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Building Successful Workforce Consortia
A Guide for Practitioners

Case Study: Lane County RV Consortium

Many workforce development professionals have had an academic or theoretical introduction to
clusters and consortia development. This manual, co-authored by Robin Onaclea, Business
Services Coordinator for Lane Workforce Partnership and Dave Oatman, Consortium
Coordinator, a consultant with Dave Oatman and Associates, is intended to translate theory into
practice. It’s the manual we wish we had had as we navigated the sometimes challenging waters
of consortium coordination and development.

Introduction/Background

Lane Workforce Partnership, the Workforce Investment Board for Lane County, began analyzing economic
sectors in 2000, beginning with the health care industry. Typically as potential sectors were identified a
roundtable of employers in that cluster would be convened for a discussion of workforce issues. Some of
these roundtable discussions led to grant projects and organized consortia. As more groups were convened,
lessons were learned along the way about how to build successful relationships with businesses and
ultimately how to develop and sustain consortia. Lane Workforce Partnership now regularly convenes three
consortia groups and is planning to develop several more. The goal of this manual is to share replicable best
practices based on the most developed of these groups: the RV Consortium.

Now in its third year, the RV Consortium brought together three fierce competitors in the Lane County
area along with public sector

partners. Lane County has the
second largest concentration of
RV manufacturers in the nation.
With a workforce of over 4,500
and industry growth projections
of 19% through 2014, the RV
industry, like many
manufacturers, is increasingly
challenged to recruit and retain
skilled workers. Workforce

challenges due to changin RV CONsORTIUM MEETING . .
: . ging . Left to Right, Jim Lindly, Lane Community College; Robin Onaclea, Lane
technologies and demographics,

Workforce Partnership; Deanna Ota, Monaco Coach; Mike Warner, Marathon
and the pressures of

P Coach; Carol Taylor Clay, Country Coach; Dave Oatman, Consortium
globalization are the catalysts Coordinator
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that bring many industry consortia together.

The RV manufacturing employers who make up the Consortium first met in late 2004. A roundtable of
coach companies was brought together by the Oregon Economic and Community Development
Department and Lane Metro Partnership, a local economic development agency, to discuss the industry’s
workforce needs. This initial meeting set the stage for the later development of the consortium.

Lane County faced the potential loss one of these key RV manufacturers to Indiana in early 2005. Indiana
has the highest concentration of RV manufacturers in the country. A $500,000 grant from the Governor’s
Strategic Training Fund was offered to strengthen local training capacity and to encourage the company to
stay in the area. The funding was offered on the contingency that a local consortium be formed to become a
“center of excellence in RV manufacturing training”, and to strengthen the pipeline of workers available for
this growing industry. The grant funding was dedicated to consortium building, curriculum development
and incumbent worker training.

Each of the three RV manufacturers selected company representatives for the new consortium. Human
Resource representatives from Country Coach, Marathon Coach and Monaco Coach met with the Business
Services Coordinator from Lane Workforce Partnership, and a representative from the Business
Development Center from Lane Community College. Lane Workforce Partnership served as the fiscal
agent and convener. The intent was that the consortium be industry-led with a business majority. Business
representatives would be the only voting members. The group agreed to meet every two weeks to create a
plan to meet grant deliverables.

Due to delays in receipt of grant funding, the group was unable to expend funds for 6 months. During this
time, foundation activities such as a training needs assessment (Appendix One), development of a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) (Appendix Two) and a job description for the Consortium
Coordinator (Appendix Three) were developed. In October 2005, a Request for Quotation was issued for
the coordinator position. The consortium interviewed candidates and business members selected a
candidate to facilitate and coordinate the Consortium. The Coordinator’s first task would be to develop a
detailed workplan (Appendix Four).

Why Consortia?

There is some confusion regarding the terms “industry cluster” and “industry consortium”. An industry
cluster is a group of businesses linked by core products or services. These businesses may have common
supply chains, labor needs, technologies and markets. This creates a strong economic interdependence.
Businesses in a cluster typically aren’t formally organized, especially around workforce concerns. That’s
where industry consortia come in. Consortia, facilitated by a neutral third party, can provide structure and
a safe environment for businesses in a cluster to meet and discuss common interests and concerns.
Consortia also promote innovative public-private partnerships in that they create a forum for industry to
work with public partners such as education, workforce or economic development. In this way, consortia
promote business-led workforce development strategies.




The business benefits of consortia are numerous. The RV Consortium has created a unified voice to address
workforce and training needs. Training programs for incumbent workers in leadership, continuous
improvement, lean manufacturing, technical skill training, and others have contributed to increased
industry innovation and productivity. Overall, this supports business success, which in turn supports
economically healthy communities. The Consortium has been able to lower training costs due to “bulk
buying” power, resource sharing, and the sharing of collaborative information. The Consortium has
increased public awareness and visibility of the RV manufacturing industry in Lane County and Oregon.
This has and will continue to attract skilled workers to RV manufacturing and the plethora of careers it
offers.

For the public partners in the Consortium, stronger partnerships and increased collaboration has occurred
as a result of Consortium activities. The high schools and community colleges are receiving more input on
curricula and programs the emerging workforce will need to be successful. Career centers in the high
schools and community colleges are receiving better information and support to assist students and job
seekers in their career planning choices. Students are experiencing first hand what modern manufacturing
facilities and environments are like while learning what jobs and rewarding careers are available to them.
Internships for students are being created. Faculty and counselors are accessing professional development
opportunities with the manufacturers, which did not occur prior to the work of the Consortium. The
critical pipeline for the workforce of tomorrow is being strengthened. Workforce partners have observed
increased participation of the businesses in programs and activities that serve target populations.

Consortium Development
There are several phases of consortium development. The phases don’t always occur in a predictable order
and many will occur simultaneously. We will cover each in detail.

* Identifying Stakeholders

* Building Trust

* Establishing Roles and Structure

* Branding and Creating an Identity

* Creating Momentum

* Identifying Common Needs and Interests

* Creating a Plan with Activities and Timelines
* Implementation and Evaluation

* Sustaining the Effort

Identifying Stakeholders

Identifying and engaging key stakeholders will assist in the success of a consortium. Because the focus of
these types of consortia is workforce development, typically company representatives will be from Human
Resources (HR) departments. They are the individuals in a business that have the broadest picture of the
industry’s challenges in recruiting and retaining qualified individuals. In bringing together competing
companies, HR professionals are also most likely to come to the table in a collaborative spirit. Workforce
issues are less proprietary than areas like operations procedures, suppliers or product information.
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Depending on the thrust of the project, public-sector stakeholders can include education (community
colleges, universities and K-12 systems); economic development (private and public agencies); workforce
development (Workforce Investment Boards, One-Stop Centers); industry associations, local and national,
public figures with influence such as County Commissioners, Mayors, Governor’s Office staff; advocacy
groups; and related initiatives.

Again, it is critical to maintain an industry majority on the consortium. A core group, such as a steering
committee can be established and other public-sector stakeholders may attend sporadically as agenda items
dictate. Some stakeholders may just be brought in once or twice for the consortium to showcase its
accomplishments or problem-solve a particular issue.

Building Trust

The history and development of industry clusters often involves entrepreneurial employees breaking away
to form a new competing business. The development and evolution of the RV manufacturing industry in
Lane County is a classic example of this dynamic, and each of the three competing coach manufacturers
were born out of such breakaways. Such is the nature of free enterprise and capitalism.

Prior to one of the RV first roundtables, one of the company CEOs commented: “OK, we’ll meet with
them, but you have just one chance to make this happen.” That comment, made at the very early stages by
one of the company presidents, represented the skepticism of competitors coming together to collaborate in
a new consortium.

Approaching consortium development with trust and confidence-building among stakeholders is essential.
The Executive Director of Lane Metro Partnership, a local economic development agency, is a well known
and trusted business leader who can bring together competing businesses and public partners to the table
around mutual interests. This director facilitated initial roundtable discussions and set a positive tone for
the continuation of the group later convened by Lane Workforce Partnership.

The initial Steering Committee meeting was held at a Chinese restaurant. At that meeting, the decision was
made to rotate the meetings among all the members, with each member taking responsibility for lunch at
their location. This was a great way for business members to feel more comfortable over time being at each
others’ locations and for them to get to know the public partners in the Consortium. Meeting over lunch
added a social element that created a more relaxed environment.

One of the first tasks of the Consortium was the creation of a formal Memorandum of Understanding. This
helped the RV Consortium to build trust in its early months. Business members requested a confidentiality
clause that reassured the companies that proprietary information shared in the meetings would remain
confidential. The MOU also clarified that each company would be solely responsible for its own
performance, reporting and match obligation. Three separate contracts and accounting systems were
established with the companies. Lane Workforce Partnership served as the administrative agent.

One of the immediate challenges the Consortium faced was how to distribute grant funds for training the
incumbent workforce. As competitors, the three companies had no precedent or method established to do
this. The Consortium Coordinator proposed a formula-based distribution plan. It consisted of allocating




25% of the training funds in three equal amounts to each company. Each company would receive an equal
base amount for being a member of and participating in the Consortium. The remaining 75% was then
allocated based on the number of employees each company had at the time the Consortium was formed.
This distribution method reassured members that there would be an equitable allocation of resources. The
grant match amount each company was responsible for was also calculated using this formula.

Establishing Roles and a Structure

The RV companies preferred that meeting facilitation be provided by a neutral third party. Initial meetings
were facilitated by Lane Workforce Partnership staff and then by the Consortium Coordinator when that
position was filled.

The RV Consortium business members decided that “majority rule” would be the means by which decisions
would be made. Again, the only voting members would be the business members at the table. Because
some decision-making involved committing a company’s time or resources, it was vital that the business
members were in a position of influence within their respective companies, either in a leadership role or
having the ability to commit resources.

If a consortium is grant-funded or seeking grant funding, the grant parameters and deliverables will help to
create an outline of activities for the group. A detailed workplan can be developed to flush out strategies,
goals, activities and timelines. If there is no outside impetus, the group must create its own deliverables
through a facilitated brainstorming process. It is important to identify the issues that the businesses at the
table are passionate about in order to keep a high level of engagement. Example topic areas might be:
industry outreach to young people; creating articulated career pathways; identifying training needs and
gaps; and retention strategies. It is important to note that any workplan created will be a work in progress.
Our experience with the RV Consortium and other businesses is that their priorities are often a “moving
target”. Particularly in manufacturing, the rate of change is exponential. The workplan needs to be flexible
enough to accommodate changes in training and business needs and priorities.

Formal roles may be established in the group, but there is also an informal dynamic in play. A good
facilitator will observe these dynamics and capitalize on the strengths that emerge as different issues arise.
Each member has unique talents and resources to contribute. Who comes forward first when there is a need
for supplies? Who has a way of using humor to defuse tense discussions? Who has expertise in design? Every
member of the group will be a champion in some way. The more the facilitator can work members’
individual passions into the work to be done, the more effective the consortium will be. Passionate areas for
various RV Consortium members have included working with youth, lean manufacturing, leadership
training, and public relations activities. The facilitator will be able to come to rely on various members to
assist with different aspects of the consortium projects. These members will become valuable spokespeople
for the issues instead of the facilitator.

The RV Consortium has not had the need to formally organize into a 501c3 (a non-profit charitable
organization) or 501c6 (a trade board or business league) organization. As long as your consortium has
backing or support from a 501c3/6 entity, and your activities are not generating significant income, you
may not need to ever formally incorporate. In the RV Consortium’s case, Lane Workforce Partnership, a
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