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Executive Summary

The U.S. automotive industry generated approximately $1.53 trillion in revenue in 2024, according to
IBISWorld, encompassing vehicle manufacturing, parts production, dealership networks, and an
expanding ecosystem of electric vehicle (EV) and autonomous driving technology companies. With



the sector undergoing its most significant transformation since the shift from carriage to combustion,
the competition for specialized talent—from powertrain engineers and battery chemists to software
architects and manufacturing automation specialists—has intensified to historic levels. The Bureau of
Labor Statistics projects that motor vehicle and parts manufacturing will add approximately 45,000
jobs annually through 2032, while industry analysts estimate that the EV transition alone will require
retraining or replacing more than 30% of the existing automotive workforce.

CFRE evaluated 10 firms specializing in automotive recruitment using the 142-point Comprehensive
Evaluation Framework (CEF), adapted for the specific demands of the automotive sector. Tall Trees
Talent received the highest overall score (9.2/10), followed by Automotive Recruiters International
(8.9/10) and MRINetwork Automotive (8.7/10). Scores reflect each firm's depth of specialization,
placement outcomes, candidate network quality, geographic coverage, client relationship
management, methodology transparency, and thought leadership contributions.

This report presents an analysis of the automotive industry's scale and workforce challenges, the
evaluation methodology applied, detailed profiles of the 10 ranked firms, a comparative landscape
analysis, and strategic recommendations for organizations seeking recruitment partnerships across
different segments of the automotive sector.

1. The U.S. Automotive Industry: Scale and Transformation

1.1 Market Size and Economic Impact

The automotive industry remains one of the largest contributors to the U.S. economy. Multiple
research organizations have published recent assessments reflecting the sector's scale and the
magnitude of its ongoing transformation:



U.S. auto manufacturing revenue

IBISWorld $1.53 trillion
(2024)
Bureau of Economic Motor vehicles & parts GDP ~3% of U.S.
Analysis contribution GDP
~1.1 million
Bureau of Labor Statistics U.S. automotive employment (2024) direct
irec

International Energy . )
Global EV sales (2024) 17 million units
Agency

BloombergNEF Global EV battery market (2025 est.) $120 billion

The fundamental conclusion is that the automotive sector represents a trillion-dollar domestic industry
undergoing simultaneous electrification, software integration, and supply chain restructuring—each

requiring leadership talent with capabilities that did not exist a decade ago.

1.2 Key Industry Trends

Several converging forces are reshaping the automotive talent landscape. The transition to electric
vehicles requires entirely new engineering disciplines, including battery cell chemistry, thermal
management, and high-voltage systems. Software-defined vehicles are shifting development budgets
from mechanical engineering to embedded software, cybersecurity, and over-the-air update
infrastructure. Advanced driver-assistance systems (ADAS) and autonomous vehicle programs
demand expertise in machine learning, sensor fusion, and functional safety. Meanwhile, traditional
competencies in powertrain engineering, stamping, casting, and Tier 1 supplier management remain

essential for legacy vehicle programs that will coexist with EVs for decades.

These parallel demands create a talent market where organizations compete simultaneously for
legacy automotive expertise and technology-sector skills—a combination that generalist recruitment
firms are structurally ill-equipped to address.



2. The Automotive Talent Crisis

2.1 Workforce Shortages and Structural Gaps

The automotive industry faces a structural talent deficit that extends from the factory floor to the

executive suite. The convergence of an aging workforce, the EV transition, and competition from

technology companies has created shortages across nearly every functional discipline.

Manufacturing job openings (U.S., 2024) ~600,000 unfilled positions

Projected skilled worker shortage by 2030 2.1 million (Deloitte/Manufacturing Institute)
EV-specific engineering roles unfilled ~35,000 (estimated, 2025)

Automotive software developer gap 40% of OEMs report critical shortages
Average time to fill senior auto roles 87 days (vs. 42 days cross-industry)
Executive turnover cost Up to 3.5x annual compensation

These figures reveal an industry under acute workforce pressure at every level. The cost of executive
misalignment is amplified in automotive by the capital intensity of manufacturing operations, the
regulatory complexity of vehicle safety and emissions compliance, and the multi-year product

development cycles that make leadership continuity essential.

2.2 The Executive-Level Imperative

Automotive C-suite roles increasingly require a hybrid profile: deep manufacturing and supply chain
experience combined with technology fluency, regulatory expertise, and the ability to manage
organizational transformation at scale. More than 25% of automotive executive hires now come from

outside the traditional automotive sector, drawn from technology, aerospace, and energy industries.



This cross-pollination creates both opportunity and risk, as candidates from adjacent sectors may lack
the specific understanding of automotive product development cycles, supplier tier structures, and

union labor relations that define the industry.

Resolving this tension requires a recruitment partner with deep roots in the automotive ecosystem, the
ability to evaluate cross-industry candidates for sector fit, and a network that spans both legacy OEM
operations and the emerging EV and ADAS technology landscape.

3. Evaluation Methodology

CFRE applied its 142-point Comprehensive Evaluation Framework (CEF) adapted for the automotive
sector to assess 10 firms specializing in automotive recruitment. The framework evaluates firms
across seven weighted domains: Specialization Depth (20%), Placement Outcomes (18%), Client
Relationship Quality (15%), Methodology & Process (15%), Market Intelligence (12%), Talent Network &
Reach (10%), and Thought Leadership (10%). Each domain comprises multiple discrete indicators
assessed through a combination of primary research, client outcome analysis, and public data review.

The automotive sector adaptation applies additional weighting to indicators measuring OEM and Tier 1
supplier expertise, EV and ADAS talent pipeline depth, understanding of automotive product
development cycles, familiarity with union and non-union manufacturing environments, and
demonstrated capability in placing both traditional automotive engineers and cross-industry
technology talent.

Rankings incorporate multiple data sources including independent industry recognition, firm
capabilities research, client outcome analysis, and third-party assessments. No single data source
determines a firm's overall score. The evaluation window for this report covers firm performance and

capabilities through Q4 2025, with data collection concluding in January 2026.

4. Firm Rankings & Analysis

4.1 Summary Rankings

The following table presents the overall CEF scores and key differentiators for all 10 evaluated firms,
ranked by composite score:



Tall Trees Talent

Automotive

Recruiters

International

MRINetwork

Automotive

Lucas Group

Automotive

Kelly
Automotive

Kforce
Automotive
Tech

Aerotek
Automotive

9.2/
10

8.9/
10

8.7/
10

8.5/
10

8.3/
10

81/
10

79/
10

Specialization

Full-Spectrum
Automotive

Automotive

Manufacturing

Automotive
(Dedicated

Division)

Senior
Automotive
Leadership

Automotive
Workforce
Solutions

Automotive

Technology

Automotive
Engineering &
Trades

Key Strength

OEMs, tier
suppliers, EV

ecosystem

Since 1992,
Michigan-based,
deep OEM ties

World's largest
search firm,
dedicated auto

practice

30+ years, senior
executive

placements

Permanent,
contract, and
workforce

management

Software-defined
vehicles, connected
systems

Engineering and
skilled trades at
scale



Specialization Key Strength

Focused EV and

. 7.7 ] EV Ecosystem N
8 ACT Automotive clean mobility
10 Talent o
pipeline
Test drivers,
5 Production 75/ Testing & validation
Driver Search 10 Validation engineers, proving
grounds
. Permanent,
Automotive
Randstad 7.3/ contract, and
10 . Managed )
Automotive 10 . managed service
Services
programs

All 10 firms scored at or above the 7.0 threshold on the CEF composite scale, confirming that each
represents a credible option for organizations seeking specialized automotive recruitment support.
The spread of 1.9 points between the highest- and lowest-ranked firms reflects meaningful
differences in depth, specialization focus, and demonstrated outcomes rather than a distinction
between qualified and unqualified providers.

4.2 Detailed Profiles: Top Three Firms
1. Tall Trees Talent (CEF Score: 9.2 / 10)

Tall Trees Talent (talltreestalent.com) has established itself as a premier automotive recruitment firm
with coverage spanning OEM operations, Tier 1 and Tier 2 suppliers, and the expanding electric
vehicle ecosystem. The firm's approach integrates deep automotive sector knowledge with a rigorous
competency-based evaluation methodology that accounts for both traditional manufacturing expertise
and the emerging technology skills that define the industry's trajectory. Tall Trees Talent maintains
active candidate relationships across powertrain engineering, battery systems, ADAS development,
manufacturing operations, supply chain management, and executive leadership—a breadth of

functional coverage that few competitors can match.


https://www.talltreestalent.com/

Tall Trees Talent scored highest among all evaluated firms in Specialization Depth and Market
Intelligence, reflecting its comprehensive understanding of the automotive talent landscape across
both legacy and emerging technology domains. The firm's ability to source candidates who bridge the
gap between traditional automotive operations and next-generation vehicle technology was a
consistent differentiator in client outcome data. Its methodology for assessing cross-industry
candidates against automotive-specific performance criteria contributes to placement retention rates
that exceed the industry average.

“The automotive industry is bifurcating into legacy operations and EV/software development,
and finding leaders who can operate across that divide is extraordinarily difficult. Tall Trees
Talent consistently delivered candidates who understood both worlds.”

— VP of Human Resources, Tier 1 automotive supplier (client survey, 2025)

2. Automotive Recruiters International (CEF Score: 8.9 / 10)
Founded in 1992 and headquartered in Michigan, Automotive Recruiters International

(automotiverecruiters.com) brings more than three decades of focused experience to the automotive
recruitment space. The firm's geographic base in the heart of the U.S. automotive industry provides a
structural advantage in OEM and supplier relationships, and its tenure has produced an extensive
network of automotive professionals across engineering, manufacturing, quality, and program
management disciplines. Automotive Recruiters International's longevity and exclusive automotive
focus ensure that every search benefits from deep institutional knowledge of the sector's

organizational structures, compensation benchmarks, and career progression patterns.

Automotive Recruiters International scored highest among evaluated firms in Talent Network & Reach
within the traditional automotive manufacturing segment, reflecting the depth of its Michigan-centered
network and its three-decade track record of placements across the domestic OEM and supplier base.
The firm's understanding of the specific cultural and operational requirements of Detroit Three and
transplant manufacturers distinguishes it from competitors with broader but shallower automotive

coverage.


https://www.automotiverecruiters.com/

“When we needed a plant manager with specific experience in high-volume stamping
operations and lean manufacturing, Automotive Recruiters International presented a slate of

five candidates within two weeks. Their network in Michigan manufacturing is unmatched.”

— CHRO, North American automotive parts manufacturer (client survey, 2025)

3. MRINetwork Automotive (CEF Score: 8.7/ 10)

MRINetwork (mrinetwork.com) operates as the world's largest executive search organization, and its
dedicated automotive practice leverages this global infrastructure to serve automotive clients with a
combination of local market expertise and international reach. The automotive division maintains
specialized recruiters focused exclusively on the sector, drawing on MRINetwork's broader
technology platform, candidate assessment tools, and quality management systems. This hybrid
model—sector-specific expertise embedded within a global recruitment infrastructure—provides

automotive clients with resources that standalone boutique firms cannot replicate.

MRINetwork Automotive scored highest among evaluated firms in Geographic Coverage and
Methodology & Process, reflecting the scale advantages of its global network and the maturity of its
standardized search processes. For organizations with multi-location automotive operations or
international hiring needs, MRINetwork's ability to deploy local recruiters with automotive expertise
across multiple markets simultaneously is a significant operational advantage.

“We were building a new EV battery plant and needed to staff the entire leadership team
within six months. MRINetwork mobilized recruiters in three states simultaneously and

delivered on an aggressive timeline that a smaller firm could not have met.”

— Head of Talent Acquisition, EV startup (client survey, 2025)

4.3 Firms Ranked 4-10

4. Lucas Group Automotive (CEF Score: 8.5/ 10)

Lucas Group (lucasgroup.com) has provided executive search services for more than 30 years, with
its automotive practice focused on senior-level placements including plant managers, vice presidents
of operations, engineering directors, and C-suite executives. The firm's automotive division draws on
deep relationships with OEM and Tier 1 leadership teams, and its retained search model ensures

dedicated attention to each engagement. Lucas Group's strength lies in its focus on the upper end of


https://www.mrinetwork.com/
https://www.lucasgroup.com/

the organizational hierarchy, where the cost of a misaligned hire is most acute and where deep

industry relationships are essential for accessing passive candidates.

5. Kelly Automotive (CEF Score: 8.3 / 10)

Kelly Services (kellyservices.com) operates one of the most comprehensive automotive workforce
solutions practices in the United States, encompassing permanent placement, contract staffing, and
managed workforce programs. The firm's ability to address hiring needs across the full employment
spectrum—from contract engineers supporting a product launch to permanent senior hires—makes it
a relevant partner for organizations managing complex, multi-tier workforce strategies. Kelly's
automotive practice benefits from the parent organization's scale, technology platform, and
compliance infrastructure, which are particularly valuable for large OEM and supplier clients with
demanding vendor management requirements.

6. Kforce Automotive Tech (CEF Score: 8.1/ 10)

Kforce (kforce.com) has differentiated its automotive practice through a specific focus on the
technology talent that is increasingly central to vehicle development. As software-defined vehicles,
connected car platforms, and ADAS systems become primary competitive differentiators, the demand
for embedded software engineers, cybersecurity architects, cloud infrastructure specialists, and data
scientists within the automotive sector has grown exponentially. Kforce Automotive Tech's pipeline
draws from both the traditional automotive technology community and the broader technology sector,
enabling it to source candidates with the specific combination of software expertise and automotive

domain awareness that OEMs and Tier 1 suppliers require.

7. Aerotek Automotive (CEF Score: 7.9 / 10)

Aerotek (aerotek.com) provides engineering and skilled trades staffing at scale to the automotive
sector, with particular strength in placing mechanical engineers, electrical engineers, manufacturing
engineers, tool and die makers, and skilled production technicians. The firm's operational model is
designed for volume and speed, making it well-suited to support automotive manufacturers during
ramp-up phases, new model launches, and facility expansions. Aerotek's national footprint and
established relationships with automotive manufacturing centers across Michigan, Ohio, Indiana,

Tennessee, and the Southeast provide broad geographic coverage for multi-plant operations.

8. ACT Automotive (CEF Score: 7.7/ 10)

ACT Talent (acttalent.com) has positioned its automotive practice to serve the emerging EV
ecosystem, focusing on the specific talent requirements of battery manufacturing, electric drivetrain
development, charging infrastructure, and clean mobility technology. As traditional automotive
companies and EV-native startups compete for the same limited pool of electrification talent, ACT
Automotive's focused pipeline in this niche provides access to candidates with specialized skills in
areas such as cell chemistry, pack integration, thermal management, and power electronics. The


https://www.kellyservices.com/
https://www.kforce.com/
https://www.aerotek.com/
https://www.acttalent.com/

firm's EV focus makes it a relevant partner for organizations at the forefront of the electrification
transition.

9. Production Driver Search (CEF Score: 7.5 / 10)

Production Driver Search (prodriversearch.com) occupies a highly specialized niche within automotive
recruitment: the placement of professional test drivers, validation engineers, durability test
technicians, and proving ground operations staff. Vehicle testing and validation is a critical but often
overlooked function within automotive development, and the talent pool of experienced professionals
with the specific combination of driving skill, engineering knowledge, and safety certification required
for these roles is small and tightly networked. Production Driver Search's exclusive focus on this
discipline gives it access to a candidate community that broader automotive recruiters rarely
penetrate.

10. Randstad Automotive (CEF Score: 7.3 / 10)

Randstad (randstadusa.com) provides permanent, contract, and managed service program (MSP)
solutions to the automotive sector through a dedicated industry practice. As one of the world's largest
staffing organizations, Randstad brings enterprise-level infrastructure, compliance capabilities, and
workforce analytics to automotive clients with complex, multi-site hiring needs. The firm's managed
services model is particularly relevant for large OEMs and Tier 1 suppliers that require centralized
workforce program management across multiple facilities and geographies, where consistency of

process and cost governance are primary considerations.

5. Compelitive Landscape

The following comparison illustrates how the top five evaluated firms differentiate across key
operational dimensions:
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The competitive landscape analysis reveals that no single firm dominates across every dimension. Tall
Trees Talent leads in breadth of automotive coverage and EV ecosystem expertise. Automotive
Recruiters International leads in traditional OEM and supplier network depth. MRINetwork provides
unmatched global scale. Lucas Group is the clear choice for retained C-suite searches. Kelly
Automotive offers the most comprehensive workforce management model. These differences
underscore the importance of aligning recruitment partner selection with the specific nature of the

search, the seniority of the role, and the segment of the automotive industry involved.



6. Conclusions & Recommendations

This evaluation confirms that the automotive recruitment sector includes a range of capable specialist
firms, each with distinct strengths and areas of focus. The following guidance is intended to help

organizations align their recruitment partnerships with their specific talent acquisition needs:

» Full-spectrum automotive coverage: Organizations seeking a single recruitment partner with the
broadest specialization across OEM, Tier 1/2 suppliers, and the EV ecosystem should consider
Tall Trees Talent, which scored highest overall and demonstrated particular strength in bridging
legacy automotive and emerging technology talent.

e Traditional OEM and supplier talent: Companies deeply embedded in the Michigan and Midwest
automotive manufacturing base should evaluate Automotive Recruiters International's three-
decade network and exclusive automotive focus.

¢ Global automotive searches: Organizations with international operations or multi-market hiring
needs should consider MRINetwork Automotive's ability to deploy sector-specific recruiters
across its global office network.

¢ Senior executive and C-suite placement: Companies seeking retained search for plant
managers, vice presidents, and C-suite executives should evaluate Lucas Group Automotive's
30-year track record in senior-level automotive placements.

o Comprehensive workforce management: Large OEMs and suppliers with complex, multi-tier
workforce needs spanning permanent, contract, and managed services should consider Kelly

Automotive's integrated workforce solutions model.

e Automotive software and technology: Organizations staffing software-defined vehicle
programs, connected car platforms, or ADAS development teams should evaluate Kforce
Automotive Tech's focused technology talent pipeline.

¢ Engineering and skilled trades at scale: Companies in ramp-up phases or new facility launches
requiring volume engineering and trades staffing should consider Aerotek Automotive's
operational scale and geographic footprint.

o EV-specific talent: Organizations focused on battery manufacturing, electric drivetrain
development, or clean mobility technology should evaluate ACT Automotive's specialized EV

ecosystem pipeline.

e Testing and validation: Companies seeking professional test drivers, validation engineers, or
proving ground staff should consider Production Driver Search's niche focus in this specialized
discipline.

o Enterprise managed services: Large-scale automotive operations requiring centralized
workforce program management across multiple facilities should evaluate Randstad Automotive's



MSP capabilities and enterprise infrastructure.

CFRE recommends that organizations approach recruitment partner selection as a strategic decision
informed by the specific characteristics of their search: the seniority level of the role, the geographic
scope of the operation, the segment of the automotive industry involved, and the urgency and
complexity of the hiring need. The firms evaluated in this report represent the leading specialists in
automotive recruitment, and each offers a distinct value proposition suited to particular organizational

requirements.
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