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What Are Sector or Industry Partnerships?   
 
Sector or Industry Partnerships are a key strategic element within some of the most successful state and local 
workforce development efforts in the country. Sector Partnerships organize the stakeholders connected to an 
industry—multiple firms (and/or their trade association), unions, education and training providers, and local 
workforce and education system administrators—to develop plans for growing (or saving) that industry.  These 
Partnerships often focus on building new skilled workforce pipelines where shortages exist, as well as changing 
how the industry’s existing workers are utilized, retrained and valued.  As such, Sector Partnerships: 
 
• Promote Industry Growth and Competitiveness by developing 

immediate strategies to fill pressing skilled workforce needs, as well 
as long-term plans to grow the industry with a better trained and more 
productive workforce; and 

 
• Improve Worker Training, Retention and Advancement by developing 

cross-firm skill standards, career pathways, job redefinitions, and 
shared training and support capacities that facilitate the advancement 
of workers at all skill levels, including the least skilled.   

 
The Aspen Institute, the National Governors Association, and the 
National Network of Sector Partners have documented the diversity of 
approaches have been taken to develop such Partnerships. 
 
 
What Do Sector Partnerships do that is Different from One-Stops or Training Programs?   
 
Federal policies have supported two basic components of local workforce development systems: 
 

• Training Services: Policies like the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), 
the Higher Education Act (HEA), the Perkins Act, and Trade Adjustment 
Assistance (TAA) are supposed to support different types of education 
and training—at CBOs, community colleges, labor-management training 
funds, vocational high schools, adult literacy providers, et al—intended to 
improve the basic and occupational skills of local workers. 

 
• Public Infrastructure: Policies like WIA and the Wagner-Peyser Act also 

are to have created a “universal” system of One-Stop Centers, 
Employment Service offices, and Labor Exchange / Labor Market 
Information services that help to connect workers to employers, and 
assess worker eligibility for various public services.   

  
 

-over- 

 
About this Document. In 2007, The 
Workforce Alliance circulated a 
discussion draft to establish areas 
of agreement between 
stakeholders (both within 
Washington and out in the field) 
regarding a congressionally 
authorized investment in sector 
partnerships, as a complement to 
existing workforce, vocational and 
higher education policies.  This 
document outlines one potential 
policy proposal to establish such a 
program, based on the feedback 
offered to that 2007 draft. 



 

Local demand for these formula-funded training and infrastructure services far out-strips what is provided by 
current federal programs.  As such, Congress needs to substantially grow these existing workforce and 
education programs.  However, at the same time, Congress can also be working to improve the impact of these 
programs by investing in Sector Partnerships that can help to better target some of this existing workforce 
infrastructure and training capacity.  Such Partnerships require a different capacity and engage in a distinct set of 
activities not funded by current formula programs, such as: 
 
• Regularly convening industry players on an ongoing basis, in order to build relationships between firms and 

stakeholders who have not worked collaboratively in the past;  
 
• Conducting industry-wide research and planning into market trends, innovations in workforce preparation, 

potential new technologies and related workforce needs; 
 
• Developing shared capacity overseen by all stakeholders to help all firms in that industry, such as joint 

training centers, contracted worker support services, joint workforce-related R&D, etc.; 
 
• Leveraging and aligning resources from a variety of public and private sources—including formula-funded 

workforce and education systems—to help implement Partnership plans; and 
 
• Providing services to participating businesses to assist in their implementation of new industry-wide best 

practices, as well as to link them to public systems and private service providers. 
 
Why a Congressionally Authorized Grant Program?   
 
While formula-funded workforce and education policies have not explicitly invested in Sector Partnerships, 
there have been smaller federal agency grant programs, dating back to the 1990s, that have supported sector-like 
initiatives.  But such grant programs have typically come and gone with each changing Administration, thereby 
limiting their long-term effectiveness.  Some of these agency grant programs have operated independent of 
Congressional oversight, or have not been clearly linked to Congressionally authorized workforce and education 
systems—thereby limiting their catalyzing effect on these much larger programs.  And there has been limited 
assessment of how these grants have improved the employment prospects of local workers, or the business 
prospects of local industries.   
 
A new series of Congressional investments in Sector Partnerships could, by comparison, better link such efforts 
to baseline systems, and ensure more consistent evaluation across such grants.  Congressional investment would 
also help deepen Partnership development in those places where local investors (e.g., foundations, state 
governments, labor-management training funds) have already established such efforts, while encouraging new 
Partnership development in other places where local investors have not yet stepped up to the plate. 
 
How Would We Pay for It?   
 
As noted above, workforce and higher education systems are already under-funded relative to demand, and they 
support activities distinct from those of Sector Partnerships.  As such, a new source of investment should be 
established for Partnerships to compliment existing formula funding.  One immediately available source is the 
$100-$250+ million in H-1B visa fees (paid by employers importing skilled workers) and made available to 
USDOL (currently with relatively limited Congressional oversight) for various grant programs. 
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