
 

So Many Open Positions – Where are the Workers? 

Spring is just around the corner, and there’s promise in the air.  And for weary employers, wouldn’t it be nice to 

have a little hope that our hiring struggles may ease, soon?  I know I’d like to think so!  I do think it’s possible, if 

we continue to be flexible and adaptable to what will be the new hiring world. 

I know I sometimes let out a heavy sigh at that, though.  How much more changing needs to happen?  I can 

easily get frustrated and remind myself to look at our last decade or so to understand that it isn’t just COVID 

that has led to the hiring woes of today – really, COVID just brought it all to light at once, but much of it we were 

facing before our world was suddenly shaken.  Understanding the larger picture helps to develop recruitment 

strategies which may change our luck in finding employees. 

First, the workforce issues are a mathematical problem at its core.  Over the last decade and more, in the 

country, our family size has gotten smaller, and started later.  This has an impact on the workforce simply 

because that means as children become of working age (15 years old), and family size is smaller, there just 

simply aren’t as many people getting jobs.  Couple that with the rate of people retiring and aging out 

(approximately 70 years old), there’s just fewer people in this range, period.  On the other side of the equation, 

we have job growth – over these last 10 years we have created more jobs than ever before.  So job growth is 

going up, population of those eligible to work (15-70 years old) is going down.  The math is the beginning of the 

problem, here.  It’s frustrating, I know, but it isn’t just about individuals not wanting to work – it starts with the 

idea that we’ve had an inverse issue for some time, and we are feeling the effects. 

The reality doesn’t stop there, either.  If working age is defined beginning at 15 years old, we have to take a 

look at what has happened over this last generation.  When I was growing up, I knew many friends who, by the 

time they were at least 16, had their first jobs.  In restaurants, or grocery stores, or any variety of fast food, etc.  

They filled those entry-level roles and developed a variety of working skills early.  Today, however, many of 

those 15-year-olds have “jobs” of other natures – that time which was spent working is now committed to 

select sports, or to musical talents, or even simply just a much heavier academic load.  What I mean is that they 

don’t have the time to work a job because they’ve been positioned to spend their time elsewhere.  And this, 

regardless of opinion about it, does have an effect on how many are participating in the workforce. 

Reason number three on why it’s so frustrating to find workers: care.  Pre-COVID, childcare was an issue that 

was bubbling up as a barrier to employment – much of the time it was in conjunction with discussions about 

why it was difficult to get women to work.  Regardless of whether it’s a mother or father now, finding childcare 

does impact getting people into our available jobs.  There isn’t enough availability for children to be enrolled, 

and when there is, often the hours are locked in between 8am – 5pm, which often means parents cannot work 

the full variety of shifts (early morning, swing or nights) and are locked into straight days.  Further 

compounding this influence is adding elder care to the mix.  Parents these days are often not just taking care of 

children but are also primarily responsible for their own parents’ care.  Finding availability for elder care is as 

difficult, if not more, than childcare.  Combine the two, it often means individuals who could work simply 

cannot. 

All of this to show why flexibility is such a key driver in what motivates individuals to come to work. Flexibility 

allows for people to be responsible for care.  As employers, we should be curious about how we can be flexible 

with our work shifts so that we can meet employees where their needs might be, negotiating with them on their 

needs and helping to share the needs of the employer as well. 



 
 

Closely related to care, as well, is the role of safety in the workplace.  A number of studies, done repeatedly 

over the last two years, show that the Number #1 reason they do not enter into open jobs is because they are 

concerned about workplace safety, specifically around COVID.  They do not want to bring it back home to 

those for whom they care.  Employers would greatly help out their chances of hiring individuals if they were to 

shout loudly from the mountain tops about their safety policies.  Live them, take them seriously.  Have stories to 

tell during interviews about how the company took an employee’s concern to heart, investigated where need 

be, and followed up with that same employee about any findings.  Continue to keep COVID policies alive in 

practice to demonstrate to existing workers that they are valued and allow them to tell potential new hires 

about it.  Make this part of a recruiting strategy in order to not make this the top reason people are not working 

for you. 

We are also seeing a downswing of individuals interested in going into certain traditional industries: 

manufacturing, hospitality, food service to name a few.  A number of reasons could play into this: see above on 

younger workers, plus some ideas of what daily work may look like in those industries (although often times I 

know it is very different because of advancements made), and many more. Sometimes it is simply because 

there’s a stereotype that these jobs will not lead to a career. In most cases, there’s a reality check to be made – 

manufacturing is often now more high-tech; hospitality can bring global opportunities if desired, for instance.  

Battling those images, plus the desired “work from home” mentality, and changing the perceptions to what 

these positions could be, is difficult. 

A way that may help, however, is touting a business’ interest in training its employees.  Lack of training and 

through that training seeing a career path, often lands on the survey lists in the top five reasons why individuals 

are not applying for jobs.  Companies who have formal and informal mentoring programs, hold opportunities for 

individuals to continue to gain skills which build upon one another and provide steps to a career path, rather 

than holding individuals in one position for long periods of time, will be better off in their recruiting efforts. 

As frustrated and exhausted as I may get at the end of a workday when I’ve done all I could to hire someone, I 

realize it’s easy to focus on the immediately perceived reason why it’s so difficult.  Revisiting the bigger picture 

reminds me that there are so many other aspects to this puzzle that have been in the works for years.  I breathe 

a sigh and begin again the next day. 
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