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The retirement of the baby boomer generation is 
causing a crisis in the available labor pool combined 

with a loss of knowledge and experience in the 
workforce. This has created many  challenges for a variety 
of industries in the United States. The Grow Ashland 

Economic Development office partners with numerous 
organizations in the Ashland, Ohio area to share ideas 

and resources for innovative ways to attract, retain, and 
train the workforce required to support local business.
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Providing 44+ years of design/build 
construction services for all your 
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Services 
  General Contracting 
  Construction Management 
  In-House Architectural Design  
  Site procurement & Development 
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  Reinforced Concrete Foundation & Wall Systems 
  Metal & Wood Framing Systems 
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  Crane Service 
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 Your Team. From Concept
To Completion.

“We realize that the workforce issues aren’t just 
an Ashland County challenge, they’re regional 
and national as well,” said Ashland County 

Commissioner and Grow Ashland Economic Development 
Board President Mike Welch. “We have conversations with 
business owners every day that express to us their concerns 
with the existing labor pool. We understand and know their 
frustrations, but don’t know what the answer should be,” com-
mented Commission President Denny Bittle. 

One such resource, the employer-led North Central Workforce 
Alliance (NCWA), works to educate teachers and students in the 
sixth, seventh, and eighth grades about the opportunities in 
manufacturing and other industries in the region. The NCWA 
is based at the Ashland County-West Holmes Career Center 
and has established programs such as “Girls with Goggles” and 

“Guys with Gloves” that encourage students to pursue careers in 
industries that need a larger labor pool. 

The “Girls with Goggles” event brings together approximate-
ly six hundred female students in the sixth grade to learn 
about male-dominated industries in a safe, fun environment. 
Robotics, manufacturing, construction, and automotive 

Written by Jen Hocken

“By encouraging and 
piquing the interest of 
students at a younger 

age, the county is hoping 
to see the workforce 

become better-rounded.”
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are some of the trades in which these 
students receive hands-on experience 
and explore opportunities. The “Guys 
with Gloves” program invites sixth-grade 

male students to delve further into the 
world of technical education and other tech-
nology-related careers. By encouraging and 
piquing the interest of students at a younger 
age, the county is hoping to see the workforce 

become better-rounded. 

The Transformation Network assists with staffing 
local businesses but is not considered a staffing 

agency. It works with the companies in Ashland to 
create training programs tailored to the operation of 

a specific company, ensuring that the employees are 
fully versed in the functions they will be performing on the 

floor. The organization also finds innovative methods to retain 
the employees. Some companies are too focused on attract-
ing new employees by offering special benefits that then lose 
current employees that feel underappreciated. 

A third organization that helps support local businesses is the 
Ashland County-West Holmes Career Center where Assistant 
Director Bill Mellick provides leadership training. Whether a 
company has challenges with recruiting, selection, retention, or 
culture, the initial problem lies with the leadership. “Nine times 
out of ten, it is not because of money, and it’s not because of 
benefits. Employees are leaving because of the leadership and 
the lack of management,” says  Mellick. 

Mellick meets with various companies to discuss the specific 
challenges and develops a tailored solution centered on lead-
ership training. The leadership issues are often created as a 
result of floor employees with long tenure getting promoted 
to positions for which they have not been properly trained. 

“Sacrificing time to train leaders how to actually be leaders is, 
very often, not in the budget of time or money. Yet for those 
organizations that spend that time and money, they have less 
of the issues and are looking three years out instead of being 
two years behind,” says Mellick. 

“We support the efforts of the NCWA, Transformation Network, 
and the Ashland County-West Holmes Career Center as they 
work to come up with opportunities for area manufacturers 
and businesses. It’s not an easy task, but we know these folks 
will be the ones to come up with answers,” said Commissioner 
Jim Justice. 

Ashland is collaborating with these three great organiza-
tions to improve workforce development in the county. Local 
businesses can use the service that applies best to them or 

utilize a combination of all three, as these organizations can 
assist any industry in the area. “We don’t believe that there is 
a ‘solution’ to the workforce problem, but we have come up 
with several options that can assist in being the answer for our 
local employers,” stated Kathy Goon, Executive Director for 
Grow Ashland Economic Development and the Mohican Area 
Growth Foundation.

Ashland County is working regionally with Richland County 
and Crawford County on a wage and benefit survey of the 
manufacturing companies in the region. The survey will collect 
data about manufacturing benefits, the average pay, and the 
skill level of employees, which will allow the economic devel-
opment offices to inform potential new businesses about the 
state of the county’s workforce. 

Grow Ashland Economic Development believes that there are 
untapped possible employees who could support its work-
force numbers. While other organizations tend to focus on 
the obvious groups who tend to be unemployable or are the 
largest group to employ, Grow Ashland has identified at least 
four unique sectors of the population, in the community, as 
potential employees. 
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In the last year, Ashland County has supported significant new 
business development and the expansion of existing busi-
nesses. It encountered its largest project to date: a $20,740,000 
COMTEX (Central Ohio Medical Textiles) commercial laundry 
facility, which will initially employ 75 people, to be increased 
to upwards of 100 in the next five to ten years. The new devel-
opment will be a great asset to the community. One or two of 
the unique sectors of the Ashland population may find gainful 
employment in the culture created by COMTEX. Ashland was 
successful in bringing the company to town based on similar 
core values and principles seen in the community.   

Capital investment in Ashland County is on the rise. It has 
increased from $566,000 in 2013 to over $80,000,000 in 2018. As 
Ashland County continues to develop, 2019 is posed for its best 
year yet for growth. 

“As we focus on making the City of Ashland one of the most 
livable cities in the nation,” said Mayor Matt Miller, “we realize 
that in order for that to happen, we need to attract more 
people to our community.” 

“Capital investment in Ashland County is on the rise.”

“It’s our location; it’s our offerings, and it’s our work with entre-
preneurs,” says Goon. “Our downtown has a big revitalization 
going on; our office spearheaded what they call a ‘Revitalization 
District’ and a ‘Community Entertainment District’ in two different 
sections of the City of Ashland.” These new districts led to fifteen 
additional liquor licenses for restaurants in each section. The con-
dition is that 75 percent of the profits have to be from food, and 
only 25 percent of the profits derived from alcohol.

Grow Ashland also created a ‘Revitalization District’ in the Village 
of Loudonville in order to spur growth in the southern portion 
of the county. “When we were approached by economic devel-
opment to create a district in our downtown, we jumped at the 
chance. Our village has been out of liquor licenses for quite some 
time. Now we have another tool for us to be able to attract new 
restaurants to the area,” stated Mayor Steve Stricklen. 

Grow Ashland works with innovative organizations that serve 
the county to provide a unified, powerful team that can find 
solutions for the local educational and workforce develop-
ment needs. “We align ourselves with county partners to help 
bring forth the programs that will help the community and 
will help with economic development, which is our ultimate 
goal,” says Goon. 
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