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According to a 2009 nati onal survey, Americans believe that manufacturing is the 
most important industry for a strong nati onal economy. Yet only 17 percent said 
their schools encourage manufacturing careers, and only 13 percent said their 
own parents encouraged them to pursue a career in manufacturing.1 

The disconnect between these two views—that manufacturing is criti cally 
important, but not as a career—has dire implicati ons for the U.S. since now, more 
than ever, competi ti ve manufacturing rests on employee quality.

The disconnects don’t stop there. For example, only a third of respondents believe 
manufacturing jobs are higher-paying than other industries when, in reality, 
manufacturing compensati on is 22 percent higher than non-manufacturing. 2  

A career in manufacturing certainly has challenges—as any career does. Southerners 
have watched manufacturing employment in apparel and texti les decline for 
decades. Although few industries have escaped the recent economic downturn, 
manufacturing usually falls faster than other sectors during recessions (it grows 
faster in expansions).3 Furthermore, reducing employment, therefore increasing 
plant producti vity, is a goal of every plant manager.

Despite these issues, the U.S. has maintained its manufacturing base. The U.S. 
is sti ll the world’s largest manufacturer, with a steady global share of 22 percent 
for the last 30 years.4 In contrast, Germany has seen its share drop from about 11 
percent to about six and a half percent over the same period. 

For our present and future economic well being, the U.S. needs to maintain and 
expand its strong manufacturing base. The country needs to expand exports, 
increase domesti c and foreign investment in R&D, and increase “talent-driven 
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innovati on”—the number one driver of global manufacturing competi ti veness.5  
Of course, accomplishing these is easier said than done.
 
A couple of nati onal programs off er some soluti ons. Dream It. Do It.—a program 
of the Nati onal Associati on of Manufacturers—consists of an awareness campaign 
and career pathway/certi fi cati on program that has been launched in 17 locati ons 
nati onwide, including Kansas City, Upstate South Carolina, the Tennessee Valley, 
and the states of Mississippi and Virginia. The Educati on Foundati on of the Society 
of Manufacturing Engineers has many programs and scholarships for students to 
promote science, technology, engineering, and math. On the state level, many 
community college systems have been leaders in worker training and retraining in 
the manufacturing industry.

The ti me to act is now. Ninety percent of manufacturers report having diffi  culty fi nding skilled producti on 
workers. This is coupled with the fact that the industry is facing the reti rement of a large segment of its current 
workforce: the average age of the U.S. manufacturing worker is 50 years old. 

What can you do? Manufacturers need to parti cipate in educati onal organizati ons within their communiti es: 
school boards, parent organizati ons, advisory councils. Economic developers and public offi  cials should use the 
tools provided by previously menti oned groups. We all need to innovate. For example, the Industrial Extension 
Service at North Carolina State University is conducti ng a statewide bus tour to recognize manufacturers, their 
products, and employees, ending at the state capitol. And, in Tupelo, Mississippi, Itawamba Community College 
is among 16 community colleges off ering an advanced manufacturing camp this summer aimed at high school 
students. If more elected offi  cials and parents visited modern high-tech factories, they would realize this is not 
their grandfather’s texti le mill.

Failure to get more students into manufacturing now will further hamper manufacturers in an increasingly 
competi ti ve global marketplace, and thus jeopardize our economic future.
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