
America’s decades-long prioritization 
of the 4-year degree has pushed a 
new generation away from the skilled 
trades. What can industries that need 
skilled-trade workers do about it?

Who is 
Going 
to do 
the 
Work?
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B ACKGROUND

→ Record retirements and millions of unfilled job openings are making it hard for 
the economy to function. 

→ The labor shortage is most pronounced in the skilled trades (a broad set of 
careers in industries like agriculture, construction, logistics, manufacturing, 
maintenance, retail and wholesale trade, and protective services). Some 60% of 
all openings today are in these areas and do not require a 4-year degree. 

→ While awareness of the skilled trades and the numerous community college 
based CTE programs that help students prepare for them has grown, a majority 
of high school students still plan to go the 4-year degree route, which means that 
today’s high school and college-age students have largely tuned out the trades. 

→ With a large percentage of high school students planning to go to college, 
who will be left to take on the non-4-year degree work that is essential to keep 
society functioning? 



KEY RECOMMENDATIONS TO 

ATTRACT HIGH SCHOOL AND 

COLLEGE-AGE WORKERS TO 

THE TRADES

A growing number of students and parents are questioning the well-
worn 4-year degree path. Businesses that rely on the skilled trades must 
engage this audience because high school and college-age students (aka 
early talent) still feel pressure to get a 4-year degree and could very well go 
that route if they aren’t introduced to solid alternatives.

Perception and awareness matters. Early talent generally believes that 
working in the trades means lower compensation, less-than-ideal work 
environments, and limited opportunities for growth. Businesses need to 
address these concerns and help a new generation learn about the pay, work 
environment, and career advancement opportunities that occur in the trades. 

Businesses will win early talent if they communicate with them about: 

1

2

3 Compensation. The distance in pay 

between the trades and IT roles is more 

narrow than it used to be. This is largely 

because as more students pursue the 

IT route and fewer pursue the trades, 

supply-and-demand dynamics kick in and 

compensation balances out.

Career progression. Companies that 

employ a lot of trade workers need to 

demonstrate realistic opportunities for 

advancement. This would include moving 

into higher management or leadership-

level positions and the possibility of getting 

degrees or additional career and technical 

education down the road. 

Ownership and control. Many people 

who work in the trades are self-employed 

entrepreneurs, who enjoy a lot of freedom 

and get to be their own bosses.

Value and contribution. The demand for the 

trades is strong now. By taking these careers, 

young workers will be making immediate and 

tangible impacts on society and the economy. 

Apprenticeships and internships. 

Apprenticeships and internships are 

extremely powerful ways of attracting 

young talent.
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Lightcast

Lightcast (formerly Emsi Burning Glass) is a world leader in labor data 
and analytics. Lightcast data is used by universities, community colleges, 
businesses, and governments to track and quantify labor trends using real 
time job postings, advertised wages, comprehensive government data, and 
profile analytics.  Figuring out what jobs are in demand, how much they pay, 
and where the labor pools are with the skill sets needed for these jobs are the 
primary use cases for Lightcast data.

lightcast.io

Tallo

Tallo is uniquely designed to enhance your early talent acquisition strategy. 
We make it easier than ever to find and attract the right candidates based 
on factors like location preference, career interest, and education level. With 
nearly two million diverse and active users, Tallo is the premiere early talent 
recruiting platform used by businesses, colleges, and the public sector for 
education and career connection.

tallo.com

ABOUT

http://www.lightcast.io
https://lightcast.io/
http://www.tallo.com
http://www.tallo.com


This summer, Tallo and Lightcast surveyed 1,500 high school and college-age students and 
found that while they are more aware of and do not harbor negative feelings for the trades or 
community colleges, they still generally plan to go the 4-year route and pursue careers more 
commonly associated with a bachelor's degree. And even though postsecondary enrollment 
continues its decline and more and more students and parents question whether higher ed is the 
right choice, a majority of students still plan to get a bachelor’s degree.  

This presents a major hurdle for a wide array of industries that need a steady supply of non-
degree seeking workers to pursue the skilled trades. The problem is only accelerating as a 
result of significant demographic and market shifts. Lower birthrates and surging Baby Boomer 
retirements have created a demographic drought that is contributing to long-term labor 
shortages across all industries. And the push for high school students to pursue bachelor’s 
degrees (or more advanced degrees) just means that the supply of talent coming to the trades 
will continue to evaporate.

This paper is focused on generating a better understanding of the perceptions of early talent 
(people in high school and college) in order to form some recommendations on how we can get 
more people moving toward the skilled trades.
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I NTRODUCTION

https://stradaeducation.org/report/pv-release-june-15-2022/
https://hechingerreport.org/how-higher-education-lost-its-shine/
https://hechingerreport.org/how-higher-education-lost-its-shine/
https://www.economicmodeling.com/demographic-drought/


The skilled trades have been gutted. 
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Unemployment rates in construction/
extraction, installation/maintenance/
repair, and production (three categories 
dominated by the skilled trades) are near 
historical lows, and the talent pool for the 
trades appears to have dried up. Anyone 
and everyone who could be working in 
the millions of vital skilled-trade jobs, 
already are. 

The trades provide core and vital services 
in everyday life, and we immediately 
feel it when there is a shortage of skilled 
workers. It can now take weeks to get a 
plumber to the house. The local mechanic 
might not be able to see you for a month. 
The local mom-and-pop restaurant 
closes for a week because they don’t 
have enough staff. FedEx just reported 
that its business model is unsustainable 
due to a lack of drivers and local 
contractors to fulfill the massive demand 
the firm is experiencing. In contrast, if a 
large tech company is not able to find 
an additional coder, or if a cellphone 
giant has a hard time finding market 
researchers, that effect is normally not felt 
by consumers in day-to-day life, if ever. 
But when a company that provides key 
repair, maintenance, retail, production, or 
logistics functions can’t fill their openings, 
we all feel it. 

In 2021, 68% of employers in the trades 
struggled to hire skilled workers, and 
35% were extremely understaffed. The 
problem is worsening as 1 in 4 skilled 
trades workers is within 10 years of the 
retirement age of 62. Today, roughly 
60-65% of the open jobs we have do 

not require a degree, a number that is growing 
sharply as more and more companies drop their 
degree requirements from their job postings.

https://news.yahoo.com/fed-ex-just-painted-a-disturbing-picture-of-the-job-market-160422695.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/2021-skilled-trades-in-america-from-great-resignation-to-great-opportunity-301380866.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/2021-skilled-trades-in-america-from-great-resignation-to-great-opportunity-301380866.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/2021-skilled-trades-in-america-from-great-resignation-to-great-opportunity-301380866.html
https://www.hbs.edu/managing-the-future-of-work/Documents/research/emerging_degree_reset_020922.pdf
https://www.hbs.edu/managing-the-future-of-work/Documents/research/emerging_degree_reset_020922.pdf


Who is Going to do the Work?8

If and when we experience an economic 
slowdown, the demand for such jobs should 
continue because: 

A. There is already a significant worker 
shortage, which means that already 
understaffed employers won’t likely downsize 
because it is too hard to fulfill the work orders 
they have today. 

B. Such jobs provide a core set of functions that 
will be in demand regardless of an up or down 
economy. Water heaters will wear out, roofs will 
leak, cars will break, packages will need people 
to deliver them, food will need to be produced, 
and products will need to be assembled.

SOURCE: BLS, JOLTS, LIGHTCAST ANALYSIS 
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The “college or bust” mentality has led to a sharp decline in the teenage labor force. As wealth 
has increased and family size has decreased, parents have been able to pay for their children’s 
advanced education so they don’t have to work. Generally, that has been a good thing. But the 
trend for all students to attend 4-year schools is taking a toll on a large part of the economy.  

By contrast, the typical Baby Boomer grew up in a household with three or four siblings, and 
families often didn’t have the money to pay for all of the kids to go to college or to just sit at 
home. Teenagers had to work and even move out of the house at relatively young ages. As a 
result, industries like construction, maintenance, manufacturing, agriculture, retail, logistics, and 
hospitality (which often employ younger, less experienced workers) had a regular supply of talent. 

Why is this happening?
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In today’s average family, both parents work and there are fewer than two children. There is also 
a far greater tendency for these children to live at home without working. Some 52% of 18- to 
29-year-olds live with their parents and may not be as eager to shoulder their own financial 
burdens. Back in the late 90s, the labor force participation rate for teenagers was 42%, and by 
2014, that rate had crashed to 26%. On a more positive note for employers, the teenage labor 
force participation rate has rebounded to 33%. But there is still a large deficit, and employers that 
depend on high school and college-age students have record numbers of open positions. 

https://cronkitenews.azpbs.org/2020/12/01/52-of-young-adults-now-live-at-home-the-highest-rate-in-80-years/
https://cronkitenews.azpbs.org/2020/12/01/52-of-young-adults-now-live-at-home-the-highest-rate-in-80-years/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2022/07/22/millennials-genz-teen-jobs/
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With fewer high school and college students gaining experience in and exposure to key skilled 
trade industries, fewer of them will pursue careers in these areas as they grow older. This goes 
back to a central premise that has been observed many times: companies that seek out talent 
while they’re still young (high school or college-age) do a much better job of winning that talent as 
they get older. If people avoid such industries when they are young, they will likely end up in other 
industries when they are older.  

https://tallo.com/how-to-attract-early-talent/
https://tallo.com/how-to-attract-early-talent/
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The secondary result of the falling teenage labor force is fewer people with the knowledge, 
skills, and experience to work their way up into senior positions in the trades. This is an even 
greater problem for specific industry sectors that will soon need to replace aging workers hitting 
retirement age. As people in their 50s, 60s, and 70s vacate upper and middle management 
positions in the trades, it will be difficult to replace them.

Many studies have dug into this labor force problem and have found that the skilled trades have a 
major perception problem, driven largely by the belief that the jobs are dated, unstable (prone to 
more unemployment), dirty and unsafe, or too low-paying. Further, many students don’t really talk 
to or know of people who work in the trades. 

In many cases, these perceptions are out-dated:

→ Jobs in tech and the skilled trades have 
roughly the same unemployment rates. 

→ While it’s true that the trades tend to be 
more physically rigorous than office jobs, 
the work environments are people-centric, 
offering far more tech and creature comforts 
than people realize. 

→ Often, published salary comparisons 
that show significant differences between 
jobs with and without a degree erroneously 
include all non-degreed jobs, such as 
cashiers, retail clerks, and other high volume 
“first job” occupations. Even many people 
with college degrees had those jobs when 
they were younger.

→ Demand for non-degreed workers has grown 
at a record pace, and pay has grown with it. 

Scarcity, not degrees, drives 

pay rates.

Harrison and Burrowes, a New York City-based 
construction company just announced that it 
is now offering teenagers an apprenticeship 
in construction. If they complete that program, 
they are paying as much as $47 an hour. 
There are other examples.  Patrol officers in 
Charlotte make the same amount of money 
as market research analysts. Electricians in 
Minneapolis, at $73,000/year, earn almost as 
much as microbiologists in the same market, 
but possibly have greater potential future 
wages and a greater opportunity to own their 
own businesses. Today, the only occupations 
that consistently earn more based on degrees 
tend to be in more technically advanced fields: 
IT, engineering, and the sciences. 

https://careerschoolnow.org/careers/skilled-trade-worker-shortage#:~:text=Skilled%20Trade%20Worker%20Shortage%20in%20the%20Present,-Why%20is%20there&text=BLS%20estimates%20that%20there%20are,up%20over%20the%20next%20decade.
https://careerschoolnow.org/careers/skilled-trade-worker-shortage#:~:text=Skilled%20Trade%20Worker%20Shortage%20in%20the%20Present,-Why%20is%20there&text=BLS%20estimates%20that%20there%20are,up%20over%20the%20next%20decade.
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/drilling-into-the-skilled-trades-shortage-stanley-black--deckers-inaugural-makers-index-reveals-few-students-likely-to-consider-a-career-in-the-trades-outdated-perceptions-key-drivers-301517854.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-11195483/New-York-construction-company-hiring-high-school-students-without-college-degrees-47-hour.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-11195483/New-York-construction-company-hiring-high-school-students-without-college-degrees-47-hour.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-11195483/New-York-construction-company-hiring-high-school-students-without-college-degrees-47-hour.html
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Perceptions, influences, and intentions

1. Even though more students question the value of a 
BA, most still use it as the best path forward.

Trade industries need a strategy to shift 
these perceptions. Our recent survey 
focused on two dynamics.  

→  Early talent’s perceptions of the skilled 
trades: careers in construction, manufacturing, 
agriculture, maintenance, logistics, and 
hospitality that do not require 4-year degrees.

→  The forces that may be driving many young 
people into higher education and away from 
skilled trades. 

The following analysis will review the findings of that study and other similar studies to help you 
better understand how to shift perceptions and garner more favor with a new generation of 
workers. 

To illustrate the obstacles facing the skilled 
trades, we should start our discussion with the 
turbulent world of higher ed. To put it mildly, 
higher education has had a bumpy ride for 
the past two years. High costs, debates about 
value, and hard-line COVID policies have 
combined to cool the market on going to 
college. Debt, doubt, and disruption resulted in 
the exit of over a million students in two years. In 
2021, ECMC found that only half of the students 
surveyed were considering college. 

These were unprecedented times, and 
most schools are back to normal, but the 
public’s perception of higher ed still seems 
unsettled. Most analysis presents a mixed bag 
of conflicting conclusions. To illustrate, our 
summertime (2022) survey of 1,500 high school 
and college-age students found that 90% of 
them want either a 4-year or advanced degree 
(65% plan to get bachelor’s degrees, with 
another 25% wanting a master’s or doctoral 
degree). This stands in great contrast to the 
ECMC survey, which was conducted just one 
year prior. In this case, though, timing may be 
less important than the sample of respondents. 
Our sample population of 1,500 are working 
with us (Tallo and Lightcast) because they are 
already interested in and trying to go to college. 

https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2021/11/15/high-school-students-arent-sure-about-going-college
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When we consider the actual enrollment data, we learn that between 60% and 70% of students 
immediately enroll in postsecondary programs after high school. That number peaked in 2016 at 
70% and declined to 63% in 2020. 

If we use this 60% number and call that conservative, the implications are still important.  While half 
of Americans have expressed some frustration with postsecondary education, most still believe 
that it is the best path forward. Americans aren’t quite as negative about higher ed as the ECMC 
survey found, but not as positive as the Tallo/Lightcast survey found. All told nearly two-thirds of 
our upcoming young adults will still attempt the college route. 

What’s the importance of sorting this out? The majority of employers will probably have to fight it 
out for the remaining third of the young population, a population that is shrinking. 

https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=51
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2. Students are more 
familiar with the skilled 
trades than we might think

These numbers would suggest that a relatively 
high percentage of young adults are not aware 
of the value of a skilled trades job, but, oddly 
enough, that is not what the second survey 
prompt uncovered.

We asked students if they believe there is 
demand for and good earnings to be made in 
the skilled trades. The results are surprising and 
encouraging: 73% of our respondents have 
heard that the skilled trades pay well and are 
high in demand. Only 21% say that they haven’t 
heard this before, and only 4% say that they do 
not believe it. 

So young adults are aware of the potential 
and value of these jobs. If that is the case, then 
why do most still plan on going to a 4-year 
institution?  

Do you believe there is demand for and good 
earnings to be made in the skilled trades?

Yes  I have heard about the high 
demand and good money that people 
often make in these jobs

Unfamiliar  I am unfamiliar with the 
demand or pay

No  I do not believe there is much 
demand or good pay for these jobs

Null

73%

21%

4%

2%

TALLO/LIGHTCAST STUDENT SURVEY, 2022



Null
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3. Over half of students 
feel pressure to get a 
bachelor’s degree 

One of the major reasons behind students 
opting out of the skilled trades is the pressure 
from family, friends, and teachers to get a 
4-year degree (as opposed to a certificate 
from a trade school or an associate’s from a 
community college). In our survey, 24% feel this 
pressure, with another 29% saying they feel 
some pressure. Essentially, 53% of students feel 
pushed by others to get a 4-year degree. 

The 2021 ECMC study found that 86% of the 
students surveyed felt pressure to pursue a 
4-year degree. What might be most notable in our 
2022 study is that 45% of the students we asked 
said that they didn’t feel pressure. This might 
reflect the trend of more parents questioning the 
value of postsecondary education. 

For businesses that want to recruit a new 
generation of skilled workers, it is critical to 
be in communication early and often with the 
students who are open to non-4-year options. 
And here we should also include not just the 
students, but the parents, teachers, peers, 
and other influencers advising the students. 
The trades need more visibility if they want to 
convince a new generation that they are a truly 
viable option in this economy. 

There should be a sense of urgency to get to 
early talent now, even if they aren’t ready to be 
hired. A junior in high school may be open to the 
trades now, but as they close in on graduation, 
the pressure to choose a 4-year degree will 
intensify through mailings, solicitations, and 
peers voicing their intentions to go to college. 
Those that are willing to consider skilled trades, 
the 45% in our survey that don’t feel pressure 
from family and friends, quickly become part 
of the crowd pursuing a bachelor’s degree. 
Further, many of the students that initially enroll 
in college do not complete. According to the 
National Student Clearinghouse, just over 60% 
of the students who do enroll actually complete 
within six years. Students who do not persist 
through college would be another key group to 
communicate with and recruit. 

Remember, students who are approached 
early and often about either educational or 
work opportunities tend to migrate toward 
those opportunities. 

Do you feel pressure 
to get a bachelor’s 

degree vs trade 
school or associate’s 

degree?

45%

29%

24%

1%

No

Somewhat

Definitley

TALLO/LIGHTCAST STUDENT SURVEY, 2022

https://www.npr.org/local/309/2020/02/03/802228885/pushing-beyond-the-idea-that-college-is-always-the-answer
https://www.npr.org/local/309/2020/02/03/802228885/pushing-beyond-the-idea-that-college-is-always-the-answer
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2021/11/15/high-school-students-arent-sure-about-going-college
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2021/11/15/high-school-students-arent-sure-about-going-college
https://www.the74million.org/poll-nearly-half-of-parents-rethinking-value-of-four-year-college-want-alternatives-for-children/
https://www.the74million.org/poll-nearly-half-of-parents-rethinking-value-of-four-year-college-want-alternatives-for-children/
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4. It isn’t just pressure, many students want the 
experience of going to college

As if it wasn’t hard enough to entice young people into skilled trades or local community colleges, 
there is an additional battle many skilled trade employers rarely consider. 

Two-thirds of our respondents agreed that college is just as much about the experience of going 
as it is about getting the degree. This shows that many view college as a place where they can 
“come of age”—the controlled and largely safe pathway in which it guides a young adult into 
personal responsibility cannot be dismissed.

Community colleges and businesses also need to be sensitive to the fact that young people seek 
a social network of peers experiencing similar situations. Young people are looking not only for the 
best pathways to work, but also for the best pathways to independence and adulthood. College 
presents itself as both. Skilled trade businesses will need to communicate how they can help 
young employees network and grow. 

Further, such work shouldn't take college off the table. It would be better not to view the trades 
and college as an “either-or” proposition. For instance, young workers could start in a skilled area 
like production or construction, attend college, then move into more business-centric roles like 
construction management, purchasing, sales, and executive leadership. Lucrative and fulfilling 
pathways inside of the trades will be highly appealing to young workers and will help trade 
businesses develop a better message to attract and retain a new generation of talent. 

Strongly agree

Strongly disagree
disagree

Neither agree 

nor disagree

agree

24%

2%
12%

19%

42%

To what degree do you 

agree with this statement? 

The decision to go to 

college is as much about 

the college experience as 

it is getting a degree.

TALLO/LIGHTCAST STUDENT SURVEY, 2022
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5. What do students 
really think of community 
colleges and certificates?

Since most high school and college students 
still want at least a bachelor’s degree and 
believe it’s the best path to success, what do 
students think of degrees from community 
colleges or other trade organizations?  

First, 31% of those surveyed have no problem 
with a community college education. These 
are the students who would use the community 
college system for transfer purposes, as well as 
those who want to quickly enter the labor market. 

But nearly a third of those we surveyed believe that it would be hard to get a good job or the 
career they want with a community college education. Twenty-three percent believe they would 
receive lower earnings with a community college education. Sixteen percent said that they 
didn’t know enough to have an opinion. 

Community college still appears to be a stepping stone to a 4-year degree, at least in the 
eyes of early talent. But again, the world of labor has changed dramatically in recent years, so 
community colleges should talk about the impact of their offerings, the return on investment, 
the career opportunities, and the employers they work with in order to attract students with 
outdated perceptions. 

No concerns. I 
would like to pursue 
these degrees

TALLO/LIGHTCAST STUDENT SURVEY, 2022

NullOutcomes. It will be 
much harder to find a 
good job with these 
degrees and certificates

Careers. I am not 
interested in the 
types of jobs you 
can get with these 
degrees

Interest. I am just not 
interested in these 
types of degrees

Earnings. I dont 
believe that these 
grads go on to make 
enough money

Prestige. I dont think the 
economy or society values 
people with these degrees

Unsure. I am not 
familiar enough 
with these degrees 
to answer

When you think about community colleges and associate degrees or certificates, what are your primary 
concerns?  (multiple selections allowed)

31% 29% 27% 25% 23% 20% 16% 01%
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6. What are their major concerns about the skilled 
trades?

Given the educational proclivities of American students, getting a critical mass to head toward 
the skilled trades still appears to be an uphill battle. So we also wanted to discover what it is about 
these careers that is concerning to early talent. 

Twenty-two percent have no concerns, which, given the heavy preference for a bachelor’s degree 
or higher, should be encouraging. Put another way, while most students believe that a 4-year 
degree is the best idea, a growing number seem more open to the idea of the trades.

Forty-three percent of the students polled said that they aren’t interested in the physical rigors 
of the jobs. Another 32% don’t like the work environment (meaning that they’d likely prefer an 
office experience). Some 13% said that they would stay away from these jobs because of their 
reputation. And 27% of the respondents said that they aren’t familiar enough with these jobs to 
have major concerns. 

There is a lot to unpack here. 

When you think about careers in construction, manufacturing, maintenance, logistics, 
agriculture, etc (the skilled trades), what are your primary concerns?

Physical labor.  

These jobs are 

physically tough 

and Id prefer to do 

other work

Work environment.          

I would prefer to work 

in an office setting 

cleaner safer etc.

Unfamiliarity.  

I'm not sure what 

these jobs are  

what they do

No concerns.           

I like these jobs

Pay.  I dont think 

these jobs pay 

enough

Reputation.  These jobs are 

not highly respected roles

Other Null

43% 32% 27% 22% 19% 13% 8% 2%

TALLO/LIGHTCAST STUDENT SURVEY, 2022
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When it comes to concerns about the physical labor and work environment, there isn’t 
much these industries can do. Optimally, employers and trade associations should focus 
on the favorable aspects of these jobs.  

Compensation and experience. Young people, while they might not be 
super interested in physical labor, might be more inclined to work for higher 
wages for a season of their lives (remember, some 19% don’t believe these 
jobs pay enough). If they’re willing to do the work, they can make good money 
early in their careers. And, perhaps more importantly, if young people believe 
that the skills and knowledge they gain in these entry-level jobs will transfer to 
other opportunities, it will be much easier to attract them.

Career Progression. Imagine a young construction worker begins by working 
as a framer. After several years of experience, he gets an opportunity to move 
into a management position where he teaches other people to frame, takes 
more responsibility for the team, and purchases materials. His experience 
organically helps him move to more of a business role, a role more commonly 
associated with a degree (like construction management). 

The experience gained in entry-level roles will help workers transition to 
more business-centric roles, especially if they learn the ins-and-outs of 
the business. Like we’ve seen in previous surveys, young people seek out 
professional development opportunities. So if skilled trade businesses 
highlight their development opportunities, it should be a major force in 
attracting more talent. This is especially important in areas like construction 
and manufacturing. It is common for people to start at the ground level and 
then to move into more business-centric roles like management, sales, and 
so on. In many ways, doing the basics in one of these industries is important 
because they learn the core fundamentals of the business before taking on 
other work at the company. Yes, a degree might not be required, but experience 
is, especially if they want to progress into a well-paying senior role. Such roles 
would even give the employee opportunities to pursue job-related degrees. 

Ownership and control. Younger generations want to avoid the corporate 
bureaucracy typically associated with professional work. Skilled trade workers 
like cabinet makers, electricians, and floor installers often end up owning their 
own businesses. With ownership comes complete control over their schedules, 
business practices, and even how much they want to make in a given year. 

1

2

3

https://tallo.com/data-insights/what-early-talent-thinks-about-the-future-of-work/


Think about how many students are approached by postsecondary institutions. Colleges have 
marketing teams that specialize in attracting high school students. They use pictures of happy faces 
and videos of campus activities. They talk about why the school is such a good fit for the student. A 
high school junior can picture himself or herself on that campus, taking part in the experience. 

In this case, the trades have an image problem because they have a marketing problem, which is 
something that was discussed in the Early Talent Playbook. For companies to win new audiences, 
they must think and act like marketers. High school students currently don't know where or how 
they'd fit into these industries. What kind of training would they get? What does a day-in-the-life 
employee look like? How does the pay compare to those "BA-required" desk jobs? They don't know 
because nobody's reaching out to them or showing them what that experience could look like.

Any strategy that helps a new generation of workers appreciate skilled trade work is worth 
adopting. For instance, in the UK, Clarkson’s Farm, a hit show on Amazon Plus, has caused a new 
generation of youngsters to express interest in and have more respect for farm work. Mike Rowe 
has done a similar thing with “Dirty Jobs” in the US. Such things might seem silly or even trivial, but 
they have a massive impact because they create visibility and awareness and highlight just how 
important the work is. 

Who is Going to do the Work?21

4

5

Value and contribution to society. Gen Z’ers have a strong desire to make 
a difference in the world through their work. More than nearly any occupation 
(and almost to the extent of healthcare occupations), the skilled trades 
position their professionals to contribute to society. Whether it be through 
charitable home building projects or helping a family with young children by 
repairing their A.C. unit on a dangerously hot day, skilled trade workers reap 
immediate and consistent social rewards.

More awareness is key. Given the fact that high schools tend to push most 
students to college, and because 27% of our respondents said that they didn’t 
have enough knowledge of the trades to have an opinion, businesses in the 
trades have to really double-down on getting positive employment messages 
out there. 

https://tallo.com/how-to-attract-early-talent/
https://www.amazon.com/Clarksons-Farm-Season-1/dp/B095RHJ52R
https://www.farmersguide.co.uk/clarksons-farm-we-should-give-farmers-a-lot-more-respect/
https://mikerowe.com/


TURNING TO A POSITIVE 

CHAPTER IN THE SKILLED 

TRADE STORY

THE AMAZING INCENTIVE OF INTERNSHIPS 

AND APPRENTICESHIPS

One of the most powerful findings of this study 
is that establishing a relationship with young 
talent gives you considerable influence over 
their career decisions. And perhaps the best 
way to establish that relationship is via the 
internship and apprenticeship.
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When it comes to college programs, three-quarters of respondents said they would be more 
likely to attend a school that could get them an internship, apprenticeship, or other work 
experience with a company they value. Only 3% of students did not feel that this would be a 
factor in choosing a school. It’s hard to determine if this is a new phenomenon, but in a time 
when skilled trades, community colleges, and 4-year institutions are battling for young adults, 
it offers clear insight: these opportunities are extremely powerful ways for different industry 
sectors to reach and attract early talent. 

As a result, skilled trade-based industries should be looking for ways to use the internship/
apprenticeship strategy to bring in new talent. Businesses that want to attract workers to the trades 
can use these opportunities to great effect because early talent finds the hands-on experience 
appealing: students jump at the chance to gain skills they can use to build their resumes (and earn 
a little money on the side), and such opportunities allow early talent to test drive careers before 
they really commit. It is a benefit to the employer as well because an internship or apprenticeship 
operates like a job interview. If the candidate is a good fit, you can make them an offer for full-time 
work. If they don’t work out, you can both sail your separate ways with very little pain. Again, we 
would turn our attention to the story about Harrison and Burrowes, the construction company that 
is offering a construction apprenticeship and a very lucrative six-figure career for students that 
make their way through it. 

If you don’t offer such opportunities because they appear to be too costly or time-consuming, 
now is a good time to rethink your strategy. These are amazing ways to attract a new generation 
of talent. 

No 74%22%
3%

YesMaybe

Would you be more 
likely to attend a school 

that could get you 
an internship with a 

company you value?

TALLO/LIGHTCAST STUDENT SURVEY, 2022

https://tallo.com/blog/importance-of-internships-and-apprenticeships/
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C ONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

We have reached a point in our economy and society where equilibrium seems to be broken. 
Policies that push all high school students toward the 4-year degree have created an imbalance 
in labor. In many ways, the desire to have everyone pursue a fairly narrow set of the “best jobs,” 
the “best degrees,” or the “top ten careers of the future” might be misleading. The attempt to 
rank learning or careers according to what is hot and up-and-coming is tantamount to ranking 
which part of your body is most important. The point is, they are all important. For the economy 
and society to function, we need balance across all careers. An electrician is just as important as an 
engineer. A plumber solves as many problems as a software developer, if not more. 
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The skilled trades have a daunting set of recruitment barriers. But there is hope. Today, 
even though most young people prefer college, there are opportunites that trade-based 
industries can take advantage of. Young people are willing to see the value in these areas if 
you get to them early and develop connections before they choose to pursue other sectors. 
To help them see and appreciate the trades more clearly, companies and community 
colleges should take an active role in communicating the various benefits and advantages 
of skilled trades. 

As we think about where we are going to 
get the next generation of workers, here are 
some key ways to restore balance.

→ Allow an organic approach. We should not 
persuade (through policy or social pressure) 
a vast majority of students to take the same 
career path (like STEM). Many of them will 
ultimately not succeed on that path, and we 
need people pursuing all career areas with 
interest and enthusiasm.  

→ Take guilt and pressure out of the 
equation. People need to find the work that 
suits them best and not feel guilt or pressure 
about that. Yes, one man might not like working 
in manufacturing, but to another, it could be 
the perfect fit. Young people need to be able to 
explore and figure out what path suits them and 
their interests. 

→ Career diversity matters. Parents, 
teachers, and policy-makers must allow for 
diversity when it comes to pathways. Again, 
what might be great for one might not be for 
another. Culturally, K-12 should embrace a 
wider array of outcomes for its students and 
appreciate the differences that are inherent in 
each one of them. If a student isn’t ultimately 
interested in going the college route, they 

should be supported. Schools should be 
open to introducing them to the numerous 
pathways that they can still pursue. This is 
where companies can also play a critical role. 
Just like colleges show off their campuses and 
programs, trade-based businesses should 
show off apprenticeship and employment 
opportunities. Like a body functioning well, 
we need to appreciate the fact that people 
can thrive in a wide range of careers and 
professions, and those outcomes should not be 
judged one against another. 

→ People can thrive in every trade. If people 
work hard and build a solid foundation of skills 
and expertise, they can do well in whatever 
career path they choose. This ultimately has a 
lot more to do with how they learn, grow, and 
become more entrepreneurial in each path. 
Consider a hairdresser or a mechanic. Both 
might not make as much money in their first job, 
but both have a tremendous ability to grow 
and flourish—especially if they open their own 
businesses. Such things can be quite lucrative 
and surely give the people who pursue them 
a lot of satisfaction and the ability to build 
wealth. All work is really about problem-
solving. As people find out what problems they 
are most equipped to solve, they will be most 
fulfilled and, over time, they will build great 
careers for themselves. 
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Tallo is a platform used by 1.7 million high school and college age students. They use Tallo to connect to education 
and work via events, scholarships, mentorships, and work opportunities. Each month Tallo surveys its high school and 
college-age students on a variety of educational and work topics in order to help educators and business leaders gain 
better insight on the unique perspectives on a new generation of talent. For this survey Tallo and Lightcast partnered 
to conduct an online survey of Tallo users to better understand their perspectives on the skilled trades and community 
colleges. Responses are voluntary and were collected over a 2 month time frame.

METHODOLOGY

1. Do you believe there is demand for and good earnings to be 
made in the skilled trades? 

73% Yes  I have heard about the high demand and good money that 
people often make in these jobs 
21% Unfamiliar  I am unfamiliar with the demand or pay
4% No I  do not believe there is much demand or good pay for these jobs
2% Null

2. Do you feel pressure to get a bachelor’s degree vs trade school 
or associate’s degree? 

45% No
29% Somewhat
24% Definitely
2% Null

3. To what degree do you agree with this statement? 
The decision to go to college is as much about the college 
experience as it is getting a degree. 

24% Strongly agree 
42% Agree 
19% Neither agree nor disagree 
12% Disagree 
2% Strongly disagree
 

4. When you think about community colleges and associate 
degrees or certificates, what are your primary concerns? (multiple 
selections allowed) 

31% No concerns. I would like to pursue these degrees  
29% Outcomes.  It will be much harder to find a good job with these 
degrees and certificates
27% Careers.  I am not interested in the types of jobs you can get with 
these degrees
25% Interest.  I am just not interested in these types of degrees
23% Earnings.  I dont believe that these grads go on to make enough 
money 
20% Prestige.  I dont think the economy or society values people with 
these degrees 
16% Unsure.  I am not familiar enough with these degrees to answer 
 
5. When you think about careers in construction, manufacturing, 
maintenance, logistics, agriculture, etc (the skilled trades), what are 
your primary concerns? 

43% Physical labor.  These jobs are physically tough and Id prefer to do 
other work
32% Work environment.  I would prefer to work in an office setting 
cleaner safer etc 
27% Unfamiliarity.  I’m not sure what these jobs are  what they do
22% No concerns.  I like these jobs 
19% Pay.  I dont think these jobs pay enough
13% Reputation.  These jobs are not highly respected roles
8% Other
2% Null
    
6. Would you be more likely to choose a college that provided you 
with an opportunity to work (via an internship, apprenticeship, or 
other work-study) with a company that you value?

74% Yes
22% No 
3% Maybe 

QUESTIONS



If you would like more help or 
information, please feel free to 
contact the authors at: JEN KOLB | jkolb@tallo.com

RON HETRICK | ron.hetrick@lightcast.io


