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Promoting High-Wage Jobs by
Revitalizing Our Manufacturing Communities
BY ANDREW STETTNER

Family-supporting manufacturing jobs were a mainstay of the
American middle class in the twentieth century. The sharp
decline of manufacturing work—a loss of 5.7 million jobs in the
decade from 2000 to 2010—has accelerated the erosion of the
middle class, especially in hard-hit Midwest communities, from
Pennsylvania to Wisconsin, that lost 36 percent of their jobs
over that period.1 Manufacturing still matters to these heartland
communities, where 1 in 4 private sector jobs still reside in
factories.2
The good news is that manufacturing is making a comeback: the
sector has added back 1.26 million jobs since 2010.3 But, there’s
more work to be done. The United States is still suffering from
atrophied critical manufacturing capacities that are undermining
both our national security4 and our ability to be world leaders
in environmental sustainability.5 Much more needs to be done
to recruit young people, women (who only represent 7 percent
of middle skill factory jobs),6 and people of color to the reviving
sector’s boom of new jobs. While there are a variety of factors in
the lack of draw to these jobs—including drops in unionization
and the increased use of temporary labor—it’s also the case that
manufacturing pays 10 percent more than other similar work,7
and stereotypes and misinformation about these jobs might be
keeping away workers who would want and need them.
While Congress has made a number of important investments in
the competitiveness of the manufacturing sector, most notably
the Revitalizing America Manufacturing and Innovation Act
of 2014,8 our investments pale in comparison to international

competitors such as China and Germany (which maintains 20
percent of its GDP in manufacturing, compared to 11 percent
in the United States).9 The next Congress represents an ideal
moment to seize on the momentum to help communities build
a more a competitive, high-wage, and sustainable manufacturing
sector in their community.
For the past year, The Century Foundation’s High Wage America
project toured Midwest manufacturing communities to have
conversations about what our nation’s next steps in the sector
should be. We found these communities shaking off their Rust
Belt image and embracing high-tech advanced manufacturing,
as Cleveland’s ArcelorMittal steel mill (the first in the world to
produce a ton of steel in a single man-hour) has done. These
communities are transforming by turning away from the old,
ineffective tactic of throwing large tax giveaways to lure factories
from other states. Our summits across the Midwest, culminating
in a national conference in Washington, D.C., highlighted many
of these tactics, as well as what the federal government can do10
to support them.
Congress’s role in this is crucial. While so much is needed, to get
started, Congress should take these three steps:
+ Catalyze deeper partnerships targeting strategic
advanced manufacturing clusters by appropriating
$30 million dollars to the newly authorized Defense
Manufacturing Community Partnerships Support
Program. This new initiative is based on a successful 2012
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Department of Commerce pilot which provided technical
assistance to designated communities bringing in new
federal resources for infrastructure and job training.11
+ Attract more young people, people of color, women, and
skilled workers into manufacturing by grantinga $100 million
to fund thirty communities across the nation to develop
innovative education efforts. This would accelerate current
federal efforts on the behalf of career awareness and
preparation, such as the Carl Perkins Career and Technical
Education Act, to draw the people needed to fill sectoral
hiring demand that hasn’t been seen in a generation. The
2014 Youth Career Connect grant program and proposals
like the PARTNERS Act and the Gateways to Careers Act
provide excellent models.12
+ Improve the implementation of the layoff aversion
provisions of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity
Act (WIOA). WIOA requires states to use a portion of
their funding to prevent layoffs through measures like
finding new markets, business consulting, identifying new
owners or investors, and retraining incumbent workers.
But implementation has been highly uneven, and WIOA
appropriations should require the administration to work
with states to bolster these services.13
Our nation has the seeds of a real renaissance in our past status
as a high-tech manufacturing powerhouse. If we take these
steps to support traditional manufacturing communities in our
heartland, all Americans will benefit
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