
The Labor Market is Broken 
The Current State - And What to Do About It



First, I want to hear from you…

Does most of your value come from:
 
1. What you learned in school 
2. What you learned on-the-job



WHY is U.S. Business Losing its “War for Talent”?
Hint: If you declare war on math, you’re probably going to lose…



74%
of new jobs between 2008-2017 

were in occupations 
where employers typically 

require a 4-year college degree

60%
of the adult workforce 

does not have a 
4-year college degree

 60% of the workforce has access to only 26% of new jobs 

W
O

RK
FO

RC
E

JO
B

S

Source: Blair et al., 2020 “Searching for STARs: Work Experience as a Job Market Signal for Workers without Bachelor’s Degrees,” NBER. 

Screening Out Talent by Pedigree Fails the Math Test
Arbitrary bachelors degree requirements exclude the majority of the workforce 
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Do we have a skills gap? If so, why?
Boston Marathon - Then and Now



 

Almost Half of Workers in Connecticut are STARs 

829,000 out 
of the 1.7M  
Connecticut 
workers are
STARs

Note: We exclude workers under the age of 25 from our analysis of the labor force to ensure that the majority of the population studied has completed their education.
Source: Opportunity@Work analysis of the 2019 1-year American Community Survey, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.  

Distribution of the Connecticut Labor Force
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STARs = Skilled Through Alternative Routes, rather than a bachelor’s degree 



STARs are a vital talent pool in every Connecticut county   

County % Of State 
Workforce % STARs

Fairfield 27% 39%

Hartford 25% 50%

New Haven 24% 54%

New London 7% 60%

Litchfield 5% 56%

Middlesex 5% 47%

Tolland 4% 52%

Windham 3% 70%

New Haven

Danbury

Hartford

Large metro areas attract 
higher educated workers, in 
Hartford County (Hartford)  
half of all workers are STARs 
(50%) 

Alternatively, in Windham 
County (Windham) more 
than 2 out of every 3 
workers are STARs (70%).

Source: Opportunity@Work analysis of the 2019 1-year American Community Survey, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.  

In all but two Connecticut counties, 50% or more of workers are STARs

State Rate = 49% 
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Note: Not all counties are
individually identifiable



4 Truths to 
Unlock Talent
And the Receipts (Research) to Prove It 
 



50% 
(70+ Million) 

U.S. Workers are 
Skilled Through 

Alternative Routes
STARs 

Source: Opportunity@Work Analysis of the 2021 Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.

If You Don’t Have a STARs Talent Strategy - 
You Only Have Half a Talent Strategy

61%  of Black 
Workers
 are STARs

55%  of Hispanic 
Workers 
are STARs

31%  of AAPI 
Workers 
are STARs

48%  of Female 
Workers 
are STARs

66%  of Rural 
Workers
 are STARs

61%  of Veteran 
Workers 
are STARs

53%  of white 
Workers 
are STARs
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Many routes to skills besides college degrees

Source: Opportunity@Work Analysis of the 2021 Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.

STARs are workers who have high school 
degrees or equivalent *and* are Skilled 
Through Alternative Routes, such as:

● Talent developers
● Workforce training programs
● Skills bootcamps
● Community colleges
● Partial college completion
● Military service
● Learning relevant skills on-the-job 

Asking “why don’t people just get a 
bachelor’s degree?” is like asking - 
why does LIFE happen?

● Time 
● Money
● Family complications
● Lack of reliable transportation
● Interest in working right away! 
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Saying it’s a “pipeline” or “training” problem, undermines STARs’ skills 



Low Wage ≠ Low Skill

Source: Opportunity@Work analysis of the O*NET 25.3 Database and 2017 to 2021 Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement, 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.
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4 Millions of STARs Show Up to Work in Gateway Jobs
51 Gateway Jobs Enabled Millions of STARs to Advance from 
Low-Wage Origin Jobs to Destination Jobs

Gateway Jobs = “Dig Here” Signs for Talent



The Solution: 
Tap Into STARs’ Talents
What to START, What to STOP



STOP Defining Workers for What They “Lack”
START Defining Workers for Skills They Have
They are Skilled Through Alternative Routes (STARs)

“This gives a name 
to people like me”



STOP Losing with “Half a Talent Strategy”
START Winning with a Whole Talent Strategy
If You Don’t Have a STARs Talent Strategy - You Only Have Half a Talent Strategy

See 
STARs in 

your region

Hire 
STARs 

Share STAR Stories + Share What Works + Scale 



Lower Wage Origin Job

Gateway  Job 

Higher Wage Destination Job 
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● $17.04 / hr

● 69% of workers 
are STARs

● 30% of workers 
are BIPOC

Retail Salespersons

● $22.30 / hr
● 62% of workers 

are STARs
● 26% of workers 

are BIPOC

First-Line Supervisors 
of Sales Workers

● $29.21 / hr

● 45% of workers 
are STARs

● 25% of workers 
are BIPOC 

General & Operations 
Managers

31% 
Wage Gain

31% 
Wage Gain

17% point
Drop in STARs

Note: Wages based on workers aged 25 and older. 
Source: Opportunity@Work analysis of the 2019 1-year American Community Survey, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series. 

Source Intentionally for STARs
Understand the “Origin Jobs” for the jobs you 
are sourcing for

7% point
Drop in STARs



STOP Screening by Pedigree
START Screening for Skills
Evaluate and re-work job listings to be skills-first + send the signal for STARs to apply 

50%
of the state’s 38,000 
jobs no longer have  

degree requirements 

34% 
year-over-year increase 
in STAR applicants in the 

first 6 months

“I used to have to feel like I was 
sneaking in the backdoor for jobs 

without a degree. 
Now I can walk in the front."
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My Family’s 
American Dream

My Dad and Me.
Detroit: circa 1970



50+ Tear the Paper Ceiling Campaign and Coalition Members

19

We can solve this problem - 
together, on purpose



Thank You
- Watch the campaign:

- YouTube: Ad Council
- Join the conversation: 

- LinkedIn: Opportunity@Work + Byron Auguste
- Twitter: @OpptyatWork + @byron_auguste
- www.tearthepaperceiling.org 

http://www.tearthepaperceiling.org

