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The young adult population in any
region is a preview of its future. For much
of the past three decades, that has been a
topic of concern around Greater Pittsburgh.
The notion that the region is losing its
young adults like few other places in the
country became a mantra, a steady drum-
beat—a local truism that’s no longer true.
Young adults are moving into the region at
a steady rate. Impressive numbers are set-
tling in City of Pittsburgh neighborhoods.
The region is getting younger. And those
demographic changes portend future
economic and civic strength for the region.

What follows is an in-depth look at who
these young adults are who’ll shape our re-
gion in the coming years, from the  demo-
graphic trends that deflate the myth of their
steady exodus to their views on    regional
issues and experiences living and working in
Pittsburgh and surrounding counties.

This report draws on PittsburghTO-
DAY’s own reporting, extensive data and re-
cent  research, including a major regional
survey and five focus groups, conducted by
our   research partners at the University of
Pittsburgh’s Urban Center for Social &

Urban Research. The Pittsburgh Regional
Quality of Life Survey asked 120 questions
of more than 1,800 residents of the 32-
county   Pittsburgh region, including more
than 400 young adults, aged 18–34. Com-
pleted in the spring of 2012, it stands as the
most extensive survey to examine the
Greater Pittsburgh region in more than a
century.  

We hope you’ll read the following
report, written by PittsburghTODAY Senior
Editor Jeffery Fraser, to gain a better
understanding of the facts, behaviors and
thoughts of our region’s young adults.     
Attracting and retaining talented young
people is essential to the future of any
region, and Pittsburgh is positioned well
to attract more than its share. If you’d like
to view the complete survey data and
focus group transcripts, we invite you
to visit the special reports section of
pittsburghtoday.org, where you’ll find that
information posted.  

Finally, we would like to acknowledge
the support of The Benter Foundation,
which made this project on young adults
possible.

introduction

Douglas Heuck, Director of PittsburghTODAY
October 2012

young adults report

2

YoungAdults_PRINTready_BLIGHTPghtoday  10/2/12  4:32 PM  Page 2



    

 

pittsburghtoday.org  //  UCSUR 3

Young adults play a crucial role in
defining southwestern Pennsylvania
today and in the coming years as work-
ers, consumers, parents, neighbors,
voters and leaders. 

This report draws the most compre-
hensive profile to date of the young
men and women who are so vital to
the region’s future. It is based on 
PittsburghTODAY’s reporting, as well 
as an extensive regional survey and
focus groups conducted jointly by 
PittsburghTODAY and its colleagues at
the University of Pittsburgh University 
Center for Social and Urban Research
(UCSUR).

Here is a summary of the findings
reported in more detail in the pages that
follow. 

|||  young adult population trends

The collapse of steel and other industries that
had been the bedrock of the region’s economy
led young adults to leave by the tens of
thousands in the 1980s, leaving a lingering
impression of southwestern Pennsylvania as a
place that struggles more than most to attract
and retain young people. However, U.S. Bureau
of Census and other data paint a more positive
picture.

•  The exodus was brief. At its peak in 1984, an
estimated 50,000 residents left, and more than
70 percent of them were under the age of 39. By
1994, fewer than 9,000 residents were leaving
the region. Young people made up a much
smaller portion of those who departed, while
retirees accounted for a larger share.

•  Over the past five years, the population of
20–34-year-olds in the Pittsburgh Metropolitan
Statistical Area grew by 7 percent. 

•  An economic forecasting model used by
the UCSUR predicts that population will grow
another 8 percent by 2020.

Moreover, domestic migration has recently been
positive. The majority of those who migrate into
or out of a region are better-educated young
adults in pursuit of job opportunities.

•  In 2011, 3,740 more people moved into the
region than moved out, continuing a trend that
began in 2009. The region is drawing the largest
number of migrants from Philadelphia, Washing-
ton, D.C. and New York. 

•  Some 70 percent of new arrivals are under the
age of 35 and most are between 22 and 34.
Such trends have several implications.

>>

The complete young adult data from the
120-question Pittsburgh Regional Quality
of Life Survey and the transcripts from
five young adult focus group sessions
conducted this summer are available 
on the PittsburghTODAY website in the
special reports section: 
pittsburghtoday.org/special_reports.html

*
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•  The education level of 25–34-year-olds has
risen to where the region now has a young adult
workforce that’s among the best educated in the
nation. The Pittsburgh MSA ranks fifth in the
nation for workers aged 25–34 with at least a
bachelor’s degree and is one of only three
regions where more than 20 percent of young
workers hold advanced degrees.

•  The City of Pittsburgh is getting decidedly
younger. For example, the city’s population of
18-to-24-year-olds rose 17 percent from 2000
to 2010. Fifty neighborhoods experienced an in-
crease. In 32 of them, the young adult population
rose by 10 percent or more.

|||  demographic profile

The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey
conducted by UCSUR and PittsburghTODAY
involved extensive interviews with more than
1,800 residents in the Pittsburgh MSA and 25
surrounding counties. Included were 417 young
adults, aged 18-34, whose responses provide
statistical characteristics of that population.
Here are the highlights of those data:

•  Nearly 77 percent of young adults have lived in
the region for at least a decade.

•  More than 59 percent live in homes they or
their families own.

•  Nearly half of young adults in the region earn
at least $50,000 a year or more and 22 percent

report earnings of $75,000 or more.
•  However, young adults are more likely than
residents overall to report having difficulty
paying their monthly bills, such as their rent or
mortgage, water and electric.

•  Although 9 in 10 young adults rate their health
as good to excellent, 94 percent report stress
levels ranging from mild to severe. 

•  More than 18 percent of young adults are
without health insurance, making them the least
likely of any age group in the region to have
coverage.

•  Young adults are much more likely than other
age groups to frequently use public transporta-
tion.

•  They are the most likely age group to attend an
art or cultural event or visit a local museum or
gallery more than 20 times a year.

•  Fewer than 4 percent report having been a
victim of a violent crime, but that is more than
twice the rate reported by residents overall. And
more than 1 in 4 of young adults were victims of
property crime in the past year.

•  Young adults have the lowest rates of voter
participation of any age group. In fact, 1 in 4
report they never vote, even in presidential
elections.

|||  young adult perspectives

The Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey
data and focus group discussions among young

>>
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adults provide insight into their views on issues
from the quality of life in the region to education,
government and environment. 

The survey, for example, found that: 

•  Most young adults give the region high marks
for its quality of life with more than 47 percent
rating it as excellent or very good. Only 5 percent
rate it as poor.

• Nearly half of young adults say race relations are
a problem in their neighborhoods, to some degree,
although fewer than 4 percent describe the prob-
lem as severe.

• Pollution in the region’s streams and rivers is of
greater concern to young adults than the quality
of the air they breathe. In fact, 52 percent feel air
quality is not a problem at all.

• A majority of young adults advocate spending
more on roads and bridges, schools, and on job
creation and economic development in the region.

• Young adults are the least likely of any age group
to favor spending less on teachers to balance
school budgets.

• And 3 of 4 young adults consider arts education
a “very” or “extremely” important component of
a public school curriculum. 

UCSUR’s Qualitative Data Analysis Program
further explored what young adults think about
the region in a series of focus group sessions con-
ducted this summer for PittsburghTODAY. The
findings offer insight into the views and experi-
ences of 32 recent college graduates, young adults
who play a role in shaping the region and young
adults with less than a bachelor’s degree. 
For example:

•  The region’s relatively low cost of living, univer-
sities, and cultural and recreational amenities

were among the positive qualities most often men-
tioned in focus groups by young adults, regardless
of their level of education, leadership status or
whether they were natives of southwestern Penn-
sylvania or transplants from other cities and re-
gions. 

•  Public transportation issues were immediately
identified in every focus group session as a
regional weakness with complaints ranging from
the cost of fares to unreliable service, recent
service cuts and outdated payment procedures.

•  Some young adults identified the job market as
one of the region’s strengths, while others viewed
it as a weakness. In many cases, the local job mar-
ket in their field influenced their views.

•  Regardless of their education or background,
the majority of young adults in the focus groups
viewed the region as fairly diverse. But segregation
by neighborhood was an issue raised by recent
college graduates and young adults in positions
of leadership. 

•  Entertainment, and recreational and cultural
opportunities received favorable comments from
many young adults for their quality and the variety
of options available.

•  And several young adults, particularly those in
positions of leadership, felt there are ample oppor-
tunities for them to initiate change in southwest-
ern Pennsylvania, perhaps more than in larger
metropolitan regions. zx
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pittsburgh is  attracting talented young
workers and could be  poised to become 
one of  the nation’s  most youthful c it ies

YOUNG

n the not-too-distant past,  Border
Guard Bob was thought to have been a good idea.
He was the face of a short-lived marketing campaign
to staunch the flow of Pittsburgh’s young to other
cities, a problem perceived by some of the region’s
civic-minded to be grave enough to warrant aggres-
sive action. Bob, a fictional character, was to be fea-

tured in ads in full uniform and campaign hat—think Smokey
Bear—stopping the young at the border and convincing them to
stay in a region of overlooked charms. If persuasion didn’t work,
Bob would hitch a bungee cord to the back bumper of the de-
parting youth’s car and confidently proclaim: “He’ll be back.”

Bob didn’t have the job long. His creator, the Pittsburgh Re-
gional Alliance, pulled the plug on the campaign before the ads
aired amid criticism over the transparently desperate image of
the region he conjured. As it turns out, his services weren’t
needed in the first place.

Just as Pittsburgh was undergoing a facelift that turned aban-

doned mills and factories and under-used riverfront into upscale
shops, restaurants, apartments and bike trails, it was quietly ex-
periencing a demographic shift that belied the hand wringing
over whether it had become a place that young people would
rather flee than want to be. Far fewer young people were leaving.
Demographic modeling predicted that soon more people would
move into the region from other cities than would depart and
that young, mobile and better-educated migrants would drive the
trend.

When the One Young World summit opens in Pittsburgh in
October, the 1,500 international millennials expected to attend
will arrive in a city and region that data confirm has become more
of a destination than a point of departure and one that is getting
younger by the day.

The trends have several implications. 
Several of Pittsburgh’s oldest neighborhoods are being trans-

formed physically and demographically as young adults move
into the city at an impressive rate. 

I
written by jeffery fraser
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The overall education levels of the region’s 25-34-year-olds
are today among the highest in the nation, which is a competitive
advantage when trying to grow an economy.  And incoming
young talent is taking a little of the edge off of the very real con-
cern over the depth and breadth of the workforce as more and
more Baby Boomers age into retirement.

These young adults are also the most frequent users of the
region’s revenue-hungry public transit system. They’re strong
supporters of the arts at the box office. Most have lived in the
region for at least a decade. And 6 in 10 are homeowners, accord-
ing to the Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Study conducted
by the University of Pittsburgh’s University Center for Social and
Urban Research (UCSUR) and PittsburghTODAY. 

Such developments may come as a revelation to some, but
Chris Briem is not among them. Briem, a regional economist at
UCSUR, has long been haunted by Border Guard Bob and the
fact-resistant notion that the region has a problem attracting and
retaining the young, having reported evidence to the contrary in
papers, op-ed columns, blogs and newsletters for almost two
decades.

It’s not that the concern over the region’s ability to attract
and retain young people has never been warranted. It’s that it has
persisted well beyond the brief period in recent history during
which the exodus of young people from southwestern Pennsyl-
vania was truly alarming and has tended to obscure evidence of
the steady, marked recovery that has taken place over the past 30
years and is expected to continue well into the future.

The high water mark of the region’s youth exodus came in
the early 1980s and was a result of the catastrophic collapse of
the steel industry that had been the staple of the
economy for longer than a century. Broad reces-
sions and industry-specific downturns come and
go. But few regions have endured an economic
upheaval as severe as the one in southwestern
Pennsylvania. More than 100,000 jobs were lost,
most of them permanently. And the flight of res-
idents from the region profoundly reshaped its
demographic makeup in ways that continue to be
seen today.

“The workers who left weren’t a cross-sec-
tion of the region,” says Briem. “This was very
age-selective. Young people left. Older folks
stayed. If you were a young worker concerned
about a future career and you saw what was hap-
pening around you, you realized this was not the
optimal place to be. And not only did the younger people leave,
but they took their families and their future families with them.”

The wholesale flight of the young was short-lived. At its peak
in 1984, an estimated 50,000 residents left, and more than 70
percent of them were under the age of 39. But in 1994, fewer than
9,000 left, according to U.S. Census data. And young people

made up a much smaller portion of those who departed, while
retirees accounted for a larger share. 

Yet, the perception of a mass migration of young people out
of the region lingered. “It’s not a recent phenomena that you can
say it isn’t true that young people are leaving Pittsburgh any more
than you would expect,” Briem says. “But there is a persistence
of memory in Pittsburgh. If you’re older and have memories of
that period when young people were streaming out you’re prob-
ably going to believe that until you die.”

The huge loss of younger residents in the 1980s, however
brief, did leave an indelible mark on southwestern Pennsylvania.
The disproportionately large number of older residents who
stayed because of family or slim job prospects or other reasons
continues to have an impact on the population, which today re-
mains one of the oldest, if not the oldest, in the nation. As a re-
sult, the region experiences more deaths than births year in and
year out. And that phenomenon has fueled a decline in popula-
tion, which is often misread as a sign that residents, particularly
young people, leave in numbers greater than in other places.

In fact, the region’s population of 20–34-year-olds grew by 7
percent over the past five years, and the economic forecasting
model used by UCSUR researchers predicts it will grow another
8 percent by 2020. And last year, 3,740 more people moved into
the region than moved out, continuing a trend that began in
2009. While gaining 3,740 people might seem a meager accom-
plishment, it’s a stunning reversal of the region’s fortunes con-
sidering the 50,000 net loss endured in 1984 at the peak of the
out-migration nightmare. 

These newcomers arrive from cities across the nation with
the largest numbers coming from Philadel-
phia, Washington, D.C. and New York. For
the most part, they are the very people Bor-
der Guard Bob was assigned to round up.
“Whenever you see a turnaround in migra-
tion, it’s going to be driven by the flow of
younger workers,” Briem says. 

Celia Franklin is among the recent wave
of newcomers. The 26-year-old Chicago na-
tive and her husband of a few months de-
cided to leave Washington, D.C., where she
recently earned a law degree, to settle in
Pittsburgh, where she took a job at the law
firm Buchanan Ingersoll and Rooney. “I
wasn’t going to decide on a city first,” she
says. “The most important thing was the job.

I thought the firm was great. The people were very friendly and
professional. And they had an opening in their energy group,
which is the type of law I’m especially interested in. It was after
I decided I liked the firm that I asked myself whether I could see
myself living in this city.”

>>

in 1984 , an estimated
50,000 residents 

left pittsburgh ,

and more than

70%
of them were
under the 
age of 39
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Southwestern Pennsylvania has weathered the recent reces-
sion and sluggish recovery better than many other areas, which,
economists say, is contributing to the upswing in people migrat-
ing to the region. Its 7.1 percent seasonally adjusted jobless rate
in July, for instance, was significantly lower than the national rate.
Over the past four years, the seven-county Pittsburgh Metropol-
itan Statistical Area gained more jobs than it lost—an accom-
plishment that eluded all 14 of the other
benchmark regions tracked by PittsburghTO-
DAY.

Some 20 years ago, Border Guard Bob and
other equally eclectic schemes were born from
the worry that in a region leaking population
there wouldn’t be enough young talent left to
fill the jobs necessary to grow and sustain the
new, diverse economy led by medicine, technol-
ogy, research and education that was rising from
the shadows of idled smokestack industries.

The technology sector spinning out from
university research labs was seen as particularly
vulnerable, says Timothy Parks, director of busi-
ness development at the Pittsburgh law firm of Morgan Lewis,
who during the 1990s was director of the trade group, Pittsburgh
Technology Council, and, later, the Pittsburgh Regional Alliance.
Several success stories, such as FORE Systems, the computer
network equipment company started by four Carnegie Mellon
University professors that employed some 1,000 workers, of-
fered convincing evidence that ideas coming out of local com-
puter science, engineering and medical schools could spawn a
robust new industry. “The thinking at that point was that we
needed more people—people, people, people. We needed more
young people and to get them we had to find a way of overcoming
the baked-in perception of Pittsburgh as an industrial city going
down the tubes, a dead end.”

It was determined that the task required unconventional
marketing concepts aimed at young talent that were “cool and
hip and spoke their language.” Border Guard Bob was thought
to fit the criteria. The “mystery city” project was another concept
born from such thinking. In that one, technology workers in Cal-
ifornia’s Silicon Valley would be offered an all-expense paid trip
to an undisclosed location described in terms that made it seem
like heaven on earth. Only before boarding the plane would they
be told it was Pittsburgh. But word leaked out, solving the mys-
tery for anyone who cared and, like Border Guard Bob, the proj-
ect was abandoned.

The lesson learned from such exercises, says Parks, is that
while southwestern Pennsylvania can spread the word of its
charm and attributes, marketing campaigns can’t engineer what

it takes to convince someone to pull up stakes and relocate to the
region. “There’s no question that jobs and opportunity are what
attracts people. People usually don’t move to a city just to try it
out. That’s the way life is. What we’re seeing today is the result
of Pittsburgh having become a multi-faceted landscape of oppor-
tunity.”

That economic diversity is reflected in the types of jobs that
are luring out-of-towners to the region. The fields attracting the

greater share of migrants range from life, phys-
ical and social sciences to healthcare, accord-
ing to an UCSUR analysis of 2006-2010 data
from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Com-
munity Survey. 

Today, the question isn’t whether the re-
gion offers a diverse menu of job opportuni-
ties, but whether the market in specialized
fields is deep enough to accommodate a
greater number of highly educated young pro-
fessionals eager to work here.

Lee Goldfarb, 29, wants to return to south-
western Pennsylvania someday. But that de-
pends on whether the Sewickley native, who

has an MBA, can find work compatible with his career path. Col-
lege led him to leave the region. A job at a bank landed him in
Philadelphia after graduation. And an opportunity to work at
Booz Allen Hamilton, a McLean, Va. management and technol-
ogy consulting firm, kept him within the Washington D.C. belt-
way for the better part of four years. “Opportunities in
Pittsburgh are few and far between compared to places like New
York, [Washington] D.C., San Francisco and Boston. When
you’re trying to make a career after you graduate from college,
that’s a pretty big deterrent.”

Thomas Donahue has heard similar stories, although they
don’t apply to him. The 29-year- old, who grew up in Fox Chapel,
is an attorney in the Pittsburgh office of the law firm Dinsmore
& Shohl. He is also chairman of Propel Pittsburgh, a city com-
mission of young Pittsburghers that advises Mayor Luke Raven-
stahl and city council on policy matters important to young
people. “It depends on the field,” he says. “If you want to stay and
work as a doctor you’ll find a lot of opportunities. But I have
friends who are passing the CFA [Chartered Financial Analyst
exam] and now are demanding a higher salary and there aren’t
enough jobs in Pittsburgh for them.”

And that’s a difficult issue for Propel Pittsburgh, or city gov-
ernment in general, to get their arms around. “I think what it will
take is to attract bigger businesses and generate growth in the
kind of jobs those professionals want, because they want to be
here.”

Beyond jobs, quality of life issues, such as the cost of living,

the region’s
population of
20–34 
year olds
grew by

7%
in the past 5 years

>>
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are also important factors people
consider when choosing a place to
live and work. An attractive housing
market, for instance, was one of the
measures that led Moving.com to
rank Pittsburgh among its 10 best
cities for millennials this year. 

What makes a housing market
attractive? Appreciating prices,
available housing that middle class
families can afford and a low rate of
foreclosure, according to Forbes
Magazine. In 2010, Forbes    re-
ported that southwestern Pennsyl-
vania has all three and identified it
as having the most attractive market
in the country.

Nick Smyth lives in Washington,
D.C. in an apartment near Dupont
Circle not far from the U.S. Treasury,
where the Harvard University grad-
uate works as an enforcement attor-
ney for the Consumer Financial
Protection Bureau. He grew up in
Sewickley with Lee Goldfarb and,
like his friend, has designs on return-
ing to the region. In fact, Smyth has
set 2013 as his deadline for doing so.
His list of reasons is long, but high
on it is the region’s budget-friendly
cost of living. 

“I miss being able to buy a beer
for $2 on Saturday night and having
a really nice apartment that I can af-
ford,” he says. “I’d love to buy a place
and be able to enjoy the outdoors.
Pittsburgh has the rivers and bike
trails. D.C. has the Mall, which is
beautiful, and there are places where
you can live and have outdoor space.
But they’re completely unaffordable.
If you want to live near a park in
Georgetown you might as well live in
Manhattan.”

After taking the job at Buchanan Ingersoll and Rooney,
Franklin signed a lease with the Heinz Lofts, the upscale North
Shore apartment complex of renovated century-old H.J. Heinz
Co. buildings. For what she was paying for a studio apartment in
Washington, D.C. she now has a two-bedroom within walking

distance of downtown and access to Three Rivers Park, part of a
waterfront park system of walking and bike trails along the city’s
three rivers that connects with the Great Allegheny Passage to
Washington, D.C. “I wanted a place on the bus line that was close
enough to walk to work,” she says. “I also wanted to be in a young

outhwestern Pennsylva-
nia’s young adults provide a
glimmer of hope that the re-
gion will be able to meet the
daunting challenge of sustain-

ing economic growth as its workforce
rapidly ages in the coming years.

An aging workforce certainly isn’t
a concern exclusive to southwestern
Pennsylvania. But the retirement of Baby
Boomers, who number about 76 million
nationwide, is particularly worrisome in
a region that experienced a demographic
upheaval three decades earlier when the
collapse of the steel industry sent tens of
thousands of young adults looking else-
where for work, leaving a population
that’s grown older than most.

There are other challenges as well.
The region’s workforce is lacking in diver-
sity, with no quick fix in sight. And there
are serious questions about whether
there will be enough less-educated work-
ers capable of filling a growing number of
middle-skill jobs that require a high-level
of training, but not a four-year degree,
such as electricians, legal assistants,
healthcare workers and machinists.

The good news is that more people
are moving to southwestern Pennsylva-
nia than leaving. And 7 in 10 of the new
arrivals are under the age of 35, mostly
between the ages of 22 and 34. 

Most are coming for jobs, or to look
for them. The jobs they come for cover a

broad range of fields, but those that
attract the greatest share of young
migrants are in the life, physical and
social sciences, computer and mathe-
matical fields, architecture and engineer-
ing, healthcare, education, and business
and financial operations, according to a
University of Pittsburgh Center for Urban
and Social Research analysis of U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau American Community Survey
data from 2006 through 2010. 

As those jobs suggest, much of the
growth in regional employment is being
seen in professions that demand a high
level of education, often a college educa-
tion. And in that regard, southwestern
Pennsylvania’s younger workers have
become one of its greatest strengths
going forward.

More than 48 percent of the
region’s workers aged 25–34 have at
least a bachelor’s degree. That’s fifth
highest in the nation, behind Boston, San
Francisco, Washington, D.C. and Austin,
according to Current Population Survey
data compiled in 2010 by the Census
Bureau and the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics. Southwestern Pennsylvania
is also one of only three regions in the
country where more than 20 percent of
young workers hold advanced degrees.
And no other large metropolitan region
has a smaller percentage of 25-35-year-
olds who failed to earn a high school 
diploma. zx

>>
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pittsburgh’s  younger workforce 
nears the top in  education
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neighborhood, not in the suburbs. And being close to the river
and trail is exciting.”

She is a member of a generation that studies suggest are
much more likely to prefer living in a walkable, vibrant, diverse

urban community than the generations that came before them.
And it is not just new arrivals who are looking to settle in the city.
Having been raised in the north suburb of Franklin Park, 26-year-
old Annie Clough moved to the city’s Shadyside neighborhood
last year when she was hired as programming and member de-

velopment manager of Pittsburgh Urban Magnet Project,
a nonprofit that connects the young and “young-think-
ing” to the city and one another through civic engage-
ment, a sports league and other projects. 

“Since moving, I’ve discovered a whole different part
of the city and culture I didn’t know existed,” says
Clough, who is among the 65 percent of the nonprofit’s
6,000 members who live within the city limits. “I was
Pittsburgh’s Number One fan, but I didn’t know about a
lot of its amenities or just how accessible everything is
until I lived here.” 

Economic modeling suggests the number of south-
western Pennsylvania residents under the age of 34 will
continue to grow in the coming years, which is a good
thing for a region whose oversized elderly population
foretells of steep workforce challenges in the not-too-dis-
tant future. Pending retirements among Baby Boomers
worry regional development experts, as does the
prospect of encountering a shortage of less-educated
workers who are able to adapt to the demands of a grow-
ing number of middle-skill jobs.

Just as troubling, southwestern Pennsylvania is one
of the least diverse regions in the country at a time when
diversity is a top selling point among corporations look-
ing to expand, as well as young migrants shopping for a
place to call home. “What we’ve heard from some com-
panies is that they want to grow jobs in Pittsburgh, but
they can’t find the diverse talent here. So those jobs are
being filled in other cities where they have operations,”
says Laura Fisher, senior vice president for special proj-
ects at the Allegheny Conference on Community Devel-
opment.

While southwestern Pennsylvania has its work cut
out for it, it also has some promising leads. With more
than three dozen colleges and universities in the area, for
example, there is an ample pool of young, diverse talent
to draw upon, including foreign-born students, whom the
region has struggled to attract. “If we’re to continue to
grow the region and the economy we not only have to
make sure that we have skilled workers for the jobs that
will be available, but that we also have a diverse pool of
talent to offer,” Fisher says. “The good news is that if we
do this right, we could end up with one of the youngest
populations in the country.” zx

sharp increase in young residents
is reshaping many of Pittsburgh’s neighbor-
hoods and helping it shed its image of as an
aging city.
U.S. Census data show that over the past

decade Pittsburgh gained more young people while it lost a
significant share of its older residents. 

City residents aged 18 to 24, for example, rose 17
percent in the decade from 2000 to 2010. No fewer than 50
city neighborhoods are experiencing an increase in young
residents. And in 32 of those neighborhoods, the young adult
population has risen 10 percent or more.

The city’s senior population, meanwhile, fell by more
than 23 percent over the last decade, and nearly half of the
city’s 80 neighborhoods lost more than a quarter of their
residents aged 65 or older. 

“Most demographic shifts are pretty evolutionary.
They happen over a long time and you tend to notice them a
decade after they happen,” says Chris Briem, a regional econ-
omist with the University of Pittsburgh’s University Center for
Social and Urban Research. “There is nothing subtle or slow
about what we are seeing in some of these neighborhoods.”

Although Pittsburgh continues to lose people to the
suburbs, the losses aren’t occurring evenly across the city.
In fact, the populations of 14 neighborhoods are growing,
including the Strip District, near North Side, South Side and
in around the university district of Oakland. 

In general, those neighborhoods added new houses
and apartments and had available housing that young adults
find attractive. And with few exceptions, they experienced an
increase in their young adult populations.  zx

A
city neighborhoods show
strong growth in  young adults

REVERSE
GRAYING

>>

THE YOUNG PEOPLE MYTH
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hey are the source from which
community leaders will emerge. Their numbers
and skills will define the region’s workforce and
the health of its economy for years to come. As
citizens, they will shape the future of southwest-
ern Pennsylvania.

Who are these young adults upon whose shoulders so
much rests? What are their financial situations, housing
arrangements, levels of education, voting habits? What are
their views on where tax dollars are best spent and whether
the air is clean enough or the rivers too polluted? What do
they think about the quality of life the region has to offer?
Are they happy?

Answers to those and other questions are found in
the Pittsburgh Regional Quality of Life Survey, the most
extensive survey of Greater Pittsburgh residents since the
historic Pittsburgh Survey was published more than a cen-
tury ago. 

The survey was conducted by the University of Pitts-
burgh University Center for Social and Urban Research
and the regional indicators project, PittsburghTODAY. Its
findings are based on interviews with more than 1,800 res-
idents that were completed in November 2011. The resi-
dents interviewed lived in a 32-county region that included
the seven-county Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical and
surrounding counties in four states. The 120 questions
they were asked focused on categories ranging from overall

quality of life to the economy, environment and their health.
Among those interviewed were 417 residents aged 18–34.

The facts and views they offered allowed researchers to draw a
statistical profile of young adults in the Greater Pittsburgh
area that is the most comprehensive to date. The complete
survey data for that age group can be found on the Pitts-
burghTODAY website in the special reports section at
www.pittsburghtoday.org/special_reports.html. What follows
are the highlights of their responses and a glimpse of the lives
and the perspectives of the young adults who are so important
to the future of the region.

pittsburghtoday.org  //  UCSUR 11
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the p ittsburghtoday survey unveils  the
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DEMOGRAPHICS

What best describes your household’s
total annual income??

age 18–34     all residents

$150,000 +

$100,000–149,000

$75,000–99,999

3%

3.8%

15%

5.6%

8.1%

14.5%

$50,000–74,999

$25,000–49,999

under $24,999

26.9%

27.9%

23.4%

21.9%

29.2%

20.6%
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|||  overall quality of life

While it’s true that young adults are more likely than
other age groups to have lived in the region for fewer than
five years, nearly 77 percent have made it their home for at
least a decade. And, like all residents, a sizable majority
award the region high marks for its quality of life. 

More than 47 percent of residents aged 18–34 rate the
quality of life as excellent or very good. Only 5 percent of
young adults think the quality of life in the region is poor.
The majority of young adults, like most residents, feel the
quality of life has remained the same over the past year. And
while one-third of young adults perceive the quality of life
as having declined, they are one of the least likely age
groups to feel that way. 

|||  neighborhood

Young adults are much more likely to give their neigh-
borhood high marks as a place to live than not. One reason,
perhaps, is that young adults in the region tend to see their
neighborhoods as friendly places with more than 8 in 10 say-
ing their neighbors will help others when needed.

More than one in three residents aged 18–34 rate their

neighborhood as excellent or very good. Another 31 percent
give their neighborhood a “good” rating. Only 5.5 percent
describe their neighborhood as “poor.” 

Some 59 percent of young adults in the 32-county re-
gion covered by the survey live in neighborhoods they de-
scribe as being very or somewhat diverse. Such diversity, the
survey suggests, has its challenges. Nearly half of young
adults say race relations are a problem in their neighbor-
hoods, to some degree, although fewer than 4 percent de-
scribe the problem as severe.

Not surprisingly, young adults are about twice as likely
to say they expect to move from their current residence in
the coming years than residents of all ages combined. But
that doesn’t necessarily mean they’ll move to a different
home or neighborhood in the region. Only about 63 percent
see themselves living in the region five years from now—a
retention rate far lower than any other age group. 

|||  environment

Although the smoky skies that had defined southwest-
ern Pennsylvania for the better part of a century cleared
decades ago with the decline of heavy industry, the region
continues to struggle to reduce ozone and fine particle air
pollution. Yet, despite the fact this problem has been widely

reported, most residents believe air quality
is “not a problem at all,” young adults in-
cluded. 
For young adults, pollution in the region’s
streams and rivers is of greater concern than
the quality of the air they breathe. About 52
percent feel air quality is not a problem, but
only 29 percent feel the same about river
and stream pollution. 

Slightly more young adults feel the over-
all environmental quality of the region is be-
coming worse than believe it is getting
better. And they are three times more likely
to favor greater state government oversight
of the environment than less. 

Extracting natural gas shale beds that lie
beneath southwestern Pennsylvania and
many parts of West Virginia and Ohio is an-
other high-profile regional issue. It is also
one that young adults are much less likely to
follow than residents overall. 

Their views of the issue are mixed. On
one hand, about twice as many young adults
support natural gas drilling than oppose it,

GOVERNMENT

How often do you vote??

Should your local government increase spending, 
spend the same amount or cut spending on schools??

age 18–34     all residents

increase spending

spend same amount

cut spending

61.2%

28.6%

10.2%

53.3%

34.5%

12.1%
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and 9 in 10 believe it offers at least some degree of eco-
nomic opportunity. On the other hand, more than 82
percent see it as a threat to the environment and public
health, and more than one in five describe it as a “sig-
nificant threat.”

|||  government

Even as local governments struggle to make ends
meet, a majority of young adults advocate spending
more on roads and bridges, schools, and on job creation
and economic development in the region. Whether
such sentiments will have an impact on the political
landscape is unclear given that, come Election Day,
young adults are the least likely of any age group to
vote. 

Investing more public dollars for economic develop-
ment and job creation is top on the list of spending priori-
ties, drawing the support of 72 percent of young adults.
More than 61 percent favor spending more on schools and
59 percent advocate spending more to improve roads and
other critical infrastructure. Young adults are also more
likely than other residents to support spending more on
human services, public safety, and parks and recreation, al-
though, in each case, the majority favors keeping spending
levels the same.

In terms of their political leanings, more young adults
in the 32 county, multi-state survey area describe themselves
as conservative than liberal. But the majority identify them-
selves as politically moderate. 

Regardless of their political persuasion, 1 in 4 young
adults never vote, even in presidential races. Not only is
that the highest rate of Election Day no-shows among age
groups, but it’s four times greater than the percentage of
45–64-year-olds who never vote. Young adults also fall short
in voting frequency: Nearly 58 percent of all residents vote
in every election, but fewer than 28 percent of residents
aged 18–34 vote with the same frequency. 

|||  arts

The region’s young adults are active participants and
supporters of the arts. They are more likely than older resi-
dents to try their hand at creative writing, painting, playing
a musical instrument, singing and other art forms. They’re
more likely to frequently visit a museum or take in a show.
They also feel strongly about keeping art education in the
local schools.

Young adults tend to support arts and culture more
strongly at the box office than through direct donations. In
the previous year, more than 38 percent of residents aged
18-34 attended an art or cultural event or visited a museum
or gallery at least six times—a rate higher than that of all
residents. They’re also more likely than any age group to at-
tend an event or visit a museum more than 20 times a year.
And they tend to like what they are experiencing with 2 in 3
rating the quality of the arts and cultural offerings they find
as good, very good or excellent. 

The notion of keeping art in public school curricula
gets a big boost from the region’s young residents; three out
of four of consider doing so “very” or “extremely” impor-
tant. Only about three percent feel that the arts as a public
school budget item is expendable.

|||  transportation

Young adults are much more likely than other age
groups to frequently use public transportation. And nearly
two in three are satisfied with the local bus or rail service
they rely on. 

One in five residents aged 18–34 say they use public
transportation at least once a week—a frequency of rider-
ship found among only 10.4 percent of all residents. And
more than 11 percent of young residents use bus or rail serv-
ice five days a week, making them the largest age group to
rely on public transit every weekday.

Although overall satisfaction with their bus and rail
service runs high, young adults are not necessarily pleased
with its availability. Nearly 72 percent identify the availabil-
ity of public transportation as a problem with one in four

TRANSPORTATION

How often do you use public transit??
age 18–34     all residents

5 days a week or more

at least once a week

at least once a month

11.2%

8.8%

4.9%

5.8%

4.6%

4.3%

less than once a month

never

none available

15%

46.6%

13.4%

13.2%

55.9%

16.2%
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describing the problem as severe. 
As with all residents, there are few young adults who

don’t see the quality of region’s roads and bridges as a prob-
lem. When asked about traffic flow along those roads and
bridges, about three in four young adults say congestion is a
problem as well.

Traveling in and around the City of Pittsburgh is some-
thing 26 percent of young residents do at least once a week
and 18.5 percent do five days a week. Still, 45 percent say
they never travel to the city or do so less than once a month. 

|||  education

Young adults are much less likely to have school-aged
children than those who are older. But they do have strong
opinions about education. They’re more likely to be con-
cerned about the adequacy of public school funding and
school safety than residents overall. And they are much less
likely to favor spending less on teachers to help balance
school budgets. 

Nearly two-thirds of all residents of the region feel the
financial resources available to their public schools are ade-
quate. But more than 44 percent of young adults consider
those funds to be either generally or completely inadequate.
That is in stark contrast to residents 65 or older, only 22.4
percent of whom feel school funding falls short of what is
needed.

Like all residents, the majority of young adults believe
the public schools are safe to some degree. But nearly 18
percent of young adults describe the public schools as
somewhat or very unsafe, which makes them the age group

most likely to feel that way.
How schools should reduce spending is a

particularly relevant issue at a time when short-
falls in revenues are placing considerable stress
on budgets throughout the region. Here, signifi-
cant differences are found among age groups.
The largest gap is in support for cutting teachers
and administrators. Nearly 19 percent of resi-
dents overall—and more than 26 percent of resi-
dents 65 or older—favor cutting funds spent on
teachers. But only 10.6 percent young adults be-
lieve that spending less on teachers is an appro-
priate way to balance troubled school budgets.

|||  public safety

Most residents throughout the region con-
sider their neighborhood to be safer than others and young
adults are no exception. And regardless of age, few residents
report having been a victim of violent crime. But young
adults—those residents aged 18-34—are more likely to have
been victim of property crime. 
Young adults are more likely than other age groups to feel
their neighborhood is both less safe than other neighbor-
hoods and to report an increase in crime over the past year.
For instance, although only 13 percent of young adults be-
lieve crime is greater in their neighborhood than in others,
that is almost three times the rate of adults aged 65 or older
who feel the same about where they live. Nearly 1 in 5 young
adults feel crime has risen in their neighborhood.

Perhaps such perceptions are colored by the higher
rates of victimization found among young adults. Only 3.8
percent report having been a victim of a violent crime, yet
that is more than twice the rate reported by residents over-
all. In addition, more than 1 in 4 young adults have been a
victim of property crime, such as burglary or theft, which
more than five times higher than the rate reported by resi-
dents 65 and older. 

Most residents rate the performance of their local po-
lice as good, very good or excellent. But fewer young adults
tend to do so. For example, only about 14 percent of resi-
dents aged 18–34 say police are do an excellent job com-
pared to nearly 31 percent of residents who are 65 or older.

|||  housing

Not surprisingly, young adults are less likely to own a
home than residents overall. Yet, a majority of them do,
which likely reflects the affordability of the region’s

HEALTH

>>

How would you describe your stress level
during the past month??
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housing market. 
Some 59 percent of residents aged 18–34 report owning

the home in which they live. In the 32-county survey region,
the highest rate of homeownership among age groups—88
percent—is found among residents aged 45–64.

Young adults generally give the condition of their
housing high marks. Nearly 84 percent rate the physical and
structural condition of their home as good, very good or ex-
cellent and only three percent assess it as poor. More than
eight in 10 give the condition of the housing found in their
neighborhood high marks as well. 

|||  economy

Young adults are among the residents most likely to be
employed in the region. Yet, they more likely than residents
overall to report having difficulty paying their monthly
bills, such as their rent or mortgage, and water and electric. 

More than seven in 10 work a fulltime or part-time job
and more than 76 percent work at least 35 hours each week.
The employment sectors they work in are almost evenly
split between the private sector and public sector with 13.5
percent reporting they work for a non-profit.

Like residents of all age groups, the majority of young
adults report never having trouble paying for basic necessi-
ties. But nearly 31 percent say they do, at least sometimes,
and 12 percent say they often or always have a problem mak-
ing ends meet. Perhaps it’s not surprising that more than
one in three young adults feel it would be fairly easy or very
easy to find a better job, which is something only 22 percent
of residents overall believe to be the case.

On the bright side, financial circumstances are already
improving for many young adults in the region. More than
42 percent say their financial situation has im-
proved while fewer than one in four residents
overall are able to say the same thing. 

|||  health

Younger means healthier, at least in self-re-
ported ratings, in which 90 percent of young
adults rate their health as good to excellent. But
they’re more likely to experience stress than res-
idents overall. And no other age group is more
likely to say they couldn’t afford to visit a doctor
when they needed to during the previous year.

Nearly 94 percent of residents aged 18-34
report stress levels ranging from mild to severe
compared to 90 percent of the overall sample of

residents in the region. More than half of young adults rate
their stress levels as either moderate or severe.

Health care coverage is a particular concern. More
than 18 percent of young adults are without health insur-
ance, making them the least likely of any age group to have
coverage. Only 10 percent of all residents are without
health insurance. Perhaps it shouldn’t come as a surprise
that the ability to pay prevented nearly 23 percent of young
adults from seeing a doctor in the previous year when they
needed to due to illness or another health concern.

|||  demographics

Studies report the educational attainment of young
adults in the southwestern Pennsylvania workforce is
among the highest in the nation. The Pittsburgh Regional
Quality of Life Survey suggests some reasons why that is.
Fewer than four percent of the region’s residents aged
18–34, for example, report having less than a high school ed-
ucation. 

They are also the most likely age group to use the In-
ternet and rely on cell phones. And in terms of their house-
hold incomes, nearly half of young adults in the region earn
at least $50,000 a year or more and 22 percent report earn-
ings of $75,000 or more. 

|||  happiness

Perhaps it’s a characteristic of youth or the promise of
untold possibilities that lie ahead, but in a region whose res-
idents are pretty happy to begin with, young adults rate
themselves among the happiest. zx

ECONOMY
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his summer, 32 young adults met
in Oakland for a series of wide-ranging con-
versations in which they discussed their
thoughts and opinions about southwestern
Pennsylvania and anecdotes about what it’s
like to be young and live and work in the re-

gion as a born-and-raised native, as well as a recent arrival
from another city.

They discussed the region’s strengths and weaknesses,
their community involvement, ideas about change, and their
views on employment, transportation, diversity, arts and cul-
ture and other issues. Affordable living was among the
strengths they mentioned most often, as was the region’s uni-
versities, and the research and ideas that flow from them.
When discussions turned to weaknesses, transportation was
a common complaint, particularly the reliability of public
transit, and the fact that finding a taxi to take them across
town is often a fruitless endeavor.

The discussions took place in focus group sessions con-
ducted for PittsburghTODAY by the Qualitative Data
Analysis Program of the University of Pittsburgh University
Center for Urban and Social Research (UCSUR), which also
provided an analysis of the young adults’ responses. 

Five sessions were held from July 30 to Aug. 30, 2012
with four categories of residents aged 22-34 years: recent col-
lege graduates; a “leaders” group of young adults raised in
southwestern Pennsylvania who have a role in shaping the re-
gion; another leaders group of young adults raised outside the
region; and young adults, aged 25-34, who have less than a
bachelor’s degree. 

Data from this small-sample study cannot be general-
ized across the entire 22-34-year-old southwestern Pennsylva-
nia population. The purpose, instead, is to offer insight into
the views of a select group whose backgrounds and circum-
stances are part of the fabric of that population. 

What follows is a summary of those findings, including
comments from the young adults themselves. The complete
focus group transcripts and the UCSUR report on its analysis
of the data is available on the PittsburghTODAY website, in
the special reports section: pittsburghtoday.org/special_
reports.html.

regional strengths
In all of the focus groups, the young adults identified

several regional strengths. High on the list was the relatively
low cost of living found in southwestern Pennsylvania. Its
universities, cultural amenities and recreational opportuni-
ties, relatively low rates of crime, job market and professional
sports teams were also among the strengths most often iden-
tified by the young adults, regardless of their education, lead-
ership status or where they were raised.

“At my work, we have offices on the coasts as well, and
we have a lot of people transferring to our office because the
cost of living here is substantially reduced, and it’s easy to live
in a nice place and be able to send your kid to a nice school.
And it’s harder in the Bay area,” said one young adult in the
“young leaders” focus group, who had moved to southwest-
ern Pennsylvania from another region of the country within
the past three years.

16
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“I’d say the univer-
sities are an asset be-
cause of investment in
forward-looking indus-
tries like robotics at
[Carnegie Mellon Uni-
versity] and healthcare
here, and education and
science research,” said a
Pittsburgh-born mem-
ber of the group of
young adults in posi-
tions of leadership. 

Difficult-to-
measure qualities, such as the overall friendliness of the re-
gion’s residents and sense of community, were also
mentioned. And many, but not all, of the young adults said
they are usually not at a loss for entertainment, given options
that range from Cultural District productions to happenings
in the region’s club and bar scene. 

“There’s just a lot of stuff to do here,” said a recent col-
lege graduate. “There are a lot of cool museums and places to
go, and a lot of good restaurants and bars. And it’s very easy
to meet friends and family in places, even if it’s not in your
neighborhood.”

“Pittsburgh can still surprise you,” said one of the young
adults without a college degree. “I’ve lived here pretty much
my whole life and I still find out new things to do.”

They also mentioned changes taking place that they see
as positive. Examples included the makeover of Market
Square in Downtown Pittsburgh; construction
of green buildings, such as Phipps Conserva-
tory and PNC’s LEED-certified development;
revitalization of the city’s East Liberty neigh-
borhood; and efforts to improve conditions in
the distressed Monongahela River community
of Braddock. Even young adults who only re-
cently moved to the region recognized such
changes.

The young adults in the leadership group
also identified less-apparent strengths. “I
would say probably the foundation commu-
nity,” said one in the Pittsburgh-born leaders group. “A lot of
non-profits are funded by foundations and [they] fund a lot
of vital assets in the community.”

And some felt the region is poised to continue to evolve
as an attractive place in which to live and work. “I’d like to
see Pittsburgh capitalize on some of its advantages, one of
them being that it is kind of a pass-through city and it has
that as an opportunity to pull people in,” one recent arrival to
the region said. “And I think a lot of the development that’s
happened—a lot of friends have moved here because they’ve

come to visit and just been really pleasantly surprised and im-
pressed with the city. I think that Pittsburgh has the ability
to do that. It’s able to kind of take advantage of the fact that
it’s maybe an underdog right now, but can use that to be af-
fordable and be an open place for people in their 20s.”

regional weaknesses
Public transportation, Downtown Pittsburgh busi-

nesses closing early and the job market were issues identified
in all groups of young adults as regional weaknesses. 

Public transportation – the Port Authority Transit sys-
tem, in particular—clearly touched a nerve. Port Authority
transit service was immediately mentioned in every focus
group session when talk turned to regional weaknesses, draw-
ing a broad range of complaints from the cost of fares to un-
reliable service, recent service cuts and outdated payment
procedures.

Funding shortfalls have led to a series of Port Authority
service cuts in recent years. At the time of the focus group
sessions, another round of route reductions were scheduled
and were often mentioned in the discussions. One young
adult referred to them as “Armageddon” and another as “dev-
astating.” The proposed cuts, however, were averted not long
after the last focus group met when labor concessions and ad-
ditional funding from the state and Allegheny County pro-
vided the cash-strapped transit agency with short-term relief. 

“We covered this in business school—that most CEOs
want to move their companies back to their hometown. And

Pittsburgh’s Diaspora is amazing in terms of talent. But
now… people want to bring their companies back, but they
can’t because, ‘I can’t bring a 1,200-person company to this
region if my workers don’t have a possible public transporta-
tion solution. Okay, I just won’t do it, because it wouldn’t
make sense for the company.’ And you see that time after
time after time, and it’s really holding us back. It’s very frus-
trating,” said a Pittsburgh-born young adult who took part in
the leaders’ discussions. 
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young adults report
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“I don’t know how people from outside the city figure
out these bus routes and bus schedules,” said another. “And
half of the stops aren’t labeled and they don’t announce them.
Whereas… you can go to Boston or D.C. or New York and
just pick up a map and a ticket and find your way around.”

Modernizing the fare system to enable riders to pay with
a transit card rather than cash was among the suggestions of-
fered to improve public transit. Expanding weekend service
to and from the South Side and other entertainment destina-
tions and extending rail service from Downtown to the stu-
dent population in the city’s Oakland neighborhood were
others. Finding a solution to chronic
public transit funding shortfalls was
also mentioned. 

“I think with the cuts and every-
thing, that’s just the battle between
the state and Port Authority, so I
think the people are the ones that are
losing in that sense,” said a young man
in the group of young adults who were
not college graduates.

Bus and rail issues weren’t the
only targets of complaints. Limited
taxi service in the region was sharply
criticized. “We need more taxis,” said a recent college gradu-
ate. “You can wait, like, two hours for a taxi. It’s really ridicu-
lous. So, I would definitely add taxis. There’s none in
Oakland. There’s actually a lot of people visiting for college.
I’ve seen so many families on the corner of the street, and
like, ‘Hey, do you, like, need help finding something?’ And
they’re, like, ‘Is this a good place to find a taxi?’ I’m like, ‘No,
no, you’re not going to find one at all.’”

employment opportunities
The breadth and quality of the employment opportuni-

ties in a region are key factors in attracting and retaining
young adults, who make up the most mobile population in the
United States. The young adults who participated in the focus
group sessions this summer were of two minds when dis-
cussing the job opportunities the region offers. Some saw the
job market as one of the region’s strengths. Others viewed it
as a weakness. In many cases, their opinions were colored by
their assessment of the local job market in their field.

“The profession that I’m going to grad school for is ge-
netic counseling,” said one young adult. “And genetic coun-
selors in Pittsburgh get paid the least in the entire country.
So, it’s not my top choice, just because the salary here for that
profession is really low and there are more jobs on the East
Coast.”  

“I can only really speak to my area of the public and non-
profit sector,” said another. “But for me and for a lot of
friends, the job opportunities are mainly temporary and part-
time jobs. So, coming right out of grad school with loans,
you’re mostly looking at putting together two to three part-
time jobs and creating your own benefits, which is kind of dif-
ficult, especially if you’re trying to just get started.”

The entrepreneurial climate in southwestern Pennsylva-
nia was another topic of discussion, particularly among young
adults who recently moved to the region from other places.
They offered conflicting assessments of the region’s capacity
to nurture job-producing entrepreneurs. 

One, for example, identified as a
regional strength “the opportunity to
start something new—a lot of young en-
trepreneurs, both in the nonprofit and
the private sector. And ever since I’ve
been here—for about four years—that’s
been something really impressive to me.”

Another, on the other hand, de-
scribed the environment to support tech-
nology-related entrepreneurs as soft. “So
if you want to start a tech company right
now for a variety of reasons not necessar-
ily having to do with Pittsburgh, it’s good

to do that in an eco-system like the Bay area or New York or
somewhere there’s the resources to really get started and to
network and so forth. Pittsburgh doesn’t quite have that, but
it has more of an opportunity for that than I think other
cities do, simply because of the sheer number of people
streaming out of the colleges and universities. It’s regrettable
that we don’t provide more infrastructure for that sort of
thing.”

diversity
Regardless of their education or background, the major-

ity of young adults who participated in the focus groups felt
that southwestern Pennsylvania is a fairly diverse place, at
least diverse enough for their tastes. However, segregation by
neighborhood was an issue raised by recent college graduates
and both Pittsburgh-born and transplanted young adults who
have a role in shaping the region. Only young adults without a
college degree failed to mention residential segregation in
their discussions.

“I’ve spent a lot of time in New York. I’ve spent a lot of
time in Philly and Richmond and a lot of cities on the East
Coast. And they seem more diverse,” said a recent college
graduate. “But I think that’s because everyone mixes more to-
gether. Here, it does seem very segregated by neighborhood.” 

“In terms of ethnic diversity, Pittsburgh is one of the

>>

“it ’s  easier
than it  might
be in  other
cit ies . . .  to be  a  part
of [regional]  change.

“
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most segregated cities in the country,” said a young adult in the
Pittsburgh-born leaders group. “If you give me your zip [code]
plus-four, I can tell you what you look like and how much
money you make. And that’s very unfortunate.”

“I think it’s great to have these kinds of places where you
can kind of identify a place for its local culture, you know, the
people you might encounter there,” said a young adult who re-
cently moved to southwestern Pennsylvania. “But at the same
time, I feel like it would be better if all the neighborhoods and
all the people were more interwoven across the city as a
whole.”

cultural assets, recreation, 
entertainment

Young adults, for the most part, had good things to say
during their focus group discussions about the region’s cultural
assets and the opportunities for recreation and entertainment
it offers.

“If you’re bored on a Friday or Saturday night, there is
something wrong with you, not with the region,” said one
young adult in the Pittsburgh-born leaders group. “Granted,
you have to look in the City Paper… and in 18 different places
to find what you want. But there is always something going on.
The caliber of our cultural production companies is just phe-
nomenal for the size of the city that we are.”

A young adult who recently moved to the region agreed.
“Cleveland is kind of on the upswing culturally right now. But,
when I came here from Cleveland, the cultural life in Pitts-
burgh is miles away for the better. There’s all the theaters [to
see films]. And then the theater—I mean, not only the major
Cultural Trust theaters, but there’s lots of smaller theater com-
panies around. There’s also, for me personally, such an incredi-
ble and vibrant literary community here.”

For some, however, their options are narrowed by the lim-
ited availability of public transit on weekends. “Living in
Shadyside, if I want to go… down to South Side, I could take

the bus. The buses stop—and now they’re going to stop even
earlier—at like 10 [p.m.]. So how am I going to get home?” said
a recent college graduate. “I have a taxi number in my phone.
Every time I call, it’s the same thing, like, ‘Oh, we’ll be there in
an hour.’ Ok, great, like, I want to go home now. So, half the
time I don’t even get down to that scene because I’m, like,
‘Well, let’s just go somewhere we can walk.’”

community involvement 
& opportunity

The topic of community involvement was mostly con-
fined to discussions among young adults who are in positions
of leadership and have an insider’s perspective of how things
get done in the region. Among the insights they shared was the
sense that young adults are afforded ample opportunities to
initiate change in southwestern Pennsylvania.

“One thing that strikes me from time to time is that be-
cause Pittsburgh has been sort of changing over the years, it’s
easier than it might be in other cities for you to be a part of
that change,” said one young adult who had moved to the re-
gion from another city. “If you feel like you want to have bike
lanes in the street, there’s a really effective bike advocacy or-
ganization, and they were able to make some really good
progress. I feel like the barriers to them doing that are smaller
here than they might be in a bigger city, or in a city with a
more… established and rigid political structure or administra-
tive structure.”

Similar sentiments were expressed in discussions among
the leaders group of Pittsburgh-born young adults. One, for ex-
ample, had this to offer: “I had to talk to my buddy’s poli-sci
class. I said, ‘You guys don’t realize that in terms of major cities
in America, with Pittsburgh’s size and all the resources you
have here, if you get 10 or 15 of your friends on top of an idea,
it happens. And I think that’s just one of the great advantages
that Pittsburgh has over a lot of other cities in America.’”  zx
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