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I was recently asked by a local civic group to give an update on Roanoke’s young adult movement. In preparation for the speech we came up with seven examples of progress. From that speech, I have expanded the oral comments into this written piece.  
Seven Examples of Progress of the Roanoke,Virginia Young Adult Movement
1. The movement is bigger than Roanoke
2. Qualitative stories of people returning
3. Media influence
4. Champions have been established
5. It’s now a political issue
6. Employers are taking notice
7. Students are taking notice
Progress #1 - The movement is bigger than Roanoke
Across the nation, YP (young professional) groups are forming at a rapid pace. A subscription to a Google Alert shares all blog posts and traditional media stories showcasing all of the great work YPs are doing across the world. It is refreshing and encouraging to know so many young people are getting active and involved in the movement. We believe Roanoke benefits from this shared synergy in other communities.

Additionally we have been able to communicate and partner with some of the national and international gurus on the YP movement topic. Richard Florida of the Creative Class and his staff have been very helpful on a number of fronts.  Jason Dorsey, the Gen Y guy, has also carried the torch for us. Roanoke native and serial entrepreneur, 23-year-old Cameron Johnson has given a lot of his time to enhance entrepreneurship among young professionals and the business community as a whole. These advocates and champions have made our efforts more known and respected.

As a result, of this mass movement and strategic partnerships, there have been a number of unique stories documenting our progress.
Progress #2 - Qualitative stories of people returning
Because the YP movement is bigger than Roanoke we are able to capture many qualitative stories of people returning or staying in the region.
For instance, through our Roanoke Connect database, we have received in excess of over 3,000 unsolicited registrants looking for jobs in the region. This tells us that people want to be in Roanoke. Of that 3,000 about 20% are out-of-state with 45 of the 50 states represented.  A similar percentage or more are not from the greater RNR region (Roanoke and New River Valleys). From this database, we have been able to identify 70 success stories of people obtaining jobs through this online vehicle.

We have received numerous emails, testimonials, letters of support from a variety of ages and backgrounds. We have heard at business meetings the truly unique and powerful stories of how people came to Roanoke, which is now being captured at MyRoanokeStory.com.

Ultimately, these stories are being communicated through viral channels and more people are finding out about this hidden gem. This viral communication creates buzz and leads us to the third example of progress – media influence.
Progress #3 - Media influence

The YP movement is bigger than Roanoke, and as a result, a plethora of qualitative stories of people staying and returning are being told through more informal channels. The result is how traditional media has helped influence community awareness and urgency of the YP movement.
We have create a number of programs and events over the last 2 years, and during that time, we have recorded nearly 100 unique traditional media exposures through print, TV and radio. Our programs have been featured in local, state and national outlets. However more striking, we recently have been seeing more unsolicited stories on the topic, which are being engrained into other stories and articles.

Perhaps the greatest example of this is the Collegiate Times - the Virginia Tech student newspaper. The CT wrote this unsolicited editorial saying student should seek opportunities to work in Roanoke (Virginia Tech’s 30,000 students are a 45 minute drive from Roanoke.) We had no knowledge this editorials was going to hit and we could not have written it better ourselves.

Closely related to the CT example have been the more than usual editorials written about the young adult movement from ordinary citizens. There have been countless additional references (above and beyond the 100) to the movement by a spectrum of generations in many other print, TV and radio content.

Ultimately, media outlets such as WDBJ7, City Magazine, The Roanoker and The Roanoke Times among others have been more than willing to partner on our programs and events such as the Reverse Job Fair and the Holiday Career and Lifestyle Fair. 

As a result, of this traditional media exposure, we have been able to identify and engage many others for the movement. 

Progress #4 - Champions have been established

The media should be recognized for influencing community awareness and creating an urgency for the YP movement. Coupled with our feelings the YP movement is bigger than Roanoke, and as a result, a plethora of qualitative stories of people staying and returning to the region have emerged, these first 3 components created a positive momentum, which leads to the fourth piece -  local champions have been established for the YP movement.  
Front and center are the YPOs (Young Professional Organizations).  At least eight have emerged or resurrected offering a unique opportunity based on one’s interest in arts, entertainment, business, community service, political advocacy, etc.  Ad2Roanoke, Contemporaries, First Fridays, NewVa Connects, Roanoke Jaycees, Square Society, Valley Forward, Young at Art are just a sample of the groups who have made an impact, and countless other informal groups found on MeetUp.com, and other online communities who are bringing these young people together. 

The YPOs also stressed throughout the last two years the need for a “things to do” comprehensive website. Two sets of friends both stepped up to offer a solution to a common communication struggle. MyScoper.com offers fancy technology in a fun interactive way to learn more about the comprehensive events in the region. RoanokeNights.com provides a look at Roanoke’s emerging music and nightlife scene.

Finally, we are beginning to see more government, non-profit and charitable organizations asking for YPs to serve on their boards. These groups are beginning to ask how they can tap into this creative energy and fresh ideas.  As a result from building a decentralized group of champions, the YP movement is flexing its muscles in the political environment. 

Progress #5 - It’s now a political issue

The resulting impact champions of the YP movement have made over time by organizing specific niche groups has enabled YPs to have a growing voice in politics.  

Disclaimer: This white paper does not support nor reject any of the proposals, groups or individuals mentioned.  

Certain projects presented by YP groups have become political issues in the upcoming election. Attracting and retaining young adults has been on nearly every candidate’s platform. Political candidates have become regular attendees at YP events, thus recognizing, the impact YPs may have in the upcoming elections. It appears there is undisputed, consensus support in Roanoke for the need to attract and retain young adults – and this consensus is rare on any issue.
Further, one 29-year-old candidate was the top vote getter in the Democratic firehouse primary, and was endorsed by the local Business Leadership Fund PAC. Elections are May 6.    

Potentially contributing to this effect has been an increased participation at the national level of YPs supporting Barack Obama. Popular social networking sites such as Facebook are enabling more YPs who have never been active in politics to join in the discussion. The YPs’s role in our presidential election seems to be duplicated in our local elections.   

This begs the question, how does this growing political influence expand to other constituent groups, specifically employers and college campuses?  
Progress #6 - Employers are taking notice

The first five points demonstrate how progress is being made in Roanoke and RNR to attract and retain young professionals.

1. The movement is bigger than Roanoke
2. Qualitative stories of people returning
3. Media influence
4. Champions have been established
5. It’s now a political issue
As a result, employers are now beginning to take notice of the real threat of not attracting and retaining young professionals as it relates to maintaining and growing local companies. More and more are asking for strategy assistance. They are asking to come in and talk to their young professionals to get them connected, so they do not loose them to other areas. In fact, NewVa Connects, a YPO, is planning to establish a greeter’s program for local companies for their new young adult hires.

At a recent Roanoke Valley Society of Human Resource Managers meeting, I spoke to them about some of the facts, communication challenges, and programs we are offering to address the issues. Over 80 employers attended and I received many questions immediately after and days after the event. Further, the NewVa Corridor Technology Council executive director said the number one issue facing its technology-company membership was attracting candidates with the relevant skill sets with 5-15 years of experience (i.e. 26-40 years of age).

Succession planning is also getting more attention. I have been at meetings with very large institutions who employ thousands of workers and they are growing more and more concerned with the mass exodus of Baby Boomers from their organization and a very thin set of middle managers to keep their organization operational.

All of these examples illustrate that employers have finally taken notice of the importance of the issue, but how is the next generation of workers embracing Roanoke and the RNR upon completion of their education?   

Progress #7 - Students are taking notice
Many years ago, when I worked as a career advisor at Virginia Tech, there were many companies trying to find ways to tap into the university for short-term assistance, summer internships and full-time employment. We created a semester internship class matching students with local companies. In six semesters, we made 200 of these connections. Since we started that program in 2001, we have seen more and more students wanting to stick around in the area.

Perhaps one rationale is Northern Virginia students come to the RNR for college and are removed for 4+ years from the urban congestion and realize they do not want to return. Also, since that time, we have seen more professional opportunities locate in places such as the Virginia Tech Corporate Research Center. 

In 2006 when I first started in this role with the City of Roanoke, I asked one graduating senior from Hampton Roads (4 hour drive from Roanoke) if she were going to stick around and work in the region. Her response was surprising. She said she would not stay because of a lack of arts and theatre. Knowing Roanoke has a lot of those amenities for its size, I asked her if she had been to downtown Roanoke. Her response was, “yeah, I have been to downtown Roanoke, I have been to Valley View Mall.” Of course Roanokers know Valley View Mall is not downtown Roanoke. She did not know a vibrant downtown with the things she wanted existed. 
From that exchange, we knew we had to get more college students to experience downtown Roanoke. Therefore, we created Roanoke Want U. – a program offering tours of Roanoke to local college students.
We partner with student groups, primarily at Virginia Tech, and give them free tickets on the Smart Way Bus from Blacksburg to the Roanoke Higher Ed Center. At the Roanoke Higher Ed Center, we hold an info session with relevant local companies matching the majors of the student groups. After the session, we give them a guided walking tour of downtown Roanoke, a free meal at a popular late night attraction, and sometimes a gift to get them to return at a later time. We have repeated this about 15 times and we have heard stories of the college students returning on their own time. 

In February 2008, we partnered with a number of groups to create the Reverse Job Fair at Virginia Tech (which the students loved) allowing the student to setup a booth and the employers visited the student.

Again, the best example of how we are connecting to college students was found in this unsolicited editorial by the Collegiate Times editorial board staff suggesting to the student body they should look to Roanoke upon graduation. Although, we have not completely penetrated the local college communities, there does seem to be a growing interest in our local college students wanting local employment opportunities upon graduation.
The next 7 steps of progress
So, what is next? What else do we need to do? Here are some suggestions.

1. Convert lip service to action. There are many people who have warmly embraced the YP movement. The real test will come when leadership positions, power/control is relinquished and true succession planning begins. We still have considerable work to do on this front.

2. A grass-roots communication system to college students alerting them of jobs and events. We have tried this approach two different times, but have not found the system that sticks. It’s obvious embracing and using Facebook will be at the center of any strategy.

3. Better communication to and with all people engaged in the movement. There are so many who are involved, but we do not quite have a comprehensive list. Many lists are fragmented and incomplete due to specific interests.

4. More regional and national media pitches. Our story needs to be told to a broader audience through traditional media sources, and followed up with a stronger online presence.

5. Sustainable assistance for the Un-Serviced Workforce. Again these are the talented people who are leaving the area primarily because neither the private nor public sector is investing in them staying. jobzcafe could be that solution, especially with a unique program called talking tuezdays.

6. Expand efforts into K12. There is a grassroot effort to have local high school students more involved in the YP movement. Additionally, there are a number of other planned efforts being implemented to address high school graduation rates and better workplace preparation for graduates.

7. Keep the pressure on. The momentum must continue. All of these efforts must grow exponentially. We cannot rest on our laurels and therefore, must continue with the same energy level we have seen over the past couple years.

Again, this is just one perspective, and is certainly open for additional thoughts, ideas and plans. If you have an insight or idea, then please share.

