
POLICY CHALLENGE
How can we enable more 

North Carolinians to earn enough 

to support their families?

THE NORTH CAROLINA LEADERSHIP FORUM



Anita Brown‑Graham, Steering Committee 
UNC School of Government 

 
Gene Cochrane, Steering Committee 

The Duke Endowment 
 

John Hood, NCLF Co-Chair 
John William Pope Foundation 

 
Frederick Mayer, NCLF Director 
Sanford School of Public Policy 

 
Chuck Neely, Steering Committee 

Williams Mullen 
 

Ryan Smith, NCLF Associate Director 
Sanford School of Public Policy 

 
Leslie Winner, NCLF Co-Chair 

Former Exec. Director, Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation

Cover art by Jim Phillips, NCLF participant



TABLE  OF  CONTENTS

3 Executive Summary

8 Understanding the Nature of the Problem

20 Seeking Mutually Acceptable Solutions

37 What We Learned Through the Process

42 Appendices

Learn more online: 

www.nclf.sanford.duke.edu



E X E C U T I V E  
S U M M A R Y



"North Carolinians have 
long had a practical, 
problem-solving orientation 
to politics [...] today, 
however, that culture is 
sorely tested"



www.nclf.sanford.duke.edu





NCLF members were near unanimous in believing 
that through the process they developed valuable 
relationships that will help them and that a 
network of connections among North Carolina 
leaders will be an asset to our state as we seek, 
together, to confront the challenges we face.



UNDERSTANDING THE 
NATURE OF THE PROBLEM

NCLF participants spent 
considerable time in the 
first two meetings working 
together to define and 
better understand the 
nature of the problem in 
terms of its scope, 
consequences, and causes.

The process erased the anecdotal…The data made me focus.   
It is a pretty impressive factual background. 

-NCLF participant



Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015. American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015. American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates.



Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015. American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates.

BUILDING A SHARED 
UNDERSTANDING THROUGH 
STORIES AND FACTS



We don’t get into it for the money. You’re in it to 
make a difference … To be able to make a little bit 

more would be amazing.  I’d probably have one extra 
job, but I know wouldn’t be working five ... I need to 
cut out some jobs, but it’s hard to, because I know I 

also need to make a living and pay bills.

Textiles gave a huge help to my grandfather, some 
of my uncles, to my father and my mother.  They 
created jobs and careers. Today, it’s a whole new 
world.  I never finished college...If you can’t check 

the box on your college education, you are out there 
and you are alone.



 

35%

 

40%

 

25%

0%

15%

30%

45%

60%

0 1 - 2 3 - 4 5+

35%

40%

25%

0%

10%

20%

30%

White Black Asian Hispanic

40%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Less than HS HS Some college BA or higher



But percentages can mask the effect of sheer numbers. For example, the number of people living in 

poverty in Wake and Durham Counties exceeded that of 21 northeastern NC counties.

MANIFESTATIONS OF 
THE PROBLEM



Wages matter. Too many North Carolinians who work full-time or have multiple part- 
time jobs earn too little to support their families. 
 
Economic mobility matters. The North Carolina economy has a large number of low- 
wage jobs that provide few, if any, pathways to higher wages. In a 2015 study of 
economic mobility, Charlotte ranked last out of 50 metro areas in the nation.  
 
A changing economy matters. Globalization has increased competition for both North 
Carolina workers and businesses. The older manufacturing and agricultural economies 
are shifting dramatically to a knowledge- and service-based economy and a rise in 
contingent and part-time employment. The changing economy means jobs for some in 
our state are found, not at home, but in neighboring counties and communities. 
Automation, robotics, and other technological advancements could significantly reduce 
the number of currently filled jobs over the next decade and create a surplus of human 
capital in need of redeployment – a concern that many argued “should be more on our 
radar.”   
 
Geography matters. North Carolina economic growth is very uneven across regions 
and areas. The significance of place is much more complex than the phrase "urban- 
rural divide" suggests. While many rural areas are losing jobs, rural communities are 
not homogeneous across our state; some urban areas are better off than others; and 
even the most prosperous urban and suburban areas have pockets of deep poverty 
where many struggle to make ends meet under the compounding effects of 
concentrated poverty. 
 
Urbanization and migration trends matter. While North Carolina remains the most 
rural among the ten most populous states, it is becoming increasingly urban and some 
rural areas will continue to lose population. Increasing diversity in both urban and rural 
areas of the state, partly due to migration, contributes to the what some have called the 
“browning of America.” 
 
Education matters. Adaptable technical skills, knowledge, and educational attainment 
are strongly associated with higher wages and increased economic security. “Soft skills” 
(e.g. interpersonal skills, timeliness, professional attire) are also crucial to gaining and 
keeping employment, and many North Carolinians lack these skills. 
 
Government regulations matter. Regulations, from taxation to occupational licensing, 
play an important role in affecting economic environments, determining the level of job 
growth and creation, and mitigating some of the negative consequences of a changing 
economy while providing enough flexibility for disruptive innovation to occur.  
 
Business climate matters. The availability of infrastructure, proximity to major 
markets, energy availability and costs, strong public schools, and quality of life factors 
influence the decisions of employers to make NC home.    

After a lengthy review and discussion of the data, participants largely agreed on the 
following statements, listed in no particular order, as important for understanding the 
problem. Graph 10 summarizes the extent of agreement with these statements.

THE FACTS THAT MATTER



Most participants agreed on a wide range of facts that are central to understanding the problem.

Two-parent households matter.  Single parent households are at much higher risk of 
poverty and severe economic insecurity, and children living in poverty often face more 
obstacles to successful academic and life outcomes.  
 
Personal choices matter. Some decisions individuals make create barriers to finding 
or keeping jobs. Examples include, but are not limited to, choosing not to relocate to 
areas with more opportunity, dropping out of school, using drugs, and breaking the 
law. Factors outside of or in addition to individual choice may contribute to these 
decisions or exacerbate the consequences they face as result of them.  
 
Inequities matter. Long-standing and historic inequities along racial and gender lines 
entrench and exacerbate the problem for many. For example, people of color, on 
average, have fewer assets, must bear greater financial responsibility for their 
extended family, and receive fewer transfers of wealth from previous generations.   
 
Cost of living matters. The rising costs of health care, housing, tuition, and other 
basic expenses, coupled with stagnating family income, keep many families in a 
constant state of financial fragility, with little, if any, ability to save money or cover 
even relatively small financial shocks. 
 
Public assistance matters. For families with low incomes, public assistance and 
subsidies play an important role in helping them overcome barriers to employment and 
meet basic needs if employed in low-wage jobs.  Childcare subsidies, unemployment 
benefits, and tuition assistance are just a few examples of how public assistance and 
subsidies help North Carolinians stretch their earnings to support their families.  



DEFINING HOW MUCH IS 
"ENOUGH"

$7.25 per hour is not 
enough for a family to 
meet its basic needs.



WHAT THE CALCULATOR INCLUDES

The NCLF calculator is available online at www.nclf.sanford.edu



IDENTIFYING 
ROOT CAUSES

Skills 
Gap

Availability 
of Jobs

Adequacy of 
Compensation

Obstacles 
to Work

Financial 
Resiliency



Participants allocated 100 percentage points across the five factors.  A score of 0% would mean the factor in 

no way contributed to the problem, whereas a score of 100% would mean that a factor was the only one 

relevant to addressing the problem.

Note: 24 of 32 participants filled out this question



For each of these factors, we asked participants whether the issue was more a matter of personal 

responsibility, which could be addressed by an individual’s actions, or more a consequence of structural 

barriers that would require intervention from government, business, philanthropy, or community organizations. 

 A “7” meant the participant believed the barrier exist entirely due to individual choices over which they have

control.  A “1” meant that the problem was entirely structural and that individual agency could play no role in 

addressing the barriers.   

Note: 24 of 32 participants filled out this question



SEEKING MUTUALLY 
ACCEPTABLE SOLUTIONS

You can read the policy 
briefs prepared by the John 
Locke Foundation and the 
NC Justice Center at 
nclf.sanford.duke.edu



SHOULD WE INCREASE THE STATE MINIMUM WAGE?
A majority supported incrementally increasing the minimum wage and indexing it to 

inflation, though a strong and vocal minority opposed such an increase, citing 

concerns over job loss and rising prices for consumers.



Discussion

When the debate becomes 
ideological, no one 

wins...how do we get at 
the conversation? 



The quantity of job loss 
actually matters. 



Not only is this the only thing that can 
deal [with the problem] on scale, it is 
rewarding people at work without 

creating another governmental program. 



SHOULD WE REINSTATE AND/OR EXPAND TAX CREDITS?
Participants were divided on which tax credits they thought best for NC families and

on whether tax credits, a minimum wage increase, or some combination of the two 

was a preferable strategy. All agreed that tax credits alone are insufficient to 

address the larger problem of workers not earning enough to support their families.



Discussion

The strength of my 
commitment to the 

Earned Income Tax 
Credit is somewhat less
than before the process.



Discussion

The strength of my 
commitment to the 

Earned Income Tax 
Credit is somewhat less
than before the process.



SHOULD WE MAKE IT EASIER FOR PEOPLE WITH CRIMINAL 
RECORDS TO GAIN EMPLOYMENT?
Participants strongly support a combination of measures -- reforming expunction laws, 

expanding certificate of relief, and encouraging more employers to “ban the box” – to 

eliminate unnecessary barriers to employment for people with criminal records.





Discussion

This will really help 
folks quickly.  The 

combination of 
recommendations – for 

they serve different 
purposes – would do a 

lot to help the 1.5 
million people barred

from employment.



SHOULD WE REFORM OCCUPATIONAL LICENSING?
Nearly all participants agreed that North Carolina should reform 

occupational licensing regulations.



Discussion

This is a politically 
challenging task, but
could get bipartisan 

support.



SHOULD WE GROW APPRENTICESHIPS IN OUR STATE?
A clear majority of participants favored increased state investment 

through some combination of tuition assistance, employer assistance, 

and marketing to grow apprenticeships in our state as a necessary, but 

not sufficient, piece of a larger strategy to address the gap in skills.

Reinvigorated and expanded apprenticeship programs, 
alongside other proven work-based learning models, can 

catalyze industry strategies for overcoming the skills gap.  

- Jobs for the Future



Discussion

Apprenticeships are a 
value add that can 
move the needle but 

will not solve the 
problem on its own.



Businesses should not 
have trouble filling 

positions.



Leaders across our state agreed to participate in the North Carolina Leadership Forum because 
they care about the future of our state. Some were primarily motivated by the prospect of 
building relationships, or “resolving the acrimony that exists across partisan lines,” or finding 
solutions, or deepening their own understanding of the nature of the problem – but all were 
animated to some extent by the combination of these factors. 

fewer and fewer opportunities in both our public and private lives to engage in meaningful 
dialogue with those who view the world differently; and unique for the richness of shared 
experiences it both created and relied upon. On the latter, one member remarked, “it’s unique 
to have a liberal and conservative speak together on the same facts.”     

Shared facts were also important to the process and to trust building.  It was “very helpful to 
ground ourselves with the same information,” said one participant. “I can take this out of here 
– instead of coming in and just stating my position – see if you can first get a basic, common 
set of information.” 

It is important for others to 
know that people from 

opposite parties are 
coming together and 

learning together.”       

Many lessons and benefits emerged from 
the process: 

WHAT WE LEARNED THROUGH 
THE PROCESS

Out of NCLF, I hoped to get a better understanding of the multi-layered social, 

political, economic, and pragmatic problems facing the state in answering the question 

we were tasked with reviewing; a deeper understanding of all of the views of the 

participants on the problem and possible recommendations to begin to move forward 

in alleviating poverty in our state; better relationships with our policymakers and 

influencers on all sides of the political spectrum; the opportunity to create a 

constructive and respectful dialogue on this complex and seemingly intractable issue; 

and the ability to create together a model of how to frame, face and discuss a major 

issue that is harming and dividing our state.

Leaders appreciate opportunities to 
share experiences and discuss a 
common set of facts with those with 
whom they disagree.  For many, the 
process provided an opportunity to 
engage with those on the opposite side of 
the aisle or from different  backgrounds 
that was both rare and unique – rare 
because, as participants noted, there are  

There is a place and need for off-the-record conversations in politics. Adhering to 
Chatham House rules – not attributing comments to the person who said them – was crucial 
to creating a space for frank, honest, and civil dialogue. “In the public sphere,” said one 
person explaining the need for off-the-record conversations, “it is risky to talk about some 
things.”  “Trust,” echoed another, “is critical for constructive dialogue, and having no 
immediate audience helps.”  



Civility and the search for common ground will 
sometimes stand in the way of having difficult 
conversations and taking risks. The inability of 
our group to agree upon groundbreaking solutions 
bothered some, who attributed it either to a 
reticence to consider new ideas or a reluctance to 
take on some more difficult challenges “that we 
don’t want to level politically with: the future of 
work or that portions of this state are not going to 
improve or change for the better…I would have 
liked to have seen some startling ideas—like 
universal basic income—that would create new 
discussion.”  In the effort to seek mutually- 
acceptable solutions and increase collaboration, 
“at times, we avoided risk-taking.” Another added 
that he would have liked for the group to go one 
level deeper on race and on “how to dismantle 
systemic racism. That would have stretched us.”   

What struck me in the end 
was that we generally 

agreed about many of the 
main barriers we must

address, but that some of 
our differences were a 

matter of placing greater 
weight on one barrier 

relative to another. 

Civility in the face of robust disagreement is both possible and necessary for a
more constructive politics.  The process encouraged some participants not to give up 
on the prospect of civility in our politics. “I agreed to participate,” said one person, 
“because I was concerned about a political dialogue polluted by hatred.” The process 
allowed participants to listen to one another. As it turned out, remarked another, “we had 
more agreement on some issues than we thought.”  The process also helped us better 
define what we mean when we say we aspire for greater civility.  While civility enabled us 
to work toward and seek agreement, civility was most evident in our disagreements. 
 “Civility includes conflict,” concluded one member; “In most of the groups I am in there is 
way too little conflict.” As we built more trust with one another, we were better at 
engaging in constructive conflict.  “I do think this process made me listen much harder 
and much better than I normally would do,” reflected one person. “I will take that with me.” 
 
Participants discussed the role of emotions in the process and their importance in political 
dialogue.  One person felt emotions can get in the way of more constructive 
conversations.  “If someone can express passion – based on facts – but tone down their 
emotion, it is easier to have a conversation.” But another participant responded, “Emotion 
is very important.  The more we can pour emotion into a group like this and the group can 
hold, the greater the bond is between us.”  Participants generally agreed that in the effort 
to be civil, they sometimes failed to convey how strongly they felt about some topics. 

North Carolina leaders benefited in many ways from participation in NCLF.  

EVALUATING NCLF

83% of participants reported that they learned more about the obstacles preventing North 
Carolinians from earning enough to support their families; 
63% view the nature of problem differently; 
80% better understand the views and values of those from diverse backgrounds and 
perspectives; and 
73% formed relationships with people of differing views about the best way forward that 
they would not have otherwise. 



My views became more focused. Being able to compare the 
impact of raising the minimum wage with alternative 

options was very focusing and powerful to me. 

I understood more deeply the exceptional disconnect 
between program eligibility in a number of state and federal 

programs and level of wage or income security needed to 
earn a living wage and make family economic progress. The 
interactive exercise was immensely helpful in highlighting 
this issue and I think that was true for many in the room. 

I now favor a national raise in the minimum wage. 

I have a better understanding of what it takes to make ends 
meet in North Carolina today, and how hard it is for 

working families with children, particularly if there is only 
one parent present. The exercise with the cost of living 

calculator was extremely helpful.

The strength of my commitment to the Earned Income Tax 
Credit is somewhat less than before the process. 

It made me think about framing issues in a way that does 
not vilify those who disagree with me. I think having time to

get to know folks on the other side helped with that. 

HOW I CHANGED MY MIND

53% of participants said that their views on at least 
one issue changed because of the process.  



Building relationships across ideologies is a 
crucial aspect to improving the health of our 
politics. The sense, as one participant put it, 
“that we truly are all in this together,” was 
reinforced by the many unstructured 
conversations that occurred over the year – from 
“time around the coffee pot” to smaller group 
sessions to informal dinners.  Taking this time to 
build relationships, reflected one person, “was 
crucial. I do not think you go immediately to the 
tough stuff.  I can’t imagine a system that gets us 
there without that predicate.”  

There is no substitute for
active, aggressive listening. 
I already knew this, but had 
the opportunity to practice 

it with people holding 
different views.  

Shared experiences and civility can lead to unexpected areas of agreement (albeit 
sometimes smaller than we would like). The process led us to identify many areas of 
agreement, from the nature of the problem to some mutually acceptable areas that hold 
promise for increasing the number of financially secure and self-sufficient families in our state. 
 None of these areas, either on their own or combined, are sufficient to address the larger 
problem.  Some agreed that “even coming to agreement on small things, is a good thing.”  
 
Surprising relationships can form when we engage deeply with one another. “There are 
eight people around the room,” reflected one member, “that I have had significant discussions 
with that I would never have anticipated.”  Through these discussions, it became apparent 
early on that everyone in the room cared about North Carolina and its citizens.  “It is important 
to talk about commonalities first,” said one member. “We get presumptuous about people’s 
position. It was nice to be reminded that people will listen. I need to be more conscious of 
how others will hear what I am saying.”   

Leadership is about more than solving problems. Many placed less emphasis on the 
group’s ability to solve problems, and were encouraged by the direction we pursued. “I 
thought the role of this group,” said one person, “was not to be the solver of problems but to 
be the catalyst to bring people together to help solve a problem; to model what good 
intellectual spirited discussion could be; to model behavior that we want others to have.” 
 
In addition to finding some areas of agreement, many came away with a better understanding 
of the views of others and of why they disagreed.  Through this work, people also better 
understood their own views, at times sharpening and refining them, and at others modifying 
and changing previously held beliefs.  “I think this process helped shape the why,” shared one 
person. “My why is different now.”  

The forum gave me hope and helped 
me get out of my box and realize we 

do need to dialogue more. 



At the end of the first year, while some were left with frustration that we did 
not make more progress on agreeing to recommended solutions, most felt 
a greater sense of hope and optimism that we can come together to 
improve the lives of North Carolinians. In a time of increased polarization 
and often bitter partisanship, it is tempting to abandon reaching out and 
listening to those with whom we disagree. 

The lesson of the NCLF is rather that we need to double down on 
meaningful dialogue. “It is incumbent upon us to talk,” said one participant. 
“And I thought there was progress here.  It made everyone think much 
more deeply than they would in other forums.” Civil and constructive 
discourse is not a panacea, but it is part of the answer to problems we 
face, and "if we keep at it," said one participant, “we can probably come 
even closer.”

If we keep at it, 
we can probably 
come even closer.



Anita Brown‑Graham, Institute for Emerging Issues 
Pete Brunstetter, Novant Health, Inc. 

Pearl Burris‑Floyd, Gaston Regional Chamber of Commerce 
Jack Cecil, Biltmore Farms, LLC 

Dan Clodfelter, Parker Poe Adams & Bernstein, LLP 
Gene Cochrane, The Duke Endowment 

Martin Eakes, Self‑Help Credit Union 
Dan Gerlach, Golden Leaf Foundation 

Rick Glazier, North Carolina Justice Center 
Maurice “Mo” Green, Guilford County Schools 

Robin Hayes, Cannon Charitable Trust and Cannon Foundation 
Hank Henning, Commissioner of Guilford County 

John Hood, John William Pope Foundation 
Bob Hunter, North Carolina Court of Appeals 

Jeff Jackson, North Carolina Senate 
Raquel Lynch, Crisis Assistance Ministry 
Esther Manheimer, Mayor of Asheville 

Frederick “Fritz” Mayer, Sanford School of Public Policy   
Chuck McGrady, North Carolina House of Representatives 

MaryBe McMillan, North Carolina AFL‑CIO 
B.J. Murphy, Mayor of Kinston 
Chuck Neely, Williams Mullen 

Jim Phillips, Brooks Pierce 
Art Pope, Variety Wholesalers Inc. 

Robert Reives, North Carolina House of Representatives 
Tom Ross, UNC President Emeritus and President, Volker Alliance 

Richard Stevens, Smith Anderson Law Firm 
William Thierfelder, Belmont Abbey College 

Andy Wells, North Carolina Senate 
Brad Wilson, Blue Cross & Blue Shield North Carolina 

Stelfanie Williams, Vance‑Granville Community College 
Leslie Winner, Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation 

Please note, affiliations above reflect the person’s role at the start of 2016.



Should North Carolina increase funding for job-training programs provided by the 
state community colleges – and take other steps to enable students to complete 
these programs? 
 
Should we expand and improve programs that provide a pathway from high 
school into post-secondary credentialing programs that in turn lead to higher 
wage jobs? 
 
Should North Carolina employers expand apprenticeship opportunities, and, if so, 
should the state encourage and/or incentivize employers to increase the number 
of apprenticeship openings? 
 
Should North Carolina reform occupational licensing policies for specific 
occupations where current practices make it unnecessarily difficult for new 
entries? 
 
Should the state support small business incubators that have the facilities and 
expertise to facilitate tech transfer from academic research into viable small 
businesses? 
 
Should North Carolina provide more venture capital for entrepreneurs, either by 
allowing the State Treasurer to invest more pension funds into NC-based venture- 
capital funds or by diverting funds away from incentive-based business 
recruitment programs to a new “revolving fund” that invests in North Carolina
entrepreneurs, especially in communities and parts of the state with less access 
to venture capital? 
 
Should North Carolina reduce or eliminate its capital-gains tax to encourage more 
investment in new and expanding businesses in the state? 
 
Should North Carolina reinstate the Earned Income Tax Credit? 
 
Should North Carolina increase the state minimum wage? If so, by how much, 
and should the increase be uniform across the state or tiered based on cost of 
living? If not, should North Carolina instead increase the wages it pays state 
employees? 
 
Should we encourage employers to “ban the box” for some jobs to eliminate 
questions about prior criminal records that can block past offenders from higher- 
paying job opportunities? 

We identified ten proposals that might address some of the barriers preventing more 
workers in North Carolina from earning enough to support their families. We 
commissioned the North Carolina Justice Center and the John Locke Foundation,
two NC-based think tanks, to prepare short policy briefs on the merits of each of the 
proposals.  You can read the policy briefs at www.nclf.sanford.duke.edu. 



26 out of 30 active participants (attended more than 1 meeting) filled out survey 
evaluating NCLF’s first year. The first cohort of NCLF participants was roughly 
balanced in ideological orientation. 

POLITICAL IDEOLOGY OF PARTICIPANTS 

We asked participants to self-identify their political ideology on a scale of 1 - 100. 

A score of 100 meant “very conservative,” a score of 1 meant “very liberal,” and a 

score of 50 meant “moderate.” 
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ASSESSING THE BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATION

Q1) "I learned more about the obstacles that prevent North Carolinians from 

earning enough to support their families." 

Q2) "I view the nature of the problem differently than I did a year ago." 

Q3) "I better understand my own views on some important issues facing our state." 

Q4) "I better understand the views and values of those from diverse backgrounds 

and perspectives on important issues facing our state." 

Q5) “My views on some issues changed.” 

Q6) "I formed relationships with people of differing views about the best way 

forward for North Carolina that I likely would not have otherwise formed." 

Note: Strength of agreement or disagreement indicated by 
shade, with darker shade indicating “strongly 
agree/disagree” and lighter shade indicating “somewhat 
agree/disagree.”



ASSESSING THE PROCESS

Q7) "NCLF chose a challenge of appropriate breadth and complexity to focus on." 

Q8) "NCLF proceeded in a thoughtful, well-planned manner and was appropriately paced." 

Q9) “NCLF participants spent time discussing ideas that hold promise for improving the 

lives of North Carolinians.” 

Q10) "NCLF fairly represented the views of multiple sides and perspectives, and was 

agnostic about the specific solutions." 

OVERALL EVALUATION

Q11) “Participating in NCLF was a worthwhile investment of my time.” 

Q12) “I would encourage others to participate in NCLF.” 



NCLF
Learn more at www.nclf.sanford.duke.edu


