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Research Question 
What employee value proposition strategies can US manufacturing firms develop to attract, retain, and 
engage salaried engineers from millennial and Gen Z talent pools? 

Introduction 
Key talent challenges in the manufacturing industry center on increasingly more job vacancies than hires 
(85% more vacancies than hires as of September 2021), increasing job turnover rates (40% in 2021), and 
a retiring workforce (25% of workforce as of December 2021 is 55 or older). [1,2]  Additionally, there is a 
declining interest in working in manufacturing among millennials and Gen Z talent. [3]At this rate, it is 
anticipated that US manufacturing will have 2.1 million unfilled jobs by 2030 unless the industry 
develops a value proposition for employees like it does for its customers. [3,4]  

Understanding the Talent: Millennials and Gen Z 
Millennials and Gen Z are a significant part of the global workforce and will have a substantial impact on 
restructuring the workplace. Though the two generations are very different from each other, there are 
similarities in their expectations of work. In addition to compensation, this demographic is also asking for 
more flexibility, increased learning and development opportunities, and more significant commitment 
from businesses toward social impact.[5,6]Furthermore, they are far more open to changing jobs to fulfill 
their career aspirations. Thus, the value proposition to attract and retain this talent is guided by flexibility, 
growth, and culture.[6] 

The Value of Intrinsic Motivation at Work 
Intrinsic motivation is a powerful driver of employee engagement and should be used intentionally with 
extrinsic motivators. Intrinsic rewards provide a sense of meaningfulness, choice, competence, or 
progress to the recipient. All four could be leveraged as motivators in manufacturing, but choice and 
progress fit well with emerging post-pandemic trends.[9] One salient application of choice is enabling 
employees to have individual or group influence over decisions in the workplace. Involving employees in 
decisions such as training measures, work schedules, or health and safety standards can significantly 
boost motivation and productivity.[10] Ultimately, intrinsic motivation should intentionally underpin 
employee value proposition strategies and remain top-of-mind when considering rewards and motivators. 

Emerging “Future of Work” Practices Which Support Intrinsic Motivation 
While manufacturing is often viewed as an inflexible industry, many firms are moving towards a 
workplace flexibility (Workflex) model, where there is a dynamic partnership between employers and 
employees that defines how, when, and where work gets done in ways that work for all (employers, 
employees, families, clients, & communities)[11] Appendices 3, 4, and 5 provide some exciting insights 
into employee preferences and the new role of flexibility in manufacturing. Below are some example 
policies from a Workflex model in practice. One element of success for these examples is that they can 
support intrinsic motivation when implemented deliberately. 

Flexible work hours: Allow employees to identify core hours where employee presence is necessary and 
secondary hours where more flexibility is possible. Then allow flexibility around the edges.[11] 
Compressed workweek: If possible, consider allowing teams to manage their schedules in a way that 
allows for more days off.[11] 
Shift swapping: Voluntary exchanging of shifts or workdays, and are best when the employee is 
responsible for arranging the swap.[11] 



2 

Alternative shift and break arrangements: Talk with employees about developing alternative schedules 
that meet personal and family demands without interfering with productivity.[11] 
Input into break arrangements: Enabling employees to swap breaks or input into when to schedule 
breaks.[11] 
Split shifts: Dividing a shift into two or more sections with a pause between each section.[11] 

Other Approaches: Attracting, Engaging, and Retaining Talent 
Rethinking work flexibility in manufacturing could prove effective in engaging and retaining the 
millennial and Gen Z talent. However, there are other approaches that manufacturers could use as well.  

Attracting Talent via social media: Manufacturers have lagged in using technology to reach potential 
candidates. Proactive and inventive engagement approaches, such as online forums, to discuss business 
and career issues and invite select participants to join. This would not only help identify prospects but 
also help the company develop as an employer brand. [4,7] 

Case Study: Marriott posts engaging content twice a day on its online career page, offers dedicated entry 
points for veterans, students, and grads, and encourages its employees to chat with job candidates on its 
career page, and provides advice on applying for a position.[1] 

Redefining talent & creating partnerships:  Manufacturing organizations are expanding their talent 
pools and increasing flexibility in their hiring processes by prioritizing competencies and potential instead 
of years of experience.[7] They can also consider partnering with community colleges and local 
organizations focused on training and job placement.[1] 
Case Study: ABB, based in Switzerland, has instituted a program for engineering students that provides 
global scholarships to students[4]. Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E) offers a free, eight-week 
PowerPathway training program in partnership with several California colleges, the Aspen Institute, and 
veteran organizations.[1] 

Developing a broad talent approach: To attract and retain millennial and Gen Z talent, companies must 
create a challenging environment that provides growth opportunities. [4] Questions to consider for a talent 
management approach are provided in Appendix 1. Also, manufacturing companies can leverage 
workforce data to identify talent gaps to develop effective training and career programs.[4] 

Case Study: An independent oil and natural gas exploration company in Canada commissioned a detailed 
workforce analysis to develop 10-year skill supply projections, predict production trends, identify 
industries and communities that could provide sources of labor, and engage with academic programs for 
engineering talent.[8] 

Conclusion 
The ongoing challenges that most manufacturers face to attract, engage, and retain their workforce will 
likely persist without an industry-wide effort. While there are constraints to adopting remote working in 
the industry, there are strategies that can be employed to offer greater flexibility. Understanding the 
millennial and Gen Z expectations of the workplace and re-shaping their talent strategies and Flexwork 
models will help manufacturers manage the talent shortage. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1- Developing a broad talent approach

 
Source: “Oil and Gas Talent Management.” Deloitte Georgia.  
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Appendix 2- Newfound Confidence in Flexible Work Priority 

 
 
Source: “The Future of Flexible Work in Manufacturing.” Manufacturers Alliance Foundation in 
Partnership with Aon 
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Appendix 3- Hybrid Future of Work Centers On Flexibility 

 
Source: “The Future of Flexible Work in Manufacturing.” Manufacturers Alliance Foundation in 
Partnership with Aon 
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Appendix 4- Employee Preference is Increasingly Important 

 
Source: “The Future of Flexible Work in Manufacturing.” Manufacturers Alliance Foundation in 
Partnership with Aon 
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Appendix 5- Factory Workers Seeking Flexible Work 

 
 
Source: “The Future of Flexible Work in Manufacturing.” Manufacturers Alliance Foundation in 
Partnership with Aon 
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