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In our 2012 white paper, “America’s Aging Workforce Crisis”, co-produced with GradStaff, we reported on the growing crisis, 
highlighted the four oldest industries—real estate, healthcare, insurance and manufacturing—that are struggling to 
recruit young workers, and shared best practices and advice on how to recruit and engage young workers.

This follow-up report serves as a guide to hiring young workers. It revisits the industries discussed in our original report and 
describes how they, and employers in general, are working to attract the younger generations.

1

Introduction

Predictions become reality

The American workforce is about to experience an exodus of workers so large that it could not 
only cripple individual companies, but entire industries. By 2050, the number of individuals in the 
country who are 65 years or older is expected to grow by 75% while the number of individuals 
in the workforce who are 25 to 54 is only expected to grow by 2%. This age wave is leaving 
businesses with severe talent gaps and the challenge of recruiting young workers. 

While experts have been predicting this impending crisis since the early 2000s, the recession 
forced many companies to focus on short-term survival. Short-term survival meant cutting 
costs, and thus, cutting employees. As the economy recovers, businesses are recognizing that 
their actions over the past few years have severely hurt their long-term survival plans. 

During the recession, businesses’ succession plans were essentially thrown out the window. 
Older, more experienced workers were let go because their salaries were too costly. Young, 
potential-holding workers were let go because they didn’t have enough experience to step-up 
and replace the older workers. Now, as these companies have the freedom to revisit their long-
term plans, they are finding that by letting go of the older workers, they sacrificed knowledge 
and experience that is vital to facilitating a smooth workforce transition. And, by laying off young 
workers, these organizations fueled the younger generations’ skepticism of the corporate world 
and their reluctance to join in. 

Ironically, industries set to gain the most from an aging population are the industries suffering the 
most from an aging workforce. The four oldest industries, real estate, healthcare, insurance, 
and manufacturing, are well aware of their lackluster appearance in the eyes of young workers. 
But, fortunately, they are also aware that the future of their industries is dependent on young 
workers and are doing what they can to identify ways to appeal to the younger generations.

As Bob LaBombard, CEO of GradStaff and our cohort during our first report on America’s aging 
workforce states, “From more sophisticated machinery and medical equipment to cloud computing 
and highly sophisticated software, almost all companies are hungry for strong technology skills 
in all the candidates they hire for positions from customer service to marketing. As a result, there 
is a very strong incentive to hire more at the entry-level since Millennials generally have stronger 
technology skills.” 

Thus, on the following pages, we revisited each of the four oldest industries. Just what are they 
are doing to combat the largest shift in human capital and are they ready to engage the younger 
workforce?



The key players

The Boomers: This generation is experienced and has led organizations through year on year growth, managing companies 
through one of the toughest economic downturns. For these leaders, knowledge has come through experience and tenure.

Gen X: This generation is next in line to take the helm. They were the first generation to grow up with computers, and technology 
has played a key role in their success. The greatest ROI from this generation could simply be ‘bridging the gap’ between the 
Boomers and the Gen Ys.

Gen Y: Also known as Millennials, this generation is known for always asking a key question, “Why?” While they are sometimes 
described as the entitlement generation or trophy kids, these techie young adults should not be underestimated for the ability to 
get the job done. They are open to feedback and have inherent ability to find the answer to any question by using their fingertips.
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Baby Boomers Generation X Generation Y

Born 1946 -1964 1965 - 1981 1982 - 1995

Size 78 million 48 million 80 million

Nicknames
Me Generation

Love Generation
The Gray Ceiling

Slackers
MTV Generation

Millennials
Echo Boomers

Trophy Generation

Characteristics
Hard-working, loyal, 
confident, cynical, 

competitive

Anti-authority, highly 
individualistic, self-reliant, 

family-focused

Confident, digital thinkers, 
sense of entitlement, needy

Why they are the way 
they are

The wealthiest, healthiest, 
largest generation of their 
time. Raised to pursue the 

American Dream.

Children of workaholics and 
divorce, the arrival of cable 
television and computers. 

Raised to be self-sufficient.

Micro-managed by their 
parents, technology, always 
rewarded for participation. 

Raised to be high achievers.

Communication 
styles

Prefer detailed dialogue 
in-person or via phone. 

Appreciate meetings. Believe 
no news is good news.

Prefer close, concise 
communication—not 

over-explaining, clichés or 
corporate jargon. Prefer 

e-mail.

Prefer frequent feedback 
and problem-solving via 

technology instead of phone 
calls or meetings.

Problems they are 
facing right now

Dwindling retirement funds, 
job dislocation, rising health 

care costs or inadequate 
health care coverage.

Debt, caring for young 
children and aging 

parents, balancing life and 
career, stuck in middle 

management.

Debt, unemployment, 
difficulty transitioning from 
college career, negative 
stereotypes, being taken 

seriously.

Flaws
Have a “been there, done 
that” attitude, not always 

open to new ideas.

Have difficulty committing, 
tend to have a “wait-and-

see” approach.

Have short attention spans 
and high demands and ask 

“what’s in it for me?”.
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Real Estate

Median industry age: 49
An increase of 2 years (from 47 years old) as compared to our 2012 report.

While the real estate industry may be healing from the housing slump, there are still lingering 
effects; due to the crash they witnessed and experienced during their formative years, young 
workers are afraid to enter the real estate industry. In fact, only 6% of real estate agents are 
under the age of 34.

“Real estate isn’t a career path that’s talked about in high school or college. I think many people see it as a thing you do if you get 
laid off, are interested in trying your hand at entrepreneurship, want a flexible schedule or whatever. That’s the wrong perception” 
said Breanna Vanstrom, consultant for Management HQ.

Real estate offers younger generations the type of work environment they want and expect. Young workers value autonomy, a 
break from the 9-5 mentality, and the ability to work when and where they desire. Real estate is a great fit for Gen Y and beyond, 
but businesses need to be willing to dedicate resources to showing the young generations what real estate is all about. 

Experience and exposure

Real estate relies on the passing of knowledge and reputation from one generation to the next and due to the industry’s large 
age gap, a vicious cycle is emerging. The older agents are leaving without sharing their expertise with a younger generation 
because the young workers are not there, and the young workers are not entering the industry because there are no mentors 
available to guide them. 

Dara Rudick, CEO of Management HQ and former CEO of the Minnesota Commercial Association of REALTORS, shared 
that the industry “provides internship opportunities to attract the next generation of workers.” Multi-generational internships 
address the three main issues preventing young workers from entering the field: lack of experience, a weak network and the 
fear of commission pay.

Buying a home is one of the biggest investments people will ever make. The home buying process is complex and includes 
the coming together of professionals from several different fields, a large amount of paperwork, and the exchange of many 
thousands of dollars; buyers want an experienced agent to guide them through this process. Internships give young workers a 
chance to build up their résumés before entering the industry on their own. While an agent’s young age may initially put off some 
buyers, the worker’s field experience and résumé will be a means in which the young agent can earn buyers’ trust.

Offering a strong network of connections is another important factor in recruiting and retaining young real estate professionals. 
First and foremost, it gives the potential hire a chance to see what opportunities the industry has to offer. When surveyed by 
the ERA, a global community of real estate professionals, 91% of Millennials (Gen Y) said they hadn’t considered a career as a 
REALTOR® because they didn’t know much about it. This statistic strongly suggests that giving young professionals access 
to real estate professionals is necessary to the industry’s survival. Second, references from other, more established real estate 
professionals is another way young agents can gain the trust of buyers. Aaron Lowe, a real estate agent who began his career 
as a junior in college, shared that “a compliment from a contractor, lender, etc. can fortify a young professional’s credibility.”

“The culture in the commercial real estate industry is for a new broker to come in and essentially serve as an apprentice to a 
more seasoned broker as the new broker learns the trade. This can often take several years, and the compensation can be 
pretty limited in the beginning” shared Rudick. Some firms have taken to addressing this issue by easing interns or new recruits 
into being paid on commission. The firm starts out by paying the worker a salary, but as the individual gains experience, the firm 
tapers that salary until the individual is working on straight commission.
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Healthcare

Median industry age: 43
No change as compared to our 2012 report.

Healthcare is under attack from all directions. The industry is struggling to recruit young 
workers, its current workers are retiring at a rapid rate, those retiring boomers (at a rate of 
10,000 a day) are becoming patients, and as Janet Stacy, vice president of PadillaCRT 
conveyed, healthcare reform is restructuring the entire philosophy of the industry from 
reactive to preventative medicine. 

The idea of such a vital industry in chaos is bad, but the supporting statistics are even worse. The Institute of Medicine (IOM) 
reports that by 2030, the nation will need an extra 3.5 million formal health care providers just to maintain the existing ratio of 
providers to the total population (a 35% increase from current levels), but by 2020, nearly half of all registered nurses will reach 
traditional retirement age. 

In order to meet this demand for high-quality healthcare by a growing and aging population, the industry needs to create and 
implement new strategies to attract young workers. 

Putting a band-aid on the problem

While working to attract the younger generations, the healthcare industry is taking 
measures to keep the workers they have on staff longer. To do this, many employers 
are utilizing “disability management,” tactics meant to reduce declines in work 
performance due to age-related disabilities. 

Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital in New Jersey is an example of a healthcare 
employer that has implemented disability management. The hospital conducted an assessment with the goal being to find ways 
to improve the workplace experience so veteran nurses would stay on the job longer. The assessment had such successful 
results that work-related injuries dramatically declined and Fortune Magazine named the hospital as one of the “100 Best Places 
to Work” three years in a row.

Shifting the focus

While hospitals have to spend time and resources on retention, associations are working on targeting young physicians. Erin 
Vansickle, of the Florida Medical Association (FMA), shared that the FMA has created a goal to provide “solutions” to help 
meet young physicians’ desires to have a healthy work/life balance. “Flexibility is key to younger physicians, and we’ve met that 
niche,” says Vansickle. Examples of FMA’s solutions include allowing members to take continuing medical education offerings 
online and creating all digital resources that allow physicians to access high-level information quickly and conveniently. 

Reducing costs

With tuition prices rising faster than inflation and the uncertainty surrounding the future of healthcare, the younger generation is 
reluctant to make the investment in medical school. Statistics show that 86% of medical students graduate with education debt. 
The median education debt of graduating medical students is around $170,000. Lisa Jansa, CEO of Exsulin Corporation, 
speculated that one reason young people aren’t entering the medical field is because they can’t risk enslaving themselves 
to this kind of debt. Vansickle stresses the importance of reducing the investment students have to make: “Our solutions for 
policy makers and the health care industry include funding additional residency slots, additional loan forgiveness for our medical 
students, and higher reimbursement levels for physicians.”

“By 2020, nearly half of all 
registered nurses will reach 
traditional retirement age.”
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Insurance

Median industry age: 45
An increase of 1 year (from 44 years old) as compared to our 2012 report.

An alarming 84% of insurance industry employers have job openings, resulting in 
approximately 16,000 unfilled positions. Hiring is clearly the insurance industry’s top 
priority. Bob LaBombard of GradStaff shared that “insurance claims and brokerage are two 
segments that have significantly increased their hiring Millennial candidates at the entry-
level.” If the industry as a whole does not get more aggressive with their recruiting plan soon, it is projected that by the end of 
2013 there will be an additional 23,000 openings.

One of this industry’s biggest struggles is overcoming the “experience illusion.” The insurance industry is not a fan of young 
faces due to the idea that a young employee is worth less than that of an experienced employee, but studies have proven 
otherwise. A study done in conjunction with The Council of Insurance Agents and Brokers showed that when given the 
appropriate resources, young employees can perform at comparable levels to experienced workers.

While this information in no way suggests experienced, older employees have nothing unique to offer employers, it does prove 
that misconceptions are hurting insurance industry’s recruiting process. 

Restructuring recruitment

In our reassessment of the insurance industry, we were unable to find any new or unique recruitment campaigns currently 
underway. It is clear that the industry is aware of its need to re-brand and restructure its recruitment process.  Two of the major 
misconceptions working against recruitment efforts are the idea that insurance is a boring industry and the notion that only a few 
degrees qualify someone to get into the industry. Both of these problems can be addressed with a re-brand and restructured 
communication and recruitment strategies.

While it’s true that insurance may not scream excitement, it is an industry that serves a valid need and its services are necessary, 
possibly even more so, now that the Boomers are hitting retirement at a rate of 10,000 a day. Employers in this industry have 
the opportunity to do a better job challenging the so-called “boring” claim.

Education to the masses—specifically, the young masses—is key. Part of the reason Millennials think the insurance industry is 
boring is because, in truth, they know very little about it. Industry professionals agree that the industry needs to show people 
everything that insurance encompasses. Insurance does not necessarily mean spending eight hours a day pushing paper; 
instead, there are many positions which include traveling and the opportunity to work with professionals in many different 
industries. If nothing else, insurance offers Gen Y a luxury many industries can’t – stability. A sales leader at a national insurance 
company shared that if an employee is good at the job, they will be given the opportunity for lifelong advancement and 
employment. And for a generation that values the ability to work where they want, when they want and, at the same time, 

be given additional responsibilities, this is an industry that has the potential to provide an 
answer to Gen Y’s needs.

Many students assume the insurance industry is only interested in hiring business majors, 
but that is far from the truth. The insurance industry treasures specialists. Employers are 
actively looking for engineering and liberal arts majors for insurance positions and according 
to a wealth management advisor for a national insurance company, the most successful 
companies are those that develop relationships with various schools. As soon as the 
industry gets the word out to students about the exciting opportunities the industry offers 
to many different degree holders, they will see a rise in applicants.

“Education to 
the masses—
specifically the 
young masses—is 
key.”
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Manufacturing

Median industry age: 45
An increase of 1 year (from 44 years old) as compared to our 2012 report.

In our research for this update report, the recurring theme used by several manufacturing 
recruiters we interviewed was “desperate” when referring to the industry’s hiring problem. To 
illustrate the disparity, Jennifer Brigham, director and vice president of marketing at SEEK 
Careers/Staffing, divulged that she has manufacturing clients who are willing to offer benefits 
to those who work 36 hours a week, or more specifically, three 12-hour shifts over the weekends. In an effort to attract young 
workers, Brigham shared that employers are even offering employees the flexibility to choose what hours they want to come 
in. With an estimated 600,000 empty jobs, it is no surprise that employers are resorting to unheard of employment benefits. 

The industry’s biggest hurdle is its image problem. Most people, young and old alike, think of manufacturing as laborious, 
dangerous work in dirty factories that requires little skill or intelligence. This idea of manufacturing is outdated. Anja White, 
facilitator and founder of MN Women Leading Manufacturing, remarks that manufacturing has become sophisticated and 
high-tech. “We need cutting edge engineers and operators, as well as leaders in all areas of the operations, excellent customer 
service associates and purchasing agents.”

Industry re-brand

Of the four industries covered in this report, manufacturing is taking the most proactive and visible actions to attract new and 
young workers. Ralph Pontillo, president of Manufacturing and Business Association, stresses that “more partnerships 
are taking place,” that there is “more dialog and education with teachers and students,” and that there are “more efforts to 
communicate opportunity and positive work environment.” The following are just several examples of the initiatives the industry 
is taking part in:

National campaigns
Dream It. Do It. is a grassroots authority on influencing the perception of the manufacturing industry. Dream 
It. Do It. offers local manufacturers, schools, and other organizations the opportunity to partner with a 
respected national platform to promote manufacturing as a highly regarded career choice.

High School Options
In Wisconsin, Second Chance Partners programs focus on getting high school students, specifically students with disadvantaged 
backgrounds, manufacturing skills and experience. Students still work toward their high school degrees, but have the ability to 
earn hands-on work experience and credits at post-secondary schools at the same time.

Tech School Partnerships
Manufacturing companies around the country are approaching tech schools and asking them to send graduates their way. Of 
course, this is valuable to the companies because they are getting new workers, but it also benefits the schools because they 
are able to demonstrate a return on their training.

Community Outreach
In an effort to show both students and parents that manufacturing isn’t the dangerous, dirty profession of the past, many 
manufacturers are opening their doors to the local communities. Manufacturers are hosting these open houses and showing 
their communities that manufacturing work is intellectually stimulating, fun, and offers career advancement.
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Cross-industry tactics

If businesses don’t start nurturing younger talent to sustain their firms, they don’t have a bright future. In addition to all the 
examples given in the highlights of the four oldest industries, we offer the following recruitment and retention tactics that have 
been proven to work across all industries. 

Reach out to them

Gen Y is not lazy, but they are also not going to search out employers. They have high expectations for employers and want to 
be impressed by a company; they want to see companies with a presence where they are. Gen Y is the digital generation - 90% 
of them across the world check their emails, texts, and social media accounts on their smartphones before getting out of bed 
and 43% of them like over 20 brand pages on Facebook. Recruitment success hinges on engaging Gen Y using the Web and, 
more importantly, social media and mobile tactics.   

Create a management trainee program

One of Gen Y’s biggest struggles is staying engaged. They have grown up in such a fast-paced society that they are not used 
to doing the same thing for an extended periods of time. Once businesses understand this, they will recognize that unlike 
Boomers, young workers are not going to gain experience through spending a long time in one place; instead, businesses will 
have to train their young employees for management positions by creating a fast-track management trainee program. Programs 
such as these can offer Millenials experience by moving them to an assortment of positions, each lasting no longer than a year. 
These workers will learn to adapt quickly and gain knowledge about all the different sectors of an industry or business in a timely 
manner. 

Nurture a multi-generational workforce

Businesses currently have three, soon to be four, generations on 
staff. This multi-generational workforce is a phenomenon never 
encountered before and it poses management difficulties. The best 
thing a company can do is embrace the diversity. Create mixed 
generation work teams. The older workers will be able to transfer 
their knowledge to the younger workers and the younger workers 
will be able to help with tasks that older workers have a difficult time 
performing. 

Understand the characteristics, needs and wants of all generations in order to foster a cooperative work environment (refer to 
the table on page 2).

Give them what they want

Gen Y doesn’t have the “live to work” mentality that the Boomers have; they respect a good work/life balance. While that 
may seem like a bad thing to employers, it actually makes the generation more valuable to businesses. That work/life balance 
makes Gen Ys more open minded, which means they will be able to bring in fresh and innovative ideas into a company. Start 
offering young workers what they want – flexible schedules and work locations, the ability to telecommute, and the chance to 
work as part of a team. Companies that offer young workers these opportunities are going to see an increase in applicants and 
employee loyalty.
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Don’t wait, do something

Time is running out. Whether it is five months or five years from now, 
every business is going to be affected by America’s aging workforce crisis. 
Businesses have been slow to react to the aging population, but soon delay 
won’t be an option. And as you’ve seen from our research over the years, 
and as indicated by the chart on the right, the median ages keep climbing.

Soon, a business’s long-term budget plan won’t matter because there won’t 
be enough workers to act upon the plan.

Soon, businesses will realize that just because they survived the recession, 
doesn’t mean they can survive an aging workforce crisis without preparation.

Leaders of companies have every right to be frustrated that they just spent 
years pinching every penny to make it through the recession and are now facing a workforce crisis partly due to those severe 
budget cuts, but frustration isn’t going to fix the problem. Taking proactive measures to recruit and retain young talent will.

XYZ University provides next generation intelligence, which helps organizations 
like yours create environments that thrive on generational differences. We’re a 
future-focused management consulting company that specializes in helping 
organizations worldwide engage talent and seize market share among Generations 
X, Y and Z.

Strategic

You can count us to prepare your organization for what—and who—comes 
next. Our services focus on succession planning, engagement and leadership 
development.

Engaging

Audiences worldwide have described our presentations as hugely relevant, 
rockin’, and a wake-up call.

Interactive

Our interactive education such as on-demand webinars and Next Generation 
iPortal delivers topics on staying relevant and engaging the next generation.

Contact us. Your future depends on it.

877.266.6689 | info@xyzuniversity.com
www.xyzuniversity.com

We can help For additional 
information contact:

Sarah Sladek, CEO
XYZ University
ssladek@xyzuniversity.com
877.266.6689
www.xyzuniversity.com

facebook.com/xyzuniversity

twitter.com/xyzuniversity

twitter.com/sarahsladek

LinkedIn Group: XYZ 
University Next Generation 
Intelligence

XYZ University is a 
management consulting 
firm specializing in helping 
organizations engage 
the next generation of 
members, employees, 
executives and advocates.

www.xyzuniversity.com
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