
There is no single solution 
to the complex mismatch 
between the huge number 
of open positions in 
manufacturing and the 
shortage of qualified 
candidates to fill them. 
However, before we point 
the finger elsewhere, let’s 
make sure we are not part 
of the problem. 
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The “Skills Gap” is Your Fault!
The disinterest of tomorrow’s workforce is your problem, too.

I admit to bristling a bit when I hear people use the term “skills 
gap.” It seems to have as many meanings as there are people 
you ask to define it. But define it how we will, the truth is that 
finishers can’t find enough of the skilled people they need to 
operate their businesses. Machine operators, industrial mainte-
nance and chemical maintenance technicians, material movers 
and so on are all in short supply. 

In need of a culprit, we blame today’s parents and the way 
their children are brought up. We blame educators and what 
they do and don’t teach their students. We blame a society that 
refuses to judge young people, and has thus created an entire 
generation that is unable to accept even the most constructive 
of criticism. But the fact is that we as finishing and industrial 
employers have a public relations issue that is contributing. 

I began a recent presentation at a high school career day by 
asking the audience of juniors and seniors what came to mind 
when they considered potential employment in manufacturing. 
The answers? Long days, monotonous work, hot metal pouring 

into a cauldron, dark, dirty, 
hot buildings, layoffs, strikes 
and limited advancement 
opportunities. If that is the 
impression potential recruits 
have when they think of 
careers in our industry is it 
any wonder that we have a 
hard time filling the skills 
gap?

So while it’s easy to blame 
parents, schools and society 
for the lack of industrial 
talent, I contend that we must 
also look in the mirror. What 
if we are playing a major role 

in creating the gap? Is your organization guilty? Consider these 
questions:

Do you have a dead-end company culture? Have you 
created an environment of respect for your team members, 
valuing their input and giving them the latitude to learn from 
their own mistakes? Are they just punching a clock or do they 
feel like they work for an organization that genuinely cares 
about their well-being as individuals?

Have you ever traded layoffs for profit? When business 
slows, do you immediately cut staff, or do you look for ways to 
use the talents of your people until business picks up again? 
I acknowledge that in certain situations—the loss of a large 
customer or a fundamental and long-term shift in market 
dynamics—may make a layoff unavoidable. However, when we 
cavalierly slash payroll just for the sake of short-term profit, we 
send the message  that ours is not a company that values either. 

Is your plant “zero 
s” (the opposite of 
5s)? When a potential 
employee visits your 
facility, do they see 
a clean, well-lit and 
organized environment 
where they would like to 
spend their day, or is it 
dark, greasy, dingy and 
depressing?

Do you expect experts 
from technical 
schools? When I grad-
uated from business 
school, I was lucky if 
I knew 25 percent of 
what it would take to 
be successful in business. The rest I learned through employer-
provided training, mentors, making mistakes and experi-
ence, one day at a time. When we hire a skilled employee 
with a degree from a technical school, we can’t expect them 
to perform at a level of someone who has been working in our 
plant for years. Have the patience to build on their basic skills 
and benefit from the head-start they have over everyone else 
that doesn’t have their level of training.

Have you gone back to school? Contact the guidance 
counselor or technical education instructor at your local high 
school. Selflessly offer your time to talk with students about 
careers with your company. Volunteer to speak to as many 
students as they will allow. Share the excellent opportunities in 
your company for skilled team members; jobs where they will 
be challenged, rewarded and where long-term prospects for 
employment are fantastic.

Has your high school visited you? When was the last time a 
local group of high school students visited your finishing opera-
tion to learn about what you do, meet your team members and 
consider a career in your company?

Have you mentored a high school student? Every chance I 
get, I take the opportunity to evangelize on the topic of careers 
in finishing and industry. As the finishing world evolves in the 
direction of analytics, robotics, automation, troubleshooting 
and PLCs, we are not the industrial companies of our fathers’ or 
grandfathers’ days. And that’s a good thing. Well over half our 
jobs require a significant level of knowledge and skill, so when 
the chance to bring a friend’s son or daughter to work along 
with me presents itself I jump at it, welcoming the occasion to 
share how rewarding our market can be.

Do you encourage your own children to consider careers 
in industry? Honestly? If our industry isn’t good enough for 
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your kid, why is it good for anyone else’s?
How many examples can you share of members  

of your leadership who were promoted from your  
own ranks? There is a perception among many that jobs in 
the finishing industry are the dead-end type where employees 
are pigeonholed into spending a lifetime in the position 
in which they start. Are you creating pathways for team 
members interested in taking on more responsibility?

Are you sharing your story with state and local officials 
in a position to make a difference? I recently had a conver-
sation with the leader of a finishing operation who lamented 
that his local high school’s technical education and STEM 
programs did little to produce students with manufacturing-
applicable skills that would give them a leg up when joining 
his team. Guess what the answer was when I asked him if he 
had shared his concerns with his local school board?

Are you putting your money where your mouth is? 
Several owners of finishing and manufacturing companies are 
going way beyond just sharing information with local policy 
makers and actually participating in the funding of local tech-
nical programs, helping their school districts purchase equip-
ment and add infrastructure.

There is no single solution to the complex mismatch 
between the huge number of open positions in manufac-
turing and the shortage of qualified candidates to fill them.  
However, before we point the finger elsewhere, let’s make 
sure we are not part of the problem.  
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“A welcomed change of scenery! The Vegas  
experience allowed for a different (and never ending)  

opportunity to entertain current customers  
and network with new people.”

“We are excited to go back to Las Vegas in 2016. It will 
draw strongly from the Western United States as it  
did the first time NASF went there, and it will draw  

well from international customers too.”

SurFin 2016 PF Ad - HPV.indd   1 10/8/15   3:14 PM


