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Manufacturing has changed dramatically over the last few decades and nowhere is this more apparent than in the automotive industry. Advances in
productivity as a result of increased automation mean more can be done with less. New markets, new technology (particularly in powertrain components
and electronics), and new manufacturing processes to address this dynamic marketplace are impacting all aspects of the automotive industry. This
phenomenon has impacted, and will continue to impact, not only the OEM assembler, but also the entire supply chain.
One component, in particular, that is being impacted is the workforce. More sophisticated processes mean a greater degree of understanding and technical
skills than in the past. Rapid changes in both product development and assembly processes require a level of flexibility and teamwork that is constantly
evolving. Even new materials such as carbon fiber, stamped aluminum, and the introduction of other lightweight metals introduce an element of
craftsmanship — in conjunction with increased technical skills — that warrants a different type of worker associate.
As the automotive industry evolves, so will its need for a more skilled and productive workforce, for both incumbents and new plant startups. The
investigations into what constitutes a highly competitive and productive workforce that can meet the long-term needs of the manufacturer require analysis
at multiple levels.
Supply Side Analysis/Available Skills
The first step in understanding workforce in a given area is to create a demographic profile of the region that describes the general characteristics of the
prospect location. An OEM typically seeks a metro region with a population exceeding 250,000. On the other hand, the size of communities sought by
suppliers depends on the complexity of the component manufactured and the skill levels required to assemble it — as well as the company’s willingness to
train the existing workforce. PACCAR is currently assembling engines in Columbus, Mississippi, in a community of almost 25,000, while Toyota and
Navistar are assembling engines in Huntsville, Alabama, in a community that has a population of just over 180,000 — two totally different workforce
development strategies.
Once the demographic information is prepared, it is then necessary to disaggregate this information into workforce characteristics by job classifications,
particularly as they relate to the manufacturing sector, in order to assess potential skills availability. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics can provide this
information by job classification as well as wages for both counties and metropolitan regions.
Next, it is essential to understand the types of companies and the products manufactured, as well as whether they are competitors or not. A review of this
information will provide a basic understanding of availability and cost. Further investigations through interviews and primary data sources will provide
much greater granularity and precision.
Of course, it is important to understand where the company’s workforce development strategy is focused to make the best of this data. If there is a need to
recruit and hire a highly skilled workforce capable of manufacturing to specific levels with minimum levels of training, then gravitating to areas where
similar manufacturing operations occur is a possible path. In contrast, if the schedule allows the time necessary to train the workforce, then a greater
emphasis could be placed on underemployment and trainability — which favors a smaller metropolitan region. In either case, the company’s culture and
skills will be a critically important part of the workforce development strategy. Integrating strategy and execution when recruiting, screening, hiring, and
training the workforce is a fundamental step in the success of the enterprise. 1
Startup Training/Filling the Gap
There are two approaches to workforce development, and it’s helpful to understand which approach is being emphasized in the area of interest. One
approach is place-based and attempts to address the needs of people who live in the region. It considers the supply side of the equation and is primarily
focused on the characteristics of people in the region or community where the training program will be located. In essence, its intent is to help workers
prepare for gainful employment. The other approach is sector-based and focuses on matching workers’ skills to meet the needs of an industry already in
the region — or one that could be recruited. Thus, the former focuses on the deficiencies of the particular workforce in question and attempts to improve
the overall level of opportunity from the perspective of the workforce applicant, while the latter attempts to develop the skills that industry in the region
needs.
It is important to know which type of workforce development the area of interest is promoting. While the place-based approach is laudable in that it helps
the citizenry of the region, if there is not a match for prospective industries considering the area of interest, it provides little help for the company engaged
in site selection — although there are exceptions. And even the sector-based approach misses the mark unless there is a match for the skills development
programs that are ongoing. A rational mix of the two approaches that proactively addresses the needs of the citizenry but is flexible enough to respond to
recruitment opportunities is the best strategy.
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As mentioned previously, the company’s hiring and recruitment strategy is an integral part of assessing the inherent capabilities of the regional workforce
as they relate to training. For many companies, the sheer scope of the undertaking is taxing from both an economic and available resource standpoint.
Many companies look to the local community and state to assist in workforce development; however, not all states and communities are created equal.
In some locations the entire spectrum of recruitment, screening, and training is provided free of charge. Naturally, the economic impact of the project to
the respective location will determine how much post-employment training is provided and for how long; nevertheless, it is important to fully explore the
opportunities that are available and appreciate the impact they can have on the company’s bottom line. Care should be taken to fully understand what is
being offered and what restrictions, if any, are being imposed. In general, those programs that have federal funding involved will be more restrictive on the
use of funds. Aggressive state training programs, on the other hand, have little, if any, restrictions on employment offerings to prospective workers.
Educational Infrastructure/Building the Pipeline
The route to employment, as a student progresses from high school to postsecondary education, should provide multiple pathways for success. When
considering a prospective location the company should first look at K–12 education, particularly at the high school level, to determine whether there is a
program that inspires students’ interest in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM). Is it a meaningful program that tries to attract students
early and feed their interest in manufacturing — or is it simply a fulfillment of federal program requirements for funding? In addition, it is also
enlightening to investigate how supportive the region is of education in general by examining the tax rolls and the ease (or difficulty) with which adequate
funding for education is maintained (or raised as needed). In addition, do the NAM-endorsed Manufacturing Skills Certification System credentials or any
certificates commonly recognized in the industry have a place in these K–12 programs that feed into either manufacturing employment or postsecondary
education? Finally, is there a spirit of cooperation that encourages close cooperation between industry and academia?
Community colleges play an increasingly critical role in the recipe for success by aligning their curricula to the skills that manufacturers need. Four-year
universities have an important role in preparing a competitive manufacturing workforce as well. Do the community colleges and universities have a
collaborative relationship with the private sector, or do they totally disassociate themselves from the local, regional, and state economy? Another question
worth asking is whether there is a system that encourages enrollment in college and that takes full advantage of technology-driven instruction, providing
more than one pathway to higher education. A prominent example used by many communities is the “School-to-Work” program where students can
receive college credit while in high school performing apprenticeships, internships, or taking classes at the local community college.
Next: Life-Long Learning/ Continuous Skills Development
Life-Long Learning/ Continuous Skills Development
The best-trained workers are provided continuous learning opportunities throughout their adult lives. As stated previously, because of advancing
technologies, evolving company processes, and increasing knowledge requirements for manufacturing jobs today, modern manufacturers place a premium
on mature, reliable, longer-term employees. They favor a more highly trained, skilled, and educated labor force; however, the speed with which
manufacturing evolves is outpacing the skill levels of many people — especially if they have had the misfortune of a time lapse due to a layoff or plant shut
down. Therefore, look to communities and states that recognize the importance of providing post-employment training assistance not just as an effective
recruitment tool for new manufacturers, but also as a powerful tool that helps companies constantly upgrade and improve their employees’ skill sets.
In some cases this means grants, tax credits, and/or financial assistance; however, most of the time, this simply involves the recognition that educational
institutions and businesses must ensure the alignment between a wide variety of learning sources — including K–12, vocational schools, community
colleges, four-year colleges and universities, and practical on-the-job training. It sounds relatively simple but, in practice, it is seldom accomplished.
Public-Private Cooperative Endeavors
The integration of education and workforce development by both the public and private sector is crucial for all involved. Initiatives to look for — or ask for
if they are not present — include, but are not limited to, the following:
Educational advisory boards that are comprised of local businesspeople and leaders that bring real-world expertise
Local companies providing real-world problems and learning environments for problem-solving opportunities
Research and development activities at the educational institution’s research park in collaboration with industry
Schools offering programs commissioned directly by Companies
A high request by companies for student interns with an equally high saturation rate
Faculty networking with industry colleagues and community leaders taking place both formally and on an individual ad hoc basis
Schools interacting with the community by providing resources or hosting events for the general public (e.g., public seminars and competitions)
Frequent outreach to high schools, with faculty in universities producing course modules or facilitating workshops for high school teachers
Recruiting events offering opportunities for connecting with the public
Start-up companies using technologies developed at universities and creating connections between the school and the community
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Available grants for expanding educational programs — or those that can be created quickly
Outreach made possible for engineering classes for unemployed and employed engineers as well as for college students
Consortiums to pursue grants, create programs, or address workforce issues
A red flag should be recognized immediately if there is little or no activity such as those mentioned above.
In Sum
The pace with which industry is changing is speeding up at an ever-increasing rate. As a result, workforce skills that are sufficient today will most likely be
either outdated or obsolete in the not-too-distant future. The need to identify locations where a partnership is forged between the public and private
sectors is an increasingly important factor in site selection. Investigation into the availability of skilled workers is as important as the location’s capacity to
feed the pipeline through the K–12 system all the way through the university and post-graduate programs.
A multifunctional and multi-skilled workforce is a mandate required of the industry that will provide a competitive advantage to the companies and
communities/ states that can foster this environment. The successful companies will be those that engage the local leadership to develop and enhance
workforce development capacity and delivery systems — whether they are a company looking for a place to land or a company already landed.
1

In many locations the community/state offers prospective companies the ability to screen and perform “pre-employment training” to assess the employee candidate’s
suitability before an actual job offer is presented.
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