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Executive Summary

The goal of this study is to define and measure the economic and quality of life impact of the human or social service system in Worcester County.  The analyses of economic data and the social indicators in this report were completed by the Economics and Management Departments at Clark University.

Most human services are provided by non-profit organizations.  Usually, people do not consider non-profits in economic terms.  Yet many economists are now talking about the non-profit domain as “the third sector,” after private industry and government.  Recent trend analyses indicate that this non-profit sector of our economy is growing rapidly.

Within this “third sector,” human or social services are also increasing to meet the challenges of our complex society.  For example, early child care is becoming a universal phenomenon for children, while elder care is growing to meet the aging out of the baby boomers.  In this study, we have collected data to assess the economic impact of this human or social services “industry” on Worcester County.  Nationally, this part of our economy employs nearly 11 million people, approximately 8% of the country’s workforce.  In addition, the economic impact of these agencies is $525 billion to the U.S. economy, or over 7% of the gross national product.

In Worcester County, 11,500 workers are employed by human services organizations.  The full impact on the local economy by these non-profit organizations is $899 million.  Significantly, most of these resources are spent locally on cars, insurance, housing, and other necessities and amenities of life.  Unfortunately the analysis also indicates that human service employees earn the lowest average wages ($18,096), even lower than retail workers ($19,558).  Clearly, these low salaries are contributing to what has been called the human service “work force crisis.”  High vacancy and turnover rates will continue unless workers’ pay is increased.

Considering that these workers are responsible for caring for children, the elderly, and the disabled, this finding is cause for concern, both economically and in terms of the quality of life issues.

Quality of life can also be measured.  While many social indicators are available to reflect the quality of life in Worcester County, six indices were selected that common sense tells us would be used by the average person: poverty, child abuse, crime rate, school drop out rates, drug abuse and affordable housing.

A continuum of care that represents a significant portion of the non-profit organizations that support children and strengthen families is also presented.  This system of care is presented neither as a complete list nor as a direct cause and effect on these specific indicators.  However, selected human service systems – early child care, support for elders, specialized services for the disabled, child welfare programs for abused and neglected children, mental health and substance abuse treatment, and social recreation, and leisure activities – all play a significant role in improving the quality of life in Worcester County.

In summary, the social indicator data demonstrate that Worcester County is a great place to live and raise a family.  On the social indices, the County generally does better than the rest of the nation and the state.

Specifically, the poverty rate of 11.1% is less than that of the nation (13.3%) and slightly higher than the state (10.7%). The dropout rate of 3.4% is better than the state average of 3.6% or the national average of 5 percent.  The number of renters unable to afford a 2-bedroom apartment is higher (44%) than the national average (39%), but lower than the statewide average of 46 percent.  Child abuse data indicate that while Worcester County has a lower rate (11.54%) than the state (13.56%) or the nation (12.16%), the rate has been rising.  The crime statistics also show that Worcester County (3,153 crime index per 100,000) is safer than the state (3,262) and the nation (4,000), even though the trend analysis shows these numbers to be static.  Unfortunately, there are currently no comparison data available for drug use. 

