
WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
IN NORTHWEST FLORIDA

Florida’s Great Northwest and its local economic development, education, workforce development and business partners 
recognize the region’s workforce is integral to meeting Northwest Florida’s objective of maintaining a sustainable and 
diversified economy. Employers typically rank workforce talent as a top requirement in determining where to grow their 
businesses. As a result, Florida’s Great Northwest and its partners are proactively working to increase the size and 
quality of the workforce necessary to support and expand targeted, knowledge-based businesses that create high-skill, 
high-wage jobs and which provide the region with a globally competitive advantage. In order to accurately address the 
region’s workforce needs, Florida’s Great Northwest embarked on researching a regional strategic plan that:

1. identified high-growth industries which complement Florida’s business and tax climate;

2. quantified the region’s existing workforce and forecast occupational demand; and

3. analyzed regional education and training programs necessary to supply the region’s workforce demand.
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In the first phase, Florida’s Great Northwest identified the target industry sectors that offer regional and global growth 
opportunities while providing jobs with a wage structure above the national average. In 2007, Florida’s Great Northwest 
contracted with SRI International to analyze the region’s existing business assets and to compare these assets, Florida’s 
business climate and the region’s competitive strengths to national and global trends in 26 business sectors. The 
sectors were evaluated based on the following screening criteria: growth opportunity; wage structure; role in regional 
development; cluster synergy; and linkage to other Northwest Florida business sectors. 

The study identified four target industries: Aviation, Aerospace, Defense and National Security; Health Sciences and 
Human Performance Enhancement; Renewable Energy and the Environment; Transportation and Logistics Services; 
and two additional strategic support industries: Information Technology Services and Research and Engineering. Results 
show that the IT and engineering clusters play a critical role in supporting the development and success of the target 
industries. These two strategic support clusters transcend all four target industries, fit well with Florida’s business and 
tax climate and already command a significant employment presence in the region.

Phase 1: Target Industry Study
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ILike building a house, building a sustainable and 
diversified economy requires a strong foundation. 
While focusing on the middle tier of the pyramid, 
the critical support industries of information 
technology and engineering, Northwest Florida has 
not diminished its continued improvement in the 
foundation, the building blocks to a knowledge-
based economy. Workforce, and those building 
blocks that support workforce development, 
continue to be the foundation for the regional 
economy.

With the information supplied by the SRI International 
study, Florida’s Great Northwest traveled the region 
conducting focus groups, meeting with advisory 
councils and making community presentations as 
well as collecting data from area businesses through 
the use of e-Synchronist, a web-based business 
assessment system. The results were vetted by 
more than 2,000 Northwest Floridians representing 
a true cross-section of the region’s public and 
private sector leadership. These activities validated 
the study’s findings and, as a result, the four target 
industries and two strategic supporting industries 
became the basis for Florida’s Great Northwest’s 
strategic plan.

CHOICETM IT Academy, Niceville

Secondary Education Investment 
While the SRI International research was being validated, Florida’s Great Northwest was 
actively engaged in investing in science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) programs 
at the secondary education level as well as investing in a new model for career education. 
Throughout the region, secondary education programs with a STEM focus have been created 
to promote intense, accelerated math and science training. These have included career 
academies and the nationally-recognized Project Lead the Way program with curricula that 
allows students to engage in hands-on, real-world projects in science and math. Now adopted 
as the new model for career preparation, the CHOICE™ Career Academy, developed by the 
Okaloosa County School District and being replicated across the region, combines rigorous 
coursework with skills training. Its students simultaneously achieve high school credit, college 
credit and industry-recognized certification. For example, at Fort Walton Beach High School’s 
Aviation Academy where the curriculum includes both aerospace and unmanned aerial vehicle 
coursework, students attend classes taught by Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University faculty 
and receive FAA certifications. Niceville High School’s IT Career Academy has been recognized 
as the nation’s top IT certification testing facility and is graduating some of the nation’s first 
high school students fully certified in Microsoft, Cisco and Oracle. Florida’s Great Northwest 
has invested $2,329,455 in program development at the secondary education level, matched 
by $3,475,224 plus the school districts shouldering the ongoing annual program costs.
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Confident that the four target industries in addition to 
the two support industries form the core for Northwest 
Florida’s economic future, Florida’s Great Northwest 
conducted a workforce occupational analysis to 
evaluate regional employment demand for occupations 
relevant to the targeted industries. This analysis 
measured 118 occupations for relevance to the target 
industries and regional employment demand. Each 
occupation was screened using criteria associated 
with existing employment density, average annual 
wage structure, projected annual employment growth 
measured in actual jobs and annual employment 
growth measured as industry percent growth.

Of the 118 occupations analyzed, 28 met the 
established thresholds. In total, 1,334 new workers 
will be needed annually to meet the projected regional 
demand for workforce in those 28 occupations. Of 
the 28 occupations, 23 represent IT or engineering. 
Florida’s Great Northwest determined that these 23 
occupations should be the focus as the region works 
to strategically build the workforce necessary to meet 
the needs of existing businesses, entrepreneurial start-
ups and businesses newly attracted to the area. 

The results of the analysis corroborate conclusions 
from previous studies, focus groups and business 
interviews conducted by Florida’s Great Northwest 
in recent years: IT and engineering occupations 
are critical to developing Northwest Florida’s target 
industries and have high future demand.

Phase 2: Occupational  Analysis
28 Critical Occupations to  

Northwest Florida’s Economy

Engineering-Related Occupations

Aerospace Engineers
Aerospace Engineering and Operations Technicians
Aircraft Mechanics and Service Technicians
Civil Engineers
Civil Engineering Technicians
Electrical Engineers
Electrical/Electronics Engineering Technicians
Engineering Managers
Environmental Engineers
Industrial Engineers
Industrial Engineering Technicians 
Mechanical Engineers
Surveying and Mapping Technicians
Surveyors

IT-Related Occupations

Computer Hardware Systems
Computer and Information Systems Managers
Computer Software Engineers, Applications
Computer Software Engineers, Systems Software
Computer Support Specialists
Computer Systems Analysts
Database Administrators
Network and Computer Systems Administrators
Network Systems and Data Communications Analysts

Non-IT or Engineering Occupations

First-Line Supervisors/Managers of Mechanics, Installers  
     and Repairers
Installation, Maintenance and Repair Workers, All Other
Maintenance and Repair Workers, General
Medical Equipment Repairers
Wholesale and Retail Buyers, Except Farm Products

Non-Traditional Education Investment 
Innovative and non-traditional eductional workforce development, training and industry-specific partnership programs have been 
developed as a result of the Phase 2 analysis. The funded projects have been designed to create programs that lead to new job 
creation or employee advancement in Florida’s Great Northwest’s IT and engineering support clusters. For example, ITT Mine 
Defense Systems, a Panama City-based aerospace and defense company, is developing a curriculm that trains idle workers in three 
primary areas which have proven difficult to staff: machined parts technicians, electronics technicians and sheet metal fabrication 
technicians. Each graduate receives an industry certification and after initial implementation of the training program, the coursework 
will be conveyed to Gulf Coast Community College. Other innovative partnerships include organizations such as the Institute for 
Human and Machine Cognition (IHMC), the University of Florida’s Research and Engineering Education Facility (REEF) and the 
Naval Surface Warfare Center (NSWC) working together toward the development of new educational methods aimed at enhancing 
graduate level systems engineering programs.
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Phase 3: Educational Program Analysis

As the final step in the analysis, armed with the 
knowledge of the critical occupations and their 
projected regional demand, Florida’s Great Northwest 
commissioned the University of West Florida’s 
Haas Center for Business Research and Economic 
Development to conduct a follow-up study on the 
availability of higher education programs in Northwest 
Florida that are producing graduates for these critical 
occupations. 

The study identified nine engineering and information 
technology occupations, noted in the chart on the right, 
where the projected regional demand outweighed the 
projected enrollment.

With the exception of aerospace and mechanical 
engineering, all of the occupations analyzed had 
adequate program capacity in Northwest Florida’s 
post-secondary education institutions to meet 

Occupations Where Demand is 
Greater than Regional Enrollment 

Engineering Occupations

Aerospace Engineers

Computer Software Engineers, Applications

Computer Software Engineers, Systems Software

Computer Hardware Engineers

Mechanical Engineers

Engineering Technicians

Aerospace Engineering and Operations Technicians

Electrical and Electronic Engineering Technicians

Industrial Engineering Technicians

IT-Related Occupations

Computer Support Specialists

Post-Secondary Education Investments

During the second phase of research, Florida’s Great Northwest and its partners 
began investing in certification and degree programs associated with developing the 
workforce needed in the 23 identified IT and engineering occupations. Worldwide, 
businesses in target industries such as aerospace and defense are asking the question, 
“What is your community doing to address the engineering and IT qualified workforce 
issue?” Interviews with Northwest Florida’s businesses identified this workforce as a 
regional strength, referring to its quality and productivity, while those same businesses 
also expressed concern regarding the future availability of the key engineering and 
computing workforce to meet expansion needs. To answer the question and to satisfy 
the region’s current need plus future growth needs, Northwest Florida’s public and 
private sectors are proactively working to increase the size and quality of the workforce 
necessary to support and expand our targeted industries. Built on a strong partnership 
that integrates private industry, educational institutions, economic development and 
workforce development, Northwest Florida has created a world-class workforce 
program.

During the last three years, Florida’s Great Northwest has invested $4,866,922 in grants 
to businesses, community colleges, universities and research institutions to fund the 
development of new training programs ranging from industry certifications through 
advanced degrees. This investment has been matched by $17,392,804, ensuring that 
the programs will endure far into the future. 

University of West Florida president Judy 
Bense took research-based evidence and 
reconfigured the university’s academic 
programming to better meet the needs of a 
new economy. Research by Florida’s Great 
Northwest has provided Bense with what 
she called “a road map” to the university’s 
academic programming.

 - 850 Magazine, Spring 2009
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Post-Secondary IT and Engineering Investment 
In response to the shortage of workers in the critical support occupations of engineering and information technology, Florida’s 
Great Northwest offered support to Northwest Florida post-secondary education programs, certification through Ph.D., by means 
of scholarship funding. In July 2009, Florida’s Great Northwest invested $1,150,000, matched with $2,360,000 by seven of the 
region’s public colleges and universities, for 
scholarships to fill the engineering and IT 
pipeline.  This effort reinforces the region’s 
committment to growing a knowledge-based 
economy and further supporting Northwest 
Florida’s technology-based businesses. 

Notable was the unique six-college alliance, 
the Northwest Florida Consortuim, comprised 
of the University of West Florida, Pensacola 
Junior College, Northwest Florida State 
College, Gulf Coast Community College, 
Chipola College and Tallahassee Community 
College. The consortium submitted one grant 
application, demonstrating the institutions’ 
resolution to  work together in providing 
students streamlined access to higher 
education that will lead to high-wage, high-
skill jobs in the engineering and IT fields.

demand. In addition to analyzing the difference between supply and demand in the region, the state and the nation, the 
study broadened its view to examine the capacity of the associate degree through Ph.D. programs offered through 
the colleges and universities in the region as well as throughout the state of Florida. 

Taking a statewide view, it became apparent that some of Northwest Florida’s workforce needs, such as aerospace and 
mechanical engineers, can be met by existing programs throughout the state of Florida. For example, Embry-Riddle’s 
main campus located in Daytona Beach, Fla., and the Florida Institute of Technology in Melbourne, Fla., annually 
graduate more aerospace engineers than can be absorbed in Florida. For aerospace and mechanical engineers, 
the workforce issue has transitioned to assisting businesses in effectively recruiting talent from the other Florida 
universities. Other occupations, however, such as industrial engineering and many computer-related occupations, 
are projected to have significant workforce deficits in the region as well as throughout the state and the nation. The 
programs are in place and have capacity, but the pipeline of students in the programs is not full. For the region’s 
future, that pipeline must be filled. The results of this study led Florida’s Great Northwest to offer support to Northwest 
Florida’s existing engineering and information technology post-secondary education programs, certification through 
Ph.D., by means of scholarship funding.

Pictured from left to right: Dr. Ed Meadows, Pensacola Junior College; Dr. Gene Prough, Chipola 
College; Mr. Al Wenstrand, Florida’s Great Northwest; Dr. Judy Bense, University of West 
Florida; Dr. Jill White, Northwest Florida State College; Dr. Jim Kerley, Gulf Coast Community 
College; and Mr. Fred Leopold, Community Bank and Florida’s Great Northwest’s Board Chair.   
Not pictured: Dr. Bill Law, Tallahassee Community College.
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The chart above summarizes Florida’s Great Northwest’s proactive efforts in addressing the critical workforce needs in 
Northwest Florida. With the knowlege gained from data analysis, business interviews and anecdotal reports, Florida’s 
Great Northwest and its partners have made significant strides toward supplying businesses in the targeted industries 
with top-notch, homegrown talent. Continuing Northwest Florida’s progress as a knowledge-based economy requires 
thoughtful development of the region’s human infrastructure.  Florida’s Great Northwest and its partners are leading 
that development and fostering Northwest Florida’s future as we build tomorrow’s workforce today.

6 Workforce Development



7

WIRED Northwest Florida Initiative
The Workforce Innovation in Regional Economic Development (WIRED) grant has been the catalyst 
by which Florida’s Great Northwest has been able to evaluate the region’s existing workforce and 
take action to build a stronger workforce to serve the target industries throughout the region. The 
$15 million WIRED grant was awarded to Florida’s Great Northwest and its regional partnership 
aimed at expanding employment and catalyzing the creation of high-skill, high-wage job 
opportunities. Innovative programs supported by WIRED include: secondary education programs 

such as CHOICE™ academies and Project Lead the Way that expand students’ knowledge of math and science; post-secondary 
scholarships in engineering and information technology-related fields; employee skills training to address the immediate needs of 
businesses; and entrepreneurship grants for growing new businesses within the 16-county region.

Matching funds are required of all WIRED grant recipients. Matching funds generated early in the initiative have been significantly 
stronger than required, indicating that at the conclusion of the federal grant in early 2011, the WIRED Northwest Florida Initiative 
will actually represent closer to a $50 million investment in workforce and training program development for the region. Additional 
leveraged resources supporting the outcomes of the initiative include more than $87 million of private-and-public sector funds 
invested in workforce development throughout the region.

Florida’s Great Northwest

Northwest Florida 
Initiative

Gulf of Mexico

Atlantic
Ocean

Pacific
Ocean

Atlant

Pacific
Ocean

ESCAMBIA

SANTA ROSA OKALOOSA

WALTON

HOLMES

WASHINGTON

BAY

JACKSON

CALHOUN

GULF

GADSDEN

LIBERTY

FRANKLIN

LEON

WAKULLA

JEFFERSON

Pensacola

Ft. Walton
Beach

Panama City

Tallahassee

Marianna

Tallahassee MSAPensacola MSA Panama City MSAFt. Walton Beach MSA

Northwest Florida Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs)

Florida’s Great Northwest is a regional  
economic development organization 
representing 16 counties in Northwest 
Florida from Pensacola through 
Tallahassee. Founded in 2000 to build 
a regional partnership, Florida’s Great 
Northwest has evolved into one of the 
nation’s premier regional alliances for 
economic and workforce development.

The private, non-profit organization is 
comprised of county economic development 
groups, workforce development boards, 
colleges,  universities and private businesses 
which compose the majority of the 
organization’s membership. Its primary 
mission is the creation of a diversified 
and sustainable economy in Northwest 
Florida that creates nationally and globally 
competitive advantages for the development 
of key industry clusters, increases the income 
and prosperity of workers and families and 
preserves the region’s vibrant quality of life.
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4471 Legendary Drive, Suite 100
Destin, FL 32541

Phone: 850.337.3469
Toll-Free: 888.859.3469

Fax: 850.337.3418

www.FloridasGreatNorthwest.com
This project was supported by monies provided from Federal funds.
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