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U.S. Labor Secretary Perez and Job Seekers 
Praise the Heldrich Center’s New Start Career 
Network During February Roundtable

O
n Tuesday, February 16, 2016, U.S. 
Department of Labor Secretary 
Thomas Perez visited the Heldrich 
Center’s New Start Career Network 
(NSCN) to conduct a roundtable 

with several of the network’s older, long-term un-
employed members, who described their struggles 
navigating today’s turbulent job market. Secretary 
Perez was joined by Heldrich Center Director Carl 
Van Horn, NSCN Director Maria Heidkamp, sev-
eral NSCN volunteer career coaches, former Gov-
ernor Jim Florio, New Jersey Congressman Frank 
Pallone, New Jersey’s Deputy Commissioner of 
Labor and Workforce Development Aaron Fichtner, 
and the New Jersey Community College Consor-
tium for Workforce and Economic Development’s 
Sivaraman Anbarasan. 

In his remarks Secretary Perez stated, “We study a 
lot of data in this job, but for me, the most im-
portant thing to do is make house calls because 
behind every data point is a person, a human being 
with a story to tell.” The NSCN model is “fantastic,” 
Secretary Perez commented. “Keep up the great 
work you are doing.”

Job seekers and coaches also offered praise for 
NSCN. According to several roundtable partici-
pants, NSCN has given them a feeling of being 
involved with something positive, and allows them 
to feel valuable and that they are not alone in their 
quest for employment. One member described 
NSCN as his GPS, providing the direction he 
needed in his job search. Another NSCN member 
expressed her gratitude by saying, “The New Start 
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Career Network has been a wonderful beginning 
for me, in terms of a job coach that has really 
helped me tremendously and has connected me to 
people.” A NSCN volunteer career coach said, “I 
feel that the New Start Career Network is a God-
send. It should be the model for the United States.” 

While it is too early to report results, job seekers 
thanked NSCN for helping them feel connected 
and giving them some hope. One NSCN member 
stated, “Without the New Start Career Network, 
people like us…would feel completely lost. It’s not 
the first time I’ve been through this [unemploy-
ment], but it’s the first time in my life where I’ve 
been through this and I haven’t felt alone, and I 
haven’t felt isolated, and I haven’t felt like there’s 
something wrong or broken with me. All the ther-
apy in the world, all the networking, and all the 
friends, nothing came close to the reassurance that 
is given by this organization. This is a model that 
has to be duplicated throughout the United States. 
They ‘get’ that we’re valued professionals that have 
something to offer.”

Heldrich Center Director Van Horn recognized and 
thanked the organizations and individuals that pro-
vided the financial support to develop and imple-
ment the New Start Career Network: the Philip and 
Tammy Murphy Family Foundation, New Jersey 
Resources, Fund for New Jersey, AARP Founda-
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tion, DirectEmployers Association, Rutgers Career 
Services-New Brunswick, Rutgers Alumni Associa-
tion, and New Start New Jersey.
 
NSCN Director Heidkamp described the initiative, 
which launched in late 2015, and offers, free of 
charge, web-based tools, a network of volunteer 
career coaches, access to services through a range 
of strategic partnerships, and connections to em-
ployers. Several representatives of NSCN’s partners 
were present for the meeting, including AARP NJ, 
United Way, New Jersey public libraries, the New 
Jersey Business and Industry Association, the New 
Jersey and Statewide Hispanic Chambers of Com-
merce, PSEG, UPS, New Jersey Resources, Profes-
sional Services Groups of Central NJ and Mercer 
County, and Garden State Council-SHRM. 

Heidkamp also described some demographics for 
the 700+ NSCN members, who reside in 18 of 
New Jersey’s 21 counties and previously worked in 
a wide variety of occupations. Three-quarters of the 
NSCN members have at least a two-year college 
degree. Both Heidkamp and Van Horn referenced 
the challenges faced by these job seekers, includ-
ing the stigma associated with long-term unem-
ployment, age discrimination, stress and depres-
sion, volatility in the labor market, and job search 
techniques that may be outdated. The goals of 
NSCN are to help these job seekers reenter the la-
bor market and to raise awareness with New Jersey 
employers that the long-term unemployed are an 
often overlooked source of highly qualified talent. 

Secretary Perez invited participants to share their 
stories so he could hear not only what they’ve been 
through, but also what lessons they’ve learned as 
he continues to discover what his department can 
do to better assist the long-term unemployed.

“I’m proud of the work we’ve done but I’m acutely 
aware that there are things we could do better,” the 
Secretary said before participants began to describe 
their struggles to find work, what work means to 
them and its importance in their lives, and their 
experiences working with NSCN. 

“I’ve been out of work for a year,” said one NSCN 
member. She continued: “There were changes 
within my company that affected me. Work gave 
all of us, or at least me in particular, a real feeling 
of connection, feeling like I was part of something 
bigger than myself, a feeling of pride in saying 
where I worked. Sure, there are many other ways 
to feel validated and fulfilled whether it’s family 
or other interests, but the job is such an important 
thing, being part of something.”

Financially and emotionally, long-term unemploy-
ment takes a heavy toll on job seekers and their 
families, and many of these job seekers have had 
multiple bouts of unemployment in the aftermath 
of the Great Recession. One NSCN member ex-
plained, “I had unemployment the first time; Presi-
dent Obama was good enough to provide us with 
extension payments. This last time, the six months 
[of unemployment benefits] came and went, and 
we’re month to month right now. My wife’s work-
ing, thank God, and we’re making it work. I’m on 
the edge.” 

Long-term unemployed job seekers are forced 
to draw from resources that were once meant 
for retirement. A NSCN member said, “It’s really 
tough on our families. I have no IRAs left, they’re 
all wiped out. Savings bonds that I’ve had since 
I was a kid, they’re all gone. Were it not for the 
fact that my wife has a secure job, I would be 
homeless.” A similar experience was described by 
another NSCN member: “Since 1998, I have been 
in ‘transition’ on several occasions. This time, I’ve 
been out of work since June 2014. The most dif-
ficult aspects of this that I have faced are financial 
uncertainty, depression and anxiety, and not know-
ing what is going to happen next…I have depleted 
my savings and currently I’m going into my IRA 
account to make ends meet for my family. I think 
that one of the keys to this is trying to maintain 
one’s sanity and keep motivated during this difficult 
time.” Another roundtable participant described 
his struggle: “Unemployment as a 50-year-old 
man was devastating to me and my family. In two 
of those three years [of unemployment], I burned 
through two-thirds of my retirement savings. My 
mortgage company was kind enough to tack on 10 
years to my mortgage. I’ll be gone before the house 
is paid off but that’s ok, I have a roof.”
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Closing remarks reflected the positive outlook of 
participants and the value of the information that 
they gained through participating in the round-
table. Congressman Frank Pallone said, “My larger 
role as a legislator and a congressman, beyond the 
individual level, is what can we do as a govern-
ment because I really believe that the government 
can do so much more. This [session] was tremen-
dously helpful to me on every level, particularly in 
what we do in our congressional office.” 

Aaron Fichtner, Deputy Commissioner of the New 
Jersey Department of Labor and Workforce De-
velopment, thanked the participants for sharing 
their stories and walked away with a new sense of 
purpose. He said, “I leave here today inspired to 
try to do a better job in making sure that we are a 
good, solid partner in helping folks like yourselves 
get back to work. We are excited about the work 
of the New Start Career Network.” Secretary Perez 
offered words of encouragement to the job seekers 
as well. “We need your talent in the workforce,” 
he said. “We have opportunities here and we are a 
better nation when everybody is in the game.”

The New Start Career Network provides an ar-
ray of free, personalized assistance to New Jersey 
residents, age 45 and over, who have been unem-
ployed for six months or more. To learn more or to 
become a member, please visit the NSCN website.

Available Resources
Photos from the Roundtable with Secretary Perez

New Start Career Network Brochure

New Start Career Network Launch Video

About the Heldrich Center
The John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Devel-
opment at Rutgers University is a university-based 
organization devoted to transforming the workforce 
development system at the local, state, and fed-
eral levels. The Center, located within the Edward 
J. Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy, 
provides an independent source of analysis for re-
form and innovation in policy-making and employs 

cutting-edge research and evaluation methods 
to identify best practices in workforce develop-
ment, education, and employment policy. It is also 
engaged in significant partnerships with the private 
sector, workforce organizations, and educational 
institutions to design effective education and train-
ing programs. It is also deeply committed to assist-
ing job seekers and workers attain the information, 
education, and skills training they need to move up 
the economic ladder. 

As captured in its slogan, “Solutions at Work,” the 
Heldrich Center is guided by a commitment to 
translate the strongest research and analysis into 
practices and programs that companies, communi-
ty-based organizations, philanthropy, and govern-
ment officials can use to strengthen their workforce 
and workforce readiness programs, create jobs, 
and remain competitive. The Center’s work strives 
to build an efficient labor market that matches 
workers’ skills and knowledge with the evolving 
demands of employers. The Center’s projects are 
grounded in a core set of research priorities:

 > Disability Employment

 > Education and Training

 > Unemployment and Reemployment

 > U.S. Labor Market and Industry

 > Workforce Policy and Practice 

 > Work Trends Surveys

Learn more: www.heldrich.rutgers.edu

Rutgers University is an equal opportunity/af-
firmative action institution providing access to 
education and employment without regard to race, 
religion, color, national origin, ancestry, age, sex, 
sexual orientation, gender identity and expression, 
disability, genetic information, atypical hereditary 
cellular or blood trait, marital status, civil union 
status, domestic partnership status, military service, 
veteran status, and any other category protected by 
law. 

http://www.newstartcareernetwork.org
http://bit.ly/1W3V7l4
http://bit.ly/1TpcEWN
https://youtu.be/VvPwkCxvVeU
http://www.heldrich.rutgers.edu

