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Project Summary
The South County Economic Development Council (SCEDC) is aiming to positively influence 
the economic growth of the region by supporting and further developing a highly competitive 
workforce. To this end, the SCEDC is pursuing stronger relations between the educational 
system and the South County business community. SCEDC launched this broad-scale survey 
effort in order to examine the needs of regional employers as an initial step toward this goal.

Survey results reflect the attitudes and opinions of more than 300 employers representing 
nearly 38,000  employees in the South County region. Through the survey, employers 
expressed the importance of various soft skills (i.e., skills not directly related to core 
academic content) for recent high school graduates entering their industries. The following 
soft skills emerged as most important across industries:   

Punctuality and consistent attendance 
Work as a member of a team 
Customer service 
Meet deadlines and work under pressure 
Multi-tasking 
Problem solving 

Additionally, employers voiced strong support for increased collaboration between education 
and business.   

The findings from this local survey are consistent with those of current regional and national 
studies addressing workforce preparation. This similarity in findings validates the results of 
the present survey project.  

Next Steps 
South County School Boards (as policy setters) and Superintendents are encouraged to 
collaborate with business leaders to ensure that students are prepared to enter the 
workforce. The SCEDC goal of fostering relations can be greatly enhanced through 
establishing business roundtables to serve as an advisory body to South County 
education leadership in order to ensure relevant, high-quality offerings at each school. 

It would be beneficial for business to support schools in incorporating 21st century work 
readiness skills into their curriculum. This should not be viewed as supplementary 
course material, but rather, essential skills to be deliberately infused into core academic 
content.

Schools are encouraged to establish academic professional development programs that 
convey the importance of work readiness skills. Instructors could benefit from 
collaborating with business communities to best prepare students for today’s workforce. 

Schools and businesses are encouraged to incorporate business/education partnerships 
supporting work-based learning opportunities for students, which may involve classroom 
guest speakers, job shadowing activities, internships, and career academies. 
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Overview

The South County Economic Development Council (SCEDC) is deeply committed to promoting the 
economic growth of the South County region through strengthening the local workforce. In light of 
this goal, the SCEDC aims to foster a collaborative partnership between business and education 
communities to ensure that public schools in all South County communities provide the highest 
quality education. Employment in South San Diego County is projected to grow faster than in other 
parts of San Diego County over the coming years. This is due, in part, to the availability of 
undeveloped land for industrial use, as well as neighborhood revitalization projects and new housing 
developments. To assist with this growth, the SCEDC is initiating a broad-based plan to increase 
communications and interaction between local education leaders and the South County business 
community in the interest of preparing the future workforce. Long-term objectives toward this goal 
include the following: 

1. Encourage active participation by local business in all levels of the K-16 public educational 
system.

2. Enable educators to anticipate changing business and community requirements and, based on 
business input, to adjust the curriculum accordingly. 

3. Eliminate the current “digital divide” that exists at various levels in the community. 

4. Foster increased business awareness of and support for the value of cultural arts education 
and related community projects. 

5. Provide educational K-16 continuum for South County students and acknowledge the need to 
prepare students and parents, to establish a college education goal in their primary years. 

To optimize the success of these efforts, the SCEDC aims to ensure the interactions are collaborative 
and continuous and that the results of their efforts are productive and measurable.  

As a first step in this process, the SCEDC administered a large-scale needs assessment survey to 
employers throughout South San Diego County. The purpose of this survey was to determine the 
current and anticipated needs of local businesses with respect to new employees entering the 
workforce upon high school graduation. This information will be used to initiate a dialogue between 
South County business and education leaders and is intended to increase alignment of business 
needs and education programs. The SCEDC is currently organizing a Fall 2006 symposium as the 
venue for this dialogue.  

The SCEDC and six South County Chambers of Commerce disseminated the survey to more than 
2,000 local South County employers from November 2005 through April 2006. It was distributed in 
both paper-based and electronic form. The survey requested information on the following topics with 
respect to the employer’s business: projected short-term job growth; anticipated technology 
advancements; and soft skills that would best prepare high school graduates for employment. It also 
sought descriptive information, such as business type, location, and size.

This report presents the results of the survey project. It is organized into three parts. The first 
section describes the businesses included in the survey responses. The second section provides a 
copy of the survey, and presents the findings for all employers responding to the survey as well as 
results for various subgroups of interest. These follow-up analyses were conducted to further 
examine responses to particular items by business type or other relevant characteristics, such as 
number of employees. A qualitative analysis of the additional employer comments is also included in 
the second section. The last section of the report presents final conclusions from the needs 
assessment project, as well as recommendations for next steps toward the larger goal of fostering 
relations between South County education and business communities.
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Respondents

There were 302 valid survey responses from employers within South San Diego County region, which 
represent a total of 37,754 employees. South San Diego County is comprised of Coronado, National 
City, Chula Vista, Imperial Beach, San Diego City, the Unified Port of San Diego, and unincorporated 
parts of the County. Respondents generally reflect the South County business community in terms of 
location, size, and industry type. Figure 1, below, presents the number of businesses responding 
from each zip code*. 

Figure 1 
Zip code map of San Diego County 

*Base map obtained from the San Diego Association of Governments. 
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Survey respondents reported an average of 126 employees, ranging from one to 5,600. The majority 
of employers (63%) represented smaller businesses, reporting between 1 and 40 employees. The
figure below presents the percentage of business respondents by industry type. 

Figure 2 
Percentage of respondents by industry 
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Table 1, below, presents the number of responding businesses by their reported industry cluster. The 
table also shows the number of people employed by the responding organizations in each industry, 
as well as the number of new jobs that these businesses plan to add over the next 12 months.

Table 1 
Number of Respondents, Employees, and Anticipated Jobs, by Industry Type 

Type of Industry 

# of Businesses 

Responding to 

Survey 

# Employees 

Reported by 

Respondents 

# New Jobs 

Planned for Next 

12 Months 

Business Services                        56 3,434 314 
Retail                                   33 2,268 211 
Visitor Industry Services                29 1,794 76 
Medical Services                         27 2,234 162 
Financial Services                       20 389 18 
Construction                             18 963 274 
Government                               10 1,784 181 
Communications                           9 6,332 65 
Software & Computer Services             9 384 51 
Computer & Electronics Manufacturing     8 1,851 34 
Entertainment and Amusement              8 1,313 31 
Defense & Transportation Manufacturing   6 1,877 139 
Environmental Technology                 6 2,200 71 
Education                                5 2,074 56 
Real Estate                              5 210 22 
Horticulture                             4 65 23 
Biotechnical & Pharmaceuticals           3 98 22 
Fruits & Vegetables                      3 68 3 
Biomedical Products                      2 180 13 
Recreational Goods Manufacturing         2 301 20 
Other 38 7,936 322 
Total 302 37,754 2,103 
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Survey respondents generally reflect the larger distribution of industry employment type in the South 
San Diego County Region1. Communications was the only industry cluster showing a notable disparity 
in percent of employment, likely because one of the communications business respondents was by 

far the largest employer 
responding to this survey, with 
approximately 5,600 employees. 
Respondents from the 
communications, education, 
environmental technology, and 
defense and transportation 
manufacturing industries were 
among the largest employers, 
reporting more than 300 
employees, on average.  
Respondents from the 
horticulture, financial services, 
fruits and vegetables, and 
biotechnical and pharmaceutical 
industries were some of the 
smallest companies, with an 
average employment of fewer 
than 40 staff. 

Overall, 42% of responding employers expect to add from one to ten new jobs over the next 12 
months. An additional 20% of respondents reported that they plan to add more than ten new jobs in 
that time frame. The largest number of jobs anticipated in the coming year is from the business 
services, construction, and retail industries. Figure 3, below, presents the number of jobs 
respondents intend to add in the coming year, by industry. 

Figure 3. The percentage of surveyed industries adding jobs during the upcoming year. 
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1 Based on the South Suburban Major Statistical Area census data from SANDAG. 
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Survey Results 

South County businesses were asked to complete the following survey about their company and 
anticipated employment needs. 

Employer Survey  
 Assessment of Employee Skill Needs 

BUSINESS/EMPLOYER INFORMATION:  Please check one industry cluster that best describes your business. 

Biomedical Products Biotechnology & 
Pharmaceuticals 

Business Services 

Communications Computer & Electronics 
Manufacturing 

Defense & Transportation 
Manufacturing 

Entertainment and Amusement Environmental Technology Financial Services 

Fruits & Vegetables Horticulture Medical Services 

Recreational Goods 
Manufacturing 

Software & Computer 
Services

Visitor Industry Services 

    Other, please describe 

Approximately how many individuals do you currently employ?     ____________ 
How many jobs to you plan to add in the next twelve months?   ____________ 
What is the zip code of your primary location in South County?                                  ____________ 
Which technology advancements will play a key role in your business?   _______________________________

SKILL REQUIREMENTS: Please indicate the three most important skills you feel would best prepare high school graduates for 
employment in your company, where ‘1’ is ‘Most Important’, ‘2’ is ‘Second Most Important’, and ‘3’ is ‘Third Most Important’. 

 Problem solving  Math / computation skills 
 Multi-tasking  Business writing 
 Analytical thinking  Correct grammar, punctuation & spelling 
 Organizational & project Management  Self motivated 
 Prioritize multiple projects  Cultural awareness and competence 
 Meet deadlines and work under pressure  Customer service 
 Work as a member of a team  Cleanliness 
 Work independently  Proper dress / grooming 
 Interpersonal skills, with peers superiors & subordinates  Ability to focus 
 Perform detailed, timely and accurate work  Positive attitude 
 Follow written & verbal instructions  Take ownership / responsibility 
 Keep accurate records   Punctuality and consistent attendance 
 Adaptability & flexibility  Active listening 
 Oral communications  Other ____________________________ 

COMMENTS: Please use the space below to provide any suggestions or recommendations to improve the ability of the K-12 public 
education system to better meet the needs of valued employers like you in South County. 

1 The industry clusters listed are established by SANDAG; for more information please visit http:// www.sandag.org . 

Funding for this project is supplied, in part, through a technology grant from SBC Excellerator.  

Thank you for your participation in this survey.  If you have any questions regarding this survey please contact the South County Economic 
Development Council at (619) 424-5143.  Please fax responses to (619)424-5738.  Thank you. 
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Approximately 47% of respondents provided 
information on the types of technology 
advancements that will play a key role in 
their business.  Nearly 18% of respondents 
referred to computer technology, by far the 
most common response. An additional 7% 
mentioned computer software.  Other 
responses included machinery, digital 
media/web design, telecommunications and 
global communication, the internet, 
environmental technology, and technology 
relating to security or the medical field.    

The survey presented a listing of 28 soft skills. Respondents were asked to identify the three most 
important skills from the list that they feel would best prepare high school graduates for employment 
in their company.  Table 2, below, presents this list of skills, along with the percentage of the 302 
business respondents that rated each skill among the most important.  Interestingly, although the 
survey instructions asked respondents to identify only the three most important skills, only about 
53% of the companies selected three or fewer skills from the list.  Another 33% identified four, five, 
or six skills, and 6% marked all of the skills as highly important.  

Table 2 
Skills Identified by Responding Businesses as Most Important 

Skill

# of Companies 

That Rated Skill As 

Most Important 

% of Companies 

That Rated Skill as 

Most Important 

Punctuality and consistent attendance 178 58.9% 
Work as a member of a team 147 48.7% 
Customer service 119 39.4% 
Meet deadlines and work under pressure 113 37.4% 
Multi-tasking 108 35.8% 
Problem solving 86 28.5% 
Follow written and verbal instructions 65 21.5% 
Self motivated 64 21.2% 
Positive attitude 63 20.9% 
Adaptability and flexibility 57 18.9% 
Take ownership / responsibility 52 17.2% 
Perform detailed timely accurate work 51 16.9% 
Work independently 50 16.6% 
Oral communications 50 16.6% 
Math / computation skills 50 16.6% 
Prioritize multiple projects 47 15.6% 
Cleanliness 46 15.2% 
Analytical thinking 38 12.6% 
Keep accurate record 38 12.6% 
Interpersonal skills with peers/superiors/subordinates 37 12.3% 
Proper dress / grooming 36 11.9% 
Organizational and project management 33 10.9% 
Ability to focus 32 10.6% 
Cultural awareness and competence 30 9.9% 
Business writing 29 9.6% 
Correct grammar punctuation and spelling 26 8.6% 
Active listening 24 7.9% 
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The table shows that more than half the companies surveyed felt that simply arriving to work 
consistently and on time is a key skill needed by employees, and nearly half rated teamwork as such. 
Customer service, meeting deadlines, and multi-tasking were highly valued soft skills as well. Many 
write-in comments from the survey, such as the following, illustrate employer concern for these 
skills.

“Students should graduate with…good communication skills, ability to work in groups, and also know that 
being punctual to a job is very important and can say a lot of things about the person.” 

“It is extremely difficult to find candidates with good customer service skills a well as someone with a sense 
of urgency.” 

The skills least often rated as most important included active listening, correct grammar and 
punctuation, business writing, and cultural awareness and competence. Five businesses listed other
skills as most important; these included bilingual English and Spanish ability, experience in their 
industry, and presentations.

Skill importance ratings were examined for differences based on business size.  Though the relative 
importance of the most critical skills is somewhat different for businesses of different sizes, the same 
set of skills identified by respondents overall (i.e., Punctuality and consistent attendance, Work as a 
member of a team, Customer service, Meet deadlines and work under pressure, and Multi-tasking) 
remain the most important to employers, regardless of the size of the business.   

Though the most important skills remain the same, there were some contrasts in the level of 
importance of soft skills depending on business size.  In Figure 4, companies with fewer than 100 
employees are compared with those employing 100 or more staff members. There were 232 
respondents employing fewer than 100 employees, and 67 employing 100 or more staff. 
Interestingly, one of the skills rated significantly more important by larger companies, Active
listening, was among the least important skills overall. Teamwork and interpersonal skills were also 
more important to larger companies, as was self-motivation. 

Figure 4 
Contrast in importance of soft skills by size of business 
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The survey also provides information on differences among industries in their need for various soft 
skills.  The most important skills reported for industries with 10 or more businesses responding to the 
survey are provided in the following table.    

Table 3 
Five most important soft skills by industry (for industries with 10 or more respondents) 

Business Services  

56 organizations, 3434 employees %

Government  

10 organizations, 1784 employees %

Punctuality and consistent attendance 57.1% Multi-tasking 60.0% 

Work as a member of a team 51.8% Meet deadlines and work under pressure 60.0% 

Meet deadlines and work under pressure 50.0% Work as a member of a team 60.0% 

Customer service 46.4% Punctuality and consistent attendance 60.0% 

Multi-tasking 39.3% Follow written and verbal instructions 50.0% 

Construction  

18 organizations, 963 employees %

Medical Services  

27 organizations, 2234 employees %
Punctuality and consistent attendance 88.9% Punctuality and consistent attendance 48.1% 

Work as a member of a team 77.8% Customer service 44.4% 

Problem solving 55.6% Multi-tasking 40.7% 

Meet deadlines and work under pressure 38.9% Problem solving 37.0% 

Multi-tasking 33.3% Work as a member of a team 37.0% 

Financial services  

20 companies, 389 employees %

Retail

33 organizations, 2268 employees %
Punctuality and consistent attendance 65.0% Customer service 69.7% 

Meet deadlines and work under pressure 35.0% Punctuality and consistent attendance 69.7% 

Math computation skills 35.0% Work as a member of a team 63.6% 

Problem solving 30.0% Meet deadlines and work under pressure 33.3% 

Work as a member of a team 30.0% Multi-tasking 27.3% 

Visitor Industry  

29 organizations, 1794 employees 

%

Punctuality and consistent attendance 65.5% 

Work as a member of a team 58.6% 

Customer service 55.2% 

Multi-tasking 34.5% 

Cleanliness 34.5% 

Note that, as illustrated in the above table, 
grouping the responses by industry still 
resulted in five of the seven industry clusters 
reporting Punctuality and consistent 
attendance most often than any other skill. 
However, additional skills identified by 
employers within specific industries appear to 
relate more to the specific needs of that 
industry type. For example, Retail identified Customer service, Financial cited Math computation 
skills, and Construction identifying Work as a member of a team more than other industries. 



© 2006 South County Economic Development Council  Page 11 of 15 

Most industries fall into the general categories of either creating a product or providing a service. 
Responses were examined based on this categorization to determine whether key soft skills are 
different for these different functions. The industries of biomedical products, biotechnical and 
pharmaceuticals, computer and electronics manufacturing, defense and transportation 
manufacturing, environmental technology, and recreational goods manufacturing were categorized as 
those that create a product, with all other identified industries (excluding those not specified) were 
labeled as service organizations.  This resulted in 31 product organizations and 242 service 
organizations. As indicated in Figure 6, below, significant differences were found for the perceived 
importance of two skills: Perform detailed, timely, accurate work; and Math computation skills.

Figure 6 
Differences in skill ratings by type of business 

3232

16 15

0

10

20

30

40

Perform detailed, timely, accurate work Math computation skills

Product organization

Service organization

P
e
rc

e
n

t 
o

f 
B

u
s

in
e
s

s
e
s

The last part of the survey invited respondents to provide suggestions or recommendations to 
improve the ability of the K-12 public education system to better meet the needs of employers in 
South County. Thirty-four employers provided additional, write-in comments. The topic areas 
pertaining to these write-in comments are presented in the following table.  

Table 4 
Topic areas of additional, write-in comments 

Topic Area  

# of Comments 

Relating to Topic* 

Education-Business Collaboration  10 

Work Ethic    7 

Communication/Interpersonal Skills    7 

Core Skills (e.g., Math, Reading, Writing)    6 

Specific Skills    6 

Professionalism    3 

Technology    2 

* Some comments addressed more than one topic area. 

The most common recommendation related to increasing business/education collaboration, as the 
following comments convey. 

“Develop more job/intern programs which complement their high school education.” 
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“…provide more exposure to business for both teachers and students…encourage business professionals to 
return as teachers with more flexible credentialing.” 

 “Form coalitions with professional/technical associations like the American Society of Civil Engineers to 
help expose students to real world professions.” 

Additionally, many comments corroborated the findings of the soft skills rating section of the survey, 
noting the importance of work ethic-related skills. This is evident in comments such as the following. 

“We need people prepared to work and with less of a sense of entitlement.” 

“Do whatever they do to the BEST of their ability – whether sweeping a floor or doing tech work.”  

Six of the employer comments voiced frustration at the education system for the lack of preparation 
that recent high school employees demonstrate. This related mostly to preparation in terms of 
reading, writing, and communication skills. 
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Conclusions

The responding employers represented a large array of industry clusters throughout the South 
County region. They also varied in terms of organization size and location.  

Well over half of the employers plan to add more jobs in the near future, with one fifth of 
respondents expecting to add more than 10 jobs in that time. This finding mirrors the overall surge in 
job growth noted for the South County. 

Technology advancements will play a key role to many businesses, particularly those in the areas of 
computer technology and software.  Computer skills will be essential in many South County 
industries.

When identifying the most important skills in preparing high school graduates for employment, nearly 
half of respondents identified more than three skills. This finding, along with write-in comments from 
the survey, suggests that current employers feel strongly that students entering the workforce 
should be equipped with a variety of soft skills. The following comments reflect these sentiments. 

“I answered 1-3, but many of these qualities are of equal importance and would be required to work in our 
organization.” 

“There is no reason why the public school system cannot incorporate all of the above to all students.” 

Well over half of the respondents selected Punctuality and consistent attendance among the most 
important skills. This skill remained the most frequently selected when examined separately by 
industry type. The other skills most frequently identified also reflected core work ethic behaviors, 
such as working with teams, customer service, meeting deadlines/working under pressure, and 
multi-tasking.

Results of survey write-in comments provided further insight into respondents concern for core work 
ethic behaviors and conscientiousness. Many respondents noted a declining work ethic among high 
school graduates recently entering the workforce. Comments such as the following emphasized its 
importance to employers.

“Children…need to understand that they can do anything they want to with hard work and determination.” 

These results are consistent with current regional workforce studies, such as the 2006 San Diego 
Workforce Partnership Occupational Outlook Report. Specifically, the seven skills rated most 
important in the present survey were also noted as very important skills for 64 of the 69 occupations 
listed in the Report.

The findings also mirror current national studies examining alignment of employer needs and current 
education practices. Notably, the March 2006 results of an extensive, multiyear research project 
conducted by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills present similar findings. Specifically, the skills of 
Accountability, Personal Productivity, Personal Responsibility, Communication, and Collaboration were 
identified in the 21st Century Skills study as imperative to 21st century learning. Additionally, a 2005 
survey for the National Association of Manufacturers revealed that 55% of such employers feel 
schools are not adequately preparing students with skills of attendance, timeliness, and work ethic.  



© 2006 South County Economic Development Council  Page 14 of 15 

The present findings are also consistent with employer expectations found for newly hired college 
graduates. A May 2006 CollegeGrad.com survey asked employers about their needs when hiring 
college graduates. Though that survey was not limited to soft skills, the responses indicated that soft 
skills were highly important, particularly those pertaining to work ethic, meeting deadlines, and 
collaborative skills.   

This noted consistency with results of other regional and national findings validates the outcomes of 
this present survey project.  

Finally, when asked how the K-12 education system could better meet employer needs, the most 
common suggestion from survey respondents within this present survey project was to increase 
business/education partnerships. Employers seemed eager to initiate or strengthen these 
collaborations through increasing student exposure to business requirements, via internships, 
apprenticeships, and volunteer community service work.    
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Recommendations

Employers responding to this survey highly valued many skills that are not explicitly taught in the 
classroom. They voiced a strong need for conscientious employees with a strong work ethic, apparent 
in skills such as attendance, punctuality, meeting deadlines, and multi-tasking. Additionally, they 
require employees with strong interpersonal and collaborative skills, such as the ability to work with 
teams and customer service skills.  

As noted, these employers also voiced an enthusiasm for strengthening relations with the K-12 
education system. This position is well-articulated in the following write-in comment. 

“As someone whose business IS education, I think it is absolutely crucial that schools reach out to business 
and provide real world experiences for students. By the same token, I think it is imperative that ALL 
businesses step up to help schools. Students are our future. The workforce depends on ongoing 
collaboration between business and education.” 

Both education and industry leadership need to mutually understand their interdependence in 
relation to the economic well-being of the region. In light of this, and in consideration of results from 
related regional and national studies, the following recommendations follow. 

South County School Boards (as policy setters) and Superintendents are encouraged to 
collaborate with business leaders to ensure that students are prepared to enter the 
workforce with the needed skills.   

The SCEDC goal of fostering collaborative business/education relations can be greatly 
enhanced through the establishment of business roundtables that can serve as an advisory 
body to the South County School Boards and Superintendents. This would ensure that the 
offerings at each school are providing the highest possible quality education that is 
responsive to the needs of today’s borderless economy. 

It would be beneficial for business to support schools in incorporating 21st century work 
readiness skills into their curriculum. This should not be viewed as supplementary course 
material, but rather, essential skills to be infused into core academic content both explicitly 
and strategically.

Schools are encouraged to establish academic professional development programs that 
convey the importance of work readiness skills for youth. Instructors play a vital role in 
cultivating these critical skills, and could benefit from collaborating with regional business 
communities to best prepare their students for today’s workforce. 

Schools and businesses are encouraged to incorporate business/education partnerships 
supporting work-based learning opportunities for students.  These programs may involve 
business leaders from various industries as classroom guest speakers. Additional work-
based learning strategies could include job shadowing activities, internships, and career 
academies, in order to further expose students to the business community. 


