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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Leaders across the United States share a common concern: how to ensure 
that workers have the skills they need to find quality jobs and that businesses 
have the talented workforce they need to thrive.  

In response, policymakers and education and workforce leaders have been 
exploring new ways for workers to demonstrate their competencies. 

One example is the growing adoption of “skills-based hiring” — an approach 
that prioritizes applicants’ skills, competencies, and experience over bachelor’s 
degree requirements. This approach has the potential to remove barriers for 
people without traditional degrees and widen talent pools for employers. 

Policymakers are also focusing on short-term, quality non-degree credentials 
as a way for people to certify that they have industry-validated skills. States 
have made significant investments in these credentials;1 and the federal 
government recently expanded its own investments via Workforce Pell. 

As public investment grows, policymakers and skills advocates are working 
to ensure that these efforts lead to strong outcomes — but business 
perspectives are rarely researched. To fill that gap, Business Leaders United 
for Workforce Partnerships interviewed 75 small and mid-sized businesses2 — 
primarily in manufacturing and construction — about their hiring and skills 
assessment processes.   

http://www.businessleadersunited.com


BIG INSIGHTS FROM SMALL AND MID-SIZED BUSINESSES  |  3  www.businessleadersunited.com

How businesses view credentials in hiring
Businesses did not typically use vocabulary such 
as “quality non-degree credentials.”  In fact, many 
companies found the sheer number and wide variety of 
non-degree credentials confusing and overwhelming. 

When hiring for entry-level positions, many small 
businesses were either unaware of credentials that 
could demonstrate a candidate’s skills or unfamiliar 
with the particular credentials presented by jobseekers. 

However, these same companies do value credentials 
when filling positions on the next rung of the career 
ladder, whether promoting from within or hiring new 
candidates. 

And, although they didn’t use the term, many firms 
described using processes akin to skills-based hiring. 

Practices that set strong employers apart
A subset of the small businesses interviewed have 
developed a set of high-quality hiring and talent 
development practices, including skills and credential 
assessments. 

These practices include: 

1) 	 Clear, standardized job descriptions with well-
defined skills and competencies 

2) 	 Meaningful connections to education and 
workforce systems 

3) 	 Opportunities to collaborate with industry peers on 
talent development issues 

4) 	 A rigorous definition of interpersonal (“soft”) skills 
that connects to the company’s core mission and 
values 

5) 	 A robust feedback loop that allows for worker input 
into key issues; and 

6) 	 A collaborative approach to solving common work-
life challenges that can affect turnover. 

Most companies are still a work in progress — creating 
clear opportunities for public policy to help.     

What policy can do to support employers  
and workers
The research illustrates the value of directly engaging 
with small and mid-sized businesses. Their perspective 
is crucial to making sure that education and workforce 
strategies can yield win-win results for business and 
workers. 

Specific ideas offered by businesses, with public 
policy implications, include:

1. 	Increase funding for workforce development 
and make it easier for small businesses to 
access.

2. 	Expand investments in upskilling and 
incumbent-worker training, especially for 
digital skills.

3. 	Strengthen and scale industry sector 
partnerships that connect businesses, 
educators, and workers.

4. 	Provide technical assistance to help small and 
mid-sized businesses engage with workforce 
systems.

5. 	Help small businesses understand the 
credential landscape, including exploring a 
standardized skills passport.

6. 	Support workers in developing foundational 
skills like math, English, and technology - 
taught in real-world contexts.

7. 	Expand high-quality work-based learning 
opportunities that provide hands-on 
experience.

8. 	Invest in systemic fixes for chronic challenges 
like childcare and transportation.
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non-degree credentials as a way for people to certify 
that they have industry-validated skills for specific 
jobs. Non-degree credentials include certificates, 
industry certifications, and occupational licenses. They 
are typically earned through short-term programs, 
such as community college certificates, continuing 
education programs, nonprofit job training programs, 
or apprenticeships.4 

States have made significant investments in these 
short-term credentials.5 One analysis found that there 
are now thirty-two states investing in short-term 
credentials and that spending on these programs 
increased by forty percent in just one year, from nearly 
$4 billion in 2023 to $5.6 billion in 2024.6

Federal investment in these credentials is also 
increasing. In mid-2025, Congress expanded federal 
Pell Grants to include certain high-quality short-term 
workforce training programs, colloquially referred to as 
“Workforce Pell.”7

As public investment grows, policymakers and skills 
advocates are working to ensure that the programs 
and credentials in which funds are invested will lead 
to strong outcomes for both businesses and workers. 

KEY INSIGHT
Small businesses value skills but find 
the credential landscape confusing. 
While most don’t use the term “skills-
based hiring,” many are already 
applying its principles — defining the 
skills they need, partnering with local 
education and workforce providers, 
and using credentials when they can 
verify their quality. Public policy can 
help businesses by illuminating the 
credentialing landscape, strengthening 
training partnerships, and investing in 
the skill-building and supports that help 
workers and businesses succeed.

Businesses’ concerns about skills and hiring
Business, policy, workforce, and education leaders 
across the United States share a common concern: 
how to ensure that workers have the skills they need 
to find quality jobs and businesses have the talented 
workforce they need to thrive. 

In response, policymakers, education and workforce 
leaders, and businesses have been exploring new ways 
for workers to demonstrate their competencies for 
a particular job, and for businesses to recognize and 
value skills and experience that fit their needs.

One example is the growing adoption of “skills-based 
hiring” — an approach that prioritizes applicants’ skills, 
competencies, and experience rather than merely 
focusing on bachelor’s degree requirements.3 This 
approach can remove barriers for people without 
traditional degrees and widen talent pools for 
employers. It also better aligns with the plurality of jobs 
in the labor market that require some education or 
training beyond high school but not a bachelor’s degree.

At the same time, policymakers at both the federal 
and state level are focusing on short-term, quality 
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These efforts often emphasize the importance of 
having data on businesses’ demand for particular 
credentials (that is, what characteristics and skills 
businesses look for when filling specific roles). 

But little research on this topic has directly asked 
business leaders how they hire, what role credentials 
play in hiring, and what else influences their hiring 
decisions. To fill that gap, Business Leaders United for 
Workforce Partnerships (the business engagement 
arm of National Skills Coalition) spoke with 75 small 
and mid-sized businesses about their hiring and 
skills assessment processes, including how and when 
credentials play a role. 

This brief describes what businesses shared and the 
implications for policymakers and other leaders who 
are working to design education and workforce systems 
that effectively connect jobseekers and businesses. It 
recaps how businesses are working to meet their talent 
needs, describes practices common among the most 
effective businesses, and concludes with a set of ideas 
for how policymakers can use education and workforce 
policy to support small and medium-sized businesses in 
achieving positive hiring and skills-related outcomes for 
themselves and for jobseekers.

The research focused on the manufacturing and 
construction industries.8 These industries are well 
represented across the United States and at the time 
of the interviews were hiring heavily. This ensured that 
the research would provide insight into current hiring 
practices and variables affected by geographic diversity. 

How businesses view credentials when hiring 
Interviews with small and mid-sized manufacturing 
and construction firms shed light on how they 
interpret information about jobseekers’ knowledge and 
credentials; how they assess workers’ skills at time of 
hire and throughout their employment; and how they 
design and implement their hiring, skills development, 
and promotion processes.

When describing their hiring processes, the businesses 
interviewed did not typically use the vocabulary or 
concepts that are prevalent in education and workforce 
development, such as “quality non-degree credentials.”9  

In fact, many companies found the sheer number and 
wide variety of non-degree credentials to be confusing 
and overwhelming. As a result, they often did not view 
them as useful when hiring entry-level workers.10

This confusion highlights the key insight from the 
research: businesses value skills, but struggle to 
navigate the credential landscape that offers little 
clarity on which programs or certificates signal job 
readiness.

 Jobseekers’ resumes may present a myriad of different 
credentials, including those that are more generic and 
applicable across multiple industries; those awarded 
by national third-party industry certification bodies; 
those awarded by specific local training programs or 
educational institutions; and others. This mix makes it 
difficult for small and mid-sized companies to know 
which credentials reflect the skills they’re looking for.

When it comes to hiring for entry-level positions 
in particular, the research found that many small 
businesses are either unaware of credentials that 
could demonstrate a candidate’s skills they are looking 
for or unfamiliar with the particular credentials 
presented by jobseekers. Examples include general 
work-readiness credentials such as WorkKeys or soft-
skills certifications. In addition, some companies are 
skeptical that broad industry certifications are relevant 
for their specific sub-sector, so they are hesitant to 
place much stock even in well-known certifications. 

Significantly, however, these same companies do value 
credentials when filling second-level positions on the 
next rung of the career ladder. This is true regardless 
of whether they are promoting entry-level workers 
or hiring new external candidates. Firms were much 
more likely to know and trust, and sometimes require, 
at least one credential for these second-level positions. 
Depending on their industry sub-sector these may 
include milling and lathe certifications, avionics 
certifications or diesel technician certifications, among 
many others.

As the examples above show, the credentials that 
companies are familiar with and prioritize are technical 
credentials, including industry-recognized credentials. 
Other examples of technical credentials include 
forklift operator certifications, OSHA safety training 
certifications, and welding certificates. Some businesses 
also consider the attainment of any credential as a 
rough proxy for personal initiative or persistence and 
view it as a positive indicator when hiring.

In contrast, businesses are often unfamiliar with 
credentials that measure interpersonal skills (also 
referred to as soft skills, durable skills, or essential skills).11 
Nevertheless, virtually every business reported that they 
greatly value interpersonal skills such as teamwork, 
communication, and conflict resolution,12 and were 
highly frustrated that they do not have effective ways to 
screen for or help workers develop those skills.

Beyond credentials, businesses also discussed their 
impressions when seeing specific Career and Technical 
Education (CTE) or community college programs 
on a jobseeker’s resume. In general, businesses that 
have engaged with their local programs as advisors 
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or partners value seeing those on a resume because 
they view it as a signal of relevant education and 
skills attainment. However, businesses that have 
not engaged with their local education and training 
partners do not share that level of confidence and 
typically view this information as neutral.13

How businesses assess job candidates’ skills
Numerous businesses described the difficulty of 
gauging whether an applicant for an entry-level role 
has the skills they need. Although they didn’t use the 
term, many firms described processes like skills-based 
hiring. In the absence of what they view as meaningful 
indicators14 from educational experience or credentials, 
businesses often rely on work experience in their 
industry as a proxy for skills. 

While a handful of businesses described a rigorous 
and effective process of conducting standardized 
interviews and checking references, most companies 
expressed frustration with the reference process. 
Instead, those companies rely on a resume review 
and their own internal processes for assessing both 
technical and interpersonal skills during the interview 
and onboarding period. 

For example, one business that hires a significant 
number of veterans reported that they review 
jobseekers’ DD214 military discharge papers to 
better understand their skills and experience. Many 
businesses also shared that they rely on in-house tests 
or hands-on exercises, though they reported that 

these were of varying effectiveness. Some companies 
described using third-party tests such as personality 
quizzes or other assessments, but opinions were mixed 
as to their utility. Thus, although they do not require 
degrees for entry-level jobs, they are still attempting to 
identify and validate the skills of job candidates. 

Businesses with strong hiring processes train their 
first-line supervisors and provide human resources 
support during the first 90 days. This helps assess and 
build new workers’ skills. In contrast, companies that 
struggle to hire and retain workers often describe a 
“sink or swim” onboarding philosophy that relies on 
inaccurate assumptions about skills and talent. This 
leaves new employees floundering and tends to lead to 
high turnover. 

Overall, the interviews revealed that a subset of small 
and mid-sized businesses have developed cohesive, 
high-quality hiring and talent retention processes, 
which include but are not limited to skills and 
credential assessments. These small manufacturing 
and construction firms said that they strive to be 
the employer of choice in their local communities 
as a competitive advantage, and their workforce 
development practices reflect that. 

Regardless of where small businesses were on their 
journey to becoming employers of choice, they had 
insights into how public policies can help them find, 
train, and keep skilled workers. 

Policymakers and education and workforce leaders 
may be surprised by what businesses said. In the spirit 

Connecting Workers’ Skills to Business Needs: Idaho Forest Group

As Director of Learning and Development, Marie Price is always thinking about how to help 
Idaho Forest Group’s 1300 employees upskill and adapt to changing technology. With workers 
spread across six Idaho locations (plus one out-of-state site), and positions ranging from 
millwrights to electricians to truck drivers, there is plenty to do. 

“In some cases, we provide training onsite via a vendor or other training provider,” Price says. “They 
might be training people on new technology or equipment.” In other cases, workers connect 

with a local community college or Career Technical Education program. This includes a short-term course in 
Programmable Logic Controls, hosted by the local community college which awards digital badges for completion. 
These Micro credentials align with competencies required for advancement of industrial electricians and controls 
technicians at IFG.” 

“In our registered apprenticeship programs everyone knows what the career pathway is,” she explains, “and workers 
themselves help keep track of their advancement,” as they turn in their training information, which the company 
tracks by spreadsheet. “Our mill is more automated than many others,” she says. “We hire IT and software engineers 
to help develop and implement new technologies.” After several years of planning, the company just launched a 
Fanuc robot that wraps lumber.”

—Marie Price, Idaho Forest Group
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of continuous improvement — much like the Lean 
Manufacturing principles that many leading small 
businesses follow — the findings in this study encourage 
leaders to re-think assumptions about what businesses 
most need in the realm of workforce development, and 
how systems and policies can respond. 

Practices that set strong businesses apart
A subset of the small and mid-sized businesses 
interviewed for this project have developed a set of 
high-quality hiring and talent development processes. 
These companies often describe themselves as striving 
to be employers of choice in their local communities 
and typically have certain human resources and 
operational practices in common that facilitate good 
matches between jobseekers and open positions. 

While these companies are good at assessing 
job candidates’ skills, they typically approach it as 
just one part of a more cohesive, intentional, and 
thoughtful workforce development strategy. These 
companies recognize that recruiting and retaining 
a skilled workforce is not an isolated task but must 
be meaningfully integrated with other elements of 
business strategy and operations. 

Understanding what these businesses have in 
common sheds light on what policymakers can do to 
support more businesses in attracting and retaining 
the talent they need, yielding better workforce 

outcomes for companies and workers alike. It also 
illuminates what education and workforce leaders 
can do to strengthen how they work with and 
alongside small businesses so that their students have 
confidence that pursuing skills training will help them 
achieve their employment goals. 

Key elements shared by these leading 
businesses include:

	 Clear, standardized job descriptions with well-
defined skills and competencies. These companies 
have done the work to define the skills they need for 
each position (a critical component of skills-based 
hiring) and how workers can demonstrate that they 
have them. Their job descriptions and requirements 
are shared internally within the company and often 
externally as well. They give job applicants and 
existing employees an easy-to-understand roadmap 
for which skills and credentials are required to 
advance into higher-level jobs within the company,15 
so employees can see an explicit link between 
increased skills/credential attainment and higher 
wages/career advancement. Skills-based hiring 
does not stop once a person is hired but continues 
by providing pathways to advancement through 
upskilling. Businesses report that these tools help 
them attract the right workers and then retain them, 
because people can envision a meaningful future at 
their company. These tools also ensure the company 

Relationships with Education and Workforce Partners: Gunny’s Air Conditioning and Plumbing, 
Las Vegas Nevada 

Since taking on the CEO role six years ago, Founder and Operator Chris Marshall has worked actively to connect 
with local partners. “I am on the advisory board for the College of Southern Nevada, as well as other local trade 
schools and best practice associations,” he says.

That collaboration has yielded immediate results by ensuring that students graduate with necessary skills: “We’ve 
advised on training programs and curriculum to add specific skills, like being able to use certain Saas software 
platforms, and ensuring students are up to date on emerging technologies so that our workers have the skills 
they’ll need on the job,” Marshall says.

It’s also had longer-term benefits at Gunny’s. “Being intrinsically involved in the workforce has opened many 
doors for us as a company,” says Marshall. “We’ve been fortunate to give awards to students who are excelling 
scholastically and have given back to the community in partnership with [local TV] Channel 8, SNARSCA, and NV 
Energy with programs like the Gifting You A Cool Day Giveaways.”

Because the company has established itself as a community partner, they’ve been able to reap dividends. “When 
we’re looking to hire, we send emails to the trade schools and we get flooded with resumes,” says Marshall. 
“Sometimes we even get a call from the school, ‘Hey, we have someone really good, you’ll want to meet them.’”

 — Chris Marshall, CEO, Gunny’s Air Conditioning and Plumbing, Nevada
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is casting a wide net for talent and using objective 
measures for the internal promotion process.16

	 Meaningful connections to education and 
workforce systems. Small businesses that are 
leading the way have established high-quality 
relationships with partners such as high school and 
community college CTE programs, nonprofit adult 
education providers, and workforce development 
organizations. These connections create a tight 
feedback loop between business needs and 
program design, which helps businesses trust that 
students will be prepared with relevant skills. It also 
helps reassure students that they are learning skills 
that will equip them for jobs in-demand locally, so 
they can achieve their career goals.17 

	 These relationships also allow businesses and 
their education and workforce partners to share 
information with each other and improve their 
mutual understanding of the incentives and 
pressures each partner is facing.18 Businesses 
can advise training partners on the equipment 
necessary to provide industry-relevant training and 
even contribute to the purchase or donation of that 
equipment as appropriate. Finally, businesses can 
offer hands-on externships or other work-based 
learning opportunities — a best practice that 
provides training program participants with highly 
desirable real-world experience that can set them 
apart from other jobseekers after graduation.19 

	 Opportunities to collaborate with industry peers 
on talent development issues. Leading businesses 
participate in industry sector partnerships or similar 
entities that allow them to engage collaboratively 
with their peers on workforce development issues. 
For example, working together to develop a 
training curriculum can spark conversations among 
businesses about which skills are foundational 
across all roles versus more specialized. These 
conversations can also illuminate the nuances of 
hiring and retention challenges, so companies can 
check their assumptions about whether a given issue 
is industry-wide versus specific to their company.

	 Effective industry sector partnerships can be 
especially helpful for very small companies. For 
example, companies that need only one or two 
apprentices per year might hesitate to launch an 
apprenticeship program on their own but would 
welcome the opportunity to work in tandem to 
build these programs with their peers. 

	 A rigorous definition of interpersonal (“soft”) 
skills that connects to the company’s core 
mission and values. For example, a company may 

identify the interpersonal skill of communication 
as vital to achieving its company-wide continuous 
quality improvement goals. In that case, workers 
are given clear expectations about what effective 
written and spoken communication with 
co-workers looks like and how it is evaluated, as well 
as meaningful assistance in improving their skills if 
necessary. (Notably, this rigorous approach to soft 
skills contrasts with a more common, superficial 
approach that does not reflect best practices. 
Earlier research has shown that narrow definitions 
of soft skills that emphasize compliance and 
“professionalism” can limit opportunities for talent 
to flourish and contribute to turnover.20) 

	 A robust feedback loop that allows for worker 
input into key issues. In many companies, this is 
instituted as part of a continuous improvement 
practice such as Lean Manufacturing or Six Sigma 
(management approaches focused on efficiency 
and quality), or as part of an employee ownership 
model.21 By creating an ongoing mechanism for 
workers to help shape the company’s practices, 
businesses make it easy for small suggestions or 
issues about training to be raised. These can then 
be addressed promptly and productively before 
they grow into significant problems.22 For example, 
one company mentioned their efforts to establish a 
tone of up-front communication from day one of a 
new employee’s tenure, by explaining who workers 
should speak up to in the event of safety incidents, 
harassment problems, or simply general workplace 
issues.

	 A collaborative approach to solving common 
work-life challenges that can affect turnover. 
Investing in practices that build worker skills is 
critical, but some people may struggle to take 
advantage of opportunities if work/life challenges 
(like caregiving or transportation issues) threaten 
their ability to stay on the job. Businesses that 
are leading the way in this area don’t try to 
solve complex issues like childcare benefits or 
transportation access on their own. Rather, they 
initiate active partnerships with public agencies, 
nonprofit organizations, and industry associations 
that can help workers access supportive services.23 

Similarly, they recognize that worker feedback 
on company policies is vital intelligence that can 
help them improve retention. For example, they 
might gather input from workers to analyze the 
underlying cause of timeliness issues and then 
identify if there is a company change (such as 
adjusting shift start times) that could solve the 
problem and retain valued employees. 
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Works in progress: How most businesses 
navigate talent development
A relative minority of the 75 small manufacturing 
and construction firms interviewed for this project 
had institutionalized most or all the above practices. 
Rather, most companies remained a work in progress, 
with varying degrees of awareness and capacity for 
pursuing leading practices. 

Interviewees at these businesses spoke frankly 
about the headwinds they were navigating in 
trying to establish strong workforce practices. Lack 
of time, insufficient financial capital, and limited 
human resources staffing were the most frequently 
mentioned barriers. Many interviewees had a clear 
vision of what they would like to accomplish but were 
stymied by external constraints such as short-term 
customer contracts that made it near-impossible for 
them to commit to workforce upskilling efforts.24

Some interviewees confided that they were struggling 
to get buy-in for necessary modernization, with 
company leadership still endorsing outdated practices 
such as “weeding out” probationary employees with a 
sink-or-swim philosophy. 

A surprising number of companies do not regularly 
measure their turnover rate, much less quantify its 
financial impact.25 This lack of analysis makes it difficult 
for business leaders to know if their recruitment and 
hiring processes are conveying accurate information 

to jobseekers and training programs and resulting 
in high-quality hires. It also makes it hard to see if 
there are factors that correlate with turnover, such 
as whether a candidate came prepared with a 
specific workforce credential and/or experience in the 
industry.26

The interviews suggest that many businesses are still 
developing their approaches to hiring and talent. This 
creates opportunities for peer learning with businesses 
which excel in these areas, for dialogue with education 
and workforce leaders, and for public policy to provide 
additional support. The next section describes some of 
these policy opportunities.   

What policymakers can do to support 
businesses and workers
This research illustrates the value of directly engaging 
with small and mid-sized businesses. Their perspective 
is crucial to making sure that education, workforce, and 
talent development strategies are responsive and can 
yield the win-win results for business and workers that 
policymakers and advocates desire. 

Importantly, small and mid-sized businesses are often 
weighing different considerations than their larger peers 
(that is, companies of 5,000+ employees). But unlike 
those larger companies, small businesses often don’t 
have the time or personnel to participate in a workforce 
development board, community college advisory 

Tapping into Trusted Sources to Find Workers with Valued Credentials: Duncan Aviation

When Andy Richards is hiring an aircraft technician, he knows exactly what credentials 
he’s looking for. “It’s two separate certificates, airframe, and power plant. It’s usually 
called A&P,” he says. “It’s the golden ticket. You can work anywhere in aviation with those 
certificates.”

Richards knows what he’s talking about. While he now serves as Chief Operating Officer 
at Duncan Aviation, he started at the company as a technician himself. Today, Duncan has 

800 employees at its Michigan facility, plus more in Utah and Nebraska, and there is plenty of hiring to do.

Fortunately, the company has strong relationships with local educational institutions. “We go to Western 
Michigan University, Lansing Community College, SMAT (School of Missionary Aviation Technology),” 
Richards reels off a list. “Also, West Michigan Aviation Academy, a CTE program. And we train our own, 
through a Registered Apprenticeship program.”

Beyond the A&P certificates, the company also looks for job candidates who have NCATT certification in 
avionics, as well as other authorizations from the Federal Aviation Administration. And to round out its 
hiring process, Duncan also conducts hands-on skills tests and checks for culture fit – with an emphasis on 
communication and teamwork skills.

 — Andy Richards, Chief Operating Officer, Duncan Aviation, Michigan
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council, or other formal 
workforce development 
discussions, so their 
viewpoint is rarely heard.

The businesses 
interviewed 
overwhelmingly 
affirmed the central 
role of well-resourced 
education and 
workforce development 
systems, and the 
urgency of public 
investments to ensure 
that those systems can 
perform to their highest 
capacity.

Businesses spoke 
extensively about the 

value of high-quality relationships with community 
colleges and other education and workforce partners; 
the importance of venues in which they could engage 
with their best-in-class industry peers for peer learning; 
and the need for more hands-on technical assistance 
in navigating the array of credentials in today’s labor 
market, as well as the myriad workforce resources 
available through public systems. 

Notably, many of their top suggestions also reflect the 
concerns of educators, workforce leaders, and worker 
advocates – an excellent indication that these have a 
strong base of support and are ripe for public policy 
action.

Specific ideas offered by businesses, with public 
policy implications, include:

Strengthening public investments

1 	 Provide more funding for workforce 
development and make it easier to access. 
This was far and away the most common refrain 
in conversations with small businesses. They 
appreciate public investment in workforce 
development and have a host of ideas for how 
these investments can rise to meet the moment as 
the economy undergoes significant shifts. Overall, 
business leaders want to see more funding for 
workforce development, greater responsiveness to 
emerging skill-building needs (especially related 
to technology), and a more streamlined process for 
accessing funds, with a quick turnaround time and 
straightforward reporting requirements. 

2 	 Make bold investments to upskill the existing 
workforce. Numerous businesses expressed 
eagerness to see a boost in funds for upskilling their 
incumbent workforce.27 Many of these businesses 
also expressed a strong desire to promote from 
within, but recognize that their entry-level workers 
often need assistance in building leadership and 
supervisory skills before they can be successful in 
higher-level roles.28 

	 Leading businesses understand that being able to 
provide meaningful upskilling opportunities is part 
of an implicit bargain with workers: We’ll help you 
gain more skills, which will equip you to advance to 
higher-paying roles within our company and thus 
make you more likely to stay. 

3 	 Scale up industry sector partnerships — a 
proven strategy that brings businesses together 
to advance workforce goals. Industry sector 
partnerships and similar efforts are an effective 
strategy for small and mid-sized businesses in 
the same industry to jointly identify talent needs 
and develop shared solutions. Public funding for 
industry partnerships equips them to provide key 
services that businesses value, such as access to 
technical assistance in setting up apprenticeships 
and other work-based learning opportunities, 
and meaningful opportunities to inform program 
design and credential development. 

	 However, existing industry partnerships reach 
only a small fraction of potential businesses. The 
subset of businesses who strive to be employers of 
choice were plugged into these types of employer 
networks already, but many other companies were 
struggling alone. In some cases, a lack of dedicated 
resources29 meant that there was no local peer 
group available to join. Public policies can remedy 
this by funding the anchor organizations and 
backbone staff members required to effectively 
coordinate industry partnerships.

More technical assistance for small businesses

4 	 Build additional technical assistance capacity 
to serve small and mid-sized businesses. 
When businesses have clearly defined and easily 
accessible connection points to education and 
workforce systems, they experience those systems 
as true partners—helping them grow, innovate, and 
remain competitive while also cultivating a skilled 
local workforce that benefits from stable, well-
paying jobs and clear career pathways.

	 Business leaders at small and mid-sized companies 
said they often don’t have the time or in-house 

The businesses 
interviewed 
overwhelmingly 
affirmed the 
central role of well-
resourced education 
and workforce 
development 
systems, and the 
urgency of public 
investments to 
ensure that those 
systems can perform 
to their highest 
capacity.
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expertise to research complex education and 
workforce systems and navigate the process of 
connecting with appropriate partners. However, 
those that have been able to establish solid 
relationships greatly value them. They described 
how having a direct connection with education and 
workforce partners had allowed them to help shape 
training programs that lead to credentials, which 
then provided them with strong job candidates 
— that is, workers who had the right skills to meet 
business needs, and who were able to hit the 
ground running when hired. 

5 	 Help small businesses understand the 
credentialing landscape. Businesses are keenly 
interested in clear guidance on navigating the 
array of certificates, certifications, licenses, and 
badges that appear on jobseekers’ resumes and in 
understanding which matter for their company’s 
specific roles. They are agnostic about how public 
partners can help them verify credentials and skills 
attainment, though several expressed curiosity 
about a potential skills passport (a standardized 
way for workers to document their skills) as some 
states have begun to experiment with.30

	 Businesses also expressed a strong desire for 
policymakers to do more to help them define 
and measure interpersonal (“soft”) skills. Even 
businesses that had thought carefully about which 

interpersonal skills 
workers needed 
were still struggling 
to figure out how to 
assess those skills 
in job candidates 
and how to help 
workers build 
them. Businesses 
want a reliable 
way to signal to 
jobseekers and 
training providers 
which interpersonal 
skills they need 
for a given role, 

and an equally reliable way to determine which 
applicants are likely to have those skills. They are 
eager for policymakers to invest in developing (or 
disseminating, if one already exists)31 a high-quality, 
easy-to-use standardized tool.

Support workers in developing skills

6 	 Expand support for workers who are developing 
their foundational skills. Businesses repeatedly 
emphasized the value of workers having a strong 
base of foundational skills, including in math, 
English, and technology. Importantly, they affirmed 
the existing education best practice of teaching 
these skills in the real-world context in which they 
will be used – such as converting from imperial 
to metric measurements, using computer-based 
timecard systems, operating robotic machinery, etc. 

	 Again, businesses that had working relationships 
with their local education and workforce partners 
generally expressed confidence that they 
understood what programs or credentials signaled 
that a worker had acquired foundational skills. 
These companies also drew on these relationships 
to know where to direct their employees if skill-
building was needed. 

7 	 Provide more opportunities for new workers to 
gain hands-on experience. Repeatedly, businesses 
emphasized how much they valued real-world 
experience. For job candidates who are new to an 
industry or new to the labor market in general, 
gaining that experience before their first job 
can be difficult. One solution is to expand public 
investments in skills training programs that include 
a work-based learning component. 

	 There are numerous such models,32 which vary in 
specifics but share a common thread: Students or 
workers who participate in them gain paid, on-the-
job experience that helps them acclimate to and 
prepare for their future careers. By partnering 
with businesses to ensure that the work-based 
learning design mirrors the skill demands, 
physical environment, and schedule of entry-level 
employment in their industry, training programs can 
assure students and companies alike that program 
graduates are well-prepared for working life. 

8 	 Invest in systemic fixes for chronic challenges 
like childcare and transportation. No employer 
can solve these issues alone, and small businesses 
are at a particular disadvantage due to lack of scale. 
Employers of choice recognize when workers lack 
access to supports like childcare or transportation, 
it becomes much harder to retain entry- and 
mid-level staff. They are eager for policymakers to 
support innovative and creative approaches33 that 
can help workers solve common barriers and stay 
on the job.34 

Businesses want a 
reliable way to signal 
to jobseekers and 
training providers 
which interpersonal 
skills they need for 
a given role, and an 
equally reliable way 
to determine which 
applicants are likely 
to have those skills.
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CONCLUSION: TURNING 
BUSINESS INSIGHTS INTO 
BETTER POLICY
Making sure that workers can effectively demonstrate 
their skills and qualifications to potential employers, 
and that businesses can accurately identify which job 
candidates have what they need to fill open jobs, is 
fundamental to making good hiring matches. 

But this research indicates that the current system 
is not always working as intended. For example, 
credentials play a useful role for workers already in a 
career path who want to advance, but they seem to 
be less useful in equipping people to get their first job 
in an industry. Small businesses find credentials to be 
a more useful data point if the company has already 
mapped out the specific skills and competencies 
they’re looking to hire for, and if they have some 
connection to the education and workforce partners 
that are awarding credentials. 

Policymakers can help more small businesses adopt 
effective hiring practices that identify the skills 
they need and the credentials aligned with them. 
Public policy can also support stronger relationships 

between education and workforce providers and small 
businesses.

These steps will help workers as well as education 
and workforce leaders have confidence that training 
programs are preparing people with in-demand skills 
and credentials. Workers can then trust that pursuing 
training will help them reach their career and income 
goals, and businesses will be able to make hiring and 
promotion decisions with greater clarity.

In particular, public policies that invest in skills, explain 
credentials, and strengthen partnerships between 
business and training providers will mean that 
employers can more easily identify the skills they need, 
and workers can more easily demonstrate them.

As small businesses continue to navigate a complex and 
sometimes volatile economic landscape, policymakers 
and education and workforce advocates’ intentional and 
regular engagement with these companies can ensure 
that their experiences and needs help to shape policies 
that improve outcomes for all.
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APPENDIX: OUR METHODOLOGY 

Over a two-month period in Spring 2025, Business Leaders United for Workforce Partnerships conducted 
individual interviews with seventy-five small and mid-sized businesses, and approximately two dozen 
national workforce and education experts. Interviewees at the companies were primarily in CEO or 
Senior Human Resources Director roles, although a few were direct hiring managers. Companies ranged 
in size from 15 employees to 4,000 employees, though most were in the 200-600 range. 

While some firms were publicly traded, most were privately owned. The businesses were located in 40 
states, with most companies having 1-3 locations. Urban, suburban, exurban, and rural locations were all 
well represented. 

A substantial majority of firms were in the manufacturing sector, and most of the remainder were in the 
construction sector, with a tiny handful scattered across other sectors. (Interviewees in this last group 
were typically referred to BLU by another interviewee as someone with particular insight into skills and 
hiring issues or had prior experience in manufacturing. For example, one woman shared insights into 
how the HR practices she had developed in the manufacturing sector had helped to boost retention at 
her new employer, a nursing home.) 

BLU interviewed a very wide variety of manufacturing firms, including those that manufacture food 
products, precision optics, marine technology, lumber, and firearms, as well as custom metal fabrication. 
Similarly, construction firms included those focused on modular affordable housing, high-end 
residential, commercial, and utility infrastructure. 

BLU decided to focus on the manufacturing and construction industries because they represented 
a middle ground in how various industries were considering credentials as part of the hiring process. 
In contrast, the healthcare industry is at one end of the spectrum (highly regulated, with many 
occupations requiring credentialing and licensure), and the retail industry is at the other (traditionally 
requiring very few if any credentials for entry-level workers). 

Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview protocol comprised primarily of open-
ended questions. Businesses were recruited to the study via personal introduction, chamber of 
commerce or industry association referral, listserv announcement, and other mechanisms. Nearly ninety 
percent had not engaged with Business Leaders United or National Skills Coalition before, and many 
reported that they had never or rarely been asked to share their perspective on workforce issues with 
any organization. 

http://www.businessleadersunited.com
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subsectors. For example, one end-to-end manufacturing firm told BLU that even taking advantage of a standardized 
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system, others reported that there was too little funding available or that funding was simply unavailable for the type of 
upskilling they wanted to implement. 
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more about skills passports in general:  “Growth of Digital Tools: Digital Wallets, Skills Passports, and Digital 
ID Wallets,” Learn & Work Ecosystem Library, June 26, 2025, https://learnworkecosystemlibrary.com/topics/
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31	 BLU recognizes that there have been many efforts to develop such tools. See footnote 8 for more on this issue. 
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and registered apprenticeships. Learn more about public policies supporting work-based learning: Bryan Wilson et al., 
Work-Based Learning Policy 50-State Scan, National Skills Coalition, 2017, https://nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/12/WBL-Learning-Policy-50-State-Scan.pdf

33	 One particularly notable example is The Source in Michigan, which brings together multiple manufacturing employers along 
with nonprofit and public partners to help employees access resources needed to stay on the job: https://www.grsource.
org/about-us. Learn more about Employer Resource Networks generally: “An Employee Retention Solution with Real Social 
Impact,” ERN-USA, last accessed October 23, 2025, https://ern-usa.com/

34	 For example, Iowa’s Child Care Assistance program provides financial support for low-income workers to help cover childcare 
costs. Learn more: https://hhs.iowa.gov/assistance-programs/child-care-assistance
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