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The Manufacturing Pipeline Initiative (MPI) is a project funded by a U. S. Department of
Labor Workforce Innovation Fund (WIF) Round Three grant awarded to the Connecticut
Department of Labor and implemented by the Eastern Connecticut Workforce Investment
Board (EWIB) in partnership with manufacturing employers, community colleges,
technical high schools, and other partners in its region. It is an outstanding example of an
effective, demand-driven workforce program—carried out at scale—that was created in
response to urgent employer need. The demand-driven, employer engagement approach
used by EWIB and its education and training partners offers insights for addressing the
challenges felt by many workforce boards as they strive to more effectively serve the needs
of employers and job seekers.

A Demand-Driven Approach Deepens Employer
Engagement
The concept of employer engagement has been promoted by policymakers and funders
for several decades yet is still not uniformly embraced by many in the workforce system. i
A number of factors have been suggested as hindering achievement of effective employer
engagement. Many can be traced to the difficulty that workforce systems have in
transitioning from their historical supply-side model (the job seeker is the primary
customer) to a demand-driven model that acknowledges that the employer, as the source
of employment for job seekers, is the end user of the system.
The case study described in this paper illustrates how by applying a demand-driven
approach, the workforce system can solidify and sustain deep engagement from employers,
more effectively align its labor preparation process to provide what is needed of new hires,
and optimize outcomes for both employers and job seekers.
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Intensified Focus on Employer
Engagement
Adoption of a strong employer focus has been a goal
envisioned for and expected of the publicly funded
workforce system for several decades. ii “Employer
involvement,” “employer engagement,” and “employerworkforce system partnerships” are terms often used to
describe processes to align workforce programs more
effectively with employer needs and optimize outcomes for
job seekers. iii With enactment of the Workforce Innovation
and Opportunity Act (WIOA) of 2014, the U.S. Department
of Labor (USDOL) reinforced the need for a rigorous
employer focus by workforce boards by introducing
preliminary indicators of performance for effectiveness in
serving employers. iv
A recent report published by the Urban Institute highlights
a number of common difficulties that workforce
organizations face when trying to increase the amount of
employer engagement. Among them is the inability to
overcome employer perceptions that they will be induced to
hire unqualified candidates. v This is not surprising since
the publicly funded workforce system has long been
organized to improve, through the labor preparation
process, employment outcomes for job seekers, especially
those with barriers to employment. Indeed, annual
funding allocations hinge to a great extent on the degree to
which they meet or exceed performance targets for serving
job seekers.
The effectiveness of those efforts may have come with a
cost. Many employers came to believe that the workforce
system gave priority to placing hard-to-serve individuals in
employment over helping them to address their workforce
and other needs. Moreover, the values and practices
necessary to serve job seekers within this framework
became embedded in the fabric of the workforce system
over time. Effective strategies for employer engagement
require a different type of approach and expertise.
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Barriers to Effective
Employer Engagement
 Many workforce organizations
do not know how to effectively
engage employers.
 Workforce organizations often
struggle to respond quickly and
with enough flexibility to meet
employer needs.
 Workforce organizations claim they
do not have the resources to build
and sustain relationships.
 Employers do not have the time
to participate meaningfully.
 Employers do not know how
to communicate their needs;
workforce organizations do not
know how to get this information
from employers.
 Employers are wary that workforce
programs will try to get them to
hire people that are less desirable
employees.
 When hiring needs are at scale,
employers are concerned that a
single training provider may not
be able to train enough people for
available jobs.
 Employers and workforce
organizations have a hard time
predicting and planning for
future needs.

B. S. Barnow and S. Spaulding, “Employer
Involvement in Workforce Programs: What Do
We Know?” in Transforming U.S. Workforce
Development Policies for the 21st Century, eds.
C. Van Horn, T. Edwards, and T. Greene
(Kalamazoo, MI: W.E. Upjohn Institute for
Employment Research, 2015), 231-263.

A Demand-Driven Approach
A demand-driven approach to providing workforce services is one in which the labor
preparation process is organized to respond to the current and realistically anticipated
hiring needs of one or more employer customers. It prepares job seekers with the
knowledge, skills, and credentials these employers require of new hires.
Being demand driven requires embracing the idea that serving the employer as the primary
customer involves doing what is possible with the resources available to help the employer
obtain whatever it is they need, and deeply involve them in the process. vi Doing so may at
times require involving other service providers to address non-workforce issues that may
limit their ability to be competitive—not unlike what workforce centers do for job seekers—
as well as drawing additionally from other than WIOA-eligible candidates to address hiring
needs and timelines. It may also require labor-preparation practices that are agile and
flexible and able to respond to fluctuations in the employer’s production and hiring
schedules. vii The result is that candidates are trained for jobs that are immediately available
and that the employers have committed to fill with participants that have successfully
completed the labor-preparation process that they helped to design. Adopting a demanddriven approach helps to address both the needs of employers and those of job seekers.

The Manufacturing Pipeline Initiative
The Great Recession of 2007–2009 severely affected the manufacturing industry in Eastern
Connecticut, resulting in thousands of layoffs, including at General Dynamics/Electric Boat,
the region’s largest employer. At the time, the forecast for manufacturing’s future was so
dreary that community colleges and many of the technical high schools in the region shifted
their focus away from preparing students to work in manufacturing. That included
mothballing—even selling—the equipment used in the manufacturing process. Many of the
displaced and dislocated workers eventually found employment in industries other than
manufacturing. As a result, significant capabilities were lost in experienced workers and
readiness of education and training institutions.

Building a Foundation for Collaboration
EWIB leadership was well aware of the value that manufacturing enterprises bring to a
regional economy: opportunity for middle-skill, middle-pay jobs and stimulating demand in
their supply chains, as well as additional economic growth and employment. EWIB and
others recognized the need, and potential, for a revival of manufacturing in the region, and
in 2012 created the Manufacturing Pipeline Subcommittee (MPS), a sub-division of one of
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EWIB’s standing committees, to focus on rebuilding
manufacturing capability in the region. Together,
members of the MPS developed a practice of
collaboration around a successful strategic planning
process and implementation of three additional grantfunded programs to connect unemployed workers to
STEM (science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics) career paths and employment. Through
these efforts, EWIB and its partners concluded that to
rebuild manufacturing capability—that is, prepare a
workforce with manufacturing skills—they would also
have to engage employers in the labor-preparation
process, which would have to become more agile in
response to fluctuations in production schedules.

EWIB had the vision for
five years. EAMA grew into
a big group with the same
focus, no longer competing
but aligning to make things
happen. Then educators
listen to what manufacturers
want and create a curriculum
to meet their needs . . . the
vision of EWIB and the
manufacturers to form a
coalition with one voice and
the educators to make it
happen is important.”

When Electric Boat, a member of the MPS, learned that
it was to be awarded major contracts with the U.S. Navy
—Community College Member of the
to build a new class of nuclear submarines, EWIB and its
Pipeline Subcommittee
partners were well positioned to respond. A preliminary
labor market analysis revealed that there were not a
sufficient number of skilled manufacturing workers available to supply the 15,000–18,000
workers Electric Boat anticipated it would need to hire over the contract period, beginning
in 2016. EWIB and its MPS partners, with deep engagement from Electric Boat and
employers from the Eastern Advanced Manufacturing Alliance (EAMA), responded with an
accelerated process to recruit and prepare workers through a Workforce Innovation Fund
grant from the U.S. Department of Labor.

The Design of the MPI Reflects Its Dual Customer Focus
MPI is designed to operate on a “pull system.” That is, a supply of qualified candidates is
funneled into occupational skills training and employment in response to the “pull” created
by Electric Boat’s needs. Candidates are only trained for jobs that are readily available.
Training is short-term and intensive, and modest stipends are provided, to facilitate
retention and completion. Those not able to be served through the Pipeline, or not
interested in or eligible for employment with Electric Boat, are offered opportunities with
other EAMA employers and/or are assisted with job development through EWIB’s labor
exchange facilitated by its Business Services staff. Graduates of the training also receive a
Pre-Apprenticeship certification.
Several assumptions support the approach taken by the MPI, shown below in Table 1.
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Table 1. Assumptions Informing the MPI Design

Assumption
“Just-in-time” labor-preparation processes
better meet employer needs viii.
There are insufficient “just-in-time” training
options ix.
Most adult job seekers cannot commit to longterm trainings due to financial constraints x.
Most work-readiness and occupational skills do
not need to be learned on the job xi.
The most successful workforce programs align
labor preparation with employer demand xii.

MPI Design Response
• Create an online portal for candidates to
register interest.
• Align assessments with training and job needs.
• Hold classes taught by qualified instructors in
well-equipped facilities.
• Match schedule to employer and job-seeker needs
• Offer short-term, intensive courses.
• Provide mileage allowance and stipends.
• Develop curricula with deep employer input.
• Coordinate with company- provided skill training
specific to the job for which person was hired.
• Schedule classes only when employers are
ready to hire.
• Engage participants only at rate needed by
employers.

Stages of the Manufacturing Pipeline
It was imperative that the Pipeline be able to process and train a large volume of candidates
expeditiously, with all partners contributing. A streamlined structure, shown below in
Figure 1, makes this possible.

Figure 1. Stages of the Manufacturing Pipeline
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Stage 1: Recruitment and assessment
Candidates register interest on a web-based Portal. The
assessment enables an understanding of the skill level and
preparedness of the applicant for potential training and jobs.
Stage 2: Basic skills and work-readiness refresher
provided as needed
Candidates whose skills are assessed not to be at the levels
required for enrollment in occupational skills training can enroll
in a 35-hour contextualized refresher course or are referred out of
the Pipeline to other services provided by the American Job
Centers. Those who achieve the required proficiency level are
included in the pool awaiting an upcoming occupational skills
training.
Stage 3: Occupational skills training
Candidates choose from courses designed jointly by employers and
educators for Outside Machinists, Welders, Pipefitters, Designers,
Electricians, Sheetmetal/Shipfitters, and Inside Machinists. A
more general Introduction to Manufacturing course is also
available to prepare for a variety of positions.
Stage 4: Support for those in occupational skills training
To remove barriers to training attendance and transition to
employment, the MPI offers support services that include mileage
reimbursement, child care assistance, modest stipends, tools, work
boots, and clothing.
Stage 5: On-the-job training (OJT) and employment
OJT supplements the skills training obtained through the MPI.
Deep employer involvement in curriculum development and
monitoring training ensures that employees meet and maintain
the requirements employers have for sustained, productive
employment. Electric Boat covers the cost of on the job training it
provides. OJTs with other employers are funded with resources
other than those provided through the WIF grant.

MPI by the
Numbers

During the first 25 months
of operation . . .

5,947

people registered their interest in
participating in the MPI

85%

of refresher course students
raised their scores enough to be
eligible for further training

493

participants successfully
completed occupational
skills training

989

participants obtained
employment as a result of training
or through the labor exchange

Outcomes achieved through
May 1, 2018.
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Key Lessons for Workforce Development
The demand-driven Manufacturing Pipeline Initiative offers a number of lessons for
workforce boards as they strive to more effectively engage employers in order to optimize
outcomes for job seekers.


Effective implementation of a demand-driven initiative requires the dedication and
commitment of all partners and a willingness to participate in a process that places
the needs of employers before those of the agencies the partners represent.



Responding to employer demand, especially at the scale and pace of the MPI, is not
a static process and requires ongoing communication, problem-solving, and
negotiation with employers and partners to ensure steady progress.



Ongoing employer engagement with education and training providers is needed to
ensure that the labor-preparation process is consistent with and driven by the
knowledge and skill requirements employers have for their new hires, especially as
they evolve in response to new production requirements.



Extensive communication enabled employers and education providers to
differentiate those work-readiness skills that could be provided through intensive,
customized, short-term occupational skills training and those that were best
provided on the job.



With deep employer involvement in designing assessments and curricula, workers
with little or no previous manufacturing experience can be prepared through
intensive, short-term training with much of what they need to know and be able to
do as a new hire, though additional training usually needs to be provided by
employers on the job.



The availability of support services, including mileage reimbursement, training
stipends, child care support, work boots, and clothes, is extremely helpful for
training retention and completion.

For more information about the Manufacturing Pipeline Initiative, please refer to the
Interim Report to the U.S. Department of Labor, prepared by Public Policy Associates, Inc.
publicpolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Final-Interim-Report.pdf as well as to the
MPI website www.ewib.org/pipeline.

This case study was written by Michael Polzin, project manager for Public Policy
Associates, Inc.
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