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For the past decade, trades and manufacturing have 
battled an often crippling labor shortage1. The secret to 
recruiting new, young workers to these industries has 
proven elusive as the reality of Boomer retirement takes 
effect and millions of jobs go unfilled2. Millennials and 
Gen Z simply aren’t broadly interested in these careers, 
be it because of the stereotypes, the societal push for 
four-year college, inaccurate recruiting efforts, or a 
combination of culprits.

Using the Minnesota market as a microcosm for the 
nation, the Department of Employment and Economic 
Development (DEED) estimates that the percentage 
of construction workers 24 years and under has 
decreased over the last 15 years from 20.5% to 15.2%3. 
In manufacturing, the percentage has dropped from 
11.5% to 9.3%4. While these declines are material, they 
pale in comparison to the severe changes at the other 
end of the demographic curve. Workers 55 years and 
older in these two industries comprised just 9.7% and 
13%, respectively, in 2004; in 2019, those figures rose to 
17.2% and 25%, nearly doubling in each case5.  
 
What does this mean? Estimated job openings in 
construction, manufacturing, and related fields, which 
exceeded 27,000 as of Q4 20196, should trend steadily 
upwards as Baby Boomer retirements over the next five 
to ten years are not backfilled with Gen Z workers. These 
open positions ultimately lead to foregone revenue 
and profit for employers and unrealized high-wage 
opportunities for individuals unaware of these careers. 

INTRODUCING
THE GAP

We created this survey to investigate why this significant 
recruiting challenge exists, with the hopes of identifying 
the specific generational pain points at play. We asked 
Gen Zers already committed to pursuing a trades and 
manufacturing career, along with employers in the 
field looking to attract them, comparative questions 
about expectations for hiring and work conditions in 
the industry. While we found Gen Zers and employers 
to be aligned on matters such as important employee 
characteristics and capabilities, they were debilitatingly 
mismatched on other key factors for successful 
recruiting and retaining. The issue of the trades and 
manufacturing skills shortage is undoubtedly a complex, 
multifaceted issue, and as part of the equation, we’ve 
found that applying a generational lens to understanding 
the varying expectations is essential to bridging the gap.
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Who Are the Generations?

Before we get into the nitty gritty of a 

generational report, let’s first define the 

generations.

A clear line doesn’t always delineate 

life stage from generation, because life 

stage and generations are not mutually 

exclusive. It’s easy to look at the 

generational breakdown and think, “You’re 

just putting people into boxes!” But the 

truth is more complex. The end of one 

generation and the beginning of another 

stems from the experiences they have 

in their formative years—the events and 

conditions of childhood and teenhood that 

shape who you are. 

So think of the generational birth years as 

simply a way to frame the generations and 

serve as a point of reference.

“Modern tech isn’t a perk; it’s 
an expectation.”

1 .

For this report, we will focus on the job-seeking behaviors of Gen Z—specifically, Gen Zers interested in
the trades.

BABY BOOMERS
1946–1964

GENERATION X
1965–1979

MILLENNIALS
1980–1995

GEN Z
1996–2010

TRAITS MANTRAS

80
Million

60
Million

75
Million

65
Million

Risk-averse Inquisitive Industrious

“Structure, guidance, and 
clarity bring peace.”

2 .

“Stability above all else.”3 .
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THE SKILLED
LABOR SHORTAGE
A majority of high schools look to their university-bound, 
graduating seniors as their most celebrated benchmark 
of success. As a society, we’ve both seen and felt the 
pressure to attend a four-year college rise over the 
decades. In turn, the career potential in trades and 
manufacturing has been woefully overlooked, leaving an 
industry brimming with opportunity with little talent to 
fuel it. In our survey, we found that only 28% of Gen Z had 
parents encourage them to pursue a career in trades or 
manufacturing; 27% of Gen Z had teachers or counselors 
encourage the same. (Keep in mind, that’s coming from 
Gen Zers already pursuing trades and manufacturing 
careers.) Further, over half (53%) of Gen Z reported their 
peers simply weren’t interested in the trades. This could 
be the result of adults primarily encouraging college as 
well as the idea that trades and manufacturing have an 
image problem. This isn’t a new trend. In 2011, Deloitte 
and The Manufacturing Institute found that for 18–24 
year olds, manufacturing ranked last among industries 
in which they’d like to start a career7. In 2015, it was 
reported that 52% of teenagers aren’t interested in 
manufacturing careers8. Of that group, 61% considered 
manufacturing to be a “dirty, dangerous place that 
requires little thinking or skill9.”

Who encouraged you to pursue a career in
trades or manufacturing?

We asked Gen Zers...

A parent or guardian A teacher or counselor

How adults engage with Gen Z regarding career 
aspirations undoubtedly affects how kids envision their 
future. Over the past few decades, the growing emphasis 
on four-year college has squeezed out the trades and 
manufacturing presence, and we’re seeing how consistent 
of an effect this has had on both Millennials and now 
Gen Z. What can we, as a society, do to show the next 
generation the opportunities that await them in these 
industries that are integral to our country?

53%

Over half of Gen Z reported their peers 
simply weren’t interested in the trades.

28% 27%
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Gaps in Understanding between 
Gen Z and Employers

We’ve confirmed society is working 

against the well-being of a trades talent 

pipeline by focusing on college so much. 

But there’s more to decipher, because the 

talent shortage is a complex, multifaceted 

issue. If a student gets past that first 

hurdle and decides to pursue a career in 

the trades, what other difficulties stand 

in their way? We asked Gen Zers and 

employers comparable questions to get a 

direct look at where discrepancies lie in 

recruiting and retention.

First, we asked employers what they hoped to see in
job applicants. What characteristics, skills, and more 
would make an appealing hire?

THE IDEAL APPLICANT
To see how expectations matched up, we similarly asked 
trades-interested, Gen Zers what they thought employers 
wanted to see in job applicants.

Gen Zers and employers are on the same page in this 
camp, which is great. This is further confirmation that the 
industry (or anyone, for that matter) can’t afford to default 
and assume that Gen Zers are lazy and looking at their 
phones all the time. Don’t risk a self-fulfilling prophecy. It’s 

also important to keep in mind that the generations have 
different definitions of a strong work ethic. Traditionalists 
grew up in the wake of the Great Depression—greatly 
shaping their idea of what hard work looks like. Boomers, 
having to compete with their plethora of peers for jobs 

A strong work ethic

80%
69%

Dependability

50% 47%

Important Applicant Characteristics

Gen Z Employers
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Communication skills Critical thinking

57%

40% 45% 43%

Important Skills/Abilities

Gen Z Employers

Meanwhile, Millennials did not approach work with this 

consolidated focus, because they were happy to explore, learn, 

and experiment. Boomer parents told them they could do 

anything—encouraging them to follow their wildest dreams. Xer 

parents, on the other hand, are challenging Zers with a more 

utilitarian mindset. “What are you really good at? Do that.” Thus, 

we find Millennials and Zers specializing at work differently.

in the workforce, similarly have a distinct perception of 
what it means to have a solid work ethic. Looking back, 
these differences are precisely why Gen X was dubbed 
the “slacker” generation in the ’80s, when in reality, Xers 
simply prioritize work-life balance. We can expect similar 
differences moving forward as this next generation enters 
the workforce. Gen Z has an industrious mindset but 
wants clear expectations for how to complete tasks. Some 
groups may interpret this as needy or lazy, but Zers just 
want to make sure they get the job done right the first 
time. Anticipate these different working styles, and don’t 
decide Zers are distracted and lazy before you connect 
with them.

Once again, Gen Zers and employers have a unified 
understanding of what the two most important skills and 
abilities are for ideal applicants. While one might be inclined 
to feel apprehensive of Gen Z’s communication skills, know 
that Zers are too. They’re realistic about how they might 
struggle with in-person communication10, and they’re eager 
to learn, because they know just how important it is in the 
workplace and on the jobsite. As an employer, stipulate 
your skills expectations in job postings to help Zers identify 
suitable jobs. Consider adding more color and spelling out 
how you might expect employees to exhibit those skills. 
The more specificity, the more comfortable Zers will be with 
applying, and the more likely you are to receive the right 
applicants.

Notable differences, however, still emerged. While 7% of Gen 
Z thought employers prioritized the ability to be crosstrained, 
34% of employers actually indicated it to be most valuable. 
Employers need talent that can flexibly navigate and learn 
new skills, but Zers aren’t getting the memo. Gen Z is a 
generation that seeks and thrives on stability, and in that 
same vein, they may have a single, devoted interest they 
know they want to pursue. That interest most certainly 
can change, but they will always have the one focus. For 
that reason, they may not automatically understand the 
importance of crosstraining. Employers need to make their 
expectations and provisions clear.

Employers also ranked the importance of possessing 
technical skills twice as high as Gen Z. Regardless of 
the cause for the disconnect, Gen Z needs to be reached 
with the message that there is value and satisfaction in 
developing a range of technical competencies.

Next, we asked employers what skills they needed in new 
hires. Zer respondents indicated what skills they thought 
employers expected.
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On the lookout for more qualified applicants? 

The Trades Hub hosts a job board aimed to 

connect the next generation with careers in the 

trades. With it, we help Gen Z and employers 

maneuver past negative stereotypes to have 

real conversations about these industries and 

the careers they harbor. We also use day-in-

the-life videos to showcase the great and 

varied opportunities available. To take it a step 

further, we’re meeting Gen Z at a point in their 

lives when they’re starting to make career path 

decisions: high school. 

of Gen Z survey respondents admitted they were still undecided 
on what they specifically wanted to pursue within trades and 
manufacturing, though they were committed to this career path 
in general. This presents a substantial opportunity. Join our 
growing community of trades employers reaching out to these 
Gen Zers.74%

CONNECT 
WITH TALENT
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THE IDEAL JOB
Once we got an idea of what trades employers look for in 
new hires, it was time to turn the tables. What do Gen Zers 
look for when searching for jobs?  We asked a series of 
questions to sharpen our view of their expectations, and 
we correspondingly asked employers what they thought 
Gen Z looked for. 

Access to cutting 
edge technology

49%

Opportunities to 
impact communities

35%

40%

57%

Job securityOpportunities for 
advancement

51%
45%

Paid time off

38%

39%

Employers already understand Zers’ need to see the 
opportunities for advancement in a job. Advancement 
appeals to Gen Z’s competitive spirit that’s been groomed 
through the incessant pressure to academically compete 
with their peers. This is a key point to be aligned on, so 
long as opportunities are designed and communicated in 
ways that resonate with this generation. But other serious 
divergences emerged that greatly impact employers’ ability 
to effectively recruit and retain.

Signals are crossed on the prioritization of paid time off 
(PTO). While 38% of professionals thought it was most 
important to Gen Z, nearly 40% of Gen Z indicated they 
care the least about PTO. What’s with the deviation?  
Expect Gen Z to approach work with a shrewd mindset. 
Expect mentalities that more closely match “you don’t 
get paid to not work.” Their straightforward Xer parents 
are to credit for this. During Zers’ upbringing, there was a 
transition away from the participation trophy towards more 

Gen Z Employers

*”Most important” defined as top two choices when ranking characteristics 
in order of importance. “Least important” defined as last two choices.

Most Important* Job Characteristics

Least Important* Job Characteristics
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emphasis on earning what you get. No more encouraging 
rewards for simply participating. That’s not to say, however, 
that Gen Z is incapable of appreciating some PTO; it’s 
simply not their main concern when there are other factors 
on the table.

Another source of confusion: Professionals are under 
the impression that job security is the last thing on 
Zers’ minds, but in reality, the opposite is true. Gen Z is 
a risk-averse, stability-driven generation; they are very 
interested in having security in their careers. Forty percent 
of Zers ranked this as a preferred job characteristic, and 
57% of professionals thought it to be a least important 
characteristic. Having grown up amidst the housing 
crisis, publicized school shootings, and now the sweeping 
repercussions of COVID-19, this generation is making 
their entrance seeking the reliability and security they 
need to survive disaster. In fact, they may even see career 
advancement as an extension of job security. Any way your 
organization can position itself as an anchor, the better off 
you’ll be with Gen Z.

To summarize, the industry is on the right track with 
understanding Gen Zers’ value for advancement 
opportunities, but there are two disconcerting points: PTO 
and job security.

Paid Time Off

Industry & Gen Z Alignment

Industry & Gen Z Misunderstandings

Job Security

Advancement
Opportunities
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Working with Gen Z

Recruiting the next generation of trades 

talent is only part of the battle. Once 

they’re on your team, how can you keep 

them engaged? There are many aspects 

to consider when thinking how to best 

retain Gen Z, but we sought to uncover 

their preferences around flexibility and 

feedback.

People tend to vary in their perceived definition of 
“flexibility at work,” by generation or otherwise. It can be a 
tough notion to pin down and clearly discuss. So we took 
a stab at creating two related yet opposite definitions, set 
them on a scale, and asked respondents to indicate where 
they felt Gen Z’s preference falls. While much remains to 
be explored regarding Gen Z’s expectations for flexibility 
at work, this can serve as a springboard for further 
discussion and research.

Whether employers truthfully indicated what they think 
Gen Z wants or instead indicated their hopes for Gen Z, 
there’s a discrepancy. Trades employers are expecting 
Gen Z talent to prefer a moderately structured work 
environment that abides by a predetermined schedule, 

FLEXIBILITY

with just a few exceptions. In actuality, Zers indicated they 
expect more flexibility—working around their personal 
schedules, but not expecting a complete free-for-all. Based 
on these responses, it appears both Zers and employers 
anticipate some level of compromise in the realm of 
flexibility, but they still aren’t on the same page. In trades 
and manufacturing, it’s not always possible to offer office-
style flexibility, so it’s important to consider alternative 
opportunities. We already know Gen Z isn’t looking for 
more PTO or similar offerings; they might just want some 
options or level of control over their schedule. Employers 
need to explore other ways they can offer flexibility without 
compromising deadlines or safety.

Flexibility to be on or off jobsite 
depending on my personal schedule

Clock in and out according to the 
work schedule, no matter what

Gen Z leaned towards 
personal schedule flexibility

Employers expected Gen Z 
to prefer more structured 
flexibility

Gen Z Employers
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GUIDANCE
As organizations bring more Gen Z talent to their ranks, 
it’s important to establish an effective communication 
system that will guide Zers through their new roles. As 
was learned with the previous generation, Millennials place 
strong value on frequent, real-time communication with 
their managers—helping them feel more engaged with their 
work. So what do Zers look for?

As part of their risk-aversion, Gen Z wants to know they 
are performing exactly as they should. They’ve never not 
known precise steps to success, and they’re accustomed 
to knowing where they stand at all times. That being 
said, they aren’t interested in connecting just for the sake 
of connecting. While employers may be accustomed to 
Millennials’ preference for frequent, weekly check-ins, Zers 
will expect more focused, purposeful points of connection 

that give them ample space to get work done. To provide 
that extra dose of security and confidence, your fresh Gen 
Z talent wants a workplace mentor that can further equip 
them to succeed in their careers at your organization—
someone to turn to when in need of guidance or certainty 
between those monthly job performance meetings. Take 
note, and invest.

How often do Gen Zers want to meet with their manager 
regarding job performance?

DailyWeeklyMonthlyTwice a YearOnly When
Something Wrong

Annually

Employers think...

37%

35%

14%

8%

Survey says...

46%
15%

14%

17%

Of Gen Zers want a workplace 

mentor to guide them during 

their first job.90%
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Crafting a Job Posting

What specific elements should you include 

in job postings to catch Gen Z’s eye? We 

asked our pool of trades-interested Gen 

Zers, and then we asked the employers 

what they actually include.

Being the inquisitive, digital-native generation they are, 
Gen Z wants to learn everything they can about the job and 
company they’re considering, and they expect everything 
to be easily accessible. Otherwise, you just might not be 
worth their time. Pause and think about the conditions in 
which they’ve grown up: live, accessible class assignments 
and grades online; endless scrolls of reviews on any 
product, movie, or organization; the ever-present Google, 

Siri, or Alexa wizards that can answer a question the 
moment it comes to mind; a Wiki page for everything. If 
an employer won’t list salary or share what it’s like to work 
for them, something is wrong. Unfortunately, this gap 
in understanding already ails trades and manufacturing 
recruiting efforts. What can you do to be more liberal and 
helpful with the information on your job postings?

Elements in Job Posting Descriptions

% of Gen Z say this is appealing % of employers do this

Shares a “day-in-the-life” 
preview of what it is like to 
work for the company

70%
17%

Lists salary
74%

24%

Indicates opportunity to 
impact community

68%
23%

Advertises a sense 
of community among 
employees

75%
46%

Recall! 35% of employers previously ranked community impact as a least-important job characteristic for Zers!
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THE ROADMAP
TO RECRUITING
The demographic landscape of the workforce is evolving 
rapidly. Millennials now officially make up the largest 
segment of the workplace; graduating Gen Zers are 
quickly becoming a part of the mix; Gen Xers are stepping 
into leadership roles; and for many Baby Boomers, 
retirement is just around the corner. But while the people 
are changing quickly, workplaces are evolving slowly. As 
easy as it would be if every generation were attracted to 
and motivated by the same things, that isn’t the case. 
Rather than get lost in the noise with the same strategies 
you’ve always used, consider Gen Zers’ preferences for 
work and how your company matches them. Many young 
workers don’t know trades and manufacturing can have 
opportunities for growth, financial stability, or chances 
to literally build the community. Highlight these desirable 
features in job postings and other recruiting efforts! 
Keep employees passionate and engaged by regularly 
contributing to and improving the greater community. 
Prove that your work thrives on making an impact so 
young employees feel that sense of purpose that wakes 
them up every day. Give your workers a reason to be 
connected and engaged in their work.

 

Despite the myriad articles and reports documenting the 
trades gap, the generations topic is rarely used to develop 
actionable strategies. While there are many nuances to 
consider, we believe applying generational theory can help 
make progress. Gen Z has distinct expectations for the 
workforce that don’t align with the recruiting practices 
used in manufacturing today. What once worked for 
previous generations will not necessarily work for the 
next. Discerning the related traits and values of Millennials 
and Zers will be key to bridging the trades gap.
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REFERENCES
Gen Zers included in the study were 25 years old or 
younger—born after 1994—and identified themselves 
as attending high school, trades school, college, or 
an apprenticeship program at the time of the survey. 
Although technical Gen Z birth years are 1996 onward, 
there is fluidity in how the generations are defined, and 
we’re confident the extra two years of respondents 
provide valuable data still indicative of the elder Zer 
perspective. Trades professionals included in the study 
were either recruiters or managers in the trades and 
manufacturing industry. The survey was distributed 
across Minnesota from February to April, 2020, 
accumulating 504 respondents total: 345 students and 
159 professionals.

Student respondent composition: 50% male, 49% 
female, 1% other; 84% white, 7% black, 7% hispanic,
7% asian, 7% other.*
Professional respondent composition: 58% male, 41% 
female, 1% other; 94% white, 1% black, 1% hispanic, 2% 
asian, 3% other.*
*Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding.

METHODOLOGY
The Trades Hub is a pipeline connecting Gen Z with trades 
and manufacturing careers. Utilizing a video-heavy website 
as well as job, career training, scholarship, and event 
boards, the Trades Hub provides an end-to-end solution 
from career exploration to the first step. Check out the site 
for yourself at www.trades-hub.com.

BridgeWorks specializes in helping organizations recruit, 
retain, and engage each generation of talent. After working 
with thousands of clients over 20+ years, we’ve seen and 
felt generational collisions first-hand, and we use that 
experience, along with heaps of research, to custom-build 
actionable solutions that impact the bottom line. For more 
information on how the generations topic impacts you, 
visit www.generations.com.

We were helped in our analysis of survey data with tools 
provided by KnowledgeHound.

ABOUT THE TRADES HUB

ANALYSIS

ABOUT BRIDGEWORKS
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