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“ W O R L D - C L A S S ”  S E C T O R  S T R A T E G I E S  

Understanding & Meeting Workforce Needs 

 

PURPOSE 

This paper will provide state and regional stakeholders who lead "sector-

based" initiatives with information that will assist them in better 

understanding, and meeting, their specific needs. Stakeholders may include 

workforce and economic developers, and staff and leadership of other 

entities that coordinate and engage employers within a particular industry 

(e.g., health care, manufacturing, information technology). This paper offers a 

framework for how best to implement sector-based service-delivery 

strategies and tactics that benefit and serve employers and workers, and 

prepare for the future prosperity of Kentucky’s communities. 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Sector strategies ― regional, industry-focused approaches to building skilled 
workforces ― are proving to be one of the most effective ways to align service 
providers to address the talent needs of employers. 

While not new, these types of initiatives have received renewed interest from 
states and from the federal government. There is now recognition that sector-
based strategies can move regions toward longer term, systemic collaboration 
and improved competitiveness in today's globally-competitive environment.  

Many regions and states are now investing in sector strategies as stand-alone 
initiatives or as components of broader transformational efforts. In addition, a 
number of national initiatives are underway to support and scale these 
models. 

 SECTOR STRATEGIES:  

What are they? 

 Sector-based strategies take a 
comprehensive, broad-based approach to 
identifying and addressing skill needs 
across key industries within a region rather 
than focusing on the workforce needs of 
individual employers on a case-by-case 
basis. 

These strategies require workforce and 
other regional service providers to 
establish engaged and sustainable 
relationships with employers to determine 
the specific skill and occupational 
requirements to meet industry needs. As 
these relationships strengthen, service 
providers will likely offer more customized, 
coordinated, and timely workforce 
solutions. Simultaneously, education and 
training providers will refine curricula and 
programs to more tightly align with industry 
demands.  

Benefits of Sector Strategies  

 Employers experience greater success 
finding workers with the skills they need 
to compete and to expand.  

 Workers receive relevant training that 
can lead to greater job stability and 
advancement opportunities. 
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SECTOR STRATEGY CHALLENGES

As sector strategy initiatives become more prevalent, there 

is increased pressure to implement them efficiently while 

still achieving intended strategic outcomes. Leaders need 

to use taxpayer dollars wisely, to ensure employers have 

access to a pool of skilled workers, while workers obtain 

the means to secure relevant training and meaningful 

career opportunities.   

What goes into building a "successful" sector strategy?  

States, Workforce Investment Boards and regional 

collaboratives interested in sector-based approaches to 

workforce (and economic) development will need to 

consider and master several factors, including: 

 They must know exactly the kinds of workers and 

competencies employers in a particular industry 

sector need today and will need in the future;  

 They must know the skill sets of the current regional 

workforce; 

 They must inventory their regional education and 

training assets to understand the capacities of 

existing training providers and higher education 

institutions – aligning both curriculum and capacity to 

sectoral demand; 

 They must devise methods to actively and constantly 

keep employers engaged in the process; 

 They must assess support services needed for 

workers to succeed; and, 

 They must (because sector strategies transcend 

geographic and organizational boundaries) convene 

other workforce development providers, economic 

developers, higher education leaders, employers, and 

other groups to align around common priorities and 

leverage limited resources collaboratively. 

 

FRAMEWORK FOR SUCCESS:  SEVEN CRITICAL FACTORS 

Through our research and throughout our experience as practitioners in workforce development, 

we have formed a Framework to help regions prepare to implement sector-based approaches to 

service delivery. The Framework identifies and defines seven success factors that we believe are 

common to the most effective sector strategies implementations we have seen. When executed 

together, they can result in sector-based strategies that we consider to be "world class."  

 

 

These success factors are not necessarily meant to be viewed as linear steps to be followed in 

implementing sector-based service delivery strategies Rather, they can be a useful tool for leaders 

to measure their progress toward building a “World-Class Sector Strategy” and guide them as they 

prioritize to advance these efforts.  
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SEVEN SUCCESS FACTORS OF A "WORLD-CLASS SECTOR STRATEGY"  

 

1 Sectors Selected Based on Real-Time Data 

Real and current data must be the driving force behind 

selecting the most appropriate target industry sectors.   

World-Class Sector Strategy regions have thoroughly 

examined the current labor market data, historical and 

projected growth patterns, wage levels and other 

quantitative data sets within a particular industry (e.g., 

health care, financial services) to determine that the sector 

is: 

 Strong with future growth potential both regionally and 

nationally; and, 

 One where the region may hold a competitive 

advantage over areas and thus worthy of their 

investment of public resources. 

These regions have also validated – through initial 

employer engagement, asset mapping, and other 

qualitative information – regional employers’ specific 

workforce needs that must be met to drive sector growth. 

The goal is to identify “target” sectors which, given existing 

workforce, natural resources and business climate, are 

industry clusters that reflect the region’s specific strengths 

and have the best opportunity for growth. These choices, in 

effect, will help to differentiate the region from competitors. 

Selecting the “right” target sectors based on a thorough, 

data-driven analysis is really a winnowing down approach. 

Five overarching questions can help get you started: 

1. Is the industry strong and concentrated regionally?  

2. Is the industry growing? 

3. Does the industry meet our outcome expectations 

(earnings creation, wage levels, etc.)? 

4. Are there untapped assets in the region that give an 

industry an opportunity to grow/emerge?   

5. Does the industry align with the culture of the 

community?   

 

2 Sectors Selected by Regional Consensus 

Because the success of a sector strategy is dependent 

upon the alignment of multiple service agencies across city, 

county, (and in some cases, state) lines, the decision about 

which industry sectors to target must be made through 

regional consensus involving a broad spectrum of 

stakeholder organizations. 

How to Determine a "Region"?  

World-class sector strategies will often transcend county 

borders because they reflect a viable "economy," driven by 

factors such as commuting and economic patterns. Where 

do workers in a region live? Where do residents in a region 

work? How does trade (retail and other) flow through and 

within a set of municipalities, counties, or even states?  

The answers to these questions can help determine what 

might make the most appropriate geographic scope for a 

regional, sector-based strategy.  

 

Kentucky’s Functional Economic Areas 

 

Economic Modeling Specialists, Inc. 

(EMSI) provides tools and data to 

understand employment and local labor 

markets. The map (left) was developed 

from EMSI data. It depicts the current 

functional economic areas in Kentucky. 

As you can see, they extend beyond 

Kentucky’s borders into surrounding 

municipalities in other states.  

When developing sector strategies, keep 

that concept in mind. Like functional 

economic areas, industry sectors are not 

bound by traditional geographic borders, 

so partnerships with cross-border 

stakeholders are essential. 

http://www.economicmodeling.com/ 

 

http://www.economicmodeling.com/
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Consensus Among Whom?  

Once the region has been defined, regional leadership 

must come together to set forth a vision for the sector 

strategy and reach consensus on the target industry(ies) 

upon which to build the initiative. Leadership should 

include senior members from key partner organizations 

including, at a minimum:  

 The workforce system; 

 Community/tech colleges and universities; 

 Economic development organizations; 

 K-12 system leaders; and 

 Employers and industry groups. 

The sector strategies leadership group may consider 

developing and adopting this shared vision to: 

 Communicate sector goals clearly to existing and 

potential partners and stakeholders; 

 Serve as a "touchstone" throughout implementation; 

and, 

 Guide the alignment and investment of financial and 

non-financial resources in support of implementation.  

 

3 Employer's Assessed Talent Needs are Clear 

Once a target industry sector has been identified (e.g., life 

sciences, aerospace manufacturing) the partnership must 

get an accurate and comprehensive picture of employers' 

specific current and future workforce needs. The U.S. 

Department of Labor's sponsored O*Net database is a 

valuable tool to identify occupations that make up a 

particular industry and to begin to determine the hiring and 

skill demand for these jobs. With the appropriate analysis, 

regions can define the hiring needs within a particular 

industry by occupation (occupational demand), the skill 

requirements of the positions; crosswalk from one 

occupational classification to another (particularly useful in 

assisting dislocated workers in accessing appropriate re-

training opportunities), and more.  

All of this data should provide a baseline from which to 

actively engage a network of employers within the target 

industry sector, the most important element of any World-

Class Sector Strategy. Engaging employers ― through 

surveys, interviews, roundtables, and focus groups will help 

validate findings and provide a clear picture of regional 

industry hiring, skill, and career pathway needs.  

Regions will also need to inventory existing regional 

education and training programs and be willing to add or 

change curriculum and programs to better reflect target 

industry needs. If aerospace manufacturing is a targeted 

sector, for example, do the region's two- and four-year 

higher education institutions support the industry's need for 

engineers, technicians, project managers, installation and 

maintenance experts, administrative support, and other 

workers with the right courses, right programs, and right 

degrees and certifications? If not, what curriculum and 

program changes need to be developed, revamped or 

added? 

These assessments will help regions produce a "Talent 

Supply Chain," gauging the supply/demand mismatch and 

specific program areas within which to focus.  

 

4 Partners' Plans & Organizations Support Sectors 

Assessing data to understand regional target sector 

strengths and employers' workforce needs are crucial 

components of sector strategies. However, for these 

initiatives to lead to true change within a region, service 

provider organizations must alter the way they actually 

conduct business. Workforce system and other partner 

organizations that lead World-Class Sector Strategies 

embed these principles into their long- and short-term 

strategic plans, ensuring that actual investments in 

education and training, and business services reflect the 

specific needs of workers and employers in targeted 

sectors. 

Within each organization, there must be vertical alignment 

wherein mission statements, service delivery processes, job 

descriptions and incentives change (from "boardroom to 

mailroom") to align with the needs of targeted sectors. 

Vertical alignment ensures there are defined, coordinated 

roles for all staff levels and that all partners use it to 

establish goals and measure performance for service 

delivery staff. 

In addition to vertical alignment, World-Class Sector 

Strategies integrate horizontal alignment, wherein sector 

strategies are aligned across organizational "silos" to form 

dynamic alliances. Horizontal alignment requires that all 

partners, including education and training providers, 

economic development, the workforce system, and others, 

collaborate to redefine align strategic objectives,  explore 

collaborative funding, and sharing labor market and/or 

industry data. 

 

5 Education and Training are Aligned 

An obvious measure of sector strategy effectiveness is 

whether target sector needs and goals have been 

specifically translated to education and training service 

delivery for workers and job seekers. Across the "supply 

side" this requires the entire educational continuum to be 

positively engaged, starting from K-12. It should result in 

alignment beyond just curriculum, i.e., alignment within all 

education and training investments. Within a health 

services industry sector strategy for example: 

 The workforce system prioritizes job training grants, 

contracts, ITAs, etc. toward health services 

occupations; adult basic education is refined to 

prepare adults for transition to health services careers 

or higher learning opportunities within the sector.  
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 The K-12 system provides ample health service career 

awareness and exploration activities for students; 

teachers are given externships at health clinics or 

hospitals; additional science, technology, engineering 

and math (STEM) projects are incorporated into 

classwork to prepare students for health fields, etc.  

 Community and technical colleges, labor unions, and 

private training providers, redesign curriculum or build 

more capacity to train and graduate more skilled 

health service professionals. 

 Universities redesign curriculum, partner with 

community colleges to explore articulation 

agreements and, perhaps, prioritize research 

technology transfer support efforts in health and life 

science areas. 

The result can be a seamless and aligned education and 

training system for workers of all skill levels to benefit from 

expected new industry growth opportunities.  

 

6 Business Services are Aligned 

On the “demand side,” target sector needs must be 

translated to the service delivery level for employers. In 

World-Class Sector Strategies, it can be easy to map how 

workforce, education, and economic development partners 

within that region are directly aligning services to employers 

in targeted sectors through customized business solutions:  

 Workforce system representatives prioritize outreach 

to employers within a particular industry to enhance 

access to training grants and others incentives.  

 Community colleges prioritize business outreach and 

workforce development efforts (e.g., incumbent 

worker training, customized training) toward 

employers in the target sector(s). 

 Economic development organizations and/or 

chambers of commerce focus business recruitment, 

retention, and entrepreneurship development efforts 

on one or a set of target sectors.  

 Community-based organizations prioritize business 

investments (e.g., drug testing, transportation 

services) toward the same set of employers within a 

target sector.  

In each case, the service provider must be familiar with the 

target industry, its trends and its most critical needs. The 

result can lead to a system where employers within a 

particular industry receive the workforce-related services 

they need with little regard, or even understanding, 

necessarily, of the (programmatic) source of that service.    

 

7 Continuous Improvement/Sustainability Planned 

Sector strategies require intensive and sustained 

assessment and responsive adaptation to meet new and 

emerging needs. World-Class Sector Strategy outcomes are 

carefully identified for workers, employers and an overall 

systems change. Most importantly, outcomes are 

measured.  Regional cross-agency teams may then meet 

regularly to review outcomes and refine sector strategy 

goals and services, as necessary. 

Finally, World-Class Sector Strategies are sustained in the 

long term, often through a mix of public and private funding 

sources. While sector strategies can be funded through 

WIA, incumbent worker training (or other fee-for-service), 

welfare to work, and foundation grants; for longer-term 

sustainability, investments must come from within the 

partnership, integrating sector-based strategies into their 

ongoing operation framework.  

For regions that are at the very early stages of developing a 

sector strategy, this seven-step World-Class Sector Strategy 

Framework can be a useful roadmap that pinpoints certain 

mile markers to pass along the way.  

 

To ensure sustainability, continually evaluate  

performance and implement improvements. 

 

For regions with more mature sector strategies already in 

place, this Framework can serve as an assessment model 

to determine where existing sector work may be improved. 

For example, a region may have effectively selected a 

target sector by regional consensus, used real-time data to 

determine employer needs, and begun to collaboratively 

align curricula, but failed to have all service providers align 

their long-term strategic plans.  

We have also authored a World-Class Sector Strategy 

Assessment Tool that can help drive a diagnostic exercise 

that regions can use at any point to assess their 

performance against the seven-factor Framework 

presented here.
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CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS 

The World-Class Sector Strategy Framework can simply guide regions through the process of executing successful sector-

based strategies. Following it can help workforce development organizations and larger regional teams facilitate better 

outcomes. Investments will be more strategic, services more targeted, and programs better aligned with what employers and 

workers really need.  

Most critically, the framework is meant to drive change deep within the System so that these enhancements can be 

sustained.   

The website below is your online toolkit to access resources (such as the World-Class Sector Strategy Assessment Tool) and 

information to help you set priorities for positive action. 

 

Online Toolkit:  Kentucky Sector Strategies Initiative 

www.kysectorstrategies.com 
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Kentucky Workforce Investment Board 

500 Mero Street 

Capital Plaza Tower, 3rd Floor 

Frankfort, KY  40601 

Phone: 502-564-0372 

Fax: 502-564-5959 

www.kwib.ky.gov/ 

 

 

Maher & Maher 

Parkway 100 Corporate Park 

3535 Rt. 66, Bldg. 4 

Neptune, NJ  07753 

Phone: 732-918-8000 

www.mahernet.com 

 

http://www.kysectorstrategies.com/
http://www.kwib.ky.gov/
http://www.mahernet.com/

