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s Winds of Change
Minnesota’s workforce is on the cusp of some
momentous changes.   Are you ready?
Last summer a team from the Minnesota
Department of Employment and Economic
Development (DEED) traveled from the far
northwestern corner of the state to its very
bottom, at the border with Iowa, hoping to
spark a little dialogue about economic develop-
ment. In each of its eight strategic stops around
the state, the team spent half a day listening to
local leaders, conversing with economic
development professionals, and getting input
from both the
for profit and
nonprofit
sectors of the
economy. And
in each of those
eight stops, that
team heard the
same concern
come up over
and over again.
“The workforce
issue was
something that
came up quite
regularly,”
reports Kirstin
Morell, a DEED spokesperson.

With good reason. The availability and quality
of workers has a direct impact on a company’s
products and services — and its profitability.
And while Minnesota companies have long
enjoyed a powerful competitive advantage in
that realm, the state’s workforce is on the edge
of some massive changes.

“The business community is thinking about this
and they’re certainly aware of what’s coming
down the pipe,” says Martha McMurry, a
research analyst with the Minnesota Demo-
graphic Center. “We get a lot of questions from
people who want the demographic numbers.
But what they do with them, I can’t really say.”

What they should be doing is thinking ahead.
Aging workers, from hourly employees to
senior level executives, will begin to retire
within the next few years; their exodus will
continue for more than two decades. State of
Minnesota research notes that labor force
growth will shrink to 6 percent between 2010
and 2020 and then to 3 percent between 2020

and 2030. But replacing those workers will
require more than just finding enough able
bodies, although that’s certainly part of the
problem. As a whole generation of the
workforce leaves, it’ll take with it decades
experience and knowledge.

“The loss of knowledge as baby boomers start
to retire is one of the interesting things that
businesses need to be thinking about,” says

Rachel
Hillman, a
regional
analyst with
DEED. “That
knowledge
retention can
be critical to a
business, to
the history of
a firm, even to
the history of
the local
community.”

Most experts
familiar with

the numbers suggest that now is the time to
start thinking about the future. And although
many in Minnesota seem to recognize that a
problem is looming, it isn’t clear whether or not
they’ve begun to prepare for that yet. Offshore
out sourcing, technical advances, and produc-
tivity enhancements will ease some of the
burden, but they won’t be enough. “A lot of
times,” McMurry says, “ businesses tend to
wait and see what happens — kind of like
government, I guess. They react to the
problem rather than planning for it in ad-
vance.”

Older and Better?
The largest group of workers available to help
fill the gap left by retiring workers will actually
be those retiring workers themselves. Some will
want to keep working; others will need to.
Recent research by AARP reports that almost
80 percent of baby boomers will continue
working after age 65, at least in part to cover
their living expenses. And by some estimates,
the national 65-and-older labor force will more
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than triple between 2000 and 2030.

“That’s one thing [companies] might
want to think about — ways to keep
older workers in the work force,”
Morell says. “If they can start to think
about flexible schedules and other
ways to accommodate these older
workers, they might be able to retain
more of them.”

While older workers will be more
plentiful, they’ll also present some
challenges. One immediate concern is
how to deal with generational conflict.
Will a company’s 30- and 40- something
managers grasp how to supervise and
motivate their 60-something (and
perhaps even 70-something) employ-
ees? On the flip side, will older workers
be able to take orders from relative
youngsters?

Still, several studies over the past several
years have shown that older workers are
reliable, loyal, flexible, and willing to learn
new skills. What’s more, The Concours
Group, a Texas-based consulting firm,
recently published a report noting that
workers over the age of 55 tend to have
stronger social skills than their younger
counterparts, which makes them a good
fit for positions that involve customer
contact. On the flip side, they may not be
well versed in the latest versions of
software and business processes — or
even workplace cultural policies, for that
matter.

Tom Murphy, executive vice president of
manufacturing and wholesale distribution
for RSM McGladrey, a national business
consulting firm, puts a premium training
and retraining for all employees, regard-
less of age. “To retain employees, you
have to make sure you’re creating a work
environment that’s positive and challeng-
ing,” he says. “You need to keep training
the employees in new challenges and
techniques and methods. It’s a lifelong
learning process, and we need to provide
that for our employees.”

The Immigrant Factor
Training will also be a requirement for the
other pool of potential replacement
workers: immigrants. During the last two

decades, new waves of immigrants have
settled in Minnesota. The Twin Cities
area has seen a steady influx of Somalis,
Russians, Hmong, Laotians, Bosnians,
and others. Many outstate areas have
considerable immigrant populations, too.
According to U.S. Census Bureau
statistics, the state’s foreign-born
population rose from just over 110,000 in
1990 to nearly 250,000 in 2000. The pace
has picked up in the years since. From
2000 to 2005 (the last year for which
figures are available), nearly 69,000
immigrants moved to Minnesota. And
although many come with the knowledge
and skills needed to fill even high-level
positions, others have needed substan-
tial help gaining job skills.

“Clearly, the main reason we see so much
immigration in the United States today is
because there is a demand for their
labor,” McMurry says. “What kind of
jobs they take varies a lot, and depends
quite a bit on their educational back-
ground — but a lot of the immigrants
who come here are taking that jobs that
are hard to fill, like meat packing, lawn
work, and other heavy labor-type jobs.”

Finding away to tap into the immigrants
who come to the United States to earn
their educations is another essential part
of solving the workforce problem,
Murphy says. It’s a shame, he says, that
our country is more than happy to grant
them visas to come here as students—
but not for them to stay and join our
workforce. “We train them, we educate
them with our tax dollars, and then we
send them back to their home countries
to compete against us—is that right?” he
says. “We have to fix the immigration
problem. I don’t necessarily have the
answer, but I can say this: This is a
country that was founded on immigrants.
If we can’t figure this out, shame on us.”

But Murphy also acknowledges that the
immigrant population is just “part of the
solution to this puzzle. ”He believes that
industry must also look far down the
ladder for future employees. Junior high
is not too soon to start educating kids
about the opportunities available in
certain industries, particularly in the
manufacturing sector. “We need to start

recruiting in high schools or even
before,” he says. “We need to work with
community colleges to get programs in
place to train kids with the skills they’re
going to need.  We have to get involved
at a younger age, maybe even consider
offering scholarship programs so that
they can go to school, then come to work
for you.”

Ready for Action
Perhaps the best strategy businesses can
have, Hillman says, is to address the
coming changes head on . “The best way
to prepare is to be open to changes,” she
says. “Be willing to have a more diverse
workforce. Be open to an immigrant
workforce. And be prepared to address
the communication differences that stem
from generational differences.”

There are a wide range of approaches to
the issue. Mentoring programs that pair
older and younger employees offer one
option. Another is to nurture relation-
ships with colleges and universities to
direct more students into the pipelines
for specific industries. Murphy has even
heard of professional groups offering
summer programs for high school
educators so that they themselves
understand the job opportunities that
their students will have upon graduation.
“That’s been fairly effective in terms of
reaching the teachers,” he says.

All of those are good ideas, each one a
small step toward a solution for what will
soon be a pressing issue. Those and
other creative approaches will be needed,
says Murphy. “American ingenuity gets
a lot of things done,” he says. “And we’ll
figure this out too.”

Editor’s note: This is the first of a two
part article on changes that are
affecting the state’s workforce. In this
installment, we look at those changes
and the factors behind them. In the next
issue, we’ll explore strategies to address
them.  Reprinted with permission from
the Winter 2007 issue of Minnesota
Technology Magazine.



David Olson
The strength of the Minnesota
Chamber of Commerce is its clout as
the statewide voice of business. Our
grassroots network ensures a united
agenda at the Capitol on the issues
that affect employers and employees
alike. Our efforts are bolstered by our
network with local chambers across
Minnesota.

Once again, we have reinforcement
that the Minnesota Chamber priorities
fundamentally reflect the concerns of
all businesses. Results of the
Minnesota Business Barometer
Survey were released at our annual
meeting in September. The poll, in its
fourth year, is co-sponsored by the
Minnesota Chamber and Himle Horner
Inc., a public affairs firm in
Bloomington.

Access to affordable health care is the
leading business issue in Minnesota,
and high taxes are the biggest barrier
to creating jobs in this state,
according to the poll. In addition,
concern over lack of transportation
infrastructure – highways as well as
public transit – is more intense. The
Chamber federation is poised to lead
on these issues in 2008.

Health care easily ranked as the top
priority no matter the business size or
location. Overall, 56 percent of the
respondents cited access to affordable
health care as one of the top two

issues facing the state.
Sixty-five percent reported
they provide health
insurance benefits for employees. The
responses also showed that
businesses are searching for answers.

We promise to advance a bold,
comprehensive – and achievable –
reform policy that will help promote
value and drive change in the
structure and delivery of health care.
One of the reasons we have a chance
at being successful is that Minnesota
has great care providers and health
plans.

High taxes, the next highest-ranked
issue, were also cited as the No. 1
barrier to creating jobs in the state.
However, foreign competition was
chosen as the top barrier to job
creation by businesses with 50 or
more employees. We again will seek to
protect businesses from general fund
tax increases. This is especially
important given early indications that
a slowing economy could have a
significant impact on the state’s
general fund budget.

Concern over the level of investment
in transportation has risen in
intensity, a reflection of the Chamber
federation’s advocacy on this issue.
Compared to 2004, more than three
times as many employers name
transportation as one of the top two

issues facing the state.
The business community
continues to be frustrated
by the lack of progress,
and we are committed to
developing a consensus
transportation bill that can
become law.

Overall, Minnesota
businesses showed greater
optimism about the
economy than their
counterparts across the

nation. But they also identified threats to
continued prosperity. Employers
recognize Minnesota is a high-tax state.
If taxes go higher, however, businesses
will be forced to rethink their choices in
areas such as health care, workforce
development and employment.

What message does the poll send to
policy-makers?

Lawmakers should appreciate the
nervousness over the economy. We
encourage the Legislature to take
meaningful steps on health care and
transportation in 2008 while keeping the
lid on general fund taxes.

The Minnesota Chamber invests a great
deal of resources into asking members
what issues are important to keeping
their businesses competitive and their
workforces strong, and then to
protecting employer and employee
interests at the Capitol.

Now, our Chamber federation agenda is
bolstered by the statewide business poll.
That’s a powerful message to deliver to
policy-makers.

David Olson is president of the Minnesota
Chamber of Commerce. For more

information, visit the Web at
www.mnchamber.com.

Minnesota Chamber priorities
in sync with statewide
business community
Grassroots network ensures united agenda
at the Capitol
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