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Executive Summary

The Wisconsin employment landscape is changing.  Among the most dramatic changes is that occurring in the labor force, as the baby boom population ages. The aging of this cohort is having many impacts, not the least of which is its Wisconsin impact: all net growth in Wisconsin’s working age population between now and 2015 will be generated by persons 55 years of age and older. This is the same population that is beginning to leave the labor force, creating labor force shortages for some employers.  
Given the importance of the baby-boom workers to the economy, it is critical for us to understand how much of an impact the graying of the workforce is having, whether the graying has begun to create worker shortages; if it has, what changes are being made by employers; and what the employer reactions are to proposals to attempt to engage baby boomers in the workforce for more years than has been the recent norm. To learn about employer thoughts on these subjects, we instituted a series of nine focus groups with employers in southeast Wisconsin.  The focus groups were held between November of 2007 and May of 2008 and included 89 different individuals from a wide range of industries.

A few employers are being or soon will be strongly affected by baby-boom retirements.  Several employers indicated that they are beginning to be affected by boomers in some way and are taking modest steps to attempt to adjust.  More than a few employers reported that they have not in any way been affected by baby-boom retirements.  In fact, on average, participants revealed that only 6% to 8% of their employees are likely to retire in the next three years.  

The range of responses is not confined to specific areas of the region.  In one county, for example, one firm reported that it will lose 80% of its employees between 2009 and 2015.  In the same county numerous participants reported that they are overwhelmed with job applicants and that they have no signs of worker shortages.  It is responses like these that suggest that worker shortages reported by many employers in the region are not universal and that at least some of those shortages that do exist are not being caused by baby-boom retirements.
That being said, a sizable portion of the employers that participated in the focus groups have begun to operate differently.  Many were explicit as to new ways they use to recruit workers.  Some examples include: Internet advertising, job fairs, new hiring process, more up-front on-boarding and training, and offering more worker programs, such as wellness, 401(k), Weight Watchers, and the like.  Some talked of changing corporate cultures to be more inclusive and caring.  Many employers are changing behavior.

When asked specifically about their reactions to a proposal to take steps to retain or attract mature workers, the employers were quite positive about the idea.  But several noted challenges in attempting to further utilize this age cohort.  On the plus side, a group of respondents was very supportive, “a great idea” and pointed to Disney and McDonald’s.  Mature workers have appeal because of characteristics, such as they require less supervision, they provide mentoring and examples to younger workers, and they tend to have stronger work ethics. Furthermore, several employers stated that they have realized that there is not an endless pool of workers and that mature workers do offer advantages.
A second group was not as convinced, citing specific circumstances in which older workers were not appropriate, often related to physically demanding jobs.  A third group of respondents was opposed to attempting to keep or attract mature workers.  These respondents pointed to the benefit of greater worker cohesion if the mature workers were no longer in their employ.  

Since many employers were experiencing or were aware of greater difficulty finding workers currently, many steps are being taken among participants to address workforce shortages.  At least 20 explicit actions were mentioned that have already been taken and several other actions were under consideration (see page 12).  

When asked about reactions to being more flexible as employers, many endorsed the concept, with some admitting that until very recently they maintained that they could not be flexible, and now they are at least in some ways.  An issue for some is whether flexibility can apply to all workers or only to mature workers. The concept of being more flexible is quite widely accepted, but its implementation in many places is still limited and being explored.

The last topic covered was how participants most wanted to learn about alternative ways to address workforce shortages.  The most popular was live, in-person groups, such as the one in which they were participating. Emails and webinars were acceptable, even praised by some, but not as commonly preferred.  A few indicated any and all forms of communication were acceptable; they want to learn.
Workforce shortages are on many employers’ radar screen.  These employers have begun to take steps to attempt to address the shortages.  The best ways to do so are being developed, and employers are seeking knowledge from others as to how to proceed.  Utilizing mature workers is not seen as a universal solution, but numerous employers do see potential advantages and wish to explore the topic further. 

Background

The Wisconsin employment landscape is changing.  Between 2005 and 2015 the entire working age population of Wisconsin is projected to grow only 7% or about 2/3rds the national rate for the same period.  The Southeast Wisconsin region’s workforce is projected to grow only 0.4% per year.  Furthermore, since 2005 and at least through 2015, all of the net growth in Wisconsin’s working-age population will be generated by persons 55 and older.  Conditions in the labor market will soon be very different from what employers have enjoyed for the last four decades.  Worker shortages rather than labor surpluses will very likely be the rule.  

Given these conditions, the issue explored was in what ways, if any, are employers in the seven counties of southeastern Wisconsin feeling the effects of worker shortages; if they are affected, what are they doing about it, and what reactions do they have to some proposals that deal with changing the employer contract or expanding the interest in attracting or retaining mature workers to help fill job vacancies.  Individual employers from both profit and non-profit entities in all seven counties were engaged in nine different focus groups that met sometime between November 2007 and May 2008.  

All of the discussions were lively.  Each group had its own life.  The groups ranged in size from 3 to 28 participants.  Most had 10 to 12 participants.  A total of 89 persons participated.  The basic topic is one that generated viewpoints, in part, because that is what they came to discuss.  Participants came prepared.  
Major sub-topics are explored below and attempt to represent what participants were saying.  There is not a widely shared vision of the current, much less the future, impact of the graying of the workforce and the projected worker shortages. In fact, the assessments varied widely both across and within geographic areas.  In one county, for example, one employer noted he would lose 80% of his workers between 2009 and 2015 while other employers in the same county talked of being overwhelmed by the number of applicants they had for positions.  
Generally, there seems to be a majority recognition that worker shortages are here and will likely grow in number.  But many employers have not felt the impact and do not see why they need to think of operating differently until their view changes.  That was a surprising attitude, given the pain some employers are currently feeling.  But learning of these differences is precisely why we undertook these focus groups.  

Participants

To learn something about who came to the focus groups, without having to take much time, we asked each participant to complete an anonymous survey asking ten basic questions on such descriptors as the industry and number of employees as well as whether they had certain employment conditions in their organizations.  Participants were quite diverse in many ways.  They represented the mixture of businesses in the region. No one dimension dominated.
For example, the participants came from a wide range of industries.  We suggested six specific industries, but only 36% of those participating were in these industries. The single largest was manufacturing (19%).  We spoke with those in staffing, finance, architecture, hospitality, retail, health care, non-profits, and so forth.  It was a true cross-section of industries in the seven counties.

The firms the participants represented varied in size as well.  Some 21% had fewer than 20 employees while 18% had more than 500.  In between were 15% with 20-49, 12% with 50-99, 28% with 100-249, and 6% with 250-499 employees.  The assumption going in was that larger employers had already thought about labor force changes and did not need to explore the issues further.  That was an incorrect assumption – all size firms wanted to talk and learn.
The participant firms varied in other ways as well. Some 24% have a portion of their workforces represented by a union.  Some 55% of the firms expect to experience significant growth over the next three years. On average, 18% of the workforces are part-time, but this varies from 0% to 100%.

When we began to talk about the mature workforce, the topic was of more immediate concern to some.  When asked what percentage of their workforce was age 55 or over, on average 26% of the professional staff members and 14% of support/production workers were. Even with those numbers, participant firms, on average, expect only 6% of professionals and 5% of support/production workers to retire in the next three years.  These are low numbers.  But they were still sufficient to engage 89 persons in the topic.  
When asked to rate on a five-point scale just who controlled retirement decisions in their firms for professional and support workers, there proved to be little difference between types of workers.  In both cases about two-thirds of the firms said the retirement decision was made entirely by the individuals.  In about ten percent of the cases was the decision made entirely or almost entirely by employers.   

To get at different dimensions of employer receptivity toward “flexibility’ in the workplace, participants were asked whether their firm had any of seven dimensions of flexibility and whether conditions varied between professional and support/production workers.  As can be seen in Table 1, some aspects of flexibility are commonly present while others are not.  

As might be expected, flexibility in start time is most prevalent.  More than three quarters of the firms offer it to professional workers. But just over half the firms offer it to support/production workers.  More often support/production workers are the individuals who must either interact with others at specific times, or who share a machine that must keep operating, or are individuals who must provide services at specific times. There is start time flexibility, but not for everyone.

Table 1 The Presence of Flexible Work Elements by Type of Worker

	   Flexible Elements
	   Professional (%)
	Support/Production (%)

	Start Time
	76
	56

	Time for personal business
	71
	63

	Choice of benefits
	63
	74

	Length of Work Day
	57
	49

	Length of Work Week
	44
	48

	Location (telecommute options)
	34
	36

	Other
	10
	30

	None of the above
	  4
	30



N = 89

More common across both types of workers are flexibility in terms of time for personal business and flexibility in terms of which benefits individuals choose to accept.  Those numbers indicate pretty wide spread support for these forms of flexibility. 
Not as common is support for all of the others forms of flexibility noted.  The length of the workday is flexible for about 50% of the firms.  Almost the same can be said for variance in the work week. Telecommuting is available at about one third of the employers.

Overall, it appears that 96% of the employers offer some form of flexibility to their professional staff members.  That is not as true for support/production workers, where only 70% of firms offer some flexibility. 

To learn more of views that employers have of mature workers, each was asked to categorize employees 55 and over in terms of their relative productivity.  Table 2 reveals their responses, again distinguishing between professional and support/production.  Interestingly, there is virtually no difference between the different types of workers. Despite many comments that are shared below, just over two-fifths of participants think that older workers are more productive than younger workers, and about one third of the participants saw the different age cohorts as equal in productivity.  Between 11% and 18% were on the fence, saying that either younger or older were more productive depending on the job and conditions.

Table 2 Assessment of Mature Versus Younger Workers

	Categorization
	   Professional (%) 
	Support/Production (%)

	More productive than young workers
	44
	42

	Equally as productive as young workers
	33
	38

	Less productive than younger workers
	  0
	  3

	It depends
	18
	11

	Don't Know
	  6
	  6



N = 89

What this distribution indicates is that there is some assessment that older workers are more productive or at least as productive as younger workers.  There was almost no support for the statement that older workers are less productive. That should indicate, if actions follow claims, that mature workers should be able to find and hold jobs at least as easily, if not more easily, as their younger counterparts.
Focus Group Responses
The focus groups were started with a statement and question: 
Some employers have already been affected by worker shortages.  In what ways, if any, has your firm begun to experience this change from worker surplus to worker shortage?
Employers responded not only to this question but to several other unasked questions. We go first to the issue of worker shortages.
Given that these were focus groups and not surveys, we cannot do exact counts of who said what; responses that were recorded were not attributed.  But it was clear that those who addressed the shortage issue were considerably more likely to think that there was a shortage than those who did not think there was a shortage.  The ratio was about 3:2 for those claiming they were experiencing a shortage. Many others comments were recorded, but none of these others could be interpreted as adding to either point of view.  So, shortages are an issue, just not an overwhelming issue at this point.  There may be time to develop good ways to reduce the negative impacts of worker shortages.
Those who spoke of shortages revealed at times that they were across-the-board shortages and at other times were confined to specific occupations.  The more general descriptions applied to those who are “good” workers, or who have work experience, or who show up every day, or who want to work or who have skills in math, reading, or critical thinking.  The missing work ethic among those candidates they have been interviewing and in some cases hiring in recent years was a common theme; to several employers the shortage applies to those with such an ethic.  

Other respondents got much more specific.  Many different occupations were noted, reflecting the varied industries from which participants came.  Among those mentioned were physical therapists, nurses, nursing management, qualified nursing faculty, technicians, maintenance workers, skilled tradesmen, 3-D modelers, and welders.  Other occupations were not as distinct, but respondents clearly had examples in mind.  
Ways Change in Labor Availability Will Affect Their Business, Next Three Years

This question was aimed at all participants, but only two of the nine groups had the time to respond.  That was unfortunate, as the intent was to learn if worker shortages are thought to be more of a threat in the near future than it is to date as well as the impacts they expect in the near future.  We did not learn the results across the many geographic areas, but we did learn that those asked did have several responses, especially to the impacts on operations.  

The most direct were those responses that indicated that specific human-resources practices will change.  Among those noted were more mentoring of younger workers by older workers, new attempts to make workers feel more important and more significant, more feedback, more efforts at talent management for younger workers that come in without the necessary skills, changes in workplace culture, benefits, and environment to keep work appealing, and doing more succession planning and training.  These efforts are driven by an understanding of the new conditions.
More responses detailed the challenges that the shortages will present.  One of the more commonly mentioned challenges is the difference in attitudes toward their job between young and old: older workers are seen as loyal to their jobs while younger workers tend to be loyal to careers. Furthermore, younger workers balk at 40-hour work weeks, unlike mature workers. Another challenge is ensuring new workers get the skills they need.  And a fourth challenge is being more flexible in terms of dealing with four different generations in the workplace, meeting a wide range of worker expectations, creating opportunities to get the new generation involved in wellness or service activities outside the work environment as an attraction and retention tool.  
When discussing older workers specifically, a few employers thought that mature individuals do want to work longer, often for financial and health insurance reasons but partially because they enjoy working. Other employers see just the opposite – mature workers have the option to relocate to warmer parts of the country, exacerbating the employer challenge in retaining such workers. 

In short, there is a variety of views on both mature workers and the need for employers to change their modes of operation to attract or retain such workers.
Steps Taken to Find Workers

A related question is what employers are doing now or in the near future to find workers, given that shortages are or soon will be present.  Even some employers that did not report actual shortages of bodies indicated that they have to operate differently because they cannot find as good employees as they need and want to be successful. Respondents have taken a wide range of steps to help themselves find workers.

We did not track how many different employers offered responses, but it is certainly not all.  As we learned initially, a number of employers in the seven counties have not been experiencing worker shortages or at least those caused by the aging of their workforces. 

That said, several employers reported that they are using new techniques to attract employees.  The range is quite wide.  Some employers have: 
· Gone to Internet advertising and job fairs

· Changed the hiring processes 
· Spent more time interviewing 
· Done more upfront on-boarding and training

· Used staffing agencies more frequently

· Formed alliances and partnerships with those outside the industry 
· Used more interns for college credit

· Marketed the firm to potential employees (not just customers)

· Gone into tech schools to find workers who have been laid off and who have completed new course work.  
· Done more training to help provide workers with the skills that are needed

· Done more mentoring on the job

· Been re-educated as to best practices to decrease turnover

· Taken steps to make their firm more attractive to current and prospective employees, such as  
· Wellness initiatives and programs, 
· Seeking more publicity, 
· Offering 401(k) programs 

· Offering Weight Watchers.  
· Seeking to learn and implement “best practices” from other companies throughout the U.S. to learn new things to support leadership
· Acting more as marketing and recruitment representatives.  
Other practices were also discussed. A topic mentioned numerous times is the theme of changing the corporate culture.  The employers have worked to make “friends” with younger folks to earn their trust and keep them.  They have worked to get employees involved in charities, showing that people do matter.  They have changed the culture to emphasize how to work in teams and solve problems.  And they have increased the responsibility of each individual employee.  All were thought to increase attraction and retention.

As might be expected several did mention flexibility and the need to deal with workers more as individuals.  One commented they are refining their management style to not necessarily be fair but fair to each person. They need to allow for individuality and recognize that what is good for one employee may not be good for another.  Employers are further forced to be more “hands on,” an example of which is sending get well cards when employees are sick. Employers must also allow employees to have independence and not be monitored so closely.
A few employers spoke of the benefits of taking steps to better attract and retain workers.  They mentioned such things as older persons having the tendency to raise the bar for younger workers, shortage conditions forcing managers to set clear goals and do a better job of leading the company, and making room for others who have not traditionally been included in the labor movement. 
A couple of respondents spoke of the need to do a better job of educating our youth so that they can more easily meet the needs of employers. One talked of teaching ethics in schools at younger ages.  Others talked of the need to challenge K-12 students more in school, so they are more able to meet employer needs.

Despite the many mentions of positive steps that regional firms have taken to address worker shortages, several employers mentioned challenges to addressing shortages.  Among those mentioned were some mentioned above – the shortcomings and different characteristics of younger workers, including weaker work ethic, fewer ethics (more are known to cheat on time cards, they allege), less passion for the job, and the like.  Also cited was the “entitlement generation,” younger workers who put themselves ahead of their employer and who put pay level ahead of longevity.  These are challenging characteristics for employers that have been staffed largely by work-driven baby boomers. This set of respondents wanted to talk more of the challenges than the steps they have taken to address the worker deficits. 
Reactions to Proposal That Employers Take Steps to Retain/Attract Mature Workers
Participants were explicitly asked their reaction to the proposal that “employers take steps to retain or attract mature workers (ages 60+) to help retain intellectual property, fill jobs, set standards, and otherwise help them compete.” The respondents were quite positive about the idea. Almost 30 responses were recorded, the vast majority of which were positive.
The responses can be put into three categories.  One group of respondents was very direct; they thought it was a “great idea.”  Some noted there is no downside to making accommodations for individuals.  These participants thought that it made sense to take steps to keep or attract mature workers, and several gave examples of what they see happening.  They pointed especially to retail where they already see examples of it. Theses included places such as McDonald’s and Disney.

A larger, positively inclined group mentioned what it is they are already doing to include this population.  One utilizes older consultants for tasks that aren’t needed every day; another has 70-year-olds working in the dining rooms, as administrative assistants or C.N.A.s, where there are less physical and more professional responsibilities.  Others reported that they bring back retirees in reduced, flexible capacities, including split shifts and job sharing.  A few employers have teamed older with younger workers, done additional training and retraining, modified start times, raised salaries, and generally recruited retirees (because they have the skills and ethics).  One employer said he has created better ergonomics to better accommodate older workers.  

A second category of responses is more reserved. These employers are not as convinced that all mature workers are really worth making a special effort for.  One commented that it depended on the industry; in manufacturing, for example, workers tend to be physically exhausted as they retire.  Another commented that in manufacturing that the older folks are just not as good.  A third mentioned that there are many jobs that just require more physical stamina or muscle than older workers can provide. Other participants admit there are some good, mature workers, but others are burned-out and need to get “re-sparked” elsewhere.  A small group of respondents had reservations.

The third set of responses was more forcefully against doing anything to retain mature workers.  One remarked that there would be more cohesion in the workforce, if mature workers left.  A few others shared this thinking.  But by far the majority was positively or neutrally inclined toward the proposal.

These were bolstered by those who did not know if recruiting or retaining older workers is a good idea.  One admitted they had not targeted that age group but might now consider it.  A second really had not analyzed their work force by age, so they did not know.  A third indicated they have not been good at identifying what it is workers want and matching those with their own needs.

The vast majority of participants were on board with the concept of recruiting or retaining older workers.  They wanted to talk about the topic in depth.  They talked of the factors that make using mature workers possible, the steps that need to be taken to make this happen, and the challenges to attracting and retaining mature workers. 
Several participants identified factors that make use of mature workers possible.  One such factor is the “reigniting of retirement” and the new desire or pressure to work beyond traditional retirement age.  It is becoming clearer that not everyone who is age ready is financially or psychologically ready to retire.  In fact, more are retiring older and have the additional appeal of greater loyalty to their employer.  The national average age of retirement has stopped falling and has started rising.

Mature workers also have appeal to employers because they require less supervision, they are providing more mentoring to younger workers, and older workers have a tendency to set good examples for young workers. There are, for instance, older workers who are much more passionate about their work than younger employees, and that passion is increasingly being recognized as an advantage.

Two other reasons given for strengthening the case for more use of mature workers were an increased realization that there is no such thing as an endless workforce – there is a limited pool of workers, and there are examples of staffing agencies being asked (illegally) to send older workers.  Staffing agencies also get some requests for younger workers.  But the fact that older workers are sometimes requested shows that there is a market for mature workers. 
A small set of respondents thought that there were positive advantages of labor shortages for not only mature workers but also others such as those who have been incarcerated or undereducated to find work. These respondents see talent out there that will now have more of a chance for work.  Other advantages of a worker shortage identified include greater independence for all workers and more challenges for leadership.
Challenges Identified
That said, a number of points were made as to challenges that may limit the use of mature workers.  Several respondents spoke of age discrimination against older workers, perhaps because of insurance or liability issues.  Some other employers mentioned that they had very few workers nearing retirement age, so the issue is that they will have few open positions.  Another respondent has tried to find mature workers and not had any success. These challenges put a crimp in hiring mature workers.
Steps Taken to Address Worker Shortages
Respondents from virtually every focus group came up with examples of what it is they are already doing to address the shortage of workers.  What it is they are doing is suggestive for others.  Most dealt with older workers, but a few were general practices aimed at all ages.  Among the steps that have been taken are:

· Being more flexible on hours (flex scheduling)

· Allowing part-time work, split shifting, job sharing

· Utilizing older consultants for things that are not needed every day

· Using older workers on jobs that are less physically demanding

· Using mature workers for hours that others do not want to take

· Teaming older and younger workers

· Offering additional training and retraining

· Beginning conversations about health care and older adults

· Increasing the mixture of part- and full-time workers

· Starting to look for retirees

· Creating better ergonomics on the job

· Deciding to spend more money to retain critical older workers

· During interview, find out the ideal work schedule

· Adding technology to substitute for physical strength

· Redesigning the model of employment
· Undertaking staff satisfaction surveys within their “Boomerang” program: in this they try to encourage good employees to leave, when the time is right; they then give them the opportunity and an invitation to return in another capacity.

· Looking at solving transportation and public and personal issues

· Adding pre-tax benefits

· Exploring daily pay to help meet needs of youth who need instant gratification

· Creating a financial incentive package, including profit sharing
Steps Proposed to be Taken
Several employers have been thinking about what it is they should do to meet the problem of worker shortages.  In addition to the suggestions listed above, employers indicated that they are thinking about:

· Creating a central clearinghouse (actually at a Workforce Center) for older workers, so that employers could more easily contact and recruit such individuals and such individuals would know where they can find demand for their services
· Working with older adults on identifying issues to prepare them for re-entering and being in the workforce
· Beginning to think about benefits that would be attractive to older adults
· Ensuring work-related, written documentation is provided with larger print or as an audio tutorial

· Partnering with companies, such as Schneider Trucking and Home Depot, that hire older workers

· Teaching all workers how to better cope with globalization, competition,  and the loss of intellectual property

Younger Workers

Several participants could not address the question of what employers should do to retain or attract mature workers without also talking about younger worker.  One set of responses was quite negative about the characteristics they are finding among younger workers. The most commonly mentioned characteristic that is different is that of the work ethic or lack thereof.  Other differences also mentioned is the amount of electronic networking that is done by the youth, their commitment to themselves rather than the firm, and so forth.

One mature executive indicated that despite the behavior difference, these qualities should be expected and are wise, after the many mistakes that their parents have suffered through as employees of firms that did not fulfill the promises they made to employees.  

The comments were not all negative, as happened at times in these group discussions.  Instead, the speakers came up with several ideas on how to work with young workers to help fill some of the pending shortages.  Among the suggestions made were the following:

· Young people need to be trained on how to work with seniors

· Lots of training is available and should be used

· Refine management style to be, not necessarily fair, but fair for each person

· Make friends with younger workers to earn their trust and keep them on their terms

· Allow for individuality; recognize that what is good for one employee may not be good for another

· Use tuition reimbursements to attract and retain

· Create a company brand that in the minds of employees is consistent with those you want to attract 
Reactions to More Flexibility in Work Conditions

A variation on the preceding question that caused considerable discussion was: what is your reaction to employing these mature workers with contracts that are more flexible than is common today, by providing options such as allowing part-time work, part-year work, projects as opposed to daily assignments, jobs with less stress/pressure than they have been holding, or jobs that include phased retirement over a longer period of time?  This was aimed at specific conditions for mature workers.

Several of the respondents stepped right up and said literally or strongly implied, again, “It’s a great idea.”  One spoke of having seen the benefits of having a mature worker (an engineer) for six months of the year.  Another mentioned that more employers today than in the past can see the benefits of flex time.  A third mentioned that they have brought back retired accountants. A fourth mentioned that they have implemented summer hours and seen the benefits.  Yet another noted the creation of six-week vacations for retirement-age workers.  One respondent offered that they hire across all skill levels, and now 80% of the employees work either part-time or work from home.  Another talked of his “virtual” office with no one in a set physical space.  An example is a call center where everyone calls from home. The list goes on; flexibility is liked and being used, by some.  But one participant noted that the practice is more commonly used south of the Wisconsin/Illinois border.
That said, many participants jumped at the opportunity to note the many challenges they see or have faced with regard to greater workplace flexibility.  With regard to mature workers, the issue that appeared multiple times was health care insurance.  This may or may not be an issue, depending on age and practice, but it is important and must be resolved with the workers.  Also mentioned were possible barriers with benefits and labor and pension laws. 
Another group of challenges concerns management.  Among the most strongly mentioned barriers were “old white men who run companies, doing it the way they always have done it,” “management does not have the general trust that people can do work at home,” and “management might be concerned that with everyone at different locales, cohesion, pride and connection to the company would be gone.”  

Some suggestions were made as to how to address these conditions.  One was that managers may be in need of retraining in order to think holistically about the workforce.  They need to realize that loyalty and dedication have to be reciprocated.  Management likely needs assistance in strategic planning with regard to alternative work arrangements.  One example given is the need to get the “right” people to job share. Another example is learning how to treat well the workers who are doing the job correctly.
One of the issues not fully resolved is the question of whether flexible arrangements apply only to mature workers or to all workers.  Another is the feeling that working off site makes it harder to “read” employees; there is no body language to interpret.  And there was some thinking that perhaps older workers were not tech savvy enough to be able to handle what would be expected of them.  

Also mentioned were union restrictions, although one unionized employer indicated that he had been working with the union for two years to create some new flexible work options for employees.  Furthermore, it was noted that morale is an issue for those whose job won’t allow them to be flexible, if other workers in the firm can be.
And there were a few participants who indicated that they have not been affected by shortages caused by older workers leaving the labor force.  In fact, they see older workers staying longer, or trying to, rather than retire.  Some employers wondered if these conditions then made it less likely they would have to become more flexible.  They questioned the basic proposition of shortage and the need to change policies.

Preferred Options for Education/Professional Education

Participants were asked at the end of each focus group how they would like to learn more about options related to addressing workforce shortages.  By far the most popular among these participants are focus groups/group discussions. More than 40% of the respondents mentioned this format, and many compliments were heard for each of the sessions that was held.  Participants really enjoyed the opportunity to hear from others and to discuss their own situations.  
There were some conditions suggested for such gatherings, such as groups not being industry specific, the need to have two-way discussions, and the need to involve a range of ages among participants.  One topic that was mentioned for a future meeting was the varied needs and gifts within generations and how to work successfully with all four currently involved in the workforce. 
Email and webinars were also mentioned by about 10% of the participants.  Individuals made statements such as, “no more paper – I like emails,” “emails that give access to current and past studies are helpful,” and “emails that are direct and do not force lots of hunting and searching would be helpful.”  Webinars received some kudos, such as “webinars are great ways to disseminate crucial information to busy people,” and “webinars are great; not time to travel to meetings, good for information download.”
Other comments made suggested using all forms of communication, networking sessions, joining business organizations that have information and networking sessions, and such vehicles as site visits to successful organizations and lunch and learn sessions.

The bottom line is that those who came are interested in learning more. The most popular mechanism is clearly focus or discussion groups.  But other mechanisms are viable as well, although not as preferred. 

Organizations That Hosted Focus Groups
We would like to give a hearty thanks to the following organizations that hosted the nine different focus groups.  The organizations were responsible for invitations, working to encourage participation, and in providing food and beverage for participants. We greatly appreciate their efforts in assisting us in generating these discussions.

 
Granville-Brown Deer Chamber of Commerce (Sheri Urban)
Kenosha Area Chamber of Commerce (Becky Noble)
Metropolitan Milwaukee Association of Commerce (Mary Steinbrecher)
Racine Area Manufacturing and Commerce (Alice Oliver)
University of Wisconsin-Parkside (SHRMA) (Marisella Malacara)
Walworth County Workforce Center (Marilyn Putz)
Washington County Economic Development Corporation 
Waukesha County Economic Development Corporation

West Allis West Milwaukee Chamber of Commerce (Sharon Scacia)
I would also like to thank Yolanda White from UWM for capturing the many comments from our focus group participants; Tom Schnaubelt and Mark Marlaire at UW-Parkside for agreeing to partner on this study and to arrange for hosts in three counties.  Lastly, I would like to thank UW-Extension and its “EdVantage” program for funding this effort. 
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