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GREEN BAY - Three-fourths of northeast Wisconsin manufacturers have trouble finding talent, and 
three fourths of older manufacturing workers are hoping for part-time or seasonal work after 
retirement. 
 
There’s an opportunity there, according to the Northeast Wisconsin Manufacturing Alliance, which 
last year administered surveys to 108 manufacturers and 272 workers ages 56 and older. 
 
“Over half (of workers) want to work 20 or more hours a week, but a lot of our manufacturing 
companies don’t have part-time jobs,” said Ann Franz, the Alliance’s executive director. “So that’s 
one of the things we’re going to be saying you really need to re-look at.” 
 
The Alliance found workers desired part-time or seasonal work for additional income, to maintain 
health insurance and to build more savings. 
 
The president of Wisconsin AFLCIO, Stephanie Bloomingdale, was concerned by the Alliance’s 
findings. 
 
“Retirement is supposed to be retirement, not work,” Bloomingdale said. “So is it just continuing to 
work, or is there any retirement?” 
 
This is the key question, Bloomingdale said: Are workers earning and saving enough to retire with 
dignity? 
 
There’s a sizable segment of people at retirement age who don’t feel financially secure for 
retirement, she said. 
 
“The best thing that workers and companies can do is to make sure that we have a workforce that 
has quality pensions,” Bloomingdale said. 
 
Workers in unions are more likely to have pensions that will provide security in retirement, 
Bloomingdale said, and 85% of union workers — compared to only 51% of non-union workers — 
participated in an employer sponsored retirement plan. 
 
Retirement security is a concern for Americans regardless of their industry. Northwestern Mutual 
found in its 2019 Planning & Progress study that about 17% of baby boomers had less than $5,000 
saved for retirement. 
 
“We’re up against a crisis with a lot of the baby boomers that are retiring or already retired,” 
Bloomingdale said. “And it’s something that we need to get a handle on extremely soon in order to 
have a stable society.” 
 
Manufacturers may have to adjust to offer part-time work 
Over half of the employees considering work during retirement said they were willing to consider 
part-time work year-round. 
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The Alliance’s respondents were mainly from production (40%) or the office (35%). It’s one thing to 
hire office employees part time. It’s another to hire production. 
 
To hire older production workers part time, as Franz suggested, companies may have to restructure 
their production schedule. Bigger manufacturing employers have around-the-clock facilities with two 
to three shifts per day. Usually, employees work 8-12 hours in one shift, and that shift might start in 
the middle of the night. 
 
“The challenge I think with any manufacturer that has assets running 24/7, 365: Can you find a spot 
for folks in those operations when you’re kind of forced to always be operating?” said Mike 
Kawleski, public affairs manager at Georgia-Pacific. 
 
Kawleski said some retirees with specialized knowledge return to consult on projects for G-P. G-P 
also allows older, retirement- eligible workers to work three quarters of the time they would as 
fulltime workers, but in full shifts. 
 
Mark Hatzenbeller, a business adviser and business coach for the Wisconsin Manufacturing 
Extension Program, said fewer than 20 companies of the 200 he works with have discussed and 
implemented schedule changes or flex schedules in the manufacturing/operations areas. 
 
Over half of the Alliance’s respondents said they wanted flexible schedules, and one in four 
expressed interest in working remotely. There was also interest in part-time, seasonal work (41% of 
these folks preferred to work in the winter), consulting, mentoring and jobsharing. 
 
Younger workers needed 
The manufacturing skills shortage comes, in part, from Wisconsin’s demographic trends. There 
aren’t enough young manufacturing workers to replace retirees. 
 
And there are a lot of retirees: The Alliance found in a 2017 survey that one in three employees 
across several different job types were age 56 or older. 
 
The nonpartisan research organization Forward Analytics found overall there aren’t enough young 
people in Wisconsin to replace retiring baby boomers over the next 10-15 years, unless more 
young workers move to the state. 
 
“What we’d like to see is a more robust apprenticeship program in Wisconsin where young people, 
even as young as in middle school, for themselves and their parents are thinking about long-term 
careers in manufacturing — in high-end manufacturing — as a real career pathway early on and 
making those steps to get there,” Bloomingdale said. 
 


