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Jonathan Westbrook has served 
as president of East & Westbrook 
Construction since 2008. Westbrook 
has over 20 years of construction and 
management experience, from work-
ing as a laborer to managing industri-
al and heavy commercial construction 
projects all over the United States. 
The company was established in 1977 
and has experienced continuous and  
significant growth.

Rebecca Wood is the COO and VP 
Investor Development at Greater 
Louisville Inc., (GLI) the metro  
chamber of commerce. She began  
her chamber career in 2016 and has 
held various leadership roles since 
that time. Wood oversees a combined 
team of investor relations, products 
and sponsorships, marketing and 
events, workforce and talent, and 
DE&I.  Throughout Wood's career at 
GLI she has found innovative ways to 
engage with businesses and support 
community growth.   

Angie Bailey joined Hanna Resource 
Group earlier this year as director of 
business development and HR services, 
responsible for growing the business  
and providing innovative solutions.  
Angie is an accomplished business  
consultant with expertise in HR,  
business development, technology,  
and people. Angie’s experience  
includes technology, higher education,  
manufacturing, and nonprofit. Serving 
the HR profession for over 20 years,  
Angie is also a published author, well-
ness coach and speaker and trainer.

Dr. Nickie Cobb serves as the  
associate vice president of workforce 
solutions for Jefferson Community  
& Technical College. She has served 
the local business and industry  
community for more than 15 years.  
In her role, she works closely with  
all sectors to build custom training 
and development solutions.
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  MODERATOR: How has the Covid-19  
pandemic impacted employers? How  
are attitudes changing about our  
relationship to work and our jobs in  
general right now? 

WOOD: We definitely have seen hard changes, 
I will start with that., Internally, we have a high 
performing staff, and we thrive a lot by being 
in-person. That's what we're built around is 
meeting with businesses and being out and 
about in the community. So this was a dras-
tic change for us. What we have discovered is 
that it is more critical than ever for manag-
ers and leadership within GLI to keep lines of 
communication open and make sure that our 
virtual door is always open because it's so easy 
to feel disconnected. Our employees have re-
ally expressed that they want to feel heard, 
they want to feel valued. And sometimes that 
is difficult for them in this environment. We 
have found that we need, more so now than 
ever, to make sure we're available for one-on-
one meetings, to listen, and really take action 
when they confide in you on something that 
they need. We've also spent a lot of time on 
working to simulate what we would consider 
social aspects of our office. We actually put 
standing, what we call, fun staff meetings 
on our calendar once a month. This has been 
our opportunity to engage with our staff on a 
higher level, both for existing employees and 
those that we onboarded during Covid, which 
have found a true difficulty to connect to our 
staff. So it's definitely changing, I think, their 
perception of how GLI works. And we, as man-
agers, have had to change our perception of 
how we work every day and what's most im-
portant to those employees.

BAILEY: I would describe the workforce as 
frustrated, as impatient, and probably de-
manding. And for those who have been able 
to deploy remotely, work remote, there's a lot 
of anxiety for returning back to work. We have 
been working with our clients on helping them 
understand this anxiety. We conduct return-
to-work surveys, both from a manager's per-
spective and from the employee's perspective. 
So when I say they're frustrated and they have 
anxiety, we actually have that information. It's 
really important from the employer's stand-
point to acknowledge what the employees 
are feeling, and what the workforce is feeling, 
to give them a voice and have compassion 
for those feelings and anxieties. We all know 
being aware and having knowledge is a good 
thing, right? Helping employees transition 
back into a more normal work environment 
will be difficult. It's not just your workforce, 
it's the leadership as well. We all are having 
anxiety, if we're going to be honest. 
 And if you were able to have flexible work 
arrangements and they worked, and we have 
seen that in many cases they work better, it's 
hard to justify to your workforce that you are 
going to take that away. I think awareness and 
figuring out how to move forward and struc-
ture work differently, to provide those same 
arrangements will be critical for engaging and 
retaining your workforce.

COBB: We represent quite a few partners that 
have been in person the whole time, and I think 
they are thinking about strategies on how to 
keep their employees motivated, engaged, and 
really thinking about burnout. When you think 
about our health care systems where they've 
really been strapped and working overtime, 
how can they help those employees navigate?

WESTBROOK: I think one thing we all learned, 
whether it's for our own employees or for peo-
ple that we interacted with, is a new term, 
"essential worker." And we’ve gained a new 
appreciation for folks on the front lines who 
didn't have the option to work from home. 
And I hope that as we move out of the pan-
demic, which obviously we have a lot of  

optimism around, we don't forget how im-
portant those workers are and the sacrifices 
that they make and some of the restrictions 
in their careers that they have. We made a 
lot of changes for our office staff. We were 
able to pivot very quickly to work from home. 
But it didn't take long for that preference to 
show that they would rather be in the office. 
There's so much collaboration and focus that 
happens in the office. We also learned a lot of 
great lessons from this that will stay with us. 
One, is that our talent pool is not restricted by 
geography because you can have people work 
remote and leverage technology to be able to 
make that happen. We've also learned that a 
lot of the things that we did the old-fashioned 
way, meeting in-person, meeting face-to-face, 
there's a lot of efficiencies doing things virtu-
ally. I think there will be a better balance going 
forward once we don't have to do everything 

virtually from the pandemic. I'm sure, for a lot 
of employers it accelerated their trust in re-
mote work. You know, remote work has been 
a movement that's been coming for a while, 
but there's been hesitancy on how it will work, 
how productivity will happen and be mea-
sured. Once everyone was forced into that for 
safety reasons, it became the best thing to do.

WOOD: Something that we are keeping our 
eyes on and a growing concern that I'm hearing 
is, are we going to see a dip in productivity when 
we try to go back? When you can't sit on every 
call, and you can't sit in the room with some-
body while you answer 20 e-mails or whatever 
it is. I'm interested what your thoughts are on 
that efficiency or that productivity as we try to 
get back more in-person.

BAILEY: I do think that we are going to see 
some of those productivity challenges. 100 
percent yes, I do. I’ve seen this with some of 
our clients that have already been transi-
tioning back to an office or a physical work-
space. People have to relearn social skills, as 
well. There are many factors influencing this 

transition. I agree we are going to see some  
struggles on productivity for a bit.

  MODERATOR: What are the smart  
employers doing to retain their work-
force right now? How are we keeping 
folks engaged with us, so that when  
we do go back, we have a leg to stand  
on when we ask them to keep their  
productivity at a high level?

COBB: One of the things that we've seen is a 
lot of professional development where they're 
giving their incumbent workforce opportu-
nities to upgrade their skills. And one of the 
reasons they're doing that is because there's 
such a lack of skilled trade, skilled workers 
in the workplace right now. And there was 
before the pandemic hit, as well. But I think 
they're taking this opportunity to commit to 

the employees that are there, their incumbent 
workforce, and say, what can we do to provide 
the training, the skills, the upgrades that will 
take you to the next level with their organiza-
tion. And I think, too, based on what the panel 
has said, we know that there's this transition. 
Some employers, they're all on site, some are 
a hybrid, and some are all online. We've seen 
a big request on leadership skills upgrades. 
Leading a remote team looks a little bit differ-
ent than leading a team that you see every day 
who you can interact with and engage with ev-
ery day, so they've really asked us to develop 
content around what does that skill set look 
like for leading a remote team.
.
WESTBROOK: So much uncertainty and risk 
was added in the last year. A lot of workers 
have seen the true nature of the organization, 
and a lot of core values were put to the test. I 
think the companies that answered the bell by 
helping their workforce navigate through the 
uncertainty of the pandemic, navigate through 
shutdowns and employment situations, keep-
ing themselves and their families safe and 
healthy, and showing that they really cared – it 

goes a long way. I think our employees and the 
workforce will remember that. They'll know 
who cared about people and took care of 
them and who didn't. That's something that 
we've always talked about as an organization. 
It was really challenged by the pandemic, and 
we tried to rise and meet that challenge. And 
I think that goes a long way. We have a won-
derful culture at our company, and we want-
ed to make sure that our culture persevered 
through something like this and that it was a 
strength, an advantage and something that 
we could lean on and not something that was 
weakened by an event that no one really fore-
saw coming along. 
 I would echo what Nickie said about a lot 
of training, a lot of development. There's been 
a tremendous opportunity, and folks have 
learned new skills. Technology is something 
that's sometimes used, sometimes not in con-
struction, and this forced everyone's hand to 
jump in on technology and virtual.

BAILEY: When I described the workforce as 
demanding, this is one of the items that I was 
really referring to. If you're not offering train-
ing and development, employees will go else-
where to find it. They want it, and there are 
employers now, for engagement and for suc-
cession planning and other purposes, who are 
offering it more than ever. I would also add that 
it's important for engagement to understand 
what motivates your employees. And that you 
know what the barriers are to engagement, to 
communication, and to commitment even. It's 
really important that, whether it's a stay inter-
view or an engagement survey, or some sort 
of ongoing tool or means of gaining that feed-
back, that employers really understand what 
those factors and barriers are.

  MODERATOR: The world has been  
opened up to us in terms of trying to find 
new employees, but we're competing 
against the world now for talent. So in 
terms of recruitment, what are  
employers doing to find new talent and 
make working in Louisville attractive.

WOOD: Obviously, this is at the forefront for 
us, and it's changed a lot. You know, when we 
went into the pandemic, I think we were think-
ing from a talent attraction perspective, of re-
cruiting from a 500-mile radius. But Covid hits 
and we see this dramatic opportunity to go to 
Silicon Valley and recruit people. We could re-
cruit people that we never thought we could 
before. And a lot of them were seeking to get 
out of the metro areas and to get into some-
where less populated. And so companies have 
been drastically taking advantage of this op-
portunity. We are seeing folks recruiting from 
everywhere. They have opened their eyes to 
the fact that remote work is OK, and some-
body doesn't have to relocate to work for you. 
But at the same time, there is a huge opportu-
nity to relocate people here. There's just been 
a really big shift. We have tailored a lot of our 
strategies around the remote workforce cam-
paign. We've been looking at strategic oppor-
tunities, and for instance, we're working with 
a health care partner to target needed health 
care talent in geographical areas outside of 
our region that have more supply than de-
mand for those workers. We specifically target 
areas that have a higher cost living and where 
our pay is competitive. That is a different op-
portunity than I think any of our employers 
have ever seen in the past.

COBB: One of the things that we've noticed 
in higher education is that when unemploy-
ment rates go up, student enrollment also 
goes up. We see this big influx of students or 
individuals that are trying to take this oppor-
tunity while they're unemployed to upgrade 
their skills. Employers reach out to us every 
day saying, “Can we hire your students?” So 
that's definitely something that we're look-

ing to help partner our current students with 
employers who have needs. We've seen a huge 
uptick in those requests.

WESTBROOK: I think it's not new for con-
struction. I think one of the biggest things that 
could help us is if from an early age, we could 
grant permission for some of these hard to fill 
jobs in our industry to be viewed as acceptable 
and noble, even aspirational. Not everyone is 
going to grow up to be a video game designer 
or to get a bachelor's degree. And so we want 
our society, our schools, education systems, to 
support the opportunity and option to go into 
skilled trades of all sorts. We’ve got to create 
not only pathways, but encouragement for
those individuals. In our industry, we think 
there's a lot of rewarding benefits that are 
beyond just a really well-paying job with ad-
vancement opportunities. With skilled trade, 
you have something that sticks with you for 
life that you can use in a lot of different ways. 
You can use it to maintain and improve your 
home. You can use it to take on hobbies and 
side projects and other income streams. Also, 
the work itself is extremely rewarding. I think 
it's one of the unique things about our indus-
try that we try to lean on for recruiting. You 
know, every day we get the opportunity to see 
the progress that we've made. And then, once 
our projects are completed, we get to drive 
through the city and show our friends and 
family the things we had a hand in building, I 
think that's really rewarding.
 I think when you ask for how we can get 
help in recruiting, I think we've got to look at 
skilled trades, blue collar work, working with 
your hands as very valuable work that bene-
fits everyone in our society. And rather than 
look down on those, celebrate them and lift 
up the individuals that are doing this import-
ant work.

BAILEY: We know that there's been a war for 
talent for a long time. It's greater now more 
than ever. We've seen all the impacts on the 
workforce from Covid and, you know, just 
folks either not able to work because there's 
been loss of childcare or due to Covid illness. 
First, I think the employer needs to shift their 
mindset. If they're still in this mindset that 
employees come to work for a paycheck – 
that's really not the case. Yes, they are getting 
the paycheck, but they come to work for you 
for different reasons. It's what you represent in 
the community; it's what development oppor-
tunities you provide; it's what inclusive culture 
you provide. Whatever those factors are that 
make you different and exciting and attractive 
for an applicant or a candidate, you need to 
be promoting the heck out of that. Get out of 
that post a job and pray for the right candidate 
sort of strategy. That strategy doesn't work. It 
hasn't worked for a very long time, and it's re-
ally not going to work moving forward. Also, 
you need to think of the candidate experience. 
This includes leveraging the tools and technol-
ogy that everyone else has talked about, and 
think of it from the candidate standpoint. If 
they get frustrated or bored, or your applica-
tion process is not super slick and easy, you've 
already lost them. 

  MODERATOR: Applicants are more and 
more looking at diversity and equity 
when they apply for jobs. What should 
employers be doing to highlight their  
efforts around DEI and promoting  
inclusive workplaces? 

WOOD: We are doing a lot of work in this 
area, and we felt like it was an issue in our 
community before the social unrest that we 
saw in 2020. We had done some work with a 
firm called Techonomy in Columbus, Ohio, and 

they had provided a data-driven approach to 
what we'll need to focus on, and inclusion was 
in the forefront of that. When you see that 23 
percent of your population is Black individuals, 
that only 2.4 percent of your businesses are 
Black owned, that speaks volumes. It's so far 
behind our peer cities. 
You do have to focus on 
the broader communi-
ty, but you have to start 
with getting your own 
house in order. A lot of 
companies are asking 
us for help right now 
on focusing on inclusive 
hiring practices and in-
clusive culture. Do they 
have a formal DE&I 
policy? And there's this 
feeling that we need 
to do it right now. This 
needs to happen right 
now. But something 
I can tell you is that it doesn't happen over-
night. It has to be that continual commitment 
to changing your organization. We launched 
a minority business accelerator called Power 
to Prosper in the past few weeks, and we are 
working to launch a racial equity pledge for 
businesses to sign and make that long-term 
commitment. You know, I think it's going to be 
a culture change for our city. And when we're 
out talking to businesses, they're going to look 
at us and ask, “What's your employee diversi-
ty percentage? What's the diversity of your 
board of directors?” And so really putting your 
internal focus on that before you look exter-
nally, I think is critically important right now 
for any organization or business.

COBB: I would echo everything that Rebecca 
said. We're also trying to find ways to engage 

our underrepresented minorities. We know we 
have programs that we offer at the college 
that have barriers for underrepresented mi-
norities to get into, so we're partnering with 
our state government to help provide funding 
for those students to help get them in path-

ways and programs 
that can accelerate 
their career. We’re 
definitely focused on 
this and looking for 
ways that we can help 
bridge that gap. And 
our employers are 
doing exactly what 
Rebecca said. They're 
looking for help, too, 
and they're asking us 
to provide that DE&I 
training to their lead-
ership and their front-
line workers. The state 
has funding to support 

that as well. So we're seeing it from both the 
student side and the employer side.

BAILEY: I'm going to echo both what Nick-
ie and Rebecca have already talked about. It 
needs to be an ongoing effort, and it’s weaving 
it into your strategy, into your goals and ob-
jectives, into your culture. We all know that 
we measure what's important and what is im-
portant is what we measure. So setting those 
goals and objectives, being transparent about 
what they are, and posting them. We have a 
client that has posted them where anyone 
internal or external can see them. They've 
posted timelines around them. Being very in-
tentional and transparent with those efforts is 
super important. And Nickie just talked about 
training. I think training goes a long way in 
contributing to and raising awareness, which 
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is a big piece of promoting DE&I in your orga-
nization. And for much of that training, you're 
going to have to go external to get it. I'm hap-
py to hear that JCTC is doing that. Metro Unit-
ed Way offers an awesome program; I think 
it's called Racial Equity Gap Training. There are 
lots of resources available in our community 
and it's a great strategy for employers to pur-
sue those avenues. And have conversations in 
the workplace, making DE&I part of the con-
versation. Put it on meeting agendas. Making 
it safe to have the conversation and ask the 
question: “What does diversity mean to you?”
 It’s got to be more than a checkbox exer-
cise and making sure that, from an HR per-
spective, your pay, your policies, and your 
practices do promote equity, diversity, and in-
clusion. You can work with your partners, your 
benefits brokers and such to make sure that 
your benefits are always promoting inclusion, 
as well.

WESTBROOK: I think that the best employ-
ers are striving to continuously improve, and 
this is a clear opportunity for improvement. It 
starts with listening. I think that it has to be 
active listening from employers to really hear 
what experts in DE&I are putting out there as 
paths forward and resources that we have. 
And I want to highlight a couple of those that 
we've utilized. The first one is the Louisville 
Urban League. Sadiqa Reynolds and her team 
have a number of programs and some of them 
are unique to our industry, like Kentuckiana 
Builds and mentorship programs for minority 
contractors. Another one that's more recent
has been a grant that Louisville has received 
from the National Fund for Workforce
Solutions to support redesigned jobs and re-
silient worker initiatives here in Louisville. And 
this is working with employers and frontline 
workers in response to the events of last year 

to create more opportunities for economy 
boosting jobs, which would help everyone. As 
an employer, I echo everything that you-all are 
saying about what we can do internally and 
where that begins, but we need to be looking 
outside of our organizations because that's 
where real opportunities to learn and grow are 
going to come from – by hearing different per-
spectives and different things that are going 
on that we can partner with, support, and take 
advantage of to make a real change.

  MODERATOR: Customized training is 
something that more and more  
employers are turning to. What kinds  
of methods are employers using to grow 
their own skilled workforce?

COBB: Jonathan and East & Westbrook Con-
struction is a great example of apprenticeship, 
so kudos to you. That's such the buzz word 
across the U.S. right now, and it really is that 
grow-your-own model. We see such improve-
ments and retention with our employees. And 
it's a recruitment strategy. The nice part of it 
is that you can customize it. So Johnathan, for 
example, his team East & Westbrook build a 
curriculum with JCTC that fits exactly what 
they need. I mean, we've all attended classes 
at college where maybe 25 percent of it was 
applicable to you and 75 percent was just good 
to know. But what we do with apprenticeship 
is we make it 100 percent focused on exactly 
what that employer partner needs, so it's very 
efficient. We cut out a lot of the waste and 
make a custom program that grows the talent 
that's going to meet the needs of that specif-
ic employer. An apprenticeship is a great way 
to give those skills to your employees. They’re 
really flexible because an employer can create 
an apprenticeship program that's as short as 
one year, all the way up to four or five years. So 

they can specifically design it to fit their needs.

WESTBROOK: Yes, it's been a great partner-
ship with JCTC. And there are a lot of really 
neat programs out there that help kickstart 
career interest and skill development, such 
as the Academies of Louisville that are hap-
pening in the Jefferson County Public Schools 
training programs through organizations like 
KentuckianaWorks. But as an employer what 
we're trying to do is then bridge that to the 
next step with highly specialized training. We 
do have a state registered apprenticeship pro-
gram. And construction is no different than a 
lot of careers like, being a doctor or a lawyer. 
Those are big broad categories with lots of 
specialization underneath. So as an employer 
we have the chance to create an apprentice-
ship program that trains to the specializations 
that we're going to use as an employer and 
put to work. It’s been a great partnership with 
JCTC for the classroom training and us provid-
ing the on-the-job training and supplemental 
instruction. So many employers are like us – 
They’re hiring for fit and intangibles like atti-
tude, dependability, being drug free and being 
willing to learn. And then, we're supplying the 
training and the patience that comes along 
with that. It's definitely a long-term invest-
ment; It's a three-year program, but it's re-
warding for everybody involved.

BAILEY: As we look at employees who want 
to grow and develop into leadership positions, 
employers are being very intentional about 
formal leadership development programs. 
And it starts with really understanding what 
your employees want to do and how they 
want to grow, what training and skills they 
want. And this shift happened pre-pandemic, 
there's a shift to work more towards some-
one's strengths instead of what we would 

have traditionally called as gaps. We’re mov-
ing away from the old-fashioned performance 
reviews that highlight those gaps. There's a lot 
of intentional training and development that's 
happening around an employee's strengths 
and how they want to grow in those areas. 
We’re leveraging a lot of different tools and 
assessments to help employers with that. 
And the old-fashioned mentoring programs 
are making a comeback. I've benefited from it 
personally. There's nothing better than having 
mentors helping and coaching and really ad-
vocating for you.

WESTBROOK: That's something that we 
added in the last year, a mentoring program. 
We noticed that it was really helpful to show 
folks pathways. Our industry is unique, and 
even if you've worked in construction, it's dif-
ferent when you get into an industrial setting. 
It helps keep people safer, it helps them learn 
things quicker and it helps with productivity. 
It makes for a better workplace and a better 
culture for everyone.

COBB: I just feel like so much of the learning 
happens on-the-job that all should be part 
of the apprenticeship. Partnering them with 
an excellent mentor or journeyman is real-
ly where a lot of those skills are obtained. 
So I echo what Angie said on mentoring and 
coaching. It's so important with the develop-
ment of your employees.
 
BAILEY: And from a leadership perspective as 
well. Good decision-making is hard to learn 
through an online class or sitting in a class-
room. That really comes from those mentor-
ing relationships
.
WOOD: What we have heard from so many of 
the employers we work with is that they need 

training programs. So we had to look at this 
from a very strategic, laser-focused plan. We're 
launching a Career Acceleration Network in 
June, and we helped put together 15 employers, 
currently and nine education partners — Ken-
tuckianaWorks and Goodwill and those types 
of institutions — and developed a network for 
individuals that want to go into specific tracks 
like nursing. The way this works, for example, 
is we take someone, and we put them into a 
housekeeping position at $11/hour. The em-
ployee agrees to stay in that position for 3-6 
months and while they are there, they get soft 
skills training that will enable them to move 
into a front desk position that pays $16/hour. 
Maybe in that position, over the next year or 
so, they discover they like computers and get 
interested in coding. They go through Cod Lou-
isville and get certified to be able to move into a 
CSR position at a tech company where they are 
making $21/hour. Maybe they may go to UPS. 
UPS is going to bring in higher level training and 
agree to keep them for a year or two years. And 
then, maybe, they're going to spring to Norton 
who's going to give them that very specialized 
training. All of this training has been building 
up to where they want to go. There's an edu-
cational component, but the overall goal is to 
help people figure out where they want to go, 
How do I go from low-paying, low-skilled job to 
a high-paying, high-skilled, family- sustaining 
wage? This has worked in other communities 
on much smaller scales. This is what employers 
have really been asking us for. Help me build 
this pipeline, and help me get them trained be-
fore they get to me. Because they can't come 
out of college and have two to three years of 
experience. But if you put them on a pathway 
like this, now they've got that experience, and 
by the time they get that training, we'll know a 
little more what needs to be included if you're 
looking for that specialized track. We see it as 
a really good opportunity, especially for these 
kids that are leaving the academy program at 
JCPS. It's very easy for them to hit a barrier and 
get disconnected from their path of where they 
intended to go. And so this is really that oppor-
tunity to have someone to guide them and put 
them back on a pathway toward success. 

  MODERATOR: How are employers fund-
ing these things? It does seem to be an 
investment that they need to make in 
their business. So what are some ways 
that they're making the funding work?

COBB: You're 100 percent right there. It's defi-
nitely an investment, a long-term investment. 
The State of Kentucky has a lot of really nice 
funding programs to help support an employ-
er's investment. One of those is what's called 
KCTCS TRAINS. It's a grant process that goes 
through the community and technical college 
system in Kentucky. And it can pay for up to 
75 percent of the employer cost, so a great 
investment. We recognize that there's a cost 
there, but a great investment. And we want to 
help support employers with that, so TRAINS 
funding is one really great resource that will 
pay up to 75 percent. We also have Bluegrass 
State Skills, which is another bucket of mon-
ey. And we're just seeing continual investment 
in apprenticeship. We see these requests for 
grant applications almost weekly.
 
WOOD: I think employers realize that what-
ever money they're putting into it, the ROI of 
what they get out of that employee is so worth 
it. It's not a money question. It's more of how 
do I just get it done? How do I train them up? 
Because the cost to develop these employees 
is way less expensive than going and recruit-
ing a whole new workforce and starting over 
with all of these candidates. We're very excit-
ed about the TRAINS funding, as well, which 
could help to offset expenses incurred.
 
BAILEY: I'm applauding you over here, Rebec-
ca. I mean, 100 percent you're correct. I think 

when you can find funding avenues through 
grants or other programs, that's amazing. But 
the employer needs to work it into their bud-
get and make it a priority, because you're right, 
the ROI is off the charts when you compare it 
to the lost money tied to a poorly trained em-
ployee or the inability to retain an employee. I 
just think you make it a priority, and make it a 
certain percentage of your budget and you just 
don't move away from that.

WESTBROOK: Unfortunately, as employers 
we can't always count on the grant. That's 
not been what we've been able to do yet. And 

it's expensive. it's the time and wages of the 
trainees, of the trainers, the training materi-
als, the space, the equipment. And there's no 
guarantees. Trainees might not learn quickly 
enough; they might not stay, not only with the 
employer, they might not even stay in the in-
dustry. But the risk of not attempting to grow 
our future workforce to build that pipeline and 
the opportunity costs associated with that are 
too great. So the choice of inaction really is 
not an option. I think that employers have to 
have it be part of our budget. But we're trying 
to measure those returns., it's early in the pro-
cess, but some of the things that we're seeing, 
not only in skill development, is also it adds 
to our already strong culture because we're 
willing to train folks. It adds to our retention. 
Turnover in construction is historically high 
and ours is extremely low. And we see great 
value in that because there's cost associated 
with turnover. Beyond this entry-level training 
with apprenticeship program, we have devel-
oped career ladders and training where people 
can go from being unskilled to skilled and then 
to be a lead person and then to be a foreman 
in training, and then a foreman and superin-
tendent in training, and up to project manag-
er. Someone who maybe never went to college 
or got a degree has the opportunity to very 
quickly get into a management-level position, 
and they don't have to take on the pitfalls of 
student debt. It's a different option. It's not for 

everybody, but I think as employers we have to 
have skin in the game, and what we're asking 
of the workforce is for them to come willing 
and ready to learn. There's tremendous oppor-
tunity there for them if they meet that criteria.

WOOD: I think it's important for employers to 
also realize how critical it is to weigh your staff 
development and the company culture. When 
Covid hit there was this immediate question 
of, “How do I cope? What do I pull back on to 
make sure I survive?” One of the first things 
that we turned the spigot back on was our pro-
fessional development for employees. I highly 

encourage employers if they have not done it, 
put it back. Because right now, more than ever 
your employees are questioning, “How am I 
going to grow in this organization? It's not 
like I can see this easy way to get to where I 
want to go now. Or does my organization still 
care about me the same way?” That is just a 
no-brainer for us. We thought, we have to put 
it back because our employees were really in-
terested. And this was a really good time for 
them to take advantage of training. With this 
flexible work environment, and they didn't 
have to travel three states over to get access 
to some of these things. I think it's so import-
ant for every employer out there to make sure 
that they are doing this for their employees.

COBB: And I think having that defined path-
way that Jonathan sort of mapped out with 
what they're doing from A to Z, is really go-
ing to help them retain their employees, and 
it sounds like your retention rate is higher and 
turnover is lower because of that. Having that 
pathway is so important.

WOOD: We did not have career pathways. 
I built them for GLI for every employee last 
year. It was very eye-opening for me. You think 
oh, I can knock this out in a couple weeks. No, 
you can't. I kept calling one of our HR partners 
and they were like, no this is six months plus. 
It was something that we just didn't have. And 

it changes your performance conversations, 
your review conversations. It changed how 
employees felt about the organization be-
cause they saw this ladder that wasn't there 
before. And so we've seen a big shift in our 
employee engagement.

BAILEY: You know, Rebecca, you touched on 
something. For the remote worker, and this 
even for the remote worker pre-pandemic, it's 
really hard to measure the productivity, right? 
Because a lot of managers and leaders still per-
ceive your productivity and your engagement 
and your job success by your presence and 
proximity. That goes away when you're work-
ing remotely. So it's really important that you 
have some other means of recognizing what 
someone is contributing to the organization.

  MODERATOR: Is there anything that we 
didn't talk about today that you think is 
important for Business First readers to 
know about workforce development?

COBB: I just want to make sure that our em-
ployer partners know that the community and 
technical college is here to support them. We 
want to help them grow their talent pipeline. 
We're flexible, creative, and can definitely 
build a custom solution for them, as needed.

WOOD: By the time this comes to print, we 
will have launched the Greater Louisville Ra-
cial Equity Pledge and we will be getting ready 
to launch a toolkit to help employers with, 
“How do I build my internal DE&I policy; How 
do I include some more hiring of diverse ven-
dors?” And so really knowing that there's 
going to be that collaborative resource for 
companies that are going to feel very over-
whelmed by this, I think is something that we 
would want to make sure that as many busi-
nesses know about as possible.

BAILEY: I would say it's never been a more 
critical time to be connected. To be connected 
to your workforce, your employees, the work-
force that are not your employees who you 
wish were, and to be connected to the com-
munity and your resources. Just as Nickie men-
tioned, provide resources and be creative, we 
are doing the same at Hanna Resource Group. 
But it's not just us. There are lots of great re-
sources and partners. Jonathan mentioned 
a few. So really leveraging those resources 
and focusing on doing what you need to do 
for your business and not being closed off to  
being creative and being open.

WESTBROOK: I think a lot of these challenges 
are evergreen challenges. They've been here 
before. They might have evolved and look a lit-
tle different now, and they're going to be here 
a while and probably evolve again as we have a 
lot of aging workforce that's going to be leav-
ing us. There's going to be even more positions 
to backfill. We've got a lot of knowledge and 
experience that will be retiring from the in-
dustry soon and that's not unique to us. We 
employers have to accept that as a long-term 
challenge. We have to be willing to meet that
challenge with energy and innovation and we 
can't do it alone. We have to partner. And so 
the point that Angie makes about connection 
is so important.
 Two of the people we've connected with 
are on this call with JCTC, with GLI. There's 
others. We partner with peers in our industry. 
We partner with peers that are geographically 
in other places. The winners at the end of the 
day are going to be the folks willing to inno-
vate, willing to invest, willing to take some risk 
and do things a little bit differently. I think that 
our community stands to benefit from that; 
our employers stand to benefit from that; and 
our workforce stands to benefit from that. So 
I'm really excited about what the future is be-
cause we have so many intelligent hardwork-
ing people working around this issue.

BROUGHT TO YOU BY:

Downtown needs you more than ever 
right now. Lou Needs You is aimed at 
promoting businesses in the Downtown 
and adjacent areas that have been hit 
hard by the pandemic. We encourage 
the community to support our 
Downtown businesses, and show your 
support on social media by using 
#LouNeedsYou, #DowntownStrong, and 
#DowntownLouNeedsU.
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