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Does Anyone Want to Work? by Jeff Johnson
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Everyone has seen it on
a sign at your local fast-
food restaurant, conven-
ience store, or favorite
retail store: “Closed due
to a staff shortage.”
Speaking with small
business owners at a
recent event, I heard the
lament, more often than
I can count, “Nobody
wants to work any-
more.” The phrase is
commonly used in so-
cial media, online news
media, and broadcast
news outlets. The
phrase has become com-
mon in American socie-
ty; and if taken at face val-
ue, one could conclude that
everyone has collectively
decided to stop working.

Sorry we're

CLOSED

TODAY

DUE TO STAFF SHORTAGE

We apologize for
any inconvenience.

e

complain about the music
of the younger generation
and how much better their
music is. Follow Faire’s
full Twitter thread here,
https://twitter.com/paulisci/
status/15495277489508925
44, but here are a few sam-
ples:

2022: According to a
new survey released by
TinyPulse, 1 in 5 exec-
utive leaders agree
with this statement,
“No one wants to
work.”

e 1999: “Nobody wants
to work anymore,”
Cecil said. “They all
want to work in front
of a computer and
make lots of money.”

e 1969: Last Sunday,

“Nobody wants to work
anymore” has become a
rallying cry for business
owners and older genera-
tions to criticize the young-
er generations. But is it .
really true? Paul Faire, a
researcher and professor at
the University of Calgary,
has created a viral Twitter
thread documenting how
this phrase, or some varia-
tion of it, is not new.
Faire’s thread includes
newspaper clippings from
every generation since
1894, complaining that no
one wants to work any-
more. This reminds me of
how older generations

the first programs dealt
with “How It Feels to
Be Poor” and the up-
coming Sunday seg-
ment is called
“Nobody Wants to
Work Anymore.”

e 1916: “Well, as
near as I can find out,”
he answered, “the rea-
son for food scarcity is
that nobody wants to
work as hard as they
use to.”

e 1894: “Itis becom-
ing apparent that no-
body wants to work
these hard times.”

Turns out, “nobody wants
to work™ is a gripe as old
as time. Older generations
tend to have dissatisfaction
with younger generations’
work ethic, or lack thereof.
“Generationalism: Prob-
lems and Implications,” a
2018 research paper pub-
lished in the journal Organ-
izational Dynamics, argues
that older generations are
consistently suggesting
young people are lazy, en-
titled, and act in self-
serving ways. It is easy to
say and complain that to-
day’s labor shortages are
because nobody wants to
work; but if this is not the
reason, then what is going
on in today’s labor market
leading to a labor shortage?
Two of the major factors
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affecting today’s labor market are a
decreasing labor force participation
rate and a historically low unem-
ployment rate.

The labor force participation rate
measures the percentage of civilian,
non-institutionalized Americans that
are in the labor force. To be consid-
ered “in the labor force,” a person
must be employed or actively seek-
ing employment. For February
2023, the labor force participation
rate was 62.5%. In other words,
62.5% of Americans who are older
than 16 years old, and not institu-
tionalized, are either working or ac-
tively looking for work. A person
may choose not to be a part of the
labor force for multiple reasons such
as retirement or to serve as a stay-at-
home spouse.

In February 2008, right before the
recession, the labor force participa-
tion rate was 66%. The labor force
participation rate has decreased by
3.5% since 2008. Baby Boomers
retiring has contributed as much as

67% of the decrease in the labor
force participation rate. The current
civilian non-institutionalized popula-
tion is approximately 266 million
people. If the labor force participa-
tion rate was at the 2008 level of
66%, then over 9 million people
would be added to the workforce.

Similar to the labor force participa-
tion rate, the unemployment rate has
also been on the decline. An econo-
my is considered fully employed
when the optimal level of labor re-
sources is being utilized for the econ-
omy to reach full capacity. An econ-
omy can never reach 0% unemploy-
ment, so full employment has gener-
ally been considered to be between
four and five percent. As of March
2023, the unemployment rate is at
3.5%, and the labor force is at ap-
proximately 166 million. If the un-
employment rate was at the full em-
ployment rate of 4.5%, an additional
1% of the labor force would be seek-

ing employment, resulting in an addi-

tional 1.6 million people seeking em-

ployment.

Given the current labor force partici-
pation rates and the unemployment
rates, over 10 million potential em-
ployees are not currently seeking em-
ployment. With labor shortages, how
can businesses adjust to meet de-
mand? From a high-level view, pos-
sible options are: 1) increase wages to
increase the labor force participation
rates, or 2) substitute for labor with
technology such as automation. Ei-
ther option would need to be evaluat-
ed for its overall impact.

Jeff Johnson
Assistant Professor of
Management




