
Strategies for Building a Global Workforce

Key Findings and Recommendations

Background and Objectives

Several of Idaho’s major corporations recognize the need to attract and retain a global workforce in order to compete in today’s market. While Idaho’s racial and ethnic composition is changing, people of color and international origin are in the minority. Several companies identify two major deterrents in attracting and retaining professional-level talent to Idaho:  1) the limited availability of international and ethnic services and 2) unbalanced news coverage of the state. 

State and local governments, as well as corporations, want Idaho to be recognized as a progressive place where people of all racial, ethnic, or cultural backgrounds are welcome and have opportunities to thrive and prosper.  Extensive research conducted by the Idaho Department of Commerce shows people with some Idaho experience perceive the state more positively than those with no experience.  Generally speaking, many potential recruits targeted by these firms have the least experience with Idaho, either themselves personally or through friends and family.

Since state and local governments and Idaho’s corporate citizens desire to improve this target audience’s perceptions of the state, they plan to cooperate in the development and production of effective communications that accurately portray Idaho as a great place to live, work, and do business. 

The specific objectives of this project are as follows:

· Learn from experiences of professionals from various ethnic, racial, and cultural backgrounds who have been recruited to Idaho within the past five years;

· Develop effective ways to communicate with potential new hires to present Idaho as a place where they are welcome and can prosper.
· Create a chamber/industry/state-based partnership that, where appropriate, supports industry recruiting needs and serves as a model for other communities throughout Idaho.
Methodology

A total of 20 individuals participated in the information gathering process for this project, which included a two-hour focused group discussion and personal telephone interviews with respondents living outside the Boise metro area.

Sample. Ms. Allen, the Idaho Department of Commerce, Hewlett-Packard and the Boise Metro Chamber of Commerce, the Idaho Inclusiveness Coalition and human resource specialists from the major employers in the Boise area worked collaboratively on developing a participant sample which met the following criteria: recruited within the past five years, worked in a professional capacity and came from a diverse ethnic, racial, or cultural background.

Among 40 major employers contacted, 17 do not recruit outside the state or have no employees who meet the criteria (42%); 7 did not respond to voice and email messages (18%), and 16 provided names of potential respondents (40%).

Discussion.  On August 27, 2002 Ms. Allen conducted a two-hour group discussion with 17 participants at the Boise Metro Chamber of Commerce, including one person who participated by teleconference from Moscow, Idaho.  Participants represented 16 companies or organizations, as well as various ethnic and cultural backgrounds:  two people from India, one from Sri Lanka, two from Bosnia, five African-Americans, four Hispanics, and three Caucasians who moved here from larger urban areas.

Personal Interviews. Ms. Allen also conducted personal interviews with three additional candidates:  two from Idaho Falls (by telephone) and one from Boise (in person). 
Key Research Findings

Initial Thoughts/Questions about Idaho.  Most people know little about Idaho when they first consider taking a job or moving here: Vague impressions of a rural state, potatoes and sparse population.  Among African-Americans, many had family, friends, or colleagues who tried to dissuade recruits from coming to Idaho because these people heard some in the state are racist.  These respondents initially received frequent telephone calls to see if they were safe living in the state.

A few respondents visited or had family or friends who live in Idaho. These respondents were eager to accept employment in the Idaho because they thought it beautiful, wanted a change from crowded urban areas, liked the friendliness of the people, or wanted to be near family or friends.

Several respondents looked up information about Idaho on the Internet. Many of these sought specific information about the numbers of African-Americans or Hispanics in Idaho, a question often asked by family and friends.  Regardless of relatively small number of people of color, these respondents accepted a position in Idaho because they liked the job and felt confident that they could handle what for them was a big cultural change. 

Information Sought about Area.  Respondents obtained information about Idaho and the community to which they were moving from a variety of sources, including videotapes produced by employers, chamber of commerce information packets, and personal visits. Several respondents served internships in Idaho and determined they liked the job and were fairly comfortable in the area.

The most credible and influential source of information for African-Americans who had no previous experience in Idaho is the opportunity to talk candidly with fellow African-Americans who live in the area. These people were able to ask about where to obtain services they need and want, opportunities for social and cultural experiences, and educational opportunities for themselves and their families.

Other Information That Would Have Helped in Recruiting Process.  Respondents suggest showing diversity does exist in Idaho communities. They say diversity is important to more than people of color; many people recruited to professional positions in Idaho desire a diverse community to live in and raise families. Respondents also comment it is important to demonstrate economic diversity, highlighting the growing high-tech industry.

One respondent specifically suggests communicating the strong sense of community. She says that this community-mindedness and friendliness of the people, make her feel free and safe in traveling anywhere in Idaho.

Factors in Decision to Move to Idaho. Primary factors that influence respondents to take a job in Idaho are the friendliness of the people, attractiveness of the job and the employer, less traffic and congestion and safe communities.  In addition to these top-of-mind features, respondents react to several attributes measured in a national quantitative research project conducted by the Idaho Department of Commerce:

· Most respondents feel the cost of living is attractive, especially the cost of housing; however, many say that the costs of fuel, food, and clothing are as high or higher than other places they’ve lived.

· When asked about easy access to airport or interstate travel, respondents chortle.  While there is easy access to airports, the cost of flying from Idaho to visit family is much more expensive than driving to and departing from Salt Lake City, which they often do.  

· People react quite differently when asked about public schools and higher education opportunities:  Those with children in public schools are wondering whether or not their children will receive a broad enough view of history and the contributions of various cultures. They do realize the role parents need to play in working with schools to broaden instruction and provide children with the worldview they need.

Respondents in Idaho Falls say they are enrolled in graduate degree programs and this opportunity is a major factor in their staying in that community.  On the other hand, some respondents in the Boise area say the limited number of graduate level degrees available locally concerns them.

· Opinions about Idaho’s tax structure are mixed.  For some people the rates are considerably lower; for others, they are no different or higher.

· People have very different opinions about their community’s quality of entertainment, culture, or social life.  Those who are single, regardless of ethnicity, believe Idaho’s social scene is inadequate. Also those who want to attend professional sports or high-profile college sports events feel deprived.

An Idaho Falls respondent made several requests for his cable company to carry channels he and his family enjoy. When he was not able to get the channels through the cable company, he switched to a dish satellite system.

· Proximity to outdoors recreation areas (camping, fishing, hiking, etc.) is appealing to respondents and a key factor in their desire to come to and remain in Idaho. Most for whom the outdoors holds little appeal and who desire different entertainment, cultural, and social experiences question how long they will remain in the state.

· Idaho’s low crime rate is comforting and appealing. One respondent, however, suggests there is just a different type of crime:  less property and violent crime but more abuse of children.

· For respondents who accepted jobs in Idaho to be closer to family, this attribute is very important.  Most respondents, however, are now some distance from parents, siblings, and extended family.  They remain in Idaho in spite of this fact.  Some have family members visit them in Idaho, many of whom had very good experiences.  Others have not been able to convince family to make the trip because it takes a long time, is expensive, or just does not appeal to them.

· Several respondents guffaw when asked about Idaho’s proximity to large metro areas.  Many are used to being within a one to two-hour drive of major metropolitan areas and say that a one to two-hour flight (not counting transport to airports) just isn’t the same.  The comment was made that you can drive three hours in any direction from Boise and still be nowhere. The people in Idaho Falls are more positive about being able to go to Salt Lake City.

· Questions were raised about claims that Idaho has clean water and air, especially when Boise experiences inversions during the winter.  Most did not indicate this attribute was particularly relevant to them or that Idaho possesses this characteristic more than the place they came from.

· The four-season climate appeals to some, primarily in the Boise area. Respondents in Idaho Falls say there are only two seasons:  winter and not winter. Reactions to winter are very different:  one woman and her family, originally from the Atlantic states, are eager to try skiing and other snow sports, but one man and his family, originally from the South, really hate winters.

Like Most / Least About Living in Idaho.  Across the board, respondents feel the people of Idaho, at least in the areas in which they live, are genuinely friendly and helpful. They cite examples of people helping them move in, hauling large purchases to their homes, helping them find services, etc.  Some respondents hypothesize many Idahoans are sensitive to the fact that there are relatively few people of color and therefore try hard to make them feel welcome.

One Hispanic respondent said he had heard about a strong “good-old-boy network” in the business community and that most Mexicans in Idaho were “working in the fields.”  He was concerned about his ability to sell professional services in this environment.  He said that he was quickly accepted as part of the “good-old-boy network” and has benefited from it.

Most people who have moved from larger metro areas to Boise appreciate living without the traffic and congestion they left behind. Respondents express divergent opinions, however, about the growth and development in the Boise area:  A few bemoan rural places are still visible in the metro area and feel better land-use planning is needed, while others appreciate the variety.  One respondent explained Idahoans’ traditional regard for property rights make it unlikely there will be more strictly managed growth and development in this region.

For the most part, people express satisfaction in their professions and the ability to balance work and personal or family pursuits.  This, however, is less true among people who are not married.  Those who are not married feel there are limited social opportunities, especially with other singles from their cultural or racial community.

Several respondents are concerned about how raising their children in a community with little diversity will affect their children. They want their children to associate with people from various cultural and ethnic heritages and, especially for children of color, to feel proud of their own heritage.  They wonder whether or not their children will learn about the contributions other cultures have made to world history.

The Boise area suffers somewhat because of the perceived lack of higher education opportunities.  Though Boise State University is recognized as providing adequate undergraduate programs, the limited number of graduate programs is seen as a deficit in their ability to meet their professional development goals.  In Idaho Falls, however, respondents say that their enrollment in graduate programs, supported by their employer, is the primary reason they have stayed in that area. 

Several participants also express concern that there are few corporations that employ people with their skills.  They feel somewhat insecure because if something happens to their present job, they have few options locally.

One respondent commented, and others quickly agreed, the most difficult times for a new family in Idaho are holidays. Since extended families tend to gather on holidays, those who are new to the state and separated from their families feel particularly isolated.

While early in the conversation some respondents talked about the strong sense of community they felt in the Boise area, a few were concerned that there are not more opportunities for minorities to serve on the boards and committees of community organizations.  One respondent said that when she has served on committees, she has felt more as if she is a token than a person with valuable skills or expertise to contribute.

Another difficulty people of different ethnic or cultural backgrounds have in Idaho is finding foods they want.  They look forward to the time when these foods are not limited to “specialty aisles or stores” but are an integrated part of the store offerings.  For the most part, however, people feel they are able to find essential services and products.  Many people anticipate a greater variety of goods and services becoming available as their communities attract people from across the world.  

Improvements in Recruiting Process. When asked what change or improvements in the recruiting process could make Idaho more appealing to a global workforce, respondents suggest finding a way to demonstrate how friendly and genuine Idahoans are.  Respondents also believe that demonstrating this friendliness will help to dispel the belief some have that Idaho is a racist state.  In the words of one respondent, “get people to Idaho and Idaho will sell itself.”

Among respondents in the Boise area, there is uncertainty about how friendly and non-racist Idahoans are in other areas of the state. A respondent in Moscow and those in Idaho Falls report people in their communities are also friendly, but that they feel more isolated because there are so few people of color in those areas.  Perhaps there is an opportunity for cultural exchanges within the state to expose Boisians to other communities and other communities to the diversity that exists in Boise. 

The group offered several other recommendations, as well:

· Promote more than Idaho’s potatoes.  Economic development materials should focus on the breadth of economic activity and opportunities in the state in addition to traditional agricultural and natural resource industries.

· Include testimonials from minorities throughout the community, not just those employed by the company doing the recruiting.

· Some respondents point out that Idaho companies could show more interest in retaining the professionals they recruited.  Those who have adopted Idaho as their home are concerned about losing their jobs and having to relocate. 

· Sell what is “true” about Idaho.  The state’s history demonstrates Idaho has been home to diverse cultures and peoples, who all have contributed greatly to the state’s character and culture.  A respondent from Bosnia spoke of visiting Pioneer Cemetery in Idaho City and noticing the variety of nationalities—Chinese, Polish, and many others—buried there.

· Respondents caution “diversity” can’t be sold; it must be “grown.”  In the words of one respondent, “Focus on Idaho’s core values, and diversity will eventually come as a result.”  Participants feel Idaho has become more diverse in the last few years and it will continue to attract a diverse workforce as long as there are good jobs, desirable quality of life and a friendly and accepting population.

· In a related comment, one respondent emphasized that people recognize the difference between cosmetic versus systemic changes communities can make in seeking to attract a global workforce. “We can see through diversity programs that are poor or that aren’t going to go anywhere,” she said. “If you don’t see it in the policies, leadership, and everyday life, it comes across as cosmetic.”  

· Continue to bring people to Idaho by promoting the state’s economic opportunities and marketing travel and tourism.  This allows people to “experience” the state and those who do then help to dispel negative perceptions of Idaho.

· Position Idaho as a great place to live for those who want to get involved in the community.  A participant suggests acknowledging that the state is not perfect and is going through some growing pains, but that individuals can really bring about constructive change in their communities.

· Help Idaho’s communities recognize that becoming a global community does not mean becoming afflicted with metropolitan ills, such as traffic, crime, pollution, etc.  The effort will enrich the communities with greater cultural diversity.

· This group was very eager to participate in some follow-up activities that will put the ideas generated in this discussion into action.

Recommendations

Respondents seem optimistic about the prospect of Idaho becoming an even more attractive location to a global workforce. They stress the importance of communicating Idaho’s virtues, the most obvious of which is friendliness, while being honest about structural changes communities can make to help a global workforce feel welcome. We recommend the Idaho Department of Commerce encourage local chambers of commerce, businesses, and various community organizations to collaborate and institute the following programs.

Establish Community-Based, Global Workforce Networks. Several large corporations have effective programs that bring professionals to Idaho during the recruiting process or at least reach out to them with a very personal touch. The most important factor in their decision to accept the job is the personal conversations they have with people like themselves who moved to the state.  We recommend that this intra-company effort be expanded to a community network of people of various racial, ethnic, cultural, or national backgrounds who are willing to visit with those considering accepting a job in the area.  This network should include people who have lived in Idaho for some time as well as those who moved here more recently.

Local chambers of commerce are the logical organizations to sponsor this network.  Patterned after community interfaith councils, in which different faiths work together on issues or causes, a global workforce network or task force representing the community’s various ethnic or cultural groups could develop a list of ambassadors as well as be a resource to advise businesses seeking to recruit more globally.  This group might also be able to assist new recruits in finding needed services and products or in connecting with people to share special occasions or holidays.

Additionally, members of this group could become effective spokespeople to combat negative portrayals of Idaho has unwelcoming of diversity.   

Engage New Recruits in Community Activities and Leadership Committees.  Respondents want to be involved in the community and feel it is possible to do so.  We recommend that businesses work with cities, counties, local chambers of commerce and other organizations to involve their newly recruited professionals in community programs, such as special task forces, leadership programs, charitable causes, special event planning, etc.  Doing so gives people a chance to develop broad ties throughout the community.

Communicate Economic Benefits of a Global Workforce to Idaho Communities.  Communities tend to thrive when their businesses are successful.  Many businesses now operate within a global economy and seek to serve worldwide consumers and businesses.  These businesses recognize they are better prepared to serve their customers when their workforce reflects the markets they serve. We recommend the Idaho Department of Commerce, chambers of commerce, and local economic development organizations communicate the benefits communities receive as they welcome workers from throughout the world.  

Present Qualitative and Quantitative Information about Idaho’s Population. Several recent recruits to Idaho sought information about the state and its citizens on the Internet. This tool offers an excellent opportunity to present the quality of life populations of interest have and the opportunities for community involvement. We recommend the Idaho Department of Commerce Web site and those of local chambers of commerce prompt people seeking population figures to access information such as testimonials from people of color or those from other cultures or nations who have made Idaho their home. These Web sites should also link to other chambers, organizations, resources and support systems (such as the Idaho Inclusivenes Coalition) that demonstrate Idaho’s historical and existing cultural diversity.
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