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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The 2018 Employer Needs Survey, carried out by 
the Labor and Economic Analysis Division (LEAD) 
of the North Carolina Department of Commerce on 
behalf of the NCWorks Commission, asked over 
2,000 business establishments about their hiring 
practices, with emphasis on hiring difficulties and 
workforce needs. In addition to an Overall sample of 
all industries, we surveyed Manufacturers and a set of 
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics-
related industries (STEM). The survey also looked at 
several labor markets of differing sizes, recognizing 
that employers may have distinct needs depending on 
the size of the available labor force. The survey also 
examined difficulties for entry-level (>1yr), mid-level (2-
4yrs), and senior-level (5+yrs) positions.  

When compared to the results of our 2016 survey, we 
found an increased level of hiring difficulties, with half of 
hiring employers experiencing difficulty filling at least one 
position within the previous 12 months.  Manufacturing 
and STEM employers reported higher levels of difficulty, 
with nearly 6 in 10 employers reporting difficulty hiring. 

While hiring difficulties are often held up as evidence of 
a “skills gap,” our survey asked employers about a range 
of possible explanations for difficulties. Employers were 
able to choose two new responses this year, based on 
feedback from previous surveys—lack of employability 
issues such as work ethic, professionalism, reliability, 
and motivation—as well as a low number of applicants. 
These new options were the top reasons given by 
employers in 2018 for hiring difficulties.

As in 2016 and 2014, a lack of relevant work experience, 
technical as well as soft skills, and education were all 
frequently mentioned by employers as reasons for hiring 
difficulties. Other reasons, such as a criminal record, 
low pay, and drug screening issues, were less frequently 
chosen by employers.
 

KEY FINDINGS

5 out of 10 employers who 
tried to hire in the past year had 
difficulty filling at least one 
position, up from 4 of 10 in 
2016

Charlotte and the Triangle had 
less difficulty, Medium-sized 
metros had more difficulty

Manufacturing and STEM had 
more difficulty filling positions

A lack of employability (such 
as lack of work ethic) and 
low numbers of applicants 
were the top reasons given by 
employers with hiring difficulties

A lack of work experience, 
technical skills, soft skills, 
and education were also 
frequently reported, as in 2016 
and 2014 surveys

Employers reported higher rates 
of internet postings to recruit 
candidates than in 2016

Opportunities exist to increase 
awareness of workforce 
development resources, 
especially in Rural areas and 
among Manufacturers and 
STEM industries
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Looking across the state, employers in the two largest metropolitan areas (Charlotte and the Triangle 
at 40%) had less difficulty hiring than the state average, while employers in the state’s other metro 
areas had more difficulty (61%). Micropolitan (49%) and Rural (46%) area employers had a similar 
level of difficulty to the state average (50%).

A key takeaway from the survey is that while the degree of hiring difficulty has increased relative to 
2016, half of hiring employers are not having any difficulties. Hiring in a tight labor market may bring 
different challenges than during a downturn, as shown by the greater difficulty in filling entry-level 
positions. Issues of employability and low number of applicants can be addressed both by workforce 
development and education partners in preparing jobseekers as well as by employers in evaluating 
the competitiveness of wages, benefits, and working conditions in a tight labor market. Addressing 
the increased level of difficulty in North Carolina’s medium-sized metros may be another target for the 
workforce development system. Finally, the survey points to opportunities to increase awareness of 
the workforce resources available to employers across the state.
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