
Increase Business Engagement with a Clear Value Stream
When Washington’s workforce system effectively engages with business, it’s a win-win situation for workers, and for employers. By working closely with firms to determine their talent challenges and by implementing effective solutions, the workforce system helps both businesses and workers prosper.

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) places a greater emphasis than its predecessor act on engaging business in the development of workforce solutions, and, in fact, identifies business as a primary customer of the workforce system. Yet for the system to realize the full potential of business engagement, it must go beyond thinking of employers as merely customers. Businesses must be partners with the system. After all, businesses know what they need, and the skills that they lack. They can help identify, create, and implement effective workforce solutions. By providing businesses with easier access to the workforce system and a clearer understanding of the benefits of working together, Washington can move business engagement to the next level.Better access, better engagement
By providing businesses with easier access to the workforce system and a clearer understanding of the benefits of working together, Washington can move business engagement to the next level.



Already, Washington is known as a leader in business engagement. The state piloted Industry Skill Panels and was an early adopter and leader in the implementation of sector strategies and career pathways. Industry Skill Panels were instrumental in the establishment of Centers of Excellence, housed within the state’s community and technical college system, which provide fast, flexible, quality education and training programs that respond directly to the needs of industry. Washington has also invested in Skill Centers, which provide career-focused education to high school students. These centers routinely partner with local employers to give students the skills to be successful in the local job market and advance in their education and training. In 2015, Governor Inslee appointed industry sector leads to better support the growth of critical industry sectors. Today, Washington has the opportunity to take this work to the next level and lead the country as a recognized innovator in the arena of business engagement. 

What Better Engagement Can Mean for Business

According to a 2014 Accenture report, employers cannot find the talent they need. In this report, just “18 percent of employers reported sufficient access to needed skills.” In Washington, just 8 percent of businesses connected with the state’s workforce system. Overall, businesses felt the workforce system should better address:
· Skilling up workers and job seekers to keep pace with rapid changes in technology. 
· Increasing skill requirements of many jobs and skill/labor shortages. 
· Talent retention assistance. 
· Increasing workforce diversity. 
· Challenges of an aging workforce. 
· Greater demand for flexibility within the workforce. 
· Impacts of personal life on work. 

The opportunity for innovation is ripe. There are many tools available for addressing the need, including work-based learning (on-the-job training, incumbent worker training, apprenticeship) where the public system and business share in the cost of developing an employee. Partnerships with workforce development and human services programs can increase diversity in the hiring pool and support diversity in job retention in the workplace. If employers are willing to partner with the workforce system, expend energy, and, in some cases, devote resources, they can leverage their investment to create sustainable solutions to their workforce challenges. 

What Better Business Engagement Means for the Workforce System

An emphasis on business engagement creates the risk of more activity—more surveys, more meetings, more outreach—but not necessarily more engagement. While many businesses do not know about all of the workforce system programs and services that could benefit them, more outreach does not necessarily lead to more employers using the workforce system. 

According to a recent National Governors Association (NGA) report, “The U.S. workforce system is often criticized as a sum of disconnected parts, with worker training poorly matched to industry demand, a lack of focus on industries that are the most important to local economies, and duplicative business outreach and workforce training services.” Outreach alone will not fix these issues.

Successful business engagement is about better understanding the value the workforce system can offer business and delivering that value by: 
1. Aligning and coordinating “disconnected parts” across the system to provide workforce solutions. 
2. Enlisting business as a partner in the identification, development, implementation of and investment in workforce solutions. 
3.  Making services and products more transparent, accessible, and user-friendly.

By finding more effective ways of working together, leveraging limited resources, and addressing long- term issues, the workforce system can help employers achieve stronger results, forging a more sustainable and mutually beneficial alliance. 
Aligning and Coordinating Across the Workforce System
Effective business engagement is a system function, rather than a programmatic one. Each system partner comes with specific resources to develop, support, educate, and train the workforce in the region, and a mandate to better engage business in doing so. When each program works in isolation to create businesses services, increase contact with businesses, or solicit business input, the end result is a patchwork approach where some businesses are asked the same questions over and over, and others are left completely out of the conversation. Creating an aligned and coordinated approach that conveys the full strength of the system increases its efficiency and the likelihood that employers will realize value from the system.

To achieve this innovation, Washington’s workforce system must shift its focus when working with businesses from the promotion and administration of programs, and management of services, to a more strategic role of building regional talent pipelines, addressing skill gaps, and creating meaningful education and career pathways for a range of workers in key regional industries. 

Recently, a staff person at a WorkSource center described the transition as moving from inventory control to business solutions. In inventory control mode, staff thinks in terms of how many jobs a company has open and how many job seekers the program has available or could quickly train to apply for these jobs. In the business solution model, staff move from focusing on this “inventory” of specific services and programs to helping businesses access system resources and services that will meet their specific needs. 

See Chapter # “Streamlining Customer Service Through an Integrated Service Delivery Model” for more details on this key strategy.



Engagement of business as a partner through sector strategies
What better way to demonstrate value and responsiveness to customers than to engage them as equal partners in the design and creation of the products and services they will consume. Sector strategies and career pathways are proven mechanisms for forging these relationships.

Sector strategies are the most widely used approach to engage businesses throughout the U.S., according to the National Governors Association (NGA). NGA finds that “a growing body of evidence demonstrates their effectiveness for employers and workers.” Sector strategies are regional partnerships of employers within one industry that bring together government, education, training, economic development, labor, and community organizations to focus on the workforce and other needs of their industry. At the state level, policies and investments support regional sectors. WIOA sets the expectation for the workforce system to implement sector strategies as part of regional plans.

Fortunately, Washington’s workforce system is a recognized leader in the implementation of sector strategies. The state needs to capitalize on this strength and move beyond sector strategies to sustainable sector partnerships. Sector partnerships shift employers from being customers of the workforce system to active participants in the designing and creating of workforce solutions—forming business-to-business partnerships within each industry sector that set the agenda and course for resolving industry-wide workforce needs.

In addressing industry sector workforce issues, system partners have the components of the solutions packaged together to create a customized solution. This may include incumbent worker training that moves current workers into higher demand fields, paired with recruitment strategies to backfill the entry-level opportunities that open up as a result. Employer engagement may lead to more work-based learning opportunities where the company makes it easier for potential and existing workers to elevate their skills in workplace settings. Sector partners may also choose to focus on longer term solutions, even reaching within the K-12 system to prepare young people for future careers in the industry. The key is to leverage the investment and resources of all partners toward a common goal. Rather than competing for the attention of businesses, the workforce system braids together the resources of the public, philanthropic, and private sectors to create new solutions to ever-changing business challenges. 

A Sector Partnership Framework is included in Appendix X to support the transition to sector partnerships. The framework provides a common set of principles, definitions, processes and criteria and creates the expectation that regional and state sector leads will coordinate and leverage each other’s work. Regional level workforce development professionals from different agencies and organizations will develop a common language for implementing sector partnerships, sharing promising practices and lessons learned.

The framework also provides a vehicle to identify the training needs of system partner staff to support sector partnerships. By using the framework to report on the status of sector activities, policy makers, business stakeholders and workforce system partners will all have a better understanding of the impact of sector partnerships. Most importantly, the framework lays the groundwork for fully engaging business as a partner in workforce solutions.

Career Pathways
[bookmark: _GoBack]Career Pathways form a transit system for careers, mapping out the various routes workers can take to achieve their career and life goals. They serve as a recruitment and retention tool for industry sectors, clearly conveying the career pathways within the industry to incumbent and potential employees. Businesses identify the career progression within occupations they need to prosper. The education system, with continued consultation with employers, organizes programs that allow job seekers to access the right amount of education and training to fulfill those job requirements and move up the career ladder throughout their lives. 

Career pathways are most effective when they are highly informed by businesses in a regional economy and when they are supported by system partners. These pathways can offer a mechanism for those with barriers to employment to move more efficiently into jobs. The workforce development partners can identify potential participants and provide the support services for these job seekers to succeed in their education and training. Business input can help the education system better tailor and update curriculum based on regional industry needs and trends.

Making workforce services and products more transparent, accessible and user-friendly
Businesses often find it difficult to navigate the vast array of programs and services available within the workforce system. The program-by-program approach to developing business services has resulted in an abundance of program-specific solutions. If the workforce system is to better engage business, it must demystify, align, and simplify access to this array of resources and services. Several approaches address this challenge.

Identify/invest in business navigators
That navigators are needed to help businesses access services demonstrates the complexity of the workforce system. For example, a business wanting to support the growth of a young, inexperienced job seeker may be offered on-the-job training support by one partner, an internship by another, a work experience, job shadow or assistance setting up an apprenticeship program by others, and so on. The workforce “solution” may have more to do with which program is contacted rather than which approach fits best. 

Business navigators must be sufficiently cross-trained in business programs and services so they can readily identify services useful to businesses, regardless of who provides them. Navigators can also help tailor a package of services to meet specific business needs. 

Speak the language of business
Even within the workforce system, programs have their own languages built around their authorizing legislation, regulations, and cultures. Translating workforce development products and services into a common language that resonates with business serves the dual purpose of creating a stronger partnership among workforce system partners while also improving the relationship with businesses. 

Create a common brand
The difference between on-the-job training, clinicals, internships, job shadows, cooperative training, work experiences, apprenticeships, and other workforce activities revolves around who offers the programs, as well as program-specific rules and regulations. All are approaches that allow jobseekers to actively build their knowledge and skills in hopes of meeting business needs and landing a job. But all these different names for similar activities can be confusing. Creating a common brand and a clear, plain-language menu of options could help drive more businesses to the workforce system and ensure they get the help they’re looking for. This requires offering services and solving challenges in a way that makes sense for businesses. By grouping services and resources according to business need, they are more likely to be used and valued by business, while also creating greater transparency and access.

Increase work-and-learn opportunities
While the workforce system offers many services to businesses, critical service gaps can hinder business competitiveness. Many gaps relate to services that have great potential to provide work-and-learn opportunities, like apprenticeship, on-the-job training, and incumbent worker training. Work-and-learn opportunities are a win-win-win for the job seeker/worker, the business, and the workforce system. Job seekers collect a pay check while in training and businesses are able to defray payroll costs, while helping a worker gain valuable skills. Work-and-learn solutions help ensure training provides tangible, relevant skills that lead to jobs for trainees. 

Champion business needs to benefit jobseekers
Effective business engagement should help job seekers land jobs and businesses get the skilled workers they need. However, this connection between the workforce system and business requires a focused effort on the staff who work with these two customer groups.  For example, workforce staff must be able to translate labor market data and trends into information that can help jobseekers find employment in their local area. At the same time, reporting the results of business engagement efforts helps build a bridge between staff who serve businesses and those who serve job seekers. Showing staff how particular industries are being targeted with additional dollars and staff time will help them better understand the intersection between workforce development and the business community. Adopting business assessment methods to better match potential workers with employers, and developing customized recruitments, are other examples of how business needs can be championed within the workforce system for the benefit of job seekers. 

Train staff on business engagement
Relatively few staff in the workforce system come to their roles with a strong business background. Instead, staff market programs and services without a full understanding of business needs. The state must invest in professional development if the workforce system is to successfully connect with businesses, help identify and solve business problems, and retain the business community as true customers and partners. Developing a set of indicators that helps staff know if they are on track in helping area businesses is also useful. The sector partnership framework will help the 12 regional Workforce Development Councils, the state’s Workforce Board, and other workforce system partners develop training that fully addresses business needs and offers business-focused solutions.

The role of Workforce Development Councils
Under WIOA, Workforce Development Councils (WDCs) are responsible for assuring the public workforce system meets the needs of businesses, workers, and job seekers within economic regions. WIOA requires WDCs to lead business engagement by developing a plan with other workforce partners that coordinates business engagement strategies and resources across the workforce system, in support of regional economies. 

WDCs can exercise their leadership responsibility in a variety of ways. At a minimum, WDCs serve as leaders for specific efforts like sector partnerships; assessing business engagement opportunities, (both in terms of quantity and quality); convening, organizing, coordinating, facilitating, and supporting the efforts of workforce partners to create an aligned approach to business engagement; and/or creating partnerships with effective intermediaries who already have the trust of the business community. While any workforce system partner may potentially lead a business solution or provide services to businesses, all are expected to support WDCs in the development and implementation of aligned and effective regional business engagement strategies. In turn, WDCs are expected to work with their partners to identify the approach taken within a region. Workforce system partners at the state and regional level should collaborate on the chosen approach. 

The specific mechanism for managing business engagement is far less important than selecting and implementing a unified approach. Once a mechanism is established, WDCs and workforce system partners must work together to implement it. This includes organizing, targeting, and assigning representatives to the market, setting protocols for contact and services, identification and analysis of business workforce problems, adopting an integrated plan, maintaining a shared customer base, connecting job seeker staff to the process, seeking alignment with business demand, and reporting and evaluating progress.
Summary and Goals

In conclusion, better engagement between Washington’s workforce system and businesses will help solve talent challenges and lead to effective solutions that ensure both businesses and workers prosper. Over the next two years, Washington’s workforce system will:

1. Establish a baseline and increase the number of businesses utilizing the workforce system.
2. Establish a baseline and increase the number and percentage of businesses reporting satisfaction with the services they receive via the workforce system by 5 percent each year.
3. Have at least one sector partnership in development in each workforce region. Use the Sector Partnership Framework to show progress over time.
4. Increase resources for work-and-learn opportunities, including on-the-job training and apprenticeship, internships, job shadows, but especially, incumbent worker training. 
5. Increase the amount of work-based training, including incumbent worker training, on-the-job training and apprenticeship, job shadows, internships.
6. Train at least 30 percent of the workforce system on the implementation of sector partnerships.
7

