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Barriers & Opportunities for Building 
Higher Education–Employer Partnerships
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» Higher education and employers encounter multiple challenges in establishing meaningful connections
despite the increasing recognition of their importance and significant investments in fostering alignment
and coordination between the education and workforce systems.

» The main barriers that impede meaningful engagement stem from misalignments in cultures, structures,
and values, which are cross-cutting.

» Interviewees noted that motivated individuals navigate these challenges in many ways, including by:

» Identifying and building off shared interests and goals,

» Creating multiple roles across campus, particularly for faculty, that include cross-sector engagement
responsibilities,

» Building spaces—particularly at the regional level and by sector—that spark and nurture engagement between
higher education personnel and employers, and

» Identifying and tailoring messaging to showcase the value proposition of engagement.

Key Takeaways

INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD

T       oday’s students state that their main reason for attending 
college is to get a good job. This is particularly true for first-

generation college students and students of color.1 For Californians 
without a college degree, the motivating factor to enroll in college 
is knowing that it would lead to better job opportunties.2 

Educational leaders, policymakers, and employers increasingly 
recognize the need to improve higher education–workforce 
alignment. This alignment is achieved when postsecondary 
institutions and workforce stakeholders adapt to changing 
economic and social demands and create seamless pathways 
to living-wage jobs with good working conditions. This can be 
accomplished through advisory groups, work-based learning, 
employer-advised competency-based education, credit for prior 
(on-the-job) learning, and more. Many in the postsecondary 
education and workforce ecosystem note that higher education–
employer engagement should be incentivized, promoted, and 

supported for its many benefits (see sidebar on page 2), not just 
to the student, but also to the local community, region, and the 
state as whole. Improved engagement is a critical component 
of a comprehensive workforce development strategy that can 
reach beyond just career technical education and improve the 
economic mobility of low-income, historically underrepresented, 
and nontraditional students. Higher education–employer 
partnerships provide exposure to, exploration of, and preparation 
for local and regional jobs and serve as an on-ramp to career 
pathways that lead to jobs with family-sustaining wages, 
advancement potential, and benefits.3 In turn, these partnerships 
provide avenues for California to address the macroeconomic 
and social issues of labor market shortages and statewide policy 
priorities—such as innovation to address climate change—and 
propel communities forward with strong economic growth and 
improved quality of life for its residents.

https://californiacompetes.org/publications/side-by-side-comparing-credit-for-prior-learning-and-competency-based-education
https://californiacompetes.org/publications/credit-for-prior-learning
https://californiacompetes.org/publications/credit-for-prior-learning
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along with its many regional and local governments, are also 
major employers, from the University of California (UC) to the 
City of Los Angeles and local K-12 school districts. Given this 
landscape, it is no wonder that higher education–employer 
engagement is an ongoing issue in California despite multiple 
and significant efforts to improve that engagement.

Over the past few 
decades, California 
has invested billions 
of dollars across 
various efforts to 
build bridges between 
higher education 
and employers, and 
these efforts are only 
increasing. Most 
recently, California 
launched several 
initiatives to increase 
the number of students who have access to and are successful in 
available career-focused and educational pathways that prepare 
them to enter the workforce and advance in career and life. 
These efforts include those listed in the following table (ordered 
by funding).

The Benefits of Aligning Higher Education and Workforce Systems
Aligning higher education and workforce systems is not only beneficial for the state and its economies, but it also has benefits for many 
stakeholders, including students, colleges and universities, and employers. 

Although recognition of the importance of higher education–
employer engagement has grown, it is a struggle to make 
such engagements a common and core part of higher 
education for California and its institutions. California is not 
alone in this struggle, as many states and the Biden-Harris 
administration have made bridging this gap a policy priority. 
However, California’s complex higher education and economic 
landscape make this work particularly challenging. Its higher 
education system educates millions of students each year and 
consists of three distinct public segments, each with its own 
governance system, mission, and scope. California’s private 
postsecondary institutions, likewise, represent a range of 
institutions from small liberal arts colleges to highly selective 
technical universities and institutions headquartered in 
other states but with campuses in California. California is the 
fifth largest economy in the world, and its employer base is 
complex. Most of California’s workers are employed by small 
businesses, representing everything from craft breweries to 
high-tech start-ups and local newspapers, which can be hard to 
reach and influence via broad policy efforts. California’s large 
employers include major global corporations who view the 
world, rather than California, as their labor market, including 
Google, Apple, Chevron, Wells Fargo, Twitter, and Disney. 
The State of California and its departments and agencies, 

• Increased clarity about 
educational and career 
pathways

• Strengthened career 
readiness skills needed 
in the labor market

• Better job opportunities 
and outcomes

• Improved access to 
larger and new cohorts 
of well-prepared talent

• Expanded professional 
development 
opportunities for 
current and future 
employees

• Reduced gap between 
workforce supply and 
demand

• More broadly based 
and stable local 
and state revenues 
through more 
Californians having 
higher incomes

• A decreased need 
for social safety-net 
benefits

• Increased civic 
engagement and 
thriving communities

For Students: For Employers: For Local and State 
Economies:

• A strengthened 
enrollment pipeline

• Increased equity in 
higher education access 
and success

• Improved outcomes for 
all students

• Greater clarity for 
the general public on 
the value of higher 
education

• An optimized ability 
to serve as vehicle for 
economic recovery 
and mobility for their 
community

For Higher Education 
Institutions:

“Effective higher education–
employer partnerships are 
central to boosting student 
employment outcomes, 
ensuring workforce needs 
are met, and sustaining the 
state’s economic strength 
and competitiveness.”

— Dr. Su Jin Jez, California 
Competes
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Efforts to build bridges between higher education and employers

Program Description
State budget 
allocation

Learning-Aligned 
Employment Program 

An updated student work-study program that incentivizes employers—
including the UC, California State University (CSU), and California 
Community Colleges (CCC)—to hire low-income public-college 
students for jobs that connect with their educational programs4

$500 million 
in 2021-22 and 
2022-23

California Career 
Pathways Trust (CCPT) 

Funding to local and regional partnerships of K-12, community 
colleges, and employers to establish career pathways in grades 9-145

$500 million 
in 2013-14 and 
2014-15

The Strong Workforce 
Program (CCC) 

An economic and workforce development program aimed at 
promoting and improving the quality of educational pathways 
in regional industry and sector priorities; the goal is to increase 
opportunities and avenues to family-sustaining wages for middle-skill 
workers with some college education but no bachelor’s degree6

$290 million 
in 2021-22

K-16 Regional
Collaboratives

Funding to regions to create seamless educational pathways from the 
K-12 education system to higher education and career, informed by 
regional economic and social needs7

$250 million 
in 2021-22

K12 Strong Workforce 
(CCC) 

An initiative to create, support, or expand high-quality career technical 
education programs at the K-12 level that align with the workforce 
development efforts occurring through the Strong Workforce Program 
(listed above)8

$150 million 
in 2021-22

Guided Pathways (CCC) An equity-driven framework for institutional transformation 
committed to furthering student-centered approaches and 
perspectives. Guided Pathways also promotes cross-sector 
partnerships as part of a strategy to increase economic mobility for 
students and to meet the needs of employers to develop a competitive 
pool of trained applicants9

$150 million 
through 2021-22

Given the complexity of California’s higher education 
and workforce ecosystem, for these efforts to be 
effective, policymakers and leaders must enter into 
partnership work being well aware of the significant 
barriers ahead. They require a guide that details the 
challenges in building effective higher education–
employer partnerships to better serve students 
and residents, communities, and the economy. We 
conducted research to build this guide in which we 
summarized the key issues. We hope that this guide 
will enable conversations of alignment to move 
beyond the barriers and toward actionable solutions. 
Future research can build from this guide to support 
higher education institutions and employers in 
mitigating these challenges and developing evidence-
based recommendations.

Uncovering the Issues
Throughout the first quarter of 2022, California Competes: Higher 
Education for a Strong Economy conducted 28 interviews with 
stakeholders representing the higher education–work continuum to 
understand the challenges and promising practices that have surfaced 
during interviewees’ experiences. We interviewed faculty and staff 
from the CCC, CSU, and private nonprofit colleges, as well as those 
representing students and alumni, industry professionals, and those 
working at the intersection of higher education and workforce. We 
targeted higher education programs that prepare students for high-
wage, high-demand, and high-growth fields. The guide in this brief 
presents the main factors that hinder meaningful higher education 
and employer engagement identified by interviewees, as well as 
their recommendations on how to address these obstacles. For more 
information on the methodology used and the interviewees for this 
research, see Appendixes A and B, respectively. 

https://www.csac.ca.gov/learning-aligned-employment-program
https://www.csac.ca.gov/learning-aligned-employment-program
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/ct/pt/
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/ct/pt/
https://www.cccco.edu/About-Us/Chancellors-Office/Divisions/Workforce-and-Economic-Development/Strong-Workforce-Program
https://www.cccco.edu/About-Us/Chancellors-Office/Divisions/Workforce-and-Economic-Development/Strong-Workforce-Program
https://k16collaborative.org/
https://k16collaborative.org/
https://www.cccco.edu/About-Us/Chancellors-Office/Divisions/Workforce-and-Economic-Development/K12-Strong-Workforce
https://www.cccco.edu/About-Us/Chancellors-Office/Divisions/Workforce-and-Economic-Development/K12-Strong-Workforce
https://www.cccco.edu/College-Professionals/Guided-Pathways
https://www.cccco.edu/College-Professionals/Guided-Pathways
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Culture
The learned and shared way of being, behaving, and thinking that influences engagement 
with external partners; formalized in organizational structures and processes

A Guide to Navigating Barriers and Opportunities
From our exploratory interviews, we identified three main factors that make higher education and employer engagement 
challenging, as well as guidance from interviewees on how to create better synergy among involved partners. These factors are 
explained in the pages that follow.

» Postsecondary disinterest and deprioritization of students’ workforce success
Several interviewees noted that institutions focused more on student outcomes while students are enrolled there
and less on their outcomes after leaving, including their success in the workforce. Although institutions have begun
to incorporate workforce development and career readiness into their strategic plans, representatives noted that this
emphasis on preparing students for employment has yet to become embedded into the culture campuswide. Interviewees
stated that faculty, particularly those outside the occupational and professional fields, seem to have little engagement
with employers. Interviewees mentioned the challenge of shifting faculty mindsets to see employers as meaningful
contributors to students’ postsecondary experiences, particularly with regard to the content of programs and courses.

Both industry and higher education representatives noted ways that differences between their respective organizational cultures 
hinder responsive, timely, and ongoing collaboration to support a pathway for students to enter the workforce. The cultural 
differences often fostered discord in the development of structures, communications, motivations, and perspectives.

» Higher education bureaucracy
Interviewees frequently pointed to burdensome rules and procedures that
prevented them from forming and maintaining partnerships between institutions
and employers. Examples include the paperwork requirements for internships
(e.g., clearance tests such as tuberculosis [TB] tests, cardiopulmonary resuscitation
[CPR] certification, and insurance requirements) and employer reporting
requirements for apprenticeships that have increased over the years. These
requirements sometimes were the unavoidable result of government regulations,
but in other instances, they were driven by institutional historical practice. Faced
with this burden, many employers elected to disengage from partnerships.

“Many companies have built 
their own training programs 
because they often run out 
of patience with higher ed’s 
stagnation.”

— Higher education 
representative
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Insights for addressing cultural misalignment

For higher education 
institutions
• Hire individuals, particularly 

faculty and leadership, who 
have professional experience 
in key industries and can 
bring industry knowledge to 
help bridge the cultural gap.

• Create performance 
metrics and goals that 
foster institutional desire to 
improve student employment 
outcomes.

• Incentivize faculty and staff 
to engage with employers as 
a component of the program 
and tenure review processes. 

• Identify ways to be nimbler 
and more flexible in how 
programs and courses are 
structured and quickly respond 
to aligned economic and 
workforce shifts, such as via 
competency-based programs.

• Create or grow employer 
relations staff dedicated to 
understanding the needs of 
employers (large and small) 
and demonstrating how the 
institution can help meet those 
needs. This function should 
benefit the whole campus.

• Where applicable, update 
faculty and staff job 
responsibilities to add 
engagement with industry 
(such as sitting on professional 
boards) and reduce other 
duties commensurately. This 
change may require shifts 
in collective bargaining 
agreements.

For industry
• Incentivize employee 

engagement with higher 
education as a component of 
professional review processes 
(e.g., encouraging employees 
to serve as adjunct faculty or 
guest lecturers).

For all partners 
• Prioritize intentional 

and effective partnership 
engagement as a core 
component of how 
each partner works, 
accomplished through 
measures such as strategic 
plans, vision statements, 
and communications, then 
evaluate these efforts to 
assess effectiveness and guide 
improvements.

• Inform policymakers 
as to how current rules 
and regulations may be 
unnecessarily burdensome 
and create barriers to 
collaboration (e.g., regulatory 
paperwork for internships).

• Identify leaders who will 
elevate the importance of 
and incentivize partnership 
engagement efforts.
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» Lack of shared spaces to connect
Interviewees noted that they knew of few places and spaces where 
higher education and industry representatives are together and able 
to identify and discuss areas of commonality or potential partnership. 
This gap was particularly true for higher education stakeholders 
outside career technical education programs. The COVID-19 
pandemic likely exacerbated this; however, even before the pandemic, 
it was challenging to know when and where meetings were taking 
place or whether there were meetings happening in an individual’s 
relevant sector and region. Intermediaries who aim to support these 
connections cited struggling to find sustainable ways to do so because 
of a lack of structure for partnership (and funding to build structures, 
as discussed in greater detail later in this section). 

» Lack of ownership of partnerships
Similar to having limited spaces to connect, interviewees reported that higher 
education and workforce partnerships often lack leaders who own the relationship 
building effort or a project manager to effectively ensure that engagement 
is realistic for all parties involved and continue to move efforts forward. 
Interviewees shared that, ideally, at least one person must take the initiative, and 
perhaps more importantly, have as a part of their duties to manage, nurture, and 
maintain a partnership. Because of this lack of formal ownership, established 
partnerships are more vulnerable to turnover or shifts in priorities. 

“That’s one flaw in the system. There’s 
no organized way for people to be 
connected. It’s all very much over 
time, anecdotal meetings, panels, 
and speaking arrangements that then 
connect you to that person. If that 
transfer of network and knowledge 
doesn’t happen when personnel leave, 
the next person has to start from 
scratch again.”

— Higher education representative

“Who is responsible for 
the lifelong employability 
of Californians? Is it the 
employer? The city? The 
state? Who’s responsible for 
the creation of opportunity?”

— Higher education 
representative

» Misaligned goals, incentives, and perspectives
As with any partnership, sharing common goals, incentives, and perspectives can advance 
collective efforts. Participants often mentioned how postsecondary-employer partners had 
different views on the goals of their collective work, why their work mattered, whether and how 
it should be resourced, and the expectations for and employers’ support of students’ success. For 
example, colleges may prioritize growing enrollment and prestige, but industry may prioritize 
recruiting talent as quickly as possible.

“Industry cares 
about diversity but 
wants talent first.”

— Higher education 
and industry 
representative

Structural challenges were most often referenced as the determining factor for the establishment of meaningful higher 
education–employer partnerships. Interviewees mentioned most the need for both employers and higher education 
institutions to build and support internal and external structures to help institutionalize their partnerships. This collaboration 
may not mean a specific long-term, ongoing relationship between two parties but rather a structure that can drive a 
relationship that is necessary for the specific goal at the specific time, which could be short-term.

Structure
Policies, procedures, and processes that frame how, which type, and whether partnerships 
launch, grow, and thrive; the connection of organizational structure and function
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» Lack of coordination and dependence on individual relationships 
Interviewees often noted that without sufficient coordination, individuals working to create partnerships struggle to build 
them beyond their immediate relationships and knowledge. Many of the interviewees mentioned wanting to grow their 
partnership efforts, but a lack of coordination within a region or industry made this work challenging.

Employers noted the significant time commitment of working with multiple colleges in a region, but they expressed 
a desire to do so. This commitment requires the ability to move beyond individual relationships and college-level 
relationships, but scaling is challenging without a regional structure that supports cross-sector partnerships.

» Limited resources
Funding for engaging employers also required individuals seeking to build partnerships to apply for grants, many of which 
were competitive. Although in some cases, employers could help resource workforce training, build out labs, supply 
equipment, and support internships, they rarely were able to support staff time. Also, commitment from industry would 
waver when head count was lost or other priorities took precedence. 

Interviewees also questioned the difficulty of funding cross-sector and regional efforts, particularly with entities (such as 
CCCs) that are not regionally structured. They questioned what should be funded at the college, local, regional, or state level.
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Insights for addressing structural issues

For higher education 
institutions
• Engage alumni to support 

outreach to and create 
partnerships with industry.

• Assess the level from which 
(e.g., state, regional, or 
local) responsibilities and 
resources should be allocated 
and where they should be 
directed to improve student 
employment outcomes.

• Consider the use of joint 
powers authorities (formal 
partnerships of multiple 
government agencies) to 
connect locally funded efforts 
at the regional level.

• Increase focus on bringing 
the right people to the table 
for advisory councils and 
committees.

• Use advisory councils and 
committees to move beyond 
discussion and wish lists to 
guide, resource, support, 
and advocate for effective 
implementation of actionable 
workforce development 
strategies at higher education 
institutions.

• Structure employer 
engagement activities 
as a clear part of job 
responsibilities, particularly 
for faculty (may require 
flexibility in collective 
bargaining agreements).

• Collate and maintain well-
organized documentation 
to facilitate seamless and 
successful transitions when 
there is turnover.

For industry
• Actively participate in 

postsecondary advisory 
councils, particularly 
regional, industry-specific 
ones. Think critically about 
who the right person is 
to participate (it may not 
be a human resources 
representative). 

• Encourage and incentivize 
employees to serve as 
instructors and mentors at 
higher education institutions 
in the region.

• Invite and consider ways to 
fund and resource higher 
education partners to 
participate in relevant events 
and meetings.

For all partners 
• Develop succession plans 

to ensure that partnerships 
will be maintained when the 
leadership or staff supporting 
the partnership changes.

• Build regional partnerships to 
support workforce alignment 
and engagement in large, 
high-growth industries that 
convene multiple higher 
education institutions and 
employers.

• Develop structures and 
roles that are focused on 
sustaining partnerships.
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Both industry and higher education representatives shared how their organizations are often not aware of or unclear about 
the value of engaging with the other group, both for themselves and from the viewpoint of the other party. They also noted 
the challenges of communicating the advantages that come with engagement.

» Lack of understanding of the value of engagement 
for their own organization
Many interviewees noted that both higher education faculty and employers 
have limited views of the benefits that come with partnership engagement. 
They struggled to identify their own interests in cross-sector engagement. 
Interviewees also discussed the difficulty in conveying the wider values 
of engagement beyond the typical narrow forms of engagement (e.g., an 
employer at a career fair). 

In addition, interviewees noted the challenge of employers understanding 
the value of engagement with community colleges (vs. universities), because 
employers were used to engaging with universities through intern placement 
or other more traditional university recruitment processes. Employers were hesitant about their relationships with 
community colleges and were unsure of the value of interacting with their students, because they largely viewed them 
as lower-division university students. Employers typically saw the greatest value in engaging with university students in 
their junior and senior years. As a result, employers ended up engaging less with community colleges than they did with 
universities.

“Colleges have to really 
elevate the value proposition 
(diverse student body, 
grounding in social justice and 
equity work, student quality), 
in part to overcome reputation 
as a lower-tier institution.”

— Higher education 
representative

» Limited understanding of what the other partner 
may value
As with any partnership, members must have a clear understanding not 
only of the value of their participation but also of what their partner values. 
However, interviewees noted that they struggled to understand what their 
potential partner valued. Higher education interviewees, particularly those 
at community colleges, aimed to strengthen their ability to provide a set of 
skilled and diverse employee prospects. Employer interviewees believed 
that students and postsecondary institutions valued big-name employers 
more than they did smaller employers. 

Value
Understanding of how partnerships will advance and inform a shared goal

“One employer was struggling 
with diversity hiring and was 
called out by the newspaper. I 
saw an opportunity to offer a 
solution. That opened up the 
doors to a conversation, which 
led to meetings, plans, and 
partnerships.”

—Higher education representative

» Lack of clarity on how to communicate and connect around shared values
Given the lack of clarity on why higher education–employer engagement matters, it is not surprising that interviewees 
also consistently noted how they were unsure how to connect and communicate around shared values. They frequently 
brought up a communication disconnect and missed opportunities in understanding “what is in it” for each partner. 
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Insights for communicating the value-add of engagement

For higher education 
institutions
• Promote students, 

particularly from community 
colleges, as a key source of 
quality talent for employers.

• Underscore the ability 
to help address diversity, 
equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) efforts, including 
recruitment and preparation 
of underrepresented 
students, students of color, 
and students who industry 
often struggles to employ in 
particular fields.

• Ensure that staff assigned to 
partnership development 
understand employers’ 
language, motivation, and 
needs, and translate what 
is realistic for the college 
to deliver on and the time 
frame of engagement.

For industry
• Identify how local higher 

education partners support 
talent development efforts, 
particularly as they relate to 
meeting DEI goals.

• Identify the skills and 
competencies desired for 
candidates, and validate 
higher education programs 
that adequately help students 
develop those skill sets.

For all partners 
• Research and identify what 

is valued by the targeted 
partner; be explicit on 
desired interests and 
outcomes and focus on 
shared interests, challenges, 
and potential solutions.

• Identify and develop 
strategies to measure and 
recognize competencies and 
skills for credit.

• To elevate shared values 
and goals, consider whether 
partnerships focused on a 
specific region and specific 
industry or sector will 
advance partners’ interests.

• Promote successful 
partnership work and 
outcomes to educate others 
in the higher education and 
workforce ecosystem.

• Consider the messages that 
communicate the strongest 
value proposition to potential 
partners and center equity 
and student perspectives in 
the messages.

• Outline and highlight mutual 
benefits for partnership 
participation.
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Higher Education–Employer Engagement is Wide 
but Often Tenuous and Sporadic
Higher education and employers engage frequently and in 
many ways with each other. However, these engagements are 
often sporadic and tenuous. They are likely to falter when grant 
funding ends or when key players transition to new positions, 
institutions, or companies. This research suggests a need to further 
explore how aligning partners’ cultures, reforming structure, and 
understanding and communicating the value of these collaborative 
efforts can advance a shared goal. Namely, this goal is preparing 

and placing more students, particularly students of color and 
underserved students, into successful career pathways, while 
employers enjoy increased access to a well-prepared and diverse 
pool of job candidates. To this end, both parties must invest 
in building and maintaining partnerships that wholly embrace 
efforts to strengthen and advance both partners’ missions and to 
create truly sustainable high-quality job opportunities and career 
pathways for those who could benefit the most.
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Appendixes
Appendix A. Methods
We conducted qualitative and quantitative analyses of multiple 
sets of data for this study. The selection of occupations and 
postsecondary institutions, which also informed the selection of 
interviewees, consisted of two parts.

Selecting occupations
The first part of selecting occupations was identifying those that 
require a college education, that pay above-average wages, and 
that are projected to grow substantially over the next decade. 
We started with a list of detailed occupation categories from 
California’s Employment Development Department (EDD) 
that provided estimated earnings and employment projections 
to 2028 (N = 676). For occupations with missing earnings, we 
imputed national values from the US Department of Labor’s 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, which were available for all but 10 
occupations (N = 666). Second, we narrowed down the set of 
occupations to those that nominally require undergraduate-
level education (bachelor’s or associate’s degree, postsecondary 
certificate, or some college) at the entry level but not a 
graduate or professional degree (N = 328). Third, we kept only 
occupations that paid above the state median, weighted by 
the number of jobs (N = 180). Notably, this value, $65,200, is 
more than half of the estimated living wage for a family of two 
working adults and two children in California, $112,651; this 
means that two adults each earning at least this wage could 
be expected to support themselves and two children.i Next, 
we kept only occupations with projected growth above the 
average rate of 10.2 percent, weighted by number of jobs (N 
= 72). After that, we eliminated occupations with fewer than 
1,000 projected openings (net growth) by 2028 (N = 48). This 
last step eliminated otherwise-eligible high-wage, high-growth 
occupations that are not common enough to provide a large 
number of new jobs (e.g., funeral service managers, actuaries, 
and environmental engineering technicians). Finally, of the 
resulting 48 occupations, we eliminated those concentrated in 
specific parts of the state (e.g., computer hardware engineers 
in the Bay Area, film and video editors in Los Angeles) and 
selected three occupations: nursing, market research, and 
computer-related occupations. 

Selecting postsecondary institutions
For each of the three occupations, we matched the six-
digit standard occupational classification (SOC) to the 
corresponding six-digit classification of instructional programs 
(CIP) codes using the 2020 version of the SOC-to-CIP 
crosswalk.ii We identified all colleges and universities in the 
state that offered these programs using completion data from 
the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. We 
selected institutions to represent various values of several 
dimensions: program success, enrollment size, region of the 
state, inclusion of students of color, award levels, selectivity, 
and institution control (public, private nonprofit, or private for-
profit) and level (4-year, 2-year, and less-than-2-year). Program 
success was measured by 2016-20 pass rates for the NCLEX 
nursing licensing exam and by the percentages of graduates who 
were employed two years after graduation in 2016-17 and 2017-
18 and who earned at least 150 percent of the federal poverty 
level. The employment measures use the US College Scorecard 
data for former federal student aid recipients and were matched 
to academic programs using the broader four-digit CIP codes.

Once we established industries that have entry points regardless 
of degree, offer living wages, and have growth potential, we 
worked to understand how higher education institutions and 
employers create partnerships with each other and to identify 
what challenges and opportunities they face. We interviewed 28 
participants in total: nine from the CCCs, four from CSU, two 
from private nonprofit colleges, nine industry professionals, 
one professional working at the intersection of higher education 
and the workforce, and three alumni students. We recruited 
participants by reaching out to individuals within California 
Competes’ network and using the snowball method to speak 
with participants beyond it. We administered semi-structured 
interviews so we could seek to understand how individuals, 
institutions, and employers foster relationships with each other to 
create pipelines to living wage jobs for students. The interviews 
were confidential; participants’ names and the names of their 
employers or enrolled college were kept private to the California 
Competes team. Instead, participants’ and employers’ roles were 
generalized. The list of interviewees can be found in Appendix B.

https://livingwage.mit.edu/states/06
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/Files/CIP2020_SOC2018_Crosswalk.xlsx
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/Files/CIP2020_SOC2018_Crosswalk.xlsx
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We collected field notes on each interview and recorded some 
interviews as allowed by our Zoom account storage. These 
field notes and transcripts served as our data. Our research 
team divided up the field notes and conducted three rounds of 
coding. Our first round of codes was largely unstructured so 
that we could see what themes arose among our researchers. 
The second round of coding was more detailed and granular. 

Our third and final round of coding involved a review and 
redefining of our final codes and applying those final codes 
to our data. Throughout this process, we used descriptive 
coding and values coding. The team used our interview analysis 
findings and existing literature on employer engagement to 
develop our insights, themes, and recommendations.

Appendix B. Interviewee List

Stakeholder type Type of institution or industry Title or field of study
Higher education CCC President and CEO

Higher education CCC Senior Director, Career Services 

Higher education CCC Vice President, Marketing Communications 

Higher education CCC Chief, Program Operations

Higher education CCC Director, Nursing Program

Higher education CCC Faculty, Biotech/Biomanufacturing 

Higher education CCC Faculty, Emergency Medical Services 

Higher education CCC Regional Director, Employer Engagement

Higher education CCC Regional Director, Employer Engagement 

Higher education CSU Director, Career Services

Higher education CSU Faculty, Quality Assurance

Higher education CSU Associate Dean, College of Engineering

Higher education CSU Faculty, Environment, Health and Safety 
(EHS) Programs

Higher education Private 4-year university Faculty, Education Policy

Higher education Private 4-year university Director, Career Planning and Resources

Higher education and industry CSU Nursing Instructor and Nurse

Industry Technology Manager, Business Intelligence 

Industry Technology Software Engineer

Industry Technology Software Engineer

Industry Technology Recruiter

Industry Technology Data Scientist

Industry Healthcare technology Senior Manager, Security Operations 

Industry Regional workforce development Advisor

Higher education and industry Self-employed Consultant, Former Director for Information 
Communications Technology 

Student CSU Nursing

Student CSU Nursing

Student CSU Health Administration/Nursing


