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1
introduction

“Labor availability” describes how many people 
within a given area are available and willing to take on 
a new job. Labor availability has two components, 
geographical and human. In most cases, the availability 
of people for work depends upon how many people are 
in proximity to the workplace and their ability to travel to 
the workplace. The human component of labor 
availability depends upon the characteristics of the 
potential workforce in the area. People take, keep, and 
change jobs for a variety of reasons. Compensation—
salary and benefits—are important, but other factors, 
including convenience, security, family obligations, 
personal fulfillment, age, sex, education, and training, 
contribute to workers’ employment decisions. These 
motivations and demographic characteristics within a 
region determine labor availability.

In the fall of 2013, the Nebraska Departments of 
Economic Development and Labor collaborated in a 
pilot project designed to measure labor availability in 

selected regions of Nebraska. The first round of surveys 
and data collection focused on six communities: 
Columbus, Fremont, Norfolk, South Sioux City, West 
Point, and Wayne. The Nebraska Department of Labor 
Office of Labor Market Information (NDOL LMI) collects 
many types of data about Nebraska workers for the US 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). The BLS measures 
how many people work in different industries and 
occupations. BLS also measures how many people 
work or do not work. While the BLS and NDOL LMI 
produce a rich data catalog, neither agency measures 
the reasons why workers choose to work where they 
do, or choose not to work. This study aims to 
supplement BLS data with information about those 
motivations. Understanding why people take a job helps 
us understand how an employer might attract new 
workers. In addition, understanding the characteristics 
of the current labor force and the incentives required 
for residents to change jobs could shed light on how 
communities might improve the local labor force.
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2executive
summary

A survey of Columbus, Nebraska and the surrounding 
commuting area discovered an estimated 35,544 potential 
job seekers in the region. The majority of these people 
are employed; others may be out of work or seeking to 
reenter the workforce from time spent in retirement or 
homemaking.

These potential job seekers indicated that they would 
be willing to take new work in the next year if a suitable 
job were to present itself. The median wage sought by 
this group was a minimum of  $31,200 annually, or $15 
an hour for full-time year-round work. Four out of five 
potential job seekers are willing to commute 15 minutes 
or more each way for suitable work. The median tenure 
of employed potential job seekers at their current job is 

over 4.6 years. Half of these people have an 
associate’s degree or higher education.  In general, 
those who were less likely to reenter the workforce 
or change jobs earned more and had been with their 
employers longer if they were employed.

Potential job seekers identified salary, use of skills they 
already possessed, and a schedule that fit their needs 
as the most important factors in improving their 
employment situation. They named lack of job 
opportunities in the area, inadequate pay offered by 
area employers, and inadequate hours offered by area 
employers as the most common barriers to improving 
their employment situation.
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For each community chosen by the Department of 
Economic Development (DED) for the study, a central 
ZIP code was chosen, and Local Employment Dynamic 
(LED) data for each ZIP code was obtained from the US 
Census Bureau (Census). The LED data contained the 
number of commuters from each ZIP code in the US.  
The selected central ZIP code for each community was 
matched with ZIP codes representing most of the 
employers for the community. Additional ZIP codes 
were added to make the selected areas contiguous, 
ensuring that the study area for each community 
captured likely commuting patterns. Once each 
community’s study area was defined, the individual 
areas were combined into one large survey area, and 
further ZIP codes were added or deleted to ensure a 
contiguous survey area. The resulting area represents 
an area from which each community draws the majority 
of its workforce. The survey area was then sampled as 
a whole. Note also that the survey area contains areas 
in Iowa and South Dakota, as some of the communities 
draw commuters from outside Nebraska.

DED and NDOL LMI contracted with the University of 
Nebraska’s Bureau of Sociological Research (BOSR) to 
assist in designing the survey questionnaire, drawing 
the survey sample, and administering the survey. BOSR 

mailed surveys to 12,000 households in the study area. 
Before BOSR mailed the questionnaire, they mailed a 
letter to each household in the sample about the 
survey. The survey requested a response from the 
person 19 or older living at the address. If there was 
more than one person 19 or over living at the address, 
the person who had the next birthday was asked to 
complete the survey. The first surveys were mailed in 
October 2013. The last results came back in January 
2014. In that time there were three additional mailings 
to those who had not returned the survey. 

Of the 12,000 households sampled, 3,164 completed the 
survey. BOSR staff entered the survey responses 
electronically and provided the initial data cleaning, 
fixing obvious respondent errors, and creating weights 
for the collected survey data. BOSR sent the survey 
data to NDOL LMI in February 2014. During February 
and March 2014, NDOL LMI further cleaned and 
examined the survey data. Using the weights developed 
by BSOR, NDOL LMI combined survey data with 
information from the US Census Bureau to adjust for 
differences between respondents and the actual 
population in the survey area. Finally, NDOL LMI used 
BLS data combined with the weighted population data 
to create this report.

3the
methodology

executive
summary
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4area
overview

An estimated 178,151 people live in the area sampled for Columbus, Nebraska, the shaded area in the map below. While 
only 22,110 people live in the city of Columbus, it was important to sample an area from which Columbus draws most 
of its workforce. Many people commute, and other people would be willing to commute for the right job. Estimates for 
Columbus labor availability come from 992 surveys completed by people living in this area. 

Of the people living in the sample area, an estimated 131,473 are age 18 and older. It is not uncommon for people young-
er than 18 to work, and this is especially true in non-metropolitan Nebraska. This survey did not sample people under 19, 
and no respondents were under the age of 20.
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The Census Bureau estimates that 95.3% of the 
civilian labor force in the sampled area is 
employed and 4.7% is unemployed. These 
figures include people 16 and older. The 
Census estimate is useful but limited, as the 
Census counts as unemployed only those people 
who are looking for work and applying for jobs. 
This study took a more expansive approach. 
Respondents were asked to classify themselves 
as employed, unemployed, retired, or a homemak-
er. Anyone not identified as employed answered 
a survey question about how likely they were to 
return to employment if a suitable job was avail-
able. This method allowed the researchers to 
describe the untapped labor force for Columbus.

The demographic qualities of respondents for 
the most part matched Census estimates. This 
is encouraging, as it means the sample shares 
many properties with the target population. The 
authors of this report have taken pains to ensure 
that disparities between survey findings and 
Census estimates are made clear where they may 
be influencing other results. 

population by gender

population by age range as a percentage 
of total population 20 & older

area
overview
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population by education

The estimates for gender derived from the survey results were within 1% of Census figures, with just over 1% not 
responding to the question.  Age distribution varied somewhat from Census estimates, with fewer respondents between 
45 and 54 compared to the Census figures, and more between 60 and 64.

Most racial and ethnic groups were within one or two percentage points of Census figures.  However, respondents 
identified themselves as Hispanic at a rate about 10 percentage points lower than the Census.  While the survey did not 
employ the same education categories as the Census, most of the distribution was similar.

0.04%

population by ethnicity population by race

85.54%

3.38%

94.56%

2.06%14.46%
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5Potential
job seekers

There are an estimated 35,544 adults in the Columbus 
area who reported that they are likely or very likely to 
change jobs or reenter the workforce in the next year 
if a suitable job is available. For the sake of brevity, we 
will call these people “potential job seekers.” About 
25,832of these seekers are currently employed, and 
about 9,711 are not employed. Exactly what qualifies 
as a suitable job varies from person to person, but data 
from the survey allow us to make some generalizations.

Columbus Sampled Area 18 and over Population by seeker status

The most important factor to people likely or very likely to change jobs or reenter the workforce was salary, with 91.7% 
marking it as important or very important. Using skills, work schedule, and level of responsibilities also ranked high on the 
list. The factors that were rated very important were salary (57.7%), health insurance (55.6%), and work schedule (50.2%). 
More than half of respondents who were likely or very likely to change jobs or reenter the workforce listed these three 
factors as very important. The second, third, and fourth factors ranked by percentage of potential job seekers designating 
them important are all non-compensatory: they represent factors that are not a form of payment. These factors (skills, 
schedule, and responsibilities) were all more likely to be identified as important than health insurance and vacation. Of the 
17 factors presented, more than half of potential job seekers ranked 14 factors as important or very important.
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The median minimum wage sought by potential job 
seekers in Columbus to improve their employment sit-
uation is estimated at $31,200 annually. For full-time, 
year-round work, this means a wage of about $15 per 
hour. Those who were less likely to change jobs or 
reenter the workforce generally reported that they 
would require higher wages to do so. The median 
minimum wage to improve the employment situation 
for that group was $50,000 annually.

Those who reported that they were likely or very likely 
to change jobs or reenter the workforce required 
lower wages to do so than those who did not.

Percentage of Population Willing to Improve

 Employment Situation by Annual Wage

Factors important to potential job seekers
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Share of Population Willing to Commute a given 

Time to Improve Employment Situation

Others Potential Seekers

barriers encountered by potential job seekers

The top barrier to improvement reported by potential job seekers was lack of available opportunities. None of the top four 
barriers reported were related to qualities of the potential seekers themselves. These top four, lack of job opportunities, 
inadequate pay, inadequate hours and inadequate benefits, were the only barriers identified by a majority of potential 
seekers.  Lack of training and lack of education were the next two most commonly reported barriers.

Most of the potential job seekers indicated willingness to 
commute to improve their employment situation. Four in 
five potential job seekers reported that they would 
commute up to 29 minutes away for work, and one in 
three said that they would be willing to commute 30 
minutes or more. The figures on commute time 
willingness for those less likely to change or improve 
their employment situation were very similar to those for 
potential job seekers. This is likely because commuting is 
simply a fact of life for workers living in a rural area like 
the one sampled.
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Likelihood to change jobs by income level

Survey questions allowed respondents to communicate explicitly the conditions under which they would seek or not seek 
improvement in their employment situation, while others allowed researchers to examine implicit factors in their motiva-
tions.  Identifying causation is always difficult, but when looking at the survey responses, clear patterns emerge. One of 
the clearest patterns was related to income.  In general, the more people earned, the less likely they were to self-identify 
as potential job seekers.  However, this was not true at the lowest income levels.  Workers who reported earning less than 
$10,000 annually were less likely than all but the highest earners to be potential job seekers.  One potential explanation for 
this finding is that these workers are not working full time and do not wish for full time work.  In general, higher paying jobs 
tend to be more specialized and not as plentiful, so the survey respondents earning the most may not be seeking an 
employment change in part due to a perceived lack of available alternatives to their current job.  They also may have 
already attained their career goal, or be satisfied with their work environment.

Those people who reported themselves likely or very 
likely to change jobs or reenter the workforce were in 
general younger than those who did not. People in the 
oldest age categories were much more likely to identify 
as retired, and retired people identified as much less 
likely to change jobs or reenter the workforce.

Age distribution by 

seeker status
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likelihood to change jobs by industry

Most potential job seekers identified themselves as working in an office and administrative support occupation. Other 
common occupations for potential job seekers were sales, transportation and production occupations. While the reasons 
that potential job seekers tended to concentrate in these occupations were not measured by the survey, the factors 
important to potential job seekers, as well as their income and education levels, may yield some clues.

Highest Completed Level of Education

The population willing to change jobs or reenter 
the workforce reported different levels of 
education than those who were less likely to 
change or reenter. The potential job seekers were 
concentrated in the middle of the spectrum, with 
44.41% of potential job seekers reporting that they 
had completed some college or an associate’s or 
two-year degree.  Only 30.93% of non-potential 
job seekers fell into these categories.  Conversely, 
those who did not indicate they were potential job 
seekers were more concentrated on the ends of 
the spectrum, with higher percentages reporting 
a high school graduate/GED education or a 
graduate or professional degree.”

Potential job seekers were most highly concentrated in the healthcare industry; healthcare workers were close to twice as 
likely to be potential job seekers as those in other all other industries. Because this measure is based on industry of employ-
ment the conclusions that can be drawn about workers are limited. A top executive and a janitor working for the same 
employer share an industry, but are likely to have very different incomes, levels of education, and priorities. It is worth noting 
that the industries which saw the highest proportion of their workers self-identify as potential job seekers were among the 
largest industries by employment in the Columbus area.
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likelihood to change jobs by Occupation

Temporary Employees 

Likelihood to Change Jobs

Seasonal Employees 

Likelihood to Change Jobs

Respondents employed on a seasonal or temporary basis were more likely to be potential job seekers than respondents who 
were permanently employed. Most employed survey respondents that were seasonal employees (68.2%) indicated they were 
likely or very likely to change jobs. Similarly, 56.0% of survey respondents who were temporary employees indicated they were 
likely or very likely to change jobs. This compares to only 32.5% of employed survey respondents that were permanent 
employees and likely or very likely to change jobs.
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6Other
findings

Desired wage of those
 not currently employed

seeking work 

minimum desired pay to change 
jobs for currently employed

More than half (57.4%) of those not currently employed but seeking work desired an annual wage between $15,000 and 
$25,000. This equates to between minimum wage and about $12 per hour for full-time employment.

Of those currently employed, most desire a slightly higher wage of between $35,000 and $50,000 a year. This equates to 
between $16.82 and $24.04 per hour.

DollarsDollars
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age distribution of the employed

employed & likely or very likely to change jobs

Among survey respondents employed in the 
Columbus area, most were between the age of 
25 and 64, with survey respondents fairly evenly 
distributed across each of the four ten-year age 
groups. The percentage of employed respondents 
ranged from 20.6% for the 45 to 54 age group to 
24.8% for the 55 to 64 age group. Approximately 
5.9% of the employed respondents were age 65 and 
over, while 5.0% of the respondents were between 
20 and 24 years of age. 

However, the reported likelihood of changing 
jobs differed greatly by age group. As shown by 
the following chart, the younger the age group, 
the more likely the age group is to change jobs. 
Among those 24 and under who were employed, 
47.7% were either very likely or likely to change 
jobs. Similarly, among workers age 25 to 34, 40.6% 
were either very likely or likely to change jobs. The 
likelihood of changing jobs begins to fall as age in-
creases. Only 24.4% of workers age 35 to 44, 33.8% 
of workers 45 to 54, 26.1% of workers 55 to 64, and 
11.8% of workers 65 to 74 were likely or very likely 
to change jobs.
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Among survey respondents who were unem-
ployed in the Columbus area, most were 
between the ages of 20 and 44. Their likelihood 
of changing jobs differs greatly by age group, 
however. As shown by the following chart, all 
survey respondents under the age of 24 indicat-
ed they were likely or very likely to reenter the 
workforce. Among workers age 25 to 34, 40.8% 
were either very likely or likely to reenter the 
workforce. For workers in older age groups, 
the likelihood of reentering the workforce was 
similar. Among people 35 to 44, 57.6% indicat-
ed they were likely or very likely to reenter the 
workforce, 57.4% of people 45 to 54 were likely 
or very likely to reenter the workforce, and 
41.8% of people 55 to 64 were likely or very likely 
to reenter the workforce.

unemployed & likely or very likely to change jobs

age distribution of the unemployed
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Percentage unemployed by degree program

importance of work schedule

Percentage unemployed by education level

A work schedule that fits an employee’s 
needs was listed as very important by 
males more often than females. Overall, 
most respondents marked work schedule 
as either important or very important.
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importance of working from home

importance of accessible childcare

importance of

retirement benefits

The importance of working from home was 
only slightly more important to those with 
children than to those without children.

Accessible childcare was only slightly 
more important to respondents with 
children than to those without children. 

The importance of retirement benefits was fairly 
steady across age groups, until age 65 and over, 
where the importance of retirement benefits 
began to drop off.
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Of those not currently employed, but seeking work, several obstacles to reentering the workforce were identified. The 
most common obstacle noted was lack of job opportunities. Other obstacles frequently reported were inadequate pay, 
inadequate hours, and inadequate benefits.

Obstacles to Reentering the Workforce, 

Not Currently Employed, Seeking Work

willingness to retrain
When asked if people would be willing to retrain 
or learn new skills that may improve their employ-
ment situation, the response was an overwhelm-
ing yes. Most employed persons (79.0%) indicated 
that they would be willing to retrain or learn skills 
to improve their employment situation, while 
98.8% of respondents who were potential job 
seekers who were not currently employed also 
indicated they would be willing to retrain or learn 
skills to improve their employment situation. 

Similarly, 97.4% of respondents who indicated 
they were currently seeking work also indicated 
that they would be willing to retrain or learn skills 
to improve their employment situation. Of those 
who were unemployed, 87.9% indicated they 
would be willing to retrain or learn skills to 
improve their employment situation. 
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Likelihood to change jobs by education level

Median wage by education level

Dollars

No clear pattern emerged in evaluating respondents willingness to change jobs or reenter the workforce relative to their 
highest completed level of education.  However, it was notable that people who reported technical or vocational school as 
their highest completed level of education were much less likely than others to make a change. Thirteen percent of these 
respondents were likely or very likely to make a change, compared to at least 32% for all other groups.

Respondents with higher levels 
of education also saw higher 
median earnings. Those who 
earned bachelor’s degrees saw 
a median income of $11,000 
more annually than those who 
completed high school. Even 
completing some college saw a 
wage premium of $4,160 
annually on the median relative 
to completing high school.
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Of those not currently employed, and not seeking work, 13.7% had one or more children under 12 living in their household. 
Of those seeking work, 36.9% had one or more children under 12 living in their household.

Some survey respondents who were 
employed indicated that they worked 
multiple jobs. The most common 
reason given for working multiple jobs 
was additional income (59.5%). 

Seekers vs. Non-seekers & children

REasons for working multiple jobs
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Terms & definitions

Potential Job Seeker
A person who answered either ‘likely’ or ‘very likely’ to the following question: “How likely or unlikely are you to change 
jobs or reenter the workforce in the next year if a suitable job is available?” Note that people not currently employed were 
asked separately if they were actively seeking work, while the employed were not.

Industry 
A group of businesses categorized by the goods or services they produce. Industries are typically organized by the North 
American Industrial Classification System (NAICS). This survey used a modified version of NAICS categories in an attempt 
to make the categories easier to understand. More information on NAICS can be found at 
https://www.census.gov/eos/www/naics/.

Occupation 
A group of jobs categorized by duties. Occupations are typically organized by Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) 
system. This survey used a modified version of SOC categories in an attempt to make the categories easier to understand. 
More information on SOC can be found at http://www.bls.gov/soc/.

Wages 
In each instance where wages were addressed in this survey, respondents were given the option to report annual or 
hourly wages.  When analyzing these wages, the responses were all assumed to represent full-time employment at 40 
hours per week, to allow comparison.

Unemployed 
While the US Bureau of Labor Statistics has a detailed, stratified, and technical set of definitions for unemployment, this 
survey simply allowed respondents to select ‘unemployed’ as one of four choices describing their employment status.

Not Employed  
‘Not Employed’ differs from unemployed in this document.  ‘Not Employed’ includes all respondents who indicated they 
were unemployed, retired, or homemakers. 

Appendix / glossary
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columbus area Zip codes sampled

This table shows the ZIP codes sampled to create survey estimates for the Columbus labor availability area.

Total Responses : 992

County State
Zip 

Code
Responses 
Received

Butler County NE 68001 1
Butler County NE 68014 4
Butler County NE 68036 3
Platte County NE 68601 214
Boone County NE 68620 33

Wheeler County NE 68622 3
Nance County NE 68623 1
Butler County NE 68624 9
Butler County NE 68626 3
Boone County NE 68627 4

Merrick County NE 68628 3
Colfax County NE 68629 11
Platte County NE 68631 1
Butler County NE 68632 31
Platte County NE 68634 1
Butler County NE 68635 2

Wheeler County NE 68637 2
Nance County NE 68638 18
Nance County NE 68640 12
Colfax County NE 68641 16
Platte County NE 68642 8
Colfax County NE 68643 10
Platte County NE 68644 5
Platte County NE 68647 8
Polk County NE 68651 12

Boone County NE 68652 5
Platte County NE 68653 5
Polk County NE 68654 4

Boone County NE 68655 1
Butler County NE 68658 8
Colfax County NE 68659 1
Boone County NE 68660 13
Colfax County NE 68661 38
Polk County NE 68662 6

Merrick County NE 68663 6
Greeley County NE 68665 6

Polk County NE 68666 17
Butler County NE 68669 4

Madison County NE 68701 250
Madison County NE 68715 16

Holt County NE 68735 9
Pierce County NE 68747 2

Madison County NE 68748 20
Madison County NE 68752 7
Madison County NE 68758 11
Pierce County NE 68765 11
Pierce County NE 68767 33

Stanton County NE 68768 5
Pierce County NE 68769 12

Stanton County NE 68779 17
Madison County NE 68781 16

Hall County NE 68801 5
Merrick County NE 68826 26
Merrick County NE 68827 2
Greeley County NE 68842 7
Merrick County NE 68864 8
Howard County NE 68872 1
Greeley County NE 68875 3
Greeley County NE 68882 2

County State
Zip 

Code
Responses 
Received

Butler County NE 68001 1
Butler County NE 68014 4
Butler County NE 68036 3
Platte County NE 68601 214
Boone County NE 68620 33

Wheeler County NE 68622 3
Nance County NE 68623 1
Butler County NE 68624 9
Butler County NE 68626 3
Boone County NE 68627 4

Merrick County NE 68628 3
Colfax County NE 68629 11
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Butler County NE 68632 31
Platte County NE 68634 1
Butler County NE 68635 2
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Colfax County NE 68641 16
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Colfax County NE 68643 10
Platte County NE 68644 5
Platte County NE 68647 8
Polk County NE 68651 12
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Polk County NE 68654 4
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Butler County NE 68658 8
Colfax County NE 68659 1
Boone County NE 68660 13
Colfax County NE 68661 38
Polk County NE 68662 6

Merrick County NE 68663 6
Greeley County NE 68665 6

Polk County NE 68666 17
Butler County NE 68669 4

Madison County NE 68701 250
Madison County NE 68715 16

Holt County NE 68735 9
Pierce County NE 68747 2

Madison County NE 68748 20
Madison County NE 68752 7
Madison County NE 68758 11
Pierce County NE 68765 11
Pierce County NE 68767 33

Stanton County NE 68768 5
Pierce County NE 68769 12

Stanton County NE 68779 17
Madison County NE 68781 16
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Merrick County NE 68827 2
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Merrick County NE 68864 8
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Greeley County NE 68882 2

County State
Zip 

Code
Responses 
Received

Butler County NE 68001 1
Butler County NE 68014 4
Butler County NE 68036 3
Platte County NE 68601 214
Boone County NE 68620 33

Wheeler County NE 68622 3
Nance County NE 68623 1
Butler County NE 68624 9
Butler County NE 68626 3
Boone County NE 68627 4

Merrick County NE 68628 3
Colfax County NE 68629 11
Platte County NE 68631 1
Butler County NE 68632 31
Platte County NE 68634 1
Butler County NE 68635 2

Wheeler County NE 68637 2
Nance County NE 68638 18
Nance County NE 68640 12
Colfax County NE 68641 16
Platte County NE 68642 8
Colfax County NE 68643 10
Platte County NE 68644 5
Platte County NE 68647 8
Polk County NE 68651 12

Boone County NE 68652 5
Platte County NE 68653 5
Polk County NE 68654 4

Boone County NE 68655 1
Butler County NE 68658 8
Colfax County NE 68659 1
Boone County NE 68660 13
Colfax County NE 68661 38
Polk County NE 68662 6

Merrick County NE 68663 6
Greeley County NE 68665 6

Polk County NE 68666 17
Butler County NE 68669 4

Madison County NE 68701 250
Madison County NE 68715 16

Holt County NE 68735 9
Pierce County NE 68747 2

Madison County NE 68748 20
Madison County NE 68752 7
Madison County NE 68758 11
Pierce County NE 68765 11
Pierce County NE 68767 33

Stanton County NE 68768 5
Pierce County NE 68769 12

Stanton County NE 68779 17
Madison County NE 68781 16

Hall County NE 68801 5
Merrick County NE 68826 26
Merrick County NE 68827 2
Greeley County NE 68842 7
Merrick County NE 68864 8
Howard County NE 68872 1
Greeley County NE 68875 3
Greeley County NE 68882 2



COLUMBUS   /   25


