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Introduction 

Workforce development continues to be an important topic for the private and public 
sector, not-for-profit organizations and individual citizens. Although the Richmond 
Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) overall poverty rate is only at 2.9%, this rate is 24% 
for underrepresented minorities. In the City of Richmond, the rates for those living below 
poverty are 36.1% for Hispanic, 33.1% of African-American and 16.1% for White. In 
Virginia, 10% of youth ages 16 to 24 years old are neither in school nor employed with 
33% of Black/African-American being out of work. In addition, 61% of out-of-work youth 
ages 16 - 24 live in poverty compared to 30% of this overall age range. The LMR 2019 
Workforce Development Immersion Group decided to focus on these unemployed youth 
(also known as opportunity youth).  

The aim of the Workforce Development Immersion Group was to better understand 
and communicate this complex problem, and to identify critical recommendations and a 
call to action that can meaningfully connect opportunity youth to these types of on-the-
job training while expanding the availability of employment opportunities. Our call to 
action addresses how the Leadership Metro Richmond Class of 2019, as well as other 
classes, can better support the work of the City of Richmond Mayor’s Youth Academy, 
which provides training and employment opportunities for unemployed youth.  

 
Scope of Immersion 

The Workforce Development for Opportunity Youth team, individually and as a 
group, interviewed and met with public leaders in the city and surrounding counties, 
local non-profits in the workforce development space, and reviewed related reports that 
provided statewide and Richmond MSA unemployment and poverty data. The team was 
initially interested in exploring opportunities to broaden access to workforce 
development training for all students with the possible introduction of a model similar to 
the Academies of Hampton (Virginia) in Richmond Public Schools but quickly learned 
that this was an endeavor of the previous administration and is not the current direction. 
Instead, the team focused on better understanding and supporting opportunity youth, 
defined as unemployed youth between the ages of 16 and 24 years old. 
 
Findings  

Although the overall unemployment rate in the Richmond MSA stands at 2.9% 
overall, and this rate is higher for underrepresented minorities which contributes to the 
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disproportionately higher poverty rate for Black/African-American and Hispanics living in 
Richmond. In the Commonwealth of Virginia, African-Americans comprise 22% of the 
population but 33% of the out of work population. Concentration of unemployment and 
poverty in the Richmond and other areas including Petersburg leads to food and 
housing insecurity, safety and health insecurity, higher incidence of contextual 
stressors, and poorer health outcomes and life expectancies.  
 For our youth, 61% of our out-of-work youth are living in poverty. With the lack of 
resources, support and structural opportunities, many of these youths will continue the 
unfortunate cycle of generational poverty. However, there are over 100 non-profit 
organizations in the Richmond MSA that focus on workforce development. Many non-
profits in the Richmond MSA connect unemployed individuals, particularly youth, to 
available jobs. However, many of the available jobs pay at an hourly rate below a living 
wage and/or lead them to lose social service or housing assistance, which would leave 
many in a worse situation. Loss of social service and housing assistance also occurs 
when youth obtain employment because this impacts the overall family income. 
Success has been seen in connecting opportunity youth to internships, job shadowing 
opportunities, or on-the-job training in areas that lead to salaries above the hourly living 
wage. However, challenges exist in the quantity and availability of these experiences 
and in connecting the youth to such opportunities. One such program, which has had 
success in connecting opportunity youth to valued job experiences, has been the 
Mayor’s Youth Academy (MYA) administered by the City of Richmond Office of 
Community Wealth Building.  
 
Recommendations and Call to Action 

 Our team identified the current MYA organizational partners and cross-
referenced with the LMR Class of 2019 to find that less than five LMR 2019 employers 
currently partner with the Mayor’s Youth Academy. Thus, the Workforce Development 
Immersion Group’s call to action is to identify ten new organizations from LMR 2019 to 
formally join efforts with the Mayor’s Youth Academy within 90 days. This partnership 
can be in one or more of the following three areas: (a) Providing paid work experience 
placements for a city of Richmond youth; (b) providing financial sponsorships for various 
program components (i.e. transportation, uniforms, etc.); or (c) providing mentors and 
hosting seminars.  
 
Interviews and Sources of Data 

 John Dougherty, Vice President of Community Workforce and his team at Goodwill 
of Central Virginia 

 Monica Callahan, Director of Workforce Programs for ChamberRVA 

 James Davis, Ambassador for The Mayor’s Youth Academy 

 Reggie Gordon, Executive Director for the City of Richmond Office of Community 
Wealth Building (OCWB) and his team 

 Megan Healy, Commonwealth of Virginia Chief Workforce Development Advisor to 
the Governor 

 Charleita Richardson, Executive Director for Partnership for the Future (PFF).   
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 UVA Cooper Center’s report on Who is Out of Work in Virginia  

 U.S. Census Bureau poverty and unemployment data 
 

https://demographics.coopercenter.org/sites/demographics/files/FullReport_VBWD_OWW_UVACooperCtr.pdf

