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The global manufacturing industry 
is fi

ghting a grow-

ing skills 
gap. W

ithout im
mediate correctiv

e actio
n, it 

could be facing a collapse. Manufacturing executives 

now need to focus on tra
ining, education, and partner-

ship to debunk the myths about a career in
 manufac-

turing and attra
ct th

e inspired, skilled, and innovative 

workforce the industry 
needs to secure its 

future.
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adept, rapidly digest 
more information than ever on the job, and 
increasingly make business-critical decisions 
based on real-time insights. Such people are 
becoming increasingly hard to find.

On top of that, the baby boomer genera-
tion is working beyond normal retirement 
age, leaving fewer opportunities for job-title 
and salary advancement for employees with 
less than 10 years’ experience. As a result, 
much of a manufacturing company’s most 
promising talent is actively looking outside 
the organization for better positions that 
provide faster advancement opportunity.

Making matters worse, in many devel-
oped nations the manufacturing industry 
has a long-standing perception as dark, 
dank, and dirty, which is driving new po-
tential workers away from professions in 
manufacturing industries. The industry is 
also seeing an increasing deficit in qualified 
candidates to attract to today’s 10 million 
global job vacancies. Today’s—and tomor-
row’s—manufacturing facilities require 
a sophisticated skill set, obtained through 
extensive training and education for both 
knowledge- and trade-based roles, that is 
not offered or encouraged in many places. 

Manufacturing executives now need to 
work more closely with academia, trade or-
ganizations, governments, and each other 
to attract, develop, and inspire a new, mo-
tivated workforce that can drive industrial 
change, corporate growth, and professional 
excellence in the years ahead. Together, these 

stakeholders in manufacturing’s future must 
make appropriate training more accessible 
to attract new employees and retain the ones 
they have. They must also work to debunk 
existing myths by opening factory doors and 
showing prospective employees how innova-
tive and clean the industry really is. 

Understanding the New Workforce

One of the first steps in this process 
of industrial renewal is to under-
stand the next generation of man-

ufacturing workers. 
The upcoming generation of workers, of-

ten referred to as Gen Y or Millennials and 
born somewhere between the mid-1970s 
and the early 2000s, is now a key target for 
many manufacturing companies looking to 
fill current jobs. This generation, and even 
more so the generation that follows it, is 
generally marked by an increased use and 
familiarity with communications, media, 
and digital technologies. These people use 
the Internet as their external brain; rely on 
technology for entertainment, education, 
and communication; and have a thirst for 
instant gratification and little expectation 
of lifetime employment.

According to a survey of 1,000 technolo-
gy insiders, critics, and students by Pew Re-
search, participants gave consistent predic-
tions on the key skills young people would 
need in 2020. These include public prob-
lem-solving through cooperative work, 

A N ESTIMATED 10 MILLION MANUFACTURING JOBS  
worldwide are currently unfilled.1 How can the global manufacturing in-
dustry respond to this enormous skills gap? Certainly, technological inno-
vation and process automation have changed the basic skill set required of 
manufacturing employees, forcing them to become more technologically 
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searching effectively for information on-
line, and weighing the quality of informa-
tion. This highlights the challenge that ex-
ecutives in the manufacturing industry will 
face—attracting qualified candidates who 
not only problem-solve and use technology 
effectively, but respect authority, collabo-
rate effectively, and make quick decisions 
on real-time processes and procedures.

But with up to four different genera-
tions now working side-by-side on the plant 
floor—from retirement-ready baby boomers 
to new graduates—the manufacturing indus-
try is seeing disconnects in communication, 
motivation, innovation, teamwork, engage-
ment, professionalism, and leadership. If  
companies do not bridge these generations 
and embrace their newest influx of frontline 
employees, their operating costs will go up, 
employees’ effectiveness will decrease, and 
both morale and profits will suffer. 

According to Jason Dorsey, a thought 
leader on Gen Y and bridging the genera-
tions, and author of Y-Size Your Business, 
three converging factors—the changing 
economy, Gen Y’s workplace attitudes, and 
a multigenerational workforce—under-
score the importance of making the most 
of Gen Y’s emergence during a pivotal time 
for business competition. Dorsey believes 
that Gen Y employees, when managed cor-
rectly, can indeed deliver tremendous work-
place performance and loyalty at a substan-
tial value. He says this combination could 
not have come at a better time, because the 

current economic climate is forcing compa-
nies to do more with less in an increasingly 
competitive business environment.

Debunking the Myths

How often do you see images in 
the media of  a spotless shop 
floor and hear about a video-

enabled manufacturing production line? 
Very rarely. Today’s manufacturing execu-

The baby boomer generation is working beyond 
normal retirement age, leaving fewer opportuni-
ties for job-title and salary advancement for em-

ployees with less than 10 years’ experience.
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Percentage of U.S. Companies  
Facing Worker Shortages, by Sector

Automotive

Energy and resources

Aerospace and defense

Industrial products

Total

Life sciences  
and medical devices

Process

Technology, media  and  
telecommunications

Consumer products

Retail

Transportation

                                    77%

                                74%

                              72%

                          70%

                        67%

                 62%

               61%

             59%

            59%

          57%

51%

Source: World Economic Forum/Deloitte Report: The Future of Manufacturing 



tives now need to fight the old perception of 
manufacturing as a dark, dank, and dirty 
industry, and actively help paint a picture 
of  today’s bright, innovative, and clean 
production environment. Many potential 
manufacturing industry employees still 
have an outdated perception of what manu-
facturing is really like, and so they are tak-
ing other paths in life that they see as more 
exciting, rewarding, and safe. 

TV shows like How It’s Made and The 
Edge Factor are helping to raise awareness 
of  the advancements being made in the 
manufacturing industry. The Edge Factor, 
for example, regularly features a high-cali-
ber, real-life manufacturing story that puts 
a positive and an accurate spin on today’s 
technology. As the industry works to revo-
lutionize the image of  manufacturing by 
debunking stereotypes, this approach helps 
shine a spotlight on the advanced technolo-
gies and innovations that now characterize 
the modern, exhilarating manufacturing 
careers available to the next generation. 

A second myth is that a career in manufac-
turing means slow career advancement and 
comparatively low wages. In fact, accord-
ing to the Brookings Institution, wages in 
manufacturing are higher than those in the 
economy as a whole, with the average manu-
facturing salary at $58,485 compared to the 
national average of $47,290. The manufac-

turing sectors with the highest average annual 
earnings are pharmaceuticals, computers 
and electronics, petroleum and coal products, 
aerospace, chemicals, and machinery. Lower 
on the list are jobs in textile product mills, ap-
parel, wood, leather, and furniture. 

The third myth in many developed na-
tions is that manufacturing is no longer a 
major contributor to economic wealth. But 
contrary to popular belief, manufacturing 
remains an important part of the economic 
base of most Western nations—and many 
metropolitan areas of developed countries 
like the United States. There is a need, now 
more than ever, for skilled employees to 
take positions with manufacturing com-
panies as new plants are built and others 
undergo renovation in the U.S. and other 
nations to maintain manufacturing’s eco-
nomic momentum. 

Attracting New Workers

Education is a critical component 
in developing and attracting the 
people with the right skill sets to 

help drive the future of the manufacturing 
industry. Culturally, we are moving toward a 
more cerebral society where people use their 
brains more than their hands. Technology 
is becoming increasingly pervasive, but this 
trend means that more awareness is needed 
on educational programs to show how the 
manufacturing processes have evolved with 
the generations. This will help new candi-
dates not only feel encouraged to apply for 
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If companies want to be successful in  
moving toward more team-based learn-
ing, the management skills and career 
paths for employees need to be nurtured.
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manufacturing jobs, but feel that they will be 
empowered to take action once hired. 

But it is not just the manufacturing knowl-
edge worker who is in demand. The industry 
is also facing challenges finding people who 
are qualified to do welding, metal-bending, 
and other standard shop-floor-type op-
erations. Most traditional high schools and 
trade schools have discontinued this type of 
education, and trade schools are not attract-
ing enough interest to populate these types 
of programs. 

Manufacturing executives need to work 
with their local communities to educate par-
ents, teachers, and administrators that not ev-
erybody needs a four-year college degree to 
get a good job, and that there is value in a tech-
nical education. Students must also be shown 
that entering the skilled professions can result 
in as emotionally and financially rewarding 
a career as going to college. It is essential for 
manufacturing companies to partner with 
high schools to get students interested in the 
skilled trades, and for trade schools to main-
tain enrollment rates in hands-on programs.

One program helping to prepare the new 
generation of manufacturing workers is The 
Manufacturing Institute’s Dream It! Do It! 
initiative. This program partners business-
es with community organizations, public 
schools, and community colleges to educate 
young people about career opportunities 
in manufacturing, and equip them with the 
skills they need to get good jobs. The Insti-
tute also has a Manufacturing Skills Certi-
fication System, a composite of stackable 
secondary and post-secondary credentials 
designed to validate the skills and compe-
tencies that applicants need to be productive 
and successful in the modern manufactur-
ing environment. The Institute has set a goal 
of certifying a half-million manufacturing 
workers by 2016. In 2011, it certified 84,000. 

Young workers are not the only solution 

to the skills gap, however. Manufacturing 
executives should not miss the opportunity 
to reward advancement opportunities for 
existing workers, too. If companies want to 
be successful in moving toward more team-
based learning, the management skills 
and career paths for employees need to be 
nurtured. They must also look to enhance 
and standardize on-boarding orientation 
procedures for quality, consistency, and 
efficiency, and provide training programs 
throughout the length of  the employee’s 
career, especially as technological advance-
ments are happening at a rapid rate. 

Technology As a Game-Changer

The increasing speed of innovation 
also means that industry must 
put policies in place to ensure the 

rapid adoption of  new technologies, and 
consistently train people on how to use 
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Shortages of U.S. Manufacturing  
Workers, by Job Type            No  Shortage

           Low  Shortage

           Moderate  Shortage

    Serious  Shortage

Overall Unskilled 
Production

Skilled 
Production

Engineering 
Technologist

Scientists 
and Design 
Engineers

7%

26%

55%

12%

6%

22%

30%

42%

5%

12%

14%

26%

40%

20%
17%

33%

23%

27%

38%

45%

Source: World Economic Forum/Deloitte Report: The Future of Manufacturing
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those technologies. If  this does not happen, 
manufacturers around the world will be at a 
disadvantage, as other industries that are a 
step ahead with new technology advances 
are more likely to attract and retain the lim-
ited pool of educated and skilled talent. 

One key issue for the next generation, for 
example, is the concept of Bring Your Own 
Device (BYOD), which allows employees 
to work anywhere on their preferred device, 
untethered from a traditional static work-
station. A recent Cisco Connected World 
Technology Report found that two of five 
survey respondents said they would accept 
a lower-paying job that offered more flex-
ibility for device choice, social media access, 
and mobility than a higher-paying job with 
less flexibility. The study also reported that 
employees who are able to use their person-
al devices to improve job workflow, increase 
competence, and enhance collaboration are 
more productive on the job and more likely 
to stay with an organization longer.2 

Technology is changing the job, but it can 
also change and educate the employees who 
do the job. BYOD should be recognized as 
a powerful way to give employees access to 
the extensive training and education that will 
be required for both knowledge- and trade-
based roles.

Driving the Future 

Driving the rapid adoption of 
technology alone is not enough. 
Manufacturing executives 

must also be alert to the changes in busi-
ness strategy that will help put that tech-
nology to work for them most effectively. 
Every manufacturer should empower its 
employees to identify ways to make com-

pany processes more agile through the use 
of  new technology. The new workforce de-
pends on external data and instant access 
to information to augment and improve 
its decision-making process, and manu-
facturers need to enable and optimize that 
behavior in the workplace by enabling 
workers to connect, collaborate, and make 
informed decisions in real time.  

That’s why all manufacturing execu-
tives must look at what the industry is 
dealing with now, and where it will be in 
10 years’ time. Over the next decade, the 
future workforce must be better able to 
collaborate globally to share best practic-
es and determine how best to program the 
ever-changing technology that will pro-
pel their businesses through a constant 
flood of  change. The explosion of  de-
vices, and the increase in data that these 
devices provide, will continue. The chal-
lenge now is how to leverage these trends 
to the best business advantage. 

As manufacturing executives, we believe 
there are two things you can do today to 
help enable the workforce of the future: 
› Adopt new technology as quickly as pos-
sible, and embrace it as an enabler rather 
than an obstacle. Technology can signifi-
cantly help drive business innovation, and 
attract and retain more qualified and com-
mitted employees for the future.
› Get involved with all levels of  schools 
and the local government to help dispel 
negative perceptions. Hold open houses 
to educate and train prospects so they are 
encouraged and excited to become tomor-
row’s workforce. 

Companies that decide not to take action 
in addressing the rapid technological changes 
and attracting Gen Y to the industry will in-
evitably fall behind. And if the industry as a 
whole does not take action today, the conse-
quences could be severe for all of us.   M
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Contrary 
to popular 

belief, manu-
facturing re-
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portant part 
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most Western 
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States.
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