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Background
Currently, there are nearly twice as many U.S. job openings than exist 
during "normal" economic times. Employers are using the broad term 
“labor shortages” to explain why there is a high vacancy rate; however, it 
is important to di�erentiate between labor shortages and upward wage 
pressure to understand why there is a de�cit of employees available to 
perform jobs in the current economic environment. 

Who is Dr. Betsey Stevenson?

Dr. Stevenson is professor of public policy and 
economics at the University of Michigan. She is a 
faculty research associate at the National Bureau of 
Economic Research, a research fellow of the Centre 
for Economic Policy Research, a fellow of the Ifo 
Institute for Economic Research in Munich, and an 
elected member of the National Academy of Social 
Insurance. She served as the Chief Economist of 
the U.S. Department of Labor from 2010 to 2011. Dr. 
Stevenson has published widely in leading 
economics journals about the labor market and the 
impact of public policies on outcomes both in the 
labor market and for families. 
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Methodology

In March 2022, Maia Strategy Group interviewed our client population comprised of 
Fortune 500 companies across diverse industries to learn the top macroeconomic factor 
that has impacted sales of their products, services, or solutions since the pandemic 
started. Labor shortages was cited as the number one concern across participants.

Maia Strategy Group, a strategy consulting �rm that leverages market intelligence and in-
depth customized research and analysis to advise our clients partnered with 
FirstThought, a global expert network with the mission to connect clients with the most 
knowledgeable subject matter experts. To better understand the macroeconomic topic of 
labor shortages, Maia Strategy Group interviewed Dr. Betsey Stevenson.
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Upward Wage Pressure
Vs. Labor Shortages

Stevenson clari�ed there are certain professions 
and demographics that are experiencing or 
contributing to real labor shortages, including:

• Vocational and technical careers where 
remote training is unavailable.

• Parents, particularly women, that left 
positions due to childcare challenges.

• Elder workers that retired earlier than usual 
due to COVID related health concerns.

• Immigrant workers that often �ll high tech 
or positions in the leisure/hospitality 
industry due to the increasingly di�cult 
process of gaining legal U.S. working status.

Employers across most industries feel like there are labor shortages, but the 
true problem is not a de�cit of people – it is the challenge of �nding the right 
employees to work at the wages they want to pay. According to Stevenson, when 
the topic of labor shortages arises, “economists always roll their eyes and say, is 
the issue that there are no workers, or are there no workers at the wage you 
want to pay?” With an in�ation rate of 7.9%, employees feel like they are 
experiencing wage cuts at their current salaries because goods and services are 
more expensive, so they are looking for higher paying opportunities.

Stevenson noted that, “the jobs where wages are rising the most are going to be 
in places like restaurants where the work got much worse and employees tend 
to be much lower-wage workers. There has been a change in preferences in what 
people want to do. For example, restaurant employees do not want to be 
exposed to potential health problems and there is also a lot of aggression toward 
restaurant workers, so they look for better roles.” Many people with lower wage 
work are switching to roles that are more engaging and allow them to work 
remotely.
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Solutions to Mitigate Labor 
Challenges
Immigration Policy: Stevenson said, “immigration reform should be high on the 
list of what we want to see people in Washington D.C. focus on … we could add 
one million workers tomorrow through opening our border and letting one million
immigrants in the country. That is the fastest way to increase our supply of workers.”

Occupational Licensing: For occupations such as nursing that usually limit nurses to areas 
of residency, national licensing versus state/local licensing would allow for better access 
to workers. Some states have compacts that allow nurses to work across di�erent states.

A�ordable Childcare: Stevenson said, “the math on childcare is getting worse, and that is 
going to prevent a lot of parents from coming back to work or put pressure on employers
to come up with a way to make childcare a�ordable. So, the more that kind of process is 
handled at a federal level, the easier it is.”

Training: There is a bill in congress to give employers tax credits to hire unskilled people 
and train them to obtain speci�c skills so they can work. Whether employees receive a 
tax credit or not, businesses across all industries could develop/o�er training programs 
that would let employees become quali�ed for a range of roles. 

Workplace Flexibility: Stevenson explained that,“anything that gives more control is an 
asset that businesses can use to recruit and maintain workers – control over arrival time, 
departure time, remote work options, hours at work, control of projects.”

Adapting to Younger Professionals: College graduates who can �ll roles across all 
industries are graduating less prepared to work and are less resilient overall due to 
challenges experienced during the pandemic. Employers must learn how to manage this 
cohort and increase their awareness of, and empathy for, employee mental health issues.
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Outlook for U.S. Labor Market
Stevenson believes unless the above cited issues are addressed, the labor market will
continue to experience challenges well into 2023. It is doubtful that the govenment will 
fully resolve immigration policies and a�ordable childcare issues in the short-term, but 
hopefully small steps will be taken to improve the current labor environment. 
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