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What is the Issue?

The ability of Upstate New York to grow its emerging
high-skilled diversified economy depends on attracting
and retaining:

o workers with technical skills and the ability to man-
age projects and people for the fast growing advanced
manufacturing sectors;

« college educated workers with professional and mana-
gerial skills as well as degrees in science and engineer-
ing.

Upstate New York faces a particularly difficult chal-
lenge because the region has experienced population
loss over a long period of time. This has meant not only
the loss of people who can contribute to the contempo-
rary economy but also of the parents who produce the
next generation of workers. For the next several years
the shortage will be particularly acute because the age
group (31-40), which followed the “baby boom” genera-
tion, was small.

Because the current workforce shortage is partially
explained by a lower birthrate following the baby boom
era, it is a national not just a regional issue -- even popu-
lar destinations, such as California and Washington, are
concerned about how to attract younger skilled workers
to replace those who are beginning to retire. Because of
the smaller size of the 31-40 year old cohort in the popu-
lation, states and cities realize that the ability to grow
their economies requires the development of strategies
to replace the skilled workforce and to attract skilled
workers to build knowledge economy industries.

How was this Study Conducted?

The study findings are based on:

1) Demographic, economic, and survey data developed
by Cornell researchers and Cornell University’s Em-
pire State survey as well as The New York Federal Re-
serve Bank.

2) Interviews with leaders of groups representing young
professionals, entrepreneurs, and small business
owners in 9 upstate cities.

3) Interviews with foundation officers and regional eco-
nomic development officials who have sponsored
projects to attract and retain younger workers in re-
gions outside New York State.

4) Analysis of the policy literature on attraction and re-
tention.

What Role do Investments in Higher Education Play
in Meeting Skill Needs?

« Because a higher portion of the NYS population is en-
tering college, there will be a larger population consid-
ering relocation upon graduation. Young people typi-
cally migrate following degree completion.

« NYS has benefited from its investments in education.
Many graduates of NY colleges stay in the state. Of the
150,000 new college graduates in upstate New York
who left the region between 1995 and 2000 (the most
recent years for which data is available), one-third
moved to the Hudson Valley and New York City to
find jobs.

« Time spent in Upstate New York during the College
years translates into affection for the region and an
openness to return at a later life stage if conditions,
particularly job availability, make that possible.

Research Findings

o Research by Brown and Scardamalia (2007) and Deitz
(2007) indicates that while the loss of educated work-
ers is a problem, the larger problem is an inability to
attract in-migrants. Upstate New York, in particular,
is attracting young workers at a lower pace than the
nation as a whole.

Upstate New York faces a “chicken and egg” dilemma.
Upstate firms pay lower wages for skilled work and so,
young people are drawn to higher growth, higher wage
regions. At the same time, a shortage of talent inhibits
the growth of firms that could compete for skilled tal-
ent and raise wages.



o There are two young skilled worker problems: Advanced
manufacturing firms in Upstate New York are facing
a labor shortage for technically-skilled, experienced
workers. Their labor force is aging and young people
are not available to replace these skilled manufactur-
ing workers. At the same time, college-educated young
workers are not attracted to the Upstate region in suf-
ficient numbers to fill knowledge economy jobs.
Interviews with “Forty-below” groups in Upstate cit-
ies indicate that they formed in response to dissatisfac-
tion with social and economic opportunities available to
younger entrepreneurs and professionals, and to com-
bat negative stereotypes of Upstate New York.

o “Forty-below” group members want to form their own
organizations rather than integrate with cross-genera-
tional groups, such as Chambers of Commerce and
The Rotary Club. The groups represent a response to
perceived social isolation in a baby-boomer-dominat-
ed, aging Upstate workforce.

Access to the policy-making process, urban develop-
ment, and cultural life are important to under-forty
residents. They want to bring their ideas to the table
and assume a position in civic leadership.

College and family ties are critical to Upstate New
York’s College graduates. College programs to connect
with their alumni and invest in their communities are
central to efforts to attract and retain a younger skilled
workforce.

Suggested Policy Initiatives

Although the short fall in the young population has
been over-stated and misrepresented as an out-migra-
tion problem, the fact is that upstate New York is still
dramatically affected by the absence of young people to
fill knowledge economy jobs. In addition to the recom-
mendations made by the “forty-below” groups, our re-
search suggested a number of strategies for attracting a
skilled younger workforce.

o Investment in the Urban Environment and Infrastructure

Many interviewees noted that the poor condition of
Upstate central cities was a strong deterrent to attract-
ing younger skilled workers. They advocated public and
private investment in central cities and the development
of infrastructure, such as wireless Internet access, as a
stimulus to investment.

o Tuition Programs Sponsored by Local Employers

Young people who remain in the region for five years af-
ter graduation are more likely to stay. Tuition programs,
offering aid to local student-employees who agree to
remain with the company for a period after graduation
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(such as that sponsored by Wegman’s) have been suc-
cessful in retaining skilled employees for the firm and
for the region.

o Come Home Programs

University and college connections are critical to re-at-
tracting Upstate New York graduates back to the region.
Student-designed programs, such as the Come Home
Program at SUNY Binghamton, provide a model that
could be developed across college campuses Upstate.

o An Upstate New York-Specific Marketing Effort

The “I Love New York” campaign may not be effective
outside New York City. A targeted marketing effort em-
phasizing Upstate’s unique assets, including its parks,
the Fingerlakes, green industry initiatives and advanced
manufacturing industries, might be more effective.
Capitalizing on Upstate connections with Canada, mir-
roring the “Cascadia” efforts in Washington State and
British Columbia, may also be fruitful in defining the
special characteristics of the region.

* Recognize the Presence and Achievements of a Younger
Generation of Civic and Business Leaders

Interviewees noted the need to recognize the achieve-
ments of young people who are contributing to business
and civic life in Upstate cities and regions. Some metro-
politan areas, including Rochester, already compile such
lists with a great deal of fanfare. If implemented across
Upstate, this kind of award program, accompanied by
a conference to bring younger civic and business lead-
ers together, would highlight their achievements and
encourage them to develop networks across the Upstate
area.

Conclusion

Although the question of attracting and retaining young-
er skilled workers has received a lot of press attention,
New York state will need to keep the issue in perspective
as one arena in a broader set of strategies to build and
maintain a skilled workforce. These strategies could in-
clude encouraging older workers to stay at work longer,
and increasing access to higher education by New York
residents, who are more likely to stay in the state after
graduating. Only a multi-pronged approach to building
and maintaining a skilled workforce will enable Upstate
New York to utilize its considerable assets to construct a
diversified sustainable economy. &
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