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We’re 
going to 

the 
movies!
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Credit: BFA / Warner Bros



Alien Film         Rom-Com

3



Preview
Scene 1: Workforce Flashback 
Scene 2: Workforce Myth Busting 
Scene 3: Something Must Die  
Scene 4: The New Workforce Norm 
Scene 5: Failure is Still Not an Option
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Gartner Hype Cycle
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Trigger

Peak of 
Inflated Expectations

Trough of 
Disillusionment

Slope of 
Enlightenment

Plateau of 
Productivity

https://www.apple.com/apple-vision-pro/?



TIME
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https://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasa-reveals-webb-telescope-s-first-images-of-unseen-universe



Midwest Workforce Challenges 
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A Midwest Docudrama

shown at the
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Scene 1: Trigger

Workforce Flashback

I’m trying to free your mind, Neo.
 
But I can only show you the door.
 
You’re the one that has to walk 
through it.

   - Morpheus
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Workforce Hype Cycle
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Trigger:  Something outside of my organization is broken.

COVID-19 
Pre-Trigger



Dedication

To my first mentor, 
who showed me what 
I could see if I would 
turn 90 degrees.
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Introduction  

“I  w    he be    f  ime ,

12

Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities, www.cdc.gov



Job Openings

13Data source: www.stlouisfed.org



I  w    he w r    f  ime  …

14Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities



… I  re lly w    he w r    f  ime !
15



“Oh yes, the past can hurt. 
But you can either run from it, or learn from it.”

    - Rafiki
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The Lion King
Robert Guillaume was born in  St. Louis, MO



Population
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www.energy.gov; www.cdc.gov; www.theverge.com 19



20www.bnwewrites.com/we-are-go-florida



1970 – 2020

50 Years of Population Growth

21



Wh  ’  g i g    wi h L b r?
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L1: Population

L2: Unemployment

L3: Labor Force Participation Rate

L4: Workforce Patches



P1: Slow Population Growth

23Data source: www.stlouisfed.org.



L1.A: Babies

24Source: OpenAI



L1.B: U.S. Net Migration Decline

25Data from www.worldbank.org and www.stlouisfed.org; Net migration to U.S.



L1.C: Domestic Out-Migration

26Data from www.worldbank.org and www.stlouisfed.org; Net migration to U.S.



L2: High Labor Force Participation Rate

27

Iowa
Kansas
Minnesota
Nebraska
North Dakota
South Dakota
Wisconsin

Illinois
Indiana

Michigan
Missouri

Ohio

Data source: www.stlouisfed.org



L3: Low Unemployment

28

1 Nebraska 3.2%

2 North Dakota 3.3%

3 South Dakota 3.4%

4 Iowa 4.0%

5 Vermont 4.3%

6 New Hampshire 4.3%

7 Utah 4.3%

8 Virginia 4.4%

9 Minnesota 4.5%

10 Hawaii 4.5%

11 Wyoming 4.6%

12 Kansas 4.7%

13 Oklahoma 4.8%

14 Colorado 4.9%

15 Delaware 5.0%

16 Wisconsin 5.0%

www.bls.gov; Data average: 1990-2018



L4: We are out of patches

29



The Result?

30Data source: www.stlouisfed.org



“Ghost of the Future, 
I fear you more than any spectre I have seen.”

    - Jim Carrey

31

A Christmas Carol



It gets worse.
I  ge   mu h w r e…

32

L1.A: Babies

Source: OpenAI



33https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/births-and-deaths-projected-to-2100?time=1950..2100&country=~USA



34https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/births-and-deaths-projected-to-2100?time=1950..2100&country=~USA
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35From: https://ourworldindata.org/fertility-rate

Replacement Rate

1957 + 65 = 2022

FORESHADOWING

Births per Woman
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36Data from: https://ourworldindata.org/fertility-rate

Replacement Rate

2007 + 18 = 2025
FORESHADOWING



Iowa

37https://usafacts.org/data/topics/people-society/population-and-demographics/our-changing-population/state/iowa/
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The Workforce Villain is Alive and Well.

38Credit: BFA / Warner Bros



39Source: OpenAI



“No one has ever done anything like this.

           - Trinity 

“That's why it's going to work.”

                          - Neo    

40

The Matrix
Implied story location: Chicago, Illinois



A Turn 90⁰ Look at Workforce

41

Source: OpenAI



“I'm going to have to science 
the s*** out of this.”

    - Matt Damon

42

The Martian



43



www.lockheedmartin.com

Bre k i      m   e    …

44



Break Workforce into ~40 Elements

45
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Laser-Focused Workforce Strategies

47
www.wtamu.edu, www.startribune.com



“You take the blue pill ... [you] believe whatever you want to believe.

You take the red pill ... I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes.”

        - Morpheus

48

The Matrix
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Scene 2: Inflated Expectations

Workforce Myth Busting

“You can’t handle the truth."

  - Jack Nicholson
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Workforce Hype Cycle
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Inflated Expectations



Hype, Quick Fixes, & Finger Pointing

51

• Refugees

• Cut taxes

• In-migration

• Rural Internet

• Lazy Millennials

• More marketing

• Cut stimulus benefits

• More apprenticeships

• We need more child care

• Increase in COVID deaths 

• Hire more 14-15-year-olds

• Fewer kids going to college

• Cut unemployment benefits

• Increase in company start-ups

• It’s the Democrats, it’s the Republicans, and many more ...



I ’   he Mille  i l !
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We need rural Internet!

53

The Internet



Cut Unemployment!

54



We need more child care!

55



~6%

Fewer kids going to college will solve it!



“This money is for the year's assessment of 
Saint Helen of the Blessed Shroud Orphanage …”

    - John Belushi 

57

The Blues Brothers
Filmed in:  Chicago, Illinois



Income Taxes / Annual Income

58www.usafacts.org; per capita basis; 2020

Midwest Range



Most Taxes (I   me, Pr  er y, S le , Li e  e, …) 

59www.usafacts.org; per capita basis; 2020

Texas

Washington

Midwest Range

Iowa



“I ’   he Weather, S u id…   d  he e    my ”

60Based on the quote by James Carville.
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Big
Robert Loggia studied at the University of Missouri

“A hundred and eighty-seven dollars?”

           - Tom Hanks 

“Yeah. They really screw you, don’t they?”

                          - Jon Lovitz    



I   he New …

• “Indiana Re ubli    wh  em l y  hu dred   f  ee   w        r ll b  k  hild l b r l w ”

• “Iowa g ver  r  ig   bill l   e i g  hild l b r l w ”

• “Minnesota  u h    rel    hild l b r l w ”

• “[Missouri] Senate bill would drop work permit requirement for children”

• “Bill  re  i g l wer mi imum w ge f r  hildre   dv   e  i  Nebraska Legi l  ure”

• “North Dakota l wm ker   r    e  ermi   y  em f r mi  r  i       ru  i   j b ”

• “Bill    e  e d w rki g h ur  f r Ohio  ee   rei  r du ed by l wm ker ”

• “[South Dakota Congressman] Johnson introduces TEENS Act to Increase Youth Workforce 
P r i i   i  ”

• “  -year-olds could serve alcohol under a new Wisconsin bill”

https://apnews.com/article/iowa-governor-child-labor-laws-e8cb29e2a45b956489c4a192b7ddeba5; https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2023/05/01/wisconsin-alcohol-teens-work/; https://www.newstribune.com/news/2023/feb/15/senate-bill-would-drop-work-
permit-requirement/#:~:text=Senate%20Bill%20175%2C%20which%20would,be%20employed%20at%20their%20business.; https://ohiocapitaljournal.com/2023/02/07/bill-to-extend-working-hours-for-ohio-teens-reintroduced-by-lawmakers/; https://www.wdio.com/front-
page/local-news/minnesota-push-to-relax-child-labor-laws/; https://dustyjohnson.house.gov/media/press-releases/johnson-introduces-teens-act-increase-youth-workforce-participation; https://journalstar.com/news/state-and-regional/govt-and-politics/bill-creating-lower-
minimum-wage-for-children-advances-in-nebraska-legislature/article_0f69b8ba-b7b2-53bf-b1b9-2778f0805369.html; https://original.newsbreak.com/@edy-zoo-1600640/2926399974494-north-dakota-lawmakers-propose-permit-system-for-minors-in-construction-jobs; 
https://www.vice.com/en/article/a3bvde/indiana-republican-who-employs-hundreds-of-teens-wants-to-roll-back-child-labor-laws; Photo Credit: OpenAI.



We’ve f u d  ew w rker !

64https://www.epi.org/publication/child-labor-laws-under-attack/; www.mapchart.net



14-15-Year-Old Math

65

3.3 14-15 = 
2 years Population 16-75 =  

60 years 100

1.2 16-19
37% LFPR 16+

63% 63

0.7 60% 14-15 LFPR Adj. N/A 63

0.6 83% Employment Rate 94% 59

0.2 ~10 hrs
40 hrs FTE 34.5 hrs

40 hrs 51

1 Per 300 FTE 299



The U.S. Department of Labor has documented an 88 percent 
increase in the number of children employed in violation of 
federal child labor laws since 2019.

66www.dol.gov



Who is pushing?

67



“Follow the money.”
 

    - Hal Holbrook

68

All  he Pre ide  ’  Me 
Hal Holbrook attended college in Granville, Ohio



Em ployee Output  Retent ion Not  in the Labor Force Em ployed Elsew here  Future Em ployees 

1.1  Continuous Improvement 2.1  Employee Retention 3.1  Students 14-15  4.1  In-commuters 5.1  Apprenticeships 

1.2  Automation - Other 2.2  Layoffs 3.2  Non-students 16-19 4.2  Out-commuters 5.2  Internships 

1.3  Automation - Robotics 2.3  Out-migration 3.3  Students 16-19 4.3  Remote Workers 5.3  Youth Programs 

  3.4  Females 20-54   

  3.5  Males 20-54 4.4  In-state Migration  

  3.6  Individuals 55-74 4.5  Out-of-state Migration  

   4.6  International Migration  

  3.7  Females with Children <6 4.7  Refugees  

  3.8  Foreign Born – Naturalized Citizen   

  3.9  Foreign Born – Not a U.S. Citizen 4.8  Contract/ Temp Workers  

  3.10  Individuals with a Disability 4.9  Part-time to FT Employees  

  3.11  Individuals Experiencing Homelessness 4.10  Poaching  

  3.12  Individuals with Income < Poverty Level 4.11  Second-job Employees  

  3.13  Individuals Recently Incarcerated 4.12  Self-employed Individuals  

  3.14  Latinos   

  3.15  Part-time Employees   

  3.16  Unemployed*   

  3.17  Veterans   

  3.18  Volunteers   

 

Government Hype

69https://www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/swine; www.flaticon.com 



Employment versus Jobs

70

Iowa now has more jobs than before the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Jesse Dougherty 
with Iowa Workforce Development says 
Iowa added 4,500 jobs last month.

https://106wcod.iheart.com/content/2022-11-17-iowa-jobs-back-above-pre-pandemic-level-despite-rising-unemployment-rate/



The Result?

71Data source: www.stlouisfed.org
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Scene 3: Disillusionment

Something Must Die

“You hear that Mr. Anderson? 

It is the sound of your death. 

Goodbye, Mr. Anderson.”

           - Agent Smith
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Workforce Hype Cycle

73

Disillusionment

1. Death.
2. Stay the Course.
3. Growth.

1.

2.

3.
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Monty Python and The Holy Grail
Scene 2: Just Die Already

“Bring out your dead. Nine Pence.”
                                                            - Eric Idle

“I’m not dead!” 
                                                        - John Young

“Well, he will be soon. He's very ill.”
                - Not Credited   
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Midwest Employees

76Data source: www.stlouisfed.org



Which Communities?

77

•Crops vs. Forests/Lakes

•Attractiveness to Retirees

•Labor Availability



Maternity Care Deserts

78https://www.marchofdimes.org/maternity-care-deserts-report; https://www.cnn.com/2024/09/10/health/maternity-care-crisis-march-of-dimes/index.html
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Most Impacted Industries?

80

• Healthcare and Social Assistance

• Accommodation 

• Food Services

• Education

• Logistics

• Janitorial Services (*)
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Groundhog Day
Filmed in: Woodstock, Illinois

“What did you do today?”

           - Andie MacDowell 

“Oh, same old same old.”

                          - Bill Murray    



- ‘We’re Hiring’ Reloaded

82



- Tweaking Internal Policies 

83

Air Force, Space Force 
raise max enlistment age to 42

• Waning interest
• Strong job market
• Changes in tattoo and past drug use policies

https://www.airforcetimes.com/news/your-air-force/2023/10/30/air-force-space-force-raise-max-enlistment-age-to-42/#:~:text=Aspiring%20airmen%20and%20guardians%20now,three%20years%20on%20Oct.%2025; OpenAI.



- Permanent Signage

84



- Free Employees

85



- Contract Out

86



“Oh… people will come, Ray. 
People will most definitely come.”

 

    - James Earl Jones

87

Field of Dreams
Filmed in Dyersville, Iowa, and Galena, Illinois



- Marketing: Migration, Return Migration

88www.makemymove.com



M re M rke i g…

89



2019

90https://who13.com/news/this-is-iowa-campaign-fakes-out-new-yorkers-looking-for-real-estate-deals/
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2021

www.iowa.gov
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2023

www.iowa.gov



A d M re M rke i g…

93
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The Result?

Data source: www.stlouisfed.org; Data scaled relative to December 2019. 
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Scene 4: Enlightenment

The New Workforce Norm

“Remember, all I’m offering 
is the truth, nothing more.”

                                   - Morpheus

[Neo takes the red pill.]
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Workforce Hype Cycle
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Enlightenment

• Early adopters Turn 90⁰.
• Prepping for the long road.
• Workforce as a strategy.
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Take This Job and Shove It
Filmed in: Dubuque, IA and Minneapolis, MN

“I ain’t working here no more.”

    - Johnny Paycheck



The ‘Great Resignation’ w   ’   h   gre   

98Data source: www.stlouisfed.org

1

2



ECON 101

99https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/entertainment/2018/11/28/des-moines-christmas-jolly-holiday-lights-altoona-ankeny-valley-junction-beaverdale-windsor-heights/2138131002/



“My Precious.”

    - Smeagol

100

Lord of the Rings
Elijah Wood was born in Cedar Rapids, IA
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102
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104
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Labor
Hoarding



106



Where are we headed?

107https://www.loc.gov/free-to-use/presidential-portraits/



“But let me assure you, this, 
like any other story worth telling, is all about a girl.”

    - Tobey Maguire

108

Spider-Man
Willem Dafoe was born in Appleton, Wisconsin



County Landscape Score

109USDA report; Nonmetropolitan Outmigration Counties; David McGranahan et al.



110
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/2021/dec/percent-change-county-population.html



111https://coffeesarang.cafe/f/were-hiring



112https://coffeesarang.cafe/f/were-hiring



Females

113Data source: www.stlouisfed.org



Part-Time Employees

114Data source: www.stlouisfed.org



115



Prime Age: 25-54 Years Old

116



Root Causes

117

1. Accommodations
2. Amenities
3. Child/ Family Care
4. Communication
5. Culture/ Family
6. Diversity/ Equity/ Inclusion
7. Expertise/ Learning/ Training
8. Housing
9. Job Opportunity/ Job Fit/ Economic Vitality
10. Job Security
11. Load/ Staff Leveling
12. Management/ Supervisor
13. Network
14. Operational Excellence/ Safety
15. Partnerships
16. Policy Restrictions - External
17. Policy Restrictions - Internal
18. Project Management
19. Project Selection/ Scope
20. Program/ Staffing Cost
21. Settlement/ Transition Services
22. Transportation
23. Wages and Benefits
24. Work Schedule/ Location
25. Targeted Marketing/ Engagement *

Credit: BFA / Warner Bros

HR ManagerOperations
Manager



- 65+ Employees

118



- Training

119
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Scene 5: Productivity

Failure is STILL not an option.

“Houston, we have a problem.” 

       - Tom Hanks
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Workforce Hype Cycle
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Productivity



Midwest Workforce Index (MWI)

122

1 2

3



“Never send a human to do a machine's job.”

    - Agent Smith

123

The Matrix
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•… h    greed      quire Aler  
Innovation, a robotics automation 
  m   y …

•…   e  f  he  u   me  i  r le   h   
require less physical labor …

www.corporate.walmart.com



The Future of Fast Food is Now

125https://www.chick-fil-a.com/press-room/chick-fil-a-opens-first-elevated-drive-thru-concept



“Civilization has a natural resistance to improving itself.” 

    - Gene Kelly

126

An American in Paris
Director Vincente Minnelli was born in Chicago, IL



127www.pixabay.com



Change in Labor Productivity

128

HOPE!
    - Capital
     - AI, etc.
     - Company deaths
     - Lean



Continuous Improvement Root Causes

129

•Management
•Culture
•Expertise / Training
•Load Leveling
•Project Management
•Project Selection / Scope 

Source: OpenAI



“What’s an immigrant?”

                               - Fuzzy

“Someone not from Maine.”

                              - Michael Caine

130

The Cider House Rules
J. K. Simmons was born in Grosse Pointe, MI



Working Age Population (15-64)

131



Net Migration

132Data from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/



Population & Immigration (if nobody dies ;)

133Data from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/
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“N w I’m g i g     dmi     bei g    fu ed ”
- Steve Ballmer

www.usafacts.org

https://www.nba.com/clippers/steve-ballmer



Reg rdle    f wh  y u v  e f r …

135

…  here will be fewer  ew  e  le 
https://www.loc.gov/



ECON 102

136

• Labor

• Wages

• Inflation
• Re   ur    , C    ru  i  , …

• Skills

• Housing, schools, …



Fraction of Population Foreign-born

137



“Get busy living or get busy dying.”

       - Tim Robbins

138

Shawshank Redemption
Filmed in:  Mansfield, Ohio
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Break Workforce into ~40 Elements

140



141www.shrm.org

Fall 2024

• Workers with Disabilities
• Individuals with Criminal Histories
• Veterans and Military Spouses
• Disadvantaged Young People



#1 – Vision

142

1.1         



What is your Workforce Vision? 

143

1.2         



#2 – Strategy: Customer

144

2.1            2.2        2.3



145https://www.mapchart.net/usa.html



#3 – Strategy: Value Proposition

146

3.1



147https://pixabay.com/images/search/matrix/

The Matrix



148https://pixabay.com/images/search/matrix/



#4 – Operational Excellence

149

+ Baldrige Performance Excellence
+ Lean Continuous Improvement
+ Most Loved Workplace ®
+ Theory of Constraints
+ Employers of Choice ®
+ Great Place to Work ®
+ Best Places to Work 
+ Balanced Scorecard
+ Top Employers ®
+ Workhuman ®
+ Six Sigma
+ ISO
+ …

+ Baldrige Performance Excellence
+ Lean Continuous Improvement
+ Most Loved Workplace ®
+ Theory of Constraints
+ Employers of Choice ®
+ Great Place to Work ®
+ Best Places to Work 
+ Balanced Scorecard
+ Top Employers ®
+ Workhuman ®
+ Six Sigma
+ ISO
+ …

4.1         
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“I don’t know the future.

I didn’t come here to tell you how this is going to end. 

I came here to tell you how it’s going to begin.”

                          - Neo    

151

The Matrix



152



May 4, 2023, Minnesota Star Tribune

153

• In its surge to hire 1,000 workers in three years, window maker Andersen Corp. tried hard 
to counter tight labor market trends by making its workplace more inclusive.

• The company provided workers with onsite English classes, prayer rooms and foot baths. 
It made work hours more flexible, such as adding pick-your-own holidays. And it started 
to recruit at multicultural events.

• Its latest efforts target the hard-of-hearing and deaf population in 
Minnesota, after discovering that it had a cluster of 13 workers sprinkled across its 
factories in Bayport, Cottage Grove and Dubuque, Iowa.

• The discovery launched the Bayport-based company into overdrive. Today it is 

installing new communication technologies, hiring accessibility 
coaches and sign language interpreters, and actively recruiting deaf job 
candidates for the first time.

www.startribune.com



Are You Ready to Turn 90⁰ ?

154

Roll the Credits

Credit: BFA / Warner Bros



Call to Action

Workforce Strategy Officer

155

“Remember, all I’m offering is the truth, nothing more.”

       - Morpheus

[Neo takes the red pill.]

Credit: BFA / Warner Bros



Learn more at 
www.MidwestWorkforce.com .

Connect on                    .

Contact me at

 Ron.Cox@MidwestWorkforce.com .

156

https://brand.linkedin.com/downloads
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“What’d I do wrong?”

   - Hilary Swank

“Okay, you did two things wrong. 
One is you asked a question, and 

two is you asked another question.”

   - Clint Eastwood



Bio
• Iowa State University Aerospace Engineering - B.S., Ph.D. 

• Former 
• designer of fighters

• designer of algorithms 

• de ig er  f    li g   wer , f    ry  r  e  e ,  u  lier devel  me  , …

• Professor

• Center Director

• Associate Dean

• Assistant Vice President

• Currently 
• Principal, Midwest Workforce Strategies

Ron Cox  
Ron.Cox@MidwestWorkforce.com
515-715-6438 
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