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T
hrough the eyes
of many lifelong
r e s i d e n t s ,

Milwaukee will always
be Laverne and
Shirley’s playground;
the cool city that the
Fonz hung out in. This
image, along with the
fortunes of the city, has
diminished over the
years. The prevailing
image/perception of
Milwaukee, especially
among young profes-
sionals, is one of a con-
stant stench of beer;
Jeffrey Dahmer; inner-
city violence; bad
water; abandoned factories; and losing sports
franchises. Unfair as it is, this perception to
those who have it is reality, and it cannot be
overcome without personally experiencing the
city. Milwaukee’s negative image and its poor
rankings in various business publications
clearly define the obstacles to recruiting young
talent to the Milwaukee area.

A history lesson

A recent Milwaukee Journal Sentinel feature
highlighted the resurrection of the Allis-
Chalmers factory in West Allis, WI. It told the
story of the closing of the historic factory and
its rebirth as office space.1 The story described
how the factory is a microcosm of recent
changes in Milwaukee’s economy and the shift
from manufacturing-based to a service/cre-
ative-based economy. 

One month after
moving to
Milwaukee to attend
graduate school I
started working for a
small marketing and
sales consulting firm
and joined the ranks
of the 5,500 people
that work at the rede-
veloped factory site. 

My phone
extension at one
time had been
assigned to the
Allis-Chalmers pen-
sion office, and on
several occasions, I
received phone calls

from former Allis-Chalmers employees with
questions about their pension benefits. They
told me about how they worked in the factory
for 20 to 30 plus years and never thought the
factory would close.

These “pension conversations” as I would
call them, were truly history lessons. I realize
that as a young professional just starting my
career, that it is impractical to think — nor
should I expect—that I will be part of an econ-
omy dependent upon manufacturing; have my
employer consider providing me a pension; or
be with the same employer anywhere close to
30 years. 

As the city’s and state’s workforce contin-
ues to gray, today’s young professionals will
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play a prominent role in the growth of
Milwaukee’s and the state’s economy.
Understanding how the desires and expecta-
tions of today’s young professionals differ
from the union mentality that previously has
dominated Milwaukee’s workforce and econ-
omy will be a decisive factor that determines
the future success of Milwaukee. 

Who are young professionals?

The Metropolitan Milwaukee Association
of Commerce (MMAC) defines a young profes-
sional as an individual between the ages of 21-
35, who makes their living in a professional
capacity.2 A recent survey of the members of
Milwaukee’s young professional organization,
Young Professionals of Milwaukee (YPM), of
which I am a member, found that 90% of its
members hold at least a bachelors degree with
47% graduating from a metro-Milwaukee col-
lege or university.3 I am part of each of these
groups, having graduated from Marquette
University’s graduate school. However, not
reflected in the survey is the fact that since
women are now receiving more college and
university diplomas than men, young profes-
sionals are increasingly female.

Young professionals epitomize the state-
ment, “Employee Loyalty is Dead.” The new
workers have been coined as perpetual free
agents. They rotate jobs every 18-36 months.4

Their fluid access to information may, in part,
be driving this rapid turnover rate. Websites
like Vault.com and countless career and net-
working websites allow workers, especially
young, tech-savvy workers, to be aware of
openings and salaries for comparable positions.
The cost of applying for positions is nearly zero
because companies prefer electronic applica-
tions.

Young professionals also understand that
there is no such thing as “Employer Loyalty”
and that it is not an employer’s responsibility
to provide lifetime or guaranteed employment
but instead, to ensure their employability.
Recently The Economist described the results of
a survey of employees: 

Employees no longer expect companies to
offer job security (according to one survey

94% of those questioned thought that it
was they, not their employers, who were
responsible for that). But they do expect
their employers to help them keep their
skills up to date.5

It is likely that there is some truth that
young professionals and recent college gradu-
ates have a greater sense of entitlement, and in
some cases arrogance, than previous genera-
tions. However, with the advances in technol-
ogy and productivity, greater expectations are
placed upon today’s young professionals. 

In that sense, I typify the new young profes-
sional. I am the newest, lowest-ranking member
of my department, having started with my
employer in March 2006. I enjoy what I am
doing and believe that there are advancement
and training opportunities for me. These are the
reasons why I am content professionally, and I
continue to choose my current employer over
other opportunities. 

Regardless of how “essential” I feel, I do
not assume I would survive cutbacks were they
to occur; nor should my employer assume that
I am willing to make great sacrifices in order to
stay with the company for the “greater good.” I
regularly update my resume and am willing to
listen to anybody who whispers job opportuni-
ties in my ear. Being prepared and willing to
leave is what I and other young professionals
do to create a balance between the lack of
employer and employee loyalty that exists in
today’s professional workplace.

There is a growing consensus that workers,
specifically young professionals, are making
career decisions by looking at and choosing
communities first, and that community charac-
teristics increasingly outweigh the actual jobs
that are present in the community. 

Young professionals, when reviewing the
job landscape, look for a wide breadth of
industries and companies. This is, in part,
because with the high job turnover among
young professionals, the ability to change jobs
and even industries is very desirable. Having
nine Fortune 500 companies headquartered in
metro Milwaukee, gives the area a distinct
advantage over other cities.
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Why are young professionals important?

Why is it important for metro Milwaukee to
attract young professionals? If Milwaukee, and
all of Wisconsin, fail to attract sufficient num-
bers of young professionals, the future impact
on the respective economies could be dire.
According to a MMAC white paper,6 the
Milwaukee region will experience the following:

• By the year 2006, two workers will leave
the workforce for every one entering as
those turning 65 outpace those turning 18.

• By the year 2008, there will be a shortage
of 10 million workers across all employ-
ment categories. Some area employers are
reporting they will
lose half their work-
force in the next five
years to retirement.

• By the year 2010, an
estimated 70% of the
incoming workforce
will be women and
minorities.

• Ninety-nine major
m e t r o - M i l w a u k e e
employers anticipate
a need for over 25,000
employees in the next
three years to meet
their performance
objectives.7

Besides replenishing the workforce, young
professionals are a contributing factor in the
redevelopment and revitalization of down-
town areas in Rustbelt cities. In a study con-
ducted by William Lucy and David Phillips8

seven of twenty cities they studied had
decreasing populations from the year 2000-
2004 while simultaneously experiencing
increasing per capita incomes. 

They believed the cause of the phenome-
non is that families continue to leave cities for
the suburbs while high-income young profes-
sionals and empty-nesters move into the cities.
This would indicate that decreases in popula-
tion, which Milwaukee is experiencing, are not

an absolute indication of a declining city, but
possibly of one adjusting to current economic
pressures. 

Cities in the United States that have seen
some of the greatest economic expansion in the
last decade, such as Raleigh-Durham and the
entire North Carolina research triangle;
Atlanta, Georgia; Seattle, Washington; Austin,
Texas; and the Washington DC metro area,
have seen an influx in workers with college
degrees. These cities have adjusted well to an
economy increasingly based on technology
and human capital.

These cities have also seen an increase in
the development of small businesses whose

products are not widgets
but rather the develop-
ment and implementation
of knowledge. It is not
surprising than that these
new businesses have their
roots in cities that have
high quality universities
and young professionals
at their heart. 

The educated work-
force from these universi-
ties is able to develop and
apply technology and
methods that have been
responsible for the recent
increase in worker pro-

ductivity. The more educated and productive
workforce a city has, the more inclined busi-
ness will be to locate there and the more likely
that new businesses will be born in the area.
This is why the recruitment and retention of
young professionals to Wisconsin and specifi-
cally to Milwaukee is so important.
Milwaukee’s dependence on manufacturing,
and its bygone union entitlement mentality,
can be replaced by a mentality that focuses on
innovation and its applications to the current
business environment.

The current situation in Milwaukee

Using the simple hypothesis that “like
attracts like” the current demographic makeup

It is not surprising than
that these new

businesses have their
roots in cities that have

high quality universities
and young professionals

at their heart. 
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of Milwaukee is not one that appeals to young
professionals. 

The four-county Milwaukee area has a net
job gain of 10% since 1990, compared with
22% nationwide. Suburban Milwaukee
skews old; the median age of 40.2 in
Waukesha County, for instance, is four
years older than the national median. In
the city of Milwaukee a larger part of its
population 25 and older are without a high
school diploma: more than 21% compared
with about 16% nationwide. 9

Many young professionals could be con-
sidered to be members of “The Creative Class”
as described by Richard Florida in his book;
The Rise of the Creative Class. This new class
consists of:

People in science and engineering, archi-
tecture and design, education, arts, music
and entertainment, whose economic func-
tion is to create new ideas, new technology,
and or new creative content. . . . Creative
class also includes a broader group of pro-
fessionals in business and finance, law,
health care, and related fields.10

According to Florida, in 1999 Milwaukee
had 27.9% of its workforce as being part of the
Creative Class, ranking Milwaukee 39th
among the 49 largest regions in the United
States. Metro areas that have seen noticeable
economic expansion — such as Raleigh-
Durham, Austin, Minneapolis, and Seattle—
all appear in the top 10 of Florida’s ranking.
Florida argues that today’s economic expan-
sion is not being driven by manufacturing or
service workers but instead this new creative
class which includes young professionals.

Other cities in Wisconsin had higher per-
centages of their workforce as members of this
creative class — Madison (32.8%); La Crosse
(29.2%); Eau Claire (28.7%). Wisconsin cities
with lower creative class percentages than
Milwaukee include Green Bay (26.2%);
Janesville (26.0%); Wausau (24.6%); and
Sheboygan (20.6%).

Previously, the Wisconsin Policy Research
Institute (WPRI), approximated that
Milwaukee is adding 1,800 college graduates a

year. Milwaukee’s current pace is well below
the 5,300 additional graduates needed each
year for the next 20 years in order for
Milwaukee to become an average American
city.11

Among the young professionals that are
currently in the Milwaukee area YPM found
the following insights present in its members.

How long have you lived in the Milwaukee
metro area?

12.8% Newbie-moved here within last two
years

36% Sticker-moved here more than 2
years ago

19.5% Born again-born in the metro area
moved away and came back

29.4% Lifer-have always lived in the metro
area

2.3% Other

How long do you expect to stay in the metro-
Milwaukee area?

3% Less than 1 year
9.7% 1-2 years
13.7% 3-4 years
13.4% 5-10 years
29.1% Over 10 years
31.2% Don’t Know

The greatest opportunity to retain young
professionals and talent in general, is to appeal
to those, like myself, who don’t know how
long they will stay in the Milwaukee area. The
breadth of job and lifestyle offerings is what
will keep us in the city or drive us away. The
more of these individuals stay in Milwaukee
the easier it will be to recruit additional young
professionals to the area.

Milwaukee’s image—what others read and
think

In their recruit’ability study, YPM found
that 38% of the employers thought that
Milwaukee’s image/perception was an imped-
iment to recruiting diverse talent.12 Employers
think that Milwaukee’s image is the city’s
number one impediment.
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A Forbes 2006 rankings of “Best Places for
Business and Careers” ranks Milwaukee 124
out of the 200 biggest metro areas.
Milwaukee’s nearest geographic competitors
all rank higher: Madison, WI (31); Lake
County, IL (42); Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN (71);
Chicago, IL (100); and Green Bay, WI (106).13

Milwaukee does not appear in a Kiplinger’s
ranking of the “50 Smart Places to Live.” In the
same ranking Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN ranks
2nd; with La Crosse, WI (16); Madison, WI
(20); and Oshkosh, WI (45) all making the list.14

More uplifting is the fact that Wisconsin has
two of the top fifty undergraduate business
schools in the country in the University of
Wisconsin-Madison (27)
and Marquette University
(46) according to Business
Week magazine.15 Brady
Corporation of Milwaukee
was identified as the
State’s only “Hot Growth”
company in the state of
Wisconsin.16 Most of the
“Hot Growth” companies
on the list were located in
cities along the east and
west coasts of the country. 

YPM counters some
of these negative rankings
by citing that Milwaukee
has been considered one
of the dozen distinct art destinations,17 the 5th
fittest city18 as well as America’s number two
party city.19

Despite the arguments and disputes that
inevitably accompany any index or ranking
scheme, these numbers do impact the image of
the city and the ability of businesses to find tal-
ent. 

YPM’s recruit’ability study concluded that
Milwaukee is at or above the national average
in all of the characteristics (Earning, Learning,
Vitality, Social Capital, Cost of Lifestyle, After
Hours, and Around Town) that young profes-
sionals consider when choosing a place to live
and work.20 The challenge to the city, specifi-

cally MMAC, is to broadcast these attributes in
a way and in a forum that is able to overcome
the negative image that many young profes-
sionals have of the area.

What is Milwaukee doing?

There has been an explosion in the number
of young professional organizations across the
country. Chambers of commerce typically start
these organizations. The chambers, by doing
this, are able to simultaneously address 1) tal-
ent and labor shortages of their respective
area, and 2) contribute to the economic revital-
ization of downtown areas. However with
these common objectives, the methodology
and activities of young professional organiza-

tions differ; from purely
social to enhanced civic
engagement.

Milwaukee’s YPM has
been recognized as being a
national leader in their
approach to attract and
retain young profession-
als. The organization will
be changing its name to
FUELmilwaukee in
February 2007, to reflect
the organization’s mission
of “fueling the regional
workforce with employees
by attracting and retaining
diverse talent.”21

YPM’s proactive approach is helping to
increase the supply of young professionals to
area businesses. They are also sharing their
knowledge on how to reach young profession-
als and the sobering statistics that show
Milwaukee has a shortage of workers that will
be able to take over for the retiring workforce.
Without an influx of young professionals,
Milwaukee—its businesses and its economy—
will face great hardship in the near future. 

Shelly Jurewicz,22 Executive Director of
YPM, believes internships can also play a piv-
otal role in recruitment of young professionals.
She approximates that 80% of interns stay in
the community in which they do their intern-

Without an influx of
young professionals,

Milwaukee—its
businesses and its

economy—will face
great hardship in the

near future.
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ship. There are over 13,000 full-time college
undergraduate students attending the
University of Milwaukee alone.23 Involving
undergraduate students, many of whom are
not from the Milwaukee area, could go a long
way to addresses the area’s labor needs.

Through internships young professionals
have seen Milwaukee in a new light. In a
recent Milwaukee Journal Sentinel article interns
conveyed their new impressions of
Milwaukee: 

Milwaukee’s really developed in the last
few years, and I’ve had the opportunity to
see some of the places through this intern-
ship. So its definitely improved my image
of Milwaukee

I was surprised by how many restaurants
there are and young people walking
around.

I’ve learned that if I do end up in
Milwaukee, its not going to be so bad. It
actually might be better with the connec-
tions and networks that I’ve made.

What is the rest of Wisconsin doing?

Nearly all metro areas of Wisconsin are
making efforts to retain and recruit young pro-
fessionals. Madison, in many ways is the oppo-
site of metro Milwaukee, both in its employ-
ment makeup and its public image. The city is
recognized as a nearly-ideal mid-size
Midwestern city.

Eau Claire has also seen success with their
recruitment efforts. Eau Claire also has a
young professional’s organization that holds
various events throughout the year. The city
also runs a campaign entitled Come for College,
Stay for a Career. The campaign “focuses on
showing university students the opportunities
that exist in Eau Claire and the Chippewa
Valley.” Mike Schatz, the City of Eau Claire’s
economic development administrator esti-
mates that the area is able to keep approxi-
mately 27% of the students that attend the
University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire upon their
graduation.24

Recently northeast Wisconsin has orga-
nized the “New North” an 18-county regional

economic development organization, whose
focus, in part, to is to recruit young profession-
als. The larger communities in the “New
North” area are comparable to Milwaukee sub-
urbs and appeal to young families. Since
young professionals look at communities first,
“New North” businesses that have more fam-
ily-friendly policies will attract and retain
young professionals once they become young
parents.25

What will the future hold? 

Answering the question “What will the
future hold” is always speculative. The most
common answer is “I don’t know.” This is true
for me. But I expect to behave like most young
professionals — continuously evaluating my
professional situation every two-to-three years
and doing what is in my best interest. 

What is in my best interest might be to
stay in Milwaukee—for professional advance-
ment either with my current employer or with
another employer. On the other hand, my loca-
tion decision might be more personal, to
remain close to a romantic interest. Keep in
mind that these may also be reasons to leave
Milwaukee. It is the draw of the area that is
oftentimes the tiebreaker in these types of deci-
sions. To make it harder to leave or easier to
stay in Milwaukee, the area should continue to
make conscience efforts to improve the image
and characteristics of the city to young profes-
sionals.

What is the future of the young profes-
sional population of Milwaukee? It is still diffi-
cult to envision a scenario in the near future in
which Milwaukee is able to directly challenge
young professional magnets such as North
Carolina’s research triangle, Washington DC,
Chicago, and even the Twin Cities. Without a
clear economic development agenda,26 I have
to wonder how much help the City of
Milwaukee will provide in addressing the tal-
ent concerns of the city’s employers.

However, successes are occurring in
Milwaukee,  and YPM’s efforts to recruit
young professionals are considered to be best
in class. Milwaukee businesses will need to tap
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into the city’s existing pool of young profes-
sionals. Businesses can help their own cause by
increasing the number of internship programs,
an approach that would involve students that
have already chosen to live in Milwaukee. This
early involvement with the Milwaukee busi-
ness community, and any subsequent activity
with YPM, would increase the likelihood of
keeping young professionals in the area. 

This “get them as young as you can”
approach might not occur until businesses and
the community feel more of the pain that will
be associated with the departure of the graying
workforce. But that would be too bad.
Milwaukee and the area’s business community
should combine the lessons of smaller
Wisconsin communities with YPM’s best-in-
class practices in order to accelerate the pace at
which Milwaukee is able to attract and retain
young professionals. At stake is the survival
and growth of Milwaukee and the region as a
whole
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