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based organizations, business groups, and service providers tended to favor research 
that focused on improving program operations and management. 
 

Research Process and Dissemination 
 

The Expert Advisory Panel and a number of stakeholders also addressed the way in 
which ETA carries out its research and how well it disseminated its research to the 
various audiences of interest. Panel members recommended much greater transparency 
and far more effective dissemination of ETA’s research and evaluation results than has 
been the case in recent years, including findings with implications for managers and 
program design. These recommendations directly parallel concerns raised and 
recommendations offered by GAO (2010) in its report on ETA. They are also related to 
an interest raised by ETA’s Office of Policy Development and Research in having a 
process to evaluate or rate current and future ETA research based on what the 
motivation for the study is, whether it is likely to have policy implications, whether the 
methodology is sound, and whether the results are independent.  
 
Expert Advisory Panel members also felt strongly that ETA should consider 
implementing a What Works Clearinghouse similar to the one now operated by the 
Institute for Education Sciences and the U.S. Department of Education. Along those 
lines, members have recommended amending WIA as part of reauthorization to create 
a Workforce Development Institute similar to the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Institute on Education Sciences to “address issues embedded in all Titles of the next 
generation of workforce development legislation, not just WIA-funded programs.” 24 It 
would be a mechanism to tie innovations, research, and evaluation together within the 
context of the broader workforce development system. As conceived, the institute 
would feature five centers, as follows: 
 

 Basic Research and Longitudinal Studies, 
 Study of the Needs of Industry Sectors, 
 Study and Support of a Skilled Workforce, 
 Career Development and Guidance, and 
 Program and System Improvement and Accountability. 

 
Innovation is central to the Workforce Development Institute concept, in no small part 
because resources are likely to be reduced substantially across all programs and 
funding streams in the near future. Each of the centers would need to find ways to 
become more effective with limited resources and to carry out research that is useful in 
the field. 
 
Another option for addressing this would be to re-establish a regional network of 
university-based institutes, such as the Manpower Institutional Grantees. Manpower 
Institutional Grantees provided technical assistance and training and conducted and 
disseminated research to key actors in the workforce system from the late 1960s to the 
early 1980s, when funding for the network was eliminated from the federal budget.25 
 
National Office staff and survey respondents also indicated that work was needed on 
ways to effectively disseminate research findings about strategies and programs 
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throughout the workforce system, including ways to replicate effective approaches for 
discretionary programs within the larger, formula-based programs. Stakeholders 
tended to be more satisfied than others with the different ways in which information is 
currently shared throughout the system.  
 

 Three-fourths (74%) of respondents indicated they currently find out about 
research reports through e-mails or other ETA announcements, including 
Training and Employment Guidance Letters and Training and Employment 
Notices. 

 
 71% responded that they also receive information from professional associations 

or other paid services (e.g., National Governors Association, National 
Association of Workforce Boards, National Association of State Workforce 
Agencies, Employment and Training Reporter).  

 
 Roughly half of respondents cited the Workforce3one Web site or e-mails, and 

nearly as many cited conference or webinar presentations as a source for 
information.  

 
 About 40% of respondents cited e-mail announcements from research centers, 

foundations, or think tanks as a key information source.  
 
Stakeholders reported that they would prefer to receive information largely the same 
way they obtain it now. A slightly higher proportion of respondents would like to 
receive their information about research results directly from ETA, with fewer 
preferring to get it from Workforce3one, professional associations, or paid services (e.g., 
the Employment and Training Reporter).  
 

Conclusions: Recommended Areas for Research 
 

Given the increased emphasis on workforce development strategies to address the 
challenges of a volatile labor market, more ETA-supported research is needed, as well 
as more research funded or conducted collaboratively with federal partner agencies and 
foundations. Two important principles should guide ETA’s actions as it moves ahead to 
develop the next generation of workforce development research. First, there should be 
greater transparency in its research funding, contracting, and publication processes to 
avoid even the appearance of political influence and to build back the trust it lost in the 
research and policy community in large parts of the previous decade. Second, given the 
considerable role that other federal agencies and philanthropic organizations play in 
supporting research related to labor markets and workforce strategies, and given 
expected future constraints on research funding, ETA should increase its collaboration 
with these research initiatives while inviting greater collaboration from these same 
organizations in its own efforts. The challenges for job seekers, employers, and the 
economy are so significant that effective use of pooled resources demands closer 
collaboration within the federal government, between state and federal agencies, and, 
where possible, with private foundations.  
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Expert Advisory Panel members, USDOL senior staff, and stakeholders recommended 
focusing on a number of important areas in future research. Appendix D presents the 
topics that were recommended for future research along with the groups that 
recommended them. The list of topics is long and varied, although there was 
considerable consensus on the broad areas needing more research. In undertaking such 
research, the focus should be on conducting rigorous quantitative and qualitative 
research and evaluations. The recommended areas for research are categorized into the 
following five main areas:  
 

1. Understanding Changing Labor Markets. Expert Advisory Panel members, 
National Office staff, and many stakeholders recommended that ETA support 
more research on better understanding the changing dynamics of labor markets and 
the program and service needs that result from them, rather than simply conducting 
more program-specific studies. The severity of ongoing difficulties in the labor 
market was noted, in particular concerns about the increased share of long-term 
unemployed. Sorting out the changing structural versus demand-deficient causes 
of labor market distress was also mentioned. Many stakeholders also pointed to 
the need to conduct research to better understand the workings of sub-markets, 
such as those on and around tribal reservations. There was also interest in 
strategies to better understand and anticipate employer workforce needs, 
especially relating to energy and green jobs. 

 
2. Identifying Effective Strategies. Panel members, National Office staff, and 

stakeholders indicated that ETA needed to conduct research that was geared 
much more to the needs of the workforce system broadly considered, not simply 
research program-by-program or title-by-title within WIA, for example. In the 
past, little or no effort was made to link research across the various titles of WIA, 
much less to other workforce and income support programs operating within 
USDOL. Research efforts should also focus on identifying variations in programs 
and strategies, underlying reasons for the variations and their effectiveness through the 
use of multi-disciplinary, cross-state, cross-site analysis that takes full advantage of 
ongoing, multi-state research partnerships.  

 
Groups noted the size and economic impact of Unemployment Insurance relative 
to ETA’s other programs and suggested that much more research should be 
conducted on UI in the future, especially including work on the related strategies 
for assisting workers adjust to ongoing labor market difficulties, such as the Labor 
Exchange and Reemployment Services, an area that was accorded the highest 
priority among survey respondents 
 
Many of the groups recommended more research on the effectiveness and return 
on investment from training strategies and noted that ETA’s research should 
estimate the impacts and returns from training, through quasi-experiments as 
well as experiments. Most called for increased attention to the value of 
credentials and training certifications including employer-specific ones in the 
labor market. Apprenticeship was also noted as an area needing additional work, 
as was researching more effective ways of teaching adult education and 
language skills through contextualized learning. 
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Expert Advisory Panel members and many survey respondents also 
recommended more research on workforce intermediaries (including nonprofit 
temporary staffing agencies) and sectoral strategies, such as those implemented by 
the Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership, Project Quest, Capital IDEA, and 
other organizations to examine whether their estimated impacts are enduring 
and whether these strategies can be successfully expanded and replicated.  

 
3. Workforce System Infrastructure. More research into effective management 

approaches and tools (e.g., the Frontline Decision Support System, E-tools) and 
continued work to develop performance adjustment mechanisms was also suggested 
by several groups. One member suggested a need for more research on how to 
accomplish “knowledge transfer” within the system, going beyond the simple 
dissemination of promising practices to ways to encourage their adaptation and 
implementation by other practitioners. Another suggestion was to examine the 
effectiveness of waivers in terms of their ability to give states and local areas the 
flexibility to improve the workforce system. 

 
4. Special Populations. Nearly all groups pointed to a number of special populations 

that merit greater attention from ETA research efforts. Among these were: long-
term unemployed (including people who are still unemployed after they exhaust 
their unemployment benefits), dislocated workers, incumbent workers, youth, 
older workers, immigrants and low-wage workers generally, English-language 
learners, working families, persons with disabilities, and veterans. One specific 
recommendation was to conduct more research on the problems of low-skilled, 
disconnected men, a group that has severe problems with long-term consequences. 
Identifying strategies for effectively engaging and serving these disconnected 
men is important. Another recommendation was to research the labor market 
problems of Native Americans who tend to face very distinctive challenges and 
issues that tend to be largely ignored or overlooked in much of the research. One 
of the panel members also noted a need for additional research on issues relating 
to immigration and internal relocation of Hispanics, as well as the cultural and 
language barriers these populations face. Related to special populations was a 
suggestion by ETA research staff to examine the effectiveness of the Work 
Opportunity Tax Credit, including what types of employers use it and what 
specific populations benefit most, and what other types of incentives might be 
offered to job seekers that would improve training and/or employment 
outcomes. 

 
Special populations stressed by survey respondents included older workers, the 
long-term unemployed, dislocated workers, veterans, ex-offenders, at-risk youth, 
TANF recipients, limited English persons, persons with disabilities, migrants, 
and seasonal farm workers. Related to special populations was a suggestion by 
ETA research staff to examine the effectiveness of the Work Opportunity Tax 
Credit, including what types of employers use it and what specific populations 
benefit most, and what other types of incentives might be offered to job seekers 
that would improve training and/or employment outcomes. 

 
5. Research Support. Leadership in the National Office and other respondents 

noted that much more was needed in several areas, including improved access, use 
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and confidentiality of administrative records for research and evaluation, and the 
creation of more public-use datasets for analysis. The significant efforts that are 
under way to improve the quality of administrative data must be matched with 
concerted efforts to make those datasets available for research and analysis. 
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Appendix D. Priority Research Topic Summary, by 

Stakeholder Group 
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Panel* 
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needs from 

ongoing labor 

market stress, 
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and service mix to reflect the 
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Changing nature/effects of 

long-term unemployment 

Strategies for 

navigating new, 

dynamic labor 

markets in global 

world 

Credentials, career 

pathways and 

value in labor 

markets 

Yes Relative value by industry, 

sector; interim, stackable, career 

readiness and employer-specific 

credentials; bridge and career 

pathway programs 
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Credit vs. non-

credit program 

barriers in 

community 

colleges 
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IDENTIFYING 
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Effectiveness of 

the workforce 

system, programs, 

and strategies 

Integrated, 

multidisciplinary, 

cross-site research 

beyond WIA titles 

Use and efficacy of national E-

tools 

 

Transitional jobs, strategies for 

older dislocated workers, and 

successful state/local WIB efforts 

Estimating return on 

investment for 

various strategies 

Unemployment 

Insurance, Labor 

Exchange, RES 

Reemployment 

strategies for UI 

recipients 

Workshare models and UI 

reforms 

Reemployment 

strategies  
 

Impact 

evaluations of 

training, including 

apprenticeship 

Yes Incumbent worker training, cost-

effectiveness of short- vs. long-

term training 

 

Incumbent and dislocated 
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training, and experiential 

learning 

 
 

 

Training 

effectiveness   
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integration 

 Connecting WIA and TANF 
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service Integration 
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postsecondary 
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economic 

development 

Workforce 

intermediaries and 

sectoral training 

strategies 
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teach adult 

education, English 

as a Second 

Language  
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Employer 
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effectiveness 
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records  
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Secretaries, directors and staff of Apprenticeship, Business Relations Group, 
Unemployment Insurance, Office of Policy Development and Research, Office of 
Workforce Investments, Performance, Chief Evaluation Officer, ETA regional 
administrators and staff. Stakeholder input consisted of 665 survey responses (as of 
December 31, 2010) from federal, state and local government agencies; Workforce 
Investment Boards; colleges; libraries; foundations; national nonprofits; research 
organizations; community-based organizations; and business groups. A summary of the 
stakeholder input can be found in Appendix E.  
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Appendix E. Summary of Stakeholder Input  
 

The Heldrich Center solicited input from a wide range of employment and training 
system stakeholders about priority research topics and criteria through an online 
survey. The Heldrich Center received assistance in disseminating the survey from a 
number of national and regional organizations, including the National Association of 
State Workforce Agencies, the National Association of Workforce Boards, the National 
Governors Association, and the Employment and Training Reporter. The Center also made 
the survey available via various social networking sites (Twitter, Facebook). As of 
December 31, 2010, the Heldrich Center received 665 responses.  
 
Breakdown of Respondents. A large majority of the 665 survey respondents (66%) 
identified themselves as representing a state government agency. The remaining 
respondents were fairly evenly split between (5% to 7% each) between federal 
government agencies, local government agencies, university or private research 
organizations, community-based organizations, and private for-profit businesses or 
business organizations. Other respondents (10%) represented state and local Workforce 
Investment Boards, community colleges, libraries, philanthropic organizations, and a 
range of national nonprofits representing Hispanic groups, tribal government and 
Alaska Natives, people with disabilities, Senior Community Service Employment 
Program, and others.  
 

Chart 1. “I represent: 
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Priority Broad Research Topic Areas. Respondents were asked to rank seven broad 
research areas from highest to lowest priority. Reemployment Services was selected as a 
highest priority broad research area for 53% of respondents. Training followed closely 
behind, with almost half of respondents (47%) indentifying it as a highest priority topic. 
Operational and Program Management Improvements was next in terms of number of 
respondents who designated this as the highest priority topic for research (40%), 
followed by research on Services for Special Populations (36%), Unemployment 
Insurance (31%), Labor Market Information (23%), and Youth Services (22%). Responses 
for those who identified specific populations included research on: older workers, long-
term unemployed, dislocated workers, veterans, ex-offenders, at-risk youth, TANF 
recipients, limited English populations, people with disabilities, immigrants, and 
migrant and seasonal farm workers.  
 

Chart 2. Priority Given to Following Broad Research Topics 
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Dissemination. Respondents were asked how they currently receive information about 
research reports on workforce issues, as well as how they would prefer to receive such 
information.  
 

 Three-fourths (74%) of respondents indicated they currently find out about 
research reports through e-mails or other announcements from ETA, including 
through Training and Employment Guidance Letters and Training and 
Employment Notices. 

 71% responded that they receive information from professional associations or 
other paid services (National Governors Association, National Association of 
Workforce Boards, National Association of State Workforce Agencies, 
Employment and Training Reporter).  

 Roughly half (51%) of respondents cited the Workforce3one Web site or e-mails, 
and close to the same number (48%) cited conference or webinar presentations as 
a source for information.  

 E-mail announcements from research centers, foundations, or think tanks were 
cited as a source by about 39% of respondents.  

 

Chart 3. Currently, How Do You Become Aware of Research Reports on 

Workforce Issues? 
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In the future, respondents reported they would prefer to receive information the same 
way they obtain it now. A slightly higher proportion of respondents would like to 
receive their information about research reports directly from ETA, with fewer 
preferring information from Workforce3one, professional associations, or paid services.  
 

Chart 4. How Would You Prefer to Receive 

Research Reports on Workforce Issues? 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Identifying Gaps and Setting Priorities for Employment and Training Research  121 

  

 

Criteria for Setting Priorities. The survey asked respondents to rank several criteria for 
setting priorities for funding research on workforce development programs and 
policies, given resource limitations. In order, the respondents ranked these criteria: 
 

1. Value for Program Managers 
2. Importance for State and Local Policymakers (almost identical to Timeliness) 
3. Timeliness 
4. Importance for Federal Policymakers 
5. Rigor of Research Methods 

 

Chart 5. Ranking of Criteria in Order of Importance that Researchers Should Use 

when Setting Priorities for Funding Research on Workforce Development 

Programs and Policies 
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Specific Research Topics. Respondents were asked to recommend specific research 
topics they felt should be on the agenda in the next five years. Responses fell primarily 
into two very broad categories:  
 

 Infrastructure improvements for the workforce development system, and 
 Strategies on how to navigate the new and changing economy. 

 
Many suggestions focused on a need to better understand and assess the efficacy of the 
workforce development system, as well as to increase investments in collecting better 
data and improving overall administration of the system. Respondents expressed the 
need to rigorously evaluate the current workforce development programs, including 
WIA, UI, and Wagner Peyser services through return on investment methods. There 
was also significant interest in research on how to develop better data systems, and 
especially better longitudinal data, with calls for technology improvements that will 
facilitate streamlined data collection and reporting.  
 
A number of respondents suggested topics relating to improving labor market 
information, especially focusing on how to help disadvantaged job seekers and other 
special populations under and better navigate the labor market.  
 
Several respondents suggested the need for research on how to improve service 
delivery at One-Stops and how to provide better professional training and credentials 
for One-Stop staff. Others would like to see research on job search techniques. 
 
Many of the suggested research topics relate to concerns that the current workforce 
system was developed based on an economy that no longer exists. These topics reflect 
the need to better understand the current economic landscape shaped by the forces of 
globalization. Paramount among these concerns was the need for significant efforts to 
identify emerging industries and changing employer skill needs, as well as how to 
prepare workers to participate in the changing economy. Reflecting the continued 
depressed labor market and high long-term unemployment rates, respondents 
suggested a number of topics relating to improving prospects for reemployment, not 
just for low-skilled workers but also for higher-skilled workers who may need to 
upgrade their skills.  
 
The integration and better alignment of postsecondary education, training, and 
economic development was a frequently recommended area for further research. 
Respondents expressed interest in strategies to make better use of labor market 
information to shape curricula and inform students and job seekers. Other related topics 
included research on lifelong learning, credentialing, on-the-job training, basic skills 
training, and moving away from “quick fix” solutions to more comprehensive training 
programs. 
 
Research on strategies for employer engagement was frequently cited, especially on 
how to seek input from employers regarding the identification of current and future 
skill needs. Sector and regional strategies continue to be a topic of interest. Several 
respondents suggested research on how the workforce system can work better with 
small and medium-sized businesses and entrepreneurs. 
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Endnotes 
 
1 The Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership, based in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, is an 
“organization of Wisconsin companies and unions who are dedicated to developing 
family-supporting jobs in a highly competitive business environment” 
(http://www.wrtp.org/why-we-succeed.php). 
 
2 Project Quest, based in San Antonio, Texas, “defines the skills required to succeed in 
targeted, hard-to-fill occupations, then recruits, trains and develops adults so that they 
are qualified and ready for employment” 
(http://www.questsa.org/About/History.html). 
 
3 Capital IDEA, based in Austin, Texas, “lifts working families out of poverty by 
sponsoring educational services that lead to life-long financial stability” 
(http://www.capitalidea.org/about_us.html). 
 
4 See Erica L. Groshen and Simon Potter, “Has Structural Change Contributed to a 
Jobless Recovery?” Current Issues in Economics and Finance, Volume 9, Number 8, 
Federal Reserve Bank of New York (August 2003). 
 
5 Andrew Sum and Joseph McLaughlin, “The Massive Shedding of Jobs in America: The 
Case Against Deficit Hawks,” Challenge, Vol. 53, No. 6 (November-December, 2010). 
 
6 Randall W. Eberts, “The Response of the U.S. Workforce System to the Needs of 
Workers During the Great Recession,” Presentation to Policy Responses to the New 
Economy: A Symposium Celebrating the Ray Marshall Center’s 40th Anniversary, October 19, 
2010. 
 
7 See Andrew Sum and Joseph McLaughlin, “The Massive Shedding of Jobs in America: 
The Case Against Deficit Hawks.”  
 
8 Among other reports, see: Andrew Sum, et al., “The Great Recession of 2008-2009 and 
the Blue-Collar Depression: How Are We Doing?” Challenge, Vol. 53, No. 4 
(July/August, 2010). 
 
9 Five-year Research, Demonstration and Evaluation Strategic Plan for July 2000-July 2005, 
USDOL/ETA. 
 
10 Five-year Research, Demonstration and Evaluation Strategic Plan for 2002-2007, 
USDOL/ETA, March 2004. 
 
11 Among these reports were three issued by GAO: a 2010 report on problems with 
ETA’s research processes (GAO-10-243, January 2010); a 2009 report on the need for 
USDOL to focus more on what works and what does not work in WIA (GAO-09-396T, 
February 26, 2009); and a 2005 report on the the lack of information about WIA 
outcomes (GAO-05-650, June 2005). The 2010 GAO report describes OMB’s concerns 
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and pressure it brought to bear on USDOL/ETA to be more transparent in its research 
and to disseminate its reports more expeditiously. 
 
12 On November 8, 2010, USDOL announced $12.2 million in grants to 13 states through 
the Workforce Data Quality Initiative: Florida, Iowa, Louisiana, Maine, Maryland, 
Massachusetts, Minnesota, Missouri, North Dakota, Ohio, South Carolina, Texas, and 
Virginia. Workforce Data Quality Initiative funds will enable states to build or expand 
longitudinal databases of workforce data that also link to education data and help them 
analyze the effectiveness of employment and training programs. 
 
13 In this case, non-program related investments are those that are not focused 
specifically on ETA’s primary funding streams (i.e., Workforce Investment Act, 
Unemployment Insurance, Employment Services, Trade Adjustment Assistance, 
Registered Apprenticeship, and Job Corps).  
 
14 Route management was a term coined in the Youth Offender demonstration. As these 
young adults resented the idea of being considered a “case” to manage, the service was 
redefined as helping someone to navigate their route out of criminal activity and into 
education/employment opportunities. 
 
15 The Working Poor Families Project is a national initiative supported by the Annie E. 
Casey, Charles Stewart Mott, Ford, and Joyce Foundations focusing on state workforce 
development policies affecting working families. For more information, see: 
http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/about.html  
 
16 The Rockefeller Foundation was an early participant in the IWI Initiative as well. 
 
17 Current research in this section is research where an interim or final report is expected 
to be completed in 2011 or later. 
 
18 This paper includes ARRA studies as they relate to workforce and regional economic 
development. 
 

19 Study was funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ 
Administration for Children and Families. 
 
20 The 13 Workforce Data Quality Initiative states funded by ETA are: Florida, Iowa, 
Louisiana, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Missouri, North Dakota, Ohio, 
South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia. 
 
21 Panel members were convened by teleconference on September 27 and November 15, 
2010, and met in person in Crystal City, Virginia on December 14, 2010.  
 
22 A conference call was held with ETA Regional Administrators to solicit their input on 
October 28, 2010. 
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23 Telephone and in-person interviews with ETA and other DOL senior staff were 
conducted from October 2010 through February 2011. 
 
24 Joan Wills and Curtis Richards, Draft Concept Paper for IWD (n.d.). 
 
25 The Secretary of Labor’s 38-member Job Training Partnership Act Advisory 
Committee issued a report, Working Capital: Investments for the 90’s, in March 1989 that 
specifically recommended creating a line item in the JTPA appropriation to “create and 
sustain a network of multi-regional training institutes and institutional grants for a 
small group of colleges and universities” for the purpose of conducting research and 
evaluation (p. 32). 
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