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A TARGETED APPROACH TO APPRENTICESHIP 

B U S I N E S S  E N GAG E M E N T

K E Y  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  M I N D S E T S

Successfully collaborating with businesses to create and implement apprenticeship programs is as much about your 
motivations as it is your technical knowledge.  How you think about apprenticeship directly affects your ability to 
connect with businesses so you can create solutions that work for them.  The following mindsets provide a foundation 
for your efforts to develop successful business relationships.  

This resource guide targets state and local business outreach, workforce development, 

education, and apprenticeship professionals who work with employers to expand the 

use of apprenticeship as a work-based learning strategy.  It provides a roadmap for 

identifying and collaborating with businesses whose workforce needs can be addressed 

through apprenticeship.  If you are currently casting a wide net with your business 

outreach and are seeking a more focused approach that can yield a higher number of 

successful business/apprenticeship partnerships, the approach presented here is for you. 

ü	A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  I S  A  WO R K F O RC E  D E V E LO P M E N T  TO O L  F O R  B U S I N E S S .

ü	A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  I S  A  F O R M A L I Z E D  A P P ROAC H  T H AT  E N H A N C E S  E X I ST I N G  B U S I N E S S  P R AC T I C E S .

ü	A  P I TC H  M A D E  TO  A  B U S I N E S S  I S  O N LY  A S  G O O D  A S  T H E  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  P RO G R A M  T H AT  I S  C R E AT E D .

THE THREE MINDSETS:
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A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  I S  A  W O R K F O R C E  D E V E L O P M E N T  TO O L  F O R  B U S I N E S S .   As a  
busy workforce development professional,  you may find yourself in promotion mode – “sell ing” the benefits  
of apprenticeship to businesses through apprenticeship information events, job fairs,  promotional materials,  and  
one-on-one conversations.  These activities have their place, but to increase your efficiency and to maximize the 
quality of your engagements with businesses, you need to take a more consultative approach.  Think of apprenticeship  
as one of the many workforce development tools that help meet business needs.  Your initial discussions with a 
business should focus on uncovering their recruitment, hiring , retention, and upskill ing challenges (or “pain points”) 
and responding with tools and solutions that address those issues.  

A  P I TC H  M A D E  TO  A  B U S I N E S S  I S  O N LY  A S  G O O D  A S  T H E  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  P R O G R A M 
T H AT  I S  C R E AT E D .   The most compelling apprenticeship pitch in the world will  not lead to sustained results 
if the program itself does not address business needs.  A strong apprenticeship program requires building and 
maintaining effective partnerships between the business, the apprenticeship system, and education and training 
providers.  The workforce system and intermediaries also play important roles in recruitment, program administration, 
funding , and supportive services.  The more you gain a comprehensive understanding of these partners and their 
strengths and the more quickly you bring the right players to the table, the better positioned you will  be to bring 
lasting value to the businesses you work with. 

Approaching business engagement with these three mindsets will  help you engage more effectively with your business 
customers and create apprenticeship solutions that address their workforce challenges. 

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  I S  A  F O R M A L I Z E D  A P P R O A C H  T H AT  E N H A N C E S  E X I S T I N G  B U S I N E S S 
P R A C T I C E S .   Apprenticeship is not a replacement for existing business culture and staffing practices.  Rather, the 
apprenticeship model builds on a business’s existing recruitment, onboarding , mentoring , training , and advancement 
systems.  The result is a more standardized, replicable, and cost-effective approach that feels familiar and gets results. 

T H R E E  K E Y  P H A S E S  O F  B U S I N E S S  E N G A G E M E N T

Just as apprenticeship uses a formalized 
approach to create replicable results, there are 
steps you can take when approaching businesses 
about apprenticeship that will ensure replicable 
successes.  These steps fall into three key phases: 

BUILDING 
RELATIONSHIPS

GETTING TO 
COMMITMENT

RESEARCH &
PREPARATION

01

03

02

RESEARCH &  PREPARATION.  Recognize  
the top challenges apprenticeship can help 
address, use research to identify businesses that 
could benefit from apprenticeship, keep track of 
what you learn, know the value of apprenticeship, 
and prepare for your initial business meeting.  

B U I L D I N G  R E L AT I O N S H I P S .   Validate pain 
points and learn the business’s culture,  introduce 
apprenticeship in the context of existing business 
practices, and build trust.

GETTING TO COMMITMENT.  Address 
concerns, build organizational buy-in for the 
apprenticeship model, and bring the right 
partners to the table. 
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P H A S E  1  –  R E S E A R C H  &  P R E PA R AT I O N

S K I L L S  G A P S  I N  H I R I N G

ATT R A C T I N G  A N D 
R E TA I N I N G  TA L E N T

A D VA N C I N G 
T E C H N O L O G Y 

D E V E L O P M E N T  O F 
E X I S T I N G  TA L E N T

R E T I R I N G  W O R K F O R C E

This phase is all  about understanding the workforce challenges that apprenticeship can solve and using labor market 
information and other resources to help you identify businesses which might be struggling with these challenges.  The 
goal is to hone in on a handful of businesses that you feel confident will  find value in the apprenticeship model.

The first step to identifying businesses that can benefit from apprenticeship is to understand which business 
challenges apprenticeship can help solve.  Here are real-time labor market data examples of key challenges 
that apprenticeship is well-suited to address.  Note the descriptions and indicators below and think about how 
apprenticeship can be tailored to meet each challenge.

With these challenges in mind, you need a process to identify industry sectors and businesses that are experiencing 
these challenges.  Here are strategies that have worked for many workforce development professionals:  

Businesses need to hire and have plenty of 
applicants, but applicants do not have the 
skills required to do the job.

Businesses are experiencing unusually high 
turnover and/or having difficulty finding 
interested applicants.

Businesses have enough workers, but are 
struggling to keep pace with technological 
and industry advances.

Businesses have opportunities to advance 
current employees, but those employees 
lack the required skills for these positions.

Businesses are experiencing high levels of 
retirement in skilled positions.

Job postings stay open for a long time.

Jobs are constantly being posted and 
reposted.  

No jobs are open, but the business has 
expressed an interest in customized and/or 
technical training. 

Instead of promoting from within, 
businesses are posting job openings for 
mid-level positions.

A business is posting multiple job openings 
for skilled positions that have not been 
open in the recent past.

R E C O G N I Z E  T H E  TO P  C H A L L E N G E S

U S E  R E S E A R C H  TO  I D E N T I F Y  B U S I N E S S E S

C H A L L E N G E D E S C R I P T I O N I N D I C ATO R

1.	 IDENTIFY IMPORTANT AND GROWING INDUSTRY SECTORS AND BUSINESSES IN YOUR REGIONAL ECONOMY.  Start  
by gathering information about the most significant industry sectors and businesses in your region.  State labor 
market information and regional economic development agencies provide information that will  help with this 
research.  Use reports and data from sector strategies, career pathways work, or other labor market analyses to 
understand which industries are expanding , experiencing turnover, anticipating a major retirement wave, and/or 
experiencing significant technology shifts.  Make a l ist of the largest/most significant employers in these sectors.  

2.	 LOOK FOR BUSINESSES WITH OPENINGS THAT INDICATE ONE OF THE CHALLENGES DESCRIBED ABOVE.  Visit the 
websites of the companies on your l ist  and look at their job postings.  Also search job boards looking for the  
same or similar openings.   Assess the l ikelihood that the selected companies are experiencing hiring , retention,  
or mid-level  ski l ls  development chal lenges based on patterns you see in their job posting activity.   If  possible, 
val idate your hunches with other avai lable data,  such as local  and regional reports from active sector strategy  
work and workforce development plans.  Narrow down your l ist to the five-to-10 businesses that are most l ikely  
to be experiencing the types of issues that apprenticeship can effectively address.

3.	 REVIEW JOB DESCRIPTIONS.  Looking at your narrower list of businesses, review their job openings to determine if these 
positions are a good fit for apprenticeship.  Research whether apprenticeship programs within the occupations currently 
exist.  Are there gaps in apprenticeship programs – either no programs or limited capacity – in these areas?  To identify 
existing apprenticeship programs registered with the U.S. Department of Labor, visit http://oa.doleta.gov/bat.cfm.   
If you are working in a state that registers its own apprenticeship programs, check with your state apprenticeship agency.  
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To help keep track of your research, create a spreadsheet of the top businesses that might benefit from apprenticeship 
in your geographic area.  These are the businesses you are going to reach out to in the next phase.  Your spreadsheet 
should track job titles, position descriptions, postings that are a good fit for apprenticeship, and skil l  demands for 
each identified job.  If you use a Customer Relations Management (CRM) system, you may be able to adapt it for this 
purpose in l ieu of a spreadsheet.  Be organized.  Keep copies of job postings for each business in a binder, fi led behind 
each spreadsheet.  This will  help you prepare for future conversations. 
 
This preparative work gives you a comprehensive understanding of a company’s challenges that apprenticeship might 
solve.  It enables you to demonstrate from the first contact that you understand and want to work with a company 
to help them recruit,  train, and retain a skil led workforce.  For companies that decide to try apprenticeship, the 
spreadsheet also becomes a useful tool to identify skil ls and competencies and develop related instruction and on-
the-job learning outlines which align with job descriptions – steps that sometimes scare companies away. 

Enter your conversations with businesses understanding the potential value of apprenticeship to the business you 
are approaching.  This knowledge helps you and the business begin to explore the suitability of apprenticeship as 
a solution and helps you compare potential cost savings of apprenticeship over the business’s current workforce 
development model.  The following are a few of the many benefits of apprenticeship: 

As you prepare for your initial discussion with a business, it is important to understand the context in which the 
business operates and to be able to use their language.  Research and become familiar with the business sector’s 
unfamiliar terms and technologies to understand company lingo and skil l  demands, and to better identify workforce 
training pain points.  This important preparation establishes you as a credible collaborator and partner and helps 
demonstrate your commitment to addressing the business’s workforce challenges.  Sources of information include:  the U.S. 
Department of Labor’s O*NET database, which has information on skills required for specific occupations (https://www.
onetonline.org/); industry association websites; individual company websites; newspaper articles; and trade magazines. 

Your state and region may offer additional financial and programmatic support to businesses that run  apprenticeship 
programs.  These incentives may include tax credits; candidate recruitment and screening support through the 
workforce investment system; supportive services for apprentices; funding to cover the cost of on-the-job learning 
and related technical instruction, either through Individual Training Accounts (ITAs) and On-the-Job Training (OJT) 
funded through the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) or through other federal ,  state,  or private 
sector funding sources;  and other supports.   Your state workforce and economic development agencies,  as well  as 
your local  American Job Centers,  can help you understand what is  avai lable to businesses in your region.   Having a 
clear understanding of the avai lable incentives wil l  help you customize an apprenticeship solution that best meets 
your businesses’  needs.

K E E P  T R A C K  O F  W H AT  YO U  L E A R N

K N O W  T H E  VA L U E  O F  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P

P R E PA R E  F O R  YO U R  I N I T I A L  B U S I N E S S  M E E T I N G 

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  O F F E R S  A  S T E P P E D - U P  WA G E  S Y S T E M .   B U S I N E S S E S  C A N  S TA RT  N E W 

H I R E S  AT  A  LO W E R  WA G E  W H I L E  T H E Y  E A R N  T H E  S K I L L S  T H E Y  N E E D  TO  F U L LY  P E R F O R M 

T H E  J O B .  

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  H A S  I N C R E A S E D  R E T E N T I O N  R AT E S .   B U S I N E S S E S  D O  N OT  H AV E  TO  I N C U R 

T H E  C O S T  I N  M O N E Y  A N D  LO S T  P R O D U C T I V I T Y  O F  R E H I R I N G  A N D  R E T R A I N I N G  F O R  T H E 

S A M E  P O S I T I O N . 

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  P R O V I D E S  A  R E P E ATA B L E ,  O R G A N I Z E D  F R A M E W O R K  F O R  R E C R U I T M E N T, 

H I R I N G ,  O N B O A R D I N G ,  A N D  A D VA N C I N G .   T H I S  A L LO W S  A  B U S I N E S S  TO  D E V E LO P  A 

S Y S T E M  F O R  H I R I N G  A N D  A D VA N C I N G  T H AT  E N S U R E S  C O N S I S T E N T  R E S U LT S . 

ü

ü

ü

https://www.onetonline.org/
https://www.onetonline.org/
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P H A S E  2  –  B U I L D I N G  R E L AT I O N S H I P S

Once you have identified the companies that look like strong candidates for apprenticeship, you are ready to start 
building relationships.  In this phase, you will  focus on validating pain points and learning the business’s culture, 
introducing apprenticeship in the context of existing business practices, and building trust.

Focus on listening and understanding.  Approach your initial meeting as a l istening and information gathering 
experience; it is not a sales call .   Your goal should be for the business to do 75 percent of the talking and you can get 
there by asking insightful questions and honing in on the issues that matter most to the business.  Briefly share what you 
learned through your research and consider using a few of the following prompts to move your conversation forward:  

When you are ready to start talking about apprenticeship as a potential solution to a business’s challenges, continue 
using your business-centered approach to the conversation.  Speak in business terms.  Rather than introducing 
apprenticeship as a formal government-regulated program, relate the elements of apprenticeship to what the business 
already does.  Introduce the model as an effective, formalized approach to recruitment, on-boarding , mentoring , and 
advancement that will  get them the results they need.  

VA L I D AT E  PA I N  P O I N T S  A N D  L E A R N  T H E  B U S I N E S S ’ S  C U LT U R E

I N T R O D U C E  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  I N  T H E  C O N T E X T  O F  E X I S T I N G  B U S I N E S S  P R A C T I C E S

W H AT  J O B S  D O  YO U  H AV E  T H E  M O S T  D I F F I C U LT Y  F I L L I N G ?   H O W  E A S I LY  A R E  YO U  A B L E  TO 

F I N D  W O R K E R S  W I T H  T H E  R I G H T  S K I L L  S E T S ? 

W H AT  P O S I T I O N S  H AV E  T H E  H I G H E S T  T U R N O V E R ?

D O  YO U  A N T I C I PAT E  T H E  R E T I R E M E N T  O F  H I G H LY  S K I L L E D  W O R K E R S  S O O N ?

W H AT  C H A L L E N G E S  H AV E  YO U  E N C O U N T E R E D  H E L P I N G  W O R K E R S  K E E P  PA C E  W I T H 

I N D U S T RY  A D VA N C E S ?

I F  YO U R  C O M PA N Y  H A S  D I V E R S I T Y  G O A L S  A N D  S T R AT E G I E S ,  D O  YO U  H AV E  D I F F I C U LT Y 

ATT R A C T I N G  N E W  A N D  M O R E  D I V E R S E  TA L E N T  P O O L S ? 

H O W  A R E  YO U  C U R R E N T LY  A D D R E S S I N G  T H E S E  C H A L L E N G E S ?

W H I C H  S O L U T I O N S  H AV E  B E E N  M O S T  S U C C E S S F U L ?   L E S S  S U C C E S S F U L ?

ü

ü

ü

ü

ü

ü
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J O B  D E S C R I P T I O N S /
P O S I T I O N 
R E S P O N S I B I L I T I E S

I N T E R N A L / E X T E R N A L 
T R A I N I N G ,  E D U C AT I O N , 
O R  O N - B O A R D I N G

R E C R U I T M E N T  A N D 
I N T E RV I E W I N G

M E N TO R I N G / 
S U P E RV I S I O N  O F WO R K ,  
P E R F O R M A N C E  R E V I E W S

M E R I T- B A S E D  
I N C R E A S E S ,  
P E R F O R M A N C E  
I N C R E A S E S

P O S I T I O N / T I T L E 
C H A N G E / P R O M OT I O N S

What skills do your employees need to 
succeed?  What new technologies do 
they need to understand?

Once you hire, how do you manage 
inevitable gaps between the skills 
outlined in job descriptions and the 
actual skills of new hires?  How do 
you on-board staff? Do you hold 
orientations, send staff to conferences 
or classes, or offer ongoing training?

How do you currently recruit new 
staff members?  How do you craft job 
descriptions?  How many applicants do 
you get and how many are qualified?

How are new hires supported?  Do you 
provide mentoring from managers, 
supervisors, team leads, or peers? 

Does your company conduct merit-
based performance reviews and reward 
good performance with merit-based 
increases? 

As staff progress, does your business 
promote them or give them new levels 
of responsibility? 

Work Processes/
Competencies

Related Technical 
Instruction

Outreach 
and Selection

On-the-Job Learning  
From Mentors 

Stepped-up Wages

Apprenticeship 
Credential/Certificate 
of Completion 

B U S I N E S S  P R O C E S S
T H I S  B U S I N E S S ’ S 
A P P R O A C H

C O R R E S P O N D I N G  
A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  
E L E M E N T

YO U R  S T R AT E G Y  
W I T H  T H I S  B U S I N E S S  
A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  E L E M E N T

You build trust with a business by demonstrating that you take their pain points seriously and can offer them cost 
effective solutions to their workforce challenges.  Cultivate your relationships and further build trust by ending each 
meeting with clear next steps and a plan to meet or talk again.  Here are examples of follow-up strategies that have 
tangible business benefits:

B U I L D  T R U S T 

If apprenticeship is not the right solution for this business, make sure you are stil l  offering them something valuable  
in exchange for their time.  Be prepared to offer high quality referrals to organizations that can help.  Do not just give them 
the name of an organization.  Make a direct referral over email and follow up to make sure the connection was made.

PROVIDE EXAMPLES OF HOW OTHER BUSINESSES HAVE USED APPRENTICESHIP FOR THE TARGET OCCUPATION.

O F F E R  O P P O RT U N I T I E S  F O R  T H E  B U S I N E S S  TO  TA L K  W I T H  B U S I N E S S E S  I N  T H E  S A M E  I N D U S T RY /

O C C U PAT I O N  W H O  A R E  S U C C E S S F U L LY  U S I N G  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P.

S U B M I T  A N  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  S O L U T I O N  P R O P O S A L  W H I C H  I N C L U D E S  A  P OT E N T I A L  P R O G R A M 

M A N A G E M E N T  S T R U C T U R E ,  A N D  D E S C R I B E S  K E Y  PA RT N E R  R O L E S  A N D  R E S P O N S I B I L I T I E S  – 

I N C L U D I N G  T H O S E  O F  P OT E N T I A L  E D U C AT I O N  P R O V I D E R S ,  I N T E R M E D I A R I E S ,  W O R K F O R C E 

D E V E LO P M E N T  A G E N C I E S ,  A N D  OT H E R  PA RT N E R S .

P R O V I D E  A  R O U G H  R E T U R N - O N - I N V E S T M E N T  C A LC U L AT I O N  I N D I C AT I N G  T H E  P O S I T I V E 

F I N A N C I A L  A N D  H U M A N  R E S O U R C E  I M PA C T S  T H AT  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  M I G H T  H AV E  F O R  A 

PA RT I C U L A R  J O B  O R  C AT E G O RY  O F  J O B S . 

ü

ü

ü

ü

The worksheet below can help you organize your thoughts as you prepare to have this conversation. 
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P H A S E  3  –  G E TT I N G  TO  C O M M I T M E N T

Now that you have built a relationship and the business has indicated an initial interest in apprenticeship, you will 
want to nurture the relationship and secure a formal commitment.  You will  focus on addressing concerns about the 
apprenticeship model, building organizational buy-in, and bringing the right partners to the table.

There are several common apprenticeship concerns or myths that may come up during your conversations.  Below are 
effective responses to help address these challenges.  Current apprenticeship sponsors are some of the best advocates 
for the model and are particularly effective at addressing these concerns.  During this phase, consider connecting your 
business contacts with businesses actively using apprenticeship.

Even though a hiring manager or human resources representative seems interested in apprenticeship and understands 
its value, there may be multiple future meetings with other stakeholders (such as front-line managers and technical 
experts).   Encourage the business to include the department heads and front-line supervisors who know the skil ls and 
competencies that are needed and will  help design and validate the apprenticeship program, standards, and related 
technical instruction design.  

The process for moving from initial business engagement to signed apprenticeship standards and fully operational 
programs varies by state.  Some business outreach professionals participate only in the initial meeting and hand-off 
the process to another partner.  Others will  see the process through to the signing of the apprenticeship agreement, 
and stil l  others may act as intermediaries through the entire apprenticeship process.  Whatever the process is for you 
and your organization, you will  want to ensure that the business is working with all  the partners it needs to succeed.  
Make sure that the right people from the business, the apprenticeship system, the workforce system, educational 
institutions, and other community organizations are at the table to identify the necessary resources; design the 
apprenticeship program; fil l  the role of sponsor; and recruit and train apprentices. 

A D D R E S S  C O N C E R N S

B U I L D  O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L  B U Y- I N 

B R I N G  T H E  R I G H T  PA RT N E R S  TO  T H E  TA B L E

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  C O M E S  W I T H  
A  L OT  O F  PA P E RW O R K  A N D  S TAT E 
C O M P L I A N C E  R E Q U I R E M E N T S

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  I S  
P R O H I B I T I V E LY  E X P E N S I V E

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  I S  O N LY  F O R  
T H E  C O N S T R U C T I O N  A N D  S K I L L E D 
T R A D E S  I N D U S T R I E S

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P S  A R E  
R I G I D  A N D  P R O S C R I B E D

S I G N I F I C A N T  A M O U N T S  O F  
M O N E Y  W I L L  B E  I N V E S T E D  I N 
T R A I N I N G  A N  E M P L OY E E  W H O 
M I G H T  L E AV E  T H E  J O B

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P S  M U S T  
L E A D  TO  U N I O N  J O B S

Increasingly, intermediary organizations act as apprenticeship program sponsors 
to handle administrative responsibil ities such as registering businesses and 
apprentices, tracking activities, and reporting results.  This eases the burden 
for businesses, particularly small companies that do not have the personnel to 
execute such tasks.

While it is true that elements of apprenticeship have associated costs, 
businesses are already spending money on hiring , onboarding , and advancing 
employees.  Apprenticeship often reduces these costs.

Apprenticeships are successful across many industries, including healthcare, 
information technology, finance, transportation, and advanced manufacturing. 

Apprenticeships can be customized to meet specific industry needs.  Education 
requirements, education providers, timing of classroom training , and length of 
apprenticeship are all  customizable. 

Every employee carries the risk that he or she might leave.  Reiterate that 
apprenticeship has a high retention rate.  Remind the business that the cost 
of training and skil l ing a company’s workforce can be expensive if completed 
outside of the program, often higher than the cost of apprenticeship.  

Apprenticeships exist in both unionized and non-unionized workforces  
and industries.

M Y T H FA C T
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We all know the realities of today’s labor market.  Positions are available, but workers are not trained to meet business 
needs or requirements.  Likewise, candidates are not able to secure employment because they lack the skil ls that 
businesses seek.  Apprenticeship can bridge that gap.  This resource guide is intended to help you identify businesses 
who will  benefit from apprenticeship, l isten to the problems they face, offer value-added solutions, and build lasting 
and mutually beneficial business relationships.  Build that foundation of success by reinforcing the key mindsets and 
three phases described here.  You will  not only use your time more efficiently, but you will  be effectively helping 
businesses meet their workforce needs through the use of apprenticeship, a critical work-based learning tool.  

Business Engagement Tools Resource Page
https://apprenticeshipusa.workforcegps.org/
resources/2018/05/11/17/01/Apprentice-
ship-Business-Engagement-Tools

Apprenticeship Community of Practice
https://apprenticeshipusa.workforcegps.org/

LO O K I N G  F O R  M O R E  R E S O U RC E S  A N D  TO O L S  
O N  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P  B U S I N E S S  E N G AG E M E N T ?
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