
Are Fewer People Participating in Asheville’s Labor Force? 

One lasting impact of the most recent recession is that a lower proportion of working-age 

people are participating in the labor force. The labor participation rate is the percentage 

of persons ages 16 to 64 that are working. Nationally the rate has been dropping steadily 

for nearly two decades, with the recent recession accelerating the decline. The measure 

doesn’t specifically address the reasons behind the lower rates of labor force 

participation; but likely reflects the after effects of a rapidly changing economy coupled 

with a mismatch of worker skills and aptitudes in a new employment environment. While 

national labor force participation rates are available every month, local rates are only 

released annually, part of a wider community-level survey conducted by the U.S. Census 

Bureau. The most recent data for the Asheville metro is 2014.  

In 2007 Asheville’s labor force participation rate peaked at 81.3 percent, representing 

196,315 working people between the ages of 16 and 64 (see charts below). By 2012 that 

rate had slid to 73.5 percent. But because the overall size of Asheville’s population was 

expanding, the actual number of persons working still increased, up by 5,415. However, 

more strikingly, the number of working-age persons not working increased significantly 

from 45,807 to 72,458, an additional 26,651 persons over the same 2007 to 2012 period. 

Asheville Metro  
Percent of Population Working (ages 16 to 64) 

*Recession dates: December 2007 to June 2009

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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In the two years of data available since 2012, Asheville’s labor participation rate has 

improved slightly, increasing to 75.8 percent and representing 6,914 more people 

working. Similarly the number of working-age people not working has declined marginally 

since 2012 and is down 5,571 to a total of 66,887 persons.  
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Compared to North Carolina’s other fourteen metro areas, Asheville’s 2014 labor force 

participation rate is sixth highest (see chart below). The rate is a hair above the national 

rate of 75.2 percent and the statewide rate of 73.8 percent. Among all 381 U.S. metros, 

Asheville’s rate ranks 177th, placing it roughly in the middle third of the pack. 
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North Carolina Metros  
2014 Percent of Population Working (ages 16 to 64) 
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So, are fewer people participating in Asheville’s labor force? In percentage terms as of 

2014 there is a smaller proportion of the working-age population participating in the local 

labor force. However, because of overall population growth the actual number of persons 

working has increased. Perhaps more significant is the still relatively large number of 

persons not working. 
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