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      We dedicate this book to all those employers who—knowing full well the enduring tension between capital and labor—nonetheless are willing to craft employment solutions that benefit both workers and managers. Within this forever-tight labor market, building an employee-centered company is no longer a competitive advantage; it is now a competitive necessity.
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        A Note from Eastern Bank Foundation

      
      I have been a human resource professional for forty-plus years, working closely with my colleagues to build Eastern Bank into the two-thousand-plus-person organization it is today. I also led the bank’s philanthropy efforts for more than twenty years.

      For over two hundred years as a community-centered bank, Eastern Bank has been deeply committed to the communities that helped it grow, including doing our part as an employer, advocating for and partnering with others to ensure that the region’s workforce is inclusive and reflects the communities we serve every day. Eastern has a corporate culture steeped in social responsibility, economic inclusion, and social justice. So when Jerry and Steve first told me about their book, which brings together the ideas of business success, inclusive workplaces, and shared prosperity, I was immediately on board.

      For far too long, too many Americans have been bystanders as economic opportunities have been afforded to some members of our communities and not others. There are real barriers to employment: insufficient education, limited English proficiency, little job experience, and family and social challenges, to name a few. But these barriers can be addressed and removed and should not limit anyone’s success. Americans who can and want to work more than they are, or hope to advance to better jobs, are stuck not because these challenges are insurmountable, but because old paradigms drive our thinking and prevent private, public, and nonprofit employers from tapping into deeper talent pools. We should be able to fix this.

      For many decades, much of the human resource narrative across corporate America has been dominated by the idea that talent is largely a cost to be minimized. Although this approach may work in very loose labor markets—at least for the employers—it is problematic in times of tighter labor markets. Jerry and Steve make a compelling case that demographic and social trends portend a long period of structurally tight labor markets, and that such an environment requires that many employers rethink how they manage their talent if they want to remain competitive.

      Theirs is not simply an economic or political analysis. They provide practical advice and well-documented practices from dozens of employers, large and small, across many industries, who have taken an approach to talent management that is very different from the dominant corporate paradigm. In doing so, exemplary employers are capitalizing on enormous opportunities for their businesses, their employees, and their communities.

      Eastern Bank and the Eastern Bank Foundation are leaders on many key policy issues that affect the workforce, including early childhood education, affordable housing, small business development, and workforce training. In 2023, Eastern Bank helped found the MassSkills Coalition—in partnership with Business Roundtable, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, and the Massachusetts AFL-CIO—to build a community of employers committed to “skills-first” talent management practices that expand who is hired and how employers hire, retain, and advance their workforces. Many of the principles that inspire the coalition and its members are reflected in this volume.

      This is the fourth book we have supported. Each one is different, but all seek to advance a timely narrative and focus on building shared prosperity and economic opportunity throughout the communities we serve. I know that we at Eastern Bank will find much to emulate among the many stories and ideas included in this important book. I think you will too.

      Nancy Huntington Stager

      President and Chief Executive Officer, Emeritus, Eastern Bank Foundation

    
  
    
      
        Introduction

      
      Sailors know well the difference between the shifting winds above, and the hidden, steady current below. Over the past ten years, the US labor market has been buffeted much the same, with labor demand shifting dramatically while, hidden beneath the surface, the US labor supply—those who are available and willing to work—has slowly, inevitably tightened.

      We have written this book to help you, the employer, take practical steps to address the profound impact that a shrinking US labor supply will have on your ability to recruit and retain a competitive workforce.

      Over the past ten years, US labor demand has ebbed and flowed: from 2016 through 2020, the US unemployment rate hovered at a “full-employment” rate near 4 percent, then spiked above 14 percent in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, only to return within two years to just over 4 percent.1 By the end of 2025, the rapid introduction of artificial intelligence (AI) technology, combined with the traumatic economic policies of the second Trump administration, injected significant instability in the demand for workers—loosening the labor market for some occupations, such as computer coding, while tightening it for others, such as long-term care.

      Yet during this same ten-year period, hidden beneath the turmoil in labor demand, the supply of labor in the US workforce continued to experience a slow, steady constriction that continues to this day: Relatively fewer native-born workers are entering the workforce; a greater percentage are choosing not to work; and an aging baby boom generation is inevitably exiting the workforce.

      More abruptly, this systemic tightening of the US labor market has been further exacerbated by the second Trump administration’s decision to significantly constrain immigration. Such a dramatic constraint on immigration is of particular importance because, since the beginning of this decade, the US workforce has expanded primarily due to the addition of foreign-born workers. You read that right: Since 2020—for demographic reasons we explain later—the number of native-born Americans entering the US labor market had expanded less than 2 percent by the fall of 2025, compared to an increase of nearly 14 percent of foreign-born workers. Without immigration during this decade, our US labor force would have barely expanded at all.2

      

      ***

      Welcome to our country’s emerging “forever-tight” labor market. What will this require of you, the employer? Since the underlying cause of this relentless tightening of labor supply is structural, it is likely that your own organization—whether for-profit, nonprofit, or governmental—will in turn be forced to undertake comparable structural changes in how you find, hire, and retain your workers. Indeed, your workforce strategy may now become as important as your customer-service strategy.

      Which is precisely why we wrote this book: to offer you a range of practical tools that will help you compete for talent within a forever-tight labor market. Pursuing an employee-focused workforce strategy is no longer merely a competitive advantage; it is fast becoming a competitive necessity.

      
        
          Einstein Was Wrong

        

        Einstein allegedly claimed, “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.”3 Yet Einstein’s quote is wrong—or, at most, only half-right. It is correct only if the environment remains static. However, if the environment changes fundamentally, then the opposite is true: Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting the same result.

        As the US economy shifts structurally into a forever-tight labor market, employers who continue to deploy the same outdated recruitment and retention workforce strategies over and over again will inevitably discover that they can no longer attract and retain a productive, profitable workforce.

      
      
        To Our Readers

        We offer this book to everyone who has the responsibility for hiring and keeping good staff. Throughout these pages, we speak directly to those of you who are in the business community—owners, managers, workers, investors—constantly struggling to find and keep enough competent staff to meet customer demand. However, we also believe both our analysis and our recommendations are equally valid for those who hire employees within nonprofit and governmental organizations.

        In particular, we write to those of you who are among our country’s emerging generation of diverse new organizational leaders. You are likely already an owner or manager, or intend to be one soon, responsible for finding and keeping strong, productive workers. In the coming years, you are among those who will shape the future of the US economy—and therefore the broader US culture. It is you we most hope to help thrive within our country’s forever-tight labor market.

      
      
        And Who Might We Be?

        Each of us has contributed more than thirty-five years to leading organizations that help employers across the US find, hire, and retain qualified workers. In doing so, our organizations in turn have helped thousands of workers prepare for and secure quality jobs.

        Our goal has always been to find common ground between employers and workers, appealing to the shared self-interests of both. We decided to write this book now because experience has taught us that the tighter the labor market, the greater those shared interests.

        Still, we are not naïve about how challenging it is for you to find, hire, and retain workers. We assure you that you’ll not find us here hawking “ten easy steps to solve your labor needs.” Indeed, this is not a two-hundred-page brochure for our consulting services—we both retired from leading our organizations a few years ago—and so we are not attempting to sell you any one proprietary “solution.”

        Instead, we want to introduce you to a broad variety of well-researched workforce strategies, resources, and potential partners. We suggest you think of this book as a kind of map, one that offers a wide range of recruitment, hiring, training, organizational redesign, and government relations solutions. You get to decide where you want to start, and where you hope to arrive. Most importantly, you get to choose your own path.

      
      
        Book Structure

        
          Chapter 1: The Forever-Tight Labor Market

          First, we must convince you that a tight labor supply is here to stay. In their famous change equation, strategists Richard Beckhard and Reuben T. Harris emphasized that organizations do not undertake fundamental change until dissatisfaction with the status quo becomes intolerable.4 Regrettably, we’re here to tell you that competing for talent will soon be—if it is not already—your greatest managerial point of pain.

          In chapter 1, we underscore that the US labor market is indeed a market—with forces on both the demand and supply sides of the equation. Unfortunately, the business media (and even most economists) focus on the demand side, analyzing how the labor market tightens and loosens in response to business cycles and events; that is, they want us to pay attention to the economic weather.

          Yet equally powerful is the supply side—that is, how many individuals are available and willing to participate in the labor market. That supply of workers also fluctuates, but usually, with the exception of the recent dramatic changes in US immigration policy, much more slowly. It is inexorably determined by deep, structural demographics—particularly the size and age of the US population—as well as by cultural changes in work/life choices. And it is those combined supply-side forces that are now shifting across the US economy, forecasting a profound and lasting change in our economic climate.

          This first chapter will document those supply-side dynamics. While doing so, we will directly address the implications of US immigration policies as well as demand-side “disruptions,” such as AI. In sum, we will document compelling evidence that our US labor supply climate is likely in for a very, very long dry spell.

          And that will be it: just one chapter of what psychologists would call admiring the problem. The entire remainder of the book is all about practical solutions—what you as an employer can do to find and keep talent within your own organization. In the chapters that follow, we offer three pragmatic, integrated responses to help you compete within the forever-tight labor market:

          
            	• Change how and whom you hire—by building deep, long-term recruitment relationships across a wider array of both traditional and nontraditional candidate pools.

            	• Focus on retention—by redesigning your jobs and, in doing so, improving efficiency and productivity, which in turn will help you compete for an increasingly diverse customer base.

            	• Rethink government relations—by joining with other employers to address employment barriers that constantly impede your finding and keeping good workers.

          

          Combined, these three responses will help you elevate your workforce strategy to the same level of importance as your customer strategy.

        
        
          Chapter 2: Change How and Whom You Hire

          Expansion of the native-born US population is indeed slowing: Workforce participation rates are historically low, and millions of current workers are inexorably aging out. Still, there remain many populations “standing on the sidelines”—people living with disabilities, recent immigrants, people of color and women historically excluded from certain occupations—all willing and able to work, yet still too often outside the reach of conventional recruitment systems.

          This chapter describes how to redesign outmoded recruitment practices—such as overly restrictive online applications and applicant-tracking systems as well as unnecessary educational requirements—that screen out potential candidates rather than screening them in. Most importantly, we describe how to partner with organizations that are skilled in finding, training, and supporting pools of candidates who are too often overlooked by conventional recruiters. We also dramatize several brief case studies of businesses that have profited well by “tapping the untapped workforce.”

        
        
          Chapter 3: Focus on Retention

          Keep the workers you’ve fought so hard to recruit. As the labor market tightens, competition for workers between organizations will intensify. Retaining your workforce within that increasingly competitive environment will inevitably require designing a more employee-centric structure and culture.

          The hard news: Forging an employee-centered workplace takes creativity, openness, ceaseless effort—and managerial expertise that your organization may well lack. The required degree of change is simply not easy, and to harvest the rewards takes time.

          The good news is that a long and deep history of job redesign strategies exists, implemented successfully by employers across diverse industries. This chapter will introduce you to those redesign strategies, as well as to four of the country’s most respected job redesign strategists. We also offer several case studies of businesses that have achieved exceptional results—in terms of not only sustained workforce retention but also increased efficiency, productivity, and profitability.

        
        
          Chapter 4: Rethink Government Relations

          In response to the current nationwide labor crunch, many state and national business associations—ranging from health care to manufacturing—now place “access to workers” at the very top of their legislative agendas. Yet in many communities across our country, employers cannot find workers simply because workers cannot find affordable housing; they cannot find childcare or eldercare; they cannot access affordable transportation to work; they cannot afford mental health and long-term health care; and they cannot acquire relevant job training.

          The traditional response of many business leaders has long been, “Those are social issues, and social issues are not our responsibility.” Perhaps, but in a forever-tight labor market, those social issues are fast becoming the business community’s biggest challenges. Decades of ignoring these challenges have resulted, inevitably, in a structural underinvestment in the very services that are essential for facilitating the availability of a robust workforce. Given the structural tightening in the US labor market, it is time to rethink the business community’s government relations workforce strategy.

          In this chapter, we will highlight exemplary business leaders who are now directly challenging this disconnect. Without entangling you in the weeds of policy minutiae, we describe several business-led policy and legislative initiatives that have already proven beneficial to employers, workers, and their communities.

        
        
          Chapter 5: Face Resistance to Change

          To restate the obvious: Restructuring your hiring, retention, and government relations strategies will not be easy. The prior chapters will have addressed the most glaring challenges—for example, outmoded recruitment algorithms, lack of job redesign expertise, and inattention to effective public policy solutions.

          In this chapter, we dig deeper to address the more obscure challenges that lie beneath: resistance to change within your industry, and likely within your own organization. This resistance includes such hidden elements as structural incentives and disincentives buried deep within your operating systems, possible antiworker biases and other prejudices among management staff, and peer pressure from both your coworkers and fellow business leaders. We will again offer you case histories and examples of business leaders who have exhibited the foresight, and courage, to confront such resistance head-on.

        
        
          Chapter 6: You Are Not Alone

          Finally, the very good news, as we underscore throughout this book, is that a diverse range of experienced organizations and partners has traveled this road before you. Some offer their services at a cost; others are free. We have direct experience with many and financial interest in none.

          In addition to introducing you to several of the best national resources, we will also assess various types of regional workforce partnerships—from community colleges to management consulting firms, and from nonprofit/public workforce intermediaries to union-affiliated training organizations. The challenge here is that the quality of any particular partnering workforce organization can vary widely. In response, we provide you with guidance on what to ask, and what to look for, when assessing any potential workforce partner’s value.

        
      
      
        Three Key Themes

        Before we dive in, we want to underscore briefly three themes woven for you throughout the book.

        
          Relationships Are Key

          First, elevating your workforce strategy so that it is at least equal to that of your customer strategy reveals an essential truth: that both customers and workers are people, not abstractions. Therefore, you will find that relationships between people form the core logic threading throughout these pages. Businesses are not numbers; they are organizations alive with thinking, feeling, and creative human beings. All workforce solutions start here.

        
        
          One Small Step at a Time

          Second, in this book, we do not suggest that you immediately design and implement all at once a multifaceted, comprehensive plan to address all aspects of your workforce strategy. Instead, it bears repeating that what we have provided for you here is a kind of map—and it is entirely up to you where you want to start, where you are headed, and how quickly you want to proceed. Throughout the book, we urge you to “start small and test widely,” for we know from our own experience that, in this ceaseless competition for talent, there is no one correct approach or single best model.

        
        
          The One Essential “Must”

          Third, in keeping with our intent to make this book a type of map, we tried very hard to remove as many “you should . . .” prescriptions as possible. As it turns out, that’s easier said than done, though we believe we’ve done a decent job throughout in offering you a wide range of menus, and relatively few mandates.

          However, we do propose one essential must: You must talk with your employees. Talk with your current employees, your prospective employees, even your past employees. And don’t just talk, but also listen. Not just once, but always. This is the definition of true leadership. There is simply no other way for you, as a leader in your organization, to build a competitive workforce.

        
      
      
        Making It Real

        Finally, to help make these workforce solutions come alive throughout the book, we will introduce you to a diverse range of leaders from whom we learned many of our suggested strategies. We hope these brief case studies will highlight that even though competing within a forever-tight labor market will always be a challenge, it can also prove to be an incredibly exciting, creative—and profitable—journey.

        Ahead is the first of these case studies. Optimax of Ontario, New York, is an exceptionally creative company—and if we were younger men, we would be very tempted to knock on their door and ask for a job.

        
          CASE STUDY: Optimax—the Business Logic of Creativity5

          Optimax,6 based in Ontario, New York, designs and manufactures precision optical lenses. Not the kind you balance on your nose, but rather the kind used in the camera system on the Mars rovers; the kind used in the New Horizons spacecraft that took amazing pictures of Pluto; the kind used in quantum computers that direct photons to process information at light speed.

          “We make the invisible visible,” states Ale’ Mendoza, Optimax’s director of human resources, “and we mean that in two very different, but parallel ways: First, for our customers, by bending light to reveal the unseen; and second, for our employees, by making the financial and business inner workings of our company transparent.”

          To craft their highly specialized lenses, Optimax likes to hire widely—from high school grads to PhDs—with particular interest in musicians, gamers, and artists. Those tend to be the types of individuals who are attracted to work as a craft, rather than just a job. Optimax does not only train these “nontraditional” employees in the basics of computer numerical control (CNC) technology. From there, the company also launches them on a path of continuous learning—for example, by partnering with the local Monroe Community College and Finger Lakes Community College for customized on-the-job training.

          And Optimax is not a small, boutique company with a handful of employees—though it started out that way over thirty years ago, hunkered down in what used to be an old barn on the outskirts of Rochester, New York. Today, Optimax employs more than 450 staff and is recognized as a leader among the more than one hundred other optics-related businesses in the greater Rochester area. In fact, Optimax today is the largest precision optics manufacturer in the United States, with an average revenue growth of 20 percent per year.

          Constant Evolution

          Optimax is constantly evolving—for evolve it must, as the company continually navigates an optics industry that is experiencing truly existential change. Driving this disruption is a global shift in how information is transmitted and stored: less via electrons and more via photons. The result is revolutionizing semiconductor hardware requirements across the information sector, with Optimax’s optical technologies playing a pivotal role in that revolution.

          Instead of shrinking its workforce during the COVID-19 pandemic, Optimax experienced the greatest expansion in its history in terms of sales, shipments, and hiring. Let’s look at a few of the innovations that continue to make Optimax so creatively successful.

          Tapping the Untapped, “Nontraditional” Workforce

          To get young people excited about optical phenomena, Optimax builds recruitment pipelines all the way down into local elementary schools and works closely with area high schools to establish curricula that embrace emerging optical technologies. These efforts include an educator internship program to expose existing tech-based teachers to real-world experience in the optics industry and to better communicate the value of precision optics employment to students.

          Also, Optimax staff regularly present in high school classrooms, meeting directly with students, and their parents, to encourage interning and job shadowing within the company. And, as you’ll see later (see Optimax and Community Colleges case study, chapter 6), Optimax has developed a “virtuous cycle” of engagement with local community colleges and vocational technical schools to develop a sustainable pipeline of workers.

          Job Redesign

          Optimax enables a culture of employee empowerment—using a “power with” versus a “power over” approach—that sets the framework to manage Optimax’s more than thirty flexible lean-manufacturing work-cell teams. This allows all employees to own from end to end the entire production of each component. The company also offers a range of nontraditional benefits, including an interest-free loan of up to $2,000 to meet any short-term financial emergency.

          Rethinking Government Relations

          Led by former CEO Rick Plympton, Optimax worked closely with the US Department of Commerce and the Baldrige Performance Excellence Program to help author the department’s national Job Quality Toolkit.7 Optimax continues to embrace the core elements of this toolkit to reinforce best employment practices and remain progressive in attracting and retaining its own competitive workforce. More broadly, Optimax regularly communicates the benefits of the toolkit, raising the bar of employment practices throughout the Rochester region’s optics sector.

          Forging a Workforce for the Future

          As Optimax continues to expand dramatically, Mendoza described two fundamental organizational changes for which he, as HR director, is now responsible when preparing Optimax’s workforce of the future:

        

        
          Traditionally, Optimax has worked with customers only in the initial phase of product design. Having manufactured the prototype, that was the last we saw of the product. Now, many customers want us to become the prime suppliers of those new optical products. And that means co-designing with our customers entirely new systems of manufacturing, which requires a greatly expanded manufacturing workforce having a broad, new range of skills. The impact on our company’s culture will be enormous.

          Long range, as our founding leaders entered the later stages of their careers, we had to rethink the company’s ownership structure. So, we’ve now embarked on an ownership/governance restructuring called a “Perpetual Purpose Trust” that has three unshakeable bylaws: (1) never sell the company to an outside owner; (2) share at least 25 percent of profits with employees, and (3) ensure that the company stays true to the founders’ original purpose of creating value for our customers and financial security for our employees.

        

        
          That last point means that Optimax will forever advance its leadership as a technological innovator and, in doing so, continue to create ever more and better jobs within its community.

        

      
    
  
    
      
        
          1
          The Forever-Tight Labor Market
        

      
      Now Hiring signs still hang in many storefront windows. Depending on your industry, you’ve likely posted countless online job openings yourself. Still, it’s understandable that you might hold out hope that one day soon the overall US labor market will slacken, and job seekers will once again line up at your doorstep. It’s possible, yes—but is it likely?

      In fact, the US labor market has been relatively tight for nearly a decade. The only force powerful enough to interrupt a continuous US unemployment rate well below 5.0 percent through 2025 was a catastrophic, global, COVID-19 meltdown (figure 1.1).

      And ever since our rapid recovery from the pandemic through the fall of 2025, nothing was able to kick the unemployment rate back above 4.3 percent—not the US Federal Reserve’s tight money policy, not historically high immigration rates, not erratic tariff policies, not even the heralded onslaught of robots pulsing with artificial intelligence.

      Compare that to the prior ten-year period, 2005 through 2015, when the US unemployment rate averaged 7.0 percent.1 For decades, we in the US employer world had grown accustomed to the assumption of an oversupply of labor. That oversupply was fueled by the postwar baby boom generation flooding the job market, along with a dramatic increase in the percentage of women leaving home to participate in the world of work. Employers could afford to be picky—even to the point of deploying recruitment systems designed to screen out a constant crush of applicants.

      
        [image: A single-line graph showing US unemployment rates from 2016 to mid-2025, reflecting low unemployment except during COVID-19.]

		
        Figure 1.1

        US civilian unemployment rate, seasonally adjusted, January 2016–August 2025. Source: “BLS Data Viewer,” US Bureau of Labor Statistics, accessed September 29, 2025, https://data.bls.gov/dataViewer/view/timeseries/LNS14000000;jsessionid=DF8B3A019602ED8123705CA1C1936DD9.

		
      
      
        [image: A bar chart showing the slowing rate of US labor expansion from 1973 to 2024, with projections through 2034.]

		
        Figure 1.2

        US labor force expansion: ten-year compound average annual rates, 1973−2024; projected through 2034. Source: Kevin S. Dubina, “Labor Force and Macroeconomic Projections Overview and Highlights, 2023–33,” US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Monthly Labor Review, August 2024, https://doi.org/10.21916/mlr.2024.14; and “Labor Supply and Factors Affecting Productivity,” US Bureau of Labor Statistics, August 28, 2025, https://www.bls.gov/emp/tables/labor-supply-factors-affecting-productivity.htm.

		
      
      When the labor market did occasionally tighten, we were taught to presume that the cause was a nearly rhythmic “business cycle”: If currently tight, the labor market would soon again loosen—no need to worry. That perception was encouraged in large part by both the business media and even most mainstream economists, who together constantly focused our attention on the demand side of the labor market—analyzing how labor tightens and loosens in response to business cycles. Essentially, we in the employer community have all been taught to closely watch today’s economic weather.

      However, another powerful force is also at play, for the labor market is indeed a market, impacted not just by demand, but also by supply. Unfortunately, by ignoring the supply side of the market equation, we have failed to recognize that the rate of expansion in the US supply of labor has been constricting for decades—and is projected to constrict further, well into the 2030s (figure 1.2).

      To understand our labor market in full context, we must learn instead how to pay attention to our long-term economic climate—for it now appears likely that the US labor supply is headed for quite a long dry spell. And we are not alone in that forecast: In its 2024 report, The Rising Storm, the workforce consulting firm Lightcast, which specializes in US labor market analytics, warned that “the U.S. faces a shortfall of millions of workers in the decade to come.”2

      
        The Profound Restructuring of Our US Labor Market

        Why is labor expansion inevitably constricting? The answer can be seen in two simple charts  (figures 1.3 and 1.4).

        
          The Slowing Growth of Total Population

          Although the total US population continues to expand, the rate of that expansion has declined significantly since the 1970s and is projected to decline even further into the 2030s (figure 1.3).

          In fact, contrary to the overpopulation we were once constantly taught to fear, the US Census Bureau midrange projection indicates that the US population will stop growing entirely by 2080 and—for the first time in the history of our country—will begin to shrink through the end of this century.3

          
            [image: A bar chart showing the slowing rate of US population growth from 1973 to 2023, with projections through 2033.]

            
              Figure 1.3

              US labor population growth: ten-year compound average annual rates, 1973–2023; projected to 2033. Source: Kevin S. Dubina, “Labor Force and Macroeconomic Projections Overview and Highlights, 2023–33,” US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Monthly Labor Review, August 2024, https://doi.org/10.21916/mlr.2024.14.

            
          
          The primary cause of our slowing population expansion is simple: Women and men in the US are marrying later in life, are bearing children later in their marriages, and, when they do, are raising fewer children. The required US total fertility birth “replacement rate”—the number of children women must bear to maintain our current population level—is 2.1 babies per woman. Yet during this decade, women in the US are bearing on average fewer than 1.7 babies, the lowest in our country’s history.4

          This slowing birth rate is not simply a US challenge. Except on the continent of Africa, population expansion rates across the globe are also falling: According to the United Nations, the world’s total population will peak as early as the 2080s.5 China’s population, now 1.4 billion, has already begun to decline and is projected to fall below eight hundred million by the end of the century.

          Looking ahead, there’s not much we can do about the falling birth rate in the US. And even if we could, from a business perspective—unless you are selling baby clothes—it is irrelevant: A child born today won’t enter the labor market until the late 2030s, far beyond your own employment strategy’s planning horizon. Unfortunately, the shrinking of our native-born population is already baked into the US labor supply equation.

        
        
          The Decline in the US Labor Participation Rate

          At the same time that our overall population growth has slowed, the participation rate of the US workforce has also sharply declined, from 66.8 percent in 2001 down to 62.6 percent in August 2025. Of greater concern, that rate is projected to drop still further, down to 61.1 percent, by 2034—the lowest rate since the 1970s (figure 1.4).

          According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), male participation
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