large
business-centric population have been the
most negatively affected businesses in this
industry. (Business-centric retail is similarly
experiencing a negative effect.)

•

“Other services” employment, as of May 2022,
is down by 6% from February 2020.

•

Education services employment, as of May
2022, is down by 7% from February 2020.

•

The education industry has been particularly
impacted by a worker shortage due to the
childcare occupation being vulnerable to
low wages, face-to-face contact, as well as a
majority women work force. A considerable
number of women have not reentered the
labor force due to being the primary care
takers of their own children. More details on
the impact of the pandemic on women in the
work force are found in the Demographics
Driving Labor Force section later in this report.

•

The education industry also has had large
turnover due to teacher burnout and
pandemic safety concerns.

In Northern Virginia’s tight market, where there
are more jobs to choose from than there are
workers, the ability for businesses to hire in
the hardest-hit, low-wage industries have put
pressure on these businesses to increase wages.
The upward pressure is evident from the average
weekly wage increase over the past two years
(see Table 4), even with these over-the-year wage
changes possibly varying for reasons other than
changes in the average wage level. They may vary
to reflect shifts in the composition of employment
by occupation within industries and such other
factors as hours of work per week. Out of all
the very low- and low-wage industries, the arts,
entertainment, and recreation industry is the
only industry in Northern Virginia that has seen
a decline in weekly wages since pre-pandemic
2019 4Q. The highest increases in the lowestwage industries have been in retail trade and
educational services. Upward pressure on highskilled, high-wage jobs is also evident (see Table 4).
This is an indication that the shortage of workers,
coupled with competition among businesses to
attract top talent, is at play in the market.
Many low-skill workers who were displaced and
left the labor force during the pandemic have
been working toward transitioning to a career that
is less vulnerable and more in demand for the
long-term. This is likely contributing to the region’s
shortage of workers in low-skilled industries.
Local government and non-profit programs will be
critical in helping displaced workers in vulnerable
industries quickly upskill and transition to less
vulnerable career paths so that the region’s labor
supply can increase more quickly to meet market
demands.
Businesses in vulnerable industries will need
to consider evolving and transforming to meet
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the long-term societal demands that were
unleashed during the pandemic. Businesses that
are struggling to fill jobs in the most vulnerable
industries will need to consider ways to entice lowskill workers. Success stories of businesses that
have recently been successful in enticing workers

back to vulnerable industries have focused on
increased wages, benefits, flexibility, workplace
safety, feeling valued for their work, and other
aspects of jobs that workers are persistently
seeking in today’s tight labor market.

TABLE 4: Average Weekly Wage by Industry in Northern Virginia
INDUSTRY

INCOME
TIER

2019 4Q

2020 4Q

2021 4Q

AVERAGE
ANNUAL CHANGE

Accommodation and food services

Very Low

$512

$514

$598

8%

Retail trade

Very Low

$727

$830

$912

13%

Arts, entertainment, and recreation

Very Low

$1,099

$1,292

$1,053

-2%

Educational services

Low

$983

$1,173

$1,325

17%

Transportation and warehousing

Low

$1,174

$1,224

$1,335

7%

Health care and social assistance

Low

$1,175

$1,390

$1,401

10%

Administrative and waste services

Low

$1,193

$1,382

$1,428

10%

Other services, except public
administration

Low

$1,248

$1,391

$1,435

8%

Construction

Middle

$1,505

$1,666

$1,730

7%

Real estate and rental and leasing

Middle

$1,539

$1,745

$1,849

10%

Manufacturing

Middle

$1,681

$2,107

$1,874

6%

Public administration

High

$2,178

$2,314

$2,366

4%

Utilities

High

$2,379

$2,674

$2,772

8%

Wholesale trade

High

$2,424

$2,727

$2,876

9%

Professional and technical services

Very High

$2,543

$2,755

$2,886

7%

Finance and insurance

Very High

$2,600

$3,381

$3,235

12%

Information

Very High

$2,664

$2,945

$3,284

12%

Management of companies and
enterprises

Very High

$2,985

$3,239

$3,538

9%

Source: Northern Virginia Regional Commission analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages,
retrieved June 30, 2022.
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SOCIETAL SHIFTS DRIVING
LABOR MARKET
The pandemic had an undeniable effect on society, with many changes
likely to be long-term. Going forward, recovery should be viewed through
the lens of society having evolved over the course of the pandemic
rather than focusing on trying to return to pre-pandemic levels and
norms in all industries.
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A large share of Americans, for example, are out
of work and currently not seeking employment.
Surveys and analysis suggest the reasons include:

decline in the region’s labor force and shortage of
workers. There are four key societal changes that
are impacting the region:

•

Shortage of child-care options (notably,
childcare facilities continue to struggle to
attract and retain labor, causing a shortage of
childcare options for people who want to work)

1) U
 pward pressure on wages, e-commerce,
and automation

•

Cost of childcare options for low-wage workers

3) Remote work

•

Unstable in-person schooling due to COVID
outbreaks and teacher shortages

4) Entrepreneurship and non-traditional gig work.

•

Health concerns and COVID fears

•

Burnout from not having a work-life balance
(notably, health care is one industry that
has been largely impacted by this during the
pandemic)

•

Workers revaluating their career path,
particularly lower-wage workers

•

Pandemic-related health concerns

•

Transitioning to new career fields

•

Deciding the family can live on one income

•

Waiting for a higher-wage job offer

•

Retirement.

Little information exists to shed light on each of
these reasons and how much they have impacted
the region’s market conditions and decline in
Northern Virginia’s labor force, but they all have
contributed to the labor shortage to some extent.
Market trends that were exacerbated by COVID19’s impact on the workforce have changed things
for the long-term and are contributing to the

18

2) Virtual meetings

U P WA R D P R E S S U R E O N
WAG E S , E - C O M M E RC E , A N D
A U TO M AT I O N
The shortage of workers has put upward pressure
on wages, e-commerce, and automation.11 In
Northern Virginia’s tight market, where there are
more jobs to choose from than there are workers,
the ability for a business to hire workers in the
hardest-hit, low-wage industries will come down
to making their business competitive by increasing
wages and adding incentives such as benefits,
childcare, and flexibility. Doing so will help entice
low-wage workers who left the labor force to reenter. Providing childcare or paying wages that will
make it easier to pay for childcare, with enough
remaining funds for other expenses, is of particular
importance for attracting low-wage workers to
the labor force. “For lower-wage workers, the cost
of paid childcare may override earned income,
and therefore cause workers, often women, to
opt out of labor force participation,” as stated
by the Committee for Economic Development
of the Conference Board in a report on the U.S.
labor shortage.12 In addition to upward pressure
on wages, e-commerce and automation were
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accelerated during the pandemic. E-commerce
in retail is estimated to have grown two to five
times faster in 2020 than pre-pandemic.13 The
effect of e-commerce and automation accelerated
the decline of retail employment nationally and
regionally, exacerbated by the reality of declining

national retail since 2017. Retail employment in
Northern Virginia pre-pandemic had also been
declining from 2015 to 2019, and it declined even
more sharply in 2020 due to the pandemic (see
Table 5). In 2021, the average employment had
recovered approximately half of the loss (see
Table 5) and by May 2022
had recovered significantly,
though it remained 2.7%
TABLE 5: Retail Trade Industry Employment in Northern Virginia
less than February 2020.10
This decline is unlikely
YEAR
EMPLOYMENT
ANNUAL CHANGE # ANNUAL CHANGE %
attributable to the pandemic
alone; instead, it is indicative
2010
111,768
-of the much longer sustained
2011
114,590
2,822
2.5%
decline of retail in the
region due to e-commerce
2012
116,085
1,495
1.3%
and automation replacing
traditional jobs and shopping
2013
117,016
931
0.8%
habits.
2014

118,041

1,025

0.9%

2015

120,912

2,871

2.4%

2016

120,809

-103

-0.1%

2017

120,155

-654

-0.5%

2018

119,430

-725

-0.6%

2019

116,915

-2,515

-2.1%

2020

106,832

-10,083

-8.6%

2021*

111,175

4,343

4.1%

* Preliminary Estimate
S
 ource: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and
Wages, retrieved June 30, 2022.

V I R T UA L
MEETINGS
During the pandemic, virtual
meetings dramatically
changed the business
world. Business travel is in
less demand, and business
domestic travel in the
United States will be slow to
rebound. It will likely remain
at levels lower than prepandemic times until 2024,
according to the 2022 State
of the Hotel Industry by the
American Hotel and Lodging
Association and Accenture.14
“The pandemic has led to

N
 ote: Excludes City of Manassas Park. BLS does not disclose Manassas Park data
for all years.
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extensive use of videoconferencing and virtual
meetings, and many companies expect virtual
work to persist over the long-term,” concluded the
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics in a report on the
BLS updated projections through 2030 to reflect
the pandemic-driven economic changes for the
long-term.15
Northern Virginia’s regional economy relies heavily
on the business community, daily commuters,
and those traveling for business and conferences.
The 2022 projected business travel revenue
for the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area is
forecasted to be 54.4% lower, or $1.5 billion lower,
than in 2019.16 This significant decline in business
revenue and travel, in turn, is negatively impacting
the job market, particularly Northern Virginia’s
accommodations and food services. These
industries are two of the four industries that were

The accommodations industry includes not only
business travelers but also leisure travelers, and
leisure travel has been driving the nation’s and
region’s accommodations industry recovery.
The pre-pandemic hotel occupancy rate of the
Northern Virginia Tourism Region was 78.7%
in April 201917, with the lowest point for hotel
occupancy rates during the pandemic landing in
April 2020 at 20.4%. The hotel industry occupancy
rates have improved since then: As of April 2022,
occupancy has grown to 69.9%, which is still 8.8
percentage points below pre-pandemic levels. (See
Table 6.)

Apr. 2019

78.7%

Recovery should be viewed through the lens of
society having evolved – the market and labor
force will not necessarily reflect the past. With
business travel expected to be slow to recover,
the region’s accommodations industry businesses
should strategize positioning and marketing their
accommodations more toward leisure travel.

Apr. 2020

20.4%

R E M OT E W O R K

Apr. 2021

45.5%

Apr. 2022

69.9%

Prior to the pandemic, remote work during part
of the work week, also known as telework and
hybrid work (these terms are used interchangeably
throughout this report), was becoming more
common. In the Washington, D.C., metropolitan
area, for example, employees who regularly
teleworked had increased from 13% in 2004 to
35% in 2019 (see Figure 6).18 Full-time remote
work was not particularly common prior to the

TABLE 6: Hotel Occupancy Rate in Northern
Virginia Tourism Region
DATE

OCCUPANCY RATE

Source: STR Global Limited as obtained from Virginia
Tourism Corporation, received May 23 and May 24, 2022.
Note: The Northern Alexandria City, Arlington, Caroline,
Culpeper, Fairfax, Fairfax City, Falls Church City, Fauquier,
Fredericksburg City, Loudoun, Manassas City, Manassas
Park City, Prince William, Rappahannock, Spotsylvania,
and Stafford.

20

hardest hit and have had the slowest recovery in
Northern Virginia.10 Food services located at or
near business centers that depended on daytime
business professionals for their success have been
especially hard hit.
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FIG U RE 6 . Teleworking in Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Area
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higher than the prepandemic level.19 This
is consistent with a
more recent survey
at the state level that
was conducted by
the Bureau of Labor
Statistics between July
and September 2021,
which indicates that
35.9% of business
establishments in
Virginia increased
teleworking during
the pandemic, and
64.7% of these
businesses plan to
have the increased
telework continue
after the pandemic.20

pandemic but has now undeniably become a
commonly accepted work style, and the rise of
hybrid and full-time remote work are some of
the most impactful and likely long-term societal
changes from the pandemic.

The supply of labor
in the Northern
Virginia region
and the demand
for employment in various industries has been
impacted by remote work. Three labor force
and labor supply impacts are important to
understanding the state of the region.

Since the onset of the pandemic, remote work
has increased dramatically, as reported in several
national studies. A survey of Washington, D.C.,
metropolitan area businesses was conducted
by the Metropolitan Washington Council of
Governments in May and June 2020 to assess
the impacts of the pandemic on telework, and
results indicated that more than half of worksites
anticipate a post-pandemic telework level that is

a) Remote Full-Time: The remote work style has
allowed higher-skilled workers to work remotely
full-time, which has allowed people to move to
the place of their choosing rather than having
to live near work, and it allowed people to
obtain jobs from anywhere. The effect of fulltime remote work on Northern Virginia has
been a decline in the population, which, in turn,
has caused a decline in the labor force for the

Source: Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, 2016 and 2019 Commuter
Connections State of the Commute Survey Report.
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long-term. This out-migration has significantly
impacted the available supply of labor in the
Northern Virginia region and is part of the
explanation as to why there is a shortage of
workers: Many people in higher-skilled jobs
who left the region because of the ability to
work remotely are no longer part of the region’s
labor force and have changed jobs. For more
details on the population decline, see the
Population Decline During the Pandemic section
of this report.
b) F
 ood Services and Accommodations: Food
services and accommodations were greatly
impacted during the pandemic and are expected
to be impacted for the long-term because of
society’s newfound acceptance of remote work.
As a result of remote work and virtual meetings,
business travel is not projected to grow as
much as previously projected, according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics updated employment
projections.15 The food services industry, which
includes restaurants, is expected to grow but
at a lower rate than previously projected,
particularly restaurants near workplaces.15 This
industry is one of four industries that were
hardest hit and slow to recover, and this is partly
due to the decreased demand for food services
near businesses.10 However, there is demand for
food services from restaurants largely focused
on local clientele and leisure travelers, and the
supply of labor for this unmet demand is a need
in the region as indicated by the number of job
postings (see the Job Postings report section
for more detail). The accommodations industry,
as discussed previously, has been negatively
affected by the decline in business travel and
daily commuters.

22

c) High-Skilled Jobs: Demand for computer
and information technology (IT) services, as
well as medical and scientific research and
development, increased nationally during
the pandemic and is expected to continue to
increase due to remote work and the impacts
of the pandemic, according to the Bureau of
Labor Statistics.15 Remote work has placed
unforeseen needs on businesses, such as
the need to enhance and provide secure
technology for embracing remote work. In
Northern Virginia, employment in professional
and business services and information services
has increased significantly when compared to
pre-pandemic employment, as indicated in a
monthly economic tracking report that Northern
Virginia Regional Commission produces.10 As of
May 2022, professional and business services
had increased by 7,400 (1.7%) employees, and
information services had increased by 2,400
(5.8%) employees since February 2020.21 In
Northern Virginia, the professional, scientific,
and technical services sectors had the highest
number of job postings, with over 20,000 as of
2021 Q4 (see Table 3).22 Drawing highly skilled
talent to Northern Virginia from outside the
region, including young, highly skilled workers
to replace retirees, will be critical to overcoming
the labor shortage in these sectors. Efforts of
Northern Virginia along these lines, to name
a few, include the talent initiative of Fairfax
County Economic Development Authority’s in
partnership with the Northern Virginia Economic
Development Alliance, which launched their
“Work in Northern Virginia” website in 202023;
and Go Virginia Region 7 Council’s 2021
Update of the Economic Growth and
Diversification Plan.24
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workforce annual survey for eight years, with its
2021 survey finding that freelancing, excluding
temporary workers, increased to its highest share
of the labor force in 2021. But, many part-time
or temporary freelance or gig workers return to
traditional work as market conditions improve,
according to and confirmed by Upwork’s 2021
survey, which showed a decline in 2021 for
temporary freelance workers. Many people are
choosing self-employment, freelance, and gig
work because of the flexibility this work offers and
the opportunity to live and work from a location
of choosing.6,25

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND
N O N -T R A D I T I O N A L G I G
WORKERS
The COVID pandemic increased entrepreneurship
and accelerated participation in non-traditional
freelance and gig work. The rise in selfemployment and full-time freelance and gig work
is contributing to Northern Virginia’ labor shortage
for companies employing staff. A significant
number of people who became unemployed
during the pandemic chose to start their own
small business (see Figure 7). The same can be
said nationally for freelance or gig work, according
to a survey report from Upwork, a freelance job
platform. Upwork has been conducting a freelance

Knowing that some gig workers are not counted
in the labor force and that many people switched
to gig work during the pandemic, Northern
Virginia’s labor force is slightly
understated today. The U.S.
labor force participation
FI GURE 7: High-Propensity Business Formations in Virginia
would be approximately two
percentage points higher if all
14,000
gig workers were counted in
11,465
the labor force, according to
2021 1Q
12,000
the Federal Reserve Bank
of Boston.6
10,000
8,000
6,000
4,000

7,793
2021 4Q
6,014
2019 4Q

2,000
0
2019
4Q

2020
1Q

2020
2Q

2020
3Q

2020
4Q

2021
1Q

2021
2Q

2021
3Q

2021
4Q

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Business Formation Statistics, 2019 4Q to 2021 4Q,
retrieved June 8, 2022.
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DEMOGRAPHICS DRIVING
LABOR FORCE
The Northern Virginia region’s labor force is down from pre-pandemic
times, and there is currently a shortage of workers in the region.
Demographic changes in the region during the pandemic are significant
drivers of this phenomenon.

24
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The regional demographic characteristic data
that follow are best interpreted by focusing on
the magnitude of the changes and workforce
demographic distributions pre- and postpandemic, rather than focusing on the
employment totals of the demographic groups.
This is recommended because the quarterly
employment totals from the U.S. Census Bureau’s
Quarterly Workforce Indicators (QWI) are not
comparable to the monthly and quarterly
employment totals from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics’ Local Area Unemployment Statistics
(LAUS) program. For one, they use different
universes of workers. The biggest difference for
the Northern Virginia region is that QWI does not
include the federal workforce, while LAUS does
include these workers.

AG E O F L A B O R F O R C E

updated in September 2021.26 These market
trends of the youngest and oldest persons in the
labor force were exacerbated by the pandemic
both nationally and regionally.
During the pandemic, quarterly employment in
the region bottomed out in 2020 Q3, according
to the U.S. Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce
Indicators. The share of workers by age changed
over the course of the pandemic due to some
age groups being disproportionately affected
in Northern Virginia, with workers of the age
groups 24 and under and 65 and over hardest hit
during the peak of the pandemic. But, these two
age groups have had the fastest rate of recovery
in Northern Virginia, with under age 24 years
recovering 89%27 of lost employment and the
65 and over recovering to levels beyond prepandemic employment levels. As the pandemic
has continued, the prime working age group - 25 to
54 – has recovered the slowest, with a recovery of
52% of lost employment. (See Tables 7 and 8, and
Figure 8.)

The available pool of workers regionally and
nationally has been impacted by retirements
from the aging Baby Boomer generation. In 2022,
baby boomers were between the ages of 58 and
76. Nationally, there
has also been a trend
TABLE 7: Share of Employment by Age in Northern Virginia
over the past two
(Not Seasonally Adjusted)
decades of declining
numbers of workers
age 16 to 24 year old
PERIOD
14-24
25-54
55-64
65+
participating in the
labor force as they
2019 Q3 - Pre-pandemic
11.9%
65.9%
16.4%
5.8%
focus on advancing
2020 Q3 - Peak of Pandemic
9.9%
67.2%
17.0%
5.9%
and furthering their
education, which is a
2021 Q3 - Recovery
11.6%
65.5%
16.6%
6.2%
trend that is expected
to continue, according
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators, retrieved June 30, 2022.
to the Bureau of Labor
Statistics projections
Note: The last quarter prior to the pandemic was 2019 Q4. However, 2019 Q3 pandemic data
is shown to provide an apples-to-apples comparison that accounts for the seasonality effects
that are particularly common in the age 14-24 group.
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Age 14-24: The age 14-24 group was hardest hit in
Northern Virginia. This age group’s pre-pandemic
share of the workforce was 11.9%, while 20.4% of
job losses were from this age group (see Tables
7 and 8). A large percentage of lower-wage, lowskill jobs are held by age 14-24-year-old workers.
To assess this age group’s economic recovery, it is
best to compare the same quarter over the years
because these workers are largely seasonal, with
a large increase in employment always occurring
in the third quarter when school is out of session
for the summer (see Figure 8). Each quarter of
2021 was 4% to 5% below their respective quarter
of 2019. However, with society having eased
more to normalcy in 2022 and the shortage of
workers causing wages to increase, economists are
predicting that the summer of 2022 will have more
workers in this age group than the summer of
2021. Nationally, the summer of 2022 is predicted
to have a 32.8% labor force participation rate for
16- to 19-year-olds, the highest since the summer
of 2007, according to Drexel University Center for
Labor Markets and Policy’s 2022 annual report, The
Summer Job Outlook for American Teenagers.28 The
Drexel University report provides five reasons why
focusing on teen employment is important:
1) T
 he more teens work today, the more likely they
will work tomorrow, which will have long-term
implications for long-term labor supply.
2) T
 he greater a teenager’s disconnect from school
and work, the greater the likelihood that the
teenager will be jobless, poor, and dependent
when they are older.
3)T
 heir future economic productivity will be
reduced by lower labor force participation,
resulting in negative GDP growth in the
long-term.

26

TABLE 8: Age Group Share of Employment
Loss From Pre-Pandemic 2019 Q4 to Peak
of Pandemic 2020 Q3 in Northern Virginia
(Not Seasonally Adjusted)
14-24

25-54

55-64

65+

20.4%

60.3%

12.4%

6.9%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators,
retrieved June 30, 2022.
Note: Figures may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

4) W
 ork experience provides young people with
social skills and negotiation skills.
5) E
 arning wages paid by employers in proportion
to their contribution to the firm helps teens
accumulate human capital. (Human capital
are the skills, knowledge, and experience of
an individual, enabling them to realize their
potential contribution to society and the
economic assets of an organization.)
For the Northern Virginia region, filling the lowwage jobs that currently have a short supply of
workers is critical to the health of the region’s
economy. It will be important to entice high
schoolers and college students to work during
the summer, as well as to work part-time in other
seasons. Long-term, this will likely have a positive
impact on the labor supply.
Age 25 to 54: As the pandemic has continued,
the prime working age “25 to 54” age group has
recovered the slowest in Northern Virginia, with
only 52% of its employment recovered as of 2021
Q3 (see Figure 8). The reasons for this are many
and complex, including: societal changes noted
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FIGURE 8: Employment by Age (Beginning of Quarter) in Northern Virginia
Age 25-54 Employment
(Not Seasonally Adjusted)
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Source: Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators, retrieved June 30, 2022.

earlier in the report, except for retirement; the
region’s population decline during the pandemic;
and a slowdown in immigration. The fact that this
group has recovered the slowest indicates that the
population decline is likely attributable largely to
primary working age “25 to 54” persons and their
children having left the region, lending further
credence to the idea that relying on people who
left the labor force to return on their own accord

is unrealistic. Instead, to help overcome the labor
shortage, growing the region’s labor force should
largely focus on the solutions discussed earlier.
Age 55 to 64: As the pandemic continued,
Northern Virginia had recovered 76% of lost jobs
as of 2021 Q3 for the age 55 to 64 group (see
Figure 8). The reasons this age group had only
moderately recovered as of 2021 Q3 include
many of the same reasons as those for the age
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25 to 54 group, with early retirement being an
additional reason.
Age 65 and over: The age 65 and over age group
had a larger share of job losses (6.9%) than
their actual share of the workforce prior to the
pandemic (5.8%) (see Tables 7 and 8). The 65 and
over age group had a large wave of retirement
throughout the pandemic, which caused their
job losses to be disproportionately high. This
also contributed to the loss of the labor force in
the region, particularly at the beginning of the
pandemic. However, the number of workers in
this age group surpassed pre-pandemic levels in
2021 Q3 (see Figure 8). This indicates that many
people have returned to the labor force who left
during the pandemic. The other factor that likely
has contributed to this age group surpassing the

pre-pandemic level is the aging of Baby Boomers;
many who were previously in the age 55-64 group
are now in the age 65 and over group.

WOMEN AND MEN IN THE
L A B O R FO RC E
Low-wage industries have a higher concentration
of women than men. Nationally, the low-wage
industries were hardest hit by the pandemic,
making women unevenly impacted by the
pandemic according to analysis by Pew Research
Center.29 The low-wage industries were also
hardest hit in Northern Virginia.

In Northern Virginia, women were
disproportionately affected by the pandemic. The
share of the labor force made up by women had
decreased by 1.0 percentage
points at the peak of the
FIGURE 9: Share of Employment by Gender in Northern Virginia
pandemic. As of the 2021 Q3,
women continued to be more
Female
Male
impacted than men, with their
share of the labor force being
0.3 percentage points down
48.3%
Pre-pandemic - 2019 Q4
from pre-pandemic times (see
51.7%
Figure 9). This uneven impact is
also apparent when assessing
the share of employment loss
47.3%
by women versus men. PrePandemic Peak - 2020 Q3
pandemic, 48.3% of workers
52.7%
were women. However,
women’s share of jobs lost
was significantly higher than
48.0%
48.3% at the beginning of the
Most Current - 2021 Q3
51.9%
pandemic and for persons
remaining unemployed as the
44%
46%
48%
50%
52%
54%
pandemic went on (see Figure
10). Workers who remained
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators, retrieved June 30, 2022.
Note: Figures may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

28

ST A T E O F T H E R E G I O N : E C O N O MI C RE C OVERY AND T RANS FORMAT ION FROM C OVID -19 PANDEM IC

D E M O G R A P H I C S D R I V I N G L A B O R FO RC E

FIGURE 10: Share of Employment Loss in Northern Virginia
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unemployed as
of 2021 Q3 had
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67.6% being women.

67.6%
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60.2%

59.1%

70.0%
A considerable
number of women
60.0%
have not reentered
the labor force due
50.0%
48.3%
to being the primary
40.0%
caretakers of their
own children, as
30.0%
childcare facilities
continue to struggle
20.0%
to attract and retain
10.0%
labor, causing a
shortage of childcare
0.0%
options for women
2020 Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3* 2020 Q4 2021 Q1 2021 Q2 2021 Q3
who want to work.
Having childcare
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators, retrieved June 30, 2022.
provided or having
Note: Figures may not sum to 100% due to rounding.
the ability to pay for
it while still having
funds for other
patterns significantly. It also significantly impacted
expenses is of particular importance for attracting
births and deaths. Whether these shifts are
low-wage, working-age persons back into the labor
temporary remains to be seen.
force. Otherwise, these people will likely continue
Utilizing the U.S. Census Bureau’s Population
to not participate in the labor force.
Estimates Program’s annual population estimates
and components of change from 1970 to 2021,
Northern Virginia’s population change, domestic
migration, and international migration have
been assessed. The region was one of the fastest
The COVID-19 pandemic began in the United
growing areas of the country for the past two
States in March 2020 and has lasted through 2022.
decades. Population growth ranged from 20,000
It changed the country’s demographic migration
to 64,000 annually from 2000 to 2017. From 2017

P O P U L AT I O N D E C L I N E
D U R I N G T H E PA N D E M I C
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to 2020, population growth annually slowed by
a range of 14,000 to 20,000, primarily due to the
slowing of international migration of immigrants.
From July 1, 2020, to July 1, 2021, at the heart of
the pandemic, Northern Virginia’s population
declined for the first time since Census Bureau
annual record keeping began in 1970, by an
estimated 12,000 persons. (See Figure 11.)30

18,808 annually between July 2019 and July 2020.
During the pandemic, immigrants grew by only
6,607. The same trends are true nationally. Natural
increase has trended down as well, having declined
from 24,468 annually between July 2010 and July
2011 to 18,808 annually between July 2019 and July
2020. During the pandemic, natural increase was
15,090 from July 2020 to July 2021.29

The overall annual growth of the region has slowed
considerably since 2010, with immigration and
natural increase playing key roles (see Figure 12):
Growth in immigrants has slowed from an annual
high of 23,260 between July 2014 and July 2015 to

Domestic Migration Impact:
Northern Virginia domestic out-migration was
the primary factor that contributed to Northern
Virginia’s population decline during the first year of
the pandemic.

FIGURE 11: Population Change Annually in Northern Virginia

70,000
60,000
50,000
40,000
30,000
20,000
10,000
0
-10,000
-20,000

2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual Estimates of the Resident Population
of Counties”, Population and Housing Unit Estimates Program, 2010-2020 and
2021 vintage.
Note: The annual change data represents the period from July 1 of the prior year
to July 1, of the year displayed.

30

Domestic migration patterns
in the country shifted in 2021.
In many cases, there was a
population shift from larger,
more populous counties to
medium and smaller ones.
Many people moved during
the pandemic when working
from home became widespread
for office workers. This shift
contributed to population
increases in 58.0% of counties,
decreases in 41.8% of counties,
and no change in 0.3% of
counties according to analysis
performed by the U.S. Census
Burau.31
Northern Virginia’s significant
increase in domestic outmigration was the factor that
caused the region’s population
decline during the first year
of the pandemic, which
experienced a net loss of 34,000
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FIGURE 12: Components of Population Change in Northern Virginia
migration, meaning that
more domestic persons
Domestic Migration
International Migration
left the region than
Births
Deaths
Total Natural Increase
moved into the region.
40,000
This net loss is equivalent
to losing the population
30,000
of the entire City of
Manassas. From 2014 to
20,000
2019, Northern Virginia
10,000
had been experiencing
a negative domestic
0
migration of between
13,700 and 20,200
-10,000
annually (see Figure
12). Northern Virginia’s
-20,000
negative domestic
-30,000
migration during the first
year of the pandemic was
-40,000
approximately two times
higher than pre-pandemic
times. Northern Virginia
has a large share of office
jobs. Working from home
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual Estimates of Components of Resident Population
became widespread for
Change for Counties”, Population and Housing Unit Estimates Program, 2010-2020 and
2021 vintage.
office workers nationwide,
leading to much domestic
migration of office workers
who transitioned to remote work. This societal
change has led to a decline in Northern Virginia’s
A growing labor force is critical to sustaining
labor force, which has impacted the region’s ability
and expanding the business climate of Northern
in the short-term to fill the large amount of highVirginia. Northern Virginia’s growth over the past
skill office job openings with people who already
decade has been driven largely by immigrants
reside in Northern Virginia and the metropolitan
(see Figure 12). Immigrants are an indispensable
area. Attracting high-skilled, educated, and
part of the local Northern Virginia economy at all
talented workers from outside the region, U.S.levels of workers, business owners, taxpayers,
born and immigrant workers alike will be critical
and consumers, as evidenced in the Northern
for the success of the region’s businesses and
Virginia Regional Commission’s immigration study
economy in the short- and long-term.
published in March 2020. The report further

IMMIGRANTS

ST A T E O F T H E R E G I O N : E C O N O MI C RE C OVERY AND T RANS FORMAT ION FROM C OVID -19 PANDEM IC

31

highlights that immigrants who have settled
in Northern Virginia bring with them varying
levels of work and educational experience.32
As a region with some of the highest rates of
educational attainment in the United States, it is
perhaps unsurprising that the area also attracts
a disproportionately high number of high-skilled
immigrants. Persons age 25 and older with a
Bachelor’s degree or higher for the region’s
foreign-born population is 47%, compared to 33%
of the overall U.S. population and 33% of the U.S.
foreign-born population, according to the 2020
American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates.33
Attracting low-skilled immigrants is critical to filling
the labor shortage of the low-skilled jobs in the
accommodations, food services, retail, and other
services industry, as well as childcare services.
Attracting high-skilled immigrants is critical
to filling the labor shortage of the high-skilled
industries of professional, scientific, and technical
services; health care and social assistance;
and education.

relies heavily on attracting immigrants residing in
the U.S. and internationally. With the slowdown in
births in the region, the short- and long-term focus
will need to include increasing immigration if the
labor force is to continue to grow. Otherwise, a
declining labor force could mean a decline in the
region’s economic productivity and outputs, as
well as businesses deciding to move elsewhere to
find workers. This would have significant economic
consequences for the region, the details of which
are beyond the scope of this report.

Immigration slowed in the region, most notably
from July 2016 to July 2020 (see Figure 12). This
slowdown stemmed from restrictive immigration
policies put in place by the federal government
at the beginning of 2017 and continuing through
2020. The slowdown from 2020 to 2021 was the
result of the pandemic halting society. Growth in
the region’s labor force in the short- and long-term

32
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GOVERNMENT AND
NON-GOVERNMENT ACTIONS
Governments, non-profits, and other regional organizations work together
to meet the needs of the residents and businesses of the community. There
are many programs and initiatives taking place in the region to help job
seekers obtain employment and to help businesses find and retain talented
workers in this tight labor market. The following are some of the programs
and initiatives in the region. Note, this is not a comprehensive list.
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of Arlington County, City of Alexandria, and
Prince William County. It is a public-private
partnership with the City of Alexandria,
Arlington County Department of Human
Services, Virginia Department of Rehabilitation
Services, Virginia Career Works, and Prince
William County Department of Social Services.

G OV E R N M E N T A N D P U B L I C P R I VAT E PA R T N E R S H I P S
•

•

•

•

34

Work in Northern Virginia is a talent
attraction initiative that was launched in 2020
by Fairfax County in collaboration with the
Northern Virginia Economic Development
Alliance. This program seeks to draw talented
workers from outside the region for the
professional services industry, IT industry,
and other higher-skilled industries and
occupations to fill the region’s job shortage in
these industries. This initiative also includes
upskilling and partnerships with businesses
that enable businesses to recruit workers who
can be upskilled to fill hard-to-fill jobs. The
program also attracts talent by promoting the
quality of life and appeal of living and working
in Northern Virginia.22
Fairfax County Economic Development
keeps businesses abreast of the latest
trends in what workers are seeking in jobs,
such as flexible schedules. This outreach
helps businesses in the region adjust their
business strategies for retaining and recruiting
employees.
Departments of Family Services in the
region, in partnership with Virginia Career
Works, have One-Stop Career Employment
Resource Centers to assist lower-skilled
workers getting placed into jobs. In addition,
upskilling services are provided to job
seekers for in-demand jobs with the greatest
shortages.

•

The Go Virginia program is a Virginia
initiative that supports programs to create
more high-paying jobs through incentivized
collaboration between business, education,
and government for economic growth. GO
Virginia is a statewide program that consists of
nine regions, one of which is Northern Virginia
Region 7. The Northern Virginia Regional
Commission provides fiduciary management
and administrative services for Region 7.34

N O N - G OV E R N M E N T
•

Hilton is headquartered in Northern Virginia
and funds Hilton Career Pathways, which, in
partnership with colleges, trains young adults
for the hospitality industry.

•

The Literacy Council of Northern Virginia
(LCNV) focuses on getting immigrants access
to employment and educational opportunities
by teaching adults the basic skills of reading,
writing, speaking, and understanding English.

•

Visitor Bureaus in the region have assisted
the accommodations and food services
industry with recruiting workers.

Melwood JOBs is a program that assists
persons with disabilities and the long-term
unemployed. The program serves residents
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The following recommendations are offered to leaders across the
business, government, and non-profit sectors. These recommendations
are offered to assist the region in overcoming the labor shortage and
evolve in post-pandemic times.
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•

Promote non-traditional career paths and
educational opportunities for low-income
and women to ensure a less vulnerable career
path from long-term pandemic impact and to
align with the changing labor market demands.

•

Embrace those who are not in the labor
force who want to work by diversifying
the hiring pool for underrepresented,
economically vulnerable groups such as
long-term unemployed, veterans, women,
and older workers.

•

Provide additional childcare and affordable
housing programs to reduce the cost burden
for low-wage workers who want to work and
live in the region.

•

Promote efforts like the Northern Virginia
Economic Development Alliance and GO
Virginia to incentivize collaboration between
business, education, and government to meet
the needs of today’s workers and overcome
the shortage of workers.

•

Expand public-private partnerships
to promote lower-skilled jobs that
underemployed businesses are seeking to
fill. Consider a program to target high school
students and college students.

•

Expand public-private partnerships
to promote higher-skilled jobs that
underemployed businesses are seeking to fill.

•

Form more public-private partnerships
to invest in training for economically
vulnerable groups.

•

Embrace those who are not in the labor
force who want to work by establishing
business recruitment programs that
incentivize upskilling.

•

Perform a comprehensive review of
immigration policies to address the regional
and national needs for industries that typically
have a large share of immigrant workers and
are now experiencing a labor shortage.
This would prevent future labor declines
in these industries.

•

Establish conditions in the workplace that
will induce those who have left the labor force
to return. Consideration should be given by
employers to increase wages, increase benefits
(e.g., sick leave and health insurance), and
implement flexible work schedules for
work-life balance to have an edge in attracting
and retaining talent in this competitive, tight
labor market.

•

Examine the impact of the pandemic and
lessons learned from it to build resilience in
preparation for the next economic recession.
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E N D N OT E S
The age 24 and under group’s lost employment and recovery amount was
calculated using 3rd quarter data from 2019 through 2021 due to the large
seasonality of employment for this age group. All other age group calculations of
lost employment and the recovery amount utilized 2019 4Q, 2020 3Q (peak loss),
and 2021 3Q data.
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