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In fall 2015, Plant Services conducted an in-depth 

survey of manufacturing and industrial production profes-

sionals, asking readers for their thoughts on a comprehen-

sive set of workforce-related topics. From that survey, a 

portrait emerged of an industry that was quietly dividing 

itself into haves and have-nots based on whether organiza-

tions were (1) embracing more proactive, data-driven ap-

proaches to maintenance and reliability, and (2) investing 

in their own human capital. 

Fast-forward to the start of 2017, and results from our 

follow-up survey indicate that although these familiar pat-

ters persist, a new set of concerns on the part of both manag-

ers and front-line workers is emerging: 

• �Where is next-generation talent hiding? 

• �Do I have to look outside the company for my own next 

career opportunity? 

Industry respondents confident in their own job prospects  
but wonder if their companies can draw (and keep) fresh talent

By Thomas Wilk, Editor in Chief

Generation breakdown 2015 2017

Millennial / GenY (1981-2000) 7.5% 8.5%

Generation X (1965-1980) 30.6% 39.3%

Baby Boomer (1945-1964) 60.0% 49.8%

Pre-Boomer (before 1945) 1.9% 2.5%

Job Title breakdown 2015 2017

Management 45.1% 32.9%

Plant Manager 10.6% 4.0%

Dept. Head 9.4% 9.5%

Manager 13.8% 11.4%

Supervisor 11.3% 8.0%

Front-line 45.1% 53.8%

Maintenance / Reliability 18.8% 25.9%

Engineering 21.9% 22.4%

Operations 2.5% 1.0%

Production / Manufacturing 1.9% 4.5%

Figure 1. Who took the 2017 Workforce survey?

HELP WANTED!



• �Will my executives do the things 

they say they will do?

This article presents key trends 

and findings from the Plant Services 

2017 Workforce survey, sketching out 

an updated portrait of the actions 

and attitudes shaping our industry’s 

response to social, technological, and 

demographic change. Key questions 

from the initial survey were repeated 

in order to chart the extent to which 

attitudes and priorities might have 

changed over the past year, and an 

entirely new set of questions was 

added to pin down the types of train-

ing and certifications being extended 

to you and your peers.

In sum: If you’re stressed about 

where to find new talent, and you 

already have an eye out for your next 

job, you’re not alone. 

WORKFORCE CHALLENGES

To get a better understanding of our 

readers, we asked survey respondents 

some baseline questions. The vast 

majority of respondents fit into one of 

two generational categories: Boomers 

(49.8%) or Generation X (39.3%), with 

Millennial respondents increasing 

slightly from 2015 to 8.5% (see Figure 

1). It’s worth noting that although 

Boomers still represent the majority 

of respondents, there was a signifi-

cant increase in GenX participation; 

this was mirrored by a nearly equal 

decline in Boomers’ share. 

Although the latest data from the 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics indicates 

that women comprise 27.6% of person-

nel in manufacturing, only 4.0% of our 

2017 survey respondents are women. 

Also, respondents were nearly evenly 

split when indicating whether their 

plant’s location was urban (30.3%), 

rural (26.9%), or suburban (42.8%).

Finally, it’s worth noting that the 

FRONT LINE (OPERATIONS, MAINTENANCE, RELIABILITY, ENGINEERING,  
PRODUCTION, CONSULTANT)

Challenge 2015 2017

Overwork due to lack of skilled workers in the field 74.6% 57.8%

Overwork due to lack of budget for skilled workers 47.5% 44.0%

Lack of access to training / career development 
opportunities

49.2% 53.4%

Lack of follow-through at the manager / executive level 37.3% 54.3%

Knowledge capture / transfer 57.6% 52.6%

Offshoring / plant closures 18.6% 9.5%

Job automation 8.5% 12.1%

Personal relocation 13.6% 9.5%

Lack of communication between departments 55.9% 50.0%

Lack of direction / communication from executive level 49.2% 55.2%

Friction among coworkers of different ethnic 
backgrounds

13.6% 6.9%

Friction among coworkers of different genders 8.5% 6.0%

MANAGEMENT (PLANT MANAGER, DEPARTMENT HEAD, MANAGER, SUPERVISOR)

Challenge 2015 2017

Recruiting talent 69.4% 75.0%

Retaining talent 77.6% 60.7%

Knowledge capture / transfer 46.9% 55.4%

Reduced labor budget 32.7% 21.4%

Reduced capital budget 28.6% 17.9%

Reduced training budget 22.5% 21.4%

Lack of strategic effectiveness at executive level 26.5% 32.1%

Lack of direction / communication from executive level 49.0% 35.7%

Lack of communication between departments 34.7% 30.4%

Offshoring / plant closures 10.2% 7.1%

Friction among coworkers of different ethnic 
backgrounds

4.1% 3.6%

Friction among coworkers of different genders 4.1% 1.8%

Figure 2. What do you think are the biggest challenges to successful workforce change? 
Please check all that apply.
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number of manager-level respondents 

declined by 27%, whereas the front-

line workers – maintenance, reliability, 

engineering, operations, and produc-

tion – increased by 16%. This shift may 

reflect the ongoing wave of industry 

retirements, given that data from 

our 2017 survey so clearly indicate a 

general anxiety on where to find new 

workers. It also agrees with similar 

data from our 2016 PdM survey, which 

uncovered a significant rise in the 

number of positions available falling 

under a “reliability” heading. 

When asked what they thought 

were the biggest challenges to success-

ful workforce change (see Figure 2), 

both managers and front-line workers 

agreed on several points:

• �A lack of communication, direction 

/ follow-through, and strategic effec-

tiveness exists at the executive level

• �Effectiveness of knowledge capture/

transfer initiatives is a top concern

• �The threat of plant closures or offshor-

ing initiatives is a lower-level concern 

• �Friction among co-workers based on 

Question Yes No

2015 2017 2015 2017

Do any of your current responsibilities 
include additional locations beyond your 
primary location?

40.0% 47.3% 60.0% 52.7%

I am often asked to multitask/work on 
tasks outside my job description.

81.9% 79.6% 18.1% 20.4%

I am often asked to work beyond my 
scheduled number of hours per week

63.8% 58.6% 36.2% 41.4%

Figure 4. Workload and overtime

Challenge 1=very high 2=high 3=medium 4=low 5=not a factor

2015 2017 2015 2017 2015 2017 2015 2017 2015 2017

Attracting a diverse pool of candidates 
for open positions

23.5% 17.6% 31.8% 33.5% 27.3% 25.0% 10.6% 15.4% 6.8% 8.5%

Retaining female and ethnic minority 
employees

1.5% 5.3% 22.0% 17.0% 22.0% 27.1% 34.8% 26.1% 19.7% 24.5%

Attracting young people to the 
manufacturing/industrial production field

22.0% 23.4% 37.9%  40.4% 22.7%  20.2% 10.6% 8.0% 6.8% 8.0%

Intergenerational integration 5.3% 11.8% 23.5% 30.5% 36.4% 31.6% 28.8% 16.6% 6.1% 9.6%

Intercultural integration 3.0% 7.5% 20.5% 20.9% 34.1% 27.8% 31.8% 31.0% 10.6% 12.8%

Interdepartmental differences 12.9% 13.4% 29.5% 25.1% 32.6% 32.1% 19.7% 23.0% 5.3% 6.4%

Deskilling as a result of retirements 32.6% 20.9% 22.0% 34.2% 20.5% 21.9% 15.9% 12.8% 9.1% 10.2%

Figure 6. What do you see as the greatest workforce challenges in your facility? Please rank each in importance.

Question Yes No

I am confident that my job will exist in five years. 75.4% 24.6%

I believe my company knows the skills required to 
compete in a changing business environment.

65.6% 34.4%

Figure 3. Worker confidence

Figure 5. 
Please rate the 
performance of 
your company’s 
recruitment 
program over the 
past 12 months.

20172015

Satisfactory

Needs some improvement

Not effective

Effective

Very effective

20.0%

15.4%

1.7%

2.7%

8.6%

10.3%

45.9%

48.7%

25.6%21.1%
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gender or ethnic differences also is a lower-level concern

Both groups were also asked about concerns specific to 

their level of responsibility. Managers specifically sent up 

an alarm on the ability of their organizations to recruit 

and retain workers and to capture employee knowledge 

effectively. In fact, the level of managerial concern over 

recruitment effectiveness shot up by more than 7% over the 

past 18 months, as did concerns over knowledge capture 

and transfer. 

Interestingly, managers did not rank budget concerns of 

any kind very high in the 2017 Workforce survey. It is also 

telling that managers expressed less concern this year with 

the quality of communication from the executive level but 

more concern with the effectiveness of executive strategy. 

These findings align with similar data collected in our 2016 

PdM survey, which found that budget for more proactive 

MRO initiatives was increasing despite a fairly widespread 

dissatisfaction with PdM program effectiveness. 

A look at front-line workers’ responses to this question 

reveals a much higher level of alarm, as a majority of respon-

dents ranked each of the following as a top challenge:

• �Overwork due to lack of skilled workers in the field

• �Lack of access to training / career development opportunities

• �Lack of follow-through at the manager / executive level

• �Lack of direction / communication from executive level

• �Lack of communication between departments

• �Knowledge capture / transfer

Perhaps the most surprising result is the continuing lack 

of concern among front-line workers over the increase in 

automation. For all the talk of the potential threat of auto-

mation to eliminate or otherwise adversely impact jobs in 

manufacturing and related industries, only 12.1% of respon-

dents identify automation as a top challenge; this data point 

was reinforced by a separate survey question, in which more 

than 75% of respondents said they were confident that their 

job would still exist in five years (see Figure 3). 

Finally, although concern about overwork still ranks very 

highly with front-line workers, a lower share of respon-

dents in 2017 indicated that they were being asked to work 

an excessive number of hours, or work on tasks outside of 

Challenge 1=not a factor 2=low 3=medium 4=high 5=very high

2015 2017 2015 2017 2015 2017 2015 2017 2015 2017

Promotion at current company 20.5% 21.9% 24.8% 32.2% 30.8% 29.5% 19.7% 9.3% 4.3% 7.1%

New job in same field 17.1% 10.9% 16.2% 23.0% 28.2% 31.7% 29.9% 23.5% 8.5% 10.9%

Pay / compensation 9.4% 6.0% 16.2% 13.1% 19.7% 29.0% 29.1% 32.2% 25.6% 19.7%

Better opportunities elsewhere 6.8% 4.4% 15.4% 10.9% 20.5% 24.0% 40.2% 41.5% 17.1% 19.1%

Changed career path 15.4% 13.7% 30.8% 31.7% 38.5% 33.3% 11.1% 16.9% 4.3% 4.4%

Overwork / burnout 13.7% 15.8% 34.2% 29.0% 23.1% 30.1% 19.7% 18.0% 9.4% 7.1%

Relationship with manager / 
supervisor

14.5% 10.4% 31.6% 29.0% 28.2% 30.1% 16.2% 18.0% 9.4% 12.6%

Retirement n/a 13.1% n/a 24.6% n/a 21.3% n/a 27.3% n/a 13.7%

Downsized due to budget 
reduction

29.9% 37.2% 23.9% 25.7% 24.8% 14.2% 15.4% 18.0% 6.0% 4.9%

Downsized due to automation 56.4% 56.8% 29.1% 33.3% 11.1% 5.5% 2.6% 3.3% 0.9% 1.1%

Downsized due to outsourcing 51.3% 58.5% 23.9% 23.0% 12.8% 9.8% 7.7% 6.6% 4.3% 2.2%

Downsized due to offshoring 66.7% 73.6% 17.9% 15.4% 6.0% 6.0% 5.1% 3.8% 4.3% 1.1%

Dismissed / terminated for 
cause

22.2% 25.7% 42.7% 43.2% 23.9% 18.6% 4.3% 9.3% 6.8% 3.3%

Figure 7. What are the most common reasons for employee departures at your plant? Please rank each in importance.
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their immediate job description (see Figure 4). Instead, the 

number of respondents who told us that their current re-

sponsibilities include additional sites beyond their primary 

location increased in the past year. This data point was also 

reinforced by another question on the survey, in which 

respondents reported that a high number of new roles which 

lend themselves to multiplant operations had been created 

in their organizations over the past 12 months (i.e., remote/

condition monitoring, automation, and data analytics).

RECRUITMENT, RETENTION, AND TRAINING

There’s no getting around it: The top finding of this year’s 

survey it that industry is highly dissatisfied with the ef-

fectiveness of company recruiting programs. As Figure 5 

shows, more than 65% of 2017 survey respondents were 

dissatisfied with recruitment efforts, with 20% saying these 

efforts were flat-out ineffective and only 2.7% saying these 

efforts were very effective. 

Figure 6 adds nuance to these data, charting a series of 

more subtle shifts in priority and satisfaction across vari-

ous aspects of workforce recruitment and retention. For 

example, “attracting young people” in particular remains 

the most pressing challenge identified in the survey, with 

84.0% of respondents indicating it as a heightened concern. 

High majorities also consider “deskilling as a result of 

retirements (77.0%) and “attracting a diverse pool of candi-

dates” (76.1%) as leading specific concerns. 

On the other end of the scale, several responses in Figure 

6 point toward the “tale of two cultures” first identified in 

our 2015 survey. For example, when it comes to workforce 

integration, plants seem to either consider it worth making 

a special effort to succeed or see it as not much of a priority 

or problem at their facility. The widest level of difference 

centered on “retaining female and ethnic minority employ-

ees,” where 49.4% of respondents considered it of impor-

tance and 50.6% thought it was either of low importance or 

was a nonfactor at their facility. 

Findings on employee retention also stood out: The trend 

of industrial workers who are willing to job-hop is increas-

Factor 2015 2017

Opportunity to advance  
within the company

53.9% 56.2%

Opportunity to learn new skills 47.0% 48.6%

Opportunity to use new technology 45.3% 33.5%

Pay / compensation 77.8% 70.3%

Work-life balance 64.1% 56.2%

Relationship with manager / 
supervisor

56.4% 51.9%

Positive corporate culture 45.3% 43.2%

Ethical corporate culture 39.3% 29.2%

Access to training 32.5% 30.3%

Leadership / management 46.2% 49.7%

Figure 8. Which of these factors would most impact your personal 
decision to stay or go? Please check all that apply.

Program type Yes No

2015 2017 2015 2017

Learn more about  
the field

53.4% 46.4% 46.6% 53.6%

Be more successful in 
their current role  

60.3% 54.1% 39.7% 45.9%

Develop the skills 
needed for new roles

62.1% 46.4% 37.9% 53.6%

Develop leadership 
skills

57.8% 49.2% 42.2% 50.8%

Figure 9. My company has formal workforce training/development 
programs in place to help employees

Figure 10. Which certifications does your company  
invest in for employees?

None of these 
50.8%

Lean /  
Six Sigma	
28.4%

Other 7.1% CRE 1.1%

MMC 1.1%

CRL 2.7%

REC 1.6%

CMRP 7.1%
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ing. The good news is that, based on responses to a separate 

question, the share of respondents prepared to move on in 

less than a year declined over the past 12 months. However, 

there was a significant increase in the share of respondents 

willing to look for a new position within 1-5 years and a de-

cline in the share of people who thought they would be with 

the same organization after more than 10 years.

At first glance, these data seem to match the observa-

tions of many generational researchers that Millennials 

often defer traditional life markers (i.e., marriage, parent-

hood, first house) to later in life than previous generations. 

However, Millennials composed only about 8% of 2017 

survey respondents, indicating that the willingness to job-

hop crosses into GenX and Boomers, at least among those 

who participated in our study.

When asked about the specific reasons why our respon-

dents would leave their jobs, the most-cited reason was the 

somewhat vague “better opportunities elsewhere,” with a 

whopping 84.6% indicating this is a reason that would drive 

their departure (Figure 7). Few patterns emerge when exam-

ining the other responses in this question to identify more 

precise motivations. Respondents still ranked “pay/compen-

sation” highly (80.9%); it was followed distantly by “new job 

in same field” (66.1%). Also, respondents appear not to be 

concerned with the possibility of being downsized for any 

reason and only slightly concerned with the potential for 

dismissal or termination.

Finally, although 60.7% of respondents indicated that 

they would consider departing based on their “relationship 

with manager/supervisor,” there was no shift in response 

from 2015 to 2017. In other words, the saying that “people 

don’t leave good jobs, they leave bad bosses” plays a role in 

whether workers stay or go, but perhaps not as significant 

a factor as generally thought. If anything, the data from 

Figures 7 and 8 suggest that these types of decisions often do 

come down to pay and compensation.

However, the data in Figure 8 also include a constellation 

of drivers that, when taken together, suggest that industrial 

workers are picking up on whether their plant is part of an or-

ganization that is one of the “haves” – an organization that has 

decided to invest in both technology and human capital, and 

which thereby represents a “better opportunity” for workers. 

Consider the following factors cited by between 45% 

and 60% of survey respondents as affecting their decision 

to stay or leave: 

• Work-life balance (56.2%)

• Opportunity to advance within the company (56.2%)

• Relationship with manager / supervisor (51.9%)

• Leadership / management (49.7%)

• Opportunity to learn new skills (48.6%)

The factors have something important in common: the 

sense by an employee that he or she is being invested in by 

both the larger organization and by their direct managers. 

These results complement the other survey findings that ex-

ecutive-level communication, direction, follow-through, and 

strategic effectiveness are top-level worker concerns. (This 

also may explain why “ethical corporate culture” was the 

response that ranked dead last in Figure 8, as respondents to 

our survey generally valued organizational competence and 

support more than they did organizational ethics.) 

A review of survey responses to questions on training 

adds further depth to the value workers place on the ways 

their organizations invest in them. Figure 9 captures the re-

sults when respondents were asked about the types of formal 

workforce training/development programs in place at their 

Figure 11. How does your site 
measure the effectiveness of 
training?

None of these  
38.3%

Documented  
application of new  
skills or processes 

23.0%

Earning certification 
21.3%

Testing 17.5%
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facility. Across the board, respondents indicated that train-

ing and development program opportunities have declined 

at their facilities, dropping from an average of 58.4% avail-

able in 2015 to just 48.3% available in 2017. 

Even more striking, when asked about the types of profes-

sional certifications that were made available to workers by 

their organizations, half of respondents said that none of the 

leading certifications was available to them (see Figure 10). 

And, although 91.8% of respondents in a separate question 

indicated that some sort of professional development option, 

from e-learning to coaching, was available, 38.3% of respon-

dents added that their workplace did not measure training 

effectiveness in any way (see Figure 11).

Taken together, the survey data on training and certifica-

tions reinforce the larger picture of an industry divided into 

organizations that do and do not invest in human capital, as 

well as a workforce that is increasingly attuned to the degree 

to which the organization is committed to their personal 

success and well-being. 

In their report “The Skills Gap in U.S. Manufacturing: 

2015 and Beyond,” Deloitte and The Manufacturing Insti-

tute claim that “eighty percent of manufacturing executives 

reported they are willing to pay more than the market rates 

in workforce areas reeling under talent crisis. Still six out of 

10 positions remain unfilled. ...  Additionally, executives re-

ported it takes an average of 94 days to recruit employees in 

the engineer / researcher / scientist fields, and an average of 

70 days to recruit skilled production workers. Facing these 

numbers, it comes as no surprise why manufacturers report 

the most significant business impact of the talent shortage is 

their ability to meet customer demand.”

Respondents to our 2017 Workforce survey clearly recog-

nize how challenging it can be for an organization to recruit 

effectively and execute to plan. It remains to be seen how 

many organizations in our industry will be able to rise to the 

challenge of finding new talent while investing enough in 

their current workforce to reduce turnover and increase job 

satisfaction. 
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Juan Chacon, 21, is a mechatronics student at Moberly Area Community College (MACC) in  
Columbia, MO, and is on track to graduate with an associate’s of applied science degree in late 2018. 
After attending the Society for Maintenance & Reliability Professionals’ 25th annual conference in 
Kansas City this fall, he spoke with Plant Services’ Christine LaFave Grace about what excites him 
about a career in the reliability field, the attitudes of young people today toward maintenance work, 
and advice he’d give young people questioning what career path they should pursue.

“I want to get my hands dirty”
Juan Chacon’s words of wisdom for fellow Gen Yers: Hands-on work is high-reward

PS Your coursework includes classes in topics such as 

industrial electricity, maintenance fundamentals, fluid 

handling, and control systems. What appealed to you 

about mechatronics as a field of study?

JC In high school I took a lot of the career readiness 

courses, and I took a lot of the electronics/robotics 

classes because I felt like I recognized that something 

was going to happen in those fields; I felt that that might 

be something secure. It was also just something I wanted 

to get into. 

(At MACC) we study robotics, electronics, f luid 

control; we study maintenance, drive systems, all of 

the stuff that’s needed in a factory setting. I really like 

it because it’s more of a hands-on degree. I tried doing 

the engineering thing, and I felt like I would be a bet-

ter technician because I liked the hands-on more than 

the calculations.

PS What are your career ambitions, both immediately 

after you graduate and farther down the line?

JC I understand I’m a young person just entering the 

industry. I’d like to start out as just a maintenance techni-

cian. I want to go on rounds; I want to test machines; I want 

to put signals on them; I want to put ultrasound on them; I 

want to put everything on them – the vibration sensors, all 

of that. I want to get my hands dirty. 

Beyond that, I think after a few years of that, I’d like 

to move up, hopefully. I’d like a safety position because 

I’ve taken my OSHA 10(-hour) course, and I plan on 

doing more safety because I understand the importance 

of safety and reliability put together. If the machines 

are running safely, your workers aren’t leaving; your 

stuff is not malfunctioning (as) often. I felt like that was 

a pretty natural segue for me, because I’ve been told 

that I am too much of the “dad” of the group; I care 

about everyone too much. 

I’d like to do that for a few years and then maybe move 

to private consulting. I feel like that’s something I could 

really do well.

PS There’s a complaint from some more-experienced 

managers that young people today aren’t interested in 

getting their hands dirty. What would you say to them?

JC To the managers, I’d say: “Give me your address; I’ll 

send you my resume. I’m ready to go.” 



But I agree completely about my peers. We were born 

when social media and online things were just booming, 

so we’re all under the notion that that’s the best way to 

do it – that’s the way to get things done: Just get really 

good at computing, and sit behind a computer and work 

at your desk. No one wants to do anything hands-on 

anymore. 

Nobody wants to go out and fix the thing that they’re 

programming. 

PS What was different for you? Were you a kid who was 

always tinkering with things, taking them apart and 

reassembling them?

JC Oh, my gosh, there are so many taken-apart cars and 

put-back-together-with-different-parts cars in my house; 

it’s crazy. I have those little electric cars that I took apart 

and put, like, after-market monster wheels on them. My 

room was always a mess.

PS What would you say to students a few years younger 

than you contemplating their career options?

JC I would say if you’re unsure of what you want to do, if 

you want to give something fun a try that’s pretty 

rewarding because you’ll see something that’s going to 

break or something that has broken, and you’ll be like, “I 

know exactly what to do for this,” and you’ll have the 

instant gratification of everything working again or 

getting that to work again, and you like getting instant 

gratification or any gratification in general, this might be 

something you’re interested in. 
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In 2016, Allie Schwertner took her freshly issued B.S. in chemical engineering from The Ohio State 
University and went to work for Rockwell Automation (www.rockwellautomation.com). Her eight-month 
training program, which she’s completing as a part of a class of 24 new account managers, wraps up in 
March. A first-generation college student, Schwertner spoke with Plant Services about what drew her to 
the automation industry and what has surprised her about the state of U.S. manufacturing today. Chief 
among the eye-openers: how much room many companies have to grow from an automation perspective.

Why Automate? Why Not?
Pen and paper on the plant floor and other oddities from a Millennial’s perspective 

PS You’re a chemical engineer. What led you to go work 

for an automation company?? 

AS  In college I had no idea on anything about the 

automation industry. One of my friends just happened to 

mention Rockwell Automation because she had interned 

with them. Once I learned about (them) – I feel like they 

definitely are the future. I’m really into the technology 

and the ability to help others. 

The fact that we’re going to be able to use less energy 

creating more-efficient processes, it’s been completely 

amazing to see. And learning about the mobility that 

that’s going to provide. What I’m seeing (though) is that 

industry is focused on traditional products and services. 

When I was recruited, it was about the idea of creating 

solutions for our customers that are going to take them 

to the next level. I think that’s really the big push with 

the younger generation, having that big picture idea.

PS How is mobile technology changing either your job 

or the jobs that Rockwell Automation influences through 

its products and services?

AS  One of the big ideas that my manager has been 

stressing is this idea of a connected enterprise. All of 

these individual machines in the plant will be able to talk 

to each other and then the whole system will be able to 

talk to us when we’re not even at the plant. People won’t 

always have to be at that location to see something going 

down. It is happening right now; just not everyone is 

making that shift. 

PS Real-time data access really is incredible. 

AS  As a Millennial, we’re used to that. We are used to 

having answers right away and I’m shocked that places 

don’t have that. Some are still writing down inventory on 

paper. It’s actually amazing to me. 

PS What else has surprised you about this industry? 

AS  I assumed that manufacturing plants were all 

automated. Like, I assumed that they would be able to 

stop the machine from one place (without having to be 

there). I’m amazed by how manual the processes are. 
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PS We see some factories that are 100% automated and 

almost all digital, and some, like high-end chocolate 

manufacturers, where almost everything is done by hand. 

Do you think those that haven’t made the shift really see 

where things are going?

AS  I think it’s really hard to convince a lot of the people 

who are making the executive decisions. To me it’s hard 

to understand – why wouldn’t you switch and make this 

all automated? Could it be a high upfront cost? There’s 

just so much potential to (save) money from lack of 

errors, lower downtime.

PS Now that you’ve been on the job a while, what about 

this career or this industry has lined up with what you 

expected?

AS  The ability to help, like when you’re finding a 

solution, is amazing. I really enjoy helping people, and 

I’m able to see when we provide a solution, and the other 

engineers are getting excited, and that’s a very big deal. I 

wanted something where I’m making an impact. And I 

really wanted to have a position where I’d be able to gain 

experience across multiple industries, not just work in a 

lab all day. It’s been incredible, moving around in all 

these different spaces.

I think the discipline of chemical engineering opens 

so many doors. It’s like learning how to think. Being able 

to use our generation’s mindset of always wanting to be 

better, always wanting to change things ... You don’t want 

to step on too many toes, but (if you) use it as a benefit 

and connect with the right people, you’ll be able to move 

forward. 
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