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Gilbert businesses seek to solve hiring issue

Anthony Marko (left) interviews Seth Contreras at a Panera Bread job fair. (Tom Blodgett/Community Impact Newspaper)

Now is the chance to help your local community succeed. Become a Patron by contributing to Community Impact
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Across Gilbert, as with other places in the country, the signs are out: Now hiring.

While those signs may demonstrate an economy ready to get rolling again, experts said they also hint
at a new pandemic problem: a shortage of workers, felt particularly hard in sectors such as hospitality
and retail.

Employment in Arizona is down 1.5% across the board from February 2020 to June 2021, but as much
as 9.9% in leisure and hospitality, according to data from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

“What we’re hearing across the board, especially in our trade and service industries, is just the
overwhelming challenge of finding workforce,” said Sarah Watts, Gilbert Chamber of Commerce
president and CEO. “And especially in an industry like restaurants right now, what they’re really doing
is just competing with other like industries and attracting talent away from one another, especially in
those entry-level positions.”

Watts related a friend’s story of a McDonald’s in town that was handing out job applications along with
a plea to pass them along to anyone needing work when customers paid for their orders.
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Experts point at different causes for the need, including unemployment benefits and stimulus
payments, low wages, high competition for workers, and changed life circumstances.

In the wake of the early waves of the pandemic, workers may now be looking at opportunities to
advance their careers past entry-level or low-wage jobs, experts said. In fact, part of the city of Gilbert’s
#GilbertTogether business recovery effort are programs to train and upskill workers who may be
looking for more.

Root causes

Although Arizona Commerce Authority reports unemployment is down 3.5 percentage points to 4.9%
from June 2020 to June 2021, economist Jim Rounds of the Rounds Consulting Group in Tempe
cautions that numbers must be compared to pre-pandemic levels. Comparing February 2020 to June
2021, unemployment is up 1.7 percentage points with employment down nearly 200 jobs and labor
force up 2,500 jobs.

The U.S. Chamber report showed most sectors down in employment in Arizona. Hardest hit beyond
leisure and hospitality was professional and business services down 2.1% and construction and
extraction 1.2%. Trade and transportation, which includes shipping activities, was the lone sector that
saw growth, up 5%.

Rounds said an economic imbalance was brought on by the pandemic and subsequent stimulus
packages. Those monies allowed lower wage workers to not have to work. He said the imbalance will
work itself out over time, especially as federal stimulus money goes away.

“You’re going to end up with higher wages, which is going to draw people back into the market—
temporarily,” he said. “It’ll put pressure on profits and is going to put pressure on small businesses, but
that’s the way it has to work. And when we start to see the stimulus money is not flowing through the
economy, like it has been so far, then you’re going to see people looking for work, and that’ll put
downward pressure on wages again.”

Rounds said some social factors that came through the pandemic have had an effect.

“We went through a very tough time, and people re-evaluated their need to work in general,” he said.
“Maybe you had two-worker households convert into one, and they realized that was something that
they liked. So there were some social changes, but part of it is also the fact that we’re printing money
and we’re spending it and we’re helping people out. There was a need for it, but the longer it continues,
there’s going to be some of these economic imbalances.”

Watts also said she has seen multiple issues contributing to workforce shortages, citing stimulus
payments, but also reprioritized interests, family and child care, and even mental health challenges.

“Obviously, competitive pay always plays an issue, too,” Watts said.

Rounds cited U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics numbers that show Arizona as having the third best job
recovery rate in the nation from before the pandemic to now at 87% and the Phoenix area at about
95%. He said Gilbert’s recovery is among the best in the area because of the town’s economic growth.

“A community like Gilbert, because of the strength of the economic growth, the fact that your policy
makers and staff have been working very hard on diversifying the economy, bringing in higher wage
jobs, you’re more resilient compared to a lot of others, which means that when you do get back into
balance it’s not going to take as long,” Rounds said.

Getting creative

Watts said industries are competing against other industries for workers, and they end up attracting
talent away from one another, especially in low-wage jobs. As a result, it is changing the approach
employers are taking to the profile of the ideal candidate.

“They’re expanding what it is that they’re looking for now and knowing that they might have to invest in
some training,” she said. “If [a candidate has] the right core values and fit for the organization, then
perhaps they can train them into the position that they need to fill.”

But that comes with investment in training and the chance the candidate will leave to be recruited away
afterward.

“Depending on the industry you’re in, you just have to be creative in showing appreciation,” she said.

Watts mentioned schedule flexibility, additional paid time off or investing in continuing education as
ways employers can show that appreciation. She pointed to Wal-Mart’s recent announcement it will
pay 100% of associate college tuition and books as an example.

Other businesses are helping fill the gap, too. In 2017, Jamie Baxter co-founded Qwick, a Scottsdale-
based company whose gig-economy app connects food and beverage professionals who want on-
demand work with businesses that need them to fill shifts.

Baxter said he believes the problem is too much demand for too little supply.

“The people on our platform are eager to work there,” he said. “They’re going out of their way to work
more than 40 hours a week to try and help all these businesses. I think the negative stigma around
people not wanting to work, I don’t see that. I don’t know where that’s coming from.”

Like the restaurants it serves, Qwick was hit hard during the pandemic, but Baxter can point to an
exact moment when it changed, although he cannot explain it.

“Feb. 6 this year, it was like the light switch went back on,” he said. “All of a sudden the revenue went
up, and we ended up doing three [times] the revenue that month than the revenue we had done the
previous month.”

Anthony Marko, the operating manager of Panera Bread in SanTan Pavilions, said he believes Gilbert
has plenty of kids looking for first jobs and parents wanting their children to get experience, but it is
harder to compete for daytime staff because of higher wages elsewhere.

“I say, ‘don’t compete; be better,’” Marko said. “We look at it as we want to be the place to be
employed, not the place for better pay. Our kids work here because it’s fun. We don’t try to save money
on labor. We look at it as an investment.”

Looking for more

Gilbert used some of its stimulus money in 2020 to put together a three-part, $18 million business
recovery program it dubbed #GilbertTogether. The Gilbert Chamber of Commerce worked with the
town’s economic development team to determine business needs and develop the program.

One part of the program, which town officials said was aimed at business and workers’ “resiliency,”
included free career and technical training for Gilbert residents and workers through the Maricopa
County Community College District.

Diane Meza, director of the Maricopa Information Technology Institute-East Valley, which ran the
program, said the program was a means for the town to help workers retool or upskill to position them
for employment. Through the program, students can get certificates or even degrees.

Meza noted that 60 of the 109 students enrolled in the program so far have fallen between ages 30-59,
suggesting they are taking the opportunity left after the pandemic to improve their employment.

“These are people that have probably already had jobs and careers, and they’re coming back now,”
she said. “I think that’s telling.”

Rounds said some people are using the pandemic period as an opportunity to improve their
employment from lower-wage jobs.

“Because of the demand, people are making more money and they’re not willing to take the lower-
wage jobs,” he said. “So the jobs are coming back, but we still have a little things are still a little
mismatched.”
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• Restaurants close near Gilbert Town Square; Chandler real estate prices keep rising and
more top area news

• Clean Juice set to open location in Gilbert on Aug. 28

• Higley USD looks to bond as chance to move forward

• Val Vista Drive widening completed in south Gilbert

• One restaurant closes permanently; one announces reopening near Gilbert Town Square

By Tom Blodgett #
Editor, Gilbert

Raised in Arizona, Tom Blodgett has spent more than 30 years in journalism in Arizona and joined
Community Impact Newspaper in July 2018 to launch the Gilbert edition. He is a graduate of Arizona
State University, where he served as an instructional professional in the Walter Cronkite School of

Journalism and Mass Communication from 2005-19 and remains editorial adviser to The State Press, the university's
independent student media outlet.

Restaurants close near Gilbert Town Square; Chandler
real estate prices keep rising and more top area news
Read the top business and community news from the Gilbert and Chandler areas from the past
week.

Val Vista Drive widening completed in south Gilbert
The town has opened the widened Val Vista Drive from Appleby Road—about where Val Vista
narrows to one lane in each direction—to Riggs Road

Clean Juice set to open location in Gilbert on Aug. 28
The fast-casual juice bar, with nearly 100 open stores nationwide, serves cold-pressed juices,
smoothies, acai and Greenoa Bowls, toasts, wraps and more

Higley USD looks to bond as chance to move forward
Looking to shore up its financial situation and plan for future growth, Higley USD has placed a $95
million capital bond on the November ballot.

One restaurant closes permanently; one announces
reopening near Gilbert Town Square
Two restaurants just outside the Gilbert Town Square development on Gilbert Road south of
Warner Road have recently closed, but one plans to reopen soon.

Gilbert Public Schools board approves small budget
bump
The Gilbert Public Schools governing board approved its first revision of its fiscal year 2021-22
budget Aug. 24, one that sees small increases in maintenance and operations and unrestricted
capital.

No mandate, but Gilbert Public Schools board
members ask for masks
Gilbert Public Schools governing board members pleaded with the community Aug. 24 to wear
masks and follow mitigation strategies to help stem the latest spread of COVID-19.

5 new places open at SanTan Village
Five new shops recently opened at SanTan Village shopping center

El Taco Santo comes to Gilbert; 4 businesses now
open in Chandler and more area news
Read the latest business and community news from the Gilbert and Chandler areas.

Recker Road construction heading toward fall
completion
Construction is 75% complete on the Recker Road expansion from Loop 202-Santan Freeway to
Ray Road in Gilbert.

Miss Dessert opens SanTan Pavilions location in
Gilbert
Miss Dessert serves boba drinks and desserts from Hong Kong.

Dignity Health unveils new tool to help patients
navigate emergency departments
Dignity Health unveiled a new digital tool to make it easier for patients to navigate the emergency
department, according to a news release from Dignity Health's Arizona Division.

POPULAR

THE LATEST EDITION

 
VIEW ALL >

BECOME A CI PATRON

CONTRIBUTE TODAY

El Taco Santo comes to
Gilbert; 4 businesses now
open in Chandler and
more area news

Recker Road construction
heading toward fall
completion

No mandate, but Gilbert
Public Schools board
members ask for masks

Restaurants close near
Gilbert Town Square;
Chandler real estate
prices keep rising and
more top area news

Gilbert businesses seek
to solve hiring issue

COMPANY INFO ADVERTISE NEWSLETTER CIRCULATION CAREERS CATEGORIES

AUSTIN METRO

Austin Metro Home
Cedar Park | Leander
Central Austin
Georgetown
Lake Travis | Westlake
New Braunfels
Northwest Austin
Round Rock
Pflugerville | Hutto
San Marcos | Buda | Kyle
Southwest Austin | Dripping Springs

HOUSTON METRO

Houston Metro Home
Bay Area
Bellaire | Meyerland | West University
Conroe | Montgomery
Cy-Fair
Heights | River Oaks | Montrose
Katy
Lake Houston | Humble | Kingwood
Pearland | Friendswood
Spring | Klein
Sugar Land | Missouri City
The Woodlands
Tomball | Magnolia

DALLAS | FORT WORTH METRO

Dallas | Fort Worth Metro Home
Frisco
Grapevine | Colleyville | Southlake
Keller | Roanoke | Northeast Fort Worth
Lewisville | Flower Mound | Highland Village
McKinney
Plano
Richardson

SAN ANTONIO METRO

PHOENIX METRO

Phoenix Metro Home
Chandler
Gilbert

NASHVILLE METRO

Franklin | Brentwood

$
SIGN UP FOR OUR NEWSLETTER Sign up now %

News from GILBERT &

This website stores cookies on your computer. These cookies are used to improve your website experience and provide more personalized services to you, both on this website
and through other media. To find out more about the cookies we use, see our Privacy Policy.

We won't track your information when you visit our site. But in order to comply with your preferences, we'll have to use just one tiny cookie so that you're not asked to make this
choice again.

Accept  Decline

https://www.facebook.com/CommunityImpact
https://twitter.com/impactnews
https://instagram.com/communityimpactnews/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/779682
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCJZrAUVRimhEsKkfHco0-lg
https://communityimpact.com/privacy-policy-terms-of-service/#terms
https://www.termsfeed.com/privacy-policy/bd3bf7f55c8df5f2dcbec33b7bf1a91d/
https://communityimpact.com/corporate-feedback/
https://www.facebook.com/impactnewsGIL
https://twitter.com/impactnews_gil
https://nextdoor.com/communityimpact/
https://communityimpact.com/corporate-advertise/
https://communityimpact.com/corporate-careers/
https://communityimpact.com/corporate-about/
https://communityimpact.com/patron
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=town+of+Gilbert&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Sarah+Watts&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Gilbert+Chamber+of+Commerce&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=U.S.+Chamber+of+Commerce&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Jim+Rounds&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Rounds+Consulting+Group&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Anthony+Marko&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Panera+Bread&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Diane+Meza&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Maricopa+Information+Technology+Institute-East+Valley&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Jamie+Baxter&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=Qwick&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://communityimpact.com/search?s=%23GilbertTogether&si=175,7&ssi=67,29
https://facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://communityimpact.com/phoenix/gilbert/business/2021/08/26/gilbert-businesses-seek-to-solve-hiring-issue/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https://communityimpact.com/phoenix/gilbert/business/2021/08/26/gilbert-businesses-seek-to-solve-hiring-issue/&text=Gilbert+businesses+seek+to+solve+hiring+issue
mailto:?subject=Community%20Impact%20Article&body=Check%20out%20this%20article%3A%20https://communityimpact.com/phoenix/gilbert/business/2021/08/26/gilbert-businesses-seek-to-solve-hiring-issue/
https://communityimpact.com/uploads/images/2021/08/26/154756.jpg
https://communityimpact.com/phoenix/gilbert/dining/2021/08/28/restaurants-close-near-gilbert-town-square-chandler-real-estate-prices-keep-rising-and-more-top-area-news/
https://communityimpact.com/phoenix/gilbert/impacts/2021/08/27/clean-juice-set-to-open-location-in-gilbert-on-aug-28/
https://communityimpact.com/phoenix/gilbert/education/2021/08/27/higley-usd-looks-to-bond-as-chance-to-move-forward/
https://communityimpact.com/phoenix/gilbert/transportation/2021/08/27/val-vista-drive-widening-completed-in-south-gilbert/
https://communityimpact.com/phoenix/gilbert/impacts/2021/08/25/one-restaurant-closes-permanently-one-announces-reopening-near-gilbert-town-square/
mailto:tblodgett@communityimpact.com
https://editions.communityimpact.com/view/801446630/
https://communityimpact.com/print-archives/phoenix/gilbert/2021
https://communityimpact.com/patron
https://communityimpact.com/corporate-about/
https://communityimpact.com/corporate-advertise/
https://communityimpact.com/corporate-newsletter/
https://communityimpact.com/corporate-circulation/
https://communityimpact.com/corporate-careers/
https://communityimpact.com/categories/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/cedar-park-leander/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/central-austin/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/georgetown/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/lake-travis-westlake/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/new-braunfels/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/northwest-austin/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/round-rock/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/pflugerville-hutto/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/san-marcos-buda-kyle/
https://communityimpact.com/news/austin/southwest-austin-dripping-springs/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/bay-area/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/bellaire-meyerland-west-university/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/conroe-montgomery/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/cy-fair/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/heights-river-oaks-montrose/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/katy/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/lake-houston-humble-kingwood/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/pearland-friendswood/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/spring-klein/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/sugar-land-missouri-city/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/the-woodlands/
https://communityimpact.com/news/houston/tomball-magnolia/
https://communityimpact.com/news/dallas-fort-worth/
https://communityimpact.com/news/dallas-fort-worth/frisco/
https://communityimpact.com/news/dallas-fort-worth/grapevine-colleyville-southlake/
https://communityimpact.com/news/dallas-fort-worth/keller-roanoke-northeast-fort-worth/
https://communityimpact.com/news/dallas-fort-worth/lewisville-flower-mound-highland-village/
https://communityimpact.com/news/dallas-fort-worth/mckinney/
https://communityimpact.com/news/dallas-fort-worth/plano/
https://communityimpact.com/news/dallas-fort-worth/richardson/
https://communityimpact.com/san-antonio/
https://communityimpact.com/news/phoenix/
https://communityimpact.com/news/phoenix/chandler/
https://communityimpact.com/news/phoenix/gilbert/
https://communityimpact.com/news/nashville/franklin-brentwood/
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);

