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he authors of this publication are deeply indebted to the many leaders of sector

initiatives who spent time, either by phone or on site, patiently explaining their work

to us. They shared their time and wisdom generously, and we hope we’ve been able
to reflect in this book the richness of what we learned from them. While we were not able to
include examples from every program in this publication, the range and depth of work that
we found in the field was an inspiration to us.

We are also grateful to a number of our colleagues who contributed to this publication.
Peace Bransberger and Allison Gerber were active members of the research team and
assisted in interviewing program leaders, organizing and conducting site visits, performing
background research, and generally supporting all aspects of the research that informs this
publication. Their willingness to take action whenever needed and to gather information was
critical to our ability to understand and document the breadth of programs’ experiences.

In researching and writing about the intersection of sector practice and public policy, we
turned to a number of external colleagues for advice and assistance. Jack Mills and Dexter
Ligot-Gordon of the National Network of Sector Partners provided a wealth of information
about state policy initiatives and current trends in thinking among policy makers, helping us
make many connections between sector work and public policy. Andy Van Kleunen of The
Workforce Alliance provided valuable feedback on the framework presented in the policy
chapter and helped us sharpen our thinking on the range of ways sector programs can become
involved in policy work.

We are particularly grateful to a number of colleagues who spent a day with us reviewing
and critiquing the original draft of this paper. They are John Colm, Angela Duran, Elaine
Edgcomb, Mark Elliott, Terri Feeley, Larry Good, Bruce Herman, Rebecca Hutchinson,
Eleanor Josaitis, Jack Litzenberg, Jack Mills, Eric Parker, Mary Pefia, Ray Prendergast, Karin
Uhlich and Andy Van Kleunen. Others who assisted us with reviews of early drafts of this
work include Phil Black, Andrew Brower, Sally Davis, Fred Dedrick, Carla Dickstein, Paul
Edwards, Jocelyn Gottlieb, Sarah Griffen, Steven Jackobs, Rebekah Lashman, Steve Redfield
and Abby Snay. We hope they will find this version much improved and see their experience
and advice reflected here.

We also thank our colleagues Colleen Cunningham, Carol Rugg and Jackie Orwick
for managing the editing, layout and design process for this book, and we thank Olmstead
Associates for the design work. We think they all have done an excellent job.

We are indebted to the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation for supporting this work, and
we are particularly appreciative of Senior Program Officer, Jack Litzenberg, for his vision
and leadership within the sector field these past two decades. Jack’s guidance, wisdom and
critiques were invaluable to us in developing this publication.

While it was not possible to include everything we learned, we hope this book conveys
the range and diversity of practice in the sector field today.

ii



s never before, today’s competitive economy requires an adaptable U.S. workforce
with skills well-suited to the needs of businesses. But for certain workers, today’s
workplace is a tough row to hoe. Often they don’t have the skills needed for high-

paying jobs. They struggle against language and other barriers. They are excluded by race and
gender from securing work in certain well-paying industries. And they find themselves, all
too often, in jobs without a career ladder or any real opportunity for advancement.

Despite that seemingly bleak picture, there are workforce development strategies in
place throughout the country that are successfully tackling these challenges. For more than
two decades, the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation has supported the approach detailed in
this publication, known as sectoral employment development. Such strategies aim to help
low-income workers find, keep and advance in good-paying jobs, while also improving the
regional economy by addressing labor market needs in targeted industry sectors.

Indeed, the first major attempt to document the sectoral approach was the Mott-funded,
Aspen Institute-produced publication, Jobs and the Urban Poor: Privately Initiated Sector
Strategies. That 1995 report examined how several workforce organizations across the
country were successfully using sector strategies to help low-income clients.

As the concept took hold and spread over time, various research and evaluation efforts
were able to identify some clear benefits it provided to both workers and employers. Today,
we see a number of federal, state and regional policies and initiatives that support the sector
strategy, and we find initiatives operating in a range of institutional settings across a variety
of industries throughout the country.

With this publication, we want to share with readers some sterling examples of successful
sector strategies, particularly those that are meeting the needs of low-income workers who
face daunting challenges in the labor market. In particular, we want to advance the notion that
the dual customer approach to workforce development — one that meets the needs of both
the worker and the employer — is the optimal approach. Sound sector strategies can enhance
the opportunity for the poor to find employment, retain employment and increase income, and
make the nation’s businesses more globally competitive. Sectoral employment development,
as evidenced in this publication, can help business fill the needs of the marketplace and help
low-skilled workers gain marketable skills and increase their earnings.

Still, we recognize that the field faces some challenges. More employers must be
convinced that their engagement pays dividends. Workforce intermediaries still need to
improve their communication with industry employers. Additional funding is needed for
regional labor market research and increasing skill enhancement opportunities.

Despite these challenges, we believe the sectoral employment development field holds
great promise. This is a strategy that, at its best, works hand-in-glove with businesses and can
improve their competitiveness. This is a strategy that is inclusive of workers who too often
are left behind. This is a strategy that can play a key role in improving the effectiveness of
regional economies by preparing workers to fully participate in the labor force of tomorrow.

Jack A. Litzenberg

Senior Program Olfficer
Charles Stewart Mott Foundation
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o produce this publication, AspenWSI created a research and writing team with deep
knowledge about sectoral strategies: Maureen Conway, director of AspenWSI, was
the lead researcher in 1997 on the Sectoral Employment Development Learning

Project (SEDLP). The project tracked long-term outcomes of participants in sector programs
and resulted in several reports, including a series of widely consulted program case studies.
Amy Blair, currently a senior consultant to AspenWSI, was a designer and researcher on
SEDLP, as well as other Aspen studies on sectoral strategies. Previously, she served as deputy
director of the Economic Opportunities Program at the Aspen Institute. Steven L. Dawson is
president of the Paraprofessional Healthcare Institute (PHI) in the South Bronx, New York,
which is cited in this publication as an innovative national sector program. PHI is the
nonprofit affiliate of Cooperative Home Care Associates, and with 45 staff now works on
sectoral long-term care workforce initiatives in more than a dozen states. Linda Dworak-
Muiioz is the former executive director of the Garment Industry Development Corporation, a
well-known sector project in New York City. She now serves as a senior consultant to
AspenWSI.

Dawson and Blair also were key contributors to the seminal 1995 report about the sector
field produced by the Aspen Institute, titled Jobs and the Urban Poor: Privately Initiated
Sector Strategies.
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hroughout the United States, workforce professionals, policy makers and

philanthropic funders are seeking new and innovative strategies that will help today’s

low-income, displaced and unemployed workers find better opportunities for work.
During the past decade, the notion of using sector-specific approaches that target specific
industries and seek to improve opportunities for workers, while simultaneously working to
build stronger regional economies, has taken root. While a decade ago, specific support for
sector strategies came largely from philanthropy, today an array of local, state and federal
government initiatives also support this approach.

Sector strategies are designed and implemented by a range of institutions and groups
working collaboratively to reach shared objectives. These include community- and faith-
based organizations, business and industry groups, community and technical colleges,
Workforce Investment Boards, worker advocacy groups, labor-management partnerships,
and others. Some of these operate initiatives focused on one target industry in a specific
geographical region; others work simultaneously in several industry sectors; a few take a
cross-regional or multi-site approach.

Given the broad expansion in the numbers of actors applying sector strategies and the range
of approaches at work, it is worth asking what the term “sector,” in the context of workforce
development, means today, and what sorts of concrete strategies are being used to improve
opportunities for low-wage workers in local labor markets. This publication provides a fresh
examination of what has grown into the sizeable field of sectoral employment development,
and, through a range of examples, offers insights into the key elements of “sector” practice. To
produce this publication, AspenWSI researchers spoke with more than 60 leaders of workforce
programs, all of whom use a sectoral approach for at least part of their work, and visited 13 sector
initiatives. The publication also was informed by a brief e-mail survey that elicited responses from
227 workforce organizations that reported using an industry-specific approach to their work. In
addition, the publication draws upon and is grounded in previous research on sector strategies
done by AspenWSI and colleagues in other organizations.

This publication speaks primarily to workforce professionals, telling the stories of
innovative sector programs that are among the most exciting, innovative and needed
workforce development initiatives in the country, and highlighting the components of their
work that illustrate key facets of a sector strategy. Policy makers and funders also will find
the content presented here of value as they design and fund programs and develop rules,
regulations and guidelines to support these approaches that deal with many of today’s most
pressing labor market issues.

This review of the goals and strategies of sector initiatives comes at a time of concern
in many local labor markets about the preparedness of the present and future workforce



to meet the needs of key industries. The accelerated pace of scientific, technological and
organizational innovation across almost all spheres of the economy means that, for many
industries, there is a demand for workers with a higher level of skill than ever before. At the
same time, growth in the share of workers with a post-high school education has slowed,
while many skilled workers are close to retirement. And so, with increasing frequency,
communities across the country are partnering with key businesses to identify and implement
solutions to “skills gaps” — or shortfalls of skilled workers — particularly at entry- and mid-
level career points.

Meanwhile, many studies demonstrate that the earnings of people who work in America
have diverged substantially during the past few decades, creating what is referred to as a
“wage gap” between high- and low-income earners. Furthermore, deep-rooted obstacles that
have long prevented equal access to quality jobs for people of color and women persist in
many industries.

In this context, sector approaches have been adopted as a means of improving “fit”
between worker and employer needs. On behalf of the low-income worker, sector strategies
address “supply-side” factors as well as the “demand-side” issues of employers, because good
jobs depend on strong businesses.

This in-depth look at the state of the sector field begins with a newly refined definition of
“sector” that presents it as a systems approach to workforce development.

Workforce programs are part of a larger set of actors that influence a region’s labor
market, and the resulting workforce outcomes are greatly influenced by how these other
actors operate. Thus, we define a “sector strategy” as a systems approach to workforce
development — typically on behalf of low-income individuals — that:

Targets a specific industry or cluster of occupations, developing a deep
understanding of the interrelationships between business competitiveness and the
workforce needs of the targeted industry;

Intervenes through a credible organization, or set of organizations, crafting
workforce solutions tailored to that industry and its region;

Supports workers in improving their range of employment-related skills, improving
their ability to compete for work opportunities of higher quality;

Meets the needs of employers, improving their ability to compete within the
marketplace; and

Creates lasting change in the labor market system to the benefit of both workers
and employers.

Some sector strategies are used to seize upon opportunities to promote access to jobs by
removing barriers to getting good jobs or to moving up into better jobs. In situations where
job quality is poor with respect to wages, benefits and working conditions, sector strategists
may focus on improving the quality of jobs.

In interviewing sector leaders, it became clear that utilizing a sector strategy does not
mandate any one particular approach or tactic. A range of tactics implemented by sector
initiatives are presented in the publication. These varying approaches address the particular
industry and community context for which each initiative specifically has been designed.



Even within individual programs, sector approaches often change over time to work in
tandem with dynamic labor markets.

Systems Change: A Practical Framework

The work of addressing the fundamental labor market issues related to access and job quality
in a way that creates greater inclusion of and opportunity for low-income workers requires
strategies that go beyond traditional vocational training and job placement programs. While
high-quality training programs are, in fact, an important part of almost any sector initiative,
they alone are not sufficient to resolve the myriad of personal and systemic obstacles that
low-income workers must overcome. As they have engaged in this work, sector professionals
have found that long-term, sustainable solutions usually require strategies designed to
overcome structural issues that hinder the achievement of their initiative’s mission. In

the field of sector, these strategies are sometimes referred to as “‘systems change.” This
publication provides a conceptual framework and specific examples of systems change work
in hopes of conveying, in practical and concrete terms, the significance of systems change
efforts. Through interviews and a survey of sector program leaders, AspenWSI researchers
found that sector initiatives engage in systems change activities in three spheres: industry
practices, education and training systems, and public policy. Sector initiatives use a wide
variety of tactics to change the way these systems operate with regard to the skills-gap, job
quality and inclusion of low-income workers. For example, sector programs may work to
encourage employers to offer health care benefits to workers, convince a local community
college to integrate basic education into vocational skills courses, or advocate for municipal
financing mechanisms that provide additional child-care supports for low-income workers.
This publication provides concrete examples of the types of strategies that sector initiatives
use to influence these three spheres. These examples demonstrate that systems change is often
driven by opportunities and may result from an organization having the necessary assets and
resources, in addition to being well positioned to implement strategies that promote the sector
initiative’s mission as opportunities arise.

Building the Practice: What Workforce Professionals Can Do

Building on the presentation of a framework for discussing systems change, this publication
describes how leaders of sector initiatives build relationships with employers and other key
actors in their regions and how the interplay of these relationships offers the opportunity to
promote change. It then turns to how sector initiatives develop strategies that are tailored to
the particular needs of their low-income constituents, bringing about changes that will help
them overcome barriers to obtaining and advancing in good jobs. Finally, the publication
explores the interaction of sector programs and their public policy context. In so doing,

we examine how recent policy changes have created more opportunity for sector work and
describe the range of ways that leaders of sector initiatives can promote a policy environment
that supports their work.

Working with Business

Across the workforce development field, professionals overwhelmingly recognize
the need to actively work with and deepen their relationships with the business
community. But exactly how to do that is an ongoing challenge. The “Working with
Business” chapter provides examples of the strategies sector initiatives use to learn
about and engage with businesses to promote their missions. The chapter begins with
a discussion of how program leaders select the industry or occupation they target and
the rationale for identifying the employers with whom they will work. It describes a



variety of activities that initiatives pursue in addition to training, including technical
services, industry research, human resource services, and convening and networking
activities. These services are not only of value to business, but also help sector leaders
develop ongoing relationships and information feedback loops that are vital to keeping
an initiative’s workforce development offerings current. Some sector initiatives are
innovating to gather compelling information describing the value that accrues to

the businesses they work with, and we describe examples of how documenting this
value enhances the credibility of workforce programs with employer customers. Most
sector initiatives develop relationships in which businesses are treated as customers,
but sometimes advocates for disadvantaged populations find that they need to take

a more aggressive approach to improve opportunities for their worker constituency.
Thus, the chapter also includes examples of strategies that initiatives have pursued to
improve working conditions and job quality in such circumstances. Finally, the chapter
examines some of the factors that influence the way in which an initiative may seek to
expand into additional industries and new regions.

Making it Work for Workers

Workforce development programs should target disadvantaged populations, work to
understand their needs, and develop specific services that enhance their success in
training and transitioning to work. This chapter emphasizes the critical importance

of balancing sector initiatives’ focus on business and industry needs with a deep
understanding of the needs and barriers of low-income populations. It argues that
because business is more likely to invest its own training dollars in higher-wage,
higher-skilled employees, public and philanthropically supported sector initiatives
should target lower-wage, lower-skilled workers. Yet, for these workers to succeed,
social supports, such as child care, transportation, counseling and other assistance,
often must be provided to them. While this is an area where programs struggle, in terms
of accessing adequate resources to meet need, we highlight examples of programs that
have found creative ways to deliver supportive services. And employment and earnings
outcomes show that this work is clearly worth the effort. Longitudinal research on
sector initiative graduates shows that they experience extremely positive employment
advancement and wage gains. This chapter concludes with a summary of these findings.

Public Policy and Sector Practice

This chapter begins by describing the rapidly expanding uptake of sector strategies by
federal, state and municipal agencies. The high profile of sector approaches creates a
number of opportunities for leaders of sector programs to engage productively with the
policy community. Indeed, in a number of places, policy makers are eager for practical
advice on how to design and fund sector approaches that will be effective in advancing
workers and meeting the needs of business.

While most policy interest in sector approaches stems from agencies active in
workforce development, sector leaders also describe opportunities in policy arenas
relating to human services, post-secondary and higher education, and industry
regulations and economic development. This chapter highlights examples of sector
leaders operating in these environments to promote policies that support their missions.
The chapter also provides practical resources and examples illustrating how sector
professionals work on policy issues both independently and in coalitions with others.



Conclusion

We conclude this publication by highlighting the field’s many accomplishments

and identifying some of the challenges that, if addressed, could help strengthen and
sustain the field going forward. We hope this publication adequately acknowledges

the tremendous progress achieved not only by individual initiatives, but also by the
institutions that have made investments in them. Yet, at the same time, it is important to
recognize that by addressing some key challenges, stronger sector initiatives can result,
thereby achieving positive results for workers and contributing to vibrant regional
economies. These challenges are clustered around four main issues:

With respect to serving low-income workers, many of whom need help
coordinating and obtaining supportive services while training and transitioning to work,
sector initiatives should focus on or partner with the social services system to make it
easier for clients to access and use benefits that can contribute to success. This is an
area of work that also needs coordinated support and attention from a range of public-
and private-sector agencies. In addition, to have the greatest impact, skills training
must lead to industry-recognized credentials and lay a foundation for participants to
continue their education. And finally, sector initiatives that lack experience working
with specific low-income groups must make a concerted effort to understand the needs
of disadvantaged populations and develop strategies to address them.

In the area of building organizational capacity, sector leaders need opportunities
both to gain more in-depth knowledge about their target industry and to learn from
their peers via ongoing forums where experiences and tools can be exchanged and
relationships built. Encouraging such learning opportunities among program leaders
can help ensure that programs in turn provide the highest-quality training to their
clients.

Monitoring and communicating results is challenging for the sector field partly
because initiatives operate in distinct industries, institutional settings and regions
with different worker populations, operating strategies and resources. Moreover,
programs seeking to create “systems change” aren’t likely to be able to demonstrate
outcomes that can be tracked in a database. As a result, programs should be encouraged
by investors to report on a range of activities and outcomes — both large and
small, as well as qualitative and quantitative — as a better gauge of effectiveness.
Additionally, investors should encourage program leaders to acquire, and provide them
with, technical and financial resources sufficient to develop effective management
information systems. Such tools and training will help programs compile and use a
variety of data that can guide ongoing work and better report results.

Finally, financing sector work is complicated when programs engage educational
institutions, human services providers, businesses and others to create the overall
package of services that make up their sector strategy. Securing stable financing to
provide this array of services, delivered by multiple entities, clearly is a challenge. At
the same time, sector initiatives should carefully consider the range of constituencies
that derive benefit from their work and seek reasonable contributions from them as part
of a sustainability strategy.

As we look across the workforce development landscape, we see great promise in the sector
approach. Already there is ample evidence that:

innovative sector models used in industries throughout the country are helping



disadvantaged job seekers obtain quality employment and low-wage workers advance
into better-quality jobs;

sector initiatives are providing solutions to some of the most pressing issues impacting
local and regional economies;

informed businesses and industry advocates are joining sectoral employment
development partnerships; and

governments at all levels — from the U.S. Department of Labor to states, such as
Washington, Michigan, Pennsylvania and Massachusetts, to cities, such as Chicago —
are developing policies and/or projects that utilize a sector approach.

In many cases, what has helped bolster this work has been a group of grant-makers — the
Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, the Ford Foundation and the Annie E. Casey Foundation,
chief among them — that have both grasped the concept early and appreciated the need for
flexible funding to conduct systemic change efforts.

And yet, for all the promise this approach holds and progress experienced to date, more
still needs to be done in terms of experimentation, adoption and adaptation.

Exactly how the sector approach might evolve remains open. What is clear is that the
professionals who can develop and implement quality sector initiatives — and the investors
who support their work — are well positioned to play a key role in training workers for
tomorrow’s economy, helping employers secure the kinds of workers they need, and helping
regions re-orient their economy such that workers and employers end up winners.



ector strategies” improve job opportunities for workers while meeting the needs of

employers. They do so by improving the “fit” between workers and employers — not

only by building the skills of workers, but also by changing how the employment
system itself meets the needs of those workers.

Bill Duncan, then executive director of the Mountain Association for Community
Economic Development (MACED), first used the term “sector strategies” in the 1980s to
describe efforts to improve the quality of jobs for MACED’s low-income constituents within
Kentucky’s timber industry. Later, in 1995, the Aspen Institute published Jobs and the Urban
Poor: Privately Initiated Sectoral Strategies, the first review of how several workforce
organizations across the country had successfully employed sector strategies on behalf of
low-income people.

Since that time, the term “sector” has taken root more broadly: Foundations that fund
workforce development accept it as a useful frame; state workforce agencies apply it in
creating new funding streams; and the U.S. Department of Labor uses the term, and the
concept behind it, particularly in its “High Growth Initiatives” demonstration programs. And,
as it has received more widespread acceptance, “sector strategies” have been used to improve
the job prospects of not only low-income workers, but also other types of workers.

This publication speaks directly to workforce professionals — those who work in
nonprofit organizations, Workforce Investment Boards, unions, employer associations and
community colleges — that is, anyone whose job it is to improve the capacity of workers
to enter into and/or advance in their employment. And, while this publication specifically
addresses workforce professionals whose constituents are low-income or facing other
employment barriers, these stories of successful sector strategies should also interest a wide
range of workforce and economic development professionals and funders.

AspenWSI researchers spoke with more than 60 leaders of workforce programs, all
of whom use a sectoral approach for at least part of their work. Many of their stories are
recounted here with the hope of showing how they have not only expanded opportunities for
low-income workers, but also worked toward a stronger regional economy. We believe that
the sector strategists you will read about here are undertaking some of the most exciting,
successful and needed workforce development initiatives in the country.



The Workforce Challenge: At one city’s major airport, most of the better jobs require
applicants to pass a computerized exam to be eligible for a security badge. Unfortunately, no
non-native English speakers applying for these jobs were able to pass the exam.

The Sector Solution: A community-based organization (CBO), working to help various
immigrant workers find jobs, took on this challenge. The CBO worked with the Airport
Authority and an academic specialist to review the exam, as well as to shadow security
personnel to better understand the job. Together, the CBO and the Airport Authority then
designed a course to help individuals develop the specific language and test-taking skills
needed to pass the exam.

The director of the CBO was then able to report, “The course is designed to help
immigrant populations understand some of the jargon and language issues that have made
this exam difficult for them, as well as the specifics of computer-based exams. We’ve
seen our constituents’ pass rate go from zero to about 98 percent.”

The Workforce Challenge: A community college program leader began work with a local
municipality to help the city “grow its own supervisors” by providing occupational training
and career ladder opportunities for utility, street maintenance and solid waste employees.
However, in meeting with the city managers to design the training program, program leaders
discovered the city’s regulations stipulated that only employees with a high school diploma
qualify for the city’s tuition reimbursement benefits.

The Sector Solution: The municipality’s maintenance staff joined with the community
college program leader to meet with the mayor to discuss the regulations. The mayor
agreed to support a change in policy, allowing a wide variety of entry-level city
employees to qualify for tuition reimbursement and pursue advancement opportunities.
The community college program leader noted, “It’s not a controversial change; it just
wasn’t recognized as a problem before.”

The Workforce Challenge: A Workforce Investment Board (WIB), having identified health
care careers as a significant and growing employment sector in its local area, recognized that
the sector is also one in which low-wage incumbent workers have difficulty advancing, due
to requirements for formal credentials and difficulties in obtaining those credentials, while
working full time.

The Sector Solution: The WIB spearheaded an initiative to help incumbent health care
workers advance. Working collaboratively with an industry consortium made up of the
largest local hospital, the union representing health care workers, and the community
college, the WIB founded an employer-based, one-stop center focusing on health care
careers. Early in the project, responsibility for managing the center was shifted to the
local union, as all felt this would facilitate long-term sustainability and success of the
work. The project has addressed numerous issues related to access to training, including
the time and place at which community college courses can be offered, raising awareness
among workers regarding the variety of advancement paths within the hospital system,
and systematically linking training to promotions and advancement. The project was
eventually extended to include outreach to low-income housing residents to meet the
need for new employees at the hospital. The WIB has valued the flexibility that all

the project partners have brought to this effort and maintained over time, noting, “Just
because something is in writing doesn’t mean it can’t be changed.”



orkforce professionals help workers find, keep and advance in jobs. Their

constituents are unemployed workers, as well as incumbent workers hoping to climb

a career ladder. Workforce professionals also aim to help businesses find or develop
the skilled people they need to succeed in an increasingly competitive marketplace. Sector
strategies simultaneously address two sides of the employment equation — the “supply side”
that must produce skilled, employment-ready labor (through training, job coaching,
counseling, case management, etc.) and the ‘““demand side” that creates and shapes
opportunities for workers to use their skills and be compensated for their work. This work
takes on critical importance when one considers the workforce challenges this nation faces.
(See box on page 10.)

Sector programs seek to influence how the two sides of the labor equation interact
to affect workers’ employment experiences and outcomes. On the “supply side,” sector
programs employ a range of strategies to prepare workers for employment opportunities.

On the “demand side,” sector programs seek to ensure opportunities to work are available to
their constituency, which means promoting the competitiveness of businesses so that work
opportunities are available and addressing issues of how those opportunities can be accessed
by low-income, minority or other disadvantaged worker groups.

The work of sector programs often goes beyond working with individual workers and
businesses. A range of other institutional players as well as industry, education and policy
factors influence how skills-development opportunities for workers become available inside
and outside the workplace, and how businesses choose to operate. Thus, sector strategies also
address challenges that affect workers’ employment opportunities which, while beyond the
scope of “supply and demand,” are nevertheless a part of an industry’s labor market “system.’
These challenges typically receive much less attention, in part because they are so difficult to
identify and address. They are also very difficult to describe and discuss. Organizations rarely
describe the goals and outcomes of their work in terms of changes to a system.

This publication describes a wide variety of approaches that sector initiatives have taken
toward creating change within a variety of systems that affect employment experiences. It
describes how leaders of sector initiatives build relationships with employers and other key
actors in their regions, and how the interplay of these relationships offers the opportunity to
promote change. In particular, this publication focuses on how these initiatives meet the needs
of lower-income workers who face daunting challenges to advancement in today’s labor
market. The publication also reviews how policy has created more opportunity for sector
work, and discusses the range of ways that leaders of sector initiatives can promote a policy
environment that supports their work. The publication concludes with a number of challenges
the field still faces, but also emphasizes the notable strides that have been made. First,
however, we begin with a discussion of a newly refined definition of “sector,” which reflects
current practices and objectives of the strategy.
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Workforce development today plays an ever more critical role for the U.S. economy. In a
2003 report, The Aspen Institute identified significant workforce-related challenges to the
nation’s ability to grow and prosper. These include:*

A Skills Gap: Productivity has been boosted by technology but also has increased demand
for skilled workers. During the past 20 years, the share of workers with post-high school
education increased by 19 percent; however, during the next 20 years, the increase is
projected to be only 4 percent.

A Wage Gap: There are many statistics that demonstrate that the earnings of people

who work in America have diverged substantially during the past few decades. To pick
one, among full-time male workers, those who are in the top 10 percent of the income
distribution have seen their earnings rise by about 30 percent since the 1970s, while those
who are in the bottom 10 percent of the earnings distribution have experienced a

20 percent decline in their real wages.

The report points out that, unless addressed, these gaps present “problems [that] will
threaten our productivity and growth, our international competitiveness, and, potentially,
even our very cohesiveness as a nation. And they tend to reinforce each other. Labor and
skill shortages both hurt industry and increase the gap between the haves and have-nots.
An inadequate, ill-equipped workforce could lead wages to stagnate and make businesses
less competitive. If immigrants increasingly occupy the lowest tier of service work, they
will become an increasingly isolated segment of society. And firms will increasingly
locate abroad to find skilled and unskilled workers they need to compete effectively on
the world stage.”

The likelihood of future skills shortages, and what this will mean at the national level,
is a hotly debated topic. At local and regional levels, however, it is clearer that a skilled
workforce is critical to maintaining and improving quality of life. A skilled labor force is
considered a primary factor in the location decisions of firms in a wide variety of industries
as well as a challenge faced by industries that are by necessity rooted in place (e.g., health
care, public safety services). If businesses cannot find the skilled workers they need at their
current location, they essentially have three options. They can have high skilled work done
by people from outside the region, either by outsourcing the work or recruiting workers from
other locations. They can move their operations to locations with an appropriately skilled
workforce. Or they can organize their work and workplaces so that fewer skilled workers
are needed and rely instead on low-cost labor. None of these choices is good for the overall
economic health and quality of life in individual communities.
*Grow Faster Together, or Grow Slowly Apart: How Will America Work in the 21st Century? A report authored by David
Ellwood and based on the work and discussions of the Domestic Strategy Group, a bi-partisan group of leaders from the realms
of academia, journalism, business, labor and government. The report discusses a third gap — a worker gap — pointing out that

during the next 20 years, the U.S. native-born workforce is projected to grow by O percent. All net growth in the labor force will
come from immigration.

Since the term “sector” first entered the workforce development world approximately 25
years ago, various workforce organizations have struggled to define it, with little widespread
acceptance. In 2001, a communications firm working with a set of organizations seeking to
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encourage greater adoption of the sector approach recommended that the term be abandoned
all together: It seemed to mean too many different things to too many different stakeholders
for it to be useful.

Since then, the term “sector” has gained more widespread acceptance, and it seems clear
that the concept has value and is worth keeping. But what, exactly, does it mean? When
AspenWSI first began researching sector work years ago, particular organizations were
sought out that could be classified as “sector” organizations. As the field has grown, however,
this approach has not proven useful. Is an agency a “sector organization” if it works deeply
in not just one but several sectors, or if it employs a sectoral strategy in some parts of the
organization but works more broadly in others?

In researching this publication, it was determined that “sector” is not a particular type of
organization at all. Instead, the underlying premise here is that sector is a systems approach
to workforce development work that considers how an industry’s labor market functions from
the perspective of low-income individuals. Taking a “systems approach” can be understood
in very practical terms. If a workforce professional’s goal is to help constituents get jobs that
will improve their economic situation, then the professional will likely need to consider more
than just what happens in a training program.

Examining an industry through a workforce lens, a workforce professional can begin
to identify other factors that may present barriers to better employment for low-income
workers. Some of these might include how freely information about job openings circulates
or how a particular industry’s hiring process is organized. Perhaps more formal education or
a credential is a prerequisite for advancement, and yet barriers might exist for constituents
to access educational institutions. Issues of physical location or timing and predictability of
shifts might affect access to both education and jobs. The list will likely include factors both
small and large, both the relatively easy to change and the nearly impossible.

Workforce programs are part of a larger set of actors that influence a region’s labor
market, and the resulting workforce outcomes are greatly influenced by how these other
actors operate. Thus, a “sector strategy” is defined as a systems approach to workforce
development — typically on behalf of low-income individuals — that:

Targets a specific industry or cluster of occupations, developing a deep understanding of
the interrelationships between business competitiveness and the workforce needs of the
targeted industry;

Intervenes through a credible organization or set of organizations, crafting workforce
solutions tailored to that industry and its region;

Supports workers in improving their range of employment-related skills, improving
their ability to compete for work opportunities of higher quality;

Meets the needs of employers, improving their ability to compete within the
marketplace; and

Creates lasting change in the labor market system to the benefit of both
workers and employers.

While sectoral strategies can be used to benefit any group of constituents — and thus,
hopefully, this publication will be of value to many — sectoral strategies are of particular
value to workforce professionals helping low-income workers and other individuals who face
employment barriers. Sectoral initiatives are typically funded in large part by foundations and
public agencies, and these funders have a special interest in and responsibility for ensuring
that sector strategies benefit those individuals most in need of assistance.
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In attempting to understand a local industry as part of a system and also viewing it through
the lens of the workers within a particular industry, it becomes clearer that a wide variety

of “moving parts” either benefits or hampers a particular constituency. However, all of the
intricacies of an entire industry do not need to be understood in order to change just one part
of it. For example:

A workforce program trains and places low-income individuals to work as tellers in a city’s
expanding financial district. The banks in that district require a criminal background check,
which is reasonable but problematic because all of the banks contract with a single agency to
perform the checks, which take four to six weeks to complete. The long delay results in many
of the program’s best trainees losing interest and dropping out.

The workforce program does a great job of training its constituents for these jobs, but

the “system” is not working well for them. So, the program leader meets with the trade
association of the banks and points out the problem. Together they craft a simple solution:
identify the services of another agency, one that completes the background checks within
five business days. The trade association makes this recommendation to its members, the
city’s three largest banks agree to change service providers, and others follow suit. The
system is changed.

An industry’s employment “system’ can include the formal education system, organized
labor, trade associations, the regulatory environment, the state’s workforce development system,
and certainly employers themselves. How each acts and how they interact with one another, all
impact how low-income individuals are either welcomed or not into a particular labor market.
The success of a workforce professional pursuing a sectoral strategy, or partnering with others to
pursue a sectoral strategy, depends on the development over time of three factors:

Organizational assets, or how much knowledge and expertise and how many services
an organization possesses. The more value a workforce organization can provide to
other labor market stakeholders, the more likely it is to be able to leverage change. Of
course, for workforce professionals, knowledge of how to train and support workers is
likely to be their main value within the system. Yet over time, they should be building
other “assets,” such as knowledge about industry trends and expertise in securing public
training funds for businesses in a sector that will increase the likelihood that other
industry stakeholders will want to work with them.

Position within the industry. An employment system is populated by many different
stakeholders — the employers and employer associations, the workforce development
system, the education system, organized labor, and state and local government agencies,
to name a few. The more known and trusted a workforce organization is within that
system — that is, the more the organization is in direct relationship with other key

actors — the more effective it can be in promoting change. Conversely, if a workforce
organization is perceived as representing only one part of the system, it is unlikely to gain
trust and likely to be less effective at promoting change.

Financial resources. Of course, the more money a workforce organization has, the more
it will be able to convert financial resources into organizational assets that will be valued
by an industry. These types of assets include knowledgeable staff, lines of service,

and strong organizational management infrastructure and capacity, among others. But
financial resources include not only the funds an organization has on hand, but also its
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capacity to raise or earn an ever stronger and more stable financial base into the future. In
a very important way, the strength of an organization’s financial resources is an important
measure of how much stakeholders and funders value the organization’s work.

It is important to recognize that sector is not the only successful “systems approach” to
improving job opportunities for low-income people. For example, the living wage campaigns
across America (led primarily by ACORN, a national network of community organizations)
represent a very powerful example of a systems approach. Tens of thousands of low-income
workers have benefited from this strategy, which requires private businesses contracting to
provide goods and services to public agencies to adhere to a minimum “living wage” floor
for their workers. While not sectoral, this is still “systems change” — not for a particular
industry, but rather for all low-wage workers contracted by a governmental unit.

An important distinction also exists between sectoral strategies and “cluster”
strategies. Since the two are similar, they often are confused with one another, yet they
derive from two different fields. “Sector” is an employment concept, while “cluster” is an
economic development concept. In a sense, they mirror each other: sector is an employment
strategy that has economic ramifications; cluster is an economic strategy that has employment
ramifications. If approached thoughtfully, each can strengthen the other.

One commonly accepted definition of a “cluster” is that it “is a spatially limited
critical mass ... of companies that have some type of systemic relationships to one another
based on complementarities or similarities.” That is, there is no inherent employment
strategy embedded in the cluster concept. Instead, the primary goal of a cluster strategy
is to strengthen the “critical mass of companies,” which may or may not improve the job
opportunities for any particular group of workers.

Therefore, using a workforce lens, a sectoral strategy could be designed to work in
tandem with a cluster strategy to both strengthen a region’s economy and improve job
opportunities for low-income workers. For example:

The biotechnology industry is a growing sector that has attracted the interest of

many communities across the U.S. These communities may offer biotechnology
companies concessions and preferential treatment in the form of tax abatements, public
infrastructure, streamlined permitting, etc., with the goal of encouraging the creation of
a biotechnology “cluster” in the region. The intent of public investment in this cluster
would be to support development of new jobs, an increased tax base, and enhanced
regional prosperity.

One of the drawbacks to this approach, however, is that without a concomitant plan to
prepare existing residents, who may lack the skills needed in this industry, they could
miss out on the resulting economic benefit. As the economy expands, the cost of living
(especially housing) may rise. Meanwhile the biotechnology companies are likely to
recruit nationally and even internationally to fill skilled positions and may even cast a
broad net, in geographic terms, when recruiting for less-skilled support or production
positions, providing relatively few job opportunities for current residents. Thus, while
the new businesses may be successful, the economic circumstances of existing residents
actually could deteriorate.

T Stuart A. Rosenfeld, Just Clusters: Economic development strategies that reach more people and places, Regional Technology
Strategies, Inc., September 2002; available from http://www.aspenwsi.org/publications/04-062.pdf; Internet.
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In comparison, a sector perspective would take the view of the worker and attempt to
devise a strategy that would leverage this new growth to benefit existing unemployed
and under-employed residents. For example, Skyline Community College in San
Mateo, Calif., collaborated with a number of other agencies and leading biotechnology
companies to create a bio-manufacturing certificate program designed to open
opportunities to area residents who might otherwise not find a pathway into this
growth industry. Within the college, the Center for Workforce Development and the
Science, Math and Technology Division partner to deliver instruction toward the bio-
manufacturing certificate. Other collaborating partners include:

The San Mateo County Human Services Agency, which provides support services to
participants;

The San Mateo County Workforce Investment Board, which provides screening
services and assesses student skills;

The Opportunities Industrialization Center West (OICW), which provides
remediation skills in English and math, as well as employment readiness;

The San Mateo County Central Labor Council, which coordinates the program.

Established in 2003, the initial target population for this program was displaced baggage
handlers who had lost their jobs in a wave of layoffs at nearby San Francisco Airport.
The program has since expanded to include a wider range of low-income workers.
Candidates must be residents of California and enroll in the Workforce Investment Act
(WIA) Program through a San Mateo County Peninsula Works One Stop Career Center.
As of October 2006, 160 students had enrolled in the 12-week certificate program. Of the
153 who completed it, 135 took full-time jobs. The average starting wage for certificate
holders is $18.89 an hour.

The distinctions here, between employment strategies and economic strategies, are
important, even though they are entirely complementary. In particular, employment strategies
require a distinct knowledge base about what helps to create skilled workers who are
prepared for good jobs. This is the core expertise that sector strategists can bring to the other
stakeholders within a region — an expertise that economic development professionals may
not have and one that should not be underestimated. It encompasses not only knowledge of a
range of teaching and training techniques, but also experience in helping businesses identify
the specific types of occupational and “soft” skills they need in their workers.

In addition, sector strategists also understand the life situations of low-income workers
and how to help those individuals develop strategies and access supports so that their personal
and family lives can be effectively managed while they participate in training and transition
to work. This is a very complex set of skills, which benefits not only workers, but also the
employers who hire them.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that, without a strong voice representing the interests
of low-income workers, the “rising tide” of economic development may not in fact “raise
all boats.” As previously noted, low-income workers typically have not benefited from the
economic growth that this country has enjoyed during the past few decades. And minority
Americans, particularly African Americans, continue to face discrimination by employers (see
sidebar). At the national level, this has led to a society that is by all accounts more divided.
Therefore, a sector strategist who has an eye on how low-income workers can benefit from
economic development investments can contribute to strategies that will return maximum
public benefits. Designing investments such as these, which support the competitiveness of
both workers and business, will afford communities the greatest potential to flourish.
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While issues associated with race and racial discrimination receive far less explicit public
attention today than in recent decades, workforce program leaders, many of whom work
closely with minority jobseekers and workers, regularly point out that a critical part of
their work continues to be helping minority job-seekers get jobs in and adjust to all — or
mostly — white workplaces. Research conducted by Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil
Mullainathan highlighted how race, specifically being African-American, negatively
affected job applicants’ chances of being invited by employers to interview for a range of
jobs advertised in Chicago and Boston metropolitan area newspapers.?

Their report on this work begins with Council of Economic Advisors statistics noting
“significant racial inequality in the U.S. labor market.” African Americans are twice as
likely as whites to be unemployed, and they earn nearly 25 percent less when they are
employed. Using a rigorous and carefully documented research protocol, Bertrand and
Mullainathan sent nearly 5,000 resumes on behalf of fictitious job-seekers with “African
American- or white-sounding” names to more than 1,300 different employers in the
Boston and Chicago areas. Resumes were sent in response to ads published for jobs in a
range of occupations. The researchers reported that, “white names received 50 percent
more call-backs for interviews,” and a “White name yields as many more call-backs as
an additional eight years of experience on a resume.” They also found that higher quality
resumes, meaning those listing things like an e-mail address, more work experience,
fewer employment gaps, and computer skills, while yielding higher call-back rates for
both African Americans and whites, yielded lower returns for African Americans. They
concluded that: “Differential treatment by race still appears to be prominent in the U.S.
labor market.”

In another carefully conducted study, Devah Pager, a sociologist at Northwestern
University, sent two teams of 23-year-old college students — one team of two black
students and one team of two white students — to apply for a range of jobs in the
Milwaukee area. Within each team, one member would randomly be assigned to having
a criminal record as part of his resume. After analyzing the results of 350 applications for
jobs, Pager finds, “Among blacks without criminal records, only 14 percent received call-
backs, relative to 34 percent of white noncriminals ... In fact, even whites with criminal
records received more favorable treatment (17 percent) than blacks without criminal
records (14 percent)” and concludes, “race continues to play a dominant role in shaping
employment opportunities, equal or greater than the impact of a criminal record.””

While the central goal of a sector strategy is improving access to good jobs or improving the
quality of jobs for low-income workers, the strategy simply cannot succeed, in a lasting way,

unless the businesses that employ those workers are themselves strong, well-managed and
profitable. For example:

2 Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan, “Are Emily and Greg More Employable than Lakisha and Jamal? A Field
Experiment on Labor Market Discrimination,” University of Chicago Graduate School of Business, June 20, 2004.

3 Devah Pager, “The Mark of a Criminal Record,” American Journal of Sociology 108, no. 5 (March 2003): 957-958.
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A workforce development organization might wish to improve the quality of nursing
home jobs across the state. These jobs tend to be low-paying with few benefits, and yet
they are a mainstay of income for many low-income women in the region.

One path (not recommended) could be to simply petition the health department to require all
nursing homes to provide health insurance to their staff. Unfortunately, most nursing homes
are dependent primarily on state and federal funding. They cannot simply raise their prices
whenever costs increase. Therefore, while some of the larger nursing home chains might be
able to afford health insurance, many other homes would be forced to lay off staff or close
entirely — a bad outcome for the nursing homes, the workers and the residents.

Instead, a more thoughtful sectoral strategy would work in concert with the nursing
home industry — in addition to consumer groups and organized labor — to help pass
legislation to increase reimbursements tied directly to improving staff pay and benefits.
Higher pay and benefits have been documented to reduce turnover, a benefit to employers
that improves continuity of care for nursing home residents. In this second scenario,
workers, consumers and employers would all benefit.

During the past few years, workforce professionals have been challenged to think of their
organizations as having two equal (dual) customers: the workers they train and the businesses
who hire their trainees. Some sectoral initiatives, particularly those that are co-led by both
business and labor leaders, have found this “dual customer” construct very powerful.

Other sectoral strategists use a “constituent/customer” framework in which their
constituency is the low-income workers they serve and the customers are the employers
whose labor and business needs must be met. Similarly, within this framework, the sectoral
strategist must absolutely understand and meet the needs of employers, because good jobs
depend on strong businesses.

At the same time, for many sector strategists, the “constituent/customer” framework
describes well the values that attract them to this work and guides the decision-making,
creativity and trade-offs that they must make each day. Maximizing one economic factor
while also satisfying an array of other factors is a time-honored tradition in the business
world: Microsoft manages many factors, from labor to technology, but the company’s core
business strategy has been to maximize market share. A local auto mechanic probably has
many worries, but ultimately his decisions are likely to be based primarily on maximizing
cash-flow.

Similarly, the sector strategist has to manage an array of factors — meeting employers’
needs, satisfying program investors, and keeping local political leaders happy — but the
“compass” that directs his or her choices will remain, “How can I create more employment
opportunities for my constituents?”” This does not in the least weaken the “win-win” construct
in which businesses (as the prime customers) must be strengthened by any successful sectoral
strategy. It does, however, help define the sector strategy as considering both supply and
demand factors on behalf of the low-income worker.
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Employing a “sector approach” to workforce development does not dictate a particular type
of organizational vehicle, strategy, or set of tactics:

Various organizational settings: A wide variety of organizations may employ a sectoral
strategy — a training-based community organization, a Workforce Investment Board,
a workforce advocacy organization, a community college. Each could be a vehicle

that initiates a sectoral plan. In some industries, sectoral strategists have even created
new enterprises with the express purpose of being a “yardstick corporation,” modeling
how to create a viable business that provides good jobs. Labor unions also have a
longstanding role and many strengths with respect to sector work. Their renewed

focus on organizing low-wage workers has resulted in programs designed to improve
employment opportunity in the health care, child-care and hospitality industries.

Within a single region, differing types of organizations may play complementary sectoral
roles. For example, in Milwaukee, the Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership (a
workforce services provider) is working with the Service Employees International
Union (labor union), child-care centers and home-care providers (employers) to create a
Professional Employer Association (enterprise) to provide health insurance to child-care
and home-care workers.

Several sectors: A single organization can pursue opportunities in several sectors
simultaneously, offering the benefit of diversifying risk while also providing different
employment opportunities for a wider range of their low-income constituents. For
example, Capital IDEA in Austin, Texas, pursues sectoral strategies in health care,
high-technology, education and energy industry occupations. Working with a range of
employers and education providers and offering different types of programs, Capital
IDEA’s approach has led to a variety of careers for its low-income constituents who have
varying interests and skills.

Other organizations concentrate their work in a single sector in order to focus their
resources on a sizeable industry and/or to become an important actor within an
industry’s regional labor market. For example, Primavera Services in Tucson, Ariz.,
has pursued training, enterprise development, and policy strategies — all focused on
improving job quality for workers in the day labor industry.

Access or reform: Many industries provide very good careers, yet in some industries,
too many barriers exist for low-income people to gain easy access to existing jobs or to
be promoted up career ladders. Therefore, some sectoral strategists focus on industries
where they remove barriers to getting good jobs or to moving up into better jobs. For
example, WIRE-Net in Cleveland, Ohio, works exclusively to remove barriers to high-
quality manufacturing occupations. Other industries offer jobs in which low-income
people already have access, but in which job quality is typically quite poor. Therefore,
other sectoral strategists focus on industries where they attempt to improve the quality
of jobs. For example, the Restaurant Opportunities Center works to improve wages,
benefits and working conditions in restaurant jobs in New York City.

Some sectors, such as the health care industry, offer opportunities to pursue both
“access” and “reform” paths, for example, strategies to remove barriers to high-quality
nursing jobs and strategies to improve the quality of low-wage paraprofessional jobs.
Sectoral strategists pursue an access or reform approach depending on a range of factors,
including employment conditions in a particular industry, the level of preparation of
their constituents for employment, and their own resources.
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Geographic choices: Most sectoral initiatives studied for this publication target a defined
region or single state, e.g., Focus:HOPE in Detroit, Mich.; Skyline Community College
in San Mateo, Calif.; and the Southern Good Faith Fund in Arkansas. However, others
are multi-site, and cross regions; e.g., the Southwest Center for Economic Integrity
works on initiatives to improve conditions for day laborers in Tucson, Phoenix and
Albuquerque, and the Paraprofessional Healthcare Institute (PHI) employs strategies
at the local, multi-regional and national levels to improve job quality for direct-care
workers in long-term care, thereby contributing to the provision of high-quality, cost-
effective services to long-term care consumers.

Multiple Tactics: Perhaps most importantly, a sector strategy does not mandate any
one particular approach or tactic. Viewing a sector through a low-income worker lens,
multiple challenges and leverage points might appear — and, thus, a variety of tactics
might be employed — which is what makes this strategy so endlessly inventive.

For example, if public policy is a constraint to job quality, then a sector strategist might
form a coalition with key stakeholders to change the legislative or regulatory framework.
If a “race to the bottom™ in employment standards is occurring among local employers,
other strategists might identify a few “high-road” businesses and with them devise

a public education strategy that might both improve jobs and help those high-road
businesses build market share. In industries where there are no “high-road” employers,
some sector strategists have created their own enterprises to prove to the industry that it
is possible to compete while also providing good jobs.

Finally, it is important to remember that both the “demand” and the “supply” side of the
labor market equation are equally important. High-quality training and other employee
supports will almost always be an essential element of any successful sectoral strategy.
The labor market system may indeed need to be changed to better fit the employee, but
low-income workers will always require high-quality support in order to be of greater
value in the labor market.

This publication describes a range of sectoral strategies pursued by a variety of programs

in different industries and economic environments. The next chapter begins, however, by
exploring various organizations’ experiences effecting changes, including a few examples that
are large in scope and many others that are more incremental. These examples show how the
leaders of sectoral organizations look through a workforce lens into their chosen industries
and promote changes that improve the job prospects of their low-income constituents.
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“Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes. It is a framework for
seeing interrelationships rather than things, for seeing patterns of change
rather than static snapshots.

...every change process that I’ve seen that was sustained and that spread has
started small .... In case after case, the change effort begins small, and as it
takes hold, networks form that carry change into wider groups.”

— Peter Senge

“They say that time changes things, but you actually have to change
them yourself.”

— Andy Warhol

Read this chapter if you want to learn more about ...

Systems change as an important part of a sector strategy.
The kinds of “systems” sector initiatives seek to influence.

A framework of system change strategies and how they relate to specific program
objectives and opportunities in different systems.

Examples of programs implementing change strategies.

Part of the work of a sector initiative is to change systems. In the abstract, the concept of
“systems change” may seem overly complex, but when grounded in work that focuses on

a specific industry sector in a specific region and a specific segment of the labor force, the
practice of “systems change” takes on a more practical aspect. To create systems change, it is
essential to observe obstacles that hinder the achievement of a sector initiative’s mission and
then identify strategies to lessen or remove those obstacles. Systems change also is driven
by opportunities, and may result from an organization being well-positioned to implement
strategies that promote the sector initiative’s mission as opportunities arise.
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In conversations with leaders of sector initiatives, many responded with uncertainty to
questions about changing systems and did not see that as the focus of their work. They were
more comfortable describing their work with such phrases as:

We help unemployed and under-employed people find jobs.

We help people advance on a career ladder.

We help businesses find the skilled workers they need to compete.
We work to improve the quality of an industry’s workforce.

Improving low-income workers’ access to good jobs, identifying and improving
advancement opportunities for incumbent workers, and improving the quality of existing jobs
so that they better support workers are, thus, the fundamental goals of most sector initiatives.
Their strategic work with businesses around meeting employment needs is often a practical
means to these ends. For most initiatives, the concept of changing systems, as an explicit
goal, was not the way they view their work.

However, nearly all program leaders were comfortable talking about obstacles and/or new
opportunities related to their work, particularly those external to their programs. For example,
program leaders described obstacles that required institutional or other changes to remedy,
opportunities for expansion that required new ways of approaching the work, and strategies
they used to influence others to change. These efforts varied in complexity. For example,
when an issue simply had not been previously noticed, sometimes a strategy involved merely
communicating a problem to a receptive listener. In other situations, a much more concerted
effort was described, for example, trying to change an entrenched practice or way of doing
business. Whether simple or very complicated, creating change can have a high payoff for
sector initiatives, in that it makes their work more effective and may positively affect even
those individuals who do not directly participate in program activities.

This case example describes a relatively simple change that resulted in opening
greater opportunity for a wider group of low-income workers than were directly served by a
single initiative:

CPCC has worked with the City of Charlotte, N.C., to develop a training program to support
the city’s efforts to “grow its own supervisors” and develop career ladders for entry-level
staff. CPCC provides basic skills and for-credit training in management, communication,
procurement, and computer applications to utility, street maintenance and solid-waste
system employees. This training partnership is supported through a combination of sources,
including the city’s employee tuition reimbursement program. CPCC learned during
planning meetings with city managers that tuition reimbursement was allowed only for
employees who had completed a high school diploma, making a large number of entry-
level employees ineligible. CPCC worked with the mayor’s office to change the tuition
reimbursement eligibility policy. In raising this obstacle, program leaders did not encounter
resistance. The issue simply had not been previously identified.

The Politics of Claiming Systems Change

In a number of interviews, program leaders expressed reluctance to “claim” a change. Noting
that the nature of systems change efforts involves work and action by other agencies, they
felt it unfair, impolitic, or inaccurate to represent their organization as a primary change
agent. Certainly, who receives “credit” is important to the development of critical institutional
relationships. Still, that issue aside, creating systems change is important because it can
enhance opportunities for low-income workers.
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While sector programs generally work in a local or regional context and focus on a specific
industry segment, their systems change work relates directly to some of the important national-
level challenges highlighted in the previous chapter — the skills gap and the wage gap — as well
as to the persistent difficulties that people of color face in the U.S. labor market.

When employers talk about difficulties finding workers, they usually frame their dilemma
as a search for a specific type of worker, that is, a person with a specific set of skills. A
number of industries struggle with a “skills gap” today, and sector initiatives are often a
practical, local response to this issue. For example, there are quite a few sector initiatives
that target manufacturing or health care, and their work seeks to address issues associated
with widely acknowledged skills gaps in these industries, as well as inadequacies in the
training and education pipelines to employment in these industries. The National Association
of Manufacturers’ 2005 Skills Gap Report* noted that 90 percent of the manufacturers who
responded to its survey reported a shortage of skilled production workers in a range of
occupations. At the same time, three-quarters of these manufacturers reported that a skilled
workforce is vital to their ability to compete nationally. In health care, the nurse shortage
is similarly well-documented, and the industry also reports scarcities in a range of allied
health positions, such as radiologic technician, medical assistant, medical records and health
information technician, and surgical technologist, among many others.

Sector programs operating in such industries help workers and employers overcome their
skills gaps. Obviously, effective training is a part of that work, but effective practice often also
requires thoughtful consideration about changing “systems.” For example, helping employers
fill their “skills gap” may require demonstrating that they can hire successfully from a labor
pool with which they are unfamiliar. In doing so, programs may point out the benefits to
restructuring how shifts are assigned, so that workers can manage their work schedules and
family time or school attendance, and help employers better articulate how employees can
qualify for advancement up a career ladder. Programs may also provide relevant comparison
data on local wages and benefits, so employers can be more competitive in terms of their own
compensation structures and, as a result, recruit and retain more good workers. Similarly,
an education provider may be encouraged to refine its offerings such that they are more
accessible, streamlined and affordable, or so that they are better aligned with the specific
workforce needs of local employers. Critically, resources need to be packaged, deployed and
sustained such that effective training with clear links to employment can take place.

The BioTechnical Institute of Maryland, Inc., (BTI) was established to help low-income
Baltimore residents access jobs in the city’s nascent biotechnology sector. The primary
offering of BTl is the Laboratory Associates Program, which introduces participants to
bio-sciences and trains them in the skills needed to work in a sterile lab environment.
BTI, an independent nonprofit organization, contracts with other agencies to provide
supportive services for its clients, but also provides counseling directly as needed. The
majority of BTI’s students are single mothers.

Employers work with BTI staff, providing internships and serving as guest
lecturers in the program. BTI’s founder is a genetics professor at nearby Johns Hopkins
University. The university has been a particularly important employer partner to BTI,
hiring an estimated 25 percent of the program’s graduates, but also encouraging other
area employers to consider graduates of the program. At one point, the president of

4 Deloitte Consulting, National Association of Manufacturers and the Manufacturing Institute, 2005 Skills Gap Report — A
Survey of the American Manufacturing Workforce; available from http://www.nam.org/s_nam/bin.asp?CID=202426&DID=23
5731&DOC=FILE.PDF; Internet.
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Johns Hopkins University sent a letter to all of the principal investigators with whom
the university has a relationship, encouraging them to hire BTl graduates. While BTI
remains a relatively small-scale program placing approximately 40 graduates per year
in jobs, the organization is pleased with its success in getting low-income individuals
into jobs for which employers had previously required a bachelor’s degree in science.
BTI also recently introduced a pre-training program designed to help individuals
improve basic academic skills and professionalism before starting the Laboratory
Associates Program. Both the pre-training and the Laboratory Associates programs are
tuition-free.

BTl has also served as a resource to the Maryland Department of Business and
Economic Development in an effort to bring more biotechnology firms to the area, for
example, by participating in presentations to potential firms considering relocation to
the state. As part of a major redevelopment project in one of the most economically
blighted areas of East Baltimore, the city is developing up to 2 million square feet
of biotechnology research space and has featured BTl as a way to connect city
residents to new jobs. In this way, BTl attempts to influence and balance economic
development efforts to expand the city’s job base with the workforce development
goal of connecting more existing residents to those jobs. In addition to focusing on
job placement outcomes, BTl staff also posits that employers benefit by employing
their graduates. BTl graduates are expected to stay on the job longer than a typical
college graduate would, and employers can pay them somewhat less than they would
pay a college graduate. Entry-level biotechnical jobs offer an opportunity to start with
a company and move up. Toward this end, BTI has created a customized workshop
service to train its business customers’ incumbent lab workers in more advanced skills.
Employers pay for this service, and BTl uses the profit from this work to help cover core
program costs. BTl is located at Baltimore City Community College, with which BTl has
negotiated an agreement that results in graduates of its program receiving six credits
toward an associate degree in biotechnology. In this way, BTI seeks to create a pipeline
of skilled biotechnical workers that can serve Baltimore’s growing biotechnology
industry, and in the process, open opportunity to Baltimore’s low-income residents.

Some sector programs also seek to address the “wage gap” issue, but in general, these
programs see the wage issue as part of a broader set of issues related to job quality. In
addition to wages, job quality issues may include the number of hours an employee can work,
access to employment benefits, the timing of shifts, management quality, staff development
opportunities, safe working conditions, and other aspects of the employment experience. The
particular issues that are most pertinent vary by industry. For example, in some industries,
workers struggle to get full-time hours, while in others, mandatory overtime creates problems
in managing family responsibilities. Efforts to improve job quality can pay off not only for
workers, but also for employers who can develop a workforce with lower turnover and higher
skill levels. Sector programs that are focused primarily on issues related to job quality often
operate in low-wage sectors, such as child care, paraprofessional health care, hospitality,
temporary services and others. Initiatives working in these industries often explicitly seek to
change something about how the industry functions, such that jobs in the industry can provide
a better livelihood for workers; that is, “systems change” is often the core of their work. The
Paraprofessional Healthcare Institute, described here, is atypical in its geographic scope and
breadth of initiatives. The organization has been involved in the long-term care industry for
more than 15 years however, and demonstrates a range of strategies that sector initiatives
concerned about job quality might consider.
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The nonprofit Paraprofessional Healthcare Institute (PHI) works within the long-term
care industry — home care, nursing home and assisted living services — to improve
the lives of both people who need long-term care and the workers who care for
them. PHI’s “Quiality Care through Quality Jobs” mission is to ensure caring, stable
relationships between long-term care consumers and workers, so that both may live
with dignity, respect and independence.

PHI is one of the very few organizations in the country that is pursuing a national
sectoral strategy. Established in 1991 in the South Bronx, N.Y., PHI has expanded its
geographic scope during the past 15 years, currently working in 16 states with in-state
staff capacity in New York, New England, Pennsylvania and Michigan.

The long-term care industry’s typical approach to its workforce is characterized by
PHI as a “low investment/high turnover” business model. Employers in the industry
generally make few investments in their front-line workers and, therefore, experience
high turnover and low retention. In contrast, PHI is building a “high investment/low
turnover” business model to prove that employer investments in workers can result in a
more stable and higher-quality workforce, which in turn results in higher-quality care.

To realize its vision, PHI works to become a valued resource to four key stakeholders
— employers, service consumers, direct-care workers and public policy makers —
building relationships that move those stakeholders toward PHI’s “Quality Care through
Quality Jobs” school of thought. PHI believes that change within the long-term care
system will occur only when these four stakeholders themselves fundamentally change;
They must not only understand the essential link between quality care and quality jobs,
but also be willing to change their own behavior. PHI recognizes that it can influence
these stakeholders toward change only if each views PHI to be of value — that is, that
PHI’s organizational assets can help meet the needs of each constituency, whether they
are workers, consumers, employers or tax-paying voters.

PHI works at both the national and state levels in four ways:

Workplace Practice: PHI provides employers with consulting services in training,
supervision and management. One prime example is the PHI Center for Coaching
Supervision and Leadership, which teaches supervisors of direct-care workers a problem-
solving style of supervision that increases job satisfaction and improves retention rates.

Field Building: PHI provides resources, analysis and networking opportunities to
support its school of thought, primarily through its National Clearinghouse on the
Direct Care Workforce (www.directcareclearinghouse.org). The Clearinghouse is
considered the nation’s premier online resource center on the direct-care workforce.
The purpose of the Clearinghouse is not to promote PHI, but rather to help inform
the entire field about direct-care workforce issues, highlighting the work of any
organization that advances “Quality Care through Quality Jobs.” Currently, the
Clearinghouse receives more than 30,000 online visits per month from employers,
workers, consumers, researchers and public policy makers.

Model Building: PHI is the nonprofit “holding company” for several long-term care
agencies and organizations that improve care quality by improving job quality. For
example, Pathways to Independence, PHI’s New York City home-care system, includes
Independence Care System (ICS), Cooperative Home Care Associates (CHCA), and the
SKILL Center (a new learner-centered program that trains more than 600 home health
aides per year for employment at CHCA and other agencies). CHCA, unionized by
SEIU Local 1199, models PHI’s school of thought by ensuring full-time work, coaching
supervision, and the best wages and benefits within New York City’s home-care
industry. Combined, PHI’s Pathways to Independence system employs more than 1,000
direct-care workers, coordinates the services of more than 1,100 individuals living with
disabilities, and provides more than $90 million in services per year.



Public Policy/Advocacy: PHI encourages workers, consumers, employers, and state and
federal policy makers to develop health care and workplace policies that strengthen
the long-term care system. PHI has consulting and programmatic relationships with
employer trade associations, consumer advocacy organizations, organized labor,
federal health agencies, federal labor agencies, and state and local health care and
workforce agencies. In 2005, PHI embarked on a new strategy to focus on a “prime
issue” campaign by advocating for Health Care for Health Care Workers. Noting that
many direct-care workers themselves do not have health insurance, Health Care for
Health Care Workers is building a communications campaign around this salient fact to
focus political attention on direct-care workers.

Finally, sector programs promote inclusion. It is not uncommon for the main constituencies
of sector programs to be members of minority groups. For example, in the Aspen Institute’s
Sectoral Employment Development Learning Project, more than 90 percent of the participants,
representing the six programs in the study, were racial or ethnic minorities. A number of programs
have recounted the struggles that occur when trying to help people of color find employment in
places that have majority white workforces. As mentioned in the introduction, the proportion of
non-white U.S. citizens is growing rapidly. Strategies for facilitating successful integration in the
workplace are an important part of many sector programs’ work.

In Flint, Mich., the Greater Flint Health Coalition (GFHC), managing partner of the Flint
Healthcare Employment Opportunities (FHEO) sector initiative, regularly sponsors Undoing
Racism Workshops facilitated by the People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond. The FHEO project
works with low-income residents of Flint, predominantly women of color, helping them prepare
for careers in the health care industry. Several of the hospitals and long-term care facilities

with which the project works, however, are located in the suburbs and have a predominantly
white workforce. The Undoing Racism Workshops are intended to help health care employers,
supervisors and direct-care providers better understand some of the underlying tensions, largely
misunderstood differences, and rarely spoken assumptions in experiences that influence the
way in which minorities and non-minorities interact in the workplace.

In sum, the importance and potential of systems change work is two-fold: (1) it
can improve the efficiency with which limited resources are used, in that it may open
opportunities for whole groups of low-income workers by addressing a common challenge
many of them face, rather than helping them overcome the barrier on a case-by-case basis,
and (2) the work provides a practical, on-the-ground approach to addressing some local and
larger labor force issues — shortages of appropriately skilled workers, job quality as it relates
to wages and working conditions, and promoting inclusion and diversity in the workforce.

There are many ways that organizations can position themselves to effect change. Each
situation is unique in terms of the characteristics of local firms doing business in the targeted
industry, the segment of the labor force being targeted, and the regional economy. Organizations
pursuing sector initiatives also have varying institutional competencies and strengths. And local
resources for education, training and intra-industry communications all vary substantially. What
this means on the ground is that a sector initiative must become very attuned to the variety

of players and factors that affect opportunities for employment and advancement in its local
target-industry environment. Unfortunately, there is no one-size-fits-all solution for identifying
change opportunities. Rather, program leaders must learn for themselves where opportunities
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and barriers are present that may be amenable to change. The discussion and examples in this
chapter are intended to give readers a practical starting point for such exploration.

Three primary systems influence the work of a sector initiative and, in turn, are amenable
to being influenced by a sector initiative. These systems are described here, followed by a
chart illustrating the objectives and strategies that selected sector programs describe in their
work with these systems. Within and following the chart, examples of programs creating
change in each of the three systems are described briefly.

One system that sector programs influence in a variety of ways is the set of industry
practices that shape the way individuals are recruited, hired, trained, promoted and
compensated within the workplace. Since sector initiatives target and work within a particular
industry sector, the business practices of the sector clearly have enormous influence on how
the initiative works. But the influence can go the other way as well. As a sector initiative
develops deeper relationships within the industry and greater knowledge of how it works, it
can use that experience, together with its mission and perspective, to identify opportunities to
influence how firms in the industry operate. While this may sound odd at first, it occurs more
as a natural part of how the initiative develops its relationships with various actors in the
industry and brings its accrued knowledge and perspective to bear in identifying opportunities
for new ways of doing things and encouraging their adoption.

A second system that influences the operations of a sector initiative is the education
and training system. A sector initiative is often housed within an organization that is an
integral part of this education and training system, such as a Workforce Investment Board, a
community-based training provider, a community college, an apprenticeship program, etc.
The low-income clients with whom a sector initiative works, however, usually are best served
if services and resources from several of these parts of the training system can be aligned.
Sector initiative leaders may seek to accomplish such alignment by influencing the larger
institutional environment within which they work or by reaching out and engaging others in
their region’s education and training community around a common objective.

A third system that is of interest to sector programs is the set of rules, regulations and
funding streams established by public policy.’ Clearly, these are critical in that many sector
initiatives rely on public funding for a substantial portion of the resources they need to
do their work. The method by which those resources are disbursed, the level of resources
available, and the reporting requirements and other associated commitments attached to those
resources all have great bearing on how a sector initiative works. When sector programs are
able to influence that system, in many instances, they not only free up resources for their own
use, but also influence the scope of activity that can be pursued by a variety of other actors
in the workforce development arena. In this sense, influencing the funding and regulatory
system is closely related to influencing the education and training system.

Influencing the funding and regulatory system also can be closely related to
influencing business practice. The public sector is responsible for a wide variety of
laws, regulations and incentives that influence the ways businesses operate. Licensing
requirements, zoning laws, health and safety regulations, wage subsidies, and tax
incentives to encourage specific investments are but a few of the ways in which the
public sector influences business practice. A number of sector programs identify industry-
specific regulations that need to be implemented or changed in order to better meet the
needs of workers and industry in their sector. Table 1 shows a range of objectives a
sector initiative may have in mind in seeking to influence one of these systems as well as
a variety of strategies that an initiative may employ.

> While “public policy” is primarily of interest because of its effects on “industry practices” or the “education and training system,”
we have chosen to consider it separately due to the distinct set of actors and institutions that govern public policy, and the
different range of strategies and competencies that are employed to effect change in the realm of public policy.
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System Change Framework

Hiring Create pre-employment work Capital IDEA Austin, Texas
practices experience opportunities (e.g.,
internships, etc.)
Negotiate competency-based BioTechnical Institute Baltimore, Md.
rather than credential-based hiring
Demonstrate quality of trainees Focus: HOPE Detroit, Mich.
from diverse/disadvantaged
backgrounds
Working Rate job quality among employers  ManufacturingWorks Chicago, ll.
conditions and offer higher level of service to  Heartland Works Topeka, Kan.
those offering better jobs
Model business to demonstrate Central Arizona Shelter Services Temporary
ability of industry to sustain higher- Employment Services Phoenix, Ariz.
quality jobs Paraprofessional Healthcare Institute
Bronx, N.Y.

Advancement Demonstrate benefits of enhanced 'New Century Careers Pittsburgh, Pa.
opportunities  training investments to create new
pathways to advancement

Change employer use of Jane Addams Resource Corporation
certifications and standards Chicago, Ill.
Improve access Community colleges offer courses  Jobs and Ladders, Portland, Ore.
to (for-credit) at accessible times/locations Capital IDEA Austin, Texas
education - . . . . .
Training curricula integrates industry | Central Piedmont Community College
and ABE/ESL content areas Charlotte, N.C.
South Seattle Community College
Seattle, Wash.
Provision of support services to Valley Initiative for Development and
enhance completion of training Advancement (VIDA) Lower Rio Grande
Valley, Texas
Capital IDEA Austin, Texas
Project QUEST San Antonio, Texas
Create new Bring industry and government Paraprofessional Healthcare Institute
apprenticeship together to agree on credentialing | Bronx, N.Y.
program
Preserve and  Organize business to lobby for Maine Marine Trades Association
revitalize preservation of program Portland, Maine
existing Recruit new participants to Central Piedmont Community College
industry- program Charlotte, N.C.
sprea'flcm Educate college/public officials Project QUEST San Antonio, Texas
programs about industry needs
Improve Raise awareness of issues through 1199C Training & Upgrading Fund
regulatory education forums or media outreach | Philadelphia, Pa.
framework for ' Advocate for specific policy change ' Primavera Works, Southwest Center
target industry for Economic Integrity Tucson, Ariz.
Work with public agencies to Restaurant Opportunities Center
identify infractions and promote New York, N.Y.
policy enforcement
Develop line of work in monitoring 'Hard Hatted Women Cleveland, Ohio
performance
Increase or Conduct and publicize research Restaurant Opportunities Center
alter public demonstrating need New York, N.Y.
funding Demonstrate effectiveness of new  Primavera Works Tucson, Ariz.
streams mode of work Paraprofessional Healthcare Institute
Bronx, N.Y.
Organize business, education or South Central PA Food Manufacturers’
other influential leaders to advocate Consortium Pa.
for funding
Organize peers to advocate for Industrial Areas Foundation affiliates work on
funding behalf of VIDA, Capital IDEA, Project QUEST,

Project ARRIBA and JobPath in the Southwest
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Sector initiatives often seek to influence employer practices. One of the most common objectives
of a sector initiative is to convince an employer or set of employers to change their hiring
practices in a way that allows individuals (including new hires and incumbent workers) who
previously had not been considered to compete for jobs. For example, a sector initiative may
work on encouraging the use of hiring and promotion criteria based on competencies rather

than educational attainment. Several initiatives working in the biotechnology sector have used
this approach, convincing employers to hire individuals trained to work in a sterile environment
and in other critical skills, even though these individuals do not have the bachelor’s degree in
science usually required. In Baltimore, BTI’s work toward changing hiring practices had the goal
of creating access to good jobs for individuals who previously were excluded. But it also was a
response to employers’ problems retaining the more highly educated workers with whom they
were familiar and more comfortable hiring, but who also quickly left for better opportunities. On
the other hand, some sector programs seek to do the reverse, developing and promoting formal
credentials for competencies that have traditionally been gained informally on the job, making
them more recognizable and portable within an industry, and ensuring that workers who have the
credential are skilled in a way that supports industry competitiveness. Organizations involved in
manufacturing often have followed this strategy by encouraging employers to adopt the National
Institute for Metalworking Skills (NIMS) standard, which, through standardized employee
competency assessment, helps not only manufacturers to ensure they have qualified employees,
but also workers to gain credentials that are recognized industry-wide.

There are a wide variety of other ways sector programs have influenced hiring practices, such
as working with employers to create internship opportunities, so that candidates can get work
experience; negotiating job shadowing roles for candidates, so employers have a chance to see
a candidate in the work place; offering various post-placement support services to convince an
employer to hire a candidate who is perceived as more risky; etc. Sector programs also often work
with incumbent workers on skills-building activities, but a great deal of interesting work has been
done recently in a number of other areas as well. For example, sector initiatives working with
businesses that have problems retaining workers can be particularly well-positioned to provide
thoughtful input on what might be a range of issues related to high turnover. Rather than simply
referring more and more candidates to fill vacancies, program staff who have developed in-depth
understanding of the workplace environment in a particular industry can challenge employers to
consider the range of both worker-related and workplace-related factors that they may be able to
improve. Some of these obviously include wages, benefits and scheduling, but others may include
such factors as supervisors’ skills and whether a company provides opportunities for workers to
learn and advance.

Instituto del Progreso Latino has been contracted by the City of Chicago to operate
ManufacturingWorks (MW), a new sector-oriented workforce service center. In
providing services, MW has a tier system by which it rates companies based on worker
compensation, bonuses and working conditions. MW sends placements to “better”
businesses and is more responsive to their requests for incumbent-worker training or
other training and recruitment assistance. At the same time, MW continues to engage
with “lower tier” businesses to better understand barriers that may prevent them

from improving job quality and to consider strategies for overcoming those barriers.
These businesses may benefit from other forms of business assistance, such as human
resources consulting and Lean Manufacturing workshops, among other services. As an
example, one business that did not offer its employees health insurance approached
MW seeking qualified job candidates. MW staff helped the company find an affordable
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employee health insurance option, and the business then joined a group health plan.
MW then placed trained people with the company. This strategy helped not only new
workers placed, but also the business’s other employees who could now receive health
insurance. At the same time, it provided the business with greater capacity to attract
and retain the skilled workers it needed to compete.

The case of ManufacturingWorks illustrates how sector initiatives can provide the
perspective needed to identify and pursue change opportunities. In this case, MW, through
its network of affiliates, has experience working with a range of manufacturing firms and
understands their labor needs. The organization is providing the well-trained individuals that
employers seek. But more than that, it also understands the cost structure firms in the industry
face and which firms are most competitive in the labor market. From this informed position,
MW could advise the firm to review its benefits strategy in order to attract and retain good
workers. MW also understands the needs of workers and maintains a discerning eye with
respect to the quality of job opportunity it seeks. Thus, the organization’s understanding of
pay and benefits in the manufacturing labor market is useful both in advising companies
on how to be competitive and in helping workers find the best jobs available. A final point
is that MW is sufficiently vested in the industry to be able to investigate and identify a
reasonable alternative strategy for a firm, and the initiative has developed the relationships
needed to communicate the idea with some credibility. These elements — a deep knowledge
of the targeted sector, strong industry relationships and credibility, a mission to advance
opportunities for workers, and a goal of strengthening industry and the regional economy
— contribute to a sectoral workforce initiative’s ability to identify and act on opportunities
to improve the working of an industry’s labor market, often in ways that provide better
outcomes for both workers and employers.

It is important to note here that MW serves workers with a variety of barriers to
economic advancement — affordable transportation, child care and other basic work-related
necessities, as well as limited education and English-language skills, and extreme poverty.
These are often the workers who have not been productively employed or advanced in the
private sector. The strength of a sector program is in developing these individuals’ productive
capacity while shaping an employment opportunity so it is as rewarding for them as possible.

The case of ManufacturingWorks illustrates an organization’s efforts to influence business practice
within its targeted sector. Other sector initiatives have tackled issues associated with the education
system responsible for providing skills and credentials. Sometimes these initiatives were led by
innovators within community colleges, and other times they were sparked through collaborations
between the formal education system and other service providers.

A number of local colleges have innovated to make courses more accessible, and to
better support non-traditional students’ success, often in partnership with or based on input
from local community-based organizations and/or public workforce agencies. And some
local and state college and workforce systems are finding new ways to provide educational
opportunities for low-income workers in industries that greatly need trained workers. Indeed,
a number of these innovations are framed around the needs and importance of a particular
industry. In each case, the approach taken to work on issues in the educational infrastructure
differs. Some are system-wide. Others are more incremental. But large-scale and bit-by-bit,
they are being tackled.
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The Los Angeles Healthcare Workforce Development Program (LAHWDP), a labor-
management partnership involving the Service Employees International Union

(SEIU) Local 660 and the Los Angeles County Department of Health Services (DHS),
works with the Los Angeles City Community College district to improve educational
opportunities for lower-wage workers within DHS’s massive hospital system. DHS
operates the second largest public health system in the United States, serving as the
safety net for three million people in Los Angeles County. The workforce development
program, which works to enable lower-wage workers to advance within the hospital
system and fill critically needed job openings, serves 5,700 people, 89 percent of
whom are people of color.

From the outset, LAHWDP wanted to work with community colleges so that
workers could earn college credit for their training. At that time, the colleges’ approach
to preparing people who were not college-ready was to encourage them to participate
in self-directed computer-based learning. LAHWDP recognized, however, that this
approach was not working for its constituents, who continued to fail to meet for-credit
college entrance requirements. With an understanding of the educational barriers
faced by its constituents, many of whom are older adults unaccustomed to academic
learning environments and struggling with limited basic skills, LAHWDP advocated
for a different model to help prepare workers for college courses and support them
along the way. LAHWDP discussed the issue with the colleges and negotiated a new
approach in which the colleges set up weekend and evening courses for working
students and established classroom-based developmental courses in math, reading
and writing that were contextualized for the targeted sectors (Pre-LVN, Pre-RN and
Pre-Medical Records). Program participants study in cohort groups, each of which is
supported by a coach and a tutor to help individuals manage personal and educational
issues as they arise. For example, when individuals have problems finding extended
child care so they can take night and weekend classes, the program helps them on a
case-by-case basis.

LAHWDP believes that there are several factors that enabled the program to
collaborate effectively with the colleges. The initiative had an advantage in that it
started out with a sizeable amount of public sector money (beginning with a Medicaid
waiver and later obtaining state and local discretionary funds), and this made it a
desirable partner. Of particular importance, however, has been the support and
leadership offered by the chancellor of the Los Angeles Community College System,
who has expressed strong personal interest in working to make the college system
better at serving the needs of Los Angeles’ urban poor. Early on in the partnership,
the LAHWDP reached an agreement with the chancellor that it would provide initial
funding for pilot programs, and once successful, the community college district would
institutionalize the program. Finding specific colleges with which to partner, however,
was not always straightforward, and LAHWDP had to work with several colleges to
find those that best matched the initiative’s needs. Today LAHWDP is funded primarily
through Workforce Investment Act funds and makes a wide variety of educational
opportunities available to an estimated 20,000 Los Angeles Department of Health
Services workers.

There are examples of changes in educational procedures to meet the needs of underserved
students in other locations as well. Historically, sector leaders have stressed the importance
of integrating appropriate life skills and basic skills training into the technical content of their
training programs. This approach seems to have become much more widespread and rooted in
arange of settings. Innovators in college settings speak to the effectiveness of this approach in
maintaining student motivation and streamlining offerings, so that course work can be completed
more quickly. Leaders of initiatives within colleges also are innovating in a range of other ways
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to reduce barriers to occupational training. For example, staff at Skyline Community College
described using a process in which courses were offered experimentally as they developed

their bio-manufacturing certificate program. This approach allowed them to avoid the typical
delays involved in getting courses approved for credit, and the college could respond faster to
opportunities for its students and better meet employer needs. Once a course is approved, students
who took it while it was designated experimental are awarded credit. Leaders at Skyline also
worked with the local Workforce Investment Board to reach out to a group of dislocated workers,
developing a welcoming one-stop center for them and offering college registration at the center.
Central Piedmont Community College has also innovated to open occupational training to low-
income adults.

Central Piedmont Community College’s Community Development Department
initiated Pathways to Employment (Pathways) in 1998. Pathways students, who are
recipients of public benefits, learn new technical and employability skills through
integrated basic education and for-credit technical college curricula. In 2004, the
college added a program, based on the Pathways model, for under-skilled limited
English proficient adults who, while not earning self-sufficiency incomes, do not qualify
for public benefits.

The college chose its target sectors for the Pathways program through a
combination of labor market research and interviews with local employers. The
program’s primary occupational targets include medical office administrators and
medical reimbursement specialists, CNAs, and electrician assistants. Pathways staff
has developed working relationships with prominent local employers and several
placement agencies to help Pathways students obtain employment upon graduation.
Participating businesses provide opportunities for field trips, clinical experiences, job
shadowing and guest speakers.

The college strives to make Pathways accessible, regardless of educational history
or status. For example, students who do not self-identify as degree-seeking are not
required to take the college placement test. Pathways students who later choose
to pursue an associate’s degree may then be exempt from the college placement
test, having demonstrated their aptitude by successfully completing the Pathways
coursework. Students who do not have a diploma or GED may enroll in Pathways, if
they are assessed to be within six months of obtaining a GED or receive a qualifying
admissions score. Pathways utilizes variations of contextualized, integrated basic skills
and technical instruction. For example, the basic skills instructor learns technical course
content and integrates this material into lessons, reinforcing technical content while
building skills such as reading, math, financial literacy, communication and other
employability/life skills.

The college and its client businesses have been very satisfied with the results of the
Pathways program, which began in the spring of 1998 with one course and grew over
five years to include eight program areas. Further, while Pathways began as a program
of the Community Development Department, the Pathways approach has filtered
over into cooperation with at least four academic curriculum departments. Across
the different Pathways programs, 72 percent of graduates find work in their chosen
profession within six months of graduation. According to one recent report, 81 percent
of 343 participants were employed after six months and 77 percent after one year.
Seventy-five percent of graduates no longer receive Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) benefits, and their average wage is $10.50 an hour. Further, Pathways
has become an important source of trained staff for local businesses. For example,
Pathways participants now represent 60-70 percent of the administrative staff of
participating allied health businesses, the majority of which are small medical offices.
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Some colleges collaborate with community agencies to provide social services to students
in order to improve student retention. These types of arrangements include: co-locating and
sharing staff with public workforce and nonprofit human service agencies; linking students
to a local workforce organization to receive social services and job placements; utilizing
community foundations and donations to provide scholarships to students; and finding
new ways to bundle TANF, WIA and even food stamp funds to provide post-secondary
occupational training to low-income individuals. Some colleges also work with other
organizations in reaching out to the business community. South Seattle Community College
intentionally relies on partnerships with community organizations to be the intermediary
vis-a-vis employers and business in some sectors. For example, Port Jobs helps the
community college reach both workers and employers at Seattle’s Sea-Tac Airport. These
close relationships with community organizations have worked to extend college-level
opportunities to a broader range of individuals.

Creating change in the training and education system has not, however, always meant working
with local educational institutions. Some organizations have worked on establishing credentials
and getting them widely adopted within an industry. New Century Careers’ work in helping
employers revamp their apprenticeship program to become more competency oriented (described
in the chapter on working with business) is another way in which sector programs have tried to
make the training pipeline to employment and advancement work more smoothly.

The operations of training and education systems as well as the environment that shapes
business decisions are both heavily influenced by public policy. In WSI’s conversations

with sector initiative leaders, some identified public policies that they worked to influence.
Sometimes these policies pertained to the industry, such as licensing regulations, while other
times the policies related to how workforce funding was structured or budgeted.

In the case of industry-specific policies, initiatives were often addressing issues of job
quality, including compensation and working conditions. For example, in the health care
sector, several sector initiatives have become involved with “wage pass-throughs,” by which
legislative bodies dedicate extra funds specifically to increase the pay of direct-care workers
by a certain amount. These efforts have an obvious broad impact on the quality of the long-
term care worker’s job. Industry segments in which the public sector is a major payer for
services are most frequently targeted for these kinds of direct compensation improvements.

However, issues related to safety on the job and other working conditions might also be
addressed through policy efforts. Primavera Works’ involvement in the day-labor industry,
described in the following chapter, highlights one organization’s effort to get laws passed to
improve working conditions in a targeted industry. But as staff at Primavera noted, getting a
new law passed is only the first step; it must be actively enforced for the regulatory change to
make a difference. Restaurant Opportunities Center in New York City (ROC-NY), described
below, provides another example of an agency working to ensure that labor laws are more
evenly enforced.

The Restaurant Opportunities Center in New York City serves low-income workers

by confronting pervasive inequalities in the restaurant industry. It has adopted a
worker-centered approach that involves educating restaurant-goers and policy
makers about discriminatory practices in the industry and organizing workers to fight
exploitative practices through the use of press, protests and litigation. In one case,
ROC-NY confronted a well-known New York restaurant organization after employees
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complained about working conditions in the group’s upscale restaurants. Workers said
they had been refused over-time pay and were not permitted to take standard lunch
breaks. After organizing street protests and helping the workers initiate litigation, ROC-
NY won a $164,000 settlement on behalf of 23 workers and a number of provisions to
improve work quality, including half-hour lunch breaks and sick and vacation days.

ROC-NY also has brought attention to the issues of low-income restaurant workers
by researching and documenting unscrupulous industry practices. In its report entitled
“Behind the Kitchen Door,” the initiative describes widespread job quality issues,
including low wages; minimum-wage and over-time violations; and discriminatory
hiring, promotion and disciplinary practices. In conducting this research, ROC-NY
also discovered that, in many cases, the same restaurant owners who violate labor
laws also violate the city’s food service establishment health and safety codes. This
revelation has helped the sector initiative gain additional leverage for change through
new partnerships with public health advocates. For example, ROC-NY and its allies are
now pushing for new legislation that would require consideration of employment law
violations when a restaurant owner applies for a new or renewed operating permit.

By targeting lead employers and publishing industry exposés, ROC-NY’s strategy
is to apply pressure that will force changes in industry practices. The approach has
led to the creation of the New York City Restaurant Industry Roundtable, comprised
of workers, government agencies and restaurant owners who have an ethical
commitment to fair and legal labor practices and an economic interest in ensuring that
other restaurants adhere to regulations. At this stage, ROC-NY now can act as partner
to a select group of restaurant businesses with whom it shares a mutual vision of an
industry that is good for both workers and employers. Together with the Roundtable,
the initiative is exploring joint projects such as Restaurant Employer Education and joint
health insurance for restaurants. ROC-NY also has a stake in these debates as a direct
business actor within the industry through its affiliated restaurant Colors, a cooperative
worker-owned establishment that is meant to serve as an alternative model of positive
employment practices.

In addition to industry-specific policies, policies related to how the workforce
development system is funded and evaluated are critical to the successful operation and
sustainability of sector initiatives. Typically, workforce development programming is
supported by a variety of sources, including both private (philanthropic and business) funding
and federal, state and local public funding. Each of these sources has its own qualifications,
allowable activities and reporting requirements. As a result, it can be difficult for a sector
initiative to piece together the funds to cover the range of services necessary for the
successful operation of a program. As a result, key systems-change strategies have focused
on conducting and disseminating research demonstrating the need for increases or diversity in
guidelines for funding; demonstrating the effectiveness of a new mode of work; or organizing
business, education and other influential leaders or peers to advocate for funding.

In recent years, the City of Chicago has begun a large-scale systems change to take a
sectoral approach to its workforce development programming. It has selected a few
target sectors, based on the potential economic impact of these sectors overall and the
quality of the job opportunity the sectors afford Chicagoans. Policy makers involved in
the process articulate a growing belief that if the city does not make a concerted effort
to work with and support local businesses and industries, the city could eventually

lose them, as occurred in the manufacturing sector during the last recession. The
overall plan conceived to promote industry retention and growth includes a wide
range of activities spanning both economic and workforce development, as well as
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the education system and other infrastructure across the metropolitan region. It has
begun with efforts to re-organize the public workforce system to support business and
industry in ways that are intended to improve the skills of the Chicago labor force.

The Chicago Workforce Board (CWB) and the Mayor’s Office of Workforce
Development (MOWD) are focusing initial efforts around operationalizing the concept
of new one-stop workforce centers designed to serve business and jobseekers in each
of the key industry sectors. The first new industry workforce development centers
were begun in 2005 and included ManufacturingWorks (MW), described earlier in this
chapter, and ServiceWorks, a workforce center targeting the service industries (retail,
restaurant, hospitality and customer service). While recognizing the challenges of poor
job quality and career pathways within the service industries, the city has invested
in this sector because of its significant role in the city’s economy and to engage
business in worker training and expanded development of career paths, advancement
opportunities, benefits and other needed workforce improvements.

Chicago’s sectoral workforce centers do not operate like typical career centers.
Rather, each is explicitly organized to focus on one industry with a primary customer
base of manufacturing or service industry employers. ManufacturingWorks seeks to
help manufacturers address the growing “skills gap” by performing skills assessments
for incumbent workforces and brokering lean manufacturing and incumbent worker
training and other workforce-related services that help businesses build skilled
workforces. This new model for working with the manufacturing sector puts MW
at the center but relies on a range of other organizations in the city. For example,
career centers, community- and faith-based organizations, and others refer their
clients who are interested in manufacturing careers to MW for training and placement
assistance. Chicago is rich in organizations that have specific competencies related to
manufacturing. MW can refer manufacturers to appropriate organizations for training
or other technical needs. MW is designed to both consolidate resources and create a
more coherent system for serving manufacturing employers and workers interested in
manufacturing careers.

WIA funds are among the funding sources used to create this new model. The city’s
decision to re-allocate significant WIA funds to create the new industry-based center
was not easy. To free up resources, the city closed an existing career center and, as with
WIA-funded systems nationwide, also is anticipating reductions in its federal funding
allocation for WIA. At the same time, MW has found that manufacturers want more
training dollars allocated to retraining for incumbent and displaced manufacturing
workers. Combined, these factors created some concerns regarding the center’s ability
to continue to meet WIA performance measures. Recognizing this risk, stakeholders
nonetheless made the strategic decision to focus on getting business to the table, even
if this new program focus might result in an initial decline in the city’s WIA performance
indicators. The hope was that such a dip in performance would be temporary and
that long-term benefits would outweigh short-term costs. In fact, the Chicago Mayor’s
Office of Workforce Development has managed the city’s workforce system such that
performance measures have not decreased since implementing the business-oriented
workforce centers. The city’s WIA incentive dollars actually increased during this period.
Moreover, it is expected that in the future, operating monies will be augmented by MW's
potential to leverage other grants and private sector (employer) funds.

The Chicago case exemplifies the potential risks involved when engaging in innovative

or alternative programming that funding streams typically do not cover. In this instance,
city stakeholders designed and implemented programming that meets the needs of the local
manufacturing industry in an effort to ensure businesses continue to provide employment



opportunities to Chicago residents. Public funding is critical to the maintenance and,
ultimately, the success of this programming.

Sector initiatives seek to address two fundamental goals: improving access to good jobs

for low-income workers, including improving advancement opportunities for incumbent
workers; and improving the quality of existing jobs such that they better support workers.

As programs work toward these goals, they interact with a range of other actors that
influence how the regional labor market functions in their targeted industry sector, such as
educational institutions, policy makers, regulators and the businesses themselves. Over time,
this interaction affords sector initiatives the knowledge and relationships needed to start to
affect what has been described in this chapter as “systems change.” As the examples in this
chapter demonstrate, programs can approach systems change in a variety of ways and may be
pursuing changes both large and small. Their experience in working in the sector and viewing
workforce issues from both the “supply” and “demand” sides often provides sector initiatives
with the perspective to see opportunities for creating change.

Sector Approaches to Systems Change

The majority of sector initiatives frame their work as directly addressing an industry
or worker “skills gap.” These programs work on “access” strategies, designed to
help workers enter and move up within an industry through new worker training
and placement and incumbent worker training.

Fewer programs work on “job quality” strategies to address the “wage gap,” but
there are examples of effective and innovative work in this area.

Few programs address issues of racial discrimination in the workplace explicitly, but
those that work primarily with people of color recognize this as an ongoing issue.

Sector change strategies recognize the critical importance of strong and competitive
businesses and contribute to building a strong regional economy.

Sector initiatives operate in unique conditions shaped by their target industry, their
region, and the population whose work needs are being addressed. Thus, there is a
wide variety of specific objectives and change strategies to meet those objectives.

The primary systems that sector programs seek to influence are:

1) the system of business practices within an industry;

2) the education and training system that connects individuals to the industry; and

3) the set of public policies that influence business practice or the scope of
education and training opportunities related to the industry.

The observations and experiences of sector initiatives can provide important input
into practical changes that promote better practice and outcomes in a range of
institutions with differing responsibilities in the workforce and employment systems.
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“Some regard private enterprise as if it were a predatory tiger to be shot.
Others look upon it as a cow that they can milk. Only a handful see it for
what it really is — the strong horse that pulls the whole cart.”

— Winston Churchill

“If there is any one secret of success, it lies in the ability to get the other
person’s point of view and see things from that person’s angle as well as
from your own.”

— Henry Ford

Read this chapter if you want to learn more about ...

How a strong sector focus facilitates developing relationships with business clients.

A range of approaches and rationales sector initiatives have used in selecting
their sectors.

A variety of ways sector initiatives have deepened their level of interaction with
and understanding of a sector.

Examples of programs providing valued services to business clients.

Examples of programs leveraging their business expertise for the benefit of
their worker constituency.

There is virtually no disagreement within the workforce development field about the
value of engaging employer customers and fostering a good reputation for developing
a qualified workforce for them. Employers have the jobs for which workers need to be
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appropriately prepared in order to succeed, and they control hiring decisions for those

jobs. Supporting business success is essential to sustaining and growing a good base of

jobs in a community. The why of working with business is well understood, but the iow is
more elusive. Many, if not most, workforce programs report that they find it challenging to
effectively engage with their employer constituents. This chapter discusses approaches that
sector initiatives have taken to target the industries in which they work and to actively engage
with employers in those industries, as well as a variety of strategies and services they provide
to deepen this engagement. In addition, this chapter looks at how employer engagement
supports the goal of improving opportunity for low-income people.

There are two key elements that are important to a sector program’s ability to engage the
employer community effectively:

1) Targeting a particular industry sector, and
2) Sustaining work with the target industry over a substantial period of time.

By targeting a defined industry segment, sector program staff can focus on learning
the particular concerns of that industry’s businesses. These include very specific human
resource needs, such as which skill sets are hard to find, whether turnover is a problem, what
advancement opportunities are available, etc. Moreover, when programs take a highly specific
approach to an industry and the occupations in it, opportunities often arise to help individual
businesses, while also helping workers improve their employment situation. As program
staff engages with an industry and deepens industry knowledge, sector initiatives also build
expertise and understanding of the sector’s human resource needs, coming to see workforce
issues in the context of the range of other concerns that may be driving business decisions,
such as increasing foreign competition, the need to develop new product lines or the
challenges of rising energy costs. Understanding this larger competitive context in which a
business operates can contribute to more creative thinking about how an appropriately skilled
workforce can be part of the business solution. In sum, by narrowing focus to a particular
industry segment, program leaders can achieve the depth of understanding of employer
clients’ situations that is a prerequisite for learning where they can add value and for building
a working relationship.

A sector initiative’s understanding of an industry and the networks of relationships it
builds within that industry are not built in a week or a month, but established over time.
Indeed, the investments sector programs make that allow staff to develop industry-specific
knowledge would not be worthwhile for a short-term effort. By working within and learning
about an industry over time, sector initiatives develop credibility with employers, which
forms the basis for increasingly substantial relationships. In fact, employers report that the
reliability of a sector initiative over time is a key element in their decision to work more
closely with an organization, i.e., sharing more information about their business’ specific
needs, investing time and resources in working with a program, and turning to a program to
meet their hiring or training needs.¢

6 See Linda Dworak-Mufioz, Update Issue 1: Building Effective Employer Relationships for a discussion of some of the key
elements that helped a sample of sector projects build strong relationships with their respective employer partners,
and Maureen Conway with Ida Rademacher, Update Issue 2: Building Communications Capacity: Sector Programs Share
Their Experiences for a discussion of the experiences of a group of sector program leaders who worked to develop new
capabilities to communicate about their work with the business community. Both publications are available at: http://
www.aspenwsi.org/pubs-pract.asp.
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Selecting a Sector

If one accepts that concentrating some activities on a specific industry would be worthwhile, an
obvious next question would be how to choose among industry sectors. In practice, organizations
use a variety of criteria for beginning to work in a particular sector. Some organizations are
already working in a sector and add workforce development to their set of activities in order to
further their mission. Others are dedicated to a particular constituency and choose an industry
sector that is important to that group’s employment options. Other organizations are not led to an
“obvious choice” by their existing work, and thus, they use a research-based approach, analyzing
labor market data and investigating local business opportunities to identify a sector in which to
work. Even in these cases, however, organizations rely on varied sets of criteria. For example,
some identify occupations that pay high wages; others look at occupations that can be accessed
after reasonably short training; and still others target industry sectors that have an important or
growing role in a region’s economy. The following are examples of how programs have used these
approaches to select sectors.

Building on Existing Industry Experience and Connections

Some organizations that are active in workforce development have a history of activities

that connect them to a particular industry. For example, organizations that work in housing
development, and note that their low-income residents also need jobs, have designed programs
to connect them to construction jobs. In the South Bronx, Per Scholas provides an example of
an organization that designed a workforce development program building on its experience and
industry connections developed from work in the information technology field.

Per Scholas, in the South Bronx, was established with a mission to address the “digital
divide” by acquiring used computers from corporations, refurbishing them, and providing
them at low-cost to low-income neighborhood residents and nonprofit organizations.
Thus, when Per Scholas decided to enter the employment training field, computer-related
occupations were a natural choice. The program was able to establish a hands-on, applied
training, delivered in the organization’s manufacturing facilities. And staff members had
industry connections that helped them to place graduates in jobs, as well as to understand
how employers’ needs were changing in this very volatile sector.

Jane Addams Resource Corporation (JARC), in the Ravenswood neighborhood of Chicago,
built on its original activities in industrial retention to develop a sectoral approach to
workforce development. JARC was founded to assist small neighborhood manufacturers
to improve their competitiveness through various technical and marketing assistance, and
advocacy efforts. At the same time, JARC was running adult literacy classes to help the
area’s low-income adult population improve its skills. Expanding activities to include
manufacturing vocational training was an extension of JARC’s work in these other areas.

Following the Needs of a Specific Constituency

Some sector programs are established by organizations that have a mission to serve very
specific constituencies (such as single mothers, ex-offenders, and immigrant groups, among
others) with a variety of services. For these programs, the choice of a sector in which to
work is influenced by whether a sector presents opportunities that are reasonably accessible
to those individuals receiving other services. For example, programs serving non-native
English-speaking immigrants seek industry sectors providing employment that does not
require a high degree of English-language fluency; programs working with single mothers
for whom arranging child care is a significant employment barrier seek industry sectors with
occupations providing predictable work schedules; and programs working with ex-offenders
seek industry sectors that do not bar workers with a criminal record as a matter of course or
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legal requirement. The following example, highlighting the experiences of North Carolina’s
MDC Latino Pathways program, describes the ways in which this organization has gone
about selecting a sector that provides a viable opportunity for its participant constituency.

MDC'’s Latino Pathways Program in Charlotte and Greensboro, N.C., is an example of
how a group of stakeholders chose to focus on an industry sector based on the needs
and opportunities facing a particular constituency. North Carolina’s Spanish-speaking
immigrant population has grown dramatically in recent years, and MDC staff report
that many Latino workers are segregated into poor quality, low-wage, entry-level jobs.
This is due in part to limited basic skills that constrain workers” ability to advance on
the job or to take advantage of training and educational opportunities. In seeking
ways to assist these workers to move into better quality, higher-paying jobs, MDC and
partner organization staff conducted research in Charlotte and Greensboro to identify
sectors that might offer Latino workers good quality, accessible jobs with opportunities
for advancement. They identified health care and public service as promising sectors to
explore further.

Their data analysis revealed that health care was a major growth industry in both
cities, but that Latinos were significantly under-represented in health care occupations.
In Charlotte, Human Resources staff at two major health care systems reported great
need for bilingual health care providers and indicated that they would hire as many
qualified bilingual new workers as the program could train. One of MDC'’s partners, a
Latino-based organization in Greensboro, conducted individual and group interviews
with Latino constituents and learned that people in this community expressed high
interest in health care careers. Having found an obvious match between employers’
needs and constituents’ goals, Latino Pathways launched health care initiatives in
both cities. At one technical college, new curricula and training processes were
implemented. These included a work readiness program customized for the immigrant
population, a special English for Health Care class, a night/weekend schedule, and,
for the first time, a nurse’s aide technical skills course taught by a bilingual instructor.
During the pilot training cycle in Greensboro, 14 participants enrolled in training,
and, at the time of an AspenWSl interview about the program, they were on track
to graduate in December 2006. This first group of trainees will greatly increase the
number of bilingual nurse’s aides in the Greensboro region.

Analyzing the Regional Economy to Select a Sector

When existing organizational skills and relationships, or specific needs of a constituency
group, do not lead naturally to work in a particular sector, programs need an analytic
framework to guide them in choosing a sector. There are often two types of goals that are
considered in concert when choosing a sector. The first has to do with the state of the regional
economy and the opportunities presented by the particular industrial mix in the region. For
example, a program may decide that its work should support: the region’s most competitive
sectors, sectors in which the greatest number of employment openings are expected, sectors
that are important to the local economy but seen to be “at risk,” sectors that are new but offer
potential to diversify a region’s economic base, etc. The second goal has to do with the needs
of people living and working in the region. Organizations make decisions about which groups
they can serve and which are priorities. Some organizations work to help people who have
been disconnected from the labor market find a productive entry point, while others focus

on helping those who are already working find a way to advance. These factors combine

as organizations finalize their choice of target sectors, and often the rationale for choosing

a sector combines both a perspective on how an initiative might contribute to the regional
economy, as well as meet the needs of people working in the region.
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The Lancaster WIB, in Lancaster, Penn., systematically conducts sector research to
identify “high-priority” industries that are expected to provide and sustain quality
jobs. Utilizing labor-market and industry-cluster data, the WIB has identified seven
priority industries” based on economic strength and job quality. An industry must

pay family-sustaining wages to qualify as a priority. The WIB uses this analysis to help
various public and private stakeholders develop a shared vision and redirect public
dollars for both workforce and economic development, such that priority industries
are strengthened and grow, and individuals are able to enter and advance in those
industries. Strategies to address these seven priority industries have been developed
and launched in a measured and progressive manner starting with one industry

— health care — and gradually, over a period of years, adding initiatives that address
critical labor needs in additional industries, such as construction and food processing.
The Lancaster WIB also has phased out its work in industries in which it feels other
organizations are now positioned to fill the area’s workforce needs. For example, it has
lessened its intensive involvement in the health care sector, having facilitated sufficient
connections between the area one-stops, higher education institutions, and employers
to continue the employee development pipeline.

In advocating for a redirection of resources to targeted industry sectors, the WIB
asks stakeholders to look carefully at the local economy and, at times, make tough
decisions. Lancaster, known for its picturesque family farms and Amish community, is
a major tourist destination and, as such, has a large hospitality industry. Despite the
industry’s size and importance to the local economy, the WIB's analysis revealed that it
offers generally poor job quality with low wages, few full-time positions, and meager
opportunities for advancement. Thus, the hospitality/tourism industries were not
included among the WIB's regional priorities. Because Lancaster enjoys a tight labor
market in which employers in all industries compete heavily for workers, the WIB has
been able to focus on the growth industries that offer better opportunities for workers.

Choosing Business Clients within the Sector
Like all workforce development organizations, sector initiatives have limited resources. This
fact generally means that a sector program cannot work with all employers in a targeted
industry sector and, therefore, must choose which employers with whom to work most
closely. Early on, when experience and relationships are not well developed, this choice may
be very constrained. Initial client customers may come from a variety of ad hoc sources,
such as existing professional or personal relationships of staff or board members. Fairly
quickly, however, a sector initiative will need to evaluate relationships with employers and
determine if they are the best employer customers with whom to work in order to further the
organization’s goals.

Employers within an industry vary in a number of ways, including their business model
and competitive niche, their organizational culture, their wages and benefits packages,
and their policies around skills acquisition and advancement. The success of an individual
on the job will be directly related to these factors in the workplace, and programs with a
mission to link low-income groups to better employment opportunities often find that some
employer customers are more likely to be “good” customers for the program than others.
For example, some employers may be focused on keeping labor costs low but tolerate
high turnover rates, while other employers may pay slightly higher wages and be more
willing to invest in building the skills of their workers. These two business models can

7 The seven “high priority” industries identified by the Lancaster WIB are: Agriculture and Food Processing, Automotive,
Biotechnology, Communications, Construction, Health Care, and Metals and Metal Fabrication.
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exist side by side in some industries, but one holds obvious advantages over the other for
an organization seeking to help people get better jobs and advance in a sector. In general,
programs that invest in preparing workers for employment or in improving the skills of the
incumbent workforce prefer to work with businesses that are likely to retain workers and
reward workers’ skill sets.

Kirkwood Community College in lowa developed a customer-service call center
training for low-income area residents, primarily welfare to work clients. Many of the
participating companies had not previously hired from welfare to work programs, and
they were interested in learning about how well this new group of employees was
succeeding on the job. Thus, the college conducted a retention study, benchmarking
the performance of graduates against each firm’s overall retention rate. The college
found that its graduates’ experiences were no different from employees hired from
other sources, but that retention rates were much higher at some companies than at
others. Given that there were no discernable differences in the quality of the graduates
being placed at the companies, the college engaged the companies that were having
retention issues in a dialogue, and the companies were able to learn from others about
practices that might improve their retention rates. The college wanted to make sure

it was serving its students and meeting its own performance standards by placing
individuals in companies where their skills were more likely to be valued and retained,
allowing Kirkwood's students to be successful on the job. At the same time, the college
continued to engage companies that were struggling with employee retention in order
to support the strength of call centers in general, but different strategies for engaging
this group of employer customers were used.

This example serves to illustrate how a sector program may over time begin to choose
which business customers with whom to work more intensively, and how a program
might offer a differentiated level of service within an industry depending on the particular
characteristics of companies operating in the industry.

Building Industry Expertise

As described previously, sector initiatives remain engaged with a particular industry segment over
an extended period of time. Over time, initiative staff develops and deepens its own expertise

and relationships related to the industry. The type of competencies that programs build over

time depend on both need and opportunity in an industry, as well as choices regarding specific
strategies and relationships to pursue. Sector programs have found a variety of ways to deepen
their understanding of the industry in which they operate, and to turn this understanding into an
asset for their organization. Efforts are often made to develop staff as in-house industry specialists.
For example, staff might regularly read the industry’s trade publications, attend industry-specific
networking events, etc. The initiative might also draw staff from the targeted industry, gaining
valuable industry-specific experience and connections. Some sector initiatives have built expertise
by conducting and publishing research on trends in a local industry, gaining visibility and
credibility with local employers. Others have complemented their training services with other
services in areas such as market development or technology applications. Still other programs
have created membership structures through which they interact regularly with their business
clients on a range of issues. Several sector programs have chosen to operate their own businesses
within their target sector. In this way, they become actual members of the industry, gain real-life
expertise and credibility, and can foster relationships as peers with leaders of other businesses in
the industry.
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Having multiple services and strategies that involve an initiative with the target industry
helps sector leaders to have a means of continually engaging employers in a meaningful way
and enhances the information feedback loop that is vital to keeping an initiative’s workforce
development offerings current. Sector initiatives provide non-training services designed to
add value to the businesses in an industry, including technical services, industry research,
human resources services, and convening and networking. The table below illustrates the
wide variety of non-training services that sector initiatives provide to industry. An example
program is included for each service category. It should be noted, however, that many of the
organizations mentioned below offer non-training services in several categories.

Examples of Non-training Approaches to Meeting Business Needs

Service

Technical
consulting

Industrial real
estate

Market
development

Primary
research

Secondary
source research
and analysis

Annual surveys
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Example Program

Jane Addams
Resource
Corporation

WIRE-Net

Garment Industry
Development
Corporation

Kirkwood
Community College

Workforce
Development, Inc.

New Century
Careers

Link to Sector Strategy

In the course of incumbent worker training, JARC

trainers and Business Support service staff also may offer
recommendations to help make overall operations more
efficient and support business growth. This service solidifies
JARC's credibility and contributes to its mission of supporting
employer competitiveness in order to retain businesses and
jobs.

To help retain manufacturers and jobs in Cleveland, WIRE-
Net helps local companies find appropriate space within
the westside area and advocates for the development and
revitalization of properties in industrial corridors.

Through its “Made In NY” program, GIDC operates
marketing campaigns designed to encourage consumers to
purchase clothing produced by New York-based companies.
GIDC also facilitates new business-to-business relationships
that enable New York companies with responsible human
resources practices to sell production services to major retail
chains and designer label producers.

In its work with customer-service call centers, Kirkwood
collected and synthesized data from area call centers on the

call center technology each used and the pros and cons of

the technology from the user’s perspective. Kirkwood then
provided the results to its members, supporting their operations
and enhancing its image as a valued industry resource.

WDI, a nonprofit organization that serves as the WIB for

10 counties in Southeastern Minnesota, uses analysis of
labor market data to identify high-demand quality job
opportunities with career potential in its service area.
Through this process, WDI designates target industries that
are likely to be important to the region’s economy and
concentrates the allocation of workforce service funds on the
sectors that both offer good job opportunities and regional
economic benefits. Through its staff and published reports,
WDI communicates the findings of research to engage other
stakeholders, such as employers and educational providers,
in its strategy.

New Century Careers conducts an annual survey of
manufacturing companies to determine workforce needs
and issues. As a result, the organization has become an
information center for area companies. Specifically, NCC
has been able to encourage companies with relatively high
turnover or low wages to improve human resource practices
by clearly demonstrating that they are below the area
median in performance.
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PHI’s approach involves new ways of doing business that
improve the quality of workers’ jobs and ultimately the
quality of care provided. To support organizations willing
to implement this new way of doing business, PHI provides
management consulting to help leaders determine how to
create change in their businesses.

HHW assists employers and unions with outreach and
recruitment of minority contractors, sexual harassment
workshops, compliance assessments designed to help
contractors meet diversity goals, and assistance in setting
up diversity task forces that bring industry and community
stakeholders together.

[IB places people from a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds
into jobs and conducts English as a Second Language
training for incumbent workers looking to advance in the
hospitality industry. To support these workers’ success on the
job, 1IB offers training to human resources directors at area
hotels on cultural competency issues and provides related
assistance in the design of staff development plans. Hotel
human resources directors report that this work has helped
improve retention and advancement among their diverse
workforce.

The District 1199C Training & Upgrading Fund in
Philadelphia provides a range of training opportunities

in the health care industry. As a labor-management
partnership between one large union and multiple health
care employers, its role as a convener and educator allows it
to bring these two constituency groups together, as well as
public officials and other stakeholders. It serves as a neutral
forum on issues of interest, allowing employers and all
present to become better educated about the issue and to
understand the perspectives of other parties. Examples of
topics in these forums range from public policy related to
Medicaid and Medicare, to workplace practices, such as the
creation of career ladders.

Boston-area auto service firms are active advisors to and
members of the Partnership for Automotive Career Education
(PACE), implemented to respond to severe shortages of
skilled entry-level employees and to successfully employ
residents of lower-income communities in family-sustaining,
career-opportunity jobs in this sector. PACE initially focused
on entry-level training and career coaching to equip
employees to meet consortium businesses’ hiring needs.
While the critical shortage of new workers has eased, the
PACE consortium remains active and is currently reviewing
incumbent worker skill-development needs, developing and
delivering training to improve English language and math
skills customized to automotive skills work, and improving
communications between technicians and supervisors.

The following discussion of work by New Century Careers (NCC) shows how over
time this sector initiative has gained a strong foothold in the Pittsburgh area’s advanced
manufacturing sector by developing deep knowledge of the industry and providing a range
of non-training services that add value to local businesses. The organization reports that its
involvement in the local industry also helps it to stay positioned to be more effective with its
own job training and placement activities.
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New Century Careers in Pittsburgh focuses on Southwest Pennsylvania’s manufacturing
sector and seeks to improve the lives of individuals through the development of skills
that lead to good quality, family-wage jobs and careers. NCC is equally focused on
helping manufacturers find and retain skilled workers. The impetus for the organization
came out of the skills shortages that the region’s manufacturing firms were
experiencing in the late 1990s.

In response, NCC's first service was to provide pre-employment training so that
employers could find qualified workers. Since then, the organization has worked hard
to make sure that staff remains abreast of employer needs. As part of this effort, NCC
began conducting employer surveys about training and skill needs. While this helped
the organization better understand how to focus its training, it also started to build
NCC's reputation as a knowledge center. Having information about trends among all
area employers gave NCC expertise that employers did not have themselves. Through
its surveys and networking, NCC learned about other area training providers and
how satisfied employers were with their services, allowing the organization to avoid
duplicating services that were already being effectively provided while, at the same
time, developing quality information on training services that could be provided
to employers trying to address human resource needs. For example, as part of the
Advanced Manufacturing Career Collaborative, NCC explored how to extend the
“career pathway” in the region’s manufacturing sector and developed a comprehensive
database of area secondary and post-secondary public- and private-training providers,
detailing information about the type of manufacturing skills training offered. This
database is easily accessible via NCC’s Web site and provides organizations and
individuals with quick referrals.

NCC also created a complete incumbent-worker training service that is based on
15 core modules identified by manufacturers as key aspects of workforce development.
Employers pay some or all of the cost of the incumbent-worker training program,
depending on a variety of criteria. A current subsidized incumbent-worker training
program, the Compete Initiative, covers part of the cost of training for companies
in targeted North American Industrial Classification System codes that have been
determined as important contributors to the regional economy, and that are willing to
commit to a training plan that is tied to enhancing overall competitiveness. This range
of incumbent-worker training offerings, and the criteria through which companies
qualify, further linked NCC to its business customers and enhanced the organization’s
institutional knowledge about these companies’ competitive positions and needs.

NCC’s work with Hamill Manufacturing illustrates the multiple services and avenues
for interaction that NCC has developed with its client base. Human Resource Manager
Phyllis Miller reports six different efforts on which her company works with NCC. Two
are training services; the company has both hired from NCC’s new entrant training
program and also benefited from NCC's incumbent-worker training. Miller reports that
the company valued both of these NCC services, particularly the incumbent-worker
training, which she noted was instrumental to the company’s ability to implement lean
manufacturing processes. She reports that these processes have helped the company
to both boost profits and be more competitive for contracts.

Importantly, other services she describes include a range of non-training activities.
For example, she cited NCC's lead role in moving employers from an hours-based
apprenticeship program to a credential-based system. In this effort, NCC staff took
the lead in meeting with each of 13 area employers identified to participate in a
National Institute of Metalworking Skills grant and encouraged them to shift their
apprenticeship training to a competency-based standard. In the end, 12 of the 13
companies re-wrote their apprenticeship programs. Miller notes that this was valuable
for Hamill Manufacturing, because the new standard ensured that the apprentices



the company prepared were more capable. In addition, the system provides greater
clarity and portability to workers’ skill sets, so that the area labor market as a whole is
strengthened. Miller also mentioned two efforts in which her company collaborated
with NCC to attract the interest of different types of students in manufacturing careers.
One of these efforts, BattleBots I1Q, is being expanded to 19 schools, including a school
for the deaf. NCC also administers the Pittsburgh National Tooling and Machining
Association apprenticeship program, and Miller notes that this is probably the most
important service that NCC provides to Hamill Manufacturing. NCC’s ability to

handle the administrative issues and monitor program quality have been critical to

the operation and value of this program. In all of these efforts, NCC provides a range
of services and expertise, including administrative help, quality control, relationship
development, coordination of events, and other services that companies feel unable to
handle on their own. As Miller says, “We couldn’t do as much as we do without their
[NCC's] involvement.”

NCC'’s philosophy with employer customers is that they should contribute
something for services. Employers contribute to NCC's pre-employment training
program by paying a fee for each person hired and retained past a 90-day probation
period. Employers also contribute some or all of the cost of incumbent-worker training.
While the fees often are not high enough to cover NCC's costs, they serve to engender
commitment among area employers and cement a professional rather than community
service relationship. Keeping fees reasonable, however, permits NCC to quickly reach
and engage a broad base of employers, allowing these companies to try NCC'’s services
with little risk and affording NCC the opportunity to learn more about the operations
and needs of area firms.

NCC demonstrates that a sector initiative, while starting with a focus on training,
may over time develop other strategies for engaging in the industry. This deeper industry
engagement in turn brings the organization greater credibility and opportunities for further
expansion of the work. For the manufacturing industry, the ability to be competitive in the
global production marketplace is imperative, and understanding the larger competitive picture
of the manufacturing industry has helped NCC find the opportunities where workforce
services will be most valued.

Because sector programs work to address business needs, it is reasonable to expect that they
might document the ways in which businesses benefit from this work. When an initiative
can measure the outcomes of its work for business, it gains information that can be critical
for developing programs, monitoring performance, building stronger relationships with
employers, and enhancing marketing and fundraising efforts. But measuring outcomes for
business is often less than straightforward.

A number of issues arise for programs seeking to measure employer outcomes. Many do
not know what to measure; they have not defined in concrete, measurable terms the business
outcomes that should result from their service. Also, gathering data creates a number of
issues both for the employer client and the workforce program. For example, employee
confidentiality, the availability of appropriate benchmarks or comparison data, and the ability
to look at data t