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Today’s Agenda

● Context: Introductions and background
● Framework for investment: Evidence-based principles for 

funding workforce development
● New Frontiers: COVID has induced new questions for 

researchers and policymakers
● Discussion: Q&A conversation



The Project on Workforce is an interdisciplinary, collaborative project between 
the Harvard Kennedy School Malcolm Wiener Center for Social Policy, the 

Harvard Business School Managing the Future of Work Project, and the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education

About Us



Our Research Questions

How do we shape a future postsecondary system to create 
more pathways to economic mobility?

How can we forge smoother transitions between 
education and work?



Context



COVID created the most significant employment 
disruption of a generation. Effects have not been equal.

Source: Opportunity Insights; tracktherecovery.org; Earnin; Intuit; Kronos; Paychex

Percent Change in Employment



Future-ready workforce requires balance of short-
and long-term policies
Passive labor market policies, like unemployment insurance, provide the short-term financial cushion 
and income support in the short-term. Active policies seek to “activate” the labor force.

.

What is “active labor market policy”?

Source: CEA 2016; Brown and Freund 2019; OECD 2018

Help workers find 
employment and stay in 

labor force

Support job matches 
between workers and 

firms

Includes (but not limited to) 
employment services, job 

search assistance, job training, 
and employment subsidies.



Pre-COVID, the US ranked second-to-last in OECD in 
spending on active labor market programs

Source: OECD 2017

Public Expenditure on Active Labor Market Policies



After the Great 
Recession, the US 
decreased investment 
in human capital 
development…

Source: Center on Budget Policy and Priorities analysis using SHEEO State Higher 
Education Finance Report and BLS CPI-U-RS
, 

Percent change in state spending per student in 
public higher education,

inflation adjusted, 2008-2018



And investments in employment services had been 
declining for decades

Source: Wandner 2018

Wagner-Peyser Funding for Employment Services in Nominal and Real Dollars 
(1984=100)



Evidence-based Principles: 
Investing for a Resilient Workforce



Focus public investments at the industry-level, not 
on firm-specific roles
Invest in skills that are transferable, with clear career pathways 
across different employers

Ex:

Wisconsin Regional 
Training Partnership
Milwaukee
Skilled Trades, Manufacturing
● Association of employers and unions; 

serves as an intermediary, using 
knowledge of and networks within 
industry to identify demand for jobs and 
find trainers and providers 

● Participants earned significantly higher 
wages than control group over 24-month 
study (PP/V 2010)

● Strongest effects for African Americans, 
women, and formerly incarcerated

Foundational 
career skills

Effective 
intermediaries 
like industry 
organizations

Sectors with 
strong local labor 
market demand



Invest in the ecosystem of jobs, not just training
Basic human needs like transportation, childcare, housing affect 
workers’ ability to complete training, secure and complete 
interviews, stay on the job.

Ex:

Project QUEST
San Antonio, TX
Healthcare
● Services provided include financial 

assistance to cover tuition, fees, books, 
transportation, licensing exams, and 
tutoring

● Provides referrals to outside agencies
● Collaboration between nonprofit 

organization and community colleges
● Earnings gains have persisted over 9+ 

years compared to control group
● Participants more likely to work in health 

care and higher-skilled practitioner 
positions than control

Source: PP/V 2010

Caregiving 
responsibilities

Wraparound 
services

Integrated 
service models



Focus on good jobs, not just any job
Historically, publicly-funded programs have not always prioritized 
job quality

Family-sustaining 
wages

Benefits and 
security

Career 
progression and 
upward mobility

Ex:

Per Scholas
New York, Ohio, Pittsburgh, DC, Atlanta, 
and more
Information Technology
● Sectoral program focused on good jobs in 

technology
● Targets CompTIA A+ and Network+ certification 

exams
● Earnings gains of 20-30% two to four years later

Source: PP/V 2010; Schaberg 2017



Balance foundational + technical skills
The jobs that are growing the fastest require both hard and soft 
skills. 

Source: Deming 2017; Fuller et al. 2021; Fein and Hamadyk 2021

Ex:

Year Up
Boston, New York, Bay Area, Miami, 
Jacksonville, Charlotte, Baltimore, Chicago, 
Phoenix, Atlanta, Philadelphia, DC, Jersey City, 
Seattle, Pittsburgh, Providence, Tampa, 
Wilmington, etc.
IT and financial services
● Largest persisting earning incomes found in any 

US workforce program studied under 
Randomized Control Trial to date

● Effects were consistent and largely positive 
across the full sample, population subgroups, 
and eight regions analyzed

● 6-month paid internship 
● Mobilization of private-sector financing to fund 

significant portion of program costs
● Co-location model with community colleges

Programs often 
choose general 
skills or job-

specific skills but 
both are needed

Community 
colleges can do 
both with right 

resources + 
incentives 

Soft skills 
important for the 

future of work



Prioritize proactive outreach + navigation support
“If you build it, they will come” hasn’t been true for retraining and 
reskilling.

Ex:

“Pell Letter” 
National (ED/DOL)
● In 2009-2010, 40 US states sent UI 

recipients letters to inform them about 
their eligibility for federal funding of 
postsecondary training

● Individuals who received this information 
were 40 percent more likely to enroll in 
higher education 

Source: Barr and Turner 2018

Well-coordinated 
information 
campaigns 

Digital and social 
media 

investments

Complement 
human support 
with technology



“Self-service” for workers is difficult or impossible 
without supporting technology
State websites can be difficult to navigate and need new investments

Ex:

Data for the American 
Dream
New Jersey, Colorado, Michigan
● Public-private partnership focused on 

creating tools and systems that provide 
more accessible, current and actionable 
information workers can use to identify 
career and training opportunities 

● New tools include MyColoradoJourney, NJ 
Training Explorer, and Michigan Career 
Explorer

Source: D4D

Prioritize job-
seeker as the 

end user

More 
performance 

data on training

Complement 
human support 
with technology







Customize interventions for different populations
One-size-fits-all doesn’t work well for human capital development

Ex:

Summer Youth Employment 
Programs
National
● Multiple studies in different cities found that 

they have positive effect
● Evaluation of Boston summer jobs found 

evidence that program improves academic, 
behavioral, and employment outcomes

● Greater impacts for youth of color and benefit-
to-cost ratio of 2:1

Source: Brookings 2021

Opportunity Youth

College AND career 
– credits and work 

experience

Cohort structure 
and social 
support

Pre-enrollment 
preparation and 

screening



Customize interventions for different populations
One-size-fits-all doesn’t work well for human capital development

Ex:

JVS Boston English for 
Advancement
Boston, Lawrence, Lowell, and Lynn, MA
● Nation’s first Pay for Success program in 

Workforce development 
● Targets workers with varying levels of English 

skills
● Career coaches integrated directly into English 

course- help participants set career goals, 
develop resumes, share job leads, pursue 
promotion or wage upgrades

Source: Roder & Elliot 2020

English-language learners

Connect 
workforce (WIOA) 

and adult ed 
(ABE)

Integrate 
language 

instruction with 
career services

Good job as 
success metric, 

not just language 
acquisition



Customize interventions for different populations
One-size-fits-all doesn’t work well for human capital development

Dislocated Adults

Flexible 
scheduling and 

off-hours

Learn-and-earn 
opportunities

Work-based 
learning like 

apprenticeships

Ex:

Virginia FastForward
● Credential grant program
● Pay for success model for short-term 

training
● Most programs run between 6-12 weeks 

and are a mix of book work and hands-on 
skills demonstration

● Target occupations includes consideration 
of wages as well as job growth



New frontiers:
COVID has posed new 
challenges and 
opportunities for job 
training

• The future of remote and hybrid 
workforce training

• The future of remote and hybrid jobs
• In-person vs. online service provision
• Racial equity and good jobs



Discussion





Appendix



The hybrid workplace shift could initiate further 
structural changes in the economy...

Alleviation of Pandemic 
WFH Pressure 

Shift in Employee & 
Employer Sentiments

Increase in 
permanent hybrid 
and remote work 

Desire for Smaller 
Permanent Office 

Footprint

Change in demand for 
office locations, sizes, 

& types/amenities

Demand for housing 
more conducive to 

remote / hybrid 
work 

Change in demand 
for housing 

location, size, and 
type/amenities

Different needs for 
Commuter Transit & Roads

Less demand for 
office-adj goods & 

services
Lower or relocated 

employment for certain 
subsets of workers

Office & Adjacent
Business Real Estate

Housing & Transit

Reskilling & Worker 
Support



Competitiveness, 
consumption & tax 
revenue 
Metrics to monitor:
-Migration out of 
state
-Relocation of 
companies
-New business 
investment

High Remote % High Hybrid %

Opportunity for 
rural/ suburban 
renaissance
Metrics to monitor:
-Office space in 
suburbs
-In-state migration, 
relocation to suburbs
-Housing demand
-Increased service 
empl.

Threat to urban 
office districts
Metrics to monitor:
-Office space 
vacancies
-Spending in CBDs
-Small biz closures
-Commuting patterns 
to office districts
-Reduced service 
employment

+Opportunity 
for reskilling 
and upskilling
Metric to 
monitor:
-Job postings 
by industry and 
skill

Offices, housing & migration, 
employment, business health

Depending on the share of remote and hybrid work, states 
could see different outcomes


