
Where Could Reshoring Manufacturers Find

Workers?

The United States has lost millions of manufacturing jobs in recent decades, but a
variety of policies have been enacted to incentivize the creation of manufacturing
jobs in America. This District Data Brief analyzes where manufacturers might find
US workers to fill these roles.
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The announcement of new tariffs this year has reignited the discussion of whether the United States

can expand its manufacturing employment by millions of workers. Reversing decades of

manufacturing job losses is one explicit goal of the new higher tariffs. This District Data Brief presents

measures of employment and demographics as context around the current and potential

employment in US manufacturing. Raising manufacturing employment by 4 to 6 million workers

would constitute a large increase relative to current levels. However, an increase of this scale would

not be large relative to the global growth of manufacturing employment in recent decades, the

current US labor force size, or the number of US adults not engaged in high-paying work.
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With different priorities and approaches, policymakers have spent much of the past decade

addressing issues related to the loss or absence of manufacturing in the United States. For example,

America’s dependence on imported manufactured goods was highlighted at the beginning of the

COVID-19 pandemic as supply chain disruptions led to shortages of medical equipment,

pharmaceuticals, microchips, and other products. The CHIPS and Science Act and the Inflation

Reduction Act featured tax breaks and subsidies to expand US manufacturing capacity for

semiconductors, electric vehicles, and renewable energy equipment.

At the same time, economists have been documenting the loss of work opportunities and earning

power by workers without college degrees as manufacturing employment has declined. In 2013,

David Autor, David Dorn, and Gordon Hanson published a study that estimated the labor market

impacts resulting from increased trade competition following China’s entrance into the World Trade

Organization, an effect often referred to as the “China shock.”   Dozens of studies have since used the

regional variation in job and income losses caused by the China shock to measure the adverse

impacts of job displacement on family structures, crime, health, and other social indicators.  Some

supporters of industrial subsidies and higher tariffs have expressed the hope that these dynamics

can be put into reverse.

The discussion of whether reshoring is possible needs to begin with a basic question: How many

workers would this include? In the United States today, approximately 12.8 million people work in

manufacturing, representing 8.1 percent of all nonfarm payroll employment. As shown in Figure 1,

manufacturing employment accounted for more than 30 percent of all nonfarm employment from

1939 until 1957, peaking at 38 percent during World War II. Manufacturing employment peaked in

absolute numbers in 1979 at 19.4 million.

FIGURE 1.  US MANUFACTURING EMPLOYMENT,  1939  TO 2024
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How Many Manufacturing Jobs Went Away and How Many

Remain?
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Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Decennial Censuses, American Community Surveys, and
author’s calculations

US manufacturing employment fluctuated around 17 million workers through the late 1990s and did

not keep pace with population and labor force growth. Steep drops in factory jobs during the 2001

recession and the Great Recession were never fully reversed. From 1979 to 2025, employment in the

United States grew by 68 million, while manufacturing employment fell by 6.6 million. During this

period, manufacturing jobs for people without college degrees declined by roughly 7.9 million.

However, these losses were partially offset by jobs created in the sector for workers with college

degrees. These include workers at goods-producing firms that do engineering, design, marketing,

and other professional work in the United States but contract out all their production overseas.

Although roughly one-third of manufacturing jobs are currently filled by workers with college degrees,

this District Data Brief focuses on workers without degrees because the production work that may be

reshored holds much more opportunity for non-college graduates than for graduates.

A reindustrialization effort in the United States that added back all 6.6 million manufacturing jobs that

were lost would represent a 52 percent increase over the current number of workers in the sector



nationwide. In today’s much larger economy, manufacturing’s employment share would reach only

12.3 percent (compared to, for example, 22 percent in 1979) if all 6.6 million of these workers switched

to manufacturing from other sectors.  Getting manufacturing back up to its 1979 share of 22 percent

would require increasing the sector’s employment to 34.7 million. 

A frequently cited challenge to substantively increasing manufacturing employment is that improved

automation means that factories do not need as many people as they used to. However, it is also the

case that population growth and economic development around the world have increased demand

for manufactured products so that, on net, factory employment is up by 71 million globally since 2000.

As shown in Figure 2, China has added just over 40 million people to its manufacturing workforce

over this period, while India and Vietnam have added 9.2 million and 6.8 million, respectively.

Currently, manufacturing employment in China is reported to be more than 85 million, six and a half

times higher than that of the United States (see Figure A1). For context, the population of China is only

four times higher than that of the United States.

FIGURE 2.  CHANGE IN MANUFACTURING EMPLOYMENT,  2000  TO 2022
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Is There Growth in Manufacturing Employment Globally?
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Source: United Nations Industrial Development Organization  (UNIDO)

When firms operate factories in high-wages countries, they have a financial incentive to invest in the

best automation available to achieve enough production to cover the high wages of their workers.

When factories are moved to low-wage countries, additional labor can be less expensive than

additional machinery, so more workers are hired. In recent decades, firms have found it more

profitable to either operate less-automated factories in low-wage countries or even combine

automation with low-wage workers to realize additional cost savings. Governments can intervene

through tariffs or subsidies to try to offset the cost advantages of low-wage production and motivate

firms to place their factories in high-wage countries.

Since 2000, US manufacturing employment has declined by 4.5 million, equivalent to around 6

percent of net global growth of 71 million during the same period. However, if production had not been

shifted away from the United States and other high-wage countries like the United Kingdom and

https://stat.unido.org/data/table?dataset=indstat&revision=3#data-browser


Japan, global growth in manufacturing employment (represented by the green bars in Figure 2 and

occurring almost entirely in low-wage countries) very likely would have been lower in this period. For

example, manufacturing workers in the United States produce approximately three to four times as

much per hour, measured by the value of the products when sold, as workers in low-wage countries.

Assuming US manufacturing workers would have been assisted by additional productivity-enhancing

equipment and produced as much as three or four of the low-wage workers, retaining 4.5 million

workers in the United States during this period would have caused manufacturing employment

growth to be 16 or 21 percent lower, respectively, in the rest of the world, though growth still would

have been positive.

Before identifying geographic regions within the United States where manufacturers might expand,

we need to consider which types of products the United States is currently producing and which

product markets are dominated by foreign producers. Linking trade data to regional employment data

enables us to identify industry clusters that have more potential to expand employment by increasing

their US market share. Table 1 shows the dollar value of imports and exports in the 30 product

categories with the highest total flows (imports plus exports). In categories where imports are much

higher than exports, such as apparel, foreign production has cost much less than US production for

many years. On one hand, this means that US employment in that type of production is low and that

regaining domestic markets would involve large increases in employment. On the other hand, growth

opportunities in these subsectors are limited to domestic markets. It is unlikely that the United States

would be able to export in these industries because tariffs would not close the gap in costs (especially

labor costs) between US and foreign production. In categories where exports are much higher than

imports, such as aircraft, US production is already competitive globally, and US producers already

meet most domestic demand. Capturing additional domestic market share with tariffs in these

industries would involve smaller proportional increases in employment relative to the US labor force

that is presently supplying global markets.

TABLE 1.  US EXPORTS AND IMPORTS OF MANUFACTURED GOODS ,  2023

Where Are US Workers Facing Trade Competition?



Source: Trade USA

Table 2 presents estimated counts of manufacturing workers without college degrees, split by

whether the United States is a net exporter or net importer in the product category. The counts are

shown for major Fourth District metro areas and for metro areas across the nation with the highest

populations of these workers. All other regions of the country are included in the aggregate

categories. Not surprisingly, the metro areas with the largest populations, including Los Angeles,

Chicago, and New York, also have the largest number of workers without college degrees working in

manufacturing and facing trade competition. As such, those metro areas stand to gain the most from

expanded manufacturing employment. However, the large regions that still have high counts of

workers in manufacturing tend to also have diversified economies, so manufacturing employment is

usually a below-average (<6.5 percent) share of their total employment. This means any

manufacturing gains would generally be less consequential in these regions than in smaller regions

more reliant on the industry such as Cleveland and Cincinnati.



Longstanding economic literature has documented the countervailing forces of “agglomeration” and

“dispersion” in manufacturing activity.  The concept of agglomeration indicates that firms in a

product category benefit from clustering in specific regions, using the same suppliers and

infrastructure, and hiring skilled workers from competitors. On the other hand, the concept of

dispersion indicates that there are cost savings from moving production out of congested areas to

regions with inexpensive land and labor. The former suggests regions with existing production

clusters would benefit more from manufacturing employment growth, while the latter suggests gains

would be widely spread across low-cost regions. In Table 2, the number of production clusters is

reported for each region, with a cluster defined as having 5,000 workers without college degrees in

one product category. The specific clusters are listed by region and product category in Table A1.

Because the major metro areas have larger scale, more of their factory categories have enough

workers to be considered clusters. However, in the national aggregate, only 20 percent of

manufacturing workers are in clusters, while most manufacturing production in the United States is

dispersed.

TABLE 2.  LOCATIONS OF MANUFACTURING WORKERS WITHOUT COLLEGE DEGREES BY TRADE

COMPETITION AND CLUSTERING
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Sources: American Community Surveys, 2019–2023 via Integrated Public Use Microdata Series
(IPUMS) and author’s calculations
Note: Green shading indicates that the region is part of the Fourth District.

What US Regions Have Added Manufacturing Employment

Recently?



As another approach to identify regions likely to benefit from reshoring, one can look at where

manufacturers have been able to expand operations over the last decade. If manufacturing can

operate outside of regional clusters, as appears usually to be the case, one would expect firms to

select locations with low costs for labor, land, and utilities and lower tax and regulatory burdens. Table

3 presents the 20 US regions that had the most manufacturing employment growth from 2013

through 2023. Several midwestern metro areas made the list because of the recovery of the auto

industry after the Great Recession. However, more metro areas that saw substantial growth are in the

South and Mountain West.

TABLE 3.  LARGEST REGIONAL INCREASES IN MANUFACTURING EMPLOYMENT FROM 2013

THROUGH 2023

Source: American Community Survey five-year data, 2013 and 2023 (via IPUMS) and author’s
calculations
Notes: Green shading indicates that the region is part of the Fourth District. Counts include only
respondents without college degrees.

Having looked at where factory employment is located, and where it has expanded recently, we can

turn attention to regional differences in the populations of potential factory workers, including the

unemployed, workers with low earnings, and working-age adults not in the labor force. The US

unemployment rate was near historical lows in the three years before the pandemic and has been

near these lows in the three years since the pandemic ended. Considering only the approximately 7

million people currently unemployed, it would seem that manufacturers would have to hire a vast

majority of them to reverse manufacturing’s declines.  If manufacturers actually did hire most of the

Where Are Potential Factory Workers Geographically?
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people looking for work, the labor market would tighten to an unsustainable degree. Alternatively,

unemployed workers could be hired into factories in combination with new entrants to the labor force

and workers hired away from other sectors. Which industries might experience declining employment

shares—or absolute declines in employment—if manufacturers successfully attract workers to switch

into their sector?

When workers are well compensated in other industries, this signals that they have in-demand skills,

that they are adding value at least as high as their wages, and that manufacturers would need to

outbid a high wage to recruit them. However, there are 10 million people across the United States who

are employed but whose household income is still low (below 150 percent of the federal poverty line).

Some portion of this population could be attracted into manufacturing positions if the wages offered

were appreciably above their current wages and compensated them for any important differences in

the work environment.

Additionally, there are 7.2 million working-age adults who are neither working nor looking for work, not

in school, and whose household income is below 150 percent of the federal poverty line.  With these

low household incomes, it is unlikely that those working-age adults are out of the labor force because

they are comfortably supported by a spouse or partner or by investment income. Rather, these are

likely people who might be drawn into the labor market if new opportunities enable them to

overcome barriers to employment such as affording reliable transportation and childcare.

Substantial numbers of these low-income workers and potential workers can be found in most

regions of the United States. Table 4 lists estimates of the largest populations of these individuals

nationally and in the Fourth District. The largest metro areas of the country by themselves have 4.7

million of these individuals, while there are another 1.1 million in the Fourth District and another 13.2

million in the remainder of the country. While some labor markets would tighten if a major expansion

of manufacturing got underway, it appears that workers would likely be widely available in many areas.

The location of establishments could be determined based on the nonlabor costs mentioned above

(land, utilities, taxes, and regulation).

TABLE 4.  ADULTS WITHOUT COLLEGE DEGREES IN LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS ,  IN AND OUT OF

THE LABOR FORCE BY REGION
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Source: American Community Surveys, 2019–2023 (via IPUMS) and author’s calculations
Note: Green shading indicates that the region is part of the Fourth District.

A large expansion of manufacturing employment would change the US economy along many

dimensions, and it would be difficult to predict how wages would evolve in each sector. We can,

however, observe the flows of people into and out of manufacturing in the recent past. Using the last

five years of Current Population Survey data, I identify every worker without a college degree that

reports entering or exiting the manufacturing sector. I then calculate the industry shares of those

flows. Table 5 displays the flows by sector (flows by individual industry can be found in Table A1) along

with the median wage of the workers when they are in the non-manufacturing positions. The largest

flows are with the retail sector, particularly restaurants and bars, grocery stores, and department

stores. The typical wages are substantially lower (approximately $17 per hour versus $20 in

manufacturing), suggesting manufacturers should be able to draw workers out of the retail sector.

Similarly, manufacturing may pull workers out of the agriculture and personal services sectors. By

What Sectors Do Manufacturers Hire People Away From?



contrast, the construction and mining sectors appear to be paying wages that are as high or higher

than wages in manufacturing. Construction provides the second-largest flow of people into

manufacturing despite this frequently involving a step-down in wages. The red shading in Table 5

indicates that the median wages earned in the other industries were lower than the median wages

earned in manufacturing by the transitioning workers.

TABLE 5.  WORKER FLOWS TO AND FROM MANUFACTURING BY SECTOR

Sources: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2021–2025 (via IPUMS-CPS) and author’s calculations 
Notes: Wages were inflation-adjusted to 2025 dollars before the medians were identified. Red
shading indicates that the median wages earned in the other industries were lower than the median
wages earned in manufacturing by the transitioning workers. Workers exiting manufacturing had a
median wage of $19.84 before exiting, and workers entering manufacturing had a median wage of
$20.43 after entering.

The figures in the preceding sections reflect the population that could potentially join the

manufacturing workforce at present, but investments in manufacturing facilities will likely be directed

where firms can expect to hire workers over the next decade or longer. A recent update of the Autor,

Dorn, and Hanson analysis showed that the transition away from manufacturing was fueled mostly by

young people’s starting their careers in other sectors. Thus, reversing this trend by attracting recent

high school graduates to manufacturing might be necessary to rebuild the manufacturing

workforce.  It is possible to observe where future workers—young people aged 10 to 18—live today,

but some assumptions are needed to translate this into estimates of future worker numbers. Table 6

Where Do Young People Who Could Start Careers in

Manufacturing Live?
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shows the counts of young people in various regions. In the third column, the count of young people

without college degrees set to enter the labor force is calculated by multiplying the current youth

counts by the ratio of non-degree-holding young workers (ages 20–28) in the region in 2023 to the

count of young people (ages 10–18) in the region in 2013.  This ratio reflects the share of these youth

that remained in the region and did not complete college. To account for flows out of the labor force

that occur along with inflows, the fourth column provides the count of non-degree-holding current

workers aged 60 to 68, who are likely to retire in the next 10 years.

The major metro areas in which young workers without college degrees might outnumber retirees

without college degrees in the next decade are mostly places that saw strong population growth in

the early 2000s such as Seattle, Atlanta, Orlando, and Tampa. Although Fourth District metro areas

including Cleveland, Dayton, Toledo, and Erie are seeing flat or declining populations, it still appears

that the number of labor market entrants without college degrees will exceed the number of retirees

without college degrees in these metro areas over the next decade.

TABLE 6.  ESTIMATES OF REGIONAL CHANGES IN NON-DEGREE-HOLDING WORKFORCE
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Sources: American Community Surveys, 2009–2013 and 2019–2023 (via IPUMS) and author’s
calculations
Notes: Green shading indicates that the region is part of the Fourth District. The youth figures were
estimated for US-born people only. International migrants could supplement these figures in any
location.

Manufacturing employment in the United States fell by 2.1 million workers from 1979 to 2000. Since

2000, US manufacturers have shed another 4.5 million jobs despite manufacturing employment

growing worldwide by 71 million. Given the current size of the US labor force, increasing

manufacturing employment by 6.6 million would involve reallocating just under 4 percent of US

workers.

Based on a combination of trade, employment, and demographic data, this District Data Brief

uncovers a variety of patterns relevant to the evolution of the manufacturing sector. Most

manufacturing employment is in categories where the United States imports more (by value) than it

exports, so employment could grow if US producers gain domestic market share. Manufacturing

production in the United States appears to be widely dispersed across many regions, but there are

clusters of employment in the largest metro areas and in legacy manufacturing centers. Regions that

have added manufacturing employment recently are mostly in the South and Mountain West. Metro

areas that saw strong population growth 20 years ago, such as Atlanta and Las Vegas, have relatively

large pools of young people who will be reaching working age soon. Alternatively, workers and

working-age adults who are low-income and might be drawn to higher-paying opportunities in

manufacturing are present in substantial numbers in most regions of the country. The relative

importance of clustering versus finding the lowest-cost location—and having a growing labor force

versus low labor costs—will determine which regions benefit most from any upcoming growth in

manufacturing.
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