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It is no secret that the health care industry is one of the area's strongest economic engines, but a common obstacle that many health-related organizations face is a shortage of trained workers. 

The issue prompts a series of questions regarding human capital: What health-related degrees are being earned? Is Louisville gaining or losing ground on this front? How do the number and type of health-related degrees earned locally stack up against those in peer cities? 

For the first time, comprehensive research is helping answer these questions as a result of a collaboration between Louisville's work-force investment agency, KentuckianaWorks, and the Health Enterprises Network, a local business network dedicated to economic development in the health care sector. 

At the network's urging, KentuckianaWorks recently commissioned a study on this topic, enlisting the help of University of Louisville economist Paul Coomes. 

His research team gathered data on postsecondary health-related awards, which include diplomas, certificates and degrees, that were earned in 2000 and in 2005 in 16 metro areas. 

Progress has been made 

Comb through the 16-page report, and it becomes clear that Louisville is moving in the right direction. 

Total health-related awards granted at all academic levels locally rose to 2,483 in 2005, up 39 percent from 1,788 awards in 2000. 

And although Louisville saw a modest 16 percent increase in health-related awards at the baccalaureate level and above, that gain was higher than in many of Louisville's peer cities. 

Interestingly, the strongest growth was in awards below the baccalaureate level. From 2000 to 2005, Louisville saw a 74 percent jump to 1,226 awards for this level, which includes programs such as lab technicians and health and medical assistants. 

This increase shows Louisville's schools have done a good job creating programs that meet the immediate needs of area employers, said Michael Gritton, executive director of KentuckianaWorks. 

Lagging behind other metro areas 

The downside is that other cities are making similar strides. 

For example, the highest percentage growth in the number of awards below the baccalaureate level occurred in Columbus, Ohio, and Nashville, Tenn., which rose 142 percent and 129 percent, respectively. 

Some cities also are outpacing Louisville with the total number of health-related awards. Louisville ranked No. 10 in terms of total health-related awards in 2000. 

Five years later, the city has dropped to the No. 12 spot -- displaced by Jacksonville, Fla., which rose to No. 9 from No. 14, and Charlotte, N.C., which rose to No. 11 from No. 12. 

So although Louisville has made headway, there is more work to be done to bring about "quantum change," Gritton said. "We have to double our efforts to set us apart." 



Snapshot of key findings 

The KentuckianaWorks' health care education study evaluated 16 metropolitan markets for postsecondary awards (including diplomas, certificates and degrees) in health care fields. 

The cities are: 

Lexington and Louisville in Kentucky; Cincinnati, Columbus and Dayton in Ohio; Nashville and Memphis in Tennessee; Charlotte, Greensboro and Raleigh in North Carolina; Birmingham, Ala.; Jacksonville, Fla.; Indianapolis; Kansas City, Mo.; Omaha, Neb.; and Richmond, Va. 

In the Louisville MSA 

· The most growth in health care awards occurred below the baccalaureate level. These include programs in administration, diagnostics, lab technician, medical assisting and nursing. 

· Louisville-area institutions exceeded the average among peers in awards given at the baccalaureate level and higher in biology and biomedical studies, clinical psychology, pharmacology and toxicology programs. 

In other metropolitan areas 

· The leading metro areas in terms of sheer output of health-related awards were Kansas City; Omaha, Neb.; Nashville, Tenn.; Columbus and Cincinnati, Ohio; and Indianapolis. 

· In both 2000 and 2005, Omaha and Indianapolis had the largest proportion of health-related awards compared with awards granted in all fields of study. 

· Biomedical engineering, public health, pharmaceutical research and development, health and medical administration and health and medical diagnostics at the baccalaureate level and higher were programs strongly represented in other metro areas but not in Louisville. 

