Community Economic Development

Patterns in Wisconsin Manufacturing:
Employment and Automation
Manufacturing as a source of employment in Wisconsin has been
declining over the last several years. This decline is particularly
noticeable in the rural areas of Wisconsin. These declines can be
attributed to many factors ranging from a shift from a goods consuming economy to a service consuming one to labor intensive
industries moving over-seas seeking cheaper labor to automation
where technology is used in place of labor. A recent study by
Frey and Osborne (2017) suggests that the trend toward the
adoption of new technologies in the form of automation may be
the greatest threat to manufacturing employment.

… almost 70% of employment in the Wisconsin manufacturing
sector has an automation probability of 60%
or higher…. over 37% of
Wisconsin’s manufacturing sector employment has an automation probability of 91%
or higher…

Certainly employees both locally and nationally face a risk for
automation, but Wisconsin’s overall manufacturing industry may
have a somewhat greater susceptibility. Based on the Frey and
Osborne probabilities, almost 70% of employment in the manufacturing sector has an automation probability of 60% or higher (Figure 1). Furthermore, over 37% of Wisconsin’s manufacturing sector employment has an automation probability of 91% or higher. With the exception of
paper manufacturing, the high probability of automation is also found among Wisconsin’s six
largest manufacturing subsectors.
When considering the probability of automation by individual occupations within the manufacturing sector, some of the industry’s most numerous occupations have a high probability of
automation (Table 1). The largest single manufacturing occupation in Wisconsin is “team

If all the jobs in
Wisconsin manufacturing that
have a potential
to be automated are indeed
automated,
could result in a
reduction of
187,000 jobs or
73% of total
manufacturing
employment.
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assemblers” accounts for just over 32,000 jobs. Based on the analysis of
Frey and Osborne there is a 97% probability of these jobs being replaced by
automation.

While numerous occupations in the manufacturing
are at risk for automation
at some point, there is no
way of knowing how
many jobs will actually
become automated.

What is important to note, beyond the potential to loose a large number of
manufacturing jobs to automation, is the shift in the education and skill sets
required. Many of the occupations that are most at risk, such as assemblers
and labors, tend to require modest levels of formal education. But occupations that require higher education and skill sets such as engineers and managers, are less likely to be automated. This shift to greater levels of automation may replace one type of job
but at the same time will create new types of jobs. The number of workers requiring more formal education and training in STEM related fields including computer sciences and engineering. The level of education and training may not require a Bachelor's Degree but an Associates Degree in STEM fields may become
necessary to modern manufacturing.

References: Frey, Carl Benedikt, and Michael A. Osborne. "The future of employment: how susceptible are jobs to computerisation?." Technological Forecasting and Social Change 114 (2017): 254-280.

Authors: Tessa Conroy, Matt Kures, Steven Deller and I-Chun Chen, Department of Agricultural and Applied Economics and the Center for Community and Economic Development, University of Wisconsin—Madison/Extension.

