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Fostering Women Participation in Manufacturing 

  
The manufacturing sector is poised for growth and experiencing a surge in the number of jobs 

The US manufacturing sector, contributing 11.6% to the GDP in 2017, is poised for growth as production 
and trade continue to gain momentum. The sector employs 10% of the total workforce. Moreover, it has 
added 259,000 jobs during 2017, a 2.1% annual increase.1  

The two-fold challenge faced by the US manufacturing industry at present is that the around 50% of the 
total working age population (i.e., 16 years and older) in the manufacturing industry is between the age 
group of 45 to 64 years. The median age of workers in the manufacturing sector is 44.5 years. A million 
baby boomers will retire by 2025, leaving 2 million manufacturing jobs unfilled. The industry is likely to 
face an estimated two-million worker shortfall over the next decade, which could potentially be filled by 
women, if effective measures are taken. 

 
 

Women’s participation in the manufacturing space is lagging as gaps exist in terms of the jobs 
they hold, the wages they earn and their overall motivation  

Women’s labor force participation increased dramatically from 37% to 61% between 1962 and 2000. 
However, this trend remained stagnant after 2000 as women’s participation was 57.2% in 2016. This is 
the case within the manufacturing sector as well, with women’s participation rate at ~29% over the last 
5 years. 

 
 

Workforce Distribution of Women across Various  
Sectors in the US (2017)2 

Women’s Workforce Participation Rate  
in the US (2017)3  

 

 
 

 

  

                                                      
1 https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/ceshighlights.pdf 
2 https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat11.htm 
3 https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat18.htm 
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Women prefer to undertake more administrative roles rather than production occupations – a 
trend that has been persistent over the last 5 years. There are very few women employed in shop-
floor production roles, such as workshop/foundry workers, installation & service technicians, other 
material handling operators, etc. Manufacturers are missing out on this potential talent pool.  

 

 

 

 
 
Women are sceptical to undertake production-related job roles as they often perceive the 
manufacturing sector to be male-dominated with an unattractive working environment. Even though 
most advanced manufacturing facilities have state-of-the-art infrastructure that leverages technology 
and automation. 

An industry survey4 conducted by Deloitte reveals the top reasons for which women avoid careers in 
automotive industry. These reasons include the following:  

  

                                                      
4 https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/manufacturing/us-auto-100-leading-women.pdf 
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Work-life Balance 

Many women have pre-conceived notions as they perceive working in the manufacturing 
sector would affect their work-life balance. In 2017, 55% women workers worked part-time 
in production occupations, while only 7.7% men worked part-time, and the industry 
average showed that 20% of the women worked part-time across other occupations. 
Hence, they exhibited a greater need for flexible work timings in production jobs because 
of personal obligations.5 

 

General Perception of Women about the Manufacturing Environment 

Women seem to view the manufacturing set-up as having harsh working conditions. It is 
indicated by the fact that women comprise 76% of the total workforce in personal care and 
service occupations, despite having median weekly earnings of just $503, even lower than 
production occupations with $564 as median weekly earnings.6  

A few examples highlighting the inclination of women towards such job roles include - 
women comprising 93.7% of the total workforce employed as childcare workers; women 
comprising 92.6% of the total workforce among hair dressers/stylists.7 

 

Flexible Working Hours 

Women are often of the opinion that the manufacturing sector has erratic work schedules. 
Whereas, the average working hours for women in production occupations are 37, almost 
the same as the industry average where 70% women work for 36.2 hours across all 
occupations.8   

 

Opportunities for Career Growth 

The women workforce could be motivated by opportunities that lead them to grow in their 
profession. Once in the workforce, they are advancing in their careers and holding nearly 
half of the management and professional occupations. Moreover, diversity in the 
workforce will eventually lead to competitiveness and innovation.  

 

Parity in Earnings 

There has been a persistent gender pay gap across all sectors. In 2017, for instance, for 
production occupations, women’s median weekly earnings were $545 while men’s were 
$736. Women working in management; life, physical, and social science; legal; computer 
and mathematical; and architecture and engineering occupations had the highest median 
weekly earnings.9 Lesser pay is not a potential issue stopping women to take up 
production-related roles, however, it may be a motivator for them to partake. 

 
  

                                                      
5 https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat23.htm 
6 https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat39.htm 
7 https://www..bls.gov/cps/cpsaat11.htm 
8 https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat23.htm 
9 https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat39.htm 
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Efforts to attract and retain more women in manufacturing, especially for shop-floor production related 
roles, are still at an early stage. Firms are gradually realising that bridging the skill gap would be more 
effective if they try to bridge the existing gender gap. A few firms are gradually starting to address the 
underpinning challenges and barriers, that discourage women to participate in such job roles. 

Recruiting and Retaining Female Talent 

Theme
s 

Initiatives Industry Examples 

Attract 
Recruit female 
talent 
  
Initiatives 
towards 
recruitment 

Refining job descriptions to ensure internal talent mix 
reflective of diversity 
- Broadening the job descriptions and using more 

inclusive language, highlighting the corporate belief in 
gender diversity, to attract a wider talent pool of 
women 

Promoting vocational education credentials to attract 
a technically skilled workforce 
- Offering vocational trainees an opportunity to 

participate in the mainstream workforce 
Demonstrating commitment at the top leadership 
roles, thereby driving younger females to participate in 
manufacturing 
Sharing of impactful and positive experiences by the 
already engaged female workforce; how they have 
climbed up the ladder in the manufacturing industry 

~49% of the unemployed female workforce 
comprises either high school graduates or 
those who do not have a formal degree11 
 
Examples: 
Chrysler has been actively hiring women; 
also promoting itself as an ‘Equal 
Opportunity Employer” in its online job 
postings12   
 
Audi has a dedicated webpage for women 
listing all the benefits, such as it recently 
extended its maternity leave program and 
included back-to-work flexibility for working 
mothers, in addition to the existing 
dedicated lactation rooms13 

 

Engage 
Retain the 
existing talent 
  
Efforts towards 
facilitation and 
support of 
women 
employees 

Leveraging flexibility as a key enabler for female 
workforce retention and developing a comfortable work 
environment for women 
- Adopting a flexible approach that would ease the 

workload and lead to flexible shift scheduling options 
- E.g., facilitating rotational shifts, comfortable working 

hours and overall safety of women workers 
Supporting women in the workforce through flexible 
work arrangements 

- E.g., childcare facility or pick-and-drop facility 
for children, to accommodate workers with 
family responsibilities 

~76% of unemployed women are 
discouraged over job prospects because 
they have family responsibilities14 
 
Examples: 
Ford Motors has recently rolled out an 
anti-harassment training and a zero-
tolerance policy to prevent any harassment 
against women15 
 

Toyota has undertaken numerous initiatives 
for women including promotion of work-life 
balance, child care, etc.16 

Prosper 
Encourage 
advancement 
of talent 
 
Initiatives 
towards skill 
development 
and promotion 
of gender 
diversity in the 
community at 
large 

Engaging teachers to encourage young students to 
opt for manufacturing as a career option 
- E.g., programs such as the “National Girls 

Collaborative Project – Dream It. Do It.” and 
“Schools2Skills” are a few initiatives by the 
Manufacturing Institute to engage the youth with the 
manufacturing sector 

Accelerating women’s skill development and 
career progression 

Offering shop-floor on-the-job training workshops 

Examples: 
Eaton has implemented a well-defined 
strategy, focusing on enhancing gender 
diversity and active participation of women 
 
General Motors publishes a lot of online 
content on women’s participation in 
manufacturing17 
 
Southern Automotive Women’s Forum, 
in partnership with Clemson University 
and major automotive companies such 
as BMW, Michelin, Dräxlmaier, and Bosch 
– It takes 200 high-school girl students, 
introduces them to STEM and automotive-
related career opportunities, and gives 
them tours of automotive manufacturing 
facilities18 
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pro 
 

Increasing the participation of women in manufacturing will be effective if firms try to transform 
women’s overall perception of manufacturing. These steps are aimed at motivating more women to 
take up production job roles. These may be implemented in due course of time depending on the 
feasibility. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 

 

Theme
s 

Short-term Medium-term 

Potential Recommendations 

Attract 
Recruit female 
talent 

Modify the website, focused 
on transforming women’s 
perception of manufacturing 
- Dedicated landing page in 

the Careers section for 
women to demonstrate 
company’s commitment 
towards gender diversity 

- Posting pictures of 
modern shop-floors to 
transform women’s 
perception of manufacturing, 
involving mechanised 
heavy-lifting tasks. Modern 
automated shop-floors have 
hauls and lifts doing all the 
manual labor   

Long-term 

Recruit skilled women 
workers from vocational 
institutes, either for internships 
or for final employment, after 
the completion of their courses 
- The Industrial Mechanics 

Program in Iowa Central 
Community College provides 
training essential for entry-
level positions. The program 
provides basic skills in 
welding, fabrication, 
pneumatics and hydraulics, 
blueprint reading, lean 
manufacturing and 
preventive and predictive 
maintenance 

Reform the policies and 
employee handbooks to 
foster increased participation 
of women 
- Policy areas that concern 

women the most, such as 
those pertaining to working 
hours, work schedules, 
shop-floor safety, leaves, 
and other employee benefits 

Engage 
Retain the 
existing talent 

Provide facilities that are of 
relative importance to female 
workers 
- E.g., childcare facility, 

transportation and commute 
support 

- Maintain hygienic working 
conditions on the shop-floor 

Shop-floor safety equipment 
tailored for women 
- Ensure that the safety 

equipment such as gloves, 
helmets etc. are comfortable 
and not ill-fitted as they were 
traditionally designed for male 
workers. This would ensure 
safety and a feel-good factor 
for women workers 

Invest more to leverage 
automation and Internet-of-
Things (IoT) wearables 
technology 
- Increase the adoption of 

hauls, lifts and robotic power 
for various jobs on the shop 
floor, to deploy more women 
for such material 
handling/lifting tasks 

Prosper 
Encourage 
advancement of 
talent 

Participate in awards (either 
as a participant or sponsor) that 
recognize female talent, for 
branding and visibility 
- E.g., Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Production 
(STEP) Ahead Awards 
highlight the achievements 
of women in manufacturing 

Companies such as Toyota, 
Dow Chemicals, John Deere, 
BASF, GM, etc., have won in 
the past   

Develop an effective 
marketing strategy to create 
awareness, demonstrating the 
company’s commitment 
towards women 
- Participation in related 

discussion forums, 
sponsorship of thought 
papers/ articles, writing 
blogs, etc. 

Let women in senior 
leadership roles motivate 
younger talent through 
effective coaching and 
mentoring 
- Immediate women coaches 

on the shop-floor to address 
concerns and offer support 
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11 https://www.bls.gov/emp/tables/educational-attainment.htm 

12 https://www.linkedin.com/jobs/view/industrial-engineering-assembly-at-fca-fiat-chrysler-automobiles-700039456/ 

13 https://www.audiusa.com/about/careers 

14 https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat35.htm 

15 https://www.upi.com/Ford-CEO-apologizes-after-factory-sexual-harassment-claims/1391513960182/ 

16 http://www.toyota-global.com/company/history_of_toyota/75years/data/company_information/personnel/personnel-related_development/personnel_systems.html 

17 http://www.gm.com/mol/dec-16-women-in-manufacturing.html 

18 http://www.areadevelopment.com/skilled-workforce-STEM/Q3-2017/women-in-manufacturing-closing-the-talent-gap.shtml 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                      


