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Praise for Hidden Talent

“This is a great read! The stories are totally engaging. DeLong nails it. 
A very timely book. Insights on language challenges, “compassion 
fatigue” and the role of humor in successfully hiring marginalized 
workers are among dozens of lessons learned.”  

–Michael Tamasi, CEO, AccuRounds

“A crucial resource for communities addressing workforce chal-
lenges, Hidden Talent illustrates actionable strategies for businesses 
to tap into valuable talent pools. The stories are rich with practical 
lessons and include helpful checklists to drive positive change in 
organizations.” 

–Jaimie Francis, head of Talent Pipeline Management®  
initiative, U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation 

“I loved this book! Its resources and the stories can go a long way 
helping businesses like mine access the hidden talent we need to grow. 
Packed with new research, DeLong provides incredible insights and 
lessons from leaders already accessing the types of employees my 
industry—life sciences and medical devices—normally overlooks. I 
can’t wait to share this with my partners, colleagues and friends who 
continually struggle to find talent.” 

–John Konsin, Co-founder & CEO, Prapela, Inc.

“The structural labor shortage is not only here to stay, it will get 
worse. DeLong’s Hidden Talent offers important and practical 
remedies, all revolving around fully employing those who have 
become marginalized from the workforce.   Based on the actual 
experiences of employers, DeLong’s highly readable work covers a 
host of opportunities for those seeking talent from refugees, to the 
neurodiverse to the justice impacted.” 

–Jeffrey Korzenik, economist and author of “Untapped Talent: How 
Second Chance Hiring Works for Your Business and the Community”

“A crucial resource for communities addressing workforce challenges, 
Hidden Talent illustrates actionable strategies for businesses to tap into 
valuable talent pools. The stories are rich with practical lessons and 
include helpful checklists to drive positive change in organizations. 

– Jaimie Francis, head of Talent Pipeline 
Management® initiative, U.S. Chamber of 

Commerce Foundation 
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– Michael Tamasi, CEO, AccuRounds
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accessing the types of employees my industry—life sciences and medical 
devices—normally overlooks. I can’t wait to share this with my partners, 
colleagues, and friends who continually struggle to find talent.” 

– John Konsin, Co-founder & CEO, Prapela, Inc.
 
“The structural labor shortage is not only here to stay; it will worsen. 
DeLong’s Hidden Talent offers important and practical remedies, all 
revolving around fully employing those who have become marginalized 
from the workforce.  Based on the actual experiences of employers, 
DeLong’s highly readable work covers a host of opportunities for those 
seeking talent from refugees to the neurodiverse to the justice impacted.” 

– Jeffrey Korzenik, economist and author of Untapped Talent: 
How Second Chance Hiring Works for Your Business 
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“As a business leader, how would you feel if finding good workers was 
no longer a problem?  What if you were able to hire candidates who not 
only turned out to be your best employees but also improved the morale 
and productivity of your entire company?  You can start to achieve this 
seeming miracle by using the proven approaches in Hidden Talent. 
This book is fantastic! It will make a huge difference for companies, 
challenged individuals, and their families.” 

– Dr. Ivan Rosenberg, founder and president, 
The Uniquely Abled Project

 
“The demographic trends shaping our future workforce present both 
obstacles and opportunities. This unique book is full of examples of 
companies engaging workers who face inordinate challenges. Hidden 
Talent shows creative ways to reinvent your culture so it serves everybody 
by sustaining high performance while also meeting the needs of 
individual employees.” 

– John Cain, CEO, Scot Forge
 
“Countless employers across New England tell us how valuable refugees 
are to their companies. The stories in Hidden Talent are supported by 
our experiences at IINE. This book shows how great partnerships and 
innovative leaders can benefit from employing new arrivals eager to enter 
the US workforce.”  

– Jeff Thielman, CEO, International 
Institute of New England
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Introduction

A small machine shop outside of Los Angeles can’t find skilled 
machinists to make precision parts needed by its customers. A 

major Boston hospital has excessive turnover in its research oper-
ations department, threatening its ability to carry out potentially 
lifesaving medical research on schedule. Meanwhile, a leading-edge 
technology company strives to hire and retain experienced sales 
development specialists to grow revenues from its complex cloud-
based products. 

If you’re an employer, you’ve probably dealt with similar chal-
lenges. There’s a shortage of workers you can hire who will stick 
around and produce at a high level, leaving many entry-level jobs 
unfilled. Constant turnover puts extra pressure on existing staff who 
may quit due to burnout. At the same time, the chronic shortage 
of people needed to fill higher-skilled jobs limits productivity and 
growth. 

Buckle up. This shortage of workers is going to be with us for 
a long time. The Bureau of Labor Statistics is forecasting about 12 
million new jobs in the US by 2030, but predicts only 9 million new 
entrants coming into the workforce.1 You do the math.

At a state level, for example, workforce experts in Connecticut 
say if their state had 0 percent unemployment, it would still have 
22,000 job openings!2 Nationwide, there will be an especially acute 
shortage of lower-skilled workers for positions not requiring a college 
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degree with about 7 million relevant job openings but only 3 million 
unemployed individuals without a degree.3 And please don’t assume 
all these jobs can be handled with artificial intelligence solutions.

In short, there are fewer working-age people participating in 
the labor force, a declining number of young people entering the 
workforce, and more aging Baby Boomers retiring. To complicate 
matters, there will be more jobs requiring special skills training 
that workers are not prepared for coupled with plenty of low-skill, 
entry-level jobs people aren’t interested in.

Being “Employer of the Year” Won’t Be Enough

So, where’s the good news—or at least a path forward? Today most 
companies focus on two solutions for critical workforce shortages. 
The first is to strive to be the ideal employer and attract reliable talent 
with great recruiting, onboarding, training, and retention practices. 
(Spoiler alert: this is an exhausting and virtually impossible task.) 
The second, which more and more companies are adopting, is to seek 
technology solutions that automate as many tasks as possible, thereby 
reducing the need for hard-to-find labor. These solutions seem like 
logical responses, but they aren’t enough to address a shrinking labor 
pool if your business is going to continue to grow. I suggest there 
is a third often overlooked solution, one with potentially incredible 
economic and social payoffs. It looks like this.

Tucker, who is autistic, is an enthusiastic computer numerical 
controlled (CNC) machinist in that California machine shop, where 
he produces precision machined parts. Solange, a recent immigrant 
from the Republic of Congo, is a dedicated research operations tech-
nician at Boston Children’s Hospital, working long hours to help find 
life-saving treatments for childhood diseases. Luisa, who spent six 
years in an Arizona prison, today is a business development specialist, 
selling cloud-based software for a major tech firm. She spends her days 
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talking to senior IT leaders about complex data management services 
her company offers, building the sales pipeline to grow the business.

These employees perform hard-to-fill jobs at a high level. But if 
you’re someone with a disability like Tucker, a refugee like Solange, 
or a job candidate with a criminal record like Luisa, you face major 
barriers in landing a quality job that pays a living wage.

In fact, the US has an incredible number of adults ages 18 to 
65 who have been sidelined, ignored, or marginalized—you pick 
the term—from the workforce. This group includes the formerly 
incarcerated, immigrants, and people with disabilities. (See next 
section “What Should I Call You?”) The premise of this book is that 
many employers can benefit from tapping into one or more of 
these underused talent pools to fill key jobs or create new talent 
pipelines for roles with natural turnover. This book will also help 
those who have tried hiring from these groups, but would like to do 
it more effectively. Here are some numbers that show this untapped 
potential:

The Formerly Incarcerated Are Shut Out of  
Most Job Opportunities

The current US prison population is a staggering two million 
inmates, but that is only about one-tenth of the total population 
of convicted felons in America. Best estimates are that 19 million 
Americans bear the weight of a felony conviction.4 About one in eight 
men in the US has a felony conviction. For Black men that number 
is disproportionately high—almost one in three.5 These citizens face 
inordinately difficult obstacles to sustainable employment. Most 
notably, many companies automatically screen out convicted felons 
from consideration for employment. 

Failing to tap into this potential labor source is both a lost oppor-
tunity and has huge costs for society—and individuals. For instance, 
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while states spend a median of about $64,000 annually to house a 
single prisoner, the cost to the individual is even greater. On average, 
because they were incarcerated, those with a felony conviction lose 
an estimated $500,000 in taxable income over a lifetime. While in 
prison, inmates earn an average of 86 cents an hour, and many of 
them are not doing work that builds useful skills.6

Immigrants, Refugees, or Asylum  
Seekers Want Opportunities

The United States is home to 46 million immigrants—those not 
US citizens at birth. Today they comprise more than 14 percent of the 
total US population—nearly double the proportion of immigrants in 
1990 and the highest percentage in over 100 years. The US Census 
Bureau projects that these percentages will continue to set records 
in the years ahead, assuming legal immigration levels remain high, 
an uncertainty in the near term. Although by some estimates, 78 
percent of foreign-born labor has legal work status, the employment 
potential for this group has remained stubbornly underutilized.7 

And the pool of this talent just continues to grow. Unless you 
have been living under a rock the last few years, you know that major 
US cities like New York, Miami, Houston, and Los Angeles have 
been hit by waves of new asylum seekers who are putting a major 
strain on city and state budgets. Over two million asylum cases are 
now pending in US courts. But asylum seekers are eligible for work 
permits after waiting 180 days, and it could be years before their 
applications for lawful permanent residence are decided. Of course, 
the dynamics and the politics of migration are continually evolving. 
But the consensus is the flow of migrants into the US is not going 
to stop anytime soon because of increasingly intense wars, natural 
disasters, crime, and political repression.8 
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People with Disabilities Are Overlooked

More than 11 million working-age adults in the US have disabili-
ties ranging from physical to cognitive limitations. Although people 
with disabilities have increasingly entered the workforce,9 only about 
41 percent of those who are prime working age (ages 25–54) are 
currently employed.10 Another 26 percent are interested in working, 
and this doesn’t count those who have given up looking for work. 

Demographic Changes Drive  
Long-Term Worker Shortages

If you’re a leader in almost any organization, you don’t need a 
tutorial about the cause of the chronic labor shortage. But if you 
want to know more, here are three trends that help explain why 
the number of US workers looking for jobs is not going to grow in 
the next decade.

First, not counting retirees, the rate of participation in the US 
labor force continues its long-term decline. An increasing number 
of working-age individuals choose not to hold or search for a job 
for a variety of reasons. This is partly due to the long-term decline 
in the participation of working-age men in the workforce.11 In 
addition, there are 1.7 million fewer workers in the US labor pool 
than before the COVID-19 pandemic.12 Some working mothers 
have struggled to return to work after the COVID pandemic, as 
preschool childcare has become more expensive and harder to 
find. And some estimates are that 3 million people chose early 
retirement because of the pandemic.

Second, the long-term decline in US birth rates means there will 
be fewer 16- to 24-year-olds entering the workforce in the next 
30 years. The birth rate in this country has declined dramatically 
since the Great Recession in 2007, suggesting the future labor pool 
will continue to shrink.13 By the way, the declining fertility rate is a 
global phenomenon.

Third, the silver tsunami has finally crashed over us. The youngest 
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Baby Boomers turn 65 in 2029. Although some will work well beyond 
age 65, about 75 million Boomers are expected to stop working by 
2030. That’s 10,000 people a day leaving their jobs for good!14

What “Good” Looks Like

This is a book of stories and practical advice you can use in 
your business. Hidden Talent shows how other organizations are 
successfully recruiting, hiring, and retaining the formerly incarcer-
ated, refugees, and workers 
with disabilities. It is filled 
with real-life examples of 
how leaders have developed 
workers who are key assets to 
the business.

But more than anything, this book is realistic and practical. If 
hiring marginalized workers was easy, every organization would 
be doing it. But it’s not simple! Tapping these talent pools takes 
courage, patience, finesse, and flexibility. The payoffs, however, can 
be incredible. 

When you create employment for a person from one of these 
marginalized groups, not only are you likely to hire a productive, 
loyal, high-potential employee, but you’re changing that person’s life 
and, possibly, their family’s lives. That’s why Hidden Talent focuses 
both on the lessons employers have learned from hiring these mar-
ginalized workers as well as the stories of those impacted by these 
jobs. It’s a strategy that can be a win for everyone.

If hiring marginalized workers 
was easy, every organization 
would be doing it.
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Getting the Most Out of This Book

Hidden Talent is the culmination of over two decades of my work 
helping executives find broader solutions for chronic skill shortages 
and a changing workforce. This has given me a deep understanding 
of shifting workforce demographics and the changing skill sets that 
challenge businesses today. In the process, I’ve written three books 
on the rapidly changing talent pool. This book, however, focuses on 
the opportunity—and challenges—of harnessing the strengths of 
marginalized workers. My primary goal with this book is to convince 
more employers to take a chance on hiring individuals who have 
traditionally been overlooked or excluded. 

I don’t promote a single path for doing this. Since my days as a case 
writer at Harvard Business School, I’ve always tried to let stories reveal 
the lessons we can learn about effective problem-solving in business. 
The actionable knowledge you take away from this book will come 
from the stories themselves, which are the result of my interviews with 
hundreds of business leaders and people whose lives have been changed 
by innovative hiring programs. On a very personal level, for six years, 
I’ve watched my wife’s nonprofit organization strive to help young 
adults—often first-generation immigrants—with a criminal history 
find jobs and stay employed. I’ve seen firsthand what a struggle it is 
for ex-offenders and immigrants to secure and succeed in good jobs.

From a national perspective, my work with the US Chamber of 
Commerce Foundation has shown me the complexities of regional 
workforce ecosystems. I’ve learned what is essential for building 
successful partnerships between employers and workforce develop-
ment agencies and other NGOs in solving talent supply problems. I 
also know how mind-numbing these conversations can be for busy 
managers. I want to help you short-circuit this complexity.
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Hidden Talent has three primary audiences: 

• Business leaders will gain insights into new talent strategies 
that will improve organizational performance. Top execu-
tives will also learn about the critical role they must play in 
these initiatives. 

• Human resource and line managers will learn practical lessons 
to accelerate talent acquisition from refugees, people with 
disabilities, and the formerly incarcerated. It is particularly 
relevant for leaders responsible for diversity, equity, inclusion, 
and belonging (DEI+B) goals in their organization.

• Leaders in nonprofits and workforce development agencies 
will learn how they can build more productive partnerships 
with employers to create effective talent pipelines that change 
the lives of the people they serve.

Read on if you want to be inspired by others who have tackled 
these challenges to make powerful changes in their organization. 
And if you don’t think you have the resources for these innovative 
talent solutions, see the box in chapter 15: “Investing In Marginalized 
Workers When You Have Limited Time and Resources.” Hidden Talent 
is organized into four sections. Here is an overview that will help 
you decide where to start.

This introduction and chapter 1 will orient you on the journey 
your business could take to address chronic staffing shortages. It 
will help you decide which parts of the book will be most helpful to 
get started. It also offers deeper insights into the lived experiences 
of marginalized workers. Throughout the book, I provide brief 
stories that reflect the background, motivation, and commitment of 
individual employees who are either formerly incarcerated, refugees, 
or people with disabilities. (The names of these individuals have all 
been disguised to protect their privacy.) 
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Your organization, however, presents a unique context for leverag-
ing these overlooked assets, given its size and critical staffing needs. 
You may be in a very large or a tiny organization and situated in an 
urban, suburban, or rural area. Variables like these heavily influence 
the number and types of marginalized workers you may want to hire. 

Section 1 includes stories and lessons learned from three compa-
nies who have gone all in on hiring formerly incarcerated individuals, 
often called “second-chance hiring.” The Body Shop, Precisely, and 
JBM Packaging are very different businesses that have invested in 
talent management practices to make second-chance hiring successful. 
These stories also reveal the challenges businesses must overcome to 
mine this hidden talent. Chapter 5 summarizes the lessons learned 
from these companies, while also integrating insights from my other 
research on hiring the formerly incarcerated.

Section 2 follows a similar pattern highlighting the untapped 
potential of foreign-born workers. You will learn from the experi-
ences of three organizations—Boston Children’s Hospital, Clampco 
Products, and Main Street Gourmet, who have invested heavily 
in training and employing immigrants or refugees. Chapter 9 
ties together the lessons learned from these initiatives, as well as 
highlighting significant obstacles to address.

Section 3 reports on organizations that have discovered the 
advantages of training and hiring workers with disabilities in staff-
ing hard-to-fill roles. Minnesota Diversified Industries, Heartland 
Systems Corporation, and Classic Wire Cut are three businesses 
committed to hiring from this overlooked talent pool. Chapter 13 
ties together the lessons and unexpected obstacles that must be 
addressed when leveraging the skills of this often-marginalized 
group.

Section 4 shares three individual stories to help you reflect on 
why you would consider these nontraditional hires. One goal is to 
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help fuel a conversation within your organization. The final chapter 
summarizes the critical success factors that must be managed, along 
with pitfalls to avoid in the process. The book ends with a detailed 
review of the business benefits that can come from employing 
refugees, the formerly incarcerated, and people with disabilities. 
It is a reminder that this workforce strategy is not charity. This is 
good for your business.

You can read Hidden Talent from start to finish, or choose topics 
you’re particularly interested in. It’s up to you. But nothing you read 
will impact your business performance or culture unless you take 
action and start doing things differently. 

As you will see, other companies are doing it. So can you. 
Employing historically marginalized workers may be one of the 
most challenging workforce initiatives you’ve ever tried. But the 
rewards can be huge. Let’s get started on a journey that can change 
lives. This could include yours! 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE ON LANGUAGE

What Should I Call You?

One of the hardest parts of writing Hidden Talent was choosing the 
right labels or terms to describe different types of marginalized 

workers. There are many ways to characterize people who fit into 
the three categories of marginalization that are central to this book. 
Those who identify with these categories or work with people in those 
categories rightly have strong opinions about the language used. 

My intention is not to offend or aggravate anyone. But the primary 
audience for this book is potential employers, so decisions about 
what language to use strike a fine balance between honoring the lived 
experiences of marginalized workers and communicating concisely 
with busy managers. Still, people have different preferences, and no 
single term resonated for everyone I spoke with. 

For example, people with a criminal record favor different terms, 
such as formerly incarcerated, former inmates, justice-involved, and 
returning citizens. These labels are 
used to describe an individual with 
a criminal conviction who will most 
likely be flagged in background 
checks during the employment 
process. I will use a mix of these terms, some of which are consid-
ered pejorative in some circles and preferred in others. The term 

“Formerly incarcerated” 
is a term that everyone 
seems to understand.
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what language to use strike a fine balance between honoring the lived 
experiences of marginalized workers and communicating concisely 
with busy managers. Still, people have different preferences, and no 
single term resonated for everyone I spoke with. 

For example, people with a criminal record favor different terms, 
such as formerly incarcerated, former inmates, justice-involved, and 
returning citizens. These labels are 
used to describe an individual with 
a criminal conviction who will most 
likely be flagged in background 
checks during the employment 
process. I will use a mix of these terms, some of which are consid-
ered pejorative in some circles and preferred in others. The term 

“Formerly incarcerated” 
is a term that everyone 
seems to understand.
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“justice-involved” will be used frequently, although it will be unfamiliar 
to some readers. It has become increasingly accepted among those 
advocating for “second-chance” employment opportunities. “Formerly 
incarcerated” is a term that everyone seems to understand, which is 
why I used it in the book’s title.

On the other hand, foreign-born workers fall into several different 
categories influenced by specific legal terminology. The most com-
mon confusion is related to the terms immigrants and refugees. In a 
nutshell, “immigrants” in the US means a person who by choice has 
relocated permanently to this country, usually for economic reasons, 
by obtaining a green card, which allows unrestricted employment 
and can be renewed indefinitely.

“Refugees,” however, have been forced to flee their native country 
to escape persecution, violence, wars, or natural disasters. A related 
category is “asylum seekers” (or asylees) who apply for resettlement 
in the US once they are in this country. They, too, are fleeing life 
threatening situations, but their status as a refugee has not yet been 
legally determined. Most businesses I studied focused on employing 
refugees who are more likely to struggle finding work because of 
language barriers and the time pressure they feel to generate income.  

This book does not address employment barriers related to 
undocumented immigrants who lack the legal papers to work in 
this country. All the stories in Hidden Talent refer to people who are 
legally authorized to reside in the US and to work here.

Note that the label “migrant” has been used a lot in recent years, 
particularly in the press, as an umbrella term for people who have 
moved into the US (or other countries). But their immigration 
status after they arrive and their future plans are unclear. “Migrant” 
can technically refer to people who move either within their own 
country or internationally. It is too vague to be useful for employers 
and will not be used here.15
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Finally, the world of disabilities is also vast and very complex. 
Workers with disabilities include individuals with a wide range of 
impairments that make it more difficult to perform certain activities 
or to interact with the world around them. Potential job candidates 
may have a physical disability, such as impaired vision or mobility. 
Or they may be diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
or have an intellectual disability.

The list of potential disabilities is long. Stories in this book focus 
on employees who have developmental disabilities. I will often 
use the term “neurodiverse,” 
which is increasingly used to 
describe people with a range 
of cognitive conditions or 
disorders, such as autism 
spectrum disorder, ADHD, 
and Down syndrome. The informal term “neurotypical” describes 
individuals with typical neurological development.16

“Person first” is a common theme in discussions of language 
used to describe people with disabilities. An individual may have 
a disability, but it should not define them. Thus, I will avoid 
references like “disabled workers.” Nevertheless, there is wide 
disagreement within this community about what language to use. 
Ultimately, the purpose of this book is to encourage managers 
to explore how they might hire and employ people with a wide 
range of disabilities. Language is continually changing and by the 
time you read this book, other terms will no doubt be in vogue 
or widely disparaged. 

I use the term “marginalized” throughout the book as a catchall 
concept for all three groups I studied. Of course, marginalized is 
often used more broadly to describe much larger segments of the 
population, such as people of color, those of lower socioeconomic 

…there is wide disagreement 
within this community about 
what language to use.
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status, and those who identify as LGBTQ. My focus on these smaller 
more clearly defined talent pools is in no way intended to discount 
the employment challenges experienced by individuals in these 
broader groups. It is just that refugees, the formerly incarcerated, 
and people with disabilities face more conspicuous bias and explicit 
systemic obstacles to employment.
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