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Survey Objectives

Understand both short & long-term
hiring needs

Inform training and education providers of 
the current workforce needs

Provide current workforce information for 
policy makers in workforce, education and 
economic development 

Develop an effective cradle-to-career 
talent pipeline strategy 

Create an efficient structure for ongoing 
industry feedback

With an ever-changing economy, the ongoing and future 
impacts of COVID-19 on workforce, shifts in industry, the 
expansion of technology and changing views on education - 
preparing people for the workforce has changed. Southeastern 
North Carolina is experiencing rapid growth (growing by almost 
12,000 people per year), so it’s crucial to understand how 
individuals, companies and educators are all preparing for 
workforce development. 

Cape Fear Collective, the Wilmington Chamber of Commerce 
and over 50 regional partner organizations collaborated with 
RTI International to conduct a workforce skills analysis. The goal 
of the survey was to capture the critical skill needs of regional 
businesses over the next three years. The survey serves as a tool 
to identify growth opportunities and perceived skill gaps. Growing 
and nurturing the talent pipeline and workforce is a strategic 
objective for many organizations. In order to fully understand the 
current state of the Cape Fear region’s workforce, the survey was 
deployed to approximately 500 employers across six counties. 

The survey was originally developed by Wake County Economic 
Development, the City of Raleigh and Capital Area Workforce 
Development Board in 2017. We appreciate their partnership in 
bringing the survey to this region. 

With more than 720,000 people in the Cape Fear region and more than ten million in the State 
of North Carolina, there is a critical need to build a strong workforce and talent pipeline. The 
success of the region and state depends on a well-educated workforce that is equipped with 
an applicable skillset. 

INTRODUCTION 
Cape Fear Talent

BLADEN

COLUMBUS

BRUNSWICK

PENDER

ONSLOW

NEW HANOVER
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The regional skills survey was originally designed to capture 
data on hiring, skills, credentials and recruiting networks. 
It took on a new meaning in 2020 as the Cape Fear region 
struggles with high job losses as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic. It offers forward-looking data on what a 
potential jobs recovery will look like and guidance on how 
it will vary by industry sectors and job types. While the data 
shows that the Cape Fear region will continue to grow in the 
next three years, growth will likely be slower and be uneven, 
as certain industries grow faster than others. 

SURVEY KEY THEMES

Businesses are looking to expand:
The pandemic and its economic fallout drove unemployment into 
double digits in the first half of 2020 and while many industries 
have been hit hard, there are some industries planning for growth. 
Of the companies surveyed, almost 56 percent expect to grow 
their workforce in the next three years, while 41 percent expect to 
maintain the same number of staff and only three percent anticipate 
downsizing. These responses offer optimism that businesses are 
looking toward economic recovery. 

Companies planning for growth anticipate hiring between 9,600 
and 17,500 new employees in the next three years. The largest hiring 
numbers are in Healthcare (5,600), Professional Services (2,600) and IT  
and Software (2,200). 

 

High growth industries:
The projections for growth vary greatly across industries, offering 
evidence that the recovery from this economic crisis will be uneven. 
Companies in Life Science (86%), IT and Software (73%) and Logistics 
(71%) have the most optimistic outlook on hiring in the future, while those 
in healthcare project the most hires in the next three years. 

While the fraction of companies expecting to downsize is still small, 
the impact of 2020’s economic situation is visible. Pandemic-related 
restrictions on public gatherings have clearly impacted the restaurant 
and hospitality sector, where only 39% of companies expect to grow. 
Construction and the public sector, which are highly dependent on 
regional growth, local spending and local taxes, also have less optimistic 
outlooks on short-term future growth.
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56%
GROW

41%
MAINTAIN

3%
DOWNSIZE

The majority of 
employers surveyed 
expect to grow their 
business over the next 
three years

Cape Fear Region 
growing by 12,000 
people per year

Employers surveyed 
find room for 
improvement in 
the regional talent 
pipeline ranking it a 
2.9 on average on a 
scale from 1 to 5.

9,600 - 17,500 total 
expected job growth 
in the next three years
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Mixed demand for on-the-job training, degrees, and technical 
education:
Community college programs and professional certificates are the 
most sought-after credential in hiring, followed closely by four-year 
degrees. Most employers anticipate providing their current employees 
on-the-job training, with continuing education at universities and 
community colleges as a somewhat distant second choice.  

Missing qualities and soft skills:
Across industries, employers report having the most difficulty hiring 
candidates who demonstrate responsibility and self-discipline, 
critical thinking and the ability to take initiative. When asked which 
industry-specific skills they value, employers across sectors ranked 
communication abilities at or near the top.

Improvement needed in opinion of talent pipeline:
Employers rated the quality of the local talent pipeline as 2.9 on 
average out of 5. While this evaluation is more positive than negative, 
it shows that most employers see room for improvement. Those in 
retail, healthcare and the public sector viewed the pipeline most 
positively, while the construction sector gave it the lowest quality 
rating.    

Sourcing talent from networks:
Most employers surveyed still rely on friends and networks to find new 
employees. This tendency could impede efforts to hire diverse talent. 
Connecting highly-skilled and diverse talent to jobs will require a new 
approach to recruiting in the future.

SURVEY KEY THEMES
(CONTINUED)
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Industry 
Findings

Professional & 
Technical Services 5

IT, Software, & 
Analytics 6

Restaurant, Lodging 
& Hospitality 
Services  7

Life Sciences & 
Bioscience  8

Public Sector, 
Education & 
Nonprofit 9

Construction & 
Skilled Trades 10

Healthcare & Social 
Assistance  11

Manufacturing 12

Energy, Utilities, & 
Cleantech 13

Logistics, 
Transportation, & 
Warehousing 14

Retail 15
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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41%
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Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES
We heard from 121 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

32 Administrative assistants 58 Effective communication appropriate to 
intended audience

24 Marketing professionals 54 Ability to work efficiently  

20 Computer and IT support professionals 46 Creation and maintenance of positive client 
relations 

19 Accountants and book keepers 39 Information gathering and analysis   

18 Financial professionals 37 Knowledge of relevant computer software

KEY TAKEAWAY

Professional and technical services is the broadest 
ranging and largest industry sector surveyed. 
Companies surveyed project hiring between 1,200 
and 2,600 new employees in the next three years. 
Companies are most often looking for four-year 
degrees and consistently rank software and IT 
professionals as the most difficult to hire.3%

DOWNSIZE
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?

899

17

#
 o

f R
es

po
ns

es

20

10

0
Responsibility 

and
Self-discipline

Critical 
Thinking

Verbal
Communication

Taking
Initiative

10

18
20

22

#
 o

f R
es

po
ns

es

30

0

20

10

4-year
Colleges

and
Universities

Apprenticeship
Programs

Community
College,

 Associates’
Degrees,

Certificates

Prof.
Certification

and
Training

73%
GROW

27%
MAINTAIN

Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

IT & SOFTWARE
We heard from 34 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

15 Computer, networking and IT support 
professionals 13 Effective communication appropriate to 

intended audience

15 Software developers, programmers and engineers 12 Information gathering and analysis

10 Technical sales representatives 11 Product development

9 Cyber security analysts 11 Remaining current on advancements in 
technology

8 Data analytics and statistics professionals 10 Creating and maintaining positive client relations  

KEY TAKEAWAY

Despite having a smaller presence in the region, 
IT services has one of the most optimistic views of 
growth, with nearly 73% of companies expecting to 
grow, adding as many as 2,275 jobs. These include 
software developers, networking and IT support 
professionals and technical sales representatives. 
IT companies note that apprenticeships and 
internships are a valuable way to expose students 
to their industry and value four-year degrees and 
professional certifications. 
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

RESTAURANTS & HOSPITALITY
We heard from 67 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

28 Food preparation staff 45 Commitment to customer service

27 Guest services staff 29 Application of appropriate food, health and safety 
practices  

24 Supervisor and managers (General Manager, HR 
Manager, Financial profes… 27 Effective communication and negotiation 

techniques

20 Wait/Banquet staff 8 Effective allocation of resources  

18 Housekeepers 8 Information gathering and analysis

KEY TAKEAWAY

The restaurant, hospitality and tourism industry has 
the least optimistic outlook on growth, likely related 
to the pandemic. Only 39% of companies expect 
to grow, while over 12% expect to downsize their 
workforce. Respondents expect to continue to hire 
food preparation, guest services, supervisors and 
managers in the future, but the pace of growth will 
be slow. 13%

DOWNSIZE



CAPE FEAR TALENT  8

Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

LIFE SCIENCES & BIOSCIENCE
We heard from 8 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

7 Chemists 3 Experience with specific laboratory techniques 
and ability to learn and…

7 Project managers 3 Project management skills

7 Research associates/scientists 2 Experimental design, analysis & data management

7 Clinical research associates 1 Calibration, validation, and maintenance of 
equipment and instruments 

7 Financial professionals 1 Clinical laboratory environment experience 
(CLIA/CAP/NYSDOH/QSR)

KEY TAKEAWAY

Too few survey respondents to provide a key 
takeaway from the data
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

PUBLIC SECTOR & EDUCATION
We heard from 76 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

33 Administrative, technical and support staff 36 Ability to organize, plan and set goals

24 Teachers/Faculty 23 Effective management and leadership skills  

21 Counselors, social workers, and related 21 Ability to implement plans and policies  

14 Facilities/Maintenance 19 Information gathering and analysis 

12 Marketing professionals 19 Resource management 

KEY TAKEAWAY

Respondents in public sector, education and 
nonprofit have a less optimistic outlook on growth: 
only 54% of respondents expected to grow their 
workforce in the next three years. Teachers and 
faculty are among the positions most difficult to fill, 
but respondents view the talent pipeline favorably, 
giving it a 3.1 out of 5.
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

CONSTRUCTION & SKILLED TRADES
We heard from 40 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

7 Electricians 18 Communication and visualization of 
proposed work

7 Finish carpenters 17 Efficient completion of tasks

7 HVAC installers and maintenance workers 15 Participate and contribute to a safe work 
environment

7 Supervisors and managers 11 Willingness to adapt to current technology 

7 Estimators 10 Selection and effective use of appropriate tools, 
machinery, equipment…

KEY TAKEAWAY

Construction and skilled trades projects slower 
growth in the next three years: only 49% of firms 
expect to grow their workforce. Construction firms 
value apprenticeships, professional certifications 
and community college programs. Construction 
supervisors, HVAC installers, finish carpenters 
and electricians continue to be in demand while 
plumbers are among the hardest positions to fill. 
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

HEALTHCARE & SOCIAL ASSISTANCE
We heard from 54 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

15 Health aides and assistants, including Home 
Health Aides and CNA’s 22 Effective communication and appropriate 

documentation when responding…

15 Nurses (incl. RN, LPN) 15 Analysis of information gathered from patient 
evaluation

12 Professional managers, administrators 14 Efficient response to patient/client health changes 

10 Case and care managers 13 Confidential patient/client information collection in 
compliance with…

9 Social workers 13 Effective allocation of resources

KEY TAKEAWAY

Healthcare and social assistance is the sector that 
projects the most growth: respondents expect to hire 
many as 5,600 new positions in the next three years, 
with the greatest demand for nurses, administrators, 
case managers, therapists and social workers. 
Nurses, including RN and LPN are also among the 
most difficult positions to fill. Health care firms have 
a positive evaluation of the talent pipeline and are 
looking for a mix of community college and four-
year degrees.

4%
DOWNSIZE
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

MANUFACTURING
We heard from 31 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

16 Front-line production workers 19 Effective communication to share the status of 
work and problems

10 Computer controlled machine programmers and 
operators 18 Effective use of resources, limiting waste, 

continuous improvement  

10 Maintenance and repair personnel 13 Participates and contributes to a safe work 
environment  

9 Supervisors and managers 10 Selection and effective use of tools, machinery, 
equipment and other r…

9 Machine operators (not computerized) 9 Quality Control Analysis

KEY TAKEAWAY

Manufacturing firms are optimistic about growth, 
with 61.3% of companies expecting to grow their 
workforce in the next three years, accounting 
for as many as 680 new jobs. Manufacturers 
value community college degrees, professional 
certifications and apprenticeships. Maintenance and 
repair personnel, front-line workers and computer-
controlled machine programmers are consistently 
among the hardest positions to fill.
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

ENERGY, UTILITIES, & CLEANTECH
We heard from 10 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

6 Maintenance technicians 3 Effective communication appropriate to
intended audience 

3 Customer service specialists 3 Information gathering and analysis

3 Field technicians 3 Knowledge of relevant computer software

2 Engineers 3 Project management skills 

2 Software developers and programmers 2 Assessment, negotiation and implementation of 
measures to comply with l…

KEY TAKEAWAY

Too few survey respondents to provide a key 
takeaway from the data
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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Which positions do you expect to have the 
most openings in the next 3 years?

What industry specific skills are the most 
important for hiring?

LOGISTICS & TRANSPORTATION
We heard from 14 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

8 Laborers and material movers 5 Allocation of resources to minimize gaps in 
operation

7 Transportation and drivers 5 Implementation and evaluation of risk 
management strategies  

6 Mechanics, machinists, and repair personnel 4 Communication of relevant information for 
decision making 

6 Supervisors and managers  3 Data synthesis to improve performance and 
increase reliability   

4 Data analytics and statistics professionals 3 Information gathering and analysis

KEY TAKEAWAY

Logistics, transportation and warehousing has 
a positive outlook on growth, with over 71% of 
respondents expecting to grow. Companies are 
looking for material movers, drivers, supervisors, 
managers and mechanics with a mix of professional 
certifications, community college degrees and 
apprenticeships. 
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Do you expect your workforce to grow  
in the next 3 years?

What qualities or soft skills are most difficult to 
find in the workforce?

What credentials or education experience are 
you seeking in your future workforce?
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Where do you most often source 
your talent?

In the next 3 years, which of the following 
workforce training programs do you plan to use?

RETAIL
We heard from 27 local businesses in this industry and this is what they said...

16 Friends and networks 21 On the job training

11 Internal employee references (e.g. ambassador 
programs) 11 Private vendor training

11 Social media (e.g. Linkedin, Twitter) 11 Trade association provided courses

7 Community colleges 8 Defined career progression

7 Online job portals (e.g. Indeed, Monster.com) 7 Continuing education through community 
colleges or universities

KEY TAKEAWAY

Retailers have a mixed outlook on growth, with 58% 
expecting to grow and 4% expecting to downsize 
their workforce, with a low number of new jobs (as 
many as 240). However, retailers have a positive 
evaluation of the talent pipeline (3.3 out of 5). 

4%
DOWNSIZE

* Predicted openings and industry-specific skills not available for this industry at the time of release
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Based on key themes described in the introduction and general consensus from the 
data, the following items were identified as the strongest takeaways from the survey:

SUMMARY

The effects of the pandemic 
are likely to produce an uneven 
recovery: while industries 
such as IT, healthcare, 
manufacturing and logistics 
expressed optimism about 
growth - businesses project 
slower growth in hospitality 
and tourism, retail and other 
services. 

The region’s workforce 
has a mix of strengths and 
challenges that are consistent 
with national trends 

 Friends and networks are 
most commonly used for 
sourcing talent, while many 
resources such as online tools 
are underutilized.

Businesses expect to 
grow 

Wide range of demand for 
skilled workers

Employers surveyed find 
room for improvement in the 
regional talent pipeline.

Stay Connected 
Visit our web page at capefearcollective.org/cape-fear-talent/ for 
updates and to stay connected.

The data in this report reflects 
survey results, completed from 
March to July 2020.

What’s Next?
The Cape Fear region is well-suited to proactively address the challenges highlighted 
in this report by leveraging enhanced employer engagement, world-class education 
resources, access to technical training and a community that is focused on growing a 
strong talent pipeline. 

The data presented in this report will be:

Communicated with education and training providers to build new and enhance existing programs;

Used to convene survey partners and others with a focus on implementing or scaling collaborative 
workforce solutions;

Help facilitate discussions among employers with shared workforce challenges; and

Shared with policy-makers in order to inform economic recovery in response to COVID-19.
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PARTNERS
African American Business Council (AABC), a 
council of the Wilmington Chamber of Commerce

Apiture

Bladen Community College

Bon’s Eye Marketing

Brunswick Business & Industry Development

Brunswick Community College

Burgaw Area Chamber of Commerce

Cape Fear Craft Beer Alliance

Cape Fear Community College

Cape Fear Workforce Development Board

Capital Area Workforce Development Board

Carolinas Association of General Contractors (AGC)

Carolinas Energy Workforce Consortium

Center for Innovation & Entrepreneurship (CIE) at 
UNCW

City of Raleigh

City of Wilmington

Columbus County Chamber of Commerce & 
Tourism

Copycat Print Shop

District C

Duke Energy

Eastern Carolina Workforce Development Board, Inc.

Genesis Block

Greater Topsail Area Chamber of Commerce

Greater Wilmington Business Journal

Latin American Business Council (LABC), a council of 
the Wilmington Chamber of Commerce

Live Oak Bank

Lower Cape Fear Human Resource Association

Lumber River Workforce Development Board

MedNorth

Monteith Construction

MyFutureNC

NC Chamber

nCino

Network for Entrepreneurs in Wilmington (NEW)

New Hanover County

New Hanover County Schools

New Hanover Regional Medical Center

North Brunswick Chamber of Commerce

North Carolina Business Committee for Education 
(NCBCE)

Pleasure Island Chamber of Commerce

Rotary Club of Wilmington West

RTI International

Southeastern Community College

Southport-Oak Island Area Chamber of Commerce

StepUp Wilmington

The Honor Foundation

Wake County Economic Development, a program of 
the Raleigh Chamber of Commerce

WECT

Wells Insurance

Wilmington and Beaches Convention and Visitors 
Bureau

Wilmington Business Development

Wilmington Chamber of Commerce

Wrightsville Beach Chamber of Commerce              

University of North Carolina Wilmington
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Web 
capefearcollective.org

Twitter 
@CapeFearCollect

Facebook
@CapeFearCollective

Email 
info@capefearcollective.org

Contact Us

Founded in 2019, the Cape Fear Collective (CFC) is a 
collective impact and data science nonprofit backbone 
organization based in Wilmington, North Carolina. 

Born out of the corporate sector, CFC’s mission is to scale big data, 
fundraising, social innovation and large-scale initiative management 
to a six-county region in Southeastern North Carolina. CFC employs 
data scientists, strategists, journalists and process improvement experts 
who partner with anchor institutions from across the region. Together, 
they create sustainable impact programs that address social progress 
across a variety of sectors including economic development, health and 
human services, climate change and housing.

One of CFC’s strategic priority areas is to drive data collaboration and 
ecosystem alignment. CFC seeks to provide insights to the social impact 
sector by creating an open source data platform measuring the social 
determinants of health, education and work. Cape Fear Talent is one 
piece of this data collection effort. The data presented here will be 
incorporated into this data platform.

For more information on CFC’s data analytics and current projects, 
please visit capefearcollective.org/insight. 

CAPE FEAR COLLECTIVE


