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WORKFORCE TRENDS
The senior living industry continues to help fuel the nation's 
economy as one of its steadiest job creators. On a year-to-
date basis through June 2018, employment in the senior 
living industry rose 2 percent. Although senior living job 
growth was slightly above the 1.9 percent increase in total 
private sector employment during the first half of 2018, it 
represented a slowdown from recent years.

Between 1990 and 2017, senior living employment increased 
at an average annual rate of 3.9 percent. This was more than 
three times stronger than the 1.2 percent average annual 
increase in total private sector employment during the same 
27-year period.

However, if the current trend continues, a 2 percent increase 
in 2018 would represent the slowest increase in senior living 
employment since data reporting began in 1990. A large 
proportion of this slowdown can be attributed to a tight labor 
market in many parts of the country, which will be discussed 
later in this section.

Within the senior living industry, job growth slowed in both 
segments in 2018.  At assisted living communities, employ-
ment rose just 1.5 percent on a year-to-date basis through 
June 2018. If the current trend continues, 2018 would 

represent the fifth consecutive year of slowing job growth 
at assisted living communities, and the smallest annual 
increase since 2004 at 0.5 percent.  

Although payroll growth was stronger at continuing care 
retirement communities (CCRCs), gains were also somewhat 
dampened compared to recent years. The number of jobs at 
CCRCs rose 2.4 percent through the first half of 2018, which 
followed a healthy 3.2 percent gain in 2017. On average 
during the last 15 years, employment at CCRCs increased 
more than 5 percent each year. The CCRC segment is 
currently on pace to grow at less than half that rate in 2018.

Staff-to-resident counts increase as higher acuity residents 
are added to a community, according to new data from The 
2018 State of Seniors Housing report, noting that it takes more 
than twice the staffing intensity for freestanding memory care 
communities than for freestanding assisted living.

On average, there is one skilled nursing full-time employee 
(FTE) for every nursing resident in continuing care retirement 
communities (CCRCs)and never less than two skilled nursing 
FTEs for every three residents.

The State of Seniors Housing report also shows that the 
average total cost of employee benefits per full-time 
employee across all communities was $4,274 annually with 
a maximum average of $13,624.
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Senior Living Industry Total U.S. Private Sector

Senior Living Industry Job Growth Continues to Outpace the Overall Private Sector
Annual Job Growth: Senior Living Industry vs. Total U.S. Private Sector
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  Senior living communities in 
the Pacific region added jobs at a 
solid 47 percent rate during the last 
10 years. Growth was led by a 69 
percent increase in Hawaii, while 
Alaska (60 percent), California (53 
percent) and Oregon (46 percent) 
also outpaced the national average. 
Only Washington (30 percent) 
registered senior living job growth 
below the national average.

  The Mountain region’s senior 
living industry registered the 
strongest growth among the nine 
U.S. regions, with communities 
expanding payrolls by 63 percent 
between 2007 and 2017.  All 
eight states in the region posted 
senior living job growth above the 
national average of 39 percent, 
led by healthy gains in Utah 
(92 percent) and Colorado (78 
percent). Utah’s 92 percent jump 
in senior living jobs was the largest 
state-level increase during the last 
10 years.

  The senior living industry in the 
West North Central region added 
jobs at a 43 percent rate during 
the last 10 years. The region was 
led by a 74 percent increase in 
Minnesota’s senior living industry, 
which was tied for third in terms of 
job growth at the state level. North 
Dakota (47 percent) and Kansas (44 
percent) also expanded their senior 
living workforces at rates above 
the national average.

  Senior living communities in 
the West South Central region 
boosted staffing levels by 41 
percent during the last 10 years.  
Within the region, Arkansas set the 
pace with a 74 percent increase 
in senior living jobs, which tied for 
third for state job growth.  Texas 
(46 percent) also outpaced the 
national average in terms of senior 
living job growth.

 In the East North Central 
region, the senior living industry 
expanded payrolls by 44 percent 
between 2007 and 2017. This was 
well above the modest 3 percent 
increase in private sector employ-
ment during the same period. 
Indiana and Wisconsin set the 
pace with a 55 percent increase in 
senior living employment, followed 
by a 51 percent gain in Michigan.

 In the East South Central region, 
senior living industry employment 
rose by 34 percent between 2007 
and 2017. Kentucky (56 percent) 
was the only state in the region to 
post senior living job growth above 
the national average during the last 
10 years.

  The senior living industry in 
New England saw its workforce 
increase by 43 percent between 
2007 and 2017.  Within the region, 
Massachusetts led the way with a 
solid 57 percent increase in senior 
living jobs, followed by above-av-
erage gains in New Hampshire (45 
percent) and Vermont (41 percent).    

  Senior living employment in the 
Middle Atlantic region increased 
26 percent during the last 10 years, 
which ranked last among the nine 
U.S. regions.  New Jersey (30 
percent), New York (27 percent) 
and Pennsylvania (24 percent) 
all registered growth below the 
national average.

  The South Atlantic region saw 
its senior living workforce grow by 
34 percent during the last 10 years.  
Within the region, Georgia led the 
way with a 64 percent increase in 
senior living jobs, followed by a 54 
percent gain in Florida.  

Job growth in senior living communities was broad-based across the country in recent years.  The industry added jobs in all but two 
jurisdictions (West Virginia and the District of Columbia) during the last 10 years. Most states also saw their senior living industries 
expand at rates well above the overall private sector.

STATE AND REGIONAL WORKFORCE TRENDS
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Senior Living Industry Employment Trends

Source: Argentum analysis of data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics

Senior Living Industry Total Private Sector

# of Jobs  
in 2016

% Change 
2006-2016

# of Jobs  
in 2016

% Change 
2006-2016

Connecticut 9,800 38% 1,448,300 0%

Maine 5,800 12% 522,600 2%

Massachusetts 21,700 57% 3,155,600 10%

New Hampshire 4,500 45% 585,100 6%

Rhode Island 3,400 36% 433,500 1%

Vermont 2,400 41% 258,400 2%

New England 47,600 43% 6,403,500 6%

New Jersey 23,600 30% 3,512,600 1%

New York 30,000 27% 8,067,400 12%

Pennsylvania 68,900 24% 5,242,500 4%

Middle Atlantic 122,500 26% 16,822,500 7%

Delaware 3,700 19% 389,600 3%

District of 
Columbia 1,000 -60% 549,900 19%

Florida 66,200 54% 7,460,200 9%

Georgia 18,400 64% 3,764,800 8%

Maryland 22,700 28% 2,217,100 4%

North Carolina 35,000 8% 3,682,000 7%

South Carolina 13,300 23% 1,725,000 8%

Virginia 31,900 42% 3,234,100 5%

West Virginia 3,100 0% 591,100 -4%

South Atlantic 195,300 34% 23,613,800 7%

Illinois 34,700 47% 5,231,400 2%

Indiana 18,800 55% 2,678,400 5%

Michigan 35,500 51% 3,767,300 4%

Ohio 37,100 22% 4,743,700 2%

Wisconsin 31,800 55% 2,537,200 3%

East North 
Central 157,900 44% 18,958,000 3%

Alabama 8,100 31% 1,630,300 -1%

Kentucky 6,100 56% 1,604,600 4%

Mississippi 4,200 14% 909,400 0%

Tennessee 13,700 34% 2,579,900 8%

East South 
Central 32,100 34% 6,724,200 4%

Senior Living Industry Total Private Sector

# of Jobs  
in 2016

% Change 
2006-2016

# of Jobs  
in 2016

% Change 
2006-
2016

Iowa 13,800 23% 1,312,000 3%

Kansas 15,300 44% 1,147,000 2%

Minnesota 23,300 74% 2,506,200 6%

Missouri 12,900 37% 2,433,900 3%

Nebraska 8,600 25% 844,900 6%

North Dakota 2,800 47% 348,000 23%

South Dakota 3,200 39% 355,100 7%

West North 
Central 79,900 43% 8,947,500 5%

Arkansas 4,000 74% 1,027,900 3%

Louisiana 6,600 20% 1,643,800 5%

Oklahoma 7,400 16% 1,312,000 4%

Texas 49,800 46% 10,286,100 19%

West South 
Central 67,800 41% 14,269,800 14%

Arizona 21,000 48% 2,359,300 4%

Colorado 16,600 78% 2,221,700 5%

Idaho 5,700 50% 593,300 10%

Montana 3,700 68% 381,000 9%

Nevada 3,900 70% 1,179,600 1%

New Mexico 4,000 67% 644,000 1%

Utah 6,900 92% 1,224,700 19%

Wyoming 900 50% 211,200 -1%

Mountain 62,700 63% 8,814,800 8%

Alaska 1,600 60% 247,900 5%

California 92,600 53% 14,259,100 10%

Hawaii 2,700 69% 527,000 5%

Oregon 24,800 46% 1,563,700 8%

Washington 30,500 30% 2,739,200 13%

Pacific 152,200 47% 19,336,900 10%

United States 921,100 39% 124,303,000 7%
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SENIOR LIVING WAGE GROWTH CONTINUES 
TO ACCELERATE
Due in large part to a shrinking pool of available workers 
in many parts of the country, wage growth is continuing 
to accelerate. This is particularly true in industries that are 
growing faster than the overall economy, as employers are 
experiencing more intense competition for employees – 
from both inside and outside their industry.    

The average hourly earnings of senior living employees 
increased at a 3.7 percent rate on a year-to-date basis 
through June 2018, according to the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics.  This marked the fifth consecutive year of accelerating 
wage growth in the industry, and was more than three times 
stronger than the wage increase posted five years ago.  

In addition, senior living wage growth was more than a full 
percentage point above the gains registered by employees 
in the overall private sector. Average hourly earnings of 
all private sector employees were up 2.6 percent through 
the first half of 2018, which was essentially on par with the 
growth posted during the previous two years.

Within the senior living industry, wage trends have diverged 
in 2018.  Although employees in both segments are enjoying 
stronger earnings growth than their counterparts in the 
overall private sector, trends were not uniform.

Average hourly earnings of employees at continuing care 
retirement communities were up a strong 3.9 percent on a 
year-to-date basis through June 2018. This was more than a 
full percentage point above their 2017 increase, and repre-
sented the fifth consecutive year of accelerating growth.  

Meanwhile, assisted living employees saw their average 
hourly earnings rise 3.4 percent through the first half of 2018.  
While this represented the fourth consecutive year of growth 
above 3 percent, it was also a slowdown from the wage 
gains posted in 2016 and 2017.

With data from the 2018 State of Seniors Housing report 
show that companies pay more per FTE for CCRCs to 
employ assisted living workers and sometimes it costs more 
per FTE for CCRCs to employ skilled nursing workers, than 
those employees receive at other senior living property 
types. “This may be an effect of scale economics, because 
of relatively few assisted living residents per assisted living 
worker in CCRCs than other property types,” according to 
the report. The data also reveal that freestanding memory 
care properties must pay higher wages per FTE compared to 
all other property types for administrators, dietary workers, 
and for skilled nursing FTEs.
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INDUSTRY JOB OPENINGS
Looking at the current job openings by industry, the sectors 
that compete with the senior living industry for employees 
are prominently featured.  The health care industry tops the 
list with nearly 1.2 million job openings in June 2018, followed 
closely by the professional and business services sector.  

Retailers reported more than 800,000 unfilled job openings 
at the end of June, as did employers in the restaurants 
and accommodations sector. In total, nearly half of the job 
openings in the economy are posted by employers who often 
compete with senior living communities for workers.
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LONG-TERM DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS  
EXACERBATE LABOR CHALLENGES
Today’s recruitment and retention challenges are impacted 
by long-term structural trends in the workforce. The most 
significant of these factors is a downward trend in the 
proportion of the working-age population who participate in 
the labor force.  

After peaking at a level of 67.1 percent in 2000, the overall 
U.S. labor force participation rate trended steadily lower 
before settling at 62.7 percent in 2015. The current partici-
pation rate remains more than four percentage points below 
the levels reached at its peak.

Workforce engagement varied significantly by age group in 
recent years. Each age group below the age of 55 experienced 
a decline in labor force participation in recent years. The prime 
working age population (those between the ages of 25 and 54) 
makes up about two-thirds of the total labor force.  

In contrast, the proportion of older adults in the workforce 
rose in recent years, and this trend is expected to continue. 
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the labor force 
participation rate of 65 to 74 year olds is expected to exceed 
30 percent by 2026. Participation among adults age 75 and 
older will top 10 percent which could be attributed to living 
longer and healthier. Both will be record highs.

Looking forward, older adults are expected to be the fastest-
growing component of the U.S. labor force over the next 
decade. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) predicts that an 
additional 5.3 million adults age 65 or older will enter the labor 
force between 2016 and 2026. This trend will be driven both 
by population growth of this age group as well as an increase 
in their labor force participation rate. 

In contrast, younger workers are expected to represent a smaller 
proportion of the labor force in the years ahead. BLS predicts 
that the number of teenagers in the labor force will decline by 
600,000 between 2016 and 2026, while their counterparts in 
the 20-to-24-year-old age group will fall by 700,000.

1996 2006 2016 2026*

Total - 16 years and older 66.8% 66.2% 62.8% 61.0%

Age Group 
16 to 19 years

52.3% 43.7% 35.2% 31.7%

20 to 24 years 76.8% 74.6% 70.5% 68.8%

25 to 34 years 84.1% 83.0% 81.6% 81.8%

35 to 44 years 84.8% 83.8% 82.4% 82.3%

45 to 54 years 82.1% 81.9% 80.0% 80.7%

55 to 64 years 57.9% 63.7% 64.1% 66.6%

65 to 74 years 17.5% 23.6% 26.8% 30.2%

75 years and older 4.7% 6.4% 8.4% 10.8%

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics; *historical and projected

More Older Adults Are Expected to Join the Labor Force
Labor Force Participation Rates by Age Group
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OUTLOOK FOR 2019
The senior living industry workforce is expected to expand in 
2019, albeit at a somewhat slower pace compared to recent 
years. Growth will be driven by the continued demand for 
the services that senior living communities provide, as the 
nation’s aging population steadily rises.

As is the case for many other industries, a potential 
constraint on senior living workforce growth in 2019 will be 
the tight labor market.  The economy is projected to expand 
at a moderate pace in 2019, and the unemployment rate will 
likely remain below 4 percent for much of the year.  

Like the economy, workforce challenges will vary signifi-
cantly by region of the country.  As of mid-2018, nine states 
had jobless rates below 3 percent.  Look for this number 
to rise in 2019, as job growth in many states continues to 
outpace the number of new entrants into the labor force.  

This will lead to intensifying competition for a shrinking 
pool of available employees, particularly for employers in 
the healthcare and hospitality sectors, which are growing at 
rates stronger than the overall economy.  

Looking ahead to 2019, the senior living industry workforce 
is projected to expand at a 1.8 percent rate. Although 
growth is expected to be stronger than the overall economy, 
it would be well below the industry’s average annual job 
growth of 3.2 percent registered during the last 10 years.  

The growing economy and tight labor market are also 
expected to put upward pressure on wages in the months 
ahead.  The number of unfilled job openings in the economy 
will likely continue to reach new record highs in 2019, which 
means employers in the fastest-growing industries will often 
have to increase wage rates to attract the best talent.  

As a result, senior living communities likely will continue to 
see their labor costs rise in the coming months. The average 
hourly wage paid to senior living employees is projected to 
increase 4 percent in 2019, up from a 3.7 percent gain in 
2018. This would represent the industry’s sixth consecutive 
year of accelerating wage growth, and the projected 2019 
increase would be nearly four times stronger than the 1.1 
percent gain posted in 2013.

Key Outlook 2019 Takeaways

 � Senior living workforce is expected to expand,  
but more slowly

 � Industry will face potential constraint driven  
by tight labor market

 � Labor challenges vary by region of country

 � Competition for workers among industries will intensify

 � Growing economy and tight labor market will put 
upward pressure on wages, labor costs


