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A Fresh Look at the Evidence
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Federal investments in workforce development help low-income adults and youth find jobs,
improve their earnings and contribute to their communities. Although the results of an experimental
evaluation of the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) are not yet available, several rigorous, quasi-experimental
evaluations conducted since 2000 have demonstrated the value of training and workforce services, especially
for disadvantaged individuals.

A 2005 study found that Workforce Investment Act (WIA) services in seven states generate employment
and earnings gains for adults and dislocated workers. Individuals receiving WIA services are more likely
to be employed (by about 10 percentage points) and to have higher earnings (by about $800 per quarter
in 2000 dollars) than those who have not received services. In addition, participants in WIA programs
are less likely than non-participants to receive public assistance. The authors conclude that “WIA
services, including training, are effective interventions for adults and dislocated workers, when
measured in terms of net impacts on employment, earnings, and receipt of public assistance for
participants.”

A 2008 report found positive outcomes for WIA Adult participants in 12 states, concluding that there are
“large and immediate impacts on earnings and employment for individuals who participate in the WIA
Adult program...Those who obtained training services have lower initial returns, but they catch up to
others within ten quarters, ultimately registering total gains of $800 for females and $500 to 600 for
males.” Despite substantial variation in program structure and implementation across the 12 states,
“overall net impacts were estimated to be positive in almost all states.”

A 2008 evaluation of the Youth Opportunity Grant program found positive results, noting increased
educational attainment, Pell Grant receipt, labor market participation, and employment rates and
earnings for more than 90,000 program participants. The study found that the program increased overall
labor-force participation rates, specifically for teens ages 16 to 19, women, native-born residents, blacks,
and in-school youth. It also increased employment rates among blacks, teens, out-of-school youth, and
native-born youths, and it positively impacted the hourly wages of women and teens.’

A 2011 evaluation of Washington State workforce programs—one of only a few net impact evaluations

conducted by a state—revealed that WIA services boost employment and earnings for adults, dislocated
workers and youth. Adults and youth receiving WIA services have higher employment rates and higher

earnings than non-participants three quarters following participation. Dislocated workers receiving WIA
services are more likely to be employed than non-participants three quarters following participation.”
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The national studies tend to average out results from a wide range of local approaches and
consequently mask the success of promising workforce strategies that are increasingly being used
in the field and are gaining wider recognition by the policy community.®> Some of the most promising
advances are the use of sector-focused workforce strategies to meet the needs of employers and low-income,
low-skilled individuals and integrated education and training strategies that blend basic skills instruction with
occupational skills preparation.

e An experimental study of three sector-focused training programs found positive impacts for low-income,
disadvantaged workers and job seekers. Participants in sector-based training programs earned 18
percent—about $4,500—more than control group members during the two years of the study.
Participants also were more likely to work, work in jobs with higher wages and hold jobs that offer
benefits (such as health insurance). Sector-focused programs usually target rapidly growing jobs that
require limited postsecondary education but pay wages at or near the median wage in the economy and
that involve intermediary organizations that bring together training providers, employers and workers.®

e Sector-focused workforce programs are beginning to identify the benefits that flow to participating
employers or an entire industry. These outcomes include improvements to a business’s ability to find
and retain qualified workers, increases in productivity and increases in the skills of existing workers. For
example, a hospital participating in a healthcare initiative documented $40,000 in savings as a result of
lower turnover and reduced hiring costs.’

e A quasi-experimental evaluation of Capital IDEA, a sector-focused training program in Austin, Texas
found substantial employment, earnings, and Unemployment Insurance-related impacts relative to a
comparison group receiving low-intensity one-stop center services. Participants trained in healthcare and
other fields have experienced earnings impacts of more than $3,100 per quarter seven years after
enrollment and the impacts appear to be increasing during the economic recession and recovery.®

e Research on programs that contextualize basic skills instruction to a specific occupation or set of
occupations has yielded promising results. One of the best examples is Washington State’s Integrated
Basic Education and Skills Training (I-BEST) program, which blends adult education with occupational
training and pairs adult education teachers with career and technical education instructors. A recent
study found that I-BEST participants are 56 percent more likely than regular adult education students to
earn college credit, 26 percent more likely to earn a certificate or degree, and 19 percent more likely to
achieve learning gains on basic skills tests.® Another study found that I-BEST participants experience higher
employment rates and earnings than non-participants three quarters after leaving the program.*°

A growing body of research suggests that workforce investments are likely to pay off for the next
generation. Most evaluations have focused on a limited set of outcome measures, especially employment and
earnings gains for individual participants. Yet, there is evidence that workforce investments may produce
benefits both for adult participants and their children.*
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As Katherine Magnuson has written, “many workers, although certainly not all, are also parents, and human
capital accumulation is an intergenerational process. Improving the educational and employment prospects for
parents in the workforce today may also do the same for their children as they enter the workforce tomorrow.”*?
There is encouraging evidence that, when mothers with low education levels complete additional education,
their children appear to have improved language and reading skills.'® These quasi-experimental studies suggest
that the effects of increased maternal education are apparent only for mothers with a high school education or
less and are associated with a variety of education and training services, including high school completion and
GED, occupational training and college.™
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