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The years ahead are uncertain. We are confronting deep economic transformations that 

challenge us to think and act in new ways. Can we re-imagine the roles of education, 

economic development and workforce development in promoting prosperity? Can we build 

flexibility and resilience into what we do? Developing open innovation networks provides 

the promising path. 

First, Some History

All of us grew up in the economy in which large corporations pursued prosperity in 

relatively stable markets.  Their success gave rise to steady employment with well-paying 

jobs. We see the evidence of the success all around us, in our cities, our colleges and 

universities, our libraries and cultural institutions. 

Beginning about 30 years ago, this stability began to erode.  First came the pressure of 

foreign competition, as global markets started to integrate. In many industries -- 

automobiles, steel, textiles to name a few -- foreign competition led to major dislocations 

as factories shut down.

At the same time, the rise of personal computing and highly efÞcient communications 

technologies began to shift our perceptions.  We started to experience an emerging  

"knowledge economy" with "knowledge workers", as personal computers took over our 

desktops.

Rapid advances in computing and communications technology also led to the early 

formation of networks. In the 1980s, companies began to connect electronically with their 

suppliers.  Within a decade, companies started developing stronger relationships with their 

customers, as well. 

Then, in the mid-1990s, an event took place that nobody predicted: the Internet exploded.  

As our Þrst interactive mass medium, the Internet represents the most powerful tool of 

collaboration in human history. Now we have multi-billion dollar companies, such as 

Google, Facebook or eBay, that are entirely based on the Internet.

All of these changes have triggered a profound transformation in the way our economy 

operates. Large vertical organizations are falling prey to organizations that are more open, 
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collaborative, and networked.  Command-and-control management styles are giving way 

to fast-paced strategies that Òlink, leverage and alignÓ. In an economy where wealth 

emerges from knowledge and networks, the speed of learning matters. Companies that 

learn faster are more competitive. 

The Network Economy Arrives

Based on these dynamic realities, it is not surprising that the skills companies demand are 

shifting. Nearly twenty years ago, companies began demanding skills more relevant to an 

economy driven by knowledge. They began searching for talented people who could not 

only read and write, but also had basic math and computing skills. They also began 

demanding people who could communicate effectively, work in teams, structure 

ambiguous problems, and thrive in an increasingly diverse workforce. All of these demands 

for higher skills derive from an increasingly intense knowledge economy in which networks 

and collaboration drive competition. How a business responds to these pressures 

determines whether it thrives or sinks. 

Companies are on the leading edge of these deep transformations, and the pace is 

accelerating. Business strategies deÞne new markets, and still more market opportunities 

arise from these strategies.  Apple invents the iPhone and then opens the iPhone to new 

software developers, who, in turn, make the iPhone more popular.  The virtuous cycle 

accelerates. Google invents Google Maps and creates a host of new applications for 

geographic information systems. Networks proliferate and create the opportunity for even 

more networks to form. 

The implications of these transformations are profound. For companies, these  changes 

mean that markets are not simple, stable sandboxes anymore. They are now more like 

continuously shifting holograms, as companies project their strategies toward target 

customers. Competition has morphed from a simple game of checkers to a sophisticated 

chess game.  Businesses that fail to recognize these deep shifts inevitably feel the 

pressure from more agile competitors. The slow footed fade away. 

For individuals, these shifts are equally profound. Job security no longer springs from a 

contract. No one can project occupations reliably more than a few years ahead. Figuring 
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out ÒWhatÕs next?Ó is tricky. It turns out that the only job security comes from keeping your 

skills updated and sharp. 

The Challenges We!re Facing

Our challenge will be to redesign old structures to meet new realities. We need to 

strengthen horizontal patterns, to build collaboration into the way we work.  The reason is 

simple.  Old vertical command-and-control habits don't work well. They are too slow.  

They reinforce isolation. In the world of fast moving networks, isolation weakens us. Slow 

witted isolation spells irrelevance. 

We face even more challenges. As our world becomes increasingly complex and 

interconnected, straight-line, cause-and-effect thinking loses its value. Our education and 

workforce development challenges and opportunities are embedded in complex human 

and natural systems.  These systems are too interconnected for any one organization, any 

one political jurisdiction, any one level of government to confront, understand, or guide 

alone. 

No matter where you stand, there are a lot more smart people outside your organization 

than inside.  When we consider the talent challenges facing us, our children and our 

grandchildren, not even the federal government has the power, resources or insights to act 

alone anymore. 

Take the case of high school dropouts.  Nationwide, about 30% of the ninth graders 

entering school next fall will not graduate.  Dramatically reducing this failure rate will require 

innovative thinking and disciplined action among a wide range of organizations at the local, 

state and federal levels.  The scope of this challenge falls beyond the boundaries of any 

one organization or level of government.

Reducing dropouts is only one of dozens of new challenges we are facing as we move our 

economy into a world in which prosperity emerges from knowledge and networks. To 

maintain and grow our standard of living, we need newly skilled workers...and fast. 

In order to meet these challenges, we will need to devise entirely new solutions to our 

talent challenges.  No single organization or level of government can meet these 

challenges alone. Innovation demands that we cross organizational and political 

boundaries. We have no other alternative. 
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Our Future: Building Innovating Networks

To understand the power of our linking assets, follow a small thought experiment. Consider 

a group of three people: you and two of your friends. The combination of your attributes -- 

your skills, your experiences, your intelligences -- is unique on the planet. No group has 

quite the same mix. How can you combine your assets to create something new? Only 

your friends and you can answer that question, of course. And youÕll need some deep, 

engaging conversation to do it. 

Now add another 

dimension: your 

networks. Each one of 

you has a group of 

trusted people in your 

networks. One of your 

friends might have a 

small network, ten 

people or so. Another 

might have a network 

that is considerably 

larger, Þfty people or 

more.  In any case, 

these networks are 

also assets on which you can call for an important purpose. Now, we are not talking just 

about three unique individuals. We are all of the sudden engaging a network twenty to 

thirty times as large. 

Once we start focusing on our assets and how we can combine them in new and different 

ways, we inevitably come up with a lot of different ideas about how we could collaborate. 

We have all been in brainstorming sessions in which we have covered the wall with new 

ideas. Then reality hits. None of us has the time to pursue all of these ideas.  We need to 

decide.  We need to choose one two or three things that we can do together. 

One of the clearest lessons of WIRED (Workforce Innovation in Regional Economic 

Development) is this: We need to devise new ways to think and act together. In region after 
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region, the central challenge involves moving people out of old patterns of thought and 

behavior. We need new ways of thinking together across organizational and political 

boundaries. 

The irony is, of course, that these boundaries are, for the most part, no longer boundaries 

at all. In a world of global competition and the Internet, traditional boundaries -- boundaries 

often drawn decades ago -- simply limit our thinking of what is possible. When you think 

about it, submitting our thinking to these boundaries doesnÕt make much sense. ItÕs a little 

like driving your car by looking in the rear view mirror. 

In crossing our traditional organizational and political boundaries, we face some very 

practical problems, though. As a Þrst matter, we often do not have a habit of coming 

together on a regular basis to explore the big opportunities of transformation. A trusted 

convener may be hard to Þnd. Or, simply locating a place where people feel comfortable 

poses problems.  More typically, though, we often do not know how to act. We do not 

behave toward each other in ways that build trust and mutual respect. In a word, we have 

lost our civility. 

In an economy based on networks, the soft stuff -- how we behave toward one another -- 

is the hard stuff. The reason is simple: Within networks, trust is a strategic asset.  As trust 

increases among a group of people, networks form more quickly and operate more 

effectively. We have all had the experience on how a group of people, once they establish 

a pattern of stable relationships becomes a reliable network. Here is a simple example we 

all know: Each fall, parents form networks -- school driving pools -- to get their kids to 

school. 

How Innovating Networks Form

Networks develop through three important stages. At an early stage, people come 

together with a shared interest. So, for example, a group of high school science teachers 

might join a science web site that posts lesson plans. Members come to the site for their 

own purposes: To see what others are doing and to pick up some pointers on how to 

teach science to hormone-charged adolescents. At this early stage, members are drawn 

by a their shared interests. There's little interaction among them, and trust levels are 

relatively low for a simple reason. Most people do not know each other.
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As members get to know each other, they begin to share more. They help each other Þnd 

things; they point out useful resources; they may even introduce their friends and 

colleagues; yet, they do not work on projects together. In our example, at this stage one 

science teacher might offer suggestions to another on good classroom texts.

As trust continues to evolve, members become more intensely interested in working 

together. They recognize that they share goals together. They start brainstorming on how 

they could connect their assets together to create something entirely new. Again, in our 

example, a few side teachers might discover a shared passion for aeronautics. They agree 

to partner on submitting a grant request to NASA to connect their classrooms directly to 

the orbiting space lab.
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When members of a community reach this deeper level of trust, innovation can take off. 

We are beginning to see these type of networks form in our WIRED regions. People are 

reaching across organizational and political boundaries. With these networks, they are 

coming up with entirely new initiatives to integrate education, workforce development and 

economic development. 

Some simple guidelines focus the collaborations in an Innovating Network: 

1. Work in ways that build trust and mutual respect. 

2. Create value by focusing on solutions.

3. Share tools and ideas. 

4. Link, leverage and align existing initiatives.

5. Design new solutions to Þll gaps.

Leveraging the Internet to Building Innovating Regions

The collaborative tools of Web 2.0 -- blogs, wikis, RSS feeds, and others -- energizes 

strategic doing. These tools enable us to collaborate remotely. Web 2.0 unleashes the true 

power of the Internet -- its interactivity. Web 2.0 tools make the two way ßow of 

information easy. We can now communicate Òone-to-oneÓ, Òone-to-manyÓ and Òmany-to-

oneÓ. We can embed or stream video and audio Þles, so that people can be Òin the roomÓ. 

We can share Þles and co-author documents. All this power is now in the hands of 

everyone. These tools are now simple enough for anyone who can type. 

We are seeing four types of networks forming to integrate education, workforce 

development and economic development. They differ along two important dimensions:

¥ Their geographic scope: Some networks are focused regionally; some are focused 

nationally.

¥ Their subject matter focus: Some are focused on broader issues of integrating 

education, economic development and workforce development; some are focused on 

narrower strategies of strengthening talent strategies within speciÞc clusters.  
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The networks that are transforming our education, economic development, and workforce 

development systems are rapidly evolving, but here is a snapshot of how they look today. 

1. Workforce3One, funded by the Department of Labor, is the leading collection of 

materials on workforce transformation. Membership is free. You can Þnd archived webinars 

and an download an expanding library of curricula and other materials. Through its 

contracting process, DOL has been . By joining Workforce3One, you will 

2. Innovating Networks operates as a collective to build new collaborations across 

education, workforce development and education development. Membership is free. By 

joining Innovating Networks, you will participate in an expanding national conversation 

about promoting innovation. Equally important, you will Þnd other resources and people 

who can help you do your job more 

3. WIRED Nation provides the 39 WIRED regions with a place to share news and insights 

on what is taking place in their regions. Joining WIRED nation is open to anyone, and 
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membership is free. 

WIRED Nation includes 

key documents and 

background that frame 

the WIRED initiative.  

4. National networks, 

such as Bioscience 

Regions and TDL Regions 

(transportation, 

distribution and logistics 

provide connections for 

educators, workforce 

development 

professionals and 

economic development 

professionals in more 

focused communities. 

These networks are also 

free to join. 

5. Regional Innovation 

Grant recipients reßect 

regions that have received 

Regional Innovation 

Grants from the 

Department of Labor. 

These grants represent 

planning grants set the 

stage more aggressive 

integration of education, workforce development and economic development within a 

region. 

6. Regional Transformation Teams represent 55 teams of local and state workforce 

professionals working to create better alignment within their workforce systems from the 
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One Stop center through the workforce board and state workforce development 

professionals. These teams participated in one of three transformational forums held in 

Seattle, Chicago and Baltimore. 

Your Next Steps: It!s Time to Join a Network

The pathways ahead are just that: pathways. There are no lighted highways to our 

grandchildrenÕs economy. We will need to explore, to experiment, to learn what works. We 

will stumble and make mistakes, and, with the right attitudes, we will gain valuable insights. 

We also know that our learning will take place only if we are willing to lean into the sharp 

points of our current situation. We must see the world as it is, not as we wish it to be. As 

difÞcult as this step is for most of us, we should strive to share our shortcomings openly, if 

for no other reason than everyone has them. Accepting that sometimes we just fall short -- 

admitting that at times we just do not know -- is not a sign of weakness. It is both a 

measure of our strength and an open door to learning. 

You can open the door to learning by joining a network. Here are some places to start: 

1. Start by joining Workforce3One. The site is the gathering point for Òall things diitalÓ 

produced by the Department of Labor and its contractors. Webinars represent one 

exciting feature of the site. By adding you name to the e-mail list, you will keep 

informed of upcoming webinars. While you are at it, spend a little time looking over the 

archive of past webinars. You can quickly download them. 

2. Join Innovating Regions. This loosely structured network is a Òwatering holeÓ for 

professionals in education, economic development and workforce development to 

share their insights about guiding innovating networks. We are all interested in 

designing transformative solutions that will dramatically increase 21st century skills, 

entrepreneurship support and innovation in every region of the country. 

3. Join WIRED Nation to get a window on WIRED. The WIRED initiative has some 

extraordinary lessons to learn and some powerful stories to tell. Increasingly, local, 

regional, and federal resources are aligning around transformative initiatives. The 

WIRED regions are generating ideas that you can replicate in your own region. But you 

cannot Þnd these lessons unless you join a network. 
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4. Join an innovating network that Þts your strategy. Across the country, regions are 

coming together around areas of common opportunity, like the biosciences, logistics or 

energy. In the months ahead, more of these networks will begin to form.
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5. Add interactivity to your web site, so that you begin to build your web site into a 

network hub. One of the best ways to start is by increasing the connectivity and 

interactivity of your web site. Regions and  WIBs are just starting to move in this 

direction. In the years ahead, leveraging the Internet to build communities, deliver 

information, guide employers, and assist individuals is clearly the way to deal with 

limited budgets.

6. Use your WIB as a hub to build new networks in your region. WIBs can become 

trusted conveners in their region. They can locate and Þll gaps. They can partner with 

existing organizations and Òlink and leverageÓ assets. 

Questions and Answers About Innovating Networks

What does it mean to join a network?

It means simply providing a user name and password. As a member of a network, you are 

now connected to other people who can help you. 

What are the benefits of joining a network?

You will Þnd other people who can guide you. You will keep up with the latest ßow of 

information. YouÕll Þnd people to help you learn new ways to use the Internet. YouÕll get 

fast access to webinars from the Department of Labor. Overall, youÕll be strengthening 

your own professional network, and as you do youÕll learn faster, keep your skills more up 

to date, and have more fun. 

I’m already swamped, doesn’t his just add to my daily burden? 

No, not really. Actually by joining these networks you will be gaining on the ßow. Part of the 

problem we all have is Þguring out what is important each day. Checking in with your 

networks helps you keep focused on whatÕs important. Equally important, the Internet 

provides us all with opportunities to be more productive. But you will not learn these new 

tools unless you engage with people who can teach you about these new opportunities. 

(So, for example, why not provide audio recordings of meetings on your web site? Why not 

video good case studies to show at risk youth how many different options they may have? 

These are just a couple of ideas. There are hundreds more.)
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How are Workforce3One and the Innovating Network different?

Workforce3One contains all things digital from the Department of Labor. The content 

included on Workforce3One has been carefully evaluated by the Department and it is the 

Ògold standardÓ  of workforce development materials. Innovating Networks is a network 

that relies on content generated by its members. If you have an interesting idea, template 

or article that you want to share, you can post it to Innovating Networks. 

In addition, Innovating Networks is actively engaging a broader network of members in 

education and economic development. The content will span these Þeld, as well. 

How do I join a network?

You just provide your e-mail and set up a password. 

Does it cost anything for me to join a network? 

No. 

Can I read materials without being a member? 

Yes. These sites are public. Anyone can read them. But simply reading these sites misses 

the point. We need people to contribute. There are no experts any more. We are all in the 

same boat, and we are all heading into uncharted territory. We need to work together to 

address the challenge of Þnding the pathways to our grandchildrenÕs economy. We need to 

rethink the solutions invented decades ago. 

What’s expected of me in joining a network?

Technically, nothing. But to amplify the previous answer, just sitting back is not the point. 

WeÕd like you to share your knowledge, insight, experience, suggestions and contacts. We 

are all a valuable part of the solutions we seek.  

Can you notify me of new content added to the networks? 

Yes. This is actually very easy. You can get e-mail notiÞcations of new materials. That way, 

you do not have to remember to look. Just open you e-mails. 
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Who owns Innovating Networks? 

Innovating Networks is a collaborative among a group of public, private and nonproÞt 

organizations all interested in promoting new solutions is education, workforce 

development and economic development. The founders include the Institute for Open 

Economic Networks (I-Open) and Near-Time.  

About I-Open

The Institute for Open Economic Networks (I-Open) develops and deploys new models of 

economic development based on open networks and the principles of open source 

software development. These models accelerate innovation in cities, rural counties and 

regions by strengthening collaborations among individuals representing diverse interests in 

business, education, economic development, workforce development, politics and 

philanthropy. I-OpenÕs approach revolves around Òstrategic doingÓ a new model of 

developing an implementing strategy within open networks. 

About Near-Time

Near-Time brings collaboration, content and knowledge management together. Near-Time 

integrates weblogs and Wikis with Web technologies to enable groups to work together 

more effectively in a secure, hosted platform. Near-Time users can share information, Þles 

and create group calendars. Near-Time is in use in over 40 nations by hundreds of 

businesses, academic institutions, government agencies and non-proÞt organizations to 

maximize internal and external collaboration.
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