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BUILDING YOUR FACTORY 

4.0 WORKFORCE 
Covid-19 both helped and hindered the challenges of retaining 
and retraining skilled workers, say CEOs. 

EVEN AS AMERICA STRUGGLES TO re

cover from a deep economic decline and the 

rapid loss of tens of millions of jobs, manu

facturing CEOs are still greatly concerned 

about training, retaining and finding the 

best people. That's because, despite the new 

prospect of double-digit U.S. unemployment 

stretching into 2021, many chiefs are still 

starved for good workers. 

"On the people side, our biggest challenge 

is that we're a high-tech industry, requiring 

24/7 operation, Alan McLenaghan, CEO of 

SageGlass, told a roundtable offellow man

ufacturing chiefs sponsored by the Indiana 

Economic Development Council (IEDC) at 

the Chief Executive Virtual Smart Manufac-

"The steps manufacturers 
are taking have created a 
competitive advantage for some 
companies. There's definitely 
an opportunity from how they 
leaned Into best practices." 
-Brock Herr, IEDC

turing Summit. "And people 

don't want to work the night 

shift. They're 9-to-S people." 

McLenaghan was joined 

by a chorus of other CEOs 

whose main concerns about 

the availability and quality of 

workers seemed to belie the 

sudden availability of vast new 

pools of job candidates across 

most of the country. They worried about 

labor-related challenges that pre-dated 

the pandemic and that would still be there 

afterward, such as hanging on to skilled 

and experienced workers, training them in 

new technologies and continuing to build 

workplace cultures that appeal to demand

ing new generations. 

At the same time, CEOs roundtable 

participants were interested in applying 

lessons learned during the pandemic about 

handling remote work, keeping their people 
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engaged and safe on-premise and generally 

being better employers. Typical was the 

commment of Paul Lantz, COO of A. Rifkin, 

based in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, a 

maker of security bags for banks, govern

ments and businesses that struggles with 

retention. "Being a sewing operation, it's a 

challenge to get people who want to keep 

doing that," Lantz said. "We're trying to 

make it easier for elderly workers to stay 

with us longer and to make it exciting for 

some of the younger people coming in." 

In With the New 

While holding tight to their best people, 

some CEOs expressed frustrations about 

aging workforces that may have grown 

comfortable with the status quo during the 

decade-long U.S. economic boom. Too many 

workers aren't eager to embrace new re

quirements for their companies to continue 

to compete, they say. 

Steel, for example, is pretty much what 

steel was 150 years ago, said David Zalesne, 

president of Owen Steel, based in Columbia, 

South Carolina. But his company is always 

applying new processing techniques to dif

ferentiate its products in a highly competi

tive, commodity-based industry. "It's still a 

labor-intensive industry, so from a work

force-development standpoint, the biggest 

challenge is trying to figure out what 

technologies are feasible and implementing 

them in a very blue-collar environment." 

Badger Magnetics makes electric-trans

former products "that have been around 

for a long time, and the workforce has been 

around for a long time," said Ed West, COO 






