The Hidden Crisis in Public Sector

By Karen Arnold and Kevin Williams, FutureDecisions LLC

You cannot read a paper, listen to the news or even have a conversation with a friend without the financial crisis being mentioned.  It is foremost in our minds and keeps some of us up nights wondering how we are going to sort out the mess and how it might impact our businesses and affect us personally. 

Behind this obvious crisis there is another shadow looming that is being forgotten about or rationalized away – that is the crisis of 30 million baby boomers turning 65 in two years.  Our company, FutureDecisions LLC, works with organizations, largely public sector, assisting them with their workforce/succession planning and not a day goes by that we do not hear from a leader the following:

· People are going to stay – their 401K’s are now 201K’s

· People will not retire because they have to help their children who are impacted by the financial crisis

· Who cares if people leave, it saves us from laying them off

Employees have a different thought: A lot of public sector employees are tired of the rat race, don’t trust their organizations to not change the retirement benefits for the worse before they get a chance to retire, especially if they have a defined benefit.

We believe that public sector organizations are going to experience more layoffs because of the financial crisis.  Many public sector organizations are furloughing employees, thus reducing their income. This has caused many employees to contemplate retiring now instead of later. They may as well retire and make a little less and not have the grind of a full time job.  They can then supplement their income with other employment and make as much or more as they would working full time.

Organizations are laying-off employees to solve their financial crisis and, because of internal policies, they are laying off their young, less tenured employees.  When the financial crisis abates they will be left with few young people and fewer older, more tenured people to operate their organizations and meet their goals.  

Let’s put this in perspective: Public sector employees can retire with full pension benefits, usually at age 55, sometimes with health benefits.  Let me use the State of California as an example because their demographics are similar to many public sector organizations.  The average retirement age for employees of the state is 57.  In the next five years 62 percent of state exempt employees, 50 percent of managers and supervisors, and 35 percent of non-exempt employees will be eligible for retirement.  Embedded in these statistics are approximately 70,000 employees, or 30 percent of the workforce, who are eligible to retire today. Even if 20 percent of these employees delay their retirement because of the financial crisis that still leaves 56,000 employees or 20 percent of the workforce that can retire today, out of 230,000 state employees who are currently eligible to retire right now. 

Even in the midst of the current financial crisis, it is urgent that we plan for how we will recruit and retain employees.  We need to ensure we are doing the right work to meet our goals and stop other activities that do not directly support those goals.  In other words – we need to plan.  We need to plan long-term; we need to step back from running headlong into crisis management and plan for our future.   To quote Einstein, “We cannot solve our problems with the same level of thinking that created them”. 

When working with organizations, we often find that they want to rush to solutions without first identifying the issues.  We are a fast food nation and want to drop our problems off at one window, pick up the solutions at the next. This is “old level thinking”. We are facing complex problems that pull at us for solutions.  As we spend our energies solving the loudest issues, the quiet issues may be our downfall.  

So, what can we do?  FutureDecisions suggests the following:

· Follow a Workforce Continuity Model such as the one we use when working with our clients. You can see our model on www.futuredecisions.com 

· Review turnover data to see why people are leaving your organization other than for retirement.  When possible, develop processes to mitigate those issues that are primary causes for people leaving your organization.

· TRAIN YOUR SUPERVISORS!  Yes, this is in capital letters for a reason.  We have researched the different generations in the workplace and data indicates that the younger generations do not want to be supervised in the same manner as previous generations.  Changing how we supervise is one key to retention.  The changing workplace, along with generational preferences, is going to require that we modify how we manage people.  

The crucial message is PLAN.  We will get through the financial crisis, but we might not get through the hidden crisis of employee shortages without appropriate planning.

Karen Arnold and Kevin Williams, FutureDecisions LLC, have recognized the need for dramatically different work practices to meet the unique challenges of today’s workplace.  Their much sought after Workforce/Succession Planning Program offers creative solutions to the pressing needs presented by the growing global workforce shortage.  Their “From Typewriting to Texting - Power and Challenge of Four” Workshop addresses the difficulties and opportunities presented by having four generations in the workplace. To contact them call 916-455-8532 or email info@futuredecisions.com
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