The Current Era.  Jim Masters from the Center for Community Futures thinks this is where America is today.  Disagree?  Contact him at jmasters@cencomfut.com
Every CAA has to do a community assessment, but communities are not isolated, free-standing entities.  Every community is interwoven with and subject to the powerful dynamics of our society.  Your community assessment should be related to what is happening in the rest of society.  I think the “current era” started in the 1980’s.  Here is the first draft of what should become an annual  “National Assessment.”  It should always include economic trends, demographic trends, and social value trends.
A.  Economic

In 1970, we had a one-trillion dollar economy and a 4% unemployment rate.  In 2004, we have a ten-trillion dollar economy and a 6% unemployment rate.  Clearly economic grown per se does not guarantee employment for everybody who is looking for work.

About 2/3 of adults are subject to steady declines in, or dramatic reductions in, income.  The bi-modalization-of-income dynamic is real and is still growing.  The downward pressure on wages first appeared among high-school graduates in 1972.   Since then, the wage-decline trend has expanded to higher education levels -- it took hold among college graduates about 1988. Only 25% of adults have a college degree.  Getting a college degree has become the mantra for how to avoid poverty even as the hope of education-as-insurance policy is weakening.  Downward pressure on wages is caused by factors such as: 

illegal immigration (millions of people who will work for less), 

technology-based productivity improvements.  When people have to compete with technology for work, tech often gets the job.  I.e., if productivity can be increased with tech we may not need a person to do that work, and

globalization   Pay for jobs in a globalized sector drift toward a new “world average wage” for that sector which mean high-wage countries see wage stagnation or a even a decline.  After 30 years, we still have no effective public policy response to this problem.  Many highly skilled manufacturing and tech jobs can be done more cheaply by machines or are sent overseas, so most jobs being created in the U.S. are in the low-skill, low-experience and low-wage end of the economy (WalMart-ization, service).  People with relatively little training or work experience can do these jobs (women, immigrants).

To maintain or grow their standard of living, most households responded by (1) increasing the number of hours worked by the occupants who were underemployed -- the females, and by (2) going further into debt.

B.  Demographic

The three biggest shifts that define the current era are (a) illegal immigration, (b) women moving into the workforce, and (c) the graying-of-America along with an increase in their political clout.  

(a) There are somewhere between 8 million and 14 million illegal immigrants in the U.S.  Not all are in the 143 million person workforce, but many are and they hold wages down.

(b) By 1982, a majority of women with child under age 5 were in workforce at least part time. By 1987, a majority of women with child under age 1 were in workforce at least part time.  Public support declined among women for the idea that society should pay women to stay at home with their children.  “Why should they get money to say at home when I have to go at work?”  AFDC as a permanent entitlement was a goner!  And the acronym for the key strategy brought about by the 1988 Amendments was --  JOBS; Job Opportunities in the Business Sector.  The 1996 amendments (TANF) just expanded on the ideas created in the 1980’s (JOBS).

(c) America’s seniors consume about 8 times as much of the Federal budget as her children.  And for 30 years we have been seeing studies that Social Security and Medicare as presently designed can not be supported forever.  Senator Daniel Moynihan tried to take this issue on in the 1980’s and almost got killed.  These programs used to have 30 workers per retiree, now we are moving toward 3 workers per retiree, i.e. the benefits will have to be reduced.

C.  Social Values.

We way down on the (a) rugged individual, (b) make-your-own-way, and (c) if you don’t it’s-all-your-fault end of the spectrum.  

Social values always frame and drive public policy.  Some of the key values today are:

1. Anybody who can work should work. 

2.  We used to think that women may work, now we think women must work, e.g. work is the answer.  We aren't exactly sure what the question is, but work is the answer :) 

3. Society will help people, but they also have to help themselves.  The public wants to rebalance the value exchange between the individual and society.  BOTH you and society are responsible for improving your situation, and if you want money from the government then you must do things to get it (repay a loan, work or do training to get Food Stamps, TANF, etc). 

4. Us taxpayers want measurable results from every strategy that uses our money.  The GPRA shapes the focus on outcomes and this trend is going to get stronger.

5.  Maybe we will eventually pay women comparable wages, eventually.

6.  We can’t quite bring ourselves to pay for child care for all working parents, but eventually we may go for universal preschool because that sounds like education and we know that education is good.

