E X C L U S I V E

P O L L

Doing More

with Less

Optimistic manufacturing executives underscore that
improved productivity is the way to combat the
long-term constraints of fewer employees.
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innesota’s manufacturers retained near-record
levels of optimism about the
prospects of their companies
in 2019, according to the most recent
edition of the State of Manufacturing®
survey. But underneath that cheery
confidence is a growing concern that the
looming shortage of workers will constrain their ability to grow profitably, and
a recognition that the long-term solution
will be through improved productivity.
The State of Manufacturing, created
and overseen by Enterprise Minnesota, is
a statistically balanced opinion survey of
manufacturing executives in Minnesota.
The 2019 study is the 11th edition of
the annual survey. It was conducted by

Amid all this optimism,
executives voiced
uncertainty about the
health of the overall
economy. Only 49 percent
predict expansion, a full
15-point drop from the 2018
survey. Similarly, 39 percent
expect a “flat economy,” up
11 percent from last year.
Rob Autry, the founder of Meeting Street
Research, a public opinion research firm
based in Charleston, South Carolina. He
has overseen all 11 surveys.
Autry’s firm interviewed 400 manufacturing executives from March 5 to
March 20. Executives included CEOs,
CFOs, COOs, presidents, vice presidents
and managing officers. Meeting Street
also completed 123 additional interviews among manufacturers outside the
Twin Cities to gather a sufficient sample
size to analyze the state according to
Minnesota Initiative Foundation regions.
The survey’s margin of error is +/- 4.9
percent.

Financial confidence soars.
Financial
confidence soars.
“From a financial perspective, how do you feel right now about the future for your company?”
Confident

79%

78%

21%

21%

December
2008

January
2010

Not Confident

83%

82%

82%

84%

16%

17%

17%

15%

January
2011

January
2012

March
2013

March
2014

94%

93%

93%

9%

6%

6%

5%

March
2016

March
2017

March
2018

March
2019

89%

90%

11%

March
2015

More than half will

More
than half willincrease
wages
in 2019.
increase
wages in
2019.
“Have or will wages for your employees increase for 2019, or will they decrease or stay about the same?”
Increase

49%

46%

Decrease

Stay About the Same

58%

52%
45%

37%

1%

1%

1%

2017

2018

2019

The worker shortage impacts growth

The worker shortage impacts growth.
“What would you say are the one or two biggest challenges your company is facing
that might negatively impact future growth?”
2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Attracting and retaining a qualified
workforce

21%

29%

26%

34%

49%

48%

Cost of health care insurance

31%

41%

34%

36%

36%

30%

Increasing costs of energy and
materials for your products

29%

20%

15%

18%

34%

28%

Unfavorable business climate

48%

43%

40%

38%

18%

19%

Lower sales for your products

31%

23%

32%

22%

17%

12%

Government regulations

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

3%

Foreign competition

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

1%

SUMMER 2019 ENTERPRISE MINNESOTA /

17

Few companies operate from formal plans.

Few companies operate
from formal plans.
“How does your company plan to grow?”

The strategy is strictly the role of the CEO

32%

We have a 1-3 year written plan and all staff know
their roles and actions to achieve the plan
Our company has some ideas, but has not yet
worked through what our primary focus is, and is not
We have a plan, but that needs to be further
communicated with staff

Enterprise Minnesota supplemented
the survey data by conducting 13 focus
groups statewide (see page 20).
The survey revealed that overall confidence continues to soar at extremely high
levels among Minnesota’s manufacturing
executives.

28%

16%

15%

million, and 74 percent at companies
with more than 50 employees). Metro
companies (62 percent) are more likely
to expect wage increases than those in
Greater Minnesota (53 percent).

The survey’s sole hint of uncertainty can be found in the sharp drop in
number of manufacturers who expect
America’s economy to expand in 2019.
Only 49 percent predict expansion, a
full 15-point drop from the 2018 survey. Similarly, 39 percent expect a “flat
economy,” up 11 percent from last year.
Only five percent expect “recession.”
There was an intriguing east-west
split among the Initiative Foundation
regions, with the west showing far
greater pessimism about the economy:
Forty-five percent of executives in the
Northwest (based in Bemidji) predicted
economic expansion; West Central
executives (Fergus Falls) came in at 41
percent; and pessimism was strongest
in the Southwest (Hutchinson) at 37
percent. Manufacturers in the east
expressed greater confidence in the
economy: Northland, Duluth, 56 percent; Initiative Foundation, Little Falls,
54 percent; and the South, Owatonna,
54 percent.

Minnesota Initiative Foundation

• Ninety-three percent of executives
feel “confident” about the futures of
their companies, exactly the same
percentage as last year. Only five
percent are “not confident,” the lowest number recorded in the history of
the survey.

At 48 percent, the
ongoing worker shortage
topped the list of most
significant challenges
“that might negatively
impact future growth.”
• Fifty-nine percent of executives expect increases in gross revenue, while
45 percent project increases in profitability, both close to record highs.
• Fifty-eight percent expect employee
wages to increase in 2019, which is
six percent higher than 2018. Only one
percent expect wages to decrease. The
greatest increases were projected by
large companies (78 percent at companies with revenues greater than $5
18
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Ongoing Anxieties

At 58 percent, concerns about the costs of
providing health care coverage to employees is rated as the top concern among
manufacturers, as it has in each of the 11
years of the survey. Apprehension about
government policies and regulations is a
top concern of 40 percent of manufacturers,
down from a whopping 61 percent in 2011.
Fears of foreign competition is down to 13
percent, which is down from 20 percent in
2011.
A plurality (45 percent) of executives say
Minnesota is a better place to do business
than it was five years ago. Thirty-seven
percent say it has stayed about the same.

A majority of
manufacturers
(54 percent) cited
“maximizing
productivity” as the way
they would navigate
challenges related to
the worker shortage.
Workers

The inability to attract qualified labor
is very high on the heartburn scale of
manufacturers. At 48 percent, the ongoing
worker shortage topped the list of biggest
challenges “that might negatively impact
future growth.” This number is 27 points
higher than it was in 2014. In this context,
the cost of health insurance fell to 30 percent, and “increasing costs of energy” came
in at 28 percent.
Seventy-one percent statewide said the
worker shortage makes things “difficult.”
Most affected are larger companies: 84 percent of companies with revenues in excess
of $5 million found it difficult; 84 percent
of companies with more than 50 employees
also found it difficult.
Seventy-six percent of companies in
Greater Minnesota found it “difficult.” Broken down by Initiative Foundation regions,
it looks like this:
• Eighty-five percent each in the West
Central and South
• Seventy-six percent in the Southwest
• Seventy-five percent in the Northwest
• Seventy-three percent in the Initiative
Foundation
• Sixty-five percent in Northland

Productivity combats the worker shortage.

Productivity combats the worker shortage.
“What are some of the things you are doing to navigate around the worker shortage challenges?”
Maximizing productivity

54%

Increasing compensation

38%

Training interns to become employees

32%

Being more aggressive in marketing your
company to potential employees

31%
27%

Working directly with area tech colleges
Part Time/Temporary help

1%

Larger companies emphasize productivity.

Larger companies emphasize productivity.
Most Important Drivers of Future Growth by Revenue Size
Revenue Under $1 Million
New Customers

29%

Eliminating Time & Energy
Waste

18%

Better Strategic Planning
& Implementation

15%
11%

41%

37%

33%

New Products

Revenue Over $5 Million

55%

58%

Maximizing Productivity

Developing Company
Managers & Leaders

Revenue $1-$5 Million

40%

20%

29%

24%

30%

20%

27%

27%

23%

Companies invest little leadership training.

Companies invest little in leadership training.
Amount of Investment in Leadership Training Programs by Key Groups
Among Companies with Program

Major

Modest

Little

Metro companies

6%

38%

56%

Greater Minnesota companies

10%

35%

48%

Less than $1 million in revenue

4%

26%

70%

$1-5 million in revenue

5%

41%

54%

Over $5 million in revenue

13%

45%

36%

50 or fewer employees

9%

31%

57%

Over 50 employees

6%

47%

42%

Productivity

A majority of manufacturers (54 percent)
cited “maximizing productivity” as the
way they would navigate challenges
related to the worker shortage, with 76

percent saying they would emphasize
improving “people development and
process improvement equally.” Even
more telling, manufacturers now say that
maximizing productivity is second only
SUMMER 2019 ENTERPRISE MINNESOTA /
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2019 FOCUS GROUPS

2019 State of Manufacturing®
Event Schedule
The State of Manufacturing® results will be unveiled at
a series of meetings statewide. All are invited. You can
register at www.stateofmanufacturing.com.

Here’s the schedule.
Statewide Survey
Release Event
Tuesday, May 14
3 – 6 p.m.
Earle Brown Heritage Center
Carriage Hall
6155 Earle Brown Dr
Brooklyn Center, MN 55430

Northwest Minnesota
Tuesday, May 21
9 a.m. - 12 p.m.
Sanford Center – Ballroom 1
1111 Event Center Dr. NE
Bemidji, MN 56601

Southern Minnesota
Tuesday, June 4
9 a.m. - 12 p.m.
Owatonna Country Club
1991 Lemond Road - Ballroom
Owatonna, MN 55060

West Central Minnesota
Monday, June 17
12 – 3 p.m.
Grand Arbor - Community Room
4403 Pioneer Road SE
Alexandria, MN 56308

Southwest Minnesota
Tuesday, June 18
9 a.m. - 12 p.m.
Ridgewater College
Student Center, Room A-240
2101 15th Av. NW
Willmar, MN 56201

Northeast Minnesota
Thursday, June 20
9 a.m. - 12 p.m.
Kitchi Gammi Club – Great Hall
831 East Superior St.
Duluth, MN 55802

Central Minnesota
Thursday, June 13
9 a.m. - 12 p.m.
Bison Creek Event Center
1207 Hwy 25 North
Buffalo, MN 55313
Enterprise Minnesota produced the State of Manufacturing events through
the generous support of its Platinum and Gold sponsors:
Platinum sponsors: Bremer Bank, Granite Equity Partners, Gray Plant Mooty,
King Solutions, Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development,
Olsen Thielen, and Widseth Smith Nolting. Gold sponsors: Blandin Foundation
and Iron Range Resources & Rehabilitation Board (IRRRB).
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March 21 – Bemidji
Northwest Minnesota Foundation
March 22 – Alexandria
Alexandria Area Economic
Development Commission; West
Central Initiative
March 26 – Jackson
Southwest Initiative Foundation
March 26 – Owatonna
Southern Minnesota Initiative
Foundation
March 28 – Roseville
Olsen Thielen
March 29 – Pine City
Pine Technical & Community College
April 2 – Rosemount
Dakota County Technical College
April 2 – Plymouth
Productivity Inc
April 3 – Coon Rapids
Lee & Associates
April 4 – Duluth
APEX; Duluth Economic Development
Authority (DEDA); Lake Superior
College; Minnesota Power; The
Northspan Group, Inc.
April 5 – St. Cloud
Gray Plant Mooty
April 5 – Brainerd
Clow Stamping Company; Pequot Tool
& Manufacturing
April 16 – Shakopee
Grey Search + Strategy

to “finding new customers” as an “important driver of future growth.”
Two extrapolations from this data provide even greater insight into the value of
productivity:
• Companies with revenues over $5
million predict that maximizing productivity will have equal significance
as finding new customers as the top
driver of future growth.
• When they combine “eliminating
time & energy waste” with “maximizing productivity,” a whopping
70 percent of larger manufacturers
project that improved productivity
will be the most significant driver of
future revenue growth.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Full results of the
State of Manufacturing® can be viewed at
www.enterpriseminnesota.org. There you
will find a full rendering of the survey’s
top-line findings, a select number of cross
tabulations, and edited transcripts of all
focus groups.

Automation

Sixty-four percent of manufacturers
deploy some form of automation in their
manufacturing operations. Of those, 50
percent say it is to improve productivity;
38 percent say it is to improve product
quality; 30 percent say it is to improve
safety; and 24 percent say it is to enhance
the work environment.
The number of companies that have
introduced “structured leadership
development” programs has inched up
from 19 percent in 2018 to 23 percent in
2019. But of those companies, 52 percent
described their involvement as requiring
“a little investment.” Only eight percent
described it as “a major investment.”
Large, metro-based companies appear to
be pursuing training most aggressively.

Strategic Planning

Curiously, the number of companies
that deploy a “formal strategic plan for
profitable growth” has declined. Today,
49 percent of companies statewide use a
strategic plan, while 49 percent do not,
a slight decline from 2018, when the
comparison was 53 percent to 47 percent
in favor of planning.
Not surprisingly, larger companies
are more likely to operate from a formal
strategic plan. Eighty-five percent of
companies with more than 50 employees use a plan. On top of that, a growing number of executives declare that
strategy is “strictly the role of the CEO”
(32 percent in 2019, 28 percent in 2018).
Twenty-eight percent of manufacturers
say their companies “have a 1 to 3 year
written plan and all staff know their roles
and actions to achieve the plan.”

MANUFACTURING IS VITAL TO MINNESOTA’S ECONOMY

Our programs and services here at the Minnesota Department of Employment
and Economic Development can help your business thrive. We offer:
●

●

Assistance finding new employees
and developing your talent pipeline
Specialized training grant programs
such as the Minnesota Job Skills
Partnership

●
●

●

Business-financing programs
35+ shovel-ready development
sites across the state
Export and trade assistance

FIND OUT MORE:
mn.gov/deed/business

The look you get when you realize
it comes with the machine.

About the pollster
Rob Autry, founder of Meeting Street
Research, is one of the nation’s leading
pollsters and research strategists.
The Meeting Street Research team
has over 25 years of combined public
opinion research experience and
2,000 research projects under its belt.
Autry has conducted all 11 State of
Manufacturing® surveys.
Before founding Meeting Street,
Autry was a partner at Public
Opinion Strategies.

Service. Training. Applications Support.
PLUS

Get access to all of our other products and services to help you succeed.
MINNESOTA
763.476.8600

IOWA
319.734.3403

NEBRASKA
402.330.2323

PRODUCTIVITY.COM
Machine Tools | Tooling & Accessories | Robotics & Automation | Service | Application Engineering | Preventive Maintenance
Rotary & Live Tool Repair | Integrated Supply | Machine Moving | Used Machines | Training
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State of Manufacturing/The Educators

IT’S ABOUT BUILDING

PARTNERSHIPS
Bemidji counselors and school administrators
have created a much-admired program to prepare
students for careers that don’t necessarily require
a four-year degree.
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EDITOR’S NOTE: This is an edited version of a focus group conducted in connection with the 2019 State of Manufacturing® survey. The full text can be found
at www.enterpriseminnesota.org.
There is an organization in Minnesota
that projects the number of unfilled jobs
in the state to grow from 60,000 to near
a quarter-million in just the next several
years. What’s your reaction to that as
educators?
• I would make it clear it’s a living wage
job. And if it was 60,000 of those, I’d
be very concerned. Entry-level jobs
don’t concern me as much.
• I just think as educators we have a
responsibility to prepare students for
success after high school, to be able
to fill the different in-demand jobs
that may be available—whether it’s
in health care, manufacturing, or any
kind of position that may be skilled or
unskilled.
• We don’t push for college as much, not
like we used to, because seven out of
every 10 jobs require a skill. So, it’s
more about the skills and the trades;
it’s our job to find the passion of our
students and to support that passion.
• I would add that it’s our job to make
sure we graduate well-rounded students
who are full of options and able to live
in the 21st century with adaptability and
flexibility. As a school district, we can’t
do much in terms of bringing in workers from other states, but I think if we
increase our capacity to graduate more
students, we are contributing and doing
our part to help feed that workforce.
• And it’s giving high school students the
opportunity to develop their passions
and learn their skills and their interests,
giving students the opportunity to work
and learn on the job. And creating a
partnership for students who need to
learn soft skills. Or who need to learn
some of the basics. They might not
really understand what their interests
and passions are until they are hands

on in the business, employed with a
paycheck, with a boss, and with expectations to perform and execute. So, to
find a partnership between businesses
and school districts that allows for more
internships and work experiences to
develop those interests, I think that is
effective.
• I get weary of the relationship you’ve
brought up between private and public
entities. What I feel could occur, or I
get worried about, is if we don’t build a
quality partnership, the private industry
will say education’s job is to make sure
students are ready so that they step right
out of high school and into my employment, and they’re not ready for it.

We don’t push for college
as much, not like we used
to, because seven out of
every 10 jobs require a skill.
So, it’s more about the
skills and the trades; it’s
our job to find the passion
of our students and to
support that passion.
• So all of a sudden, we’re supposed to
pigeonhole our kids at certain things
that they’re not even ready or willing to
do. And it’s because the private industry
is telling us that we have to, or they’re
saying, when I form a partnership with
you guys, you give me a kid who’s
not ready to work or ready to do the
things that I need him or her to do, and
I’m trying to run a business. And I get
worried that with the large amount of
jobs available, we start to ask what is
education doing to prepare these kids
for my particular field? Even though
there are 160,000 jobs with an extreme
array of what it is that we’re supposed
to be preparing them for.
• At the high school level, when students
are starting to look at opportunities

and what their skills and interests are,
exposure is so important. So many
students don’t have exposure to what it
truly means to be in the health field or
a manufacturing business setting. They
haven’t had the experience yet, so they
can’t draw from it. At the high school
level, offering exposure is a way for students to see if it fits or not. For example,
some students are going to take part in a
Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) position and think, “Absolutely, I want to go
into the health field.” Then they become
a CNA and they realize, hey, this is not
for me. Or a student goes into manufacturing, mechatronics and then sees it in
more of a realistic point of view. Then,
prior to graduation and going to college,
they have a little more depth in terms of
making those vital decisions.
Bemidji gets great kudos for being a district that understands four-year degrees
aren’t the only path. What’s the secret
sauce? How did that happen here?
• I think we have an excellent school-towork program.
• I think it’s our community, too.
• Community has really engaged the
school, and there is a partnership with
our community economic development
team. They see it as an issue not only
for Bemidji. And they see if we can
get our kids engaged here, even if they
leave, possibly they’ll come back. And
if they don’t come back, they’re going
to speak highly of the area and know
that this is a community that does good
things for kids. So, it’s not only what
we’re doing in the schools, it’s bigger
than that.
Are there formal relationships between
the business community, community
leaders, and the school or was it more of
an organic growth?
• Each academy we started has a high
school staff lead—we’re going to have
18 of them next year—and then our
community partner or partners. We
work in conjunction with our partners
to decide which classes are required
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and which are recommended. We get
advice from our partners on curriculum
and what we should be teaching. An
example of that from a couple of years
ago is one of my tech teachers and I
went to our electronics team and he
asked, “What should our outcomes be
for drafting?” And they said, “Well,
what are you drafting on?” “Well, we’re
doing paper and pencil T-squares like
I did back in the 80s.” And the guy
looked at us like, “Why are you doing
that? Everything’s CAD [computeraided design]. We don’t do paper and
pencil.” And we felt stupid at the time,
but you don’t know what you don’t
know.

It’s our job to make sure
we graduate well-rounded
students who are full of
options and able to live
in the 21st century with
adaptability and flexibility.
• By having partnerships, we got all those
drafting tables out, no more T-squares,
and I took six months to raise $10,000
and we put 32 computers in there. So,
everything’s CAD. That’s one example of working with our community
partners. And we have industry partners
who were going to start their own
apprenticeship program or their own
internship program, but now that they
know what we have, they don’t have to
do that. There isn’t a partner that isn’t
supportive of what we’re doing because
we all want the same thing.
Are resources still a challenge here in
Bemidji?
• I surely don’t feel that we have an
abundance of resources. There’s been
a lot of work done with the academies
to try to encourage community partners
to give to that program. But it’s not like
the money is just flowing in.
• I think it’s a large web of 15 years of
work and building.
• It’s not as though we all of a sudden
were blessed with a pot of money or a
pot of broad resources. I think it’s the
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building of partnerships. We’re seeing
a willingness within our community
to partner in any way. And one of the
things that you see is not every partner
is just throwing money at the problem.
They’re developing exposure programs.
They are taking our kids on internships.
They are coming into our school and
doing trainings. So, you’re getting some
financial resources, some raw resources, and in-kind training. You’re getting
a lot of pieces where people are willing
to be part of the educational process.
Does a lack of counselors create a lack of
resources?
• Yes.
• I think we do a lot less of the guidance
and counseling and working with kids
than we should. And it’s because of
limited resources. We are hoping that
we can move in a direction to get more
resources, and we’ve been talking a lot
about it this year. We’re very reactive, and we’re not able to be proactive because of numbers. It’s 1,472
students, or whatever the number is,
and two counselors. So yes, we feel that
resources are an issue.
• That’s a big part of it. The funding formulas don’t allow for it to happen, and
it’s an expensive decision. We have to
think outside the box, and thanks to the
career academies and to some brands,
we are looking at doubling our number
of counselors at the high school next
year. So, that’s exciting.
• We have over 600 kids right now
signed up for the academies. And we’re
only a year and a half in. So, we have
everything in place except for bodies—
a team to work with our kids.
• Again, the guidance piece and the jobs
and the frustration a business might
have with school counselors comes
down to resources. I really believe that.
I believe as we get more resources, we
have more community partners who
put resources into working proactively
with kids, instead of it being a reactive system where we’re putting out
fires. That’s going to make a difference
in how we can better serve students,
and it’s a guidance format for all of
us—middle school and high school. We
can start to work a little bit more, and

not just with the kids who have mental
health concerns or social emotional
issues, but also the ones who just want
a little help and guidance, need some
direction and want to talk to a manufacturer or talk to a business or do more
things with the academies. It’s hard for

Community has really
engaged the school, and
there is a partnership with
our community economic
development team.
us to get the time to really meet and
discuss that and college plans with kids.
Let’s talk about that college track, the
B.A. track. It has become cliché in these
focus groups for someone to say that
public high schools just want to be factories for four-year degrees. What’s your
perception of this? Is there a prejudice
that the four-year degree is the only way
to a remunerative and satisfying career?
• Well, you said nine out of 10 groups say
it’s too high. We look at a kid who has
to mature, and through the maturation
process maybe he wants to be a nurse,
a school counselor, a teacher, and you
have to give him that chance to mature
and all that. College helps a lot of folks
mature. I mean, I want to push 80 percent of them to look at that.
• We’re not pushing them at the high
school level. We already know our
group that’s going out to a four-year
college. We’re not worried about that.
• Well, 75 percent of them are in music.
That’s 75 percent right there. They’re in
our first hour of music.
• Where do the poor kids go after high
school? In the ‘60s and ‘70s they joined
the Army, they joined the Navy. And
growing up in a farm community, that
was my out, to join the military. Now
you look at kids and you ask, “What
options do I have for you to break the
track?” Kids might be A students, they
might be in choir, they might be in
band, they might be in everything. But
understanding what they can access,
that’s the piece we provide that other

schools are asking, “Well, what’s the
difference?”
• I think the difference is we have somewhat of a generational gap than the
rest of the state because we still have
families where parents didn’t graduate
high school, but they were able to find
employment. What we are finding is
we’re able to provide that understanding of access. We’re giving them the
bridge of perseverance. It’s the idea
that, “Okay, we’re going to have you
take the mechatronics program that we
have here, and we are going to lead you
through it. We are going to support you
through it.”
• For every one job that requires a doctorate, there are two jobs that require
a bachelor’s degree, a master’s degree
and there are seven that require a trade.
All of my field trips right now have kids
step foot on a college campus. A lot of
my kids in mechatronics, they get F’s
and D’s in a traditional classroom. And
they get all A’s with hands-on learning.
The fact that they’re like, “I got an A in
a college class” is important. So, it’s the
mindset.
• And my philosophy when I was working at the high school was fostering that
love for learning, regardless of whether
it was a trade or looking at a four-year
college or being a doctor, whatever. But
just fostering that love for learning and
getting excited and passionate about a
vision for yourself and a future. I think
so many kids get kind of lost in all of
that. You know, what to do with life
and all these bigger questions. And it’s
kind of just going back to finding those
interests and those things that they love
and then opening the doors.
Seven hundred students per counselor
would explain it pretty well.
• Yeah, and we have tried to do some

things in the students’ homeroom settings and other things to break it down.
It comes down to just needing to spend
more time talking to kids.
• But who’s to say the skill and trade is
the end? If I go get a CNA certificate,
I can get it for free through the high
school. Well, if I’m going for nursing
or going for veterinary medicine or
something that’s related, it’s a resume
builder and it’s a stepping stone. I can
work as a CNA in the summers. And I
don’t have to go work at a low wage. I
don’t have to be a lifeguard at a pool.
It’s good not only from the wage standpoint but as a resume builder. So, it’s a
stepping stone, because someday you
might run the company. You might as
well have the foundation.
I was surprised to hear a college president say a few years ago that 40 percent
of her students need remedial work in ei-

It’s not as though we all
of a sudden were blessed
with a pot of money or a
pot of broad resources.
I think it’s the building
of partnerships.
ther math or reading. And she said that’s
a number that holds up nationwide.
First, do you agree with that? Second,
why do you think that’s true?
• I don’t know the statistic or if that is
a perfect statistic nationwide, but I’m
guessing if they said it was, then it is.
• Yeah. But I believe the push for all to
go to college in the past, and us not
recognizing that some students just
weren’t either ready or cut out and
mature enough, caused some kids who
weren’t ready to get accepted. And I

think in some cases, because colleges
are also trying to fill their admission
requirements, they’re accepting kids
who maybe don’t have the skills and
abilities to be able to do what they need.
I mean, and I hate to say it this way,
but it’s a little bit on the college. They
might need to recognize that a lot of
students need to have better than a D in
high school Algebra II to be successful
in college. Maybe they need to have a
B or better.
• If they look at their admission requirements, that would help that remedial
rate. We have students who are superstars in math, but we also have students
who really struggle to get through the
state’s math requirements to graduate.
But you know, some schools are lowering their standards because they’re
trying to fill their quota, their admission
requirements.
• I would worry about their math failure
rate versus how many kids have to take
it. Because if they make it through and
they’re successful, what does it matter
if it’s 80 percent, 40 percent? If they’ve
accepted them and they get through
the class, well, the kid’s paying for the
class.
• I think you’d have to work pretty hard
not to get accepted into a school.
• And that’s what I’m saying. It’s more
about the attrition rate and the success
rate.
• The other side of that statement is that
maybe schools aren’t emphasizing
those basic skills sufficiently.
• Many welders use trig and calc everyday. They just don’t realize it as that’s
the job.
• Our school requires four years of math
education where the state requires three.
We require four years of science where
the state requires three. So, as a board
and as a district, we’ve accentuated
being college ready. Now, because of
what we’re talking about, there needs
to be some adaptation to that at some
point so that some of our students
who have the three credits, the state
requirement, can go into a tech track or
something different.
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Q&A

WALZ
ON

‘ONE MINNESOTA’
Legislator Tim Mahoney and Governor Tim Walz
discuss the value of manufacturing jobs and what the
government can do to help sustain them.
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In the Mankato area, the focus is
around agriculture. In Winona, it’s around
composite industries. There is a sense that
a lot of folks in rural America, or Greater
Minnesota, felt like they got left behind,
especially after the Great Recession.
The jobs came back to the urban areas;
Minneapolis-St. Paul is booming. What
I think kept us going, which we want to
keep pushing, are the manufacturing jobs
that came back.
In the political world, people try to pit
one area against another: “I’ve got mine
and the reason you don’t have yours is
because they have it.” In Minnesota, the
depth of the economy and the manufacturing base stopped some of that from

happening. We just need to make sure we
don’t lose that; we provide the workforce
and some other things, and we make it
happen.
Some people have described manufacturing jobs as job-creating engines. I
think you believe that.
I absolutely do believe it. I think all of
us know that these jobs pay way above average, and they become skills you end up
keeping for a long time. Those peripheral
jobs in smaller communities really matter.
These are the folks who can then afford to
go and buy their furniture or their truck in
town. They can have a little extra money
to go out to eat.
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epresentative Tim Mahoney:
You’ve talked a lot about economic inequities in Minnesota.
Would you describe that objective in
terms of its special relevance to Minnesota’s manufacturers?
Governor Tim Walz: I have talked a lot
about One Minnesota. I think the strength
of Minnesota is the depth and diversity of
our economy. Good middle-class jobs that
don’t come with a lot of student loan debt,
but come with the nobleness of the skills
that are provided, are the manufacturing
jobs in many cases. In southern Minnesota, as a member of Congress, I often talked
about these initiatives that tried to create
energy around manufacturing.

Nothing would
make me happier if
my kids came home
and said, “You know
what? I think I want to
pursue a trade. I’d like
to pursue manufacturing,”
or “I’d like to know how
to do this.” I think it’s
that exposure and
manufacturers letting
us know what they
need from us.
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There’s an old phrase that talks about
every employee should be somewhat of
an entrepreneur so he or she can go up
to the boss and say, “If we do it this way,
it will save you time and money.”
Absolutely. And it’s important they have
the skills to do it.

We should be teaching our students
how to be thinkers for the future.
I was touring the Fairmont area a year
ago, this last summer. I went through
five different manufacturing facilities.
They went from the kind that get grease
underneath your fingernails to ones
where you could wear a white shirt. Bob
Kill (president and CEO of Enterprise
Minnesota) often mentions that the
road to continued economic prosperity
for manufacturers and their employees
will evolve from public-private partnerships, especially in Greater Minnesota.
He says these coalitions should include
business groups, policymakers, nonprofits, educators, vendors, and community leaders. What are your thoughts
on this? What role, if any, does administration play?
Bob is right; I’ve seen this. As a member of Congress representing southern
Minnesota, I saw how these collaborations
worked. I think it’s unique to Minnesota.
And it gives us a real advantage.
Transportation fits into this. We can’t
have an antiquated transportation system.
There’s a reason that Walmart, UPS, and
FedEx all encourage massive investments
in transportation and are even encouraging
things like user fees or a gas tax.
A $0.20 gas tax?
They do. They know if your gas is
cheaper, and you’re sitting in traffic burning it, that’s useless. I think they see all
these things fitting together, and the State’s
role, in many cases, is being the partner
that provides the infrastructure, whether
that is transportation infrastructure or
28

/ ENTERPRISE MINNESOTA SUMMER 2019

the workforce that’s there. I think that’s
what they are asking for. Minnesota State
University–Mankato plays a role. South
Central College and its mechatronics
program can play a role. Our trade unions
can also play a role. All of these paths lead
to job training, and one of the things we
are seeing is the need and the acceleration
of doing that quickly.
I often talk about this with the National
Governors Association. All of us are dealing with a workforce shortage. It starts
with parents telling a story about manufacturing. If you are of a certain age, like
me, we were all told that manufacturing
jobs were going overseas and, unless we
went to college for an office job, there was
going to be nothing there. I would argue,
in many cases, that led to a lot of debt and
people choosing careers that weren’t best
suited for them. I think we are now getting
back to the point where a lot of different
pathways are opening up.
One of my best friends is a Macalester grad who spent a lifetime being
a great carpenter. His retirement is
better than most.
It’s not an either/or. The humanities
matter, a liberal arts education matters. We
should be teaching our students, especially
in our public elementary and high schools,
how to be thinkers for the future, how to
be problem-solvers, how to be on time
and do things, and lock them into lifelong
learning. We all know they are probably
going to switch professions seven to nine
times in their lifetimes.

Most manufacturers feel an acute
challenge with recruiting and retaining skilled employees. How does your
administration read the situation?
There are a lot of good ideas out there.
We certainly don’t believe, as an administration, that we are going to reinvent the
wheel. We believe in opening up pathways
for things that are already there. There
are a lot of smart people. They may be in
technology-related sectors or they may be
in manufacturing. We just need to make
sure we are being nimble enough to see
what that future workforce is going to look
like and make sure we’re training for it.
And then we have to make sure we
understand the demographics we’re up
against. As the cold, agrarian state we
might be known for, Minnesota is one of
the few Upper Midwest states that actually
has an influx of people coming in. This is
about quality of life and services. We need
to attract people to this state, but the one

Good middle-class jobs that
don’t come with a lot of
student loan debt, but come
with the nobleness of the
skills that are provided, are
the manufacturing jobs in
many cases.
thing we cannot afford to do is let any of
our existing folks fall through the cracks. I
say this because 70 percent of our workforce is going to come from communities
of color. In engineering, and in some of
these high tech manufacturing roles like
robotics, white men make up 80 percent of
those jobs and white women make up 19
percent. That tells you something.
Local manufacturers talk a lot about
K-12 educators and parents continuing to emphasize the four-year track.
They may not fully understand what the
manufacturers are saying, the kinds of
rewards involved, and the well-paying
careers that can be found after a two-

year degree. Has that been your experience when talking to people around the
state?
Absolutely. It’s a hard problem for several reasons. Again, if you’re of a certain
age, until recently parents didn’t know
these education alternatives were options.
We, as a state, have to start thinking about
using social media in different ways to
provide those opportunities for students at a
younger age.
By the time students start a career, which
we usually expose them to in 9th or 10th
grade, it’s almost too late. They need to
start getting this in middle school or later
on in elementary school through a Career
Day type of scenario to know what’s available. After four years in an apprenticeship
and then a couple years of experience,
there are sheet metal workers making about
$105,000 a year, and they are doing incredibly detailed work on places like our U.S.
Bank Stadium.
Nothing would make me happier if my
kids came home and said, “You know
what? I think I want to pursue a trade. I’d
like to pursue manufacturing,” or “I’d like
to know how to do this.” I think it’s that exposure and manufacturers letting us know
what they need from us.

us. I know there is a nostalgia. I saw it in
the presidential campaign when a candidate
said he was going to bring back coal jobs.
Well, even if we choose to use coal again,
it’s not going to be mined by hand and it’s
not going to create the jobs that were there
in the 1970s. It’s the same thing with manufacturing. But, it doesn’t mean that there is
not that need, as you said. Making an F-35
fuel pump involves taking a very expensive
piece of industrial grade aluminum block
and not screwing it up. A lot of these folks

at the National Governors Association
about how we can work together. This is
not about how we compete against other
states—that’s a zero-sum game. The great
secret that we’ve always known is Minnesota workers have incredibly high work
ethic. It’s not misplaced pride.
It’s pretty obvious you’re very optimistic about Minnesota’s future.
I am, because the past shows me that
I should be. I do believe we have to take

The great secret
that we’ve always
known is that
Minnesota workers
have an incredibly
high work ethic.

It’s hard to get that out of manufacturers and get that collaboration with our
two-year colleges so that students know
where to go and what to do.
We, as a state, need to be partners in
that. Plasma welding is a great example at
HitchDoc out in western Minnesota. They
would have to send their folks to Chicago,
I believe, because they couldn’t get enough
people. The state needs to be able to bring
that to them. If we have the expertise, the
training, and the capacity, we can partner
together to bring them in.
Manufacturers are looking to compensate their work shortage by improving productivity at their plants through
operational improvements, technological
improvements, and by developing the
leadership skills of their current employees.
Here’s where we go into robotics. Now,
some people are criticizing these manufacturers saying they are eliminating jobs by
using robotics. I have always thought they
are just upgrading the job. Somebody has
to make the robots, and somebody has to
maintain them.

are doing on-the-job training, they’re able
to get that. I don’t think we can run from
the future. We can’t tell people that there’s
somehow something inherently evil about
folks trying to save costs in manufacturing.
American workers are still, by far, the most
productive workers in the world.
I think this is where I’m going to make
the case to businesses: enhancing the
capacity to keep those talented employees
is going to be really important. “We can’t
do paid family leave.” Really? You like
retraining people all the time? You like
having people come in and out? What does
that cost you?

The wages go up when your skills go up.
The role of work and the nature of future
work is one of the great challenges facing

What’s the best use of Minnesota’s
Trade Office for manufacturers?
I was just talking to other governors

on these challenges. We cannot allow an
aging infrastructure to put us at a disadvantage. We cannot allow our worst-inthe-nation gap between students of color
and white students to continue on. And we
can’t continue to see labor in the workforce at odds with management, ownership, and the business community. We’re
in this together.
Again, we are not competing with
other states, like Wisconsin. We’ll beat
them. We’re competing against Japan,
we’re competing against China, we’re
competing against the European Union,
and what we are competing for is the
opportunity to get a really good job, live
a dignified life, and maybe have some
spending money and time with your family. That’s what it’s about.
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