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Introduction 
 
The decline of pandemic 
conditions in America has been 
accompanied by business 
expansion and strong job growth. 
Other trends – such as the 
reshoring of manufacturing 
supply chains back to the US – 
are further boosting domestic job 
creation. As a result, labor 
markets across the nation have 
tightened again. Unemployment 
rates are very low, with recent 
figures of 3.7 percent in the US, 
3.8 percent in North Carolina, 
and 3.5 percent in Johnston 
County.  

Johnston County enjoys an 
enviable competitive position in 
the talent wars. It is located in a 
dynamic metro area with a 
proven track record for attracting 
talent. For example, the Raleigh 
region is ranked third in the 
country among metros with the 
strongest STEM job growth 
outlook. Johnston has a growing 
population and workforce; its 86 
percent population gain since 2000 can be matched by very few counties of similar size. The 
local economy features a diverse 
mix of leading industry sectors 
and key employers including 
global firms like Novo Nordisk, 
Grifols, and Caterpillar. It is also 
in a fertile region for new 
business development.  

Additionally, Johnston has a 
heritage of hands on, skilled 
labor. The local cost of living is 
rising but maintains relative 
affordability compared with many 
growing metro areas. Finally – and especially important for this workforce action agenda – 
Johnston is ahead of the game in many areas of workforce development. It hosts a community 
college that is widely praised for tailoring education and training solutions to meet the needs of 
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businesses and individuals. The public 
schools provide substantial CTE offerings, 
successful career awareness events like 
JOCO Works, and an increasing focus on 
work readiness tools like relevant certificate 
programs.  

Of course, no place in the United States is 
free from workforce challenges. Local 
stakeholders express broad 
disappointment with the basic employability 
skills of young people. This is now common 
across the globe, where many terms – soft 
skills, core skills, employability skills, and 
essential workplace skills – are used to 
describe the same issues. In its newest job 
skills report, online training provider 
Coursera calls them “human skills” and 
agrees that it is a critical shortcoming 
everywhere. Coursera reports that only 34 
percent of U.S. college students think they 
have the skills and knowledge to 
successfully enter the workforce, and it 
finds the number one human skill need to 
be communication. Other workforce issues 
for Johnston include lower education 
attainment than in the metro area overall, 
and lower labor force participation, 
especially among older adults. 

This report examines demographics, 
analyzes labor market data, and 
summarizes an impressive amount of 
stakeholder input to crystallize the county’s 
primary labor force issues and paths to 
improvement. It offers a focused set of 
action items that can help move Johnston 
County from good to great in providing the 
quantity and quality of workforce talent 
needed to drive economic development and 
prosperity for county residents. There are no 
magic bullets, but greater connectivity 
among partners and businesses will help 
Johnston to maintain its leadership position 
in workforce development. 
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Workforce Action Agenda for Johnston County 
 
The action agenda below details 13 initiatives for Johnston’s workforce alliance to build upon its 
existing, successful programming in workforce 
development. Because a wide range of efforts are 
already established and working well, workforce 
partners can afford to be selective in addressing 
perceived gaps and program areas that need to be 
strengthened. These include the perceived weakness 
in young people’s employability skills, a lack of new 
talent development in the skilled trades, and the need 
to address relatively low labor force participation. 
Best practice examples from around the United 
States illustrate how others have successfully 
addressed a specific workforce challenge. 

All of these action items require strong collaboration 
between area employers and workforce alliance partners. They will demand more frequent, 
consistent communication among all parties. A process that includes the communication of 
clear, specific expectations of all participants is much more likely to yield success. Several 
initiatives necessitate increased capacity in order to deliver more and better services. Additional 
personnel – and the funding to support them – may be called for in those cases. 
 
Initial Actions (Years 1-2): 

1. Ramp up efforts to develop and certify the essential employability skills of students and 
young adults. Tools used for this can address a wide range of workplace skills and 
attributes, but those of greatest interest to Johnston County employers include reliability, 
commitment, and interpersonal skills.  

 
Best Practices: 

 Partners in northeast Tennessee developed their own Work Ethic Distinction program, 
prompted by a state grant awarded to a local Tennessee College of Applied Technology. The 
Work Ethic Distinction credential can be earned by high school seniors who accumulate 32 
points in 14 achievement categories. Participating employers agree to grant a job interview to 
any qualified applicant with the credential. The program has expanded to high schools across 
Tennessee. 

 Another strategy is to increase the use of nationally-available tools such as ACT’s National 
Career Readiness Certificate (NCRC). The NCRC demonstrates proficiency in Applied Math, 
Workplace Documents, and Graphic Literacy. Johnston County has made impressive 
achievements in the NCRC program, becoming a certified Work Ready Community in 2017. 
More than 13,000 certificates have been awarded. Still, some smaller counties have earned 
more NCRCs among their population. 
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2. Provide more frequent career awareness and work experience opportunities for middle 
school and high school students. Establish a goal of every high school student being offered 
a local work experience (particularly internships, summer jobs, or job shadowing) relevant to 
their interests. 

 
Best Practices: 

 Rhode Island’s PrepareRI is a partnership of the state government, private industry, the K-12 
public school system, universities, and non-profits. The initiative is based on the premise that all 
young people “will need some form of postsecondary credential and practical work experience 
to be successful.” PrepareRI aims to give all students access to a work-based learning 
experience. Its Internship Program offers paid summer internships for high school juniors. 
Students are matched with internship opportunities by the non-profit Skills For Rhode Island’s 
Future, with partners including the Greater Providence Chamber of Commerce. 

 To develop the pipeline for major Charleston SC area employers like Boeing, Bosch, and 
Volvo, the Charleston Regional Youth Apprenticeship Program and Trident Technical College 
created a two-year paid youth apprenticeship initiative. About 130 companies participate in 
the program, which is available in 15 career pathways. It is open to high school juniors and 
seniors, who also receive a year of college credit at no cost. 
 

3. Older residents are underrepresented in local labor force participation, while some 
employers have had success in hiring greater numbers of workers aged 55 and up.  
Increase targeted employment and training outreach to unemployed and non-participating 
adults 55 and over. 
 

4. As a related strategy, increase short-term adult reskilling and upskilling programs targeted at 
older adults, with the goal of improving their rates of labor force participation and 
employment. 

 
Best Practices: 

 Conexus Indiana is a non-profit created in 2017 by business, government, and foundations.  
Major sponsors include Fifth Third Bank, Community Health Network, and the Lilly Endowment. 
Conexus’ talent programs include Catapult Indiana to teach individuals the basic work skills 
needed for advanced manufacturing jobs. Catapult Indiana is a four-week, 160-hour work-and-
learn program for unemployed and underemployed adults as well as high school students. 

 Lockhart Correctional Facility, a state prison for women located south of Austin, TX, partnered 
with Austin Community College to begin an in-house Certified Production Technician 
program for inmates. Fourteen women graduated in the initial class in August 2019, and the first 
12 to leave prison with their CPT certificate all found employment. Funding sources include 
Workforce Innovation & Opportunity Act (WIOA) funds and Workforce Solutions Rural Capital 
Area, a regional workforce board. 
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5. Based on the results of stakeholder input, review Johnston Community College course 
offerings and the locations of those offerings to meet changing demand. Consider adding or 
enhancing offerings in these areas, or find other training organizations to provide these: 
 
  More offerings in the eastern part of the county 
  Instrument technicians and other biopharma needs 
  Construction trades 
  Healthcare, particularly surgical and medical technologists 
  Industrial trades, especially equipment and machinery maintenance 
  Truck driving 
  Distribution, e-commerce, and logistics 
  Marketing, design, and publishing. 
 

6. Build more content related to entrepreneurship and small business operations into high 
school CTE curricula. In addition to preparing those studying skilled trades to own their own 
business, it could add CTE appeal for parents by helping them to envision their children 
becoming small business owners. 

 
Best Practice: 

The School to Careers initiative of the organization Connect for Success NC includes an annual 
Student Hands-on Experience Day (or S.H.E.D) where local construction companies partner 
with schools and students on a shed-building project. In addition to providing exposure 
regarding various construction careers, the S.H.E.D. project includes content on the 
entrepreneurial skills required of general contractors. 

 

 
7. Create a web page or publication collecting the employee retention best practices of area 

employers. Distribute among county businesses, working through Johnston County 
Economic Development and/or chambers of commerce. 
 

Longer-Term Actions (Years 3+): 
 

8. Establish and fund a position of Business Work-Based Learning Coordinator to assist 
companies by coordinating job shadowing, mentoring, and especially to develop internships 
and apprenticeships. This position could be developed by and housed within the private 
sector or a public-private partnership. 
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Best Practice: 

 A public-private partnership between San Diego’s Workforce Partnership and funders has 
developed Connect2Careers (C2C) to increase business engagement with young people 16 to 
24. C2C offers work readiness training, paid work experiences, job coaching, and case 
management. Funders include Hyatt, Walmart, Gap, San Diego Gas & Electric, and the Bank of 
America Charitable Foundation. The Workforce Partnership’s staff positions include a Vice 
President of Business Engagement and Partnerships and a Director of Strategic Youth 
Initiatives. 
 

   

9. According to myFutureNC, Johnston has one school counselor per 420 students, compared 
with the suburban peer county average of one per 336 students. Some existing counselors 
may also have low awareness of local work experience and career opportunities. JCPS 
currently supports 11 Career Development Coordinators across the county.  
 
To better align career awareness experiences with the interests and aptitudes of each 
student, provide a sufficient number of Career Counselors or Career Coaches in the middle 
schools and high schools. These can be affiliated with JCPS, JCC, the NC Works Career 
Center, or another partner. Additional funding will likely be needed to boost the number of 
Career Counselors. 
 
In addition, existing middle school and high school counselors could receive support to 
complete the National Career Development Association’s School Career Development 
Advisor curriculum, and become a Certified School Career Development Advisor. 

 

 
Best Practices: 

 In Alabama, regional Career Coaches are responsible for networking with businesses in 
their region and preparing workforce demand reports for use in high school CTE programs. 
Career coaches also provide employability skills training and arrange job shadowing and 
industry tours. Alabama now has over 100 career coaches based at the state’s workforce 
centers, serving about 400 high schools. 

 Arkansas’ College and Career Coach program supports students in the 7th to 12th grades. 
Services include individual career planning; providing information on CTE opportunities; support 
services for low-income students; site visits to two-year colleges; and work experience 
placements. Career-focused metrics such as credential attainment and work-based learning 
have been incorporated. College and Career Coach started in 2010 in 21 impoverished 
counties, and is now available throughout the state. The state’s two-year colleges serve as 
program hosts.  
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10. Develop a job and career awareness campaign to keep more Johnston County residents 
working locally. Focus on social media and billboards as primary tools. Highlight a) the 
availability of good jobs and good pay, and b) the true cost of commuting in time and money. 

 

 
Best Practice: 

 In western Wisconsin, Momentum West’s Regional Talent Initiative targets residents 
commuting to the Minneapolis-St. Paul MN area by highlighting good local jobs and a better 
work-life balance. This initiative began in 2016, and after evaluating progress in 2019 regional 
partners added related talent retention efforts such as a “community immersion program” for 
students at nearby University of Wisconsin schools. 
 

 

11. Build a work-based learning collaborative to strengthen bonds and coordinate activities 
between employers, JCPS, JCC, and other workforce partners. The goal is to involve more 
businesses more frequently to provide work-based learning opportunities for students. 
 

 
Best Practices: 

 Surry-Yadkin Works in North Carolina is a recent collaboration between four public school 
districts, businesses, and Surry Community College. It seeks to significantly ramp up paid 
internships for high school students, with internships available in 16 career areas. Surry 
Community College provides intern training covering such topics as soft skills, LEAN 
manufacturing, personal finance, Outlook and Excel. Surry-Yadkin Works also seeks to expand 
other work experiences including job shadowing and apprenticeships. 

 Another community that has found it advantageous to develop a regional WBL collaborative is 
in the Fort Collins area of northern Colorado. NoCo Inspire is the product of the Larimer & Weld 
County Work-Based Learning Alliance in this region. The partnership evolved from a 2019 
economic development agreement between the counties, resulting in a memorandum of 
understanding signed in 2022 to create NoCo Inspire. An economic development official noted 
that a “collaborative approach to serving the community in both counties is more efficient and 
consistent, especially with workforce mobility between the two counties.” 

The collaborative now lists 32 partners including 15 school districts and charter schools, four 
two-year and four-year colleges, and other workforce organizations. NoCo Inspire states that 
“our priority is to put our business community first” by identifying challenges that can be 
addressed through WBL opportunities. 
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12. Develop a skilled trades initiative to increase the number of students and young adults 
pursuing a career in the skilled trades locally, especially for high-demand areas such as 
industrial machinery maintenance. This will likely require increased communication with 
parents regarding lucrative skilled trade careers that are in demand locally. 
 

 
Best Practices: 

 Be Pro Be Proud is a career awareness initiative for technical careers in manufacturing, 
construction, transportation, and other fields. Be Pro Be Proud launched in Arkansas in 2016, 
and was brought to North Carolina in 2022. In Arkansas, its Mobile Workshop travels to high 
schools across the state, reaching about 150,000 students to date. Available technical jobs are 
searchable by ZIP code on the BPBP website. JCPS should book Mobile Workshop tour stops 
across the county and become familiar with technical career information provided by BPBP. 

 Arkansas is home to some 4,850 trucking companies including Fortune 500 firm JB Hunt. 
These in turn support huge northwest Arkansas-based firms like Walmart and Tyson Foods.  
To address the critical need for diesel engine specialists, the state’s Northwest Technical 
Institute (NWTI) has ramped up its Medium & Heavy Truck Technology Diesel Program. 
The diagnostic, repair, service and maintenance curriculum covers three semesters and one 
summer term. NWTI’s ASE-certified program boasts a 95 percent job placement rate. 
 

 

13. To increase awareness of Johnston County companies as quality employers and community 
citizens, develop a series of video podcasts highlighting several companies. Distribute to 
county residents via social media. Supply student, educator and business influencers with 
consistent quality content to reenforce this messaging. 
 

In addition to these initiatives, a number of related issues and strategies to address them can be 
interwoven to boost success in workforce development. These include the need to increase 
early childhood education enrollment; provide affordable, quality childcare; and improve 
transportation options for workers and all residents. Strategies to increase employment among 
under-represented and detached groups are also important. These can take the form of greater 
outreach to minorities and women who are under-represented in key industries; better 
connections with military veterans looking to (re)join the civilian workforce; and second chance 
hiring for those who have been incarcerated.  
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Concluding Thoughts 
 
The stakeholder input is dominated by the opinion that workers need much better 
communication skills, in addition to improved technical skills. Addressing either is a huge task.   

There is no simple, universally agreed-upon set of skills that employers desire. In interviews 
employers consistently report that different jobs prioritize different skills. Often a specific job’s 
most important skill is determined by the overall abilities of the work team, not just by the 
individual task. In stakeholder interviews across America, employers echo concerns in Johnston  
that are focused on basic employability skills, including work attendance, motivation, 
commitment, and the ability to pass a drug test. Many employers also stress the inability to fill 
jobs with specific technical skills. Nationally, we face critical occupational shortages for 
teachers, nurses, police, truck drivers, soldiers, engineers, machinists, and pilots. Johnston 
County’s stakeholders raise issues that many in the United States share. 

Naming and framing the problem is essential to any problem-solving.  

The following breakdown, created by Economic Leadership, helps to explain the “skills gap,” 
and the skills that citizens will need to successfully compete for better jobs in the future. Each 
tier builds on the previous set of skills. By identifying specific skill deficiencies, specific actions 
can be created to address the concerns. 

Basic Knowledge is the set of core academic competencies being taught by elementary, 
middle, and high schools. North Carolina and Johnston County Public Schools make many 
choices about curriculum, instructional strategies, materials, and textbooks. Many social, 
economic, and family factors heavily impact academic achievement. From the employers’ 
perspective, an effective course of study would result in increased proficiency in reading 
comprehension, writing and, 
increasingly important, applied 
mathematics. Almost all jobs today – 
and in the future – will require these 
skills, and that the skill level be 
quantified by new assessment 
methods.  

Life Skills are made up of those 
personal attributes that are sometimes 
described as “soft skills.” They include 
motivation (initiative), responsibility, 
honesty, punctuality, personal 
accountability, flexibility/adaptability, 
and conflict resolution. Often barriers to 
employment such as failing a drug test, 
having a criminal record, or even bad 
credit, are included in this category. 

Work Skills are sometimes considered 
“soft skills” since many are viewed as 
personal traits. These skills are increasingly more important to employers, and they are also 

Future 
Skills
Job 

Skills
Work 
Skills
Life 

Skills

Basic 
Knowledge
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generally transferable between jobs. Employees with strong work skills have greater 
opportunities in a dynamic employment market. Today, most jobs demand that successful 
employees have teamwork, problem solving, flexibility, perseverance, and communication 
skills. Innovation, creativity, leadership, selling, and negotiation abilities are increasingly valued.    

Job Skills are specific to an individual job. A diesel mechanic, surgical nurse, or pastry chef 
must receive specific training for the task. Higher education institutions and individual 
employers will be the primary provider of this training, but increased exposure to sector skills 
can begin earlier, including during CTE classes in high school. Whether via a degree or 
certificate, many employers are demanding more skills than the basic knowledge conferred by 
a high school diploma. While only about a third of the jobs in the near future will require a four-
year bachelor’s degree, an equal number will require post high school training, a certificate or 
an associate degree. 

Finally, Future Skills are emerging as abilities that can add worth to the employee, especially 
in these rapidly changing economic times. Once, being able to use a computer was new. 
Today, the ability to use and interface with technology, manage multiple simultaneous priorities, 
comfortably absorb and apply data, and successfully interact with colleagues and customers of 
different backgrounds, are all highly valued. Automation will dramatically change the jobs that 
are available, and the skills needed for success. These future skills should be gained during 
school years and augmented by ongoing education and practice.  

Increasing communication and hard-wiring of connectivity between the various stakeholders is a 
task that requires continuous collaboration and sufficient resources. Stakeholder feedback calls 
for earlier and more 
frequent information 
exchange between parents, 
students and employers. To 
achieve this, Johnston 
County’s workforce alliance 
must create effective means 
to permeate the 
overwhelming onslaught of 
information that people 
receive virtually non-stop.  

There is no single strategy, 
no magic bullet, for 
achieving this goal. 
Engaging all students in 
work experiences can help. 
New tools to educate 
parents about local career 
opportunities for their 
children can help. Direct assistance to small and mid-size businesses to navigate programs and 
opportunities can help. Additional funding can help deliver the resources needed to build better 
bridges among partners. Johnston County is well-positioned to succeed in moving from good to 
great in workforce development. Only through consistently strong communication and well-
coordinated action will it get there. 


