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Executive Summary
Growth is back. Of 362 senior-level managers and executives in the 
manufacturing industry that we surveyed, 86% reported that they are 
growing at or beyond projections. 

How will this industry ensure that growth is here to stay? Regardless 
of company size, offerings, geography or market share, the answer is 
always the same: Companies need a strategy to attract and retain a 
smart, engaged workforce. 

However, finding talent is more challenging than ever. According to our 
research, access to a qualified workforce remains the top inhibitor to 
company growth. 

Central to this issue is the struggle to attract the next generation into 
the manufacturing workforce. This younger talent pool is excited by 
innovation, but do they equate innovation with a long-term career 
working in the manufacturing industry? In certain areas, yes. But is it 
enough to generate the workforce needed for the future? Not yet.  

The younger generation is entering the working world with different 
expectations than their parents and grandparents. From a strong culture 
to being involved in decision-making, emerging leaders are forming 
their wish lists of what their work experience will be like, regardless 
of industry. 
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The ability to work with new technology is, as expected, a key ingredient 
for attracting a sought-after workforce. Younger workers are used to 
simple, seamless technology experiences in the apps and services they 
use in their personal lives. 

When they’re faced with a workplace with outdated, hard-to-use 
technology, they’re less comfortable and less motivated. But investing 
in technology is not the only solution. Similar to trends in other industries, 
our research found that an energizing culture, regular communication 
and strong leadership ranked as top priorities with this population.

There are now up to five generations in the workforce today. By the year 
2020, 50% of the workforce will be made up of millennials. This presents 
an unprecedented opportunity for different skills, views and ideas to 
converge and transform manufacturing. The biggest transformation 
that needs to happen today is changing the way younger generations 
perceive the manufacturing industry.

Imagine what manufacturing could become if each company, in their own 
way, became an ambassador for the industry at large? If the numbers of 
vocal champions were to grow, along with success stories that generate 

10

Strategic Investments

Question:  What strategic investments are you looking to make in the next 24 months?
Base = All respondents (n=360). Multiple answers allowed.

Strategic investments over the 
next 24 months are expected to 
focus on the workforce, with 
employee training and education, 
workforce, and culture and 
employee engagement/retention 
all among the top 5 investments 
planned.

3%

2%

3%

3%

18%

13%

20%

14%

22%

21%

18%

30%

25%

50%

50%

52%

3%

0%

6%

7%

19%

20%

16%

24%

24%

28%

28%

36%

34%

40%

53%

53%

3%

3%

11%

22%

18%

29%

25%

24%

25%

28%

41%

34%

51%

38%

56%

53%

None of the above (3%)

Other (1%)

Augmented Reality/Virtual Reality (7%)

Artificial Intelligence (9%)

Customer Resource Management (CRM) (19%)

Business Intelligence/IOT (20%)

Key executive/leadership roles (20%)

Safety Equipment/Processes (21%)

ERP or other back office system (23%)

Infrastructure (26%)

Robotics/Automation (28%)

Business Development and Marketing Initiatives (34%)

Culture and Employee Engagement/retention (35%)

Workforce (44%)

Manufacturing Equipment (53%)

Employee Training and Education (53%)

Companies with 5,000 or more employees

Companies with 200 to 4,999 employees

Companies with fewer than 200 employees

[Question] What strategic investments are you looking to make in the next 24 months?  Base =  All respondants 
(n=360). Multiple answers allowed.
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excitement for the industry, the magnetic pull of this field would go a 
long way to securing a consistent, thriving workforce of the future. 

The findings in this report will confirm some of your assumptions and 
expand your thinking on others. You will walk away with new ideas and 
new excitement for attracting and retaining top talent. 

Research Methodology
This report highlights the findings of the 2018 IndustryWeek research 
study, “Navigating the Manufacturing Workforce Challenge,” sponsored 
by Salesforce. The purpose of this research project is to reveal the biggest 
influences affecting manufacturers across the country and to focus on 
how they are investing in attracting and retaining the workforce needed 
for the future. During summer 2018, IndustryWeek e-mailed invitations 
to participate in an online survey to a selection of subscribers. That 
invitation was followed by reminders to non-respondents. In total, we 
received and tabulated 362 completed surveys. This analysis and report 
is based on the views of these 362 primarily senior-level executives and 
managers from a variety of manufacturing roles. Response percentages 
do not always add up to 100% due to rounding and the allowance for 
multiple responses on some questions. 

What is Influencing Today’s Decision Making?
Gathering data on what’s influencing decision-making helped to paint an 
industrywide picture of manufacturing’s business health. The nuances 
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Topics Influencing Business Decisions

Question: When it comes to making decisions about your company, please rate the following global topics in order of how much influence they have in your thinking: 
Base = All respondents (n varies from 348 to 358).

A majority of respondents consider access to materials and resources, regulatory changes, technological advancements, and/or economic health 
important global topics when making business decisions.
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9%

9%

18%

24%

26%

27%

30%

13%

19%

22%

30%

38%

41%

37%

40%

28%

29%

31%

26%

29%

22%

22%

20%

27%

23%

25%

17%

5%

8%

10%

7%

23%

20%

13%

10%

4%

3%

3%

3%

Climate and Weather

Population Trends

Political Atmosphere

Trade Relations

Economic Health

Technological Advancements

Regulatory Changes

Access to Materials and
Resources

Great influence = 5 4 3 2 No influence at all = 1

23

Respondents represent a variety of industries.

Industry

Question:  What is your company's primary product at your location/division?
Base = All respondents (n=361).

21%
1%
1%
1%
2%
2%
3%
3%
3%
3%
5%
6%
6%
6%
7%
9%
9%
10%

Other

Apparel/Textiles

Pulp & Paper

Wood Products/Furniture

Medical Devices/Lab Equipment

Pharmaceuticals/Healthcare

Chemicals

Food & Beverage

Petroleum & Gas/Coal

Machine Shop/Parts Fabrication

Construction/Building Equipment

Electronics/Computers/Telecom Equipment

Aerospace & Defense

Consumer Goods/Durables

Plastics & Rubber Products

Automation/Transportation Vehicles & Equipment

Metals

Industrial Machinery

[Question] When it comes to making decisions about your company, please rate the following global topics 
in order of how much influence they have in your thinking. Base =  All respondants (n varies from 348 to 358)

[Question] What is your company's primary product at your location/division? Base =  All Respondants (n=361).
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found in priorities, gaps and challenges among different-sized companies 
allowed us to make more insightful connections to the data uncovered 
about workforce challenges and opportunities. 

Across the board, respondents reported that access to materials and 
resources, regulatory changes, technology advancements and economic 
health were the biggest influencers on decision making, with trade 
relations coming in as the fifth determining factor.

One macro trend to note is the industry’s infinite spawning of new 
specialties. Many survey respondents used the “other” field to describe 
their industry because the options we provided did not accurately 
represent their business.

8

Source of Company Growth
New products and services, 
improvements to current offerings, 
and technology enhancements are 
the greatest sources of company 
growth.

Growth varies by company size, as 
larger companies are most likely to 
see growth from new products and 
services. In addition to new 
products and services, smaller 
companies are likely to experience 
growth by marketing to new 
industry segments.

Analyst note: Where data is 
presented by company size 
breakouts, the “all respondent” 
percentages for each choice are 
located in the axis label.

9%

10%

29%

37%

40%

29%

38%

40%

45%

5%

32%

30%

34%

40%

44%

40%

48%

56%

0%

44%

32%

35%

37%

56%

49%

53%

61%

Other (5%)

Acquisitions (27%)

Reaching into new geographies (30%)

Creating a stronger brand (36%)

Marketing to new industry segments (39%)

Efficiency gains (42%)

Technology enhancements (42%)

Improvement to your current offerings (46%)

New products & services (53%)

Companies with 5,000 or more
employees

Companies with 200 to 4,999
employees

Companies with fewer than 200
employees

Question:  Where do you see your organization's growth coming from?
Base = All respondents (n=361). Multiple answers allowed.
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Business Growth Limitations

Question:  What do you see are the biggest limits to growth of your business? 
Base = All respondents (n=359). Multiple answers allowed.

The largest and smallest 
companies indicate that 
competition is most likely to limit 
their growth. Mid-sized companies 
believe their access to the 
workforce is the biggest limit to 
their growth.

8%

7%

6%

14%

10%

11%

18%

19%

18%

15%

22%

21%

32%

35%

43%

4%

7%

7%

10%

17%

15%

18%

22%

17%

24%

24%

27%

21%

41%

43%

10%

8%

12%

14%

18%

19%

18%

15%

26%

31%

23%

21%

24%

41%

33%

Other (7%)

Access to inexpensive capital (8%)

Loss of information over time (8%)

No succession plan (12%)

Transportation/Shipping (15%)

Product/Service Obsolescence (15%)

Lack of strategy or vision (19%)

Access to materials/resources (20%)

Leadership complacency (20%)

Stricter Regulations/Compliance (23%)

Eroding margins (23%)

Aging equipment (23%)

Culture (26%)

Competition (39%)

Access to workforce (41%)

Companies with 5,000 or more employees

Companies with 200 to 4,999 employees

Companies with fewer than 200 employees

“Our core values were developed 
by a cross-functional team 
of employees (all levels, all 
departments) and are woven into 
all aspect of ‘how we work.’"

[Question] Where do you see your organization's growth coming from? Base =  All respondants (n =361). 
Multiple answers allowed.

[Question] What do you see are the biggest limits to growth of your business? Base =  All respondants (n=359). 
Multiple answers allowed.
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As noted, 86% of those surveyed are seeing their businesses grow. This 
includes 54% of companies growing at projections and 19% growing 
beyond projections. Only 9% are seeing stagnation and a mere 1% reported 
losing business, while 2% are losing business but are hopeful for the future. 

The leading source of growth, regardless of company size, comes from 
introducing new products and services, and improving existing ones. Of 
note is how efficiency gains are a dramatically higher source of growth 
(56%) for larger companies—a rate 30% higher than smaller companies.   

“Access to workforce” is reported overall as the biggest limiting factor, but 
particularly at midsized companies. Large and small companies are in lock 
step with seeing competition as a top limiting factor, while respondents 
across all companies agree that culture is also at the top of the list. While 
not a leading factor, “leadership complacency” is important to make 
note of here. Other data from this report supports the need for active 
leadership and a focus on finding it. Strength of leadership and health 
of culture are recurring themes in the findings, obviously playing an 
important role in attracting and retaining talent. 

12

Turnover

Question: To what degree would you say you’ve been successful retaining employees? 
Base = All respondents (n=362).

Smaller companies have been more successful at retaining employees than larger companies. Those at larger companies are most likely to leave for 
an opportunity in the same field, while smaller companies are likely to lose employees to other industries.

21%

9%

9%

13%

35%

28%

32%

31%

26%

40%

24%

32%

12%

18%

22%

17%

6%

5%

14%

7%

Companies with fewer
than 200 employees

Companies with 200
to 4,999 employees

Companies with 5,000
or more employees

All respondents

5 = Excellent: No regrettable losses and turnover by choice
4
3
2
1 = Low: Lots of turnover and regrettable losses

4%

7%

24%

24%

38%

62%

0%

8%

12%

31%

53%

63%

4%

9%

23%

32%

79%

40%

Don't know (2%)

Other  (8%)

Leaving without another
opportunity (18%)

Retirement (29%)

Leaving for another
opportunity in the same

field/industry (55%)

Leaving for an opportunity
in another field/industry

(57%)

Companies with 5,000 or more
employees

Companies with 200 to 4,999
employees

Companies with fewer than
200 employees

Question: What have been the primary reasons for your employee turnover? 
Base = Respondents who have some turnover (n=201).

13

Planned Hires

Question:  What roles are you trying to hire? 
Base = All respondents (n=360). Multiple answers allowed.

Respondents are most likely to 
have hiring plans for 
manufacturing, production and 
engineering positions.

2%

11%

12%

6%

9%

10%

10%

21%

17%

30%

55%

4%

7%

7%

7%

17%

17%

18%

25%

26%

48%

66%

8%

1%

6%

19%

14%

15%

17%

18%

29%

53%

58%

Do not know (4%)

None of the above (7%)

Other (8%)

Executive (10%)

Administrative (14%)

Shipping & Distribution (14%)

IT, Programming (15%)

Marketing & Business Development (22%)

Customer Support & Quality Assurance (24%)

Engineering (44%)

Manufacturing & Production (60%)

Companies with 5,000 or more
employees

Companies with 200 to 4,999
employees

Companies with fewer than 200
employees

[Question] What have been the primary reasons for your employee turnover? Base =  Respondants who have 
some turnover (n=201). 

[Question] What roles are you trying to hire? Base = All respondants (n=360). Multiple answers allowed.
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Today’s Workforce 
As industry growth continues, what does the future of finding and 
retaining talent look like?  

Overall, 76% of respondents reported employee retention to be average 
to excellent. The cause of the "regrettable losses" these respondents do 
experience, however, varies by company size. 

Employees in small and midsized companies tend to leave for 
opportunities in other fields. In large companies, they’re leaving for 
opportunities in the same field. The portability to make a lateral move 

in a larger company is easier due to having more transferrable skills 
versus the specialized skills found in smaller and midsized companies. 
In bigger companies, the competition is fierce. 

With unemployment at an all-time low in many industries, skilled workers 
can be choosy. Employees are in the driver’s seat and their ability to 
choose an employer for many factors can outweigh the choosing by 
the job opportunity alone. Culture, benefits and a plan for supporting 
personal and professional development are important to all generations, 
leaving employers to compete for talent in ways they haven’t had to in 
the past. 

11

Diversification

Question: How important do you consider workforce diversification in each of the following 
areas?
Base = All respondents (n=362).

Respondents consider age the most important type of workforce diversification. Fifty-three percent of respondents consider age diversification 
important, and 52% consider their company diversified (rate 4 or 5 on a 5-point scale). Respondents are less likely to consider their company 
diversified in terms of race and gender; however, this is also less important to respondents.

16%

17%

22%

19%

19%

31%

32%

29%

29%

13%

11%

9%

21%

25%

10%

Gender

Race

Age

Extremely important = 5 4 3 2 Not at all important = 1

Company’s WorkforceImportance

15%

17%

24%

24%

23%

28%

36%

31%

34%

17%

17%

11%

8%

12%

3%

Gender

Race

Age

Extremely diversified = 5 4 3 2 Not at all diversified = 1

Question: How diversified do you consider your company’s workforce in each of the following 
areas?  
Base = All respondents (n=362).
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Diversification

Question: How important do you consider workforce diversification in each of the following 
areas?
Base = All respondents (n=362).

Respondents consider age the most important type of workforce diversification. Fifty-three percent of respondents consider age diversification 
important, and 52% consider their company diversified (rate 4 or 5 on a 5-point scale). Respondents are less likely to consider their company 
diversified in terms of race and gender; however, this is also less important to respondents.
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12%
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Extremely diversified = 5 4 3 2 Not at all diversified = 1

Question: How diversified do you consider your company’s workforce in each of the following 
areas?  
Base = All respondents (n=362).

[Question] How important do you consider workforce diversification in each of the following areas? Base =  All 
respondants (n=362). 

[Question] How diversified do you consider your company's workforce in each of the follwing areas? Base =  All 
respondants (n=362). 
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Fewer than 20% of employees leave a position without having another 
one lined up. Other than unique situational factors (such as leaving a 
job for personal reasons), what other factors could be at play that would 
cause an employee to leave a workplace without the security of having 
another lined up? It’s possible that, once again, the low unemployment 
rate combined with global growth in manufacturing are creating a greater 
sense of security in an employee’s ability to land another job.

As expected, the most sought-after positions, in all company sizes, are 
found in manufacturing and production. Engineers looking for work 

will primarily find positions in large and midsized companies. To see 
marketing and business development in the top five is a good indicator 
that companies, regardless of size, see the value of having internal 
support for increasing their visibility and reach.  

Generally, companies reported that diversity is not much of a challenge 
with current teams. When asked about the current make-up of their 
employees, 77% of respondents reported a fairly diverse workforce.  

With age, gender, and race being nearly evenly split, 56% of respondents 

14

Recruitment Strategies

Question:  How are you planning on recruiting this workforce? 
Base = All respondents (n=350). Multiple answers allowed.

Online job sites, recruiters, and 
word-of-mouth are most often 
used to recruit employees.

Larger companies are also likely to 
use internships/apprenticeships. 
Smaller companies are most likely 
to use word-of-mouth. 

7%

3%

1%

8%

28%

28%

31%

37%

39%

46%

44%

42%

3%

4%

5%

10%

34%

37%

44%

47%

48%

43%

60%

60%

5%

4%

6%

16%

42%

42%

60%

45%

44%

43%

55%

69%

Other  (5%)

Government-funded programs (4%)

Robotics programs, hackathons, camps (4%)

Speaking opportunities/conferences (11%)

Social media/targeted ad (33%)

Trade Schools/Educational Institutions (35%)

Internships/Apprenticeships (43%)

Referrals (through referral program) (43%)

Job Boards/Newspaper Ads (44%)

Word-of-mouth (45%)

Online Job Sites (53%)

Recruiters (56%)

Companies with 5,000 or more employees

Companies with 200 to 4,999 employees

Companies with fewer than 200 employees

[Question] How are you planning on recruiting this workforce? Base =  All respondants (n=350). 
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placed workforce diversity low on the priority list for future hires. When 
selected, age was a higher priority over gender or race. It’s important 
to note that workplaces with highly technical, specialized skills leaves 
employers with the reality of having a small talent pool that matches 
those skills.   

For recruiting, the larger the company (and corresponding volume of 
hires), the greater the reliance on outside assistance, either through paid 

recruiters or online services. Smaller companies (with smaller budgets 
and bandwidth) reported being more biased toward word-of-mouth 
than larger or midsized. 

Larger companies are offering more internships and apprenticeships. 
While larger companies have a greater capacity to train and manage 
emerging talent, mid and small-sized companies are investing in (and 
presumably seeing a return on) internships and apprenticeships, albeit 
at a much smaller scale. 

Critical Insights 
Based on the findings in this report, we see four areas that leaders 
will find as critical to attracting and retaining the talent that will grow 
their business. These insights echo what’s true for organizations in 
other industries. Successful companies are finding ways to meet the 
expectations of employees in other industries: strong leadership, an 
engaged culture, opportunities for growth and access to exciting projects.

INSIGHT #1 People want to be a part of a strong, supportive culture with 
a clear line-of-sight to leadership and organizational vision. 

In a workplace, there can never be enough communication from 
leadership. Overwhelmingly, communication ranked as the top 
factor impacting workplace culture. For midsized companies, nearly 
100% of respondents selected communication as a leading influence. 

18

Factors Impacting Workplace Culture

Question:  Which of the following factors have the greatest impact on workplace culture? 
Base = All respondents (n=359). Multiple answers allowed.

Communications, transparency 
and collaboration have the 
greatest impact on workplace 
culture.

2%

27%

30%

38%

38%

53%

49%

89%

4%

31%

32%

42%

50%

60%

62%

87%

9%

37%

33%

51%

59%

65%

77%

83%

Other (4%)

Work space (31%)

Tools (32%)

Technology (43%)

Flexibility (48%)

Collaboration (58%)

Transparency (61%)

Communication (87%)

Companies with 5,000 or more employees

Companies with 200 to 4,999 employees

Companies with fewer than 200 employees

[Question] Which of the following factors have the greatest impact on workplace culture? Base = All respondants 
(n=350). Multiple answers allowed.
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Transparency was less of a concern with smaller companies, but since 
smaller teams have easier access to leadership, this is not surprising. 

The time is now to double down on communication and transparency. 
The ability to communicate well, be open about the state of your 
business and its future are critical to supporting a healthy culture. 
Communication is also especially important in an industry moving as 
quickly as manufacturing. 

In a fast-paced environment, it’s impossible to overcommunicate. It’s 
also important to note that, in absence of communication, people can 
assume the worst. Employees trust employers who communicate, and 
trust builds loyalty.

A company of any size can leverage technology to increase 
communication and collaboration (and the quality of it). 
Ask your employees how and when they want to receive 
information. Then, find the right technology to match 
that approach, as well as the right person to own the 
task of ensuring communications happen. 

Increasing automation technologies on information delivery is an 
investment companies of all sizes should consider. “Real-time safety 
and manufacturing updates” ranked third as a top technology investment 
and, among large companies, was evenly split as a top choice next to 

“I strongly believe that having a ‘good company 
culture’ is the single most important attraction to 
employees. This culture should have employee 
empowerment as well as employee engagement 
opportunities.” 

[TIP] Town hall 
meetings at each 
facility improve 
communication of 
goals/objectives, 
YTD results and 
discussions on 
relevant issues.
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evaluation/performance platforms and robotics/automation.  

Overall, when it comes to attracting and retaining employees, respondents 
see growth—either the company’s growth or in “opportunities to grow”—
as one of their company’s greatest strengths. For large and small 
companies, “opportunities to grow” was also perceived as a weakness 
at their company.     Leadership was the number one weakness reported 
by respondents at large companies and continues to support other data 
that finding and retaining talent at the top is challenging.

At both small and large companies, vision/mission/values is seen as 
the second highest strength by respondents, while it was much further 

down the list for midsized companies. Possible reasons for this could 
be that larger companies can afford to hire an internal team charged 
with integrating vision/mission/values. Smaller companies offer a more 
direct line to leadership, who are typically the primary keepers of why 
their company exists.

Regardless of company size or specialty, your vision, mission and values 
should be more than words on a wall—they should be actively lived. If 
leadership is living and breathing what the company stands for and 
employees have clear reasons for being a part of the company, then 
your new employees will feel like they are stepping into a strong, healthy 
company culture.      

20

Company Strengths and Weaknesses (continued)

Question: When it comes to attracting and retaining new employees, which of the following do you consider strengths/weaknesses of your company?
Base = All respondents (n=347). Multiple answers allowed.

Perceived strengths and weaknesses related to attracting and retaining new employees varies by company size. For companies of all sizes, 
opportunities to grow is listed as one of the top two strengths.

6%

15%

22%

16%

22%

9%

31%

9%

23%

26%

28%

34%

19%

3%

18%

25%

26%

27%

29%

32%

37%

39%

40%

45%

45%

45%

Other

Diversity of workforce

Training/Education

Technology

Management

Customer Relationships

Compensation

What you make/sell

Vision/Mission/Values

Leadership

Culture

Opportunities to grow

Growth of company

Strengths

Weaknesses

4%

11%

26%

27%

36%

11%

25%

18%

18%

37%

27%

35%

14%

1%

20%

26%

31%

31%

31%

31%

34%

42%

43%

47%

48%

53%

Other

Customer Relationships

Technology

Management

Compensation

What you make/sell

Training/Education

Diversity of workforce

Vision/Mission/Values

Leadership

Culture

Opportunities to grow

Growth of company

Strengths

Weaknesses

4%

46%

11%

25%

26%

47%

20%

21%

29%

36%

24%

25%

30%

4%

17%

17%

27%

32%

36%

36%

41%

44%

49%

50%

58%

62%

Other

Management

Customer Relationships

Technology

Training/Education

Leadership

What you make/sell

Diversity of workforce

Growth of company

Culture

Compensation

Vision/Mission/Values

Opportunities to grow

Strengths

Weaknesses

Fewer than 200 Employees 5,000 or More Employees200 to 4,999 Employees

[Question] When it comes to attracting and retaining new employees, which of the following do you cosider strenghts/weaknesses of your company? Base =  
All respondants (n=347). Multiple answes allowed. 



Top Trends in Today's Manufacturing Workforce: Why Finding and Keeping
Talent is More Critical Than Ever for Business Growth 

 12

INSIGHT #2 People want to work on meaningful projects with great 
equipment and exciting technologies. 

While respondents consider technology advancements an important 
consideration when making business decisions, none of the listed examples 
stands out as a way to gain a competitive advantage and attract and retain 

new employees. What is striking, however, is the disparity of investments 
that large companies are making in robotics, production updates and more, 
compared to the lack of investments being made by smaller companies.

The younger workforce expects collaboration platforms, innovation 
and new ways of doing things in their jobs. Companies that provide a 
clear perspective on how these workers are making a difference in the 
company’s success will strengthen the employees’ connection to the 
work and each other, ultimately improving retention.  

“There are certain companies who 
have such great reputations that 
young people would kill to work 
there. Think Amazon, Google, etc. 
These companies’ reputations do 
more than salary or recruiting. They 
are known to hire the best people 
and do ‘cool’ things. When done 
correctly, these reputations blow 
everything else out of the water.”

17

Technology Investments

Question:  When it comes to technology, what does your company plan to invest in for a competitive advantage and a way to attract and keep new employees? 
Base = All respondents (n=336). Multiple answers allowed.

While respondents consider 
technology advancements an 
important consideration when 
making business decisions (refer 
to slide 6), none of the listed 
examples stands out as a way to 
gain a competitive advantage and 
attract and retain new employees.

3%

4%

7%

9%

5%

8%

19%

13%

14%

15%

25%

22%

25%

33%

22%

19%

24%

2%

4%

10%

8%

8%

18%

14%

20%

23%

27%

23%

31%

30%

25%

35%

34%

36%

8%

4%

8%

9%

22%

28%

20%

25%

18%

29%

24%

32%

32%

34%

36%

39%

37%

AR/VR (4%)

Drones (4%)

Project management platforms and collaboration tools (9%)

Marketing Automation (9%)

Artificial Intelligence (10%)

IOT (17%)

Back offices systems (17%)

3D Printing/Rapid prototyping (19%)

3D Modelling/Visualization (19%)

Self-service HR benefits management (23%)

CRM systems (24%)

Project management/collaboration platforms (28%)

Mobile devices (29%)

High-speed internet/networks (30%)

Real-time safety and manufacturing updates (30%)

Robotics/Automation (30%)

Performance evaluation/recognition platforms (32%)

Companies with 5,000 or more employees

Companies with 200 to 4,999 employees

Companies with fewer than 200 employees

[Question] When it comes to technology, what does your company plan to invest in for a competitive advantage 
and a way to attract and keep new employees? Base = All respondants (n=336). Multiple answers allowed.
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Invest time in ensuring that everyone understands the essential nature 
of what they are doing. Explore the application of technology to enhance 

experimentation and innovation. The purpose of 
your teams work can be made more visible through 
technology and collaboration platforms.  

INSIGHT #3 People want to have opportunities for 
personal and professional growth and a clear path to 
advancement.

The factors that make up a healthy and attractive work 
environment primarily point to culture and the support of the individual. 
Skill development and allowing employees to create a path for growth 
are especially important for attracting younger employees. Have a 
development path for every member of your team. Use it as the basis 
for their ongoing advancement and re-visit it relentlessly. At every level, 
all employees want to know that they have a future at your company 
and one that makes a difference. Investing in personal and professional 
development will make a big difference in retaining employees who are 
committed to your company.  

When asked what is offered to new hires in their work environment, 
offerings are fairly consistent across all company sizes. Recognition and 
celebration events ranked high with all respondents. Employees want 
to celebrate their wins. These opportunities, which ranked as high as 

cross-training and education/skills training, show that companies clearly 
understand the importance of sharing successes.

Leadership and personal development, along with mentorship, showed 
up higher for larger companies. And, interesting to note, volunteering 
and community engagement were barely mentioned by small and 

[TIP] Take videos 
of processes and 
create a QR Code 
link to the video 
so trainees can 
watch the video 
to aid in the 
training process 
before doing the 
work. This allows 
trainees to ask 
any questions for 
clarification.
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midsized companies but also ranked high for large companies. 

Overall, the younger generations wish to be in a work environment 
that includes: events that foster relationships and celebrate success, 
flexible time off, voluntary overtime and part-time, robust training 
and professional development, involvement in business planning and 
decision-making, and being in locations where they wish to live.

Attracting a younger workforce requires spending time 
in their world. Involvement in schools through STEM 
programs and robotics, as well as internships (offered 
by 59% of respondents at large companies), can be 
worth the investment down the line. As noted previously, 
recruitment strategies differ based on company size. 

For smaller companies that may not have the bandwidth to spare 
members of the leadership or management team to participate in local 
high school or college activities, find one employee who is passionate 
about mentorship and start there. Just a few visits to high schools and/
or local community colleges will open up doors to future talent and help 
your team understand how to work with the future workforce.  

Overall, any opportunities to be in early conversations with young adults 
(and the adults who influence their decisions) before they form opinions 
is worth the time. There is a growing movement to help students see 

Train new employees in multiple areas of the 
business: 8 months in 3 different areas and at the 
end of the 8-month period, evaluate what area 
they are best suited, most accomplished.

[TIP] Immediately 
involve new 
employees in 
technical projects. 
Appreciate their 
technical savvy 
and provide verbal 
recognition.
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value in both an academic career and opportunities where the hands-
on application of knowledge leads to innovation and creation. If your 
company is seen as an innovator, you can lead this movement in your 
own community.

INSIGHT #4 People want to enjoy the state-of-the-art features and 
benefits of employment. 

We are in an unprecedented time in which infrastructure and resources are 
affordable at every level to support employees' ability to customize benefits 
packages and work experiences. There are many systems and technologies 
out there to accommodate an employee’s expectations of flexibility and 
self-driven options. You will be left behind if you’re not deploying them.

Securing talent requires offering salaries, retirement plans and health and 
wellness plans that are competitive. Performance-based raises, tuition 

reimbursement and paid family leave are now standard 
at large companies. Economies of scale dictate that it is 
easier for a larger company to offer attractive benefits 
and a variety of options that can woo attractive talent.  

So, how can the smaller companies compete? Flexibility, 
freedom, opportunities to move into a higher-level position faster and 
greater access to leadership and high-stakes projects at the start of their 
employment are some of the attractors. Overall, if a smaller company can 

16

Work Environment Offerings

Question:  What does your company offer new hires when it comes to the work environment?
Base = All respondents (n=344). Multiple answers allowed.

Work environment offerings are 
fairly consistent across all 
company sizes. Cross-training, 
education, and recognition are 
most likely to be given.

4%

4%

11%

13%

21%

8%

29%

32%

29%

32%

45%

50%

58%

4%

19%

17%

18%

25%

24%

28%

34%

46%

44%

48%

48%

52%

5%

24%

22%

28%

26%

50%

43%

51%

62%

63%

53%

59%

49%

Other (4%)

Activated corporate responsibility values (15%)

Accelerated development tracks to more
responsibility/higher level roles (16%)

Work at home options (19%)

Cutting edge tools and technology (24%)

Volunteering and community engagement programs (24%)

Flexible work hours (31%)

Mentorship (38%)

Leadership and personal development (44%)

Strong culture/values/vision (44%)

Recognition/celebration/events (48%)

Education and Skills training (52%)

Cross-training (54%)

Companies with 5,000 or more
employees
Companies with 200 to 4,999
employees
Companies with fewer than 200
employees

[Question] What does your company offer new hires when it comes to the work environment? Base = All 
respondants (n=344). Multiple answers allowed.

[TIP] Talk with 
people and share 
the culture and 
the positive 
vibe that gets 
passed down 
through senior 
management.

“[We offer] permissive time off—no set vacation 
time, personal time or sick time. Employees can 
take as much time as needed. The company 
also offers both maternal and paternal leave of 
absence benefits for new babies.”
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be nimbler and provide a faster pathway to personal and professional 
development, this can be a big advantage over a larger-sized company. 

It’s important to note that studies are showing an employee’s willingness 
to relocate for a job opportunity is trending downward.  Employees who 
are settled in with families and who live with a fellow income earner, are 
less inclined to uproot their family for a job.  

Leader Insights: When Size Matters
For small to midsized companies, leverage your size. A smaller ecosystem 
allows for an easier path to maintaining strong relationships between 
leadership and workforce and also between workforce and opportunity. 
Also, there are plenty of affordable software and technology platforms 
available to help stay competitive with the bigger players on collaboration, 
benefits management, innovations and project management.   

For large-sized companies, watch out for management or consultants 
who are inadvertently damaging the culture. Trust with employees can 

easily be impacted when outside decisions are made without inside 
input or considerations. Remember that the data shows that leadership 
complacency is a barrier—and that companies are actively seeking top 
notch leadership. The more leadership turns over or bad strategic moves 
are made, the more susceptible a company is to losing good employees.  

For all companies, but particularly with large-sized companies, focus on 
being visible and transparent. High turnover rates and complaints of a 
lack of leadership in the “corporate culture” is not specific to this industry. 
Yet, the opportunity to attract and retain talent through tried-and-true 
methods such as consistent communication, is attainable by all.

When asked to share one of the primary reasons  for 
employee turnover, one respondent wrote:  “Agile 
process leaves no room for individual growth.”

“If it’s the first job for a college graduate I pay 
about 40% less than the national average for the 
first year. In the second year I pay 20% less than 
the national average. The third year is on par with 
the national average and the fourth year entitles 
them to take part in our program bonuses 
program which has seen two people make more 
than $1M in a year. I can’t stop qualified people 
from trying to get hired.”
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Summary  
Demonstrating these insights will go a long way to ensuring you have the 
workforce essential to your future, which will lead to a stronger, more 
profitable business. If growth continues to be the norm for manufacturers, 
finding the talent to match will be more critical than ever. 

Remember, stories attract people. What are the stories your team tells 
about your business? Are they the stories that will attract the workforce 
you want? 

Old perceptions of working in manufacturing might be fueling a stigma that 
is a barrier to reaching new talent. If growth in the industry is to continue, 
a tectonic shift must happen in how manufacturing exists in the minds of 
future generations and their parents. It’s time to dismantle the perception 
of a “dirty and dangerous” job that manufacturing’s history has created. 
When the next generation and their parents, are forming opinions about 
what a future career in manufacturing looks like, it should be your state-
of-the-art and forward-thinking business that comes to mind. 

With the stakes raised on what it takes to secure top talent in any industry, 
combined with the record low unemployment, success will be tough for 
any manufacturer that isn’t offering a competitive, if not benchmark 
package for new employees. 

The good news is that there seems to be no limit to the unique and 

fulfilling opportunities a career in the manufacturing industry can offer. 
An exciting career in manufacturing is a more compelling option than 
ever when compared to other career opportunities. 

Be—and be seen as—state-of-the-art. An investment in your team and 
your company’s future will feed business growth and fuel what’s next 
for the manufacturing industry. 
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Respondents are most likely manager-level or above employees in operations/production, engineering, or corporate management.

Question: Which of the following best describes your job function? 
Base = All respondents (n=362).

Job Level and Job Function

11%
2%
2%
3%
3%
5%
5%

12%
12%
14%
14%

17%

Other

IT

Customer Service/Support

Procurement

Environmental, Health & Safety

Supply Chain & Logistics

Finance/HR

Quality/Reliability/Process Improvement

Sales/Marketing

Corporate Management

Process/Manufacturing/Automation Engineering

Operations/Production

Job Level Job Function

Question: Which of the following best describes your job level? 
Base = All respondents (n=360).

Sr. Executive 
(Owner, Partner, 

President, C-Level)

16% Vice President or 
Director

16%

Manager or 
Supervisor (with 
direct reports)

41%

Individual 
Contributor

27%

Respondent Profile

[Question] Which of the following best describes your job level? Base = All respondants (n=360). [Question] Which of the following best describes your job function? Base = All respondants (n=362).
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Company Size

Question:  What is the number of employees in your company at all locations?
Base = All qualified respondents (n=357).

Question:  How many plants does your company operate? 
Base = All respondents (n=360).

Number of Plants

28%

22%

11% 10%

30%

1 2 to 3 4 to 5 6 to 10 More than 10

Number of Employees

21%
14% 12% 10%

20% 22%

Fewer than
100

100 to 199 200 to 499 500 to 999 1,000 to
4,999

5,000 or
more

Company size is reported in both terms of number of plants, as well a number of employees. Large, mid-sized, and small companies are represented.
Only companies with one or more plants qualified to answer the survey.

[Question] How many plants does your company operate? Base = All respondants (n=360). [Question] What is the number of employees in your company at all location? Base = All respondants (n=357).
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Locations

Question: In which regions of the country do you have operations? 
Base = All respondents (n=349). Multiple answers allowed.

Regions across the United States are represented in the findings. Half of respondents have operations in the Midwest.

52%

39% 35%
30% 28% 26%

22% 18%
13%

Midwest (Wisconsin,
Michigan, Illinois,

Indiana, Ohio,
Missouri  Minnesota,

Iowa)

Northeast (Maine,
New Hampshire,

Vermont,
Massachusetts,
Rhode Island,

Connecticut, New
York, Pennsylvania,

New Jersey)

Southeast (North
Carolina, South

Carolina, Georgia,
Florida)

Pacific (Alaska,
Washington,

Oregon, California,
Hawaii)

Southwest
(Oklahoma, Texas,

Arizona, New
Mexico)

South (Kentucky,
Tennessee,
Mississippi,

Alabama, Arkansas,
Louisiana)

Mid-Atlantic
(Delaware,

Maryland, District of
Columbia, Virginia,

West Virginia)

Mountain (Idaho,
Montana, Wyoming,

Nevada, Utah,
Colorado)

Plains (North
Dakota, South

Dakota, Nebraska,
Kansas)

[Question] In which regtions of the country do you have operations?


