OCTAVE

Orange County Tourism Associates Virtual Exchange

JOBS FIRST TOURISM
STEERING COMMITTEE

Patrick Brien
Jesse Ben-Ron

Jon Benson

Shant Boodanian
Anthony Brenneman
James Canfield
Brian Chuan

Nancy Cook

Danny Fierro

Eric Freed

Wendy Haase-Roberts
Matt Hicks

Ellen Kim

Marco Lucero

Tom Morton

Sergio M. Ramirez
Kyle Simpson
Shaheen Sadeghi

Zoot Velasco

Low-Income

secondary training or college preparation. ZIP codes such
as 92701 and 92703 (Santa Ana), 92805, 92801, and 92802
(Anaheim), and 92843 and 92844 (Garden Grove) have
some of the county’s lowest median household incomes,
making residents there more likely to encounter financial
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disadvantaged households often lack resources for post-
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Serving O

By Zogt ¥el

Orange County is often associated with affluence, high-tech industries,
and a robust service economy. Yet beneath the county’s prosperity
exists a significant population of young people facing systemic barriers
to success. These youth, often from low-income neighborhoods,
experiencing trauma, or navigating complex social systems, represent a
workforce segment with high potential but unmet needs. Effective
support strategies require understanding who they are, where they live,
and the challenges they face.

High-need youth entering the workforce in Orange County typically fall
into overlapping categories: < q'w .

Youth  from economically

barriers to career-readiness programs.
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2. First-Generation College Students: Students whose parents have not completed a four-year college
degree face unique challenges navigating applications, financial aid, and career pathways,
requiring guidance and mentorship.

3. System-Impacted Youth: Youth with involvement in foster care, juvenile justice, or child protective
services often experience disrupted education, trauma, and limited adult support, putting them at
risk for unemployment or underemployment without targeted interventions.

4. Survivors of Abuse and Trauma: Youth who have experienced physical, emotional, or sexual abuse,
neglect, or exposure to domestic violence require trauma-informed support to stabilize and pursue
vocational opportunities.

5. Housing-Insecure and Homeless Youth: Students without stable housing struggle to maintain
consistent education and job training participation, highlighting the importance of wraparound
services.

6. Undocumented and DACA-Eligible Youth: Youth lacking legal permanent residency often face
financial and systemic barriers, including restricted access to federal aid and certain employment
opportunities.

7. Youth with Disabilities: Cognitive, emotional, or physical disabilities can impede access to
conventional career pathways, necessitating accommodations and inclusive programs.

8. English Language Learners: Students who are still developing English proficiency may require
tailored support in vocational training, workplace readiness, and language-intensive careers.

9. Racially and Ethnically Minoritized Youth: Black, Latino, Indigenous, and other minoritized youth
often encounter structural inequities in education and employment opportunities, requiring
culturally responsive interventions.

Additional factors that exacerbate workforce entry challenges
include caregiving responsibilities, mental health needs, limited
access to high-quality secondary education, and geographic
barriers to training sites.

High-need ZIP codes and community colleges are prime areas
for community outreach, job-readiness programs, mentorship,
and trauma-informed career services. Serving Orange County’s

highest-need youth requires a multi-faceted approach:

e Financial Support: Scholarships, stipends, and subsidized training reduce barriers for low-income
and first-generation students.



e Mentorship and Guidance: Programs that pair youth with career mentors help navigate education-
to-workforce transitions.

e Trauma-Informed Services: Counseling, mental health support, and stability-focused programs
assist youth impacted by abuse, neglect, or system involvement.

e Inclusive Training: Accommodations for disabilities, language support, and culturally responsive
practices ensure equity in career preparation.

e Wraparound Services: Housing support, transportation, childcare, and food security initiatives
increase program retention and success rates.

Orange County’s highest-need youth are not defined by a single characteristic but by overlapping barriers
that reduce access to education, training, and employment. By targeting programs based on economic
geography, system involvement, and personal circumstances, the county can unlock the potential of youth
from historically underserved communities. Investments in mentorship, training, and support services not
only benefit individual youth but also strengthen the county’s workforce, economy, and social equity.

Community colleges, universities, and community-based organizations are answering the call and offering
support to high-need students as they prepare for postsecondary education and entry into the workforce.
At the community college level, Promise Programs, such as the North Orange Promise at Fullerton and
Cypress Colleges, offer tuition-free college for first-time students along with counseling, mentoring,
priority registration, and additional supports that reduce financial barriers and improve college persistence
and career readiness (e.g., financial aid navigation) for underserved populations. Many colleges also
provide English as a Second Language (ESL) and basic skills instruction to support adult learners and
English learners in building foundational skills critical to workforce preparation. Programs tailored to
system-impacted youth include the Rising Scholars initiative available to all California community
colleges, which helps formerly incarcerated and justice-involved students achieve academic success
through mentoring, educational planning, and community support. On four-year campuses such as
California State University, Fullerton (CSUF), the Guardian Scholars Program provides holistic support to
current and former foster youth, and Project Rebound provides support to formerly incarcerated students.
Each offers academic resources, community building, and professional development, improving pathways
to degree completion and career entry. At the University of California, Irvine (UCI), programs like FYRE
(Foster Youth Resilience in Education) and Gateway Scholars offer academic advising, mentoring, career
workshops, and community connections to foster academic success and employment readiness among
foster youth and first-generation or historically underserved students.

Beyond higher education institutions, community-based
organizations provide workforce preparation and wraparound
supports. UpSkill OC (a United Way program) offers career
services, job training, and employer connections to help move
job seekers, including underemployed and unemployed youth,
into stable, higher-wage employment sectors. Project Youth
OC’s PROJECT SELF places high school seniors in paid summer
internships, provides career exploration and professional
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development, and connects youth to post-secondary training opportunities. Organizations like Orange
County United Way’s United for Student Success initiative support mentorship, internships, and
workplace-readiness workshops for students from low-income families and underserved communities.
Similarly, mentorship networks such as Big Brothers Big Sisters of Orange County and OC Scholars
Foundation offer sustained mentoring, leadership development, and academic coaching that contribute
to career goals. Other local youth workforce pathways include the Orange County Conservation Corps and
Hope Builders programs, which provide work-based training and employment skills for at-risk young
adults. This is just the tip of the proverbial iceberg for the OC community program.

Together, this ecosystem of programs addresses financial,
academic, social, and career-related barriers for at-risk youth
by combining tuition support, mentoring, workforce skill
development, and holistic services that improve the likelihood [
of successful transition into college and the job market. Yet,
even with OC’s robust network, structural barriers continue to
limit long-term outcomes for high-need youth entering the

workforce:

e Even when tuition is covered, many youth struggle with rent, food insecurity, childcare
responsibilities, a lack of family support, and unreliable transit to job centers spread across the
county. The region’s high cost of living, transportation challenges, and lack of affordable housing
create instability that workforce programs alone cannot offset.

e Services remain fragmented across systems, with limited data sharing and long-term coordination
from high school through stable employment.

e Mental health needs and unresolved trauma among foster youth, justice-involved youth, and abuse
survivors further affect persistence in both education and employment, while campus counseling
systems at institutions such as CSUF and UCI often operate at capacity.

e Inconsistent employer engagement with limited paid internship and apprenticeship pipelines,
immigration-related work restrictions forundocumented youth, and insufficient long-term outcome
tracking across programs also limit opportunities.

e Many initiatives operate successfully but at a scale far smaller than the number of youth
experiencing concentrated need.

Ultimately, the challenge is not a lack of programs but a lack of system alignment, sustained funding,
affordable housing and transportation solutions, and coordinated employer partnerships. Addressing
these structural gaps will require a countywide workforce ecosystem strategy that integrates education,
housing, transportation, mental health services, and industry demand into a unified approach to move
youth from instability to long-term economic mobility. Can we help build that countywide system of
supportto fillin the gaps?
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Can the Restaurant Industry Be a Model for
Onboarding Staff with Soft Skills?

By Zoot Velasco

A lack of soft skills has become a common complaint

among respondents in our needs assessment. Kyle
Simpson, Chapter President of the Orange County
Chapter of the California Restaurant Association, had
a different take on the subject than the others we
interviewed. While many older employers across
industries complain that younger generations have
lost soft skills and the ability to manage in-person
| relationships due to excessive time spent on digital

: : devices, Kyle says that, in the restaurant industry, soft
& NS % skills are not an issue. Starting with fast food and

progressing to fine dining, young employees develop the skills required.

The restaurantindustry is often characterized by high turnover, fast-paced environments, and relatively low
barriers to entry. These challenges are also opportunities for a diverse workforce to develop skills not
taught in schools. Restaurants have quietly developed one of the most effective and scalable onboarding
systems in the modern economy. Research suggests that the restaurant industry’s approach to
onboarding, particularly its emphasis on soft skills, customer service, and relationship management,
offers valuable lessons for other sectors struggling with employee engagement, skill development, and
retention.

One of the defining features of restaurant onboarding is experiential learning. New hires are typically
placed into real operational contexts almost immediately, supported by shadowing, peer coaching, and
task rotation. Educational research on experiential learning, most notably by David Kolb, demonstrates
that skills are retained more effectively when learners cycle through the stages of action, reflection,
conceptualization, and application. Restaurants naturally follow this model: employees observe
experienced staff, practice skills in live situations, receive immediate feedback, and adjust behaviorin real
time.

Hospitality management studies consistently find that this hands-on approach accelerates the
development of competence. A Cornell University School of Hotel Administration study found that
structured on-the-floor training improves both performance speed and service quality more effectively
than classroom-only instruction. This contrasts with many corporate onboarding programs, which rely
heavily on passive training modules detached from daily work realities.

Unlike many industries that treat soft skills as secondary or assumed, restaurants explicitly train them as
core job requirements. Communication, emotional regulation, teamwork, adaptability, and conflict
resolution are embedded in daily operations. Servers learn to read body language, manage complex
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interactions, coordinate under pressure, and collaborate across roles—all skills identified by the World
Economic Forum and the National Association of Colleges and Employers as critical for long-term career
success.

Research in service management shows that these
competencies are best developed through repeated
interpersonal exposure rather than abstract instruction. The
restaurant environment provides exactly this: frequent,
diverse, and emotionally charged interactions with customers
and coworkers. A study published in the International Journal
of Hospitality Management found that hospitality workers
demonstrate greater growth in emotional intelligence over

time than peers in less customer-facing roles, mainly due to
continuous relational practice.

Restaurants do not simply teach employees to “serve food”; they teach relationship management.
Employees are trained to personalize service, anticipate needs, recover from service failures, and maintain
composure under stress. Harvard Business School research on service recovery demonstrates that
effective handling of customer complaints can increase loyalty beyond pre-problem levels, a principle that
restaurants operationalize daily through manager interventions, comps, and frontline empowerment.

Importantly, restaurant staff are often given autonomy to make real-time decisions that affect customer
satisfaction. This trust-based onboarding model builds confidence and accountability early, reinforcing a
sense of ownership that many traditional onboarding systems delay for months or years.

Another strength of restaurant onboarding is rapid social integration. New employees are quickly
embedded into team norms, shared rituals, and workplace culture. Sociological research on
organizational socialization shows that early peer bonding and informal mentorship significantly increase
engagement and reduce early attrition. Restaurants achieve this through pre-shift meetings, side-by-side
workstations, and immediate inclusion in team problem-solving.

In contrast, many corporate environments isolate new hires through prolonged training periods, limiting
social learning opportunities. Restaurant onboarding treats culture as something learned through
participation rather than orientation slides.

From a workforce development perspective, the restaurant industry also demonstrates how effective
onboarding can be delivered at scale and across diverse populations. Research from the Economic Policy
Institute and the National Restaurant Association indicates that restaurants employ disproportionately
high humbers of young workers, immigrants, and first-time entrants to the labor force. Despite this,
restaurants consistently produce transferable skills applicable to sales, healthcare, education, and
management roles. This suggests that restaurant onboarding functions as an informal but powerful
workforce training system—one that promotes upward mobility through skills rather than credentials
alone.



While the restaurant model offers valuable insights, itis not without limitations. High turnover, inconsistent
training quality, and burnout remain challenges. However, these issues often stem from external pressures,
such as wages and scheduling, rather than from the onboarding philosophy itself. When restaurants invest
intentionally in training structures such as clear progression paths, mentorship roles, and feedback loops,
outcomes improve measurably, as shown in multi-unit chain studies by Deloitte and McKinsey.

Other industries can adapt this model by emphasizing i / /
experiential learning, early responsibility, continuous -
feedback, and explicit development of soft skills, even in non-
customer-facing roles.

The restaurant industry demonstrates that effective
onboarding does not require long training manuals or
complex systems. Instead, it relies on immersive learning,
social integration, and real-time skill application. Research

across education, organizational psychology, and hospitality

management supports the idea that restaurants are not merely service workplaces but sophisticated
training environments. As industries grapple with skills gaps, disengagement, and retention challenges,
the restaurant industry offers a proven, human-centered model for onboarding staff—one built on
relationships, adaptability, and learning-by-doing. If you doubt any of what is written here, spend a few
hours watching employees at In-N-Out Burger expertly handle customers and production, a longtime
model for great service-industry training.

How could some of these onboarding design elements used by restaurants be transferred to the broader
tourism industry?
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In our next edition, we will celebrate Earth Day with a dedicated newsletter
to Green initiatives in OC Tourism!

| would like to subscribe!

rv—— UPCOMING JOB FAIRS

e 2026 OC Job Fair @ Santa Ana College

© Santa Ana College

(1] April 23, 2026 — Free & open to all; employer list TBD closer to date.
e Orange County Job Fair & Career Fair

© Courtyard Marriott Santa Ana

[i] April 9, 2026 (per organizer schedule)
e Orange County Virtual Job Fair-Apr 16, 2026

< May 2026
e Orange County Virtual Job Fair - May 21, 2026

¥ June 2026

e Orange County Virtual Job Fair —Jun 25, 2026
NOTE: Additional Job Fairs are available to registered students at all local Colleges and Universities. Check with
your College Counselors.

ALSO...
e Orange County Virtual Job Fair- Virtual — will continue through 2027
e OC Workforce Solutions — County Recruitment & Hiring Events (Free) The County of Orange
Workforce Solutions typically hosts multiple free in-person hiring and networking events throughout the

year in Lake Forest, Brea, and South County (including industry-specific and multi-industry fairs). These
events recur annually, though the 2027 calendar has not yet been published. Watch their official site for the
2027 lineup.

e County Career Fairs & Hiring Events — typically in late winter (Feb), spring and fall

e Diversity Career Group run recurring Orange County Job Fairs & Career Fairs (in-person, often at the

Courtyard by Marriott in Santa Ana).
e VirtualJob Fair Series DiversityX
e JobFairX


https://jobfairx.com/job-fair-calendar?search=orange%20county%2C%20CA
https://jobfairx.com/job-fair-calendar?search=orange%20county%2C%20CA
https://jobfairx.com/job-fair-calendar?search=orange%20county%2C%20CA
https://jobfairx.com/job-fair-calendar?search=orange%20county%2C%20CA
https://www.ocworkforcesolutions.com/events
https://www.diversitycareergroup.com/am-venues/southern-california/
https://www.diversityx.net/job-fairs-near-me/california/costa-mesa
https://jobfairx.com/job-fair-calendar?search=orange%20county%2C%20CA
https://lp.constantcontactpages.com/sl/OznhQN7

