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emographic shifts explain why organizations are 
paying so much attention to Millennials.  In just 
four years, people born in 1978 or later will make 

up 56 percent of the workforce.  The percentage of baby 
boomers—27 percent of the workforce in 2016—will de-
cline to 17 percent in 2020, and Gen X will hold steady at 
27 percent of the workforce.

How does today’s local government workforce stack up 
with these broader demographic shifts? The average age of 
the local government worker today is 45, three years older 

than his or her private-sector counterpart.  Twenty-five 
percent of local government workers are 55 years of age or 
older.  As these older workers reach retirement age, more 
opportunities open up for younger workers. There also is 
more competition for well-educated, experienced, and 
skilled candidates.  

A number of underlying trends and issues add to 
recruitment challenges:

• Fewer affordable housing choices

• Less generous benefits for new hires 

 

Shifting demographics make succession planning a high priority
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• Fewer younger workers employed in local government 

• Some younger workers come from families or cultures 
without a tradition of public sector work

• Increased level of education and skills required for jobs

• Low unemployment rate, especially for educated 
workers (in July 2016, 2.5 percent unemployment for 
those with a Bachelor of Arts degree).

With an aging workforce and more competition for 
talent, it is not surprising that the top issue in the 2016 
Center for State and Local Government Excellence’s 
(SLGE) annual workforce trends report is recruitment 
and retention.1

Younger workers expect flexible work environments, quick 
responses to the job applications, up-to-date technol-
ogy tools, and continuous feedback.  To find out more 
about the career plans and preferences of the future local 
government workforce, SLGE distributed an online survey 
to students from Arizona State University, the University of 
North Carolina, the University of Washington, the Uni-
versity of Kansas, and the University of Colorado Denver 
in May 2015.  SLGE also sent the survey to ICMA student 
chapters.  A total of 185 students completed the survey.  

A majority of respondents (75 percent) were pursuing 
a Master of Public Administration, and 11 percent were 
working on a Bachelor of Science degree.  More than half 
of the respondents (56 percent) had a favorable opinion 
of local government and 36 percent had a very favorable 
opinion. Not surprisingly, 80 percent of these respondents 
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plan to or say they may pursue local government career 
opportunities.2  

When these future local government professionals 
assess career opportunities, 75 percent rank the ability to 
achieve professional goals and 72 percent rank making 
a contribution to society as the most important factors.  
When they are job hunting, they rate these attributes as 
most important:

• Competitive salary (59 percent)

• Opportunity to make a difference (58 percent)

• Opportunities for promotion/advancement (57 percent) 

• Work-life balance (52 percent).3

Asked about their job schedule preferences, 44 percent 
prefer regular work hours with occasional telework or flex 
scheduling, and 22 percent prefer flexible work hours.4

While local governments may not be able to match private 
sector salaries, they offer attractive benefits and meaningful 
work.  Most local governments need to do a more effec-
tive job in marketing their organization as a great place 
to work, write appealing job ads, use social media more 
effectively, and streamline their recruitment practices.

Local governments offer meaningful work that makes 
a difference in people’s lives. Making sure that current 
employees see opportunities to learn and grow is just as 
important as bringing new employees into the organiza-
tion.  Engaged employees who have good supervisory skills 
are essential to bringing new talent into the organization.

With the aging local government workforce, succes-
sion planning is a top priority,5 yet only 27 percent of 
human resources managers say they are doing it, accord-
ing to Neil Reichenberg, executive director, International 
Public Management Association for Human Resources.6 

The dramatic shift in generations requires a disci-
plined approach to ensure that local governments have 
the talent they need to meet society’s needs.  Government 
leaders need to examine their current demographics, tal-
ent gaps, and development needs and craft a succession 
plan that helps their organizations be better prepared for 
the changes ahead. 
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