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The Great

Manufacturing
Shift

s a language problem.

IHEREHIESITS peak 2021-1.413B

China is shrinking. American manufacturing is
scaling. The workforce to fill it is multilingual — and
the companies that master onboarding across

languages will own the next decade.

China population, 1925-2125
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THE GREAT MANUFACTURING SHIFT

Two demographic forces

are colliding. One country
is running out of workers.
Another is running out of
runway to stand them up.

China's population is in free-fall. The
United States is sitting on the largest

manufacturing opportunity in 50 years.

The only thing between opportunity and execution is
whether American factories can onboard, train, and
support a workforce that increasingly does not speak

English as a first language.
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05 Why teaching English can't be the answer

07 The choice on the table
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This report lays out three things. First, what is actually
happening to China's population and why it will
permanently reshape global manufacturing. Second, the
scale of the opportunity now landing on American soil —
from reshoring announcements to a structural labor gap
measured in millions of jobs. Third, the case that the
companies who win this decade will not be the ones with
the most automation or the cheapest real estate. They
will be the ones who figured out how to communicate,

train, and lead across languages on the factory floor.

02 What this does to Chinese manufacturing 05
04 Who actually fills these jobs 09
06 The decisive lever 13
08 Closing 15

The Language Gap is not a side issue. It is the

that sits between every reshored facility and its production targets.
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A billion people are not
disappearing overnight.
They are disappearing
over a century — and the
trajectory is locked in.

China's population peaked in 2021 at roughly 1.413
billion and has now declined four years in a row. The
guestion is no longer whether it falls. It is how far.

1.09 7.92wm 323m

Total fertility rate — among the Births in 2025, down from 9.54M in Chinese citizens aged 60+ in 2025,
lowest in the world, far below the 2.1 2024 — the lowest recorded since now 23% of the population
needed for replacement 1949

China Population Trajectory, 1925-2125

Peak: 1.413B (2021)
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Historical data: UN World Population Prospects, China National Bureau of Statistics. Projections: UN high, medium, and low variants extended to
2125.
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01 — CHINA'S DEMOGRAPHIC CLIFF

The headline cause is the one-child
policy. The cause that explains
the last decade is economics.

The one-child policy ran from 1979 to 2015 and limited urban families to a single child. A strong

preference for sons led to sex-selective abortion and elevated female infant mortality, producing what

demographers estimate is a shortfall of 30 to 40 million women in the marriage-age cohort. But the

reason fertility has stayed low even after the policy ended is economic: housing costs, childcare costs,

and the sheer competitiveness of Chinese urban life mean that even families now permitted three

children are choosing zero or one.

01 Four decades of enforced single-child 02 A gender imbalance that removes
families future mothers
The policy didn't just suppress births during its Tens of millions of men in the marriage-age
lifetime. It conditioned two full generations to cohort will never marry or have children. This
see small families as normal, aspirational, and is not a policy lever anyone can pull — it is a
economically rational. That cultural shift does permanent drag on the fertility rate regardless
not reverse when the policy does. of incentives offered.

03 Cash subsidies are not moving the 04 The old are outliving the young by
needle the millions

Beijing now offers 3,600 yuan (about $500)
per year per child until age three. Similar
programs in Japan, South Korea, and
Singapore have produced minimal results.
China is almost certainly following the

same path.

Deaths now outnumber births by roughly 3.4
million per year and the gap is widening
annually. Even a surprise fertility rebound

would not offset this for decades.

"By 2100, China is projected to have lost more than
half of its current population and to have returned
to a population size comparable to the late 1950s."

— United Nations Population Division

01 — CHINA'S DEMOGRAPHIC CLIFF 04
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The factory floor that built

the modern global economy is
getting older, more expensive,
and smaller every year.

Manufacturing-heavy economies rely on a specific demographic profile:

a large, young, working-age population willing to do physical work at

competitive wages. China has been losing all three conditions at once.

China's Working-Age Population (Ages 15-59)

960M
920M
880M
840M

800M

Peak: 941M (2011)

2000 2005 2010

2015 2020 2025

Source: China National Bureau of Statistics, CEIC. Peak of ~941M reached in 2011; now 868M and falling.

The cost advantage is gone, and it is not coming

back

Chinese manufacturing wages have roughly tripled in the last 15
years. That rise was already making Mexico, Vietnam, and India
more competitive before demographics entered the picture.
Now factories face two simultaneous squeezes: a shrinking labor
pool pushing wages up, and an aging workforce that is slower to
retrain for the automation and advanced manufacturing roles

China actually needs to move up the value chain.

02 — CHINESE MANUFACTURING

The 4-2-1 problem hits the labor supply

The current generation of Chinese workers carries an unusual
burden — one child supporting two parents and four
grandparents. Families cannot absorb the care costs, so workers
either reduce hours to provide eldercare or exit the labor force
entirely. The net effect is a working-age population that is both

shrinking on paper and underutilized in practice.
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02 . CAPITAL FLIGHT

Multinationals are already voting
with their capital. "China plus

one" is now "China plus several."

Apple has shifted iPhone assembly to India. Nike has
moved significant capacity to Vietnam. Foxconn has built
major operations in Mexico. Foreign direct investment
into Chinese manufacturing fell sharply in 2023 and
2024 — the first sustained decline since China opened

its economy.

The diversification started as a geopolitical hedge. It is
now an economic necessity. Every multinational running

a 10-year capacity plan is baking in a shrinking Chinese

labor pool at rising wages.

Diversification of manufacturing capacity away from China, 2018-
2025

WHO MOVED WHAT

Apple

Shifted iPhone assembly to
India — now targeting 25%+
of global production outside
China.

The cheapest factory in the world is becoming the most expensive

Nike

Vietnam now produces the
majority of Nike's footwear
— Chind's share cut in half

in a decade.

Foxconn

Major new operations in
Mexico and India; the first
serious build-out of Foxconn

capacity off Chinese soil.

TSMC, Samsung, Intel
Semiconductor capex
flowing into Arizona, Texas,
and Ohio under CHIPS Act

— not mainland expansion.

factory in the world — not because of policy, but because of arithmetic.

02 — CHINESE MANUFACTURING
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For the first time in 40 years,
the economics, the politics,
and the demographics are
all pointing at U.S. saoil.

CHIPS Act. Inflation Reduction Act. Section 232 tariffs. De-risking
from China. Reshoring announcements are running at the highest
sustained pace since the Reagan era — and the pipeline keeps growing.

2.5u- 245« 12.7wm

Manufacturing jobs added to the Manufacturing jobs announced in Current U.S. manufacturing
U.S. economy since 2010 2024 alone workforce — and climbing on
reshoring investment

U.S. Manufacturing Open Jobs & Projected Shortfall

4M
=== Historical open jobs (BLS) Cumulative positions to fill (projected) 3.8M needed by M

3M

M 980K peak (2022)

2018 2020 2022 2024 2026 2028 2030 2033

Source: BLS / St. Louis Fed (historical JOLTS data) - Deloitte & The Manufacturing Institute (2026-2033 projection). 3.8M cumulative positions to fill
by 2033.
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Then the catch: there aren't
enough workers to fill the factories.

Every projection pointing up — new plants, new announcements, new capacity — collides with a

single, simple constraint: the American-born working-age population is not growing fast enough to

staff what is being built. The native fertility rate has sat at roughly 1.6 for a decade, well below

replacement. A quarter of the existing manufacturing workforce is within a decade of retirement. And

young Americans have been systematically steered away from skilled trades for 40 years.

3.8m

Manufacturing positions to fill by
2033 — replacement plus growth

HEADWIND 01
The boomer exit

More than a quarter of the current
manufacturing workforce reaches
retirement age inside the next decade.
Replacement alone is a multi-million-
worker problem before a single new

factory hires.

26

Share of current manufacturing

workforce retiring by 2033

HEADWIND 02
The birthrate floor

Native-born fertility has sat near 1.6 for
a decade — below replacement. Even
with full participation, domestic growth

cannot staff the projected build-out.

1.6

U.S. native-born fertility rate —

below replacement

HEADWIND 03
The trade-school drought

Forty years of steering young Americans
toward four-year degrees leaves a thin
domestic pipeline into skilled-trade and
production roles — even where pay

is competitive.

Reshoring built the demand. Demographics will not supply the

workers. The gap is not a headwind — it is the entire question.

03 — AMERICA'S MANUFACTURING MOMENT
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Immigrants and refugees
are already the backbone of
American manufacturing.

The next decade will double
down on that reality.

Roughly one in five manufacturing workers in the United States is
foreign-born. In food manufacturing and poultry processing, the
share is higher. In the growth corridors of the Southeast and Midwest,
immigrants and refugees are what makes the production line run.

Foreign-Born Share of U.S. Manufacturing Workforce (2024)

Food manufacturing

22%

Manufacturing (overall)

19%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey 2024.
The math does not work any other way Refugees are a particularly strong fit
If native-born labor force growth is essentially zero, the entire Meatpacking in Nebraska. Auto parts in Kentucky. Food
net increase in the American workforce has to come from processing in Georgia. Dairy in Wisconsin. Cities that have
immigration. The Census Bureau's own projections show that leaned into resettlement — Utica, Lewiston, Columbus, Amarillo
under a zero-immigration scenario, the U.S. population — have used it to rebuild their industrial workforces.
starts declining within a year. The labor to fill reshored Manufacturers consistently report strong retention, reliable
factories is simply not going to appear from the native-born attendance, and workers who take the job seriously.

population alone.

04 — WHO FILLS THESE JOBS 09
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The incentives are stacked in
the employer's favor — and
most manufacturers don't
know where the real money is.

04 — WHO ACTUALLY FILLS THESE JOBS

Most manufacturers assume the federal WOTC is the only hiring incentive worth knowing about. That is not

where the real money has been sitting for a while — and right now it is not where any money is sitting

at all. WOTC expired December 31, 2025 and is in legislative hiatus, with no active certifications being

issued in 2026. State and workforce-board programs are a different story: fully funded, active, and

consistently underclaimed.

S15k+

Potential combined state hiring
credits, apprenticeship credits, and
OJT wage reimbursements per

50-75-

Share of wages reimbursed under
WIOA On-the-Job Training contracts
during the ramp period

0

Cost of the Federal Bonding Program
— $5,000 of fidelity coverage per
hard-to-place hire, free to employers

qualified hire
LAYER 1 LAYER 2 LAYER 3
State hiring tax credits State apprenticeship credits WIOA OJT reimbursement

Commonly $1,500 to $5,000 per eligible
hire. Varies by state; most

manufacturing-heavy states participate.

Massachusetts offers up to $4,800 per
registered manufacturing apprentice.
Most manufacturing states have

comparable programs.

Administered through local workforce
boards. Covers half to three-quarters of

wages during the initial training window.

The new American manufacturing workforce speaks Spanish, Haitian Creole,

Karen, Dari, Swahili, Ukrainian, Somali, Portuguese, Nepali, Tagalog, and a

dozen other first languages. Most plants have no real infrastructure for this.

04 — WHO FILLS THESE JOBS
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English instruction is a
good thing. It is also a
three-to-ten-year timeline.
Manvufacturing does not
have three to ten years.

The U.S. Foreign Service Institute has benchmarked adult
language acquisition for 70 years. Its estimates assume ideal
conditions: 25 classroom hours per week, small groups, trained
instructors, no day job. Factory workers have none of that.

600 1,100 2,200

Hours of instruction for a Spanish Hours for a Viethamese or Hindi Hours for an Arabic, Mandarin, or
speaker to reach professional speaker (FSI Category ) Korean speaker (FSI Category V)

English proficiency (FSI Category 1)

Time to work-ready: years vs. Day 1

Native-language tools
, Day 1
(UnDesked / TheLanguageGap)

Short "workplace English"
~2 months (limited)

(confidence, not proficiency)

Intensive ESL .
(25 hrs/wk — not redlistic while working) ~6 months (unrealistic)
Typical part-time employer ESL
(~4 hrs/wk to professional proficiency) ~3 years

0 10 20 30 40

Months until the worker can safely and productively do the job

Source: U.S. Foreign Service Institute benchmarks applied to realistic employer-sponsored pacing. Short "workplace English" programs produce

conversational confidence, not work-readiness. Intensive 25 hrs/wk ESL is not operationally feasible while workers hold full-time shifts.

05 — WHY ESL CAN'T BE THE ANSWER
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Native-language tools invert the
economics. The math stops working
against you and starts working for you.

What ESL actually costs

Commercial "workplace English" programs commonly price
at $500 to $2,000 per employee for an 8-week program,
significantly more for curricula aimed at true proficiency.
Every hour in class is an hour of lost production or wage
cost without output. Scale across a 200-person crew and

the opportunity cost alone often exceeds the tuition.

A typical program is 16 classes of 90 minutes over 8 weeks
— 24 total hours. Providers describe the outcome as
"confidence," not proficiency. A worker who finishes one
of those programs still cannot reliably read a JSA, follow

a lockout-tagout procedure, or interpret a quality spec

in English.

Why native-language tools invert the math

Signage, SOPs, safety training, forms, and digital
workflows are a one-time translation and configuration cost
per document. Every worker — today's hire and the next
fifty — benefits from the same investment. Onboarding
compresses. Rework drops. Recordable incidents go

down. These are line items on the P&L the CFO is

already watching.

ESL APPROACH
per worker

Repeated for every new
hire, every shift, every
turnover cycle.

NATIVE-LANGUAGE
per document

Paid once. Benefits every
current and future
worker on the line.

Day 1

Workers productive on their first shift —
no months-long ramp behind language

Every hire

The same translated SOP, JSA, and
training benefits hire #1 and hire #501.

training. Cost per worker approaches zero.

P&L visible

Fewer recordables, faster ramp, lower
attrition — all line items finance teams

already report on.

Waiting for workers to learn English before they can work costs years the

industry does not have. Meeting them in their own language lets them

start on Day 1. One approach is a workforce strategy. The other is a hope.

05 — WHY ESL CAN'T BE THE ANSWER
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06 — THE DECISIVE LEVER

The Language Gap

is the operational
constraint between
opportunity and execution.

Policy volatility is real. Automation is uncertain. Mexico is

a competitor. But the one variable manufacturers actually
control — day to day, on their own floors — is how well they
communicate with the workforce they are already hiring.

Every other lever is partially out of your hands What operational multilingual capability looks
L . . . . lik

Immigration policy shifts every four years. Tariff regimes €

change overnight. Automation ROl is still debated. Real — Training content delivered in the worker's first language

estate, power, and tax incentives are negotiated at the from day one

state level. But the ability to onboard, train, coach, and

lead a multilingual workforce is a decision made inside — Safety and compliance comms that don't rely on one
each plant, in each hiring cycle, by the people actually bilingual lead

running operations.
—  Supervisor communication reaching every worker on

their own device

— Certifications that measure competency, not English

comprehension

— Feedback mechanisms that let frontline workers surface

problems

THE COMPETITIVE EDGE

Not whether a factory can hire immigrant and refugee labor — every competitor
will, by necessity — but whether it can deploy that labor to full productivity faster
than the plant across town.

06 — THE DECISIVE LEVER 13
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Two plants. Same labor
market. Same reshored
demand. Different outcomes.

The next five years will sort American manufacturers into two categories.

THE STATUS QUO PLANT THE MULTILINGUAL-READY PLANT
Treats language as a Treats language as core
translation expense infrastructure

— Paper SOPs translated once, never maintained Digital, always-current SOPs in every worker's first
language
—  One bilingual lead per shift as the bottleneck

Direct supervisor-to-worker communication across
— Training drops off after week two languages

— Safety incidents traced to communication gaps Ongoing training and certification built for

multilingual teams
— Attrition above industry benchmark

Safety comms reach every worker, every shift
—  Production ramps slower than planned

Retention 15-30% above local average
— Frontline voice effectively silent

Faster ramp, higher throughput per headcount

Frontline workers surfacing problems and ideas

daily

THE LANGUAGE GAP

The communication and information barrier that separates frontline workers from the tools, knowledge,
and leadership of their organizations. It is not just translation — it includes language, literacy, access,
and context. And it is the single largest preventable drag on American manufacturing productivity as
the workforce becomes more multilingual every year.

07 — THE CHOICE ON THE TABLE 14
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08 — CLOSING

China is shrinking.
America is
building.

The workforce is
multilingual.

Act accordingly.

The companies that will own the next decade of Close The Language Gap, and the rest of the strategy
American manufacturing are not the ones with the has a foundation to stand on. Ignore it, and every other
shiniest automation or the biggest tax break. They investment — the new plant, the new line, the new ERP
are the ones that solve communication first — — gets throttled at the floor level.

because everything else in their operation compounds

from there.

08 — CLOSING 15
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Everything you need to act is
already on TheLanguageGap.com.

A free resource hub for manufacturers, workforce boards, and resettlement organizations. The

data to make the case, the tools to measure the exposure, the playbooks to build the pipeline.

DATA REPORT

The $1 Trillion Talent Crisis

The definitive workforce shortage and
language barrier brief. Built for
discovery calls and board

presentations.

PLAYBOOK

Manufacturer's Guide to
Hiring Refugees

Six-step hiring playbook with
resettlement agency contacts, a 30-
day readiness checklist, and every

financial incentive laid out.

LIVE DATA

OSHA Violation Risk
Dashboard

Your NAICS code plus your region

returns the top citations, fine amounts,

and peer-benchmarked exposure score.

VISIT

TheLanguageGap.com

START HERE

SELF-AUDIT
OSHA Language Compliance
Checklist

An 18-point audit of your plant's
compliance exposure, with fine

references and risk scoring.

ASSESSMENT

Factory Floor Language Gap
Scorecard

Ten questions, three minutes, an
instant score across eight operational

risk categories.

LIVE DATA
Labor Pressure Dashboard
Median wages for frontline roles,

percent of LEP households, and hiring
difficulty score for your area.

LIVE CALCULATOR

LEP Workforce ROI
Calculator

Enter your workforce numbers and see
what language barriers are costing

your facility today.

INTERACTIVE MAP

Language Equity Coverage
Map

County and metro-level breakdown of
languages spoken in your hiring area,

with an equity score per region.

FREE PLATFORM

New Americans Connection

Hub

Live government database connecting
workforce boards with New Americans,
training programs, and jobs —

no signup.

Published by UnDesked — multilingual
manufacturing operations for the organizations

powering the next American manufacturing era.
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