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This presentation 

• Legacy of Industrial Transformation  

• Adjustment and Change Since the 1980’s 

• Current/Future Regional Economic Trends 

 

… but what is Pittsburgh?  



Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area -  
2003 forward 



Pittsburgh Combined Statistical Area (CSA) 
Circa 2013 



A Turnpike Runs Through It… 



G-20: September 2009 
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Pittsburgh MSA Unemployment Rate 1970-2010 





Homestead Steel Works - 1946 



Former Homestead Steel Works - 1998 



Scale of Economic Change  

• 120,000 net manufacturing employment 
loss between 1981-84. (~50%) 

• Loss concentrated in mfg industries. 

• Particular sub-regions hit even harder. 

• Local industries unable to adjust 

• Significant unemployment and out-
migration of workforce 



Demographic Impact and Legacy 

• Net out-migration of working age population: 
50,000+ per year in mid-1980’s. 

• Out-migration was very age selective (younger 
left, older stayed). 

• Workforce migration left region skill-deficient 
for new/emerging industries. 

• Demographic loss bigger impact than job loss 



Draft - Net migration of 20-something 
population during the 1980s 

Steubenville-Weirton -35.1% 

Wheeling -34.2% 

Johnstown -30.5% 

Youngstown -26.4% 

Altoona -24.5% 

Canton -22.0% 

Erie -14.5% 



Women in the Pittsburgh Workforce 

• Industrial Pittsburgh lagged female labor force 
participation nationally.  

• Fewer women working even in traditional 
fields.   

• Reasons include: male dominated workplaces 
in heavy industry, shift work, other factors. 

• Only in recent decade that female labor force 
participation has caught up to local levels.  



• …(Pittsburgh) will, however, slowly 
decline unless new industries employing 
women and those engaged in the 
production of consumer goods are 
attracted to the area. 

   - Econometric Institute  (1947) 

 



Employment in Pittsburgh 1970-2010 

1,000,000 

1,100,000 

1,200,000 

1,300,000 

2010 2005 2000 1995 1990 1985 1980 1975 1970 



Post Steel Changes 1985-1990 

• Local unemployment and rate of out-migration 
decreased significantly between 1985-1990. 

• Employment growth in service sectors. 
financial service/ education industries began 
to make up for manufacturing losses.  

• Female labor force participation increased. 

• Rate of manufacturing job loss decreased. 
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1990’s 

• Manufacturing employment stabilized. 

• “Heavy” industries continuing to decline, but 
some success at attracting new firms (Sony 
Plant in Westmoreland County for example) 

• Continuing shift of employment into service 
sectors 

• National economic expansion has positive 
impacts, but region lagged rest of country. 

• Minimal “Dot.com” boom. 

• Economic Development Focus: Building 
regional airline hub 

 



Total Nonfarm Jobs – Pittsburgh MSA 
1990 to 2014 - April of each year 
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Total Nonfarm Jobs – Pittsburgh MSA 
1990 to 2014 - April of each year 
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Pittsburgh MSA Labor Force 

1970 to March 2014 



Labor Force Participation (LFP) Trends 
Pittsburgh MSA vs. US – 2005 to 2013 
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Pittsburgh: 2000-2010 

• No Dot.Com boom  -  No Dot.Com bust 

• Local unemployment rate below national 
unemployment rate between 2001-2004 and 
then from December 2006 until  ??? 

• Demographic changes in region (elderly 
population decline, slower out-migration of 
working age population) 

• Employment/Labor Force now larger than 
before decline in the Steel Industry 

• Recession impacts different from the past. 



New Thinking in Economic 
Development 

• Aversion to  “Smokestack Chasing” 

• History of promoting ‘high tech’ for local 
economic development since 1980’s. 

• Recognition of need for brownfield 
redevelopment throughout region 

• Worker retraining 



“...the Pittsburgh region's future depends to such 
a major extent upon retaining and attracting 
highly qualified and professional and 
technical people and business enterprisers, 
who are in demand everywhere and who 
command a high standard of residential 
amenity and cultural and professional 
opportunities.” 

 

From: Region With a Future. Volume 3 of the Economic 
Study of the Pittsburgh Region. 1964. 

 

Or maybe not so new?  



Difference between Pittsburgh and US unemployment rates: 
Jan 1970  - Feb 2014 
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Estimated Annual Net Population Migration  
Pittsburgh MSA 2000-2013 
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But still, all the young people are 
leaving!! 
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Educational Attainment: % of Labor Force age 25-34 with 
a Graduate or Professional Degree, 2009 







What for the cracker plant? 



What about this cracker plant? 



Cracker Returneth? 



Lessons for all regions 

• Safe industries are a myth. 

• Perpetual change in industries/firms 
always the norm.  

• Competitiveness factors more mobile 
than ever. 

• Demographic/Workforce impacts long 
lasting. 

• Pitfalls of industry targeting. 

 



Why Past is not Prologue 

• Demographic impacts of past job loss 
extended decades….  But not forever! 

• Diversification did happen 

• Will health/education trends end? In the 
long run.. The Keynesian long run? 

• Factors of regional competitiveness are 
changing; less stable and more mobile 

 



A more positive future? View from 1951… 
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