
For the last few years, “the labor shortage” has sounded less like a hypothesis and more like weather. Everyone
nods, everyone talks about it, and too many decisions get made as if it explains everything. Higher wages become
optional, training gets treated like charity, and workforce planning shifts from “hire and develop” to “wait for
workers to appear.”

The problem is that the phrase covers multiple realities, some of them urgent, some of them misunderstood. The
data does not support a single national story where workers simply do not exist. What the data does show is more
interesting, and more useful for managers, policymakers, and anyone trying to run an organization: in some places
and occupations there are genuine shortages, in others there is hiring slack, and across the board there is
mismatch in skills, preferences, geography, timing, and job quality.

When you look carefully, “labor shortage” becomes less of a destination and more of a diagnostic question.

The phrase that hides the details
“Labor shortage” can mean at least four different things.

First, it can mean demand for workers is high relative to the supply of qualified candidates. That is the classic
economic definition, and it can be true in specific industries, roles, and regions.

Second, it can mean job requirements are out of step with the available talent pool. This happens when postings
demand experience that is not actually necessary for the tasks, or when “preferred” becomes “required” in practice.

Third, it can mean friction. People want work, employers want workers, but the matching process is inefficient. That
friction can come from unstable schedules, long hiring timelines, weak onboarding, poor management, or wages
that do not keep up with local costs and job alternatives.

Fourth, it can mean timing. Labor markets move through cycles. During downturns, you can see slack and layoffs
even while some specialties remain difficult to fill. During rebounds, hiring can surge faster than training and
transitions can occur.

The catch is that the phrase usually blends all of these into one sentence. That makes it emotionally satisfying and
operationally dangerous.

What the data actually covers
There is no single spreadsheet that says “shortage” or “not shortage.” Instead, the most defensible approach is to
triangulate across multiple labor market measures. In the United States, analysts commonly use series from the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, like employment levels, unemployment rates, job openings, hiring and quit behavior,
and wages. The most important point is not the exact figure, but what combinations of figures imply.

For example:

When job openings are elevated and unemployment is low, that can suggest genuine shortage pressure,
especially if wage growth rises and hiring accelerates.

When job openings are high but unemployment is also high, the most likely explanation is mismatch or
friction, not simple scarcity.

When people are quitting at higher rates, it can indicate worker confidence in finding better jobs, but it can
also reflect poor job conditions and management practices that drive churn.



When labor force participation changes, the issue may not be “missing workers” but a shifting pool, such as
older workers delaying retirement, prime-age participation moving, or household-level constraints affecting
availability.

There is no moral to these patterns. They simply help you diagnose whether the constraint is supply, skills,
matching, or job quality.

A useful mental model: shortages are usually local, not universal
If you manage operations, you learn quickly that workforce problems are rarely uniform. One site struggles to
recruit technicians, another site in the same company has no issue. One shift cannot fill weekends, another shift
fills instantly. One department can hire quickly if it offers training, while another insists on five years of direct
experience.

That experience aligns with what labor market researchers often find: bottlenecks tend to concentrate.
Occupational shortages can exist even when overall labor conditions look soft. Geographic shortages can exist
even when national unemployment looks reasonable. Employer-specific issues can exist even when the labor
market is healthy.

This is why the “labor shortage” conversation often sounds true in the meeting, but false in the labor statistics. The
meeting is reflecting one constraint. The national numbers reflect an aggregate.

Aggregates hide the sharp edges.

The role of job quality and hiring friction
Here is where the myth does real damage. If leaders assume labor is scarce everywhere, they treat employee
retention and hiring quality as optional. They may raise wages a bit, but keep the same scheduling inflexibility, the
same slow onboarding, and the same management turnover that makes people leave.

In many organizations, the mismatch is partly behavioral. Candidates compare jobs. They do not compare job
postings to an abstract “labor shortage.” They compare job A to job B in their inbox, in their neighborhood, and in
their lived experience of how employers treat people.

When businesses tell workers, “We need help,” but operate as if help is a transaction that ignores worker time,
worker stress, and work-life realities, the hiring process becomes a test of endurance. Candidates who are already
working have less tolerance for long waits, unclear pay structures, or sudden schedule changes.

The data on quits and turnover is often read as a “shortage” signal, but it can just as easily be read as a signal that
job quality and leadership practices are not competitive.

A short anecdote from the field: I have watched a regional retail team struggle for months to fill peak roles. The
company pointed to “the labor shortage.” Then one store manager started publishing weekly schedules early,
simplified the hiring steps, and set expectations clearly about hours and training time. Applicants did not suddenly
multiply across the region, but that store’s fill rate improved noticeably. The “shortage” had never left, but the
friction went down.

If you fix friction, the shortage story often shrinks.

Skills mismatch: the shortage that looks like scarcity



Another reason the labor shortage myth persists is that skills mismatch can mimic scarcity. Employers often say,
“Nobody has the skills.” Sometimes that is true. Sometimes it is partly true. Often, it is the result of how skills are
defined.

In many job postings, “requirements” expand to include the rarest combinations of credentials. A person with real
capability gets rejected because they lack a keyword on paper. A person with adjacent experience gets screened
out because the resume does not match an exact template. Then the employer runs out of time, raises wages, and
repeats the same search process with the same requirements, expecting a different outcome.

This is not just a hiring problem. It becomes a cost problem. When roles remain open, teams absorb the work.
Training gets postponed because everyone is busy. Quality drops, which increases frustration, which increases
turnover, which deepens staffing gaps.

You can see this feedback loop in multiple industries, from healthcare to logistics. In healthcare, for example, an
organization can face severe pressure for certain credentials. But it can also struggle when it assumes that only
fully qualified practitioners will work, even though many systems can use assistants, technicians, and structured
training pathways to reduce pressure on the bottleneck roles.

Skills mismatch is not a moral failing. It is a design issue. You can redesign job roles, training plans, and
qualification requirements to change the outcome without pretending the shortage does not exist.

Wages: necessary, but not sufficient
Wage growth can be a real indicator of shortage pressure. When employers must bid harder for workers, wages
tend to move. That is a straightforward market mechanism.

But wages are not the whole story, and the data does not let you pretend otherwise.

There are at least three common wage pitfalls:

1. Raising wages without fixing schedule stability. A higher hourly rate may not compensate for unpredictable
shifts or last-minute changes.

2. Raising wages but keeping internal inequities. If new hires are paid dramatically more than existing employees
doing the same work, morale suffers and turnover can increase.

3. Raising wages without improving management practices. If the work environment is stressful, disrespectful, or
poorly staffed at supervisory levels, people still leave.

When organizations treat wage increases as the single lever, they often recreate the same staffing problem six to
twelve months later. The labor market may indeed be tight, but internal design choices determine how much of
that tightness you have to pay for.

The better framing is this: wages help you attract candidates, but job design determines whether they stay.

When unemployment rates lie by oversimplifying
Unemployment data often gets used as a blunt instrument in these debates. If unemployment is low, people
argue labor must be abundant. If unemployment is high, people argue there is no shortage.

Both arguments miss the point.

Unemployment measures people actively seeking work and not working. It does not measure discouraged workers
who stop searching, underemployed workers who take part-time jobs because full-time is not available, or people



who cannot relocate to where jobs are. It also does not capture the difference between “available workers” and
“workers who can do the job with reasonable ramp time.”

So you can have a situation where unemployment is not alarming, yet specific roles remain difficult to fill. That
does not contradict labor data. It just tells you the issue is not uniform scarcity.

Similarly, you can have a situation where unemployment is low, but job openings remain high because employer
requirements and hiring processes are still misaligned with the available workforce. In other words, low
unemployment can coincide with persistent vacancies.

The data should push you toward diagnosis, not toward slogans.

The demand side matters too
Sometimes the reason vacancies remain open is not just that workers are scarce. It is also that employers are
learning to manage demand after a shock.

Demand can swing. If consumer demand or project pipelines accelerate, hiring can lag behind because recruiting is
slow and training takes time. Organizations may also reclassify roles during growth, which creates confusion in job
ladders. If you create new responsibilities faster than you create performance expectations and supervisory
capacity, you will struggle to staff even if workers exist.

I have seen this in professional services and in industrial maintenance. Growth often feels like “more of the same,”
but staffing systems are not built for rapid scale. You end up with open requisitions, longer decision cycles, and
inconsistent onboarding, and then the labor market gets blamed for what is partly organizational immaturity.

Demand volatility turns “shortage” into a catch-all.

Why the shortage myth spreads inside companies
Even smart leaders can fall into it. The myth spreads because it makes planning feel simpler.

If you believe workers are scarce, the solution is mostly external: compete harder, hire faster, offer more pay,
maybe add recruiters. If you believe the issue is mismatch or friction, the solution is internal: change job design,
improve onboarding, adjust qualification requirements, invest in supervisors, and tighten the hiring workflow.

External solutions are visible and measurable. Internal changes require work that does not always show results
immediately, and it demands accountability from managers who have been operating the same way for years.

There is also reputational pressure. A company that admits “our jobs are hard to accept” may worry it will hurt
recruiting. So it chooses the safer narrative: “the labor shortage made us do it.”

The result is a cycle where problems persist because the root causes were never fully faced.

The hard question: shortage of what, exactly?
If you want to move from debate to action, you have to be specific. Labor shortage claims usually fail because they
are too broad.

A better question is: shortage of whom, for what tasks, at what speed, in what location, and under what job
conditions?

Consider the following dimensions:



Role type: entry-level versus experienced hires

Ramp time: can a worker reach proficiency in weeks, or months?

Scheduling: are shifts predictable, or do they change weekly?

Work environment: physical demands, safety risk, emotional load

Supervision quality: do managers coach, or do they micromanage when things go wrong

Benefits and stability: not just healthcare, but how often hours change

Housing and commuting: can workers access the site without a major hardship?

When you economy break the economy indicators problem into these pieces, “labor shortage” either becomes
a clear, constrained issue you can solve, or it becomes an umbrella that hides preventable design flaws.

What shortages look like in practice
In my experience, genuine shortages have some distinctive signatures:

The candidate pool shrinks across multiple channels, even when you use referrals, ads, and community
outreach.

Interview pipelines stall at later stages, not just at initial screening.

Competitors can fill roles quickly with similar wages, but you cannot without changing job design or
qualification requirements.

Wage pressure is persistent and widens over time for the same role category.

Turnover remains low among hired candidates, suggesting the problem is selection and attraction, not job
quality.

You can often tell the difference between “hard to find talent” and “hard to keep talent” by tracking where
candidates drop out and why. If you interview people who later report confusion about schedules or feel misled
about responsibilities, you are not facing a pure shortage. You are facing a job clarity problem.

A practical diagnostic approach (without pretending to be an
economist)
If you want to replace myth with evidence, you can run a disciplined internal review. This is not about turning your
company into a data lab. It is about asking better questions and forcing decisions to connect to measurable
constraints.

Here is a short checklist you can use during planning:

Track vacancy duration by role, site, and shift, and compare it to historical norms.

Review hiring funnel drop-off points, especially offer acceptance and first-month attrition.

Audit job postings for “must-have” requirements that do not actually map to task performance.

Compare wages and total compensation to the local alternatives your candidates already cite.

Interview recent hires who stayed at least 60 or 90 days, asking what made them say yes.

Do that, and you will usually learn something uncomfortable, which is good. You might find that the “shortage” is
concentrated in one role family. You might find that the job descriptions are too strict. You might find that
onboarding is failing and turning hires into early exits.

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/economy
https://www.realclearmarkets.com/2023/12/14/american_stress_levels_on_the_matter_of_inflation_998742.html


In the best case, you confirm a shortage in a specific niche and can target solutions. In the more common case,
you find a mix of shortage pressure and internal friction, and the order of operations for fixing it becomes clearer.

Policy and the labor shortage story
The labor shortage narrative does not stay inside company walls. It influences policy debates too. When politicians
and analysts oversimplify, they push one-size-fits-all responses.

Some policy responses make sense if the issue is supply constraints, like expanding training pipelines, adjusting
immigration rules for specific occupations, or investing in credential portability. Other responses make sense if the
issue is labor market functioning, like supporting unemployment systems, improving labor law enforcement, or
funding workforce development that matches local employer needs.

But if the narrative is inaccurate, policy can miss the target. For instance, if the issue is mostly job quality and
scheduling, a policy that focuses only on expanding labor supply may not reduce vacancies much. If the issue is
mismatch, training subsidies that do not align with real job requirements can waste money and frustrate
employers and trainees.

The data matters here because the stakes are public dollars, public trust, and real human stability for workers.

Where the myth breaks down: the occupational map
One reason people feel confident that “labor shortage” is the whole story is that they can name roles that are
clearly difficult to fill. In healthcare, skilled trades, trucking and logistics, childcare, and certain kinds of engineering,
employers have often struggled.

Those struggles are real. They are also uneven.

A national economy can have shortages in a few sectors while other sectors experience weaker hiring. Even within
the same industry, shortages can differ by certification, experience level, or region. That creates a perception
problem. You feel the shortage because you are in the part of the labor market that is hot. Your overall statistics
might show slack elsewhere.

That mismatch between personal experience and aggregate data is exactly why the myth persists. It feels intuitive.
It is partly true. It is not the whole picture.

The trade-off most leaders avoid
There is a trade-off that gets buried under the labor shortage story: employers can lower the effective bar for
entry, or they can accept slower hiring. You cannot eliminate the trade-off, but you can manage it.

If you insist on highly experienced candidates only, you reduce hiring speed and increase vacancy time. If you offer
structured training and accept a broader entry pool, you increase onboarding costs and change how supervisors
spend their time. Either path can work, but you cannot pretend one path is free.

Labor shortage language often masks this trade-off by implying the employer cannot change any of those
parameters. In practice, many businesses can improve hiring speed and retention by redesigning roles, training,
and qualification rules. That is work. It is not impossible.

What to do if you still believe there is a shortage



Sometimes, there really is a shortage for specific roles. So what should you do without falling into myth mode?

The best approach is to treat shortage pressure as a constraint you manage with targeted actions, not as an
excuse to stop improving your job design.

You can start by separating your actions into two categories: actions that increase the candidate flow, and actions
that increase candidate acceptance and retention.

Here is a practical way to think about it:

Increase candidate flow by widening sourcing and reducing avoidable screening barriers.

Increase acceptance by improving job clarity, schedule predictability, and the realism of job expectations.

Increase retention by investing in managers, training quality, and early performance support.

That sequence matters. If you widen sourcing but keep a chaotic schedule, you will hire more people who then
leave faster. If you raise wages but do not improve clarity, you will attract candidates who feel tricked. The data in
your own onboarding period will tell you which lever is actually working.

Turning debate into learning
The “labor shortage myth” is not really about denying that shortages exist. It is about refusing the lazy version of
the story that says the shortage explains everything and therefore excuses inaction.

The data points to something more nuanced: labor markets can be tight in particular segments while still showing
mismatch, friction, and job quality issues in others. It is also possible for aggregate measures to look fine while
specific employers, regions, and roles face persistent vacancies.

If you want a better bottom line, you need better questions than “Where are the workers?”

Ask instead: which roles, which locations, which constraints, which stage of the hiring funnel, and which job design
elements are causing the delay. Track what changes when you adjust one variable at a time. Treat labor planning
as continuous improvement, not as a one-time reaction to an external headline.

That shift in mindset does not just correct the narrative. It changes decisions, and decisions change outcomes. And
if you are lucky, you end up hiring people faster without pretending the labor market is either perfectly abundant
or perfectly absent.


