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Although the definition of “skilled labor” varies 

wildly from company to company, most HR professionals agree that 

a serious shortage of skilled labor exists and that it has affected many 

companies’ ability to meet demand, let alone grow. 

In ManpowerGroup’s 2012 Talent Shortage Survey, approxi-

mately one-third of employers said they had trouble filling skilled 

labor positions because of a lack of qualified talent. Manufacturing 

companies have been hit particularly hard by this shortage: of the 

38,000 employers interviewed in a 2011 Deloi(e survey conducted for 

the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM), 82% reported a 
moderate or serious shortage in skilled production workers, and 75% 
indicated that the skills shortage had negatively affected their ability 
to expand, thus hindering additional job creation, productivity, and 
profits. Another joint Deloi(e/NAM study found as many as 600,000 
skilled labor jobs going unfilled—an almost hard-to-believe number, 
considering that the current national unemployment rate is hovering 
around 8%. Based on data from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, 
NAM estimated that filling those 600,000 positions would create 
over 400,000 additional jobs and increase the GDP by 1.03%. 

/anks to the aging workforce and the retirement pace of Baby 
Boomers, the skilled labor gap continues to widen. According to the 
Department of Labor, the percentage of manufacturing workers aged 
55 and older has significantly increased since 2000, with the average 
age of a high-skilled worker (workers with technical training and 
industry certification or an associate or bachelor degree in a manu-
facturing-related field) si(ing at 56. /e Society of Manufacturing 
Engineers forecasts that the labor gap could escalate to three million 
in just a few short years. 

If your company depends on skilled labor, what can you do to 
bridge the gap? Here are a few suggestions.

INCREASE YOUR BRAND AWARENESS

Today’s manufacturing barely resembles what previous generations 
experienced twenty years ago. /ese days, skilled-trade careers 
require advanced skills in problem solving and technology, to name 
just a few areas. Students o0en don’t receive that necessary training, 
however, and most guidance counselors and parents encourage their 
high school students to go into other professions. An October 2012 
joint survey by Deloi(e and the Manufacturing Institute found that 
only 35% of survey respondents would encourage their children to 
pursue a career in the manufacturing sector. Clearly, the manufactur-
ing sector must rebrand itself and highlight the high-tech work, job 
growth, and job security in these fields. Manufacturing isn’t just a job 
anymore—it’s a career that offers a wealth of interesting, complex 
challenges and advancement opportunities.

PARTNER WITH LOCAL COMMUNITY COLLEGES

Many place the blame for the lack of laborers on educators, because 
students have fewer opportunities to learn skilled trades both in high 
school and in college. Regardless of who’s to blame, partnering with a 
local community college can yield multiple benefits by enabling your 
company to

 · gain access to a greater pool of potential job candidates;

 · ensure graduates have the skills needed within your organization;

 · increase awareness of your products and capabilities that could 
result in future sales; and

 · highlight your company’s commitment to the community.

Because they usually have an open enrollment process, most 
community colleges have more students than traditional universities, 
which have more stringent application procedures. In addition, com-
munity colleges o0en have a flexibility that makes them more open to 
designing curricula that address local employers’ skilled labor needs. 
By partnering with local community colleges to offer formal training 
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or accreditation, you not only help your company ensure the avail-
ability of future employees, you also help the community prosper 
when its educational and economic levels increase as your talent pool 
grows. 

CREATE AN APPRENTICESHIP PROGRAM

Why not create your own program focused on the skills most criti-
cal to your operation? According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
approximately 30% of high school graduates do not go on to college. 
/is group of students can be a target-rich source of future talent 
for your organization. Depending on the design of your program, 
apprenticeships can result in more well-rounded employees: because 
apprentices usually start in entry-level positions, those who stay and 
move up within the company develop a holistic understanding of the 
organization. By providing experience opportunities in a variety of 
departments, an apprenticeship program can also match students’ 
interests with employees’ desired skill sets. 

Apprenticeship programs or other internship roles benefit veter-
ans, too, by helping them translate skills learned in the military into 
opportunities within the manufacturing environment. /e Ameri-
can Jobs Act also offers tax credit incentives to companies that hire 
veterans who have been actively seeking employment for at least 
six months (if you go this route, however, be prepared to navigate 
through a lot of red tape). 

GROW TALENT FROM WITHIN

A study by the American Society for Training and Development 
found that the amount spent on training per employee has been flat 
for over a decade. Most HR professionals will a(est that in recent 
years it’s become more difficult to maintain training budgets, which 
are o0en eliminated or reduced first when revenues are down. /at 
said, growing your own talent is certainly one of the best solutions for 
filling a skills gap. Training also brings many side benefits, including 
enabling you to foster a more motivated and engaged workforce.

HR has a critical role in aligning the workforce strategy to the 
company’s business strategy while identifying the skills needed in the 
short-term as well as the long-term. Both SWOT (strength, weak-
ness, opportunities, and threats) analysis tools and gap analysis tools 
can help HR evaluate your workforce’s current skill set against the 
company’s future needs, then develop training plans to bridge any 
gaps. In addition to typical classroom training, other options include 
job rotations similar to an apprenticeship program, online training, 
and mentoring or job-shadowing opportunities. Training is key for 
any company to keep its employees’ skills relevant to the organiza-
tion’s needs. 

WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS

A May 2013 article in USA Today stated that since 2010 more than 200 
companies (mostly based in the United States) have brought back to 
the USA production they had previously sent overseas. /is phe-
nomenon (known as onshoring) and the growing number of foreign 
manufacturing facilities opening in the United States both point to 
continued increases in the demand for highly skilled employees. 

Experience has taught companies not to rely solely on educational 
institutions to bridge the gap. /e smartest companies are taking the 
bull by the horns and creating the talent needed to meet today’s needs 
as well as tomorrow’s expectations. 
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