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By Symone C. Skrzycki

Talent Regions Collaborate, Innovate

TEAM 
EFFORT

FEATURE STORY

The talent question of the day is not whether your 
organization would benefit from a fresh infusion, but 
where are you going to find it.

Is the strategy of “going it alone” and battling 
against competitors in your own backyard as well as 
nationally working? Do you think a team approach 
might yield better results?

Throughout Indiana, communities are adopting that 
strategy. They are (re)defining themselves and 
assessing how to measure progress and potential 
with the Indiana 21st Century Talent Region initiative.

“There’s a lot of great work going on in helping connect, attract 
and develop talent in a lot of different spaces,” declares Blair Milo, 
Indiana’s Secretary of Career Connections and Talent. “But (it can be 
difficult) to figure out who’s doing what where and how does it all 
come together? That’s a key goal for us with the regional designation.”

The 21st Century Talent Region program is part of Gov. Eric 
Holcomb’s Next Level agenda. It’s a partnership between the Office 
of Career Connections and Talent and the Indiana Economic 
Development Corporation, with technical assistance from Columbus-
based CivicLab. 

All activities revolve around talent. Talent attraction. Talent 
development. Talent connections. Specific projects and priorities 
involve growing the population, increasing education attainment levels 
and raising median household income.

The process brings together education, business, local government, 
non-profit and industry leaders.

Talent dashboards assist in 
leveraging attraction, development 
and connections. Pictured: EcO 
Network of Southeast Indiana.
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“This is not meant to be a separate 
initiative (from existing workforce development 
endeavors). It’s building off what’s already in 
place … ” Milo explains.

Nationally recognized CivicLab is part of 
the Community Education Coalition in Columbus.

“How does a 21st Century Talent 
Region define its geographic boundaries? 
That’s what makes the initiative different,” 
executive director Jack Hess asserts. “It’s able 
to focus on levels of geography that matter 
toward the cultivation of talent as opposed to 
just choosing arbitrary boundaries, which may 
not have a lot in common. We really look at 
community and migration patterns and using 
those patterns to draw the boundary of a place.

“Part of what makes it unique is that 
your city or county could be part of more 
than one talent region. You could align 
yourself not only with a major metro, but 
also more of a contiguous set of counties – 
say in a workforce region – because of a 
significant employer.”

The 21st Century Talent Region 
initiative launched in early 2019.

As of mid-February, five regions had 
received the 21st Century Talent Region 
designation; nine more are pursuing it.

Recipients are (by date of designation):
• Northeast Indiana (11 counties)
• EcO Network of Southeast Indiana (spanning 

Columbus, Seymour, Batesville, Greensburg, 
North Vernon and Rising Sun)

• Indiana Uplands (11 counties)
• Hamilton County
• South Bend-Elkhart

Bloomington-based Regional Opportunity 
Initiatives (ROI) is leading Indiana Upland’s 
efforts.

“When they announced the concept of 
talent regions, we were immediately interested 
because we felt like we were working in that 
direction already,” shares Tina Peterson, ROI 
president and CEO. “(We knew) the talent 
region designation would allow us to leverage 
the resources (and the visibility) to accelerate 
and continue advancing the work we’re 
already deeply engaged in.”

‘Map’ping success
Regions set their sights – literally – on 

goals, progress and partners via a regional 
map, stakeholder map and talent dashboard.

“Everyone is using the same (template),” 
Hess explains. “The same format. The hope is 
that it will develop further regionalism since 
– if you have a dashboard and I have a 
dashboard – we can compare dashboards and 
begin to look at what areas are we working 
on collectively that we might collaborate on 
at a regional level.

“The current state data that’s on that 

dashboard – where they’re at now and 
strategies they’re going to take together 
collectively at a systems level – are depicted. 
And it shows how they’re actually going to 
measure success and progress toward those 
goals and strategies.”

No funding comes with the designation. 
CivicLab, however, assists with strategic 
planning and connects regions with resources 
and networks.

“We wanted people to apply for the 
designation because of intrinsic purpose,” 
Hess emphasizes. “To better their places 
using talent as the vehicle for the sake of 
community and economic development – as 
opposed to some type of extrinsic incentive.”

Ramping up education
Hamilton County is home to four of the 

state’s fastest-growing cities (Carmel and 
Fishers for years; Noblesville and Westfield 
more recently) and roughly 330,000 residents.

“Some of our issues are different than 

some of the other places in the state,” divulges 
Carol Sergi, director of workforce strategy 
with the Hamilton County Economic 
Development Corporation. “A lot of the 
counties have a focus on needing to get their 
high school graduation rates up, for example. 
That’s not our issue in Hamilton County. But 
our issue is that our postsecondary on-time 
attainment really drops. 

“We go from one of the highest high 
school graduation rates – if not the highest in 
the state – and it drops down to 44% as far as 
our postsecondary on-time attainment. So, a 
lot of our goals are tied to figuring out what’s 
happening to our students after they graduate 
from high school. Where’s the disconnect?”

Indiana Uplands – comprised of Brown, 
Crawford, Daviess, Dubois, Greene, Lawrence, 
Martin, Monroe, Orange, Owen and 
Washington counties – is aspiring to achieve a 
10% increase in the number of citizens with a 
postsecondary credential by 2025.

The Ready Schools Initiative, which 

Indiana Vision 2025: Outstanding Talent

Loogootee Community School Corporation is among grant recipients for the Ready Schools 
Initiative, which helps shape curriculum with industry needs.

Indiana Uplands promotes nature (such as Hoosier National Forest in Monroe County) and 
education as talent attraction tools.



26 BizVoice/Indiana Chamber – March/April 2020

helps school districts align education with industry workforce needs, 
encompasses pre-kindergarten students through grade 12 and beyond.

“The key tenant is you can’t prepare young people for opportunities 
post high school if you aren’t also preparing them for high school,” 
Peterson imparts. “Students are natural STEM (science, technology, 
engineering and math) practitioners in elementary school. STEM 
exposure needs to start in elementary school and grow in high school 
experiences. It needs to become more aligned with career pathways 
when you get into high school.

“So, rethinking what school looks like,” she imagines. “How we 
think about work awareness. Career awareness … (it’s about) 
exposing industry and education to one another and having them work 
collaboratively in design teams. And on the other side of the house – 
thinking about quality of place and making sure we have the amenities 
to attract and retain talent.”

The region also is developing a career awareness video series. The 
audience ranges from elementary and high school students to parents 
and the adult workforce.

“What do jobs look like?” Peterson offers. “What do you need to 
do (to prepare for them)? Show elementary kids what they look like.”

Enhancing – and employing – the workforce
Shortly after joining the Hamilton County Economic Development 

Corporation in late 2018, Sergi helped convene a human resources 
advisory council to “understand the issues, concerns and challenges 
that the HR folks here in Hamilton County have.”

One obstacle is the county’s low unemployment rate, at 2.7% in 
the most recent calculations.

“That makes it a little more challenging to make sure we’re 
providing – or have access to – (talent) for companies who are looking 
for the workforce,” Sergi observes. “The opportunities that provides – 
it’s a great attraction tool. My office is doing some attraction efforts 
outside the state where we’re doing a marketing campaign to invite 
people to come look at Hamilton County as a place to live and work, 
so we can say to those people, ‘We have lots of jobs!’ ”

Among the region’s priorities is boosting the number of 

internships and apprenticeships (high school and college). Commercial 
contractor Gaylor Electric is an industry partner.

Examples include a pre-apprentice prep academy for high school 
juniors and seniors as well as a virtual internship program (currently a 
pilot project in its second semester). Gaylor offers these (and other 
programs) in partnership with the Associated Builders and Contractors 
Indiana/Kentucky Chapter.

“The key to the 21st Century Talent Region piece is collaboration 
and participation,” comments Chuck Haberman, leader of workforce 
development at Gaylor. “We’ve got a large list of people within our 
ecosystem that are considered partners now, but it’s going to take 
everybody rallying in the same direction to help effect change and help 
us meet our goals.”

Quality of place
Each county in the Indiana Uplands region has created a quality of 

place and workforce attraction plan. Additional focus areas include a 
2019 housing study and advancing equity.

“We have a great deal of assets,” Peterson remarks. “We’re 
blessed with three very strong industry sectors (advanced 
manufacturing, life sciences, and national security and defense), live in 
a beautiful part of the state and have strong postsecondary partners 
here. But we haven’t achieved some of the outcomes you’d hope in 
terms of postsecondary attainment, population strategy and growth, 
and per capita income.”

She’s excited to be a part of “advancing the region’s economic 
and community prosperity” and about “moving the region forward.”

Milo adds, “Especially as we talk about the talent attraction piece, 
the metric being – how we’re growing the population as the 
measurement of, ‘Are we effective in our work?’ – that’s where we 
have a lot of the conversations around quality of place. Looking at 
things like trails and walkability of the community. Really trying to 
cultivate further conversations around what kind of quality of place 
initiatives are underway or might be further pursued.”

There’s much more to come. Governor Holcomb’s office anticipates 
bringing the number of talent regions to 12 by the end of this year.

RESOURCES: 21st Century Talent Region at www.in.gov/cct/21CTR.htm | Blair Milo, Office of Career Connections and Talent, at www.in.gov/cct | 
Jack Hess, CivicLab, at www.econetworks.org/civiclab | Chuck Haberman, Gaylor Electric, at www.gaylor.com | Tina Peterson, Regional Opportunity 
Initiatives, at www.regionalopportunityinc.org | Carol Sergi, Hamilton County Economic Development Corporation, at www.visithamiltoncounty.com/
invest-hamilton-county

Rendering of the 94,000-square-foot Hub & Spoke building, part of Hamilton County’s plan to boost apprenticeships. Slated to open in April, it will 
feature work areas (e.g., makerspace, co-working, innovation lab, art studio) and STEAM-based experiences.




