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Chattanooga is now one of the best places 
in America to live, work and start a business, 
and the jobs are arriving.
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EXECUTIVE S U M MARY

Chattanooga/Hamilton County has become one of the most 
innovative and economically promising places in America for 
new job creation and business investment.  In just the past 
fi ve years, Hamilton County has added jobs at a higher rate 
than Tennessee as a whole, trailing only Nashville among the 
major metro areas in terms of job growth in the state.

We are nearing 30 years of an incredible renaissance, which 
has propelled Chattanooga to the forefront as a vibrant 
and livable community. Our thriving downtown, revitalized 
neighborhoods, world-class waterfront and public spaces, and 
gigabit internet infrastructure are the hallmark successes of 
a community that has pulled together and worked tirelessly 
to overcome seemingly insurmountable challenges. And 
the efforts and investments in rebuilding our community’s 
infrastructure and amenities have paid off. 

The Chattanooga region’s economy is growing in ways 
that would have been unimaginable 30 years ago. We are 
experiencing unprecedented job growth, especially in higher-
wage industries such as advanced manufacturing, logistics, 
healthcare, insurance and technology. In fact, Chattanooga 
is one of the top ten metro areas in the country for growing 
advanced industries, having added more than 3,000 of these 
high-paying jobs since 2010, and that number is expected to 
quadruple in the next fi ve years. 

These recent job gains present a critical opportunity to boost 
our standard of living and raise family incomes throughout the 
county. However, despite Chattanooga’s enormous economic 
potential, the region currently lacks the workforce required to 
sustain our success. In the coming years, over 80 percent of 
jobs paying a living wage ($35,000) in our area will require 
a postsecondary certifi cate or degree, but currently, just 35 
percent of students in Hamilton County are likely to obtain 
this required level of education. 

Building the Smartest Community in the South
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Though our community has overcome huge challenges and 

made incredible progress, our commitment to education and 

opportunity has not kept pace and, as a consequence, we 

are facing some sobering statistics:

•  Four out of ten students in our county live in poverty, which 

presents major barriers for academic success.

•  Less than half of children entering Kindergarten are  

“ready to learn.”  

•  Nearly 60 percent of all 3rd graders do not read on  

grade level.

•  Hamilton County schools have fallen further behind the 

state and other metro areas in every single high school 

test and on average ACT scores.

• On the recent state report card, Hamilton County  

schools trailed the state’s other major metro areas  

in academic growth.

•  Only 24 percent of Chattanooga State students and  

51 percent of UTC students graduate with a degree  

within six years.

•  15,000 existing jobs in Hamilton County are not filled by 

Hamilton County residents due to lack of training, skills 

and education.

In short, Chattanooga is on a risky trajectory. If we do 

not act now to promote new approaches and make smart 

investments to improve educational outcomes for students, 

the majority of our residents will not be able to benefit from 

the recent influx of jobs that has been the result of years of 

hard work and investment. 

Ultimately, we run the risk that the economic boost we are 
currently experiencing will only be temporary, as companies 
struggle to find outside talent that can fill their jobs, which 
means our region loses its competitive advantage. 

But, despite the current challenges, there are many reasons 
to believe that our community is equipped with the assets, 
experience and will to dramatically improve our educational 
system for all children. 

When it comes to public education, there are many talented 
and dedicated teachers, principals, educators and higher 
education leaders in our community who are working hard 
to make a difference.  While there is no silver bullet or 
clear path to transforming education, we can build off of 
the successes and lessons learned from great efforts both 
locally and from across the country. There are some things 
that we know have the potential to make a big difference, 
including: great teaching and leadership, ensuring strong 
foundations in early learning, building better college and 
career connections, creating postsecondary supports, and 
aligning education for the 21st century. 

Going forward, we know the most successful communities 
will be those that ensure their residents are equipped with 
the skills to be successful in the new high-tech, digitally-
driven, knowledge-based economy. 

Imagine Chattanooga as a place that provides a great public 
education and pathways to promising careers for every child 
in our community. Imagine Chattanooga as “The Smartest 
Community in the South.” By committing to the bold – but 
attainable – goal of having 75 percent of Hamilton County 
residents earn a postsecondary certification, we will improve 
the quality of life for all residents. 

1 http://www.governing.com/gov-institute/col-santa-monica-chattanooga-sustainability-economics-environment.html

In the coming years, over 80% of jobs paying 
a living annual wage ($35,000) in our area will 
require a degree or certificate after high school.
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DID YOU K NOW? 

• Nearly 10,000 new jobs will arrive in Hamilton County 
over the next few years as a result of our rapid expansion 
in automotive manufacturing and other advanced 
industries.

• Hamilton County is experiencing the fastest job growth 
in the area thanks to fast growing sectors in logistics, 
healthcare, insurance, advanced manufacturing, and 
technology. 

• Chattanooga ranked 1st on Outside Magazine’s 2015 list 
of ‘Best Cities to Live’.

• Chattanooga ranked 4th on WalletHub’s 2015 list of 
‘Best Cities to Start a Business.’

• Hamilton County schools already outperform the state on 
math in grades three through five.

BUT WE HAVE MUCH MORE WORK TO DO…

• 15,000 existing jobs in Hamilton County are not filled by 
Hamilton County residents due to lack of training, skills 
and education.

• A black child in Hamilton County is 33 times more likely 
than a white child to attend one of the lowest performing 
schools in the state.

• Only 24 percent of Chattanooga State students and 51 
percent of UTC students graduate with a degree within six 
years.

• Hamilton County schools have fallen further behind the 
state in every single high school test since 2012.

ACH I EVI NG A 75% POSTS ECON DARY ATTAI N M E NT WI LL M EAN:

• 100,000 more local residents with access to jobs that pay over $35,000

• $4,500 average raise for every adult worker in Hamilton County

• $1.1 billion more in total wages in our county every year

• 8,000 adults brought out of poverty.

If we want Chattanooga to sustain its 
economic success and improved quality of 
life, now is the time to set a bold vision for 
the future of Chattanooga and work together 
to make it a reality.

 
This report is intended to serve as the baseline – the starting point for a community-wide push to ensure that Chattanooga is 
able to sustain and build upon the success we’ve created together over the past three decades. The information found within 
these pages provides a better understanding of the challenge, and recognition that it will take community-wide effort and 
commitment to implement the bold and transformative solutions that are needed. 

Who has a role to play?  We all do. The data tells a sobering story in some areas, but it also highlights a definitive moment in 
time where community partnerships, monetary resources, and focused strategies can be rallied to propel Chattanooga forward.  

For some individual leaders and organizations, Chattanooga 2.0 may bring only a willingness to embrace the challenges and 
endorse the opportunities found in this report.  For others, Chattanooga 2.0 creates a chance for organizations and individuals 
to create much more meaningful community and neighborhood conversations towards bold and actionable steps. For others, 
it may mean simply moving past what is clearly not working and devoting significantly more time, energy and resources into 
new strategies and partnerships in a unified approach that clearly draws a definitive line in the sand that the status quo is 
unacceptable, if we are going to prepare and support our community for the jobs of the future.

Our community has faced and overcome tough challenges before. We have always pulled together to make sure the 
foundations and infrastructure are in place for a thriving city.  Now it is time to invest in our people, ensuring greater 
opportunity for every neighborhood, and for all of our residents to help drive our community’s future.



Pulling together to ensure 
that 75% of Hamilton County 
residents hold an industry 
certifi cation, two- year 
degree, or four- year 
degree by 2025.

6



Building Opportunities: Sharing the Success 
of Our Growing Economy
HAMILTON COUNTY HAS HEAVILY INVESTED IN BRINGING NEW AND BETTER 
JOBS TO THE COMMUNITY, AND THAT INVESTMENT IS PAYING OFF.

Hamilton County, home of Chattanooga, has pushed its way to the forefront of innovative and economically promising 
places in the United States. With a history of revitalization and renewal, Chattanooga is no stranger to being the underdog. 
In the late 1960s, the federal government declared the city’s air the dirtiest in the nation, perpetuating a narrative of 
Chattanooga as America’s dirtiest city. 

What followed was an aggressive cleanup effort and a successful bid to rebrand Chattanooga as “the Scenic City of the 
South.”  In recent decades, the public, private, and philanthropic sectors in the region have invested hundreds of millions 
of dollars to revitalize the city’s riverfront and reorient its economy around tourism and clean, high-tech industry to improve 
the city’s overall quality of life. 

When it comes to reimagining its future and then going to work to get it done, no community in the South has been more 
successful than Chattanooga. From revitalizing our downtown – to introducing America to the power and potential that 
comes with ultra-high speed internet — Chattanooga has turned its downtown from a ghost town into a boom town – and 
the physical changes in the city have been constant and impressive. 

These efforts and investments in rebuilding the city’s infrastructure and amenities have paid off. Chattanooga is now one 

of the best places in America to live, work and start a business, and the jobs are arriving.

OUR GOALS

WORK FORCE RE ADY

• 100,000 more residents with jobs that make over $35,000

• 65% of jobs in Hamilton County jobs held by Hamilton County residents

POSTSECONDARY COMPLETION

• 90% of high school grads enrolling in a postsecondary institution

• 80% six year graduation rate with postsecondary degrees or certificates

POSTSECONDARY RE ADINE SS

• Hamilton County ACT average surpasses the state

• 1,000 summer jobs and internships for HS students

SCHOOL SUCCE SS

• 75% of students on grade level in math by 8th grade

• 100% of students with career exploration portfolios

3RD G R ADE FOUNDATIONS

• 90% of students reading on grade level by 3rd grade

SCHOOL RE ADINE SS

• 100% of students with access to Pre- K programming

• 1,000 new Pre- K seats

7



For more information and 
to get involved visit chatt2.org


